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DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY IS PLEASED TO PRESENT STARTING: WORKS ON PAPER 1967 - 1970,

AN EXHIBITION OF NEVER-BEFORE-SEEN WORKS BY SAM GILLIAM FROM A HIGHLY FORMATIVE
MOMENT IN HIS DEVELOPMENT. THE SHOW WILL OPEN ON MARCH 16 AND REMAIN ON VIEW
THROUGH APRIL 27, 2019. AN OPENING RECEPTION WILL BE HELD ON SATURDAY, MARCH 16
FROM 6:00PM UNTIL 8:00PM.

IN THE LATE 1960s, AS HE WAS ENGAGING IN THE EXPERIMENTS THAT LED TO HIS
BREAKTHROUGH BEVELED-EDGE AND DRAPE PAINTINGS, GILLIAM WAS ALSO HONING METHODS OF
WORKING ON PAPER WITH WATERCOLORS AND INK THAT CONSTITUTE AN IMPORTANT FACET OF HIS
PRACTICE 50 YEARS LATER. STARTING INCLUDES OVER A DOZEN IMPORTANT EXAMPLES OF THESE
EARLY WORKS, WHICH CAN BE DIVIDED INTO THREE TYPOLOGIES: FOLDED AND STAINED WORKS;
WORKS IN WHICH THICKER, EXPRESSIONISTIC APPLICATION OF MEDIUM DOMINATES; AND
CALLIGRAPHIC INK AND WASH WORKS CREATED IN RESPONSE TO, AND AS DOCUMENTS OF, THE
ARCHITECTURAL COMPOSITIONS OF THE DRAPE PAINTINGS. THE EXHIBITION PROVIDES A
REMARKABLY PERSONAL AND INTIMATE PORTRAIT OF AN ARTIST DISCOVERING THE FULL BREADTH
OF HIS POWERS. (IT ALSO FEATURES A TYPEWRITTEN MANUSCRIPT OF ONE OF HIS POEMS FROM
THE ERA.) ITS STYLISTIC VARIETY REFLECTS THE CHANGING CONTEXTS AND CIRCUMSTANCES IN
WHICH GILLIAM WAS WORKING, AS WELL AS HIS PRETERNATURAL CURIOSITY AND FIERCE
COMMITMENT TO HIS PRACTICE.

THE EARLIEST WORKS IN THE SHOW, FROM 1967, FEATURE DENSE ARRAYS OF BLUE, BROWN,
AND YELLOW APPLIED IN SERIES OF OVERLAPPING SPLATTERS. THEIR ENERGY BELIES THE SCALE
OF THE COMPACT SHEETS OF SKETCHBOOK PAPER ON WHICH THEY ARE MADE, AND THEIR DENSITY
OF COLOR ALLOWS GILLIAM TO MAXIMIZE THE POTENTIAL OF THESE SMALL SURFACES,
RESULTING IN WORKS THAT HINT AT A SURPRISING SENSE OF MONUMENTALITY. THE NATURAL
RHYTHMS THAT ANIMATE THEM COME DIRECTLY FROM THE SOURCE, AS THEY WERE PRODUCED BY
THE ARTIST EN PLEIN AIR. GILLIAM WOULD BRING HIS BABY DAUGHTER TO ROCK CREEK PARK,
LOCATED NEAR THE FAMILY'S HOME IN WASHINGTON, D.C., AND WORK WHILE SHE SLEPT
ALONGSIDE HIM. HE EXPERIMENTED WITH THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN COLOR AND MOVEMENT,
RESPONDING TO THE VISUAL TEXTURES OF THE TREES AND THE MOODS OF THE LANDSCAPE, AS
WELL AS ENCOUNTERS WITH THEN-CONTEMPORARY PAINTINGS BY MARK ROTHKO AND MORRIS
LOUIS, WHICH HE WAS SEEING IN GALLERIES IN NEW YORK.

A SELECTION OF WORKS FROM 1968 AND 1970, MEANWHILE, ARE DIRECTLY RELATED TO THE
VOCABULARY GILLIAM WAS ALSO DEVELOPING IN THE BEVELED-EDGE AND DRAPE PAINTINGS,
THOUGH THE DIFFERENCE IN THEIR MATERIALS YIELDS AN ALTOGETHER DIFFERENT SENSE OF
TOUCH. BY FOLDING SHEETS OF PAPER ACCORDING TO SCHEMES DERIVED FROM ORIGAMI OR
PLAYFUL FORMS LIKE PAPER AIRPLANES OR CAT'S CRADLES, AND THEN DIPPING THEM INTO
WATERCOLORS, HE COULD CREATE COMPLEX STAINING EFFECTS, RORSCHACH PATTERNS, AND
CRYSTALLINE COMBINATIONS OF HUES WITH A GREAT SENSE OF OPTICAL DEPTH. THE PIGMENTS
ARE NEVER FULLY CONTROLLED, BUT COAXED AND GUIDED ACCORDING TO GILLIAM'S
MANIPULATION OF THE SUPPORT. AS A RESULT, THE MOVEMENT OF WATER IS CAPTURED IN
BRACINGLY DIRECT FORM, AND THE SCULPTURAL TENDENCIES THAT ANIMATE MUCH OF HIS
PROJECT COME TO THE FOREFRONT; INDEED, GILLIAM CONTINUES TO MAKE WORKS ON PAPER IN
THIS WAY TODAY.
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A SERIES OF INK AND WASH WORKS FROM 1969 DEMONSTRATE A THIRD AND DRAMATICALLY
DIFFERENT SET OF FORMAL CONCERNS. BECAUSE THE LARGEST OF GILLIAM'S DRAPE PAINTINGS
ACTIVELY RESPOND TO THE ARCHITECTURE IN WHICH THEY ARE INSTALLED, EACH INSTALLATION
GIVES RISE TO ITS OWN THREE-DIMENSIONAL COMPOSITION, AND EACH DRAPE IS IN FACT GIVEN
NEW LIFE WHENEVER IT IS HUNG. PHOTOGRAPHS CAN RECORD THE OUTWARD MANIFESTATION OF
THE DRAPES, BUT FOR A PERIOD GILLIAM WOULD ALSO PRODUCE WORKS ON PAPER, LIKE THOSE
INCLUDED IN STARTING, THAT CAPTURED THEIR SPIRIT AND INNER FORCE. THOUGH THEY COULD
BE USED DURING SUBSEQUENT INSTALLATIONS TO GUIDE THE HANGING OF THE DRAPES, THEY
ARE STANDALONE ARTWORKS IN THEIR OWN RIGHT, PROVIDING FRESH INSIGHTS INTO THE
ARTIST'S APPROACH TO LINE. THEY ALSO SEEM TO REFLECT, IN PARTICULARLY DIRECT AND
CONDENSED FASHION, THE ART HISTORICAL MODES AND CULTURAL PHENOMENA THAT HAD
NOURISHED GILLIAM'S FORMATION: IMPROVISED MUSIC, IN PARTICULAR THE STRUCTURED
FREEDOM OF JAZZ; THE THEN-RECENT ADVANCES OF ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM AND
WASHINGTON, D.C.-BASED COLOR SCHOOL PEERS; FLUIDITY BETWEEN SCALES, MEDIUMS, AND
GENRES THAT EVOKES THE SCOPE OF THE RENAISSANCE AND THE MULTI-DISCIPLINARY ETHOS OF
THE BAUHAUS; AND THE URGENT SOCIAL AND POLITICAL ISSUES THAT WERE RAPIDLY
TRANSFORMING AMERICAN LIFE.

AND YET, AS IS ALWAYS THE CASE FOR GILLIAM, THESE INFLUENCES ARE LESS IMPORTANT AS
REFERENCE POINTS THAN THEY ARE AS INDICATORS OF HIS FAITH IN THE SHEER POWER OF
ABSTRACTION, AS A VISUAL LANGUAGE AND A WAY OF LIFE, TO MOVE THE VIEWER AND
PRECIPITATE CHANGE. "TIME LEAVES MEMOIRS PLAYING," READS A LINE FROM A TYPEWRITTEN
POEM, PRODUCED BY THE ARTIST CONTEMPORANEOUSLY WITH THE WORKS IN STARTING. IT IS AN
APT SUMMARY OF GILLIAM'S UNFLAGGING ALLEGIANCE TO THE PRESENT MOMENT AND HIS
MAVERICK SENSE OF BOTH ART HISTORY AND HIS OWN EVOLUTION, WHICH HAS SEEN HIM PAY
HEED TO THE POLYMATHIC NATURE OF HIS IMAGINATION BY REFUSING TO SETTLE INTO A SINGLE
STYLE, AND BY TREATING EVERY BODY OF WORK, AND EVERY INDIVIDUAL ARTWORK, AS AN
OPPORTUNITY FOR RENEWAL AND REINVENTION.

IN ADDITION TO A TRAVELING RETROSPECTIVE ORGANIZED BY THE CORCORAN GALLERY OF ART,
WASHINGTON, D.C. IN 2005, SAM GILLIAM (B. 1933, TUPELO, MISSISSIPPI) HAS BEEN THE
SUBJECT OF SOLO EXHIBITIONS AT KUNSTMUSEUM BASEL, SWITZERLAND (2018); PHILLIPS
COLLECTION, WASHINGTON, D.C. (2011); J.B. SPEED MEMORIAL MUSEUM, LOUISVILLE,
KENTUCKY (1996); WHITNEY MUSEUM OF AMERICAN ART, PHILIP MORRIS BRANCH, NEW YORK
(1993); THE STUDIO MUSEUM IN HARLEM, NEW YORK (1982); AND THE MUSEUM OF MODERN
ART, NEW YORK (1971); AMONG MANY OTHER INSTITUTIONS. A SEMI-PERMANENT INSTALLATION
OF GILLIAM'S PAINTINGS WILL OPEN AT DIA:BEACON IN SUMMER 2019. HIS WORK IS INCLUDED
IN OVER FIFTY PUBLIC COLLECTIONS, INCLUDING THE MUSEE D'ART MODERNE DE LA VILLE DE
PARIS; TATE MODERN, LONDON; THE MUSEUM OF MODERN ART, NEW YORK; THE METROPOLITAN
MUSEUM OF ART, NEW YORK; AND THE ART INSTITUTE OF CHICAGO. HE LIVES AND WORKS IN
WASHINGTON, D.C.
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