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David Kordansky Gallery is pleased to present Moving West Again, an exhibition of new 
paintings by Sam Gilliam in which he continues his six-decade exploration of color and 
materiality. Moving West Again features a group of new Beveled-edge paintings; Gilliam 
advances this signature typology—a forum for experimentation since its first appearance in 
1967—by incorporating new materials and striking formal advances. The show opens at the 
gallery on May 15 and will be on view through July 2, 2021. 
 
Sam Gilliam is one of the key figures in postwar and contemporary American art. Emerging 
from the Washington, D.C. scene in the mid-1960s, he has subsequently pursued a wide-
ranging, pioneering course in which innovation has been the only constant. Accordingly, the 
paintings in Moving West Again are among the most ambitious examples of their type that 
he has produced to date. They find him pushing the envelope in terms of materiality and 
scale: among them are immersive, twenty-foot-long, mural-sized paintings, as well as 
pictures that feature the use of materials like aluminum granules which appear in his work 
for the first time. 
 
Like the Drape paintings for which Gilliam is also well-known, the Beveled-edge works are 
sculptural as well as painterly propositions that engage their viewers in fully three-
dimensional ways. Their characteristic stretchers give them a dynamic relationship to the 
wall; as a result, they seem to push forward into the spaces in which they are hung, lending 
them an active quality that is as psychological and emotional as it is physical. Here, he 
accentuates these effects further through the use of thick, rich, white impasto. As a 
multitude of other colors press through the fray, the artist’s ability to achieve the sensation 
of depth through hue, in addition to texture and rhythm, comes into clear focus. 
 
Gilliam brings the full range of his experience and knowledge to each of these singular 
statements, in which fields of color are combined with a variety of often surprising materials. 
However, Gilliam has always approached each body of work—and indeed, each work 
itself—as a unique and evolving set of conditions that elaborate themselves in real time, as 
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the paintings are made. This improvisatory ethos, which finds echoes in the urgent, elastic 
forms of jazz and the expansive gestural horizons of abstract expressionism, is more than 
an engine for making art; it is a way of seeing the world precipitated on the idea that 
response and participation are always possible, and often required. 
 
In the case of the paintings in Moving West Again, this ethos is given physical expression 
through complex and varied surfaces built up from a surprising array of materials, many of 
which are remnants from other studio process and previous works. Sawdust shavings, pure 
pigment, flocking, perlite, discarded fabric, and cut-up artist’s proofs for a print have all 
found their way into these compositions, in visible and less visible forms. It is also present in 
the endless number of ways that Gilliam applies and moves his mediums, which he flings, 
splatters, situates, throws, and rakes; non-traditional additives are used to transform the 
viscosity of the paint itself. Even the beginning stages of each painting are treated as open 
quantities, with some starting out unstretched and others beginning on raw, stained, or 
already-painted canvases.  
 
Followers of Gilliam’s work will recognize affiliations between the paintings in Moving West 
Again with works from several other moments in his career. These include works in the 
Ahab, White, and Black series from the 1970s, whose dense, kaleidoscopic planes of color 
share some of the volumetric and optical energy of the newest paintings. In each of these 
examples, the density of paint application gives the objects a paradoxical feeling of 
weightlessness and suspension—further testament to the depth of Gilliam’s intuitive 
understanding of what paint can do as an abstract force in relation to both body and eye. 
They are also reminders that Gilliam’s ongoing evolution is cyclical rather than linear, lyrical 
rather than literal, and always attuned to the demands and inspirations of the eternal 
present.  
 
Sam Gilliam will be the subject of a major retrospective exhibition in 2022 at the Hirshhorn 
Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D.C. In 2021, Dia Art Foundation, New York, 
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and the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston made the historic joint acquisition of Gilliam’s 
significant early work, the monumental installation Double Merge (1968), which has been on 
long-term view since 2019 at Dia Beacon in New York. In addition to a 2005 traveling 
retrospective organized by the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., Gilliam has been 
the subject of solo exhibitions at the 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 Museum of Modern Art, New York (1971), 
among many other institutions. His work is included in over fifty permanent collections, 
including those of the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris; Tate Modern, London; 
Museum of Modern Art, New York; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; and Art Institute 
of Chicago. Gilliam lives and works in Washington, D.C. 
 



Sam Gilliam
Moving West Again

May 15 – July 2, 2021

Sam Gilliam
Sweetheart, 2021
acrylic, aluminum granules, wood,
flocking, and sawdust on canvas
96 x 96 x 3 1/2 inches
(243.8 x 243.8 x 8.9 cm)
(Inv# SG 21.027)

Sam Gilliam
Turtle, 2021
acrylic, aluminum granules, wood,
flocking, and sawdust on canvas
96 x 96 x 3 1/2 inches
(243.8 x 243.8 x 8.9 cm)
(Inv# SG 21.024)

Sam Gilliam
Into the Night, 2021
acrylic, tin shot, aluminum granules,
copper chop, wood, socks, paper,
fabric, flocking, sawdust, and wax on
canvas
96 x 240 x 4 1/2 inches
(243.8 x 609.6 x 11.4 cm)
(Inv# SG 21.023)

Sam Gilliam
River Walk, 2021
acrylic, tin shot, and wood on canvas
96 x 96 x 3 1/2 inches
(243.8 x 243.8 x 8.9 cm)
(Inv# SG 21.026)



Sam Gilliam
April 5, 2021
acrylic, aluminum shavings,
aluminum, wood, flocking, and
sawdust on canvas
96 x 240 x 4 1/2 inches
(243.8 x 609.6 x 11.4 cm)
(Inv# SG 21.022)
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SAM GILLIAM  
  
 
born 1933, Tupelo, MS    
lives and works in Washington, D.C. 
  
  
EDUCATION  
  
1961 MFA, University of Louisville, Louisville, KY 
1955      BA, University of Louisville, Louisville, KY 
 
 
SELECTED SOLO EXHIBITIONS 
 (* indicates a publication) 
 

2022 Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D.C. 
  
2021 Moving West Again, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA 

Sam Gilliam, The Ringling, Sarasota, FL 
*Sam Gilliam: Color-Field Interior, curated by Andria Hickey, Memorial Art Gallery, 
Rochester, NY 

  
2020 Existed Existing, Pace Gallery, New York, NY 

Watercolors, Pace Gallery, Palm Beach, FL 
  
2019 Dia:Beacon, Beacon, NY 

Kennedy Center, Washington, D.C. 
Starting: Works on Paper 1967 – 1970, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA 
Sam Gilliam: New Works on Paper, FLAG Art Foundation, New York, NY	

  
2018 *The Music of Color, Sam Gilliam, 1967-1973, co-curated by Jonathan P. Binstock 

and Josef Helfenstein, Kunstmuseum Basel, Basel, Switzerland   
  
2017 *Sam Gilliam, 1967 – 1973, organized by Sukanya Rajaratnam, Mnuchin Gallery, 

New York, NY 
Spirit of Collaboration: Sam and Gilliam and Lou Stovall, Griots' Art Gallery, Center 
for Haitian Studies, Miami, FL 
Sam Gilliam, Seattle Art Museum, Seattle, WA 

  
2016 *Green April, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA 
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2013 Hard-Edge Paintings 1963-1966, curated by Rashid Johnson, David Kordansky 

Gallery, Los Angeles, CA 
  
2011 Sam Gilliam: Recent Drapes, Marsha Mateyka Gallery, Washington, D.C. 

Close to Trees, Katzen Arts Center, American University, Washington, D.C. 
Sam Gilliam: Flour Mill, The Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C. 
Sam Gilliam, New Paintings, Marsha Mateyka Gallery, Washington, D.C. 

  
2009 Sam Gilliam: New Paintings, Marsha Mateyka Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
  
2007 Sam Gilliam: New Paintings and Prints, Marsha Mateyka Gallery, Washington, 

D.C. 
Sam Gilliam, Scarfone/Hartley Gallery, University of Tampa, Tampa, FL 
Sam Gilliam, Imago Gallery, Desert Springs, CA 
Galerie Darthea Speyer, Paris, France 
*Sam Gilliam: A Retrospective, Contemporary Arts Museum, Houston, TX 

  
2006 Sam Gilliam: Prints from the Artist’s Collection, Second Street Gallery, 

Charlottesville, VA; Luther W. Brady Art Gallery, George Washington University, 
Washington, D.C. 
*Sam Gilliam: A Retrospective, Speed Art Museum, Louisville, KY; Telfair Museum 
of Art, Savannah, GA 

  
2005
  

Sunlight, Marsha Mateyka Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
*Sam Gilliam: A Retrospective, Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.  
Fixed between Painting & Sculpture, Angie Newman Johnson Gallery, Episcopal 
High School, Alexandria, VA 

  
2004 3, Marsha Mateyka Gallery, Washington, D.C. 

Sam Gilliam, Folded & Hinged, Louisiana Art & Science Museum, Baton Rouge, 
LA; Lauren Rogers Museum of Art, Laurel, MS 
Sande Webster Gallery, Philadelphia, PA 

  
2002
  

Slats, Marsha Mateyka Gallery, Washington, D.C. 

  
2001
  

From Shiraz, Marsha Mateyka Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
Imago Gallery, Palm Desert, CA 

  
2000 Georgetown Gallery, Georgetown, KY 
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1999 Works ‘99, Marsha Mateyka Gallery, Washington, D.C. 

Sam Gilliam, Klein Gallery, Chicago, IL 
  
1998 Sam Gilliam in 3-D, Kreeger Museum, Washington, D.C. 
  
1997 Of Fireflies and Ferris Wheels: Monastery Parallel, Kunstmuseum Kloster Unser 

Lieben Frauen, Magdeburg, Germany 
The Three Musketeers, Baumgartner Gallery, Washington, D.C. 

  
1996 Construction, J.B. Speed Memorial Museum, Louisville, KY  

A Still on the Potomac, Baumgartner Galleries, Washington, D.C. 
  
1994 Sam Gilliam, Baumgartner Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
  
1993 Golden Element Inside Gold, Whitney Museum of American Art, Philip Morris, New 

York, NY 
  
1992 USIA - Arts America, Helsinki, Finland 
  
1991 American Craft Museum, New York, NY 

*Walker Hill Arts Center, Seoul, Korea 
Galerie Darthea Speyer, Paris, France 

  
1990 *Small Drape Paintings 1970-1973, Middendorf Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
  
1987 Carl Solway Gallery, Cincinnati, OH 
  
1986 Davis/McClain Gallery, Houston, TX 
  
1985 Monique Knowlton Gallery, New York, NY 
  
1984 Recent Paintings, Herter Art Gallery, University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA 
  
1983 *Modern Painters at the Corcoran: Sam Gilliam, Corcoran Gallery of Art, 

Washington, D.C. 
Galerie Darthea Speyer, Paris, France 
Middendorf/Lane Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
McIntosh-Drysdale Gallery, Houston, TX 

  
1982 *Red & Black to “D”: Paintings by Sam Gilliam, The Studio Museum in Harlem, 
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New York, NY 
  
1981 Hamilton Gallery, New York, NY 

Nexus, Atlanta, GA 
Dart Gallery, Chicago, IL 

  
1979 Middendorf/Lane Gallery, Washington, D.C. 

Dart Gallery, Chicago, IL 
Hamilton Gallery, New York, NY 

  
1978 *Sam Gilliam: Indoor & Outdoor Paintings, University Gallery, University of 

Massachusetts, Amherst, MA 
Galerie Darthea Speyer, Paris, France 
Carl Solway Gallery, New York, NY 

  
1977 Artpark, Lewiston, NY 

Oliver Dowling Gallery, Dublin, Ireland 
Dart Gallery, Chicago, IL 

  
1976 *Sam Gilliam: An Exhibition of Painting, Rutgers University Art Gallery, New 

Brunswick, NJ 
*Sam Gilliam: Paintings and Works on Paper, J.B. Speed Memorial Museum, 
Louisville, KY 
Nina Freudenheim Gallery, Buffalo, NY 
Galerie Darthea Speyer, Paris, France 

  
1975 *Sam Gilliam: Paintings 1970-1975, Fendrick Gallery, Washington, D.C. 

Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, PA 
Linda Ferris Gallery, Seattle, WA 

  
1974 Carl Solway Gallery, Cincinnati, OH 

Linda Ferris Gallery, Seattle, WA 
  
1973 Galerie Darthea Speyer, Paris, France 

Greenberg Gallery, St. Louis, MO 
University of California, Irvine, Irvine, CA 

  
1972 Jefferson Place Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
  
1971 Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY 
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1970 Galerie Darthea Speyer, Paris, France 
  
1969 Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
  
1968 Jefferson Place Gallery, Washington, D.C. 

Byron Gallery, New York, NY 
  
1967 *Paintings by Sam Gilliam, The Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C. 

   
  
  
SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS  
 (* indicates a publication) 
 

2021 Artists and the Rothko Chapel: 50 Years of Inspiration, Moody Center for the 
Arts, Rice University, Houston, TX	
American Painting: The Eighties Revisited, curated by Kate Bonansinga, 
Cincinnati Art Museum, Cincinnati, Ohio 
Multiples, Inc.: 1965-1992, Marian Goodman Gallery, New York, NY 
Under Construction: Collage from the Mint Museum, Hunter Museum of 
American Art, Chattanooga, TN; Knoxville Museum of Art, Knoxville, TN 
Expanded Painting in the 1960s and 1970s, Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
Philadelphia, PA 
Promise, Witness, Remembrance, curated by Allison Glenn, Speed Art 
Museum, Louisville, KY 
Collecting Black Studies: The Exhibition, Art Galleries at Black Studies, 
University of Texas, Austin  

  
2020 *Soul of A Nation: Art in The Age of Black Power, The Museum of Fine Arts, 

Houston, TX 
*Black Refractions: Highlights from The Studio Museum in Harlem, Smith 
College Museum of Art, Northampton, MA; Frye Art Museum, Seattle, WA; 
Utah Museum of Fine Arts, Salt Lake City, UT 
*With Pleasure: Pattern and Decoration in American Art 1972-1985, curated 
by Anna Katz, CCS Bard Hessel Museum of Art, Annandale-on-Hudson, NY 
Presence: African American Artists from the Museum’s Collection, curated 
by Katherine Love, The Honolulu Museum of Art, Honolulu, HI 
Allied with Power: African and African Diaspora Art from the Jorge M. Pérez 
Collection, curated by Maria Elena Ortiz, Pérez Art Museum Miami, Miami, 
FL 
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History Takes Place: African American Art from the Tom Burrell Collection, 
curated by Horace Brockington, Borough of Manhattan Community 
College, New York, NY 
Shapeshifters: Transformations in Contemporary Art, Cranbrook Art 
Museum, Bloomfield Hills, MI 
The Silence Perpetuates, Mark Borghi Fine Art, Sag Harbor, NY 
Bloom of Joy, Pace Gallery, Hong Kong 
Remix, Hollis Taggart, Southport, CT 
Connecting Currents: Contemporary Art at the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston; Color into Light, Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, TX 

  
2019 *Soul of A Nation: Art in The Age of Black Power, de Young museum, San 

Francisco, CA 
*Soul of A Nation: Art in The Age of Black Power, curated by Mark Godfrey, 
Zoe Whitley and Sarah Loyer, The Broad, Los Angeles, CA 
Detroit Collects: Selections of African American Art from Private Collections, 
Detroit Institute of Arts, Detroit, MI 
Afrocosmologies: American Reflections, curated by Wm. Frank Mitchell, 
produced in collaboration with The Amistad Center for Art & Culture and the 
Petrucci Family Foundation, Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, CT	
New Symphony of Time, curated by Elizabeth Abston & Betsy Bradley, 
Mississippi Museum of Art, Jackson, MS 	
Generations: A History of Black Abstract Art, The Joyner / Giuffrida 
Collection, curated by Christopher Bedford and Katy Siegel, The Baltimore 
Museum of Art, Baltimore, MD 
Count of Three, Alexander Gray Associates, New York, NY 
Selections from The Studio Museum in Harlem, Museum of the African 
Diaspora, San Francisco 
POSTWAR ABSTRACTION: Variations, Oklahoma City Museum of Art, 
Oklahoma City, OK 
FLAG Art Foundation, New York, NY 
Mapping Black Identities, Minneapolis Institute of Art, Minneapolis, MN 
The Gift of Art, Pérez Art Museum Miami, Miami, FL 
*With Pleasure: Pattern and Decoration in American Art 1972-1985, curated 
by Anna Katz, Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, CA 
Spilling Over: Painting Color in the 1960s, organized by David Breslin and 
Margaret Kross, Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, NY 
Black Refractions: Highlights from The Studio Museum in Harlem, Museum 
of the African Diaspora, San Francisco, CA; Gibbes Museum of Art, 
Charleston, SC; Kalamazoo Institute of Art, Kalamazoo, MI 
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Solidary and Solitary: The Pamela J. Joyner and Alfred J. Giuffrida 
Collection, curated by Christopher Bedford and Katy Siegel, presented by 
The Helis Foundation, Smart Museum of Art, The University of Chicago, 
Chicago, IL 
*The Shape of Abstraction: Selections from the Ollie Collection, Saint Louis 
Art Museum, St. Louis, MO 
PROSPECT 2019, Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego, San Diego, CA 
In The Absence of Light: Gesture, Humor and Resistance in The Black 
Aesthetic, Selections from the Beth Rudin DeWoody Collection, organized 
by Theaster Gates in collaboration with Beth Rudin DeWoody and Laura 
Dvorkin from the Beth Rudin DeWoody Collection and EXPO CHICAGO, 
Rebuild Foundation/Stony Island Arts Bank, Chicago, IL 

  
2018 The Fabricators, Akron Art Museum, Akron, OH 

Pattern, Decoration and Crime, curated by Lionel Bovier, Franck Gautherot, 
and Seungduk Kim in collaboration with Le Consortium, Dijon, France, 
Musée d'art moderne et contemporain (MAMCO), Geneva, Switzerland 
Second Look, Twice: Selections from the Collections of Jordan D. Schnitzer 
and His Family Foundation, curated by Emily Kuhlmann, Soleil Summer, and 
Essence Harden, Museum of the African Diaspora, San Francisco, CA 
American Abstract, Charles Riva Collection, Brussels, Belgium 
One Shot: featuring works by Color Field artists, UTA Artist Space, Beverly 
Hills, CA 
PUBLIC ARTWORKS OF ROCKNE KREBS AND SAM GILLIAM, BUILT 
AND UNBUILT, in partnership with Day Eight, The Washington Studio 
School, Washington, D.C. 
Smith College Museum of Art, Northampton, MA 
Summer 2018, Mnuchin Gallery, New York, NY 
Collecting Contemporaries: Recent Acquisitions From The Koch And Wolf 
Collections, Newfields, Indianapolis, IN 
Expanding Narratives: The Figure and the Ground, Smart Museum of Art, 
The University of Chicago, Chicago, IL 
Remember to React: 60 Years of Collecting, NSU Art Museum Fort 
Lauderdale, Fort Lauderdale, FL 
Abstraction, Color, and Politics in the Early 1970s, curated by Christina 
Olsen, University of Michigan Museum of Art, Ann Arbor, MI  
Painting: Now and Forever, Part III, Matthew Marks, New York, NY 
Indulge, curated by John Wolf, ArtMovement LA, Los Angeles, CA 
Inherent Structure, curated by Michael Goodson, Wexner Center for the 
Arts, Columbus, OH 
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Hopes Springing High: Gifts of African American Art, Crocker Art Museum, 
Sacramento, CA 
Problem Solving: Highlights from the Experimental Printmaking Institute, 
curated by Galina Olmsted, Special Collections and Museums at the 
University of Delaware, Mechanical Hall Gallery, Newark, DE 
The Conscientious Objector, curated by Francesca Bertolotti-Bailey and 
Lauren Mackler, MAK Center for Art and Architecture, The Schindler House, 
West Holloywood, CA 
Solidary and Solitary: The Pamela J. Joyner and Alfred J. Giuffrida 
Collection, curated by Christopher Bedford and Katy Siegel, presented by 
The Helis Foundation, Nasher Museum of Art at Duke University, Durham, 
NC; Snite Museum of Art at Notre Dame University, Notre Dame, IN 
Sam Gilliam in Dialogue: Race + Representation, curated by Horace Ballard, 
Williams College Museum of Art, Williamstown, MA 
Sam Gilliam in Dialogue: Form, curated by Horace Ballard, Williams College 
Museum of Art, Williamstown, MA 
Sam Gilliam in Dialogue: Topographies of Color, curated by Horace Ballard, 
Williams College Museum of Art, Williamstown, MA 
Experiments in Form: Sam Gilliam, Alan Shields, Frank Stella, organized by 
Janet Dees, Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University, 
Evanston, IL  
Washington Color School: 50 Years Later, Bethesda Fine Art, Bethesda, MD 
The New Art: A Milestone Collection Fifty Years Later, curated by Roja 
Najafi, Oklahoma City Museum of Art, Oklahoma City, OK 
*Soul of A Nation: Art in The Age of Black Power, curated by Mark Godfrey 
and Zoe Whitley, Lauren Haynes and Ashley James, Crystal Bridges 
Museum of American Art, Bentonville, AR; Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn, NY 
Reclamation! Pan-African Works from the Beth Rudin DeWoody Collection, 
Taubman Museum of Art, Roanoke, VA  
Artworks by African Americans from the Collection, Smithsonian American 
Art Museum, Washington, D.C. 

  
2017 *57th Venice Biennale, VIVA ARTE VIVA, curated by Christine Macel,  

Venice, Italy 
BIG, Madison Museum of Contemporary Art, Madison, WI 
Apparitions, curated by Elise Wiarda, Joan Hisaoka Healing Arts Gallery, 
Smith Center for Healing and The Arts, Washington, D.C. 
Picturing Mississippi, Picturing Mississippi, 1817-2017: Land of Plenty, Pain, 
and Promise, curated by Jochen Wierich, Mississippi Museum of Art, 
Jackson, MS 
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Disorderly Conduct: American Painting and Sculpture, 1960 - 1990, 
organized by Marshall N. Price, Nasher Museum of Art, Duke University, 
Durham, NC 
Start at Home: Art from the Frank W. Hale, Jr. Black Cultural Center 
Collection, various venues, Columbus, OH 
*Impulse!, curated by Wedel Art, PACE Gallery, London, England 
Dimensions of Black, organized by the Museum of Contemporary Art San 
Diego in collaboration with the San Diego African American Museum of Fine 
Art, Jan Shrem and Maria Manetti Shrem Museum of Art, University of 
California, Davis, CA 
Art of Rebellion: Black Art of the Civil Rights Movement, Detroit Institute of 
Arts, Detroit, MI 
Simple Passion, Complex Vision: The Darryl Atwell Collection, Harvey B. 
Gantt Center for African-American Arts + Culture, Charlotte, NC 
Color People, curated by Rashid Johnson, Rental Gallery, East Hampton, 
NY 
The Evolution of Mark-Making, Museum of Contemporary Art Jacksonville, 
Jacksonville, FL 
Solidary and Solitary: The Pamela J. Joyner and Alfred J. Giuffrida 
Collection, curated by Christopher Bedford and Katy Siegel, presented by 
The Helis Foundation, Ogden Museum of Southern Art, New Orleans, LA 
*Soul of a Nation: Art in The Age of Black Power, curated by Mark Godfrey, 
Zoe Whitley, Tate Modern, London, England 
Please fasten your seat belt as we are experiencing some turbulence, Leo 
Xu Projects, Shanghai, China 
Approaching Abstraction: African American Art from the Permanent 
Collection, La Salle University Art Museum, Philadelphia, PA 
Investigating Identity: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in Contemporary Art, 
Maier Museum of Art, Randolph College, Lynchburg, Virginia 
Revelations: Masterworks by African American Artists, McNay Art Museum, 
San Antonio, TX 
Colour Is, Waggington Custot, London, England 
Approaching American Abstraction: The Fisher Collection, San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco, CA  

  
2016 Under Construction: Collage from the Mint Museum, Mint Museum, 

Charlotte, NC 
Decmber 1, 2018 – August 18, 2019 
Circa 1970, organized by Lauren Haynes, The Studio Museum in Harlem, 
New York, NY 
AfroFantastic: Black Imagination and Agency in the American Experience, 
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Cornell Fine Arts Museum, Rollins College, Winter Park, FL 
Dimensions of Black: A Collaboration with the San Diego African American 
Museum of Fine Art, the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego, San 
Diego, CA 
Visual Art and the American Experience, National Museum of African 
American History and Culture, Washington, D.C. 
Passages in Modern Art: 1946 - 1996, Dallas Museum of Art, Dallas, TX 
Complex Uncertainties: Artists in Postwar America, Jepson Center, Telfair 
Museums, Savannah, GA 
Three American Painters: David Diao, Sam Gilliam, Sal Sirugo, organized by 
Betty Jarvis and Donna Gustafson,  Zimmerli Art Museum, Rutgers, The 
State University of New Jersey, New Brunswick, NJ 
Big & Bold: Selections from the Collection, Columbia Museum of Art, SC 
Approaching American Abstraction: The Fisher Collection, San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco, CA 
*Modern Heroics: 75 Years of African-American Expressionism, Newark 
Museum, Newark, NJ 
Close Readings: American Abstract Art from the Vanderbilt University Fine 
Arts Gallery, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN 
Landmark: A Decade of Collection at the Jepson Center, Savannah, Georgia 
A Celebration of the Speed Collection, Louisville, KY 
*Not New Now, Marrakech Biennale 6, curated by Reem Fadda, Marrakech, 
Morocco 
African American Art Since 1950: Perspectives from the David C. Driskill 
Center, curated by Dr. Robert E. Steele and Dorit Aaron, Susquehanna Art 
Museum, Harrisburg, PA 

 
2015 Black: Color, Material, Concept, organized by Lauren Haynes, Studio Museum 

Harlem, New York, NY 
On Paper: Howard Hodgkin, Sam Gilliam, Gene Davis, Sheila Rotner, Andrea Way, 
Athena Tacha, Agnes Denes, Kathleen Kucka, Marcha Mateyka Gallery 
Surface Matters, curated by Jen Mergel, Edward H. Linde Gallery, Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston, MA 
Art in the Making: A New Adaptation, Luther W. Brady Art Gallery, The George 
Washington University, Washington, D.C. 
You Have to See This: Abstract Art from the Permanent Collection, Palmer Museum 
of Art, The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA 
New Visions: Contemporary Masterworks From The Bank of America Collection, 
Mint Museum, Charlotte, NC 
Surface Tension, The FLAG Art Foundation, New York, NY 
Affecting Presence and the Pursuit of Delicious Experiences, organized by Paul R. 
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Davis, The Menil Collection, Houston, TX 
Great Impressions IV: An Exhibition of Contemporary Prints, Dean Jensen Gallery, 
Milwaukee, WI 
Represent: 200 Years of African American Art, Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
Philadelphia, PA 
*Pretty Raw: After and Around Helen Frankenthaler, curated by Katy Siegel, The 
Rose Art Museum, Brandeis University, Waltham, MA 
New Acquisitions, The Rose Art Museum, Brandeis University, Waltham, MA 
*Witness: Art and Civil Rights in the Sixties, organized by the Brooklyn Museum, 
Blanton Museum of Art, University of Texas at Austin, Austin, TX 
*Make it New: Abstract Painting from the National Gallery of Art, 1950-1975, 
organized by the National Gallery of Art, The Clark Institute, Williamstown, MA 
African American Art Since 1950: Perspectives from the David C. Driskell Center, 
Figge Art Museum, Davenport, IA; Polk Museum of Art, Lakeland FL 

  
2014 Sense of Place II: Selections from the Permanent Collection, Ogden Museum of 

Southern Art, New Orleans, LA 
Marsha Mateyka Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
*Witness: Art and Civil Rights in the Sixties, Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn, NY; Hood 
Museum, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH 
*African American Art: Harlem Renaissance, Civil Rights Era, and Beyond, curated 
by Virginia Mecklenburg, Hunter Museum of American Art, Chattanooga, TN; 
Crocker Art Museum, Sacramento, CA; Everson Museum of Art, Syracuse, NY 
African American Art Since 1950: Perspectives from the David C. Driskell Center, 
The Harvey B. Gantt Center for African-American Arts, Charlotte, NC 

  
2013 *African American Art: Harlem Renaissance, Civil Rights Era, and Beyond, curated 

by Virginia Mecklenburg, Muscarelle Museum of Art, The College of William and 
Mary, Williamsburg, VA; Mennello Museum of American Art, Orlando, FL; Peabody 
Essex Museum, Salem, MA; Albuquerque Museum of Art, Albuquerque, NM 
Black in the Abstract, Part 1: Epistrophy, curated by Valerie Cassel Oliver, 
Contemporary Arts Museum Houston, Houston, TX 
Assembly Required: Selections from the Permanent Collection, curated by Naima J. 
Keith, The Studio Museum in Harlem, New York, NY 
The Force of Color, Madison Museum of Contemporary Art, Madison, WI 
African American Art Since 1950: Perspectives from the David C. Driskell Center, 
Taft Museum of Art, Cincinnati, OH 

  
2012 *African American Art: Harlem Renaissance, Civil Rights Era, and Beyond, curated 

by Virginia Mecklenburg, Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C. 
African American Art Since 1950: Perspectives from the David C. Driskell Center, 
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The David C. Driskell Center, University of Maryland, MD 
*A Bigger Splash: Painting after Performance, Tate Modern, London, England 
Drip, Drape, Draft, curated by Rashid Johnson, South London Gallery, London, 
England 
The Spirit Level, curated by Ugo Rondinone, Gladstone Gallery, New York, NY 
The Constant Artist, Katzen Arts Center, American University, Washington, D.C. 

  
2011 Washington Color and Light, The Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 

The 100th Annual Exhibition of Contemporary Art: The Vision 
Endures, Maier Museum of Art, Lynchburg, VA 

  
2010 Colorscape: Abstract Painting, 1960-1979, Santa Barbara Museum of Art, Santa 

Barbara, CA 
  
2008 Three American Masters: Gene Davis, Sam Gilliam, Nathan Oliveira, 

Marsha Mateyka Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
  
2007 5 X 5: Five Artists choose Five Artists to Watch, Ann Loeb Bronfman Gallery, 

Washington District of Columbia Jewish Community Center, Washington, D.C. 
  
2006 Generations, Contemporary Art Center of Virginia, Virginia Beach, VA 
 *Energy/Experimentation: Black Artists and Abstraction, 1964-1980, The Studio 

Museum in Harlem, Harlem, NY 
  
2005
  

*The Shape of Color, Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, Canada 
Resurfaced, Boston University Art Gallery, Boston, MA 
The Chemistry of Color: African American Artists is Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
Academy of Fine Arts, Philadelphia, PA 

  
2003 Abstract Notions: Selections for the Permanent Collection, University of 

Massachusetts, Amherst, MA 
  
1997 *Seeing Jazz, Smithsonian Institution Traveling Exhibition Service 

After the Fall: Aspects of Abstract Painting since 1970, Newhouse 
Center of Contemporary Art, Snug Harbor Cultural Center, Staten Island, NY 

  
1995 44th Biennial Exhibition of Contemporary American Painting, Corcoran Gallery of 

Art, Washington, D.C. 
Richard Artschwager, Sam Gilliam, Jim Hyde, Baumgartner Gallery, Washington, 
D.C. 
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1991 Abstraction: The 90’s, Andre Emmerich Gallery, New York, NY 
  
1989 The Blues Aesthetic, Washington Project for the Arts, Washington, D.C. 

*Duke University Museum of Art, Durham, NC 
California Afro-American Museum, Los Angeles, CA 

  
1987 *Contemporary Visual Expressions, The Anacostia Museum, Washington, D.C. 
  
1986 *Abstraction/Abstraction, Carnegie-Mellon University Art Gallery, Pittsburgh, PA 
  
1982 *American Abstraction Now, Institute of Contemporary Art, Virginia 

Museum of Fine Art, Richmond, VA 
*Painterly Abstraction”, Fort Wayne Museum of Art, Fort Wayne, IN 

  
1981 Installations: Stephen Antonakos, Sam Gilliam, Rockne Krebs, Middendorf/Lane 

Gallery, Washington, D.C. 
  
1980 Alternatives by Black Artists, Washington Project for the Arts, Washington, DC 
  
1979 Art of the Eighties, The Grey Gallery, New York University, New York, NY 
  
1978 American Artists' Work in Private French Collections, Museum Modern Art, Lyon, 

France 
  
1977 Le Peinture et le Tissu, Museum of Modern Art, Lyon, France 

12th International Biennial of Graphic Art, Ljubljana, Yugoslavia 
  
1976 *Handmade Paper, Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY 

*Festival Internationale de la Peinture, Cagnes-sur-Mer, France 
*30 Years of American Printmaking, Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn, NY 
72nd American Exhibition, Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, IL 

  
1975 34th Biennial of Contemporary American Painting, Corcoran Gallery of Art, 

Washington, DC 
  
1974 Cut, Bend, Spindle, Fold, Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY 

Expo '74, Spokane, WA 
  
1972 *Gilliam/Edwards/Williams: Extensions, Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, 

Hartford, CT 
*Works for Spaces: Antonakos, Bladen, Gilliam, Irwin and Rockburn, San Francisco 
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Museum of Art, San Francisco, CA 
*36th Venice Biennale, American Pavilion, Venice, Italy 

  
1971 *The De Luxe Show, De Luxe Theater, Menil Foundation,  

Houston, TX 
Columbia Museum of Art, Columbia, SC 
Works for New Spaces, Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, MN 
Kid Stuff, Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, NY 
*2nd Indian Triennale, American Exhibition, Lalit Kala Akademi, New Delhi, India  

  
1970 *Two Generations of Color Painting, Institute of Contemporary Art, University of 

Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, PA 
*Dimensions of Art, La Jolla Museum of Art, La Jolla, CA  
Work on Paper, Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY 
*Washington: Twenty Years, Baltimore Museum of Art, Baltimore, MD 
69th American Exhibition, Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, IL 

  
1969 Annual Exhibition of Contemporary American Painting, Whitney  

Museum of American Art, New York, NY 
X to the Fourth Power, The Studio Museum in Harlem, New York, NY 
Gilliam, Krebs, McGowin, Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
*Other Ideas, Detroit Institute of Art, Detroit, MI 
*The Washington Painters, Ringling Museum, Sarasota, FL 

  
1968 Tribute to Martin Luther King, Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY 

Inaugural Show, The Studio Museum in Harlem, New York, NY 
  
1966 *The Negro in American Art, UCLA Art Galleries, University of California, Los 

Angeles, Los Angeles, CA 
Artists in Washington, Institute of Contemporary Arts, Washington, D.C. 
*Ten Negro Artists from the U.S., First World Festival of Negro Arts, 
Dakar, Senegal 

  
1964 Nine Contemporary Painters, USA, Pan American Union, Washington, D.C. 

 
 
GRANTS AND AWARDS 
    

2019 Artist honoree, Dia:Beacon Gala, Beacon, NY 
Artist honoree, BOMB Magazine’s 38th Anniversary Gala & Art Auction, New York, 
NY 
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2018 Archives of American Art Medal, New York, NY 
  
2015 
 
2007 

U.S. State Department Medal of Arts 
 
Mississippi Governor’s Award for Excellence in the Visual Arts 

  
1997 Honorary Doctor of Arts & Letters, University of Wisconsin, Madison, WI 
  
1993 Honorary Doctorate of Fine Arts, Corcoran Gallery and School 

of Art, Washington, D.C. 
  
1992 Honorary Doctor of Arts & Letters, University of Louisville, Louisville, KY 
  
1990 Honorary Doctor of Arts & Letters, Northwestern University, 

Evanston, IL 
  
1989 Individual Artist Grant, National Endowment for the Arts 
  
1987 Honorary Doctorate of Fine Arts, Atlanta College of Art, Atlanta, Georgia 
  
1986 Honorary Doctorate of Fine Arts, Memphis College of Art, Memphis, TN 
  
1980 Honorary Doctorate of Humane Letters, University of Louisville, Louisville, KY 
  
1973- 
1975 

Workshop Activities Grant, National Endowment for the Arts 

  
1971 Solomon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation Fellowship 
  
1969 Norman W. Harris Prize, Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, IL 
  
1967 Individual Artist Grant, National Endowment for the Arts 
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1997 *Gellner, Uwe Jens, Sam Gilliam: Of Fireflies and Ferris Wheels; Monastery
Parallel, Magdeburg: Kunstmuseum Kloster Unser Lieben Frauen, 1997

1996 *African-American Art: 20th Century Masterworks, New York: Michael Rosenfeld
Gallery, 1996

1991 “Solids and Veils,” Art Journal, 1991, pp. 10-11 

1987 *The Afro-American Artist in the Age of Cultural Pluralism, Montclair: Montclair Art
Museum, 1987

1986 *”About Abstraction,” Abstraction Abstraction, edited by Elaine A. King, Pittsburg: 
Carnegie Mellon University Press, 1986 
*”The Transformation of Nature Through Nature,” Theories and documents of 
Contemporary Art: A Sourcebook of Artists’ Writings, edited by Kristen Stiles and 
Peter Selz, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996 

1983 *Through Their Eyes: The Art of Lou and Di Stovall, Washington, D.C.: Anacostia
Neighborhood Museum, 1983

1979 *Rose, Barbara, American Painting: The Eighties, New York: Urizen Books, 1979

1971 Dowell, John, Melvin Edwards, Sam Gilliam, Richard Hunt, Daniel Johnson, Joe 
Overstreet, and William T. Williams, “Letter to the Editor,” Artforum, May 1971, p. 3 

1968 *”In Seconds,” Art in Washington: 1969 Calendar and Diary, edited by Leslie Judd 
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1967 *Paintings by Sam Gilliam, Washington, D.C.: Phillips Collection, 1967
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Dafoe, Taylor, “Two Major Museums More Than 1,600 Miles Apart Have Jointly Acquired a Sprawling Sam Gilliam 
Installation,” Artnet.com, March 15, 2021

The Dia Art Foundation and the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, will split the costs of 
upkeep and share the work for five-year periods.

There is no joy in possession without sharing, Erasmus once said—and it’s a lesson museums are 
learning.

The Dia Art Foundation and the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, have jointly acquired an early landmark 
work by Sam Gilliam, which the two institutions will share moving forward. The institutions have split 
the purchase price evenly.

The price for the artwork was not disclosed, though the Financial Times reported that “market experts 
estimate a seven-figure sum.”

Taylor Dafoe | March 15, 2021

Sam Gilliam, Double Merge (1968). Installation view, Dia:Beacon, Beacon, New York, 2019. © Sam Gilliam/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. Photo: Bill Jacobson 
Studio, New York. Courtesy of Dia Art Foundation.

Two Major Museums More Than 1,600 Miles Apart Have 
Jointly Acquired a Sprawling Sam Gilliam Installation
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Gilliam’s work, a gallery-spanning installation of hanging canvases titled—appropriately, in this case—
Double Merge (1968) has been on view at Dia’s Beacon museum since 2019 through a loan from the 
artist’s studio.

It is expected to move to Houston in 2022, and will change places roughly every five years after that. 
Per the terms of the agreement, the institution holding the piece at any given time will be responsible 
for insuring it; they also have control of how and when it’s exhibited.

“We have these works in order to show them to a general public, so therefore reaching more of a public 
in different parts of the country is surely only a good thing,” says Jessica Morgan, Dia’s director. 

This agreement came together quickly and was “miraculously straightforward,” she says: it was simply 
a matter of reaching out to the Museum of Fine Arts and proposing the idea.

Though the Houston institution has two other works by Gilliam in its collection, museum director Gary 
Tinterow says Double Merge is in a “league of its own, on a par with Monet’s Nympheas at the Orange-
rie in Paris.”

Considering the simplicity of the deal, why don’t more museums partner for join acquisitions, especially 
in an era of depressed budgets?

“It baffles me,” Tinterow says. “I have always approached my job as a curator as a mandate to make the 
best possible displays for my audience. Ownership of the particular pieces is almost irrelevant.”

“I do believe that this is the future for acquisitions,” Morgan says. 

Sam Gilliam, Double Merge (1968). Installation view, Dia: Beacon, Beacon, New York, 2019. © Sam Gilliam/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. Photo: Bill Jacobson 
Studio, New York. Courtesy of Dia Art Foundation.



Gerlis, Melanie, “Closure of New York’s Metro Pictures gallery a blow to the art world,” FT.com, March 10, 2021

 Gallery’s end exposes art market vulnerability; Banksy sells hospital picture for the NHS; Art Dubai fair moves 
with the times; museums share cost of art; Sprüth Magers represents Nancy Holt

Covid-19 has accelerated shared acquisitions of art between museums, says Jessica Morgan, director of the Dia Art Foundation. She has 
joined forces with the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston (MFAH) to buy an early work by the American artist Sam Gilliam, namely his 
“Double Merge” (1968), a large installation of draped stained canvases. The institutions split the cost of the acquisition, though are not 
saying what this is. Market experts estimate a seven-figure sum. 

Since 2019 the work has been on loan from the artist’s studio to Dia: Beacon, the expansive upstate New York site. The plan is for 
“Double Merge” to travel to the Houston museum in 2022, swapping between the two institutions approximately every five years. The 
MFAH’s team was immediately behind the idea, Morgan says, adding that in general “Covid-19 has brought some urgency and clarity 
to such conversations.” Gary Tinterow, director of MFAH, says while the museum already has pieces by Gilliam, they have nothing as 
“spectacular and monumental”. He and Morgan both emphasise that by sharing in works, they avoid keeping them in storage. “Multiple 
owners reduce the time that art is invisible to the public,” Tinterow says. Plus, Morgan notes, “Market prices have gone up so much, it 
can be otherwise impossible to buy.” 

By Melanie Gerlis | March 10, 2021

‘Double Merge’ by Sam Gilliam (1968) © Dia:Beacon/Sam GIlliam/ARS

Closure of New York’s Metro Pictures gallery a blow to the art world
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An Artist Born in 1933 Finds His Hottest Market in 2020

By James Tarmy | February 6, 2020

Sam Gilliam, Light Depth, 1969. Acrylic on canvas. Courtesy Corcoran Gallery of Art. Gift from the Trustees of the Corcoran Gallery of Art (Museum Purchase, Gallery Fund), 2018

Sam Gilliam, who is 87, is on a market streak. A show at the Hirshhorn, planned for 2022, is likely to draw 
even more investor attention.

In the spring of 2022, the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C., will hold a retrospective of the abstract 
artist Sam Gilliam, his first major U.S. show in more than 15 years. Gilliam is best known for his brightly colored, unstretched 
canvases that hang from walls and ceilings—part paintings, part sculpture.

The Hirshhorn show, though, will include the many styles of Gilliam’s six-decade career. “It sets his work in context,” says Hirsh-
horn director Melissa Chiu. “I think now that we understand Sam Gilliam’s practice a bit better, we can see that he was so much a 
part of the Washington Color School, but his work has evolved and gone in different directions. This [show] will be a reappraisal.”

The announcement comes at a time when Gilliam’s international profile has skyrocketed. In June the Kunstmuseum in Basel, 
Switzerland, held a massive show of his most famous work, paintings he made from 1967 to 1973 by pouring paint on loose can-
vases and then either leaving them unstretched or putting them on stretchers, which created a tie-dye effect. 
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That show was followed last summer by a much smaller presentation of work from the same period at Dia:Beacon. And in July, the 
mega-gallery Pace announced that it would share representation of Gilliam with David Kordansky Gallery in Los Angeles, which 
has represented the artist since 2012.

“There’s no question that the Kunstmuseum Basel show was incredibly eye-opening,” says Kordansky. “It was timed in concert 
with the opening of Art Basel in Switzerland, so you had every major curator, collector, and foundation seeing Sam’s work, some 
of whom were discovering it for the first time.”

Meanwhile, Gilliam’s market is on a similar tear. In 2018, Lady Day II, a 1971 work, set an auction record when it sold for $2.2 
million at Christie’s New York. Six of his top 10 sales at auction occurred in 2019; 19 of his top 20 public sales took place in 2017 
or later, according to data from Artnet. It’s hard to overstate, in other words, how recent, and how stratospheric, Gilliam’s rise has 
been.

“In our Frieze Masters booth of Gilliam’s work in 2015, the most expensive painting was $400,000,” says Kordansky. “It didn’t 
sell.” Four years later that same work—a 1970 drape painting called Rite—did find a buyer, but for a very different price: $1.4 
million.

A similar work, Street, in roughly the same dimensions as Rite and made in the same year, was acquired by SFMoMA for just under 
$2 million, Kordansky says. “It’s hanging at the museum right now.”

For all that, Gilliam’s market still has a ways to go before he catches up with his peers, no matter which you compare him to. Morris 
Louis, Helen Frankenthaler, and Kenneth Noland, for example, have auctions records of $5.7 million, $3 million, and $3.5 million, 
respectively.

An untitled work by Gilliam, on view during the 2018 iteration of Art Basel in Switzerland. Photographer: SEBASTIEN BOZON/AFP
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“When you pick apart his market, at the end of the day it comes down to the work itself,” Kordansky says. “The A-plus work that 
comes to auction has set records.” As a result, he continues, “there’s a tremendous amount of opportunity” left in Gilliam’s market.

The Current Market

Gilliam’s market, Kordansky says, is driven by a combination of institutions (the Louisiana Museum in Denmark also recently 
bought a major work) and collectors. 

“Privately, the best work is fetching between $2 million and $2.5 million,” he says. “But I want to be clear that it’s the work from 
the period between 1967 and 1973, when arguably the gestures he was making in the studio could be deemed [Jackson] Pollock-y.”

Many collectors are American, “but we’re starting to see some real Asian interest,” Pace President and Chief Executive Officer 
Marc Glimcher says. “Our job is to bring Gilliam to a larger collecting community that sees its collections as very focused on the 
1960s and 1970s, or the legacy of abstraction.”

Many of these collections, Glimcher continues, “don’t have a Sam Gilliam painting—there are people with a great collection and 
a big hole where a Sam Gilliam work should be.”

Gilliam in his paint-splattered studio, Washington D.C., 1980.Photographer: Anthony Barboza/Archive Photos
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New Work

The key to Gilliam’s market growth, Glimcher says, isn’t just a museum exhibition. “The thing that impacts a market more than 
anything else is the artist’s new work,” he says. “For an artist at this point in his career, it’s about how important and influential 
their shows are of their recent work.” 

Gilliam’s more recent watercolors on paper sell for $140,000 to $180,000, Kordansky says, while his newer drape paintings are 
priced from $500,000 to $750,000.

If an artist is producing new pieces, it allows dealers and collectors to assign clearly delineated tiers of value. “You can buy some-
thing brand new or something else that’s more expensive and older,” Glimcher explains.

“An artist’s ‘late work’ adds depth and texture” to people’s understanding of their overall oeuvre, Glimcher says. “That drives the 
market in a different way, so that it goes up more slowly and is more diverse.”

The Caveat

A museum retrospective can go a long way toward highlighting the many facets of an artist’s career, but there’s a notorious flip-side.

“Here’s what happens: You have a true retrospective somewhere, and in the runup to that retrospective, the auction houses, the 
speculators, the traders, everybody runs up the [artist’s] price,” says Glimcher. “Then the retrospective happens, there’s a lot of talk 
about the market, the retrospective closes, and then everyone puts their work [up for sale].”

The problem, Glimcher continues, is that “a lot of people who were interested in adding that artist’s work to their collection did so 
before the retrospective,” which means that after the show, there’s a glut of work on the market and “it suppresses prices for all to 
see.”

Gilliam’s (P.A.C.), And Then, from 1970.Photographer: Linda Davidson/The Washington Post
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A 2016 portrait of Gilliam. Photographer: Marvin Joseph/The Washington Post

(Arguably, the markets for Maurizio Cattelan, Christopher Wool, and even Jeff Koons could be considered victims of this phe-
nomenon.)

The Hirshhorn show though, Glimcher says, “isn’t going to have that impact, because Sam’s market isn’t in that place.” A retro-
spective’s market-hangover, he says, usually happens when artists are better-known. 

Gilliam, in contrast, while highly respected by artists and institutions (his work is in more than 50 public collections including the 
Tate in London and the MoMA in New York), still has a ways to go before he’s a household name. 

“What’s going to happen,” Glimcher concludes of the Hirshhorn show, “is that more people are going to understand the importance 
of this artist.”

Raising His Profile

Now, both dealers say, it’s simply a matter of raising Gilliam’s profile, which the Hirshhorn show will certainly do. 

“You know his market is going to get stronger and stronger, and more and more stable,” Glimcher says. “Every institutional show 
adds to that.”

“This show will be another opportunity to really bang home the point that the moves that Sam made from the late 1960s to the 
current day are historic,” says Kordansky.

“He was a black individual working at the height of the civil rights era, producing abstract art,” Kordansky adds. “It’s a compelling 
American story, and Washington, D.C., is the perfect place for the show to take place.”
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Weber, Jasmine, “Basking in Sam Gilliam’s Endless Iterations,” Hyperallergic.com, November 29, 2019

Sam Gilliam, “Double Merge” (1968), installation view

the world that had not shown, were not showing, were not willing to show any art by any black artist. Yet everyone has 
not come aboard, you know that. And there’s the same kind of tokenism as before.”

Spoken over four decades ago, Gilliam’s words have not lost their strength. While his “Carousel Change” (1970) is a 
centerpiece in the traveling exhibition Soul of a Nation — a group display that definitively maps out the contributions 
of Black artists in America from 1963-1983 — the scope of Gilliam’s career has not matched his innovation or contri-
butions to abstraction, until recently. In 1972, Gilliam became the first African-American artist to represent the United 
States at the Venice Biennale. But it wasn’t until this July that he finally gained New York representation through mega-
gallery Pace.

“I’m just getting started,” Gilliam told Jennifer Samet for Hyperallergic’s Beer with a Painter interview series just 
over three years ago. The artist — still brilliant and brimming with artistic talent — will celebrate his 86th birthday on 
November 30.

Sam Gilliam is on long-term view at Dia:Beacon (3 Beekman St, Beacon, NY). The display was organized by Courtney 
J. Martin, former Deputy Director and Chief Curator of the Dia Art Foundation and present Director of the Yale Center 
for British Art.
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How to Look at a Sam Gilliam Painting: With One Eye on 
History and the Other on Color and Form

By Ben Davis | August 29, 2019

Dia:Beacon has added Gilliam’s “Double Merge” to its permanent display.

Sam Gilliam, Double Merge (1968) at Dia:Beacon. Image: Ben Davis.

Here’s an old question that I find is still alive for a lot of people: How do you look at an abstract painting? 
Are you meant to just immerse yourself in the wordless presence of its colors? Or does it tell a kind of story 
too—about its author’s ambitions, about its place in art history, about ideas of painting itself—that you are 
meant to enter into as well? How does it speak to you?

Sam Gilliam is certainly an artist who lends himself to wordless immersion. Now in his late 80s, the artist 
has a storied history, becoming the first African-American artist to represent the US at the Venice Biennale, 
in 1972, and winning the Presidential Medal of Arts in 2015. But he has been having a major moment lately, 
and if you’d like to contemplate why, Dia:Beacon has just unveiled a permanent gallery dedicated to him at 
its upstate temple of Minimalism. Its centerpiece is the ambitious, gallery-swallowing Double Merge (1968).

This is one of the first of Gilliam’s signature “Drape” paintings—abstract painted panels that are then loosely 
hung from the wall, often at ambitious scales. Above all, these are lovely choreographies of paint and can-
vas, impressive presences. Double Merge is almost nostalgic to me in its tonic faith in the direct pleasures 
of color.

But there’s also more to get out of it. In their deep structure, Gilliam’s works are animated by a story too. 
Their specific dynamism condenses something about the historical moment when Gilliam had his inspira-
tion for them, the late ‘60s—exactly when people were asking more of abstraction.



Davis, Ben, “How to Look at a Sam Gilliam Painting: With One Eye on History and the Other on Color and Form,” Artnet.
com, August 29, 2019

Double Merge consists of two large, 
loose canvas panels, one suspended 
at four points along the wall, the other 
suspended from six and made to bulge 
into the gallery as if creating an en-
closure. In both, the fabric droops in 
a series of folds that nearly brush the 
floor, evoking kingly robes or theater 
curtains.

As for the surfaces, you see sweeps 
of thin lavender, green, pink, yellow, 
and sherbet orange, occasionally in-
terrupted by a short, sharp ribbon of 
darker red or a splash of hard, metallic 
silver.

Sometimes the way the fabric is gathered together seems to concentrate the patterns of paint into star-
bursts or explosions. Other times the folds in the draped canvas seem to cut against the sense of motion 
implied by the painting on its surface, bluntly counteracting any illusionary ethereal atmosphere with a 
reminder of real gravity, real mass.

These contrasts and tensions play out along the length of Double Merge at a beat-by-beat, foot-by-foot 
level. Gilliam has talked of adding the tension be-
tween sculptural and pictorial qualities to the familiar 
“push and pull” of color in traditional abstract painting 
(coming out of the pedagogy of Hans Hofmann).

In this, Gilliam was both logically developing and 
defying the values of the art around him at the time. 
Raised in Louisville, Gilliam would discover a calling in 
abstract painting circles in Washington, DC, inspired 
by the pleasing palettes and expansive surfaces of 
painters like Morris Louis and Kenneth Noland. Gil-
liam is known as a member of the Washington Color 
School, or sometimes as a “Third Generation” Color 
Field painter—which is to say that by the time he was 
trying to make his way, a long, heroic cycle of Amer-
ican abstract painting was in its late stages. Gilliam 
remembers that his mentors still taught art history as 
having a logical and natural progression: an artist’s job was to understand the direction of painting hereto-
fore, and find the next natural move to play to be successful.

But the ‘60s were unkind to genteel narratives of progress, in-
cluding artistic progress, which came to seem unattuned to the 
gnarlier wavelengths of ascendant Baby Boomer taste. Pop Art 
and Conceptual art were both in different ways reactions to the 
previous dominance of Abstract Expressionism, with its lyrical 
and exalted sensibility. In their various ways, they brought in 
the everyday.

By the mid-‘60s, even the arch congregations of manufactured 
elements found in Minimalism—marked rejections of old-fash-
ioned painterly attachments to composition and the “hand of 
the artist”—were giving birth to what would come to be called 
“Post-Minimalism”: all slouchy, perplexed surfaces and uncon-
ventional materials, the better to cypher the sense of chaos and 
disintegrative mental space of those socially turbulent times.

Sam Gilliam, Double Merge (1968). Installation view, Dia:Beacon, Beacon, New York. 
© Sam Gilliam. Photo: Bill Jacobson Studio, New York, courtesy Dia Art Foundation, 
New York

Detail of Sam Gilliam, Double Merge (1968). Image: Ben Davis.

Detail of Sam Gilliam, Double Merge (1968). Image: Ben 
Davis.
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For that matter, the mid-‘60s transition from the Civil Rights 
to the Black Power period was making very clear demands 
on black artists like Gilliam for political content, and for disaf-
filiation from white power structures, of which abstract paint-
ing was sometimes thought to be one.

Artistically, Gilliam was in DC, not in New York, which was 
the heart of the more overwrought and trend-setting stylis-
tic debates. As for political subject matter, though he would 
make abstract works whose titles and atmosphere refer-
enced the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the 
subsequent urban rebellions (e.g. April 4, Red April), he also 
cherished abstraction as a model of freedom.

Gilliam had already been working through various experi-
mental techniques with canvas by the time he hit on his sig-
nature draping. Like a lot of my favorite art, his most famous 
invention, which he came upon in the seismic year of 1968, 
summons together all the background historical energy into 
a simple, potent device that serves as both method and 
metaphor.

In his interview with the Smithsonian Archives of American 
Art, along with such heroes of the day of the DC abstract painting scene as Howard Mehring and Tom Down-
ing, Gilliam also mentions as an inspiration for his “Drapes”—unexpectedly to me—Robert Morris, the New 
York sculptor who bridged Minimalism, Conceptualism, and Post-Minimalism, known for his soft sculptures 
and heady polemics. The classic late defense of abstract painting, Michael Fried’s delightfully severe “Art 
and Objecthood” of 1967, had slammed Minimalism—and 
Robert Morris’s art specifically—for its “literalness,” its ob-
session with scale as a substitute for visual interest, and its 
lack of commitment to the construction of a final, achieved 
epiphanic image. This was a hot debate of the day.

Look at Double Merge and you can see that all those val-
ues that Fried is attacking as a threat to painting are exact-
ly what Gilliam breezily incorporates into painting with his 
“Drapes.” He was inspired in making them, he says, by 
seeing clothes hanging on a line. That is, he very much 
meant to suggest the down-to-earth presence of objects in 
the world, resonating with the spaces of ordinary people: 
“what was most personal to me were the things I saw in 
my own environment,” he told Artnews. As for scale, freeing 
the painting from the stretcher would also allow Gilliam to 
embrace a new kind of vastness.

Commitment to Fried’s treasured sense of painterly “pres-
entness and instantaneousness” also went out the window 
in Gilliam’s “Drapes,” in an interesting way. An effect of 
working with loose canvas is to accent the break between 
the original act of coloring the surface and its final, draped 
form in the gallery. A deliberate, improvisatory lack of finality 
is coded into Gilliam’s “Drapes,” both in the work’s instal-
lation and in how you interpret what is going on when you 
are seeing it.

“How much serendipity is there in the way folds fall?”, an 
interviewer asked in 1972. “There’s a hell of a lot,” Gilliam 
replied.

Detail of Sam Gilliam, Double Merge (1968). Image: Ben 
Davis.

Detail of Sam Gilliam, Double Merge (1968). Image: Ben 
Davis.

Detail of Sam Gilliam, Double Merge (1968). Image: Ben 
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And yet, if you go back and read Robert 
Morris’s 1966 “Notes on Sculpture,” it’s 
not just that that text doesn’t chime fully 
with Gilliam’s art, it’s almost as if Morris 
were directly writing against it: “the con-
cerns of sculpture have been for some 
time not only distinct but hostile to those 
of painting,” Morris theorized. A little later, 
he continued: “The autonomous and literal 
nature of sculpture demands that it have 
its own, equally literal space—not a sur-
face shared with painting.”

It was exactly a shared space of paint-
ing and sculpture that Gilliam embraced. 
And while Morris wrote, the same year as 
Double Merge, of embracing entropy and 
randomness as values in and of them-
selves, Gilliam’s process embraced such 

values at one level only to use them to find a fresh way to come back at ideas of composition and intention. 
While his draping suggests a certain (literal) taking painting down a peg and embrace of a certain “every-
day-ness,” Gilliam still very much flaunts the stuff traditionally celebrated by painting: color and canvas.

And this brings us very specifically back to Double Merge, because here’s something very important about 
its contemporary incarnation at Dia: It is actually two works stuck together to form a new work (both were 
originally called Carousel II). That’s the “Merge” of the title.

What is the effect of this operation on you, as a viewer? At first you contemplate the whole thing as one big, 
bold installation. Then, very quickly, it asserts itself as not one, but two distinct parts. This division is not 
subtle, when you stay with the painting. One is hung close to the wall; the other comes out from it. Both are 
Gilliam “Drapes.” But they are marked as having their own logic.

At the level of their surfaces, too, the more you look, the more they distinguish themselves from each other 
within the common grammar of Gilliam’s overall technique. The composition of the left “Drape” is airier, 
more diaphanous. The surfaces of the right one are denser, punctuated with those blotches of industrial sil-
ver. The former much more evokes movement and atmosphere, the latter more a section of rainbow earth.

For me, the title Gilliam has given to this col-
location evokes the idea of a “double nega-
tive.” The unique identities of Double Merge‘s 
two paintings are at first negated by putting 
them together; but then, at the next level, their 
merger also cancels this cancelling—the point 
of uniting them is the juxtaposition that allows 
individuality to emerge once more, to break 
through the mental cliché that this art is just 
colors and folds, randomly distributed.

In that, Gilliam’s work at Dia tells a story, via 
painting, of a specific historic trajectory that 
he has inhabited, looking deep into the sur-
rounding entropy that seemed to be canceling 
out the world he loved, passing through it, and 
returning to a faith in seeing things fresh. It’s 
a remarkably tough and subtle kind of beauty.

Detail of Sam Gilliam, Double Merge (1968). Image: Ben Davis.

Installation view of Sam Gilliam, Double Merge (1968). Image: Ben Davis.
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One could argue that a historian’s most important job is not writing history, but re-writing it—pouring back 
over primary documents to determine who was left out or misrepresented in earlier drafts and correcting 
the record. By that measure, the historians over at the Dia Art Foundation, who specialize in the art of the 
1960s and ’70s, have been extremely busy.

In recent years, the museum has put on shows by artists including Dorothea Rockburne, Michelle Stuart, 
Anne Truitt, and Charlotte Posenenske; made acquisitions of significant work by Mary Corse and Nancy 
Holt; and also diversified its spotlights on male artists to include French neon artist François Morellet and 
the Korean painter Lee Ufan. Now, it is adding another previously overlooked artist to its ranks: Wash-
ington Color Field painter Sam Gilliam. The 85-year-old artist has been working for six decades, but has 
recently been enjoying a career renaissance after a long stretch of institutional neglect.

On August 10, Dia will unveil an exhibition of Gilliam’s early work from the 1960s and ’70s in Beacon, New 
York. The presentation includes two “drape” paintings, suspended in concert with one another from the 
ceiling, and a painting from his “beveled edge” series in which the work’s edges extend off the wall and 
toward the viewer. The works will be installed within the museum’s permanent collection, putting Gilliam in 
the context of his minimalist and post-minimalist contemporaries such as Robert Ryman and Mary Corse. 
The goal is not only to enhance our understanding of who was making minimalist art, but also to challenge 
the widely held belief that painting took a back seat to sculpture during this era.

With Its New Show of Sam Gilliam’s Painting, Dia Wants to Explode 
Our Assumptions About Minimalism
A new installation of early work by Sam Gilliam will be on long-term view at Dia Beacon starting August 10.

Eileen Kinsella | August 8, 2019

Sam Gilliam, Double Merge, (1968). Installation view, Dia:Beacon, Beacon, New York. © Sam Gilliam. Photo: Bill Jacobson Studio, New York, cour-
tesy Dia Art Foundation, New York
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Sam Gilliam, Spread (1973). Dia:Beacon, Beacon, New York. © Sam Gilliam. Photo: Bill Jacobson Studio, New York, courtesy Dia Art Foundation, 

“I’ve known Sam’s work since I was a child and the opportunity to curate a show with his work was top of 
my list,” says Courtney J. Martin, Dia’s former deputy director and chief curator, who oversaw the project 
before becoming director of the Yale Center for British Art in New Haven this spring. “I probably called Sam 
the week that I knew I was going to Dia full-time because I knew I wanted to work with him.”

Gilliam first garnered attention in the mid-1960s for his beveled-edge and drape paintings, which sought to 
push the boundaries of what a painting could be. He was the first African American artist to represent the 
United States at the Venice Biennale in 1972.

He is one of a number of painters active in the ’60s and ’70s who were celebrated when they emerged, but 
receded from view in the ensuing decades due to a mix of factors, including his race and the fact that he 
worked in Washington, DC, outside of a major art-market hub.

In recent years, however, the art world has appeared to wake up and take notice of Gilliam’s importance. 
In 2013, he began showing with Los Angeles-based gallery David Kordansky. In 2017, Gilliam returned to 
the Venice Biennale with a vibrant, unstretched canvas Yves Klein Blue (2017), which welcomed visitors to 
Giardini’s main pavilion. In 2018, he was the subject of a major retrospective at the Kunstmuseum Basel. 
Last month, he joined mega-gallery Pace.

Still, his early work in particular remains under-exposed in the United States. Martin recalls that, as a young 
art enthusiast, “I was very taken by works that I’d never actually seen, these early installations where he 
had these large scale drapes that would take up basically a full room.” The works were site-specific and 
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Sam Gilliam, Autumn Surf (1973). Installation view San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 1973. © Sam Gilliam. Photo: Art Frisch, courtesy San 

existed only as installations, meaning that they were rarely shown after their debuts. As a curator at Dia, 
“I was interested in whether he would want to revisit this idea, come to a place, and figure out its contours 
and work from there,” she says. Gilliam readily agreed.

The beveled-edge and drape paintings “represent a radical approach to the medium,” says Dia’s director 
Jessica Morgan. “Architectural in scale, these works chart a crucial moment in Gilliam’s early practice as 
he explored the possibilities of manipulating canvas in three-dimensional space.”

The works will remain on view at Dia long term to encourage repeated viewings. “My hope was that people 
walk into the smaller gallery—where the bevel painting is at a 45 degree angle coming off the wall—and 
feel a compression,” says Martin. “Then you walk into the bigger gallery and feel really loose and free once 
they see the drape installation.”

The goal is to provide deeper context for Gilliam’s work—and to offer viewers a richer understanding of 
the art coming out of the ’60s writ large. “I hope that people come to see these works and ask the bigger 
questions about what happens with Minimalism at a certain point. Dia does a good job, particularly with 
the works by Donald Judd that are on view. The thing you begin asking yourself is, where was painting at 
that moment where there is so much conversation around sculpture? Painters were doing super interesting 
things too.”
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At 85, Abstract Pioneer Sam Gilliam Is 
Still Making Innovative Paintings

In the 1960s, artist Sam Gilliam transformed his experience of a fracturing world 
into colorful, dramatic canvases that hung in folds from gallery walls. Perform-
ance art was emerging, American sculpture was blossoming as minimalism took 
hold, and the Civil Rights movement was energizing activists nationwide. Gilliam 
turned inward, using his Washington D.C. studio to incorporate all this noise 
into masterful paintings. “You arrive at what you do by challenging yourself and 
painting a lot,” he mused over a recent phone conversation.

Gilliam, who’s just shy of 86, moved to the U.S. capital in 1962 and has lived there 
ever since. Early in his career, he made clean-edged abstractions, in line with 
Washington Color School painters such as Kenneth Noland and Morris Louis. 
He gradually loosened up his style, soaking or pouring colors directly onto his 
canvases and folding them before they dried—a technique which created accor-
dion lines and a deep sense of texture. Around 1965, he made his greatest styl-
istic innovation: He got rid of the stretcher bars that traditionally underpin a 
painting and draped his canvases from the wall like sheets from a clothesline. 
They bunched at the top, unfurling in color-splashed waves and adopting a third 
dimension, effectively becoming both painting and sculpture. This summer, the 
New York art world is giving Gilliam more attention than ever.

Last week, Pace Gallery announced that it would be the first Manhattan gallery to 
represent the artist. Gilliam is also represented by Los Angeles’s David Kordansky 
Gallery, which has shown his work for many years.

“Sam never wanted New York representation,” Pace Gallery founder Arne Glim-
cher wrote to me by email. “He avoided the influence of the art scene including 
its writers—he wouldn’t be grouped into a Color Field niche.” Glimcher plans to 
expand Gilliam’s international reach, particularly into Europe and Asia, where 
he’s not as well-known. That’s not to say that Gilliam’s own home city has forgot-
ten about him: This fall, the Kennedy Center’s new performance space, called The 
Reach, will debut with one of Gilliam’s draped paintings.

By Alina Cohen | August 6, 2019

Sam Gilliam with his work, Autumn Surf , at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 1973. © Sam 
Gilliam. Photo by Art Frisch. Courtesy of San Francisco Chronicle/Polaris.
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Across the street from Pace’s major new flagship on West 25th Street in Chelsea, 
which is slated to open this fall, The FLAG Art Foundation is presenting an ex-
hibition of Gilliam’s new paintings. The 12 large-scale works, on view through 
August 16th, are made on Japanese washi paper, a medium strong enough to 
withstand Gilliam’s intensive process. Hanging vertically against black gallery 
walls, the pieces feature Gilliam’s signature folding technique,evoking curtains, 
tree trunks, and flags. Paint splotches and other traces of the artist’s multistep 
process suggest skeletons and rorschach blots. The works’ palettes range from 
psychedelic purple and orange to deep forest greens tinged with blue, creating 
an unconventional rainbow across the dark gallery walls. “They’re examinations 
in pure color for him,” FLAG associate director Jonathan Rider told me recently.

On August 10th, Dia: Beacon will present three Gilliam works from the 1960s 
and 1970s. Two large scale, 10-by-71-foot drape paintings from 1968, each titled 
Carousel II, will be on view. “They came out of uniting color field with the March 
on Washington,” Gilliam explained. Through these works, he was also responding 
to Martin Luther King’s assassination.

It’s impossible to say what exactly the Dia:Beacon presentation will look like until 
opening day—Gilliam hangs his drape paintings differently every time he dis-
plays them. Each new installation becomes its own site-responsive, improvisa-
tional performance. “I do like the stage,” Gilliam told me. No matter how the 
final presentation appears, the date of the works will be strongly suggestive. The 
year 1968 is a symbol of American turmoil and celebration: the year that Lyndon 
Johnson signed The Fair Housing Act—an expansion of the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act; Martin Luther King and Robert F. Kennedy were assassinated; and the Viet-
nam War raged.

Sam Gilliam, Spread, 1973. Photo by Fredrik Nilsen Studio. Courtesy of David Kordansky Gallery, Los 
Angeles.
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Gilliam was an activist himself. He took part in the March on Washington in 
1963—“we got close to the Lincoln Memorial,” he recalled. Later, he co-organized 
“The Deluxe Show,” a 1971 exhibition in Houston that may have been the first in 
the U.S. to show the work of black and white artists together. Major art collectors 
John and Dominique de Menil supported the exhibition, which was presented 
in the city’s dilapidated Deluxe Theater. Alongside Kenneth Noland and painter 
Peter Bradley, Gilliam helped curate the show that included artists ranging from 
Al Loving to Ed Clark, Larry Poons to Jules Olitski.

Detail of Sam Gilliam, Untitled, 2019. Courtesy 
of David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles.

Detail of Sam Gilliam, Untitled, 2019. Courtesy of 
David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles.

Sam Gilliam, Untitled, 2019. Courtesy of David 
Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles.

Detail of Sam Gilliam, Untitled, 2019. Courtesy 
of David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles.
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Sam Gilliam, Untitled, 2019. Courtesy of David 
Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles.

Detail of Sam Gilliam, Untitled, 2019. Courtesy of 
David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles.

Living in Washington for decades, Gilliam has long been surrounded by an 
intense political climate. He remembers the “romantic involvement” that sur-
rounded John F. Kennedy’s presidency and says that the Trump administration 
is great for making an artist want to get away from politics and do other things. 
Withdrawing into the studio isn’t an escape for him, but a way of “building be-
yond this time.” In their own way, Gilliam said, “artists always deal with drama. 
They get caught up.” Instead of wreckage and linear history, he’ll leave behind 
works of beauty that offer an alternate story about his time. 

Sam Gilliam, Changing Again (Getting Undone), 1998. Hollis Taggart
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At Last, Sam Gilliam’s Star Ascends in New York
Pace will be the first New York gallery to represent the 85-year-old abstract painter, while 

his work debuts next month at Dia:Beacon.
By Lauren Messman | July 19, 2019

Sam Gilliam, the abstract artist who rose to prominence in the 1960s with his large-scale draped canvas paintings, will join Pace Gallery’s roster of 
artists, the gallery announced Monday. It will be the first time in the 85-year-old painter’s long career that he will be represented by a New York gallery.

Considered a master in the third wave of Color Field painters, Mr. Gilliam has spent much of his career in Washington, where he first started to experi-
ment with unsupported canvases. His signature draped and beveled-edge paintings, which are suspended from the ceiling or stretched across beveled 
frames, were considered a radical reimagining of the medium. In 1972, he became the first black artist to represent the United States at the Venice 
Biennale. Yet, despite his early success, Mr. Gilliam has never been represented by a New York gallery. Arne Glimcher, the founder of Pace Gallery, 
attributed that to the artist’s nonconformist sensibility, saying the artist has “really steered his own career and steered it clear of what we know as the 
art market.”

“He’s had many, many opportunities,” Mr. Glimcher said. “He didn’t want it and I think, I hope, it was that he was waiting for the right moment to 
show his work in broader venues.”

In recent years, Mr. Gilliam has enjoyed somewhat of a renaissance, thanks in part to the Los Angeles-based art dealer David Kordansky, who started 
representing Mr. Gilliam after visiting his studio in 2012. The acceleration in attention has also brought more lucrative auction sales for the painter. Last 
June, a large-scale beveled-edge work called “forth” sold for $1.16 million at Sotheby’s London. The sale beat Mr. Gilliam’s past record of $885,000, 
for an untitled work that was auctioned in March 2018 at Sotheby’s New York.

Moving forward, Pace will work in close collaboration with Mr. Kordansky in representing Mr. Gilliam’s art. Mr. Glimcher said he hopes that Pace will 
give Mr. Gilliam more of an “international platform.”

“We’ll be able to introduce the work to cultures that haven’t seen it,” the dealer said. But next month, Mr. Gilliam’s work will be shown to a more local 
audience. On Aug. 10, his work from the 1960s and 1970s, including his pioneering drape paintings, will be presented at Dia:Beacon, alongside the 
museum’s permanent collection and in dialogue with the work of the minimalist painter Robert Ryman and the sculptor Anne Truitt. Later this year, 
Mr. Gilliam will be honored at the annual Dia Fall Night in New York City. “There are few artists who change the course of possibilities in painting,” 
Mr. Glimcher said, “and he’s one of them.”

Sam Gilliam, an American Color Field painter, at his studio in Washington in 2018. Sam Gilliam/Artists 
Rights Society (ARS), New York; Gabriella Demczuk for The New York Times

Sam Gilliam, an American Color Field painter, at his studio in Washington in 2018. Sam Gilliam/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York; Gabriella 
Demczuk for The New York Times
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The Most Influential Living African-American Artists
February 25, 2019

In 1926, the historian Carter G. Woodson instituted Negro History Week. The second-ever African-American recipient of a Ph.D. from Harvard (after 
W.E.B. DuBois), Woodson wanted to acknowledge the vibrant cultural achievements of African-American individuals that were rippling through the 
country. At the time, Harlem was brimming with poets such as Langston Hughes and Claude McKay, while Louis Armstrong and Fats Waller were devel-
oping Chicago’s jazz scene. In 1976, President Gerald Ford officially transformed Woodson’s initiative into the month-long celebration we honor to 
this day: Black History Month. While it’s impossible to capture the full impact of black artists on art history, we asked prominent art historians and 
curators to reflect on 20 living African-American artists who are making a mark on painting, photography, performance, and sculpture. 

Sam Gilliam’s long and distinguished 
career is defined by constant experi-
mentation. He’s pushed the envelope on 
abstraction and the medium of painting 
itself. When he moved to Washington, 
D.C., in 1962, Gilliam diverged the Color 
Field Painting of the day as he innovat-
ed not just with paint and color, but with
the materiality of the artwork’s surface.
He began to pour paint directly onto un-
stretched canvases, folding or crumpling
them while the paint was still wet, and
leaving them to dry on the studio floor.
The creases allowed the paint to pool,
forming lines and patterns determined
by the natural qualities of the materi-
als—the pliability of canvas, the fluidity
of paint—and by an element of chance.

The resulting work blurs the line between 
painted image and three-dimensional 
object—an effect that was heightened 
when, in the 1960s, Gilliam took the rad-
ical step of draping his canvases on the 
wall, where they bunched and billowed 
like tapestries. The painted canvas rad-

Sam Gilliam, Construct, 2018. Photo by Lee Thompson. Cour-
tesy of David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles. 

Sam Gilliam, Crystal, 1973. Photo by Fredrik Nilsen. Courtesy 
of David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles. 

ically subverts the academic distinctions between the sculptural, environmental, and architectural realms. Gilliam continues to experiment with his 
work—in the beveled edges of his stretched canvases; in the dense, stucco-like surfaces of the “Black” and “White” paintings; in the insertion of collage 
elements onto canvas, and in many other ways. He’s opened the door for new conversations about the possibilities of abstract painting.

From Carrie Dedon, Assistant Curator of 
Modern & Contemporary Art, Seattle Art 
Museum:
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Hard At Work At 84, Artist Sam Gilliam Has ‘Never Felt Better’
Susan Stamberg | August 30, 3018

Sam Gilliam found inspiration for his signature artworks in an unlikely place — 
a clothesline. In a Washington, D.C., studio that was once a drive-through gas 
station, the 84-year-old artist works surrounded by yards of vividly-painted fab-
ric, hung like laundry from a line. The sheer, silky polyester puddles to the floor, 
catching light on the way down. The idea, he explains, is “to develop the idea of 
movement into shapes.”

Over the decades, Gilliam’s made plenty of other artworks — black paintings and 
collaged pieces — but it’s the 3D draping that made his name in the 1970s, and is 
getting renewed attention now. Back then, “it was in the air,” Gilliam says. Jack-
son Pollock and others had been dribbling, spraying, pouring paint onto canvases 
spread on the floor. Then they picked up the works, and framed them. Gilliam’s 
big idea was to eliminate the frame and hang his radiantly painted cloth in grace-
ful free falls.

He likes that it will never be hung the same way twice — as the soft folds change, 
so does the painting. Gilliam also works with paper — he folds it like a fan, and 
then pours color into it. “Once it’s open you have a rhythm,” he says. How it turns 
out is always a surprise.

Artist Sam Gilliam is known for his vibrant, draped fabrics 
such as Swing from 1969. Smithsonian American Art 
Museum.

Gilliam poses in his paint-splattered Washington, D.C., studio in 1980. Anthony Barboza/
Getty Images

These are small pieces — multi-colored Rorschach blots — and they sell nicely. They help Gilliam make the big stuff — such 
as the yards of draping, or a large public work at the Nation-
al Museum of African-American History and Culture. Gil-
liam’s art can be hard to categorize, says Jonathan Binstock, 
who directs the Memorial Art Gallery at the University of 
Rochester.

“His art is painting, but it’s also not painting,” Binstock says. 
“It’s sculpture — it’s also not sculpture; it’s architectural — 
it’s also not architecture. He’s really established himself in 
a unique way in the history of art through this form.” “I’ve 
never felt better in my life,” he says. “I stopped drinking, I 
stopped smoking. I live for this period of being in the studio 
and actually working.” It’s exciting — moving colors around, 
seeing how it will turn out. 

And all that work is paying off; Gilliam’s works are in major 
museums around the world, and he’s enjoying a resurgence 
in popularity, with commissions, six-figure sales and recent-
ly, a one-man show in Switzerland. In his bright, northwest 
Washington studio, rambling a bit, his voice soft, an occa-
sional twinkle in his eyes, Gilliam says “every work of art has 
a moment.” This is clearly his.
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Critical and market attention for the abstract painter Sam Gilliam is at an all-time high. But longtime collectors and fans of the artist—
who have watched him rack up accolades for at least five decades—consistently, and perhaps a bit defensively, caution against the word 
“comeback.” Whatever you call it, Gilliam has been enjoying an unprecedented level of attention in recent years. The 84-year-old artist 
represented the US at the Venice Biennale way back in 1972; he was the first African American artist to do so. But his market has been 
slow to catch up—until now. “This is his greatest renaissance yet,” says Jonathan Binstock, who organized Gilliam’s retrospective at the 
Corcoran Gallery of Art over a decade ago. “He’s had a couple of them at the very least.” Binstock is currently co-curating another major 
Gilliam show, “The Music of Color” at the Kunstmuseum Basel, scheduled to open ahead of Art Basel in June. Eleven of Gilliam’s top 20 
auction results were set in 2017. All of them have been set since 2013. And the three highest auction prices ever paid for his work came in 
quick succession this past fall. His current record is $684,500 for Rays (1971), a large acrylic on canvas that smashed its presale estimate 
of $100,000–150,000 at Sotheby’s in late September. Nevertheless, Gilliam’s auction prices still lag behind many of his peers (who, not 
coincidentally, happen to be white). Fellow Washington Color School painter Morris Louis’s auction record is $3.6 million; Kenneth No-
land‘s is $3.3 million.

A Late Renaissance

If it feels like you’ve been seeing Gilliam’s work everywhere lately, it’s because you have been. Forty-five years after Gilliam first repre-
sented the US at the Venice Biennale, he returned to the city this past summer. His brilliantly colored unstretched canvas Yves Klein Blue 
(2017) exuberantly welcomed visitors to Giardini’s main pavilion. In 2016, a major new commission, Yet I Do Marvel, was hung in the lob-
by of the highly anticipated National Museum of African American History and Culture in his hometown of Washington, DC. In London, 
Gilliam’s work figured prominently in the Tate Modern exhibition “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power” (which opens at the 
Crystal Bridges Museum in Arkansas next month) and in Pace Gallery‘s recent group show of Washington Color School painters. Mean-
while, in New York, Mnuchin Gallery mounted a presentation of his early paintings from 1967 to 1973. Surprisingly, it was the artist’s first 
solo show in the city for more than three decades. Gilliam’s career is long “and it has been a successful one for many years,” says Binstock, 
who is now director of the Memorial Art Gallery at the University of Rochester. “As with many artists, there’s a cycle. There’s a process 
of growth or expansion and then perhaps a cooling or retrenching period. It’s hard to be the focus of everyone’s attention incessantly.”

At Age 84, Living Legend Sam Gilliam Is Enjoying His Greatest Renaissance Yet

Eileen Kinsella | January 2, 2018

The market for Sam Gilliam’s work is stronger than ever. Just don’t call it a comeback.

Installation view of “Sam Gilliam : 1967–1973” at Mnuchin Gallery. Photography Tom Powel Imaging. Artwork © Sam Gil-
liam.
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A Long Time Coming

Gilliam’s late-breaking commercial success comes de-
spite—or perhaps because—he eschewed a conventional 
path for most of his life. He did things his own way, Bin-
stock says, “by not signing on with a gallery; by selling out 
of the studio; by making abstract art when abstract paint-
ing was unfashionable; and by making abstract painting 
when black artists were being called upon by other cultur-
ally influential people in the black community to make art 
that was in line with the political cause. In other words, 
he actually did nothing that he needed to do in order to 
become successful.” Indeed, for years, Gilliam showed 
only with smaller galleries: Marsha Mateyka in Washing-
ton, DC, and the now-shuttered Galerie Darthea Speyer in 
Paris. (It was, of course, also harder for a black artist to 
get major gallery representation.) But things began to shift 
four and a half years ago, when Gilliam had his first show 
with Los Angeles power dealer David Kordansky.

The gallerist, a longtime fan of Gilliam’s, visited his studio with contemporary art star Rashid Johnson, who organized a show of Gilliam’s 
work at the gallery in 2013. That show was quickly followed by solo presentations at Frieze New York (2014) and Frieze Masters (2015), 
another show at the gallery (2016), and an accompanying monograph (2017). Yet another solo show is on the schedule for 2018. During 
this period, Gilliam’s prices have risen dramatically. As recently as five years ago, a small painting with his signature beveled edges might 
bring about $10,000 to $15,000, says John McCord, a specialist in Phillips’s 20th Century and contemporary art department. “Now, 
you’d see that work would bring well over $100,000 or $150,000.” Prices for classic drape or beveled edge paintings from the late ’60s 
and early ’70s—Gilliam’s most sought-after work—can be significantly higher on the private market, ranging from $350,000 to just shy 
of $1 million, sources say.

A Market Finding Its Footing

Nigel Freeman, the director of the African American fine art department at Swann Galleries in New York, agrees that the market for Gil-
liam is “at an all-time high” following an acceleration over the past two years. But some believe the work is still undervalued, particularly 
“when you consider how seminal some of the 1960s and ’70s paintings are,” McCord says. He notes that Gilliam’s auction prices have 
consistently outperformed relatively conservative estimates, a sign that the market is still finding its footing. Indeed, Gilliam’s current 
record of $684,500 was more than four-and-a-half times its high estimate. His second- and third-highest prices, also achieved this past 
fall, vastly eclipsed expectations too. A 1970 drape painting, which sold for $370,000 at Freeman’s Philadelphia, was estimated to sell for 
a mere $50,000–80,000, while a 1970 abstract painting sold for $332,400 at Weschler’s in Maryland, more than double its low estimate 
of $150,000.

“Demand surged this year,” says Sukanya Raja-
ratnam, a partner at Mnuchin Gallery, citing the 
gallery’s show, as well as the Tate exhibition and 
the Venice Biennale, as catalysts. At Art Basel 
Miami Beach earlier this month, the gallery sold 
a work on paper from 1974 priced at $80,000. 
(That price is very close to Gilliam’s auction re-
cord for a work on paper, $81,250, set at Phil-
lips in 2015.) The artnet Price Database lists 400 
auction results for Gilliam. Of these 326, or near-
ly 82 percent were sold. The lowest price listed 
is $100 for a 1974 print sold at Leslie Hindman 
in 1993.

The Birth of the Drape Painting

Gilliam first rose to fame in the late 1960s with 
his drape paintings, which came out of his exper-
iments with unsupported canvases. He said the 
works were partly inspired by watching women 

The Central Pavilion, with a work by Sam Gilliam. 

Sam Gilliam, Green April (2016). Installation view at David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles. Photo Brian 
Forrest. Courtesy of David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, CA
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hang laundry on clotheslines from his studio window in Washington, 
DC. He began to drape and suspend large paint-stained canvases, im-
parting an innovative sculptural element to the works. “These are per-
ceived to be his biggest contribution to the history of art because they 
took painting off the wall and off the stretcher,” says Rajaratnam of 
Mnuchin. The other particularly sought-after body of work is Gilliam’s 
“beveled-edge” or “slice” paintings, which he began creating in 1967. The 
works’ edges extend off the wall and toward the viewer.

Both series “highlight his interest in pushing the traditional boundar-
ies of painting and creating innovative works that alter our perception 
of the picture plane,” says Dunham Townend, head of the modern and 
contemporary art department at Freeman’s, where the $370,000 drape 
painting sold last month. Rajaratnam notes that Gilliam has been influ-
ential to younger artists who similarly blur painting and sculpture, from 
David Hammons to Oscar Murillo. “People are only now realizing the 
huge debt that is owed to Gilliam,” she says.

A Growing Re-Evaluation

Kurt Mueller, a director at Kordansky Gallery, notes that in addition to being formally innovative, Gilliam’s work has another important 
element going for it: “undeniable beauty.” Museums that had moved their Gilliam paintings into storage are now organizing shows around 
them, he says. And institutions that did not own major examples spanning his entire oeuvre—including the Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Los Angeles, the Dallas Museum of Art, the Rose Art Museum, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Museum of Modern Art—have 
acquired pictures in recent years. The Met, for example, owns two major Gilliams. It acquired Whirlirama (above) from Kordansky in 
2014. It bought the other, Leah’s Renoir (1979), the year it was made—a testament to the artist’s long track record of institutional interest.
So what’s behind the uptick in attention today? 

Binstock sees a combination of factors at play, including recent interest in the work of older African American artists, particularly those 
who worked in abstraction; a broader push to re-examine artists from the ’60s and ’70s who have either “fallen through the cracks or not 
been the focus of the lens”; and the “sheer importance of Sam’s contribution to our understanding of what painting can be.” Roxanne 
Cohen, director of art advisory at Pall Mall Partners, notes that market interest in the artist coincided with a shift away from young, 
emerging painters whose prices eclipsed those of Gilliam during the recent art-market boom. “Collectors are looking to see something 
new and different, but at the same time to collect an artist who already has an established career,” she says. “They are moving away from 
the emerging market as it can be more volatile.” Gilliam was born in Tupelo, Mississippi, in 1933, the seventh of eight children. He began 
painting when he was in elementary school and graduated from the University of Louisville in 1955. After serving in the US Army in the 
late ’50s, he completed his MFA in 1961. He has lived in Washington, DC, since 1962.

After making his name with the drape and slice paintings, his approach changed dramatically in the 1980s, when he began adding multiple 
layers of thick acrylic paint to the canvas. These so-called “quilt” paintings involved cutting geometric shapes from the encrusted surface 

US Secretary of State John Kerry congratulates Sam Gilliam during an Art in Embas-
sies Medal of Arts Award event at the US Department of State in 2015 in Washington, 
DC. (BRENDAN SMIALOWSKI/AFP/Getty Images)

Installation view of “Sam Gilliam : 1967–1973” at Mnuchin Gallery. Photography Tom Powel Imaging. Art-
work © Sam Gilliam.

and rearranging them in patterns reminiscent of 
the African American patchwork quilts he remem-
bered from his childhood. Freeman of Swann says 
that as many of the ’70s works find their way into 
museum collections, there is growing interest “in 
his earlier ’60s hard-edge paintings and his later 
collaged paintings made in the early 1980s.” For 
those who have followed his career for decades, 
this latest embrace of Gilliam’s full body of work is 
already overdue.

Gilliam, Binstock notes, “is the missing link in the 
history of abstract painting from the mid-century 
to its current state of absolute glorification by mu-
seums and the market. He’s the missing link not 
because he was an African American artist mak-
ing those paintings. It was because he was making 
those paintings.”
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It’s a story the art world loves to tell itself: how it valiantly recovers and revives the career of a forgotten artist. In the case 
of painter Sam Gilliam, the story should be told thusly: It was Gilliam who recovered and revived something lost from the 
art world when it finally regained sight of his work. Born in Tupelo, Mississippi, on Thanksgiving Day in 1933, Gilliam 
moved in adulthood to Washington, D.C., and by the 1960s had made his name as part of the Washington Color School. 
His reputation thrived for decades, with solo exhibitions at the Museum of Modern Art, the Whitney Museum, and the 
Corcoran Gallery of Art, among others, as well as inclusion in the 1972 Venice Biennale.

The market’s appetite for Gilliam’s work had slowed in recent years, until artist Rashid Johnson and gallerist David Kor-
dansky paid him a studio visit in 2012. At that time, Gilliam was 79 years old and in poor health. Like many artists, he had 
no pension, and was worried about how to sustain and support himself. When Johnson and Kordansky arrived, they were 
already fans of Gilliam, but were astonished to discover a mass of early canvases they’d never known about. Here before 
them was a major force in American abstraction who very likely hadn’t been canonized because he, a black man, didn’t fit 
the art world’s expectations of what an artist of color should produce. They offered him a solo show in Los Angeles, and 
thereafter his career took off like a shot. At this very moment, his work is hanging in the Central Pavilion of the 57th Bien-
nale, 45 years after he first appeared there — and a breathtaking exhibition at Mnuchin Gallery of fourteen paintings made 
between 1967 and 1973 presents an origin story of sorts, bringing together some of the earliest examples of the innovations 
and ideas that have now secured Gilliam’s status as a seminal American abstract painter.

A Half-Century After Hitting the Art Scene, 
Sam Gilliam’s Legacy Blossoms

by JENNIFER KRASINSKI
NOVEMBER 15, 2017

“Temple Fire” (1970)
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At the outset of his practice, in the early to mid-
1960s, Gilliam was producing minimal, non-repre-
sentational paintings, vivid discourses in line, color, 
and geometry in a spirit similar to contemporaries 
Kenneth Noland, Gene Davis, Morris Louis, and 
others who were also dubbed part of the Washing-
ton Color School. These paintings flexed the two-
dimensional to assert riotous, intelligent optical 
pleasures within the confines of flatness. To look at 
the artist’s work from those years now (not on view 
at Mnuchin) is a bit like watching a jazz musician 
mastering the scales, fine-tuning himself and his 
instrument, preparing to receive the transmissions 
of higher dimensions. (Gilliam has cited the vision-
ary composer John Coltrane as one influence for his 
thinking).

In 1967, Gilliam radically shifted his approach to 
create his Slice series, for which he stretched can-
vases onto beveled-edged frames so — like a tile 

“Bow Form Construction” (1968)

“Spread” (1973) and “Spring Thaw” (1972)

or a tablet or some sort of architectural element — the painting’s surface appears to push away from the wall and into the 
gallery space. At this time, the artist also embraced a different approach to the medium itself, setting his brush aside for a 
moment to first soak raw canvas in diluted acrylics, so the colors would run and bleed. From there, he would improvise a 
sequence of actions, gestures — folding, hanging, shaking — to compose the rest. Lighter colors were applied first; darker, 
after. Depth was achieved by layering the paint, building the surface; whether the pigments sink in, or are daubed on top, 
the colors blend, overlapping to create still more tones and textures. In a bit of reverse engineering, when all was dry, the 
canvas would finally be stretched around its frame. The combination of applied alchemy and freehanded choreography in 
Gilliam’s Slice works lands them in a rich, affecting territory bordering the states, the conditions, of painting, sculpture, 
and textile.

Thrust and With Blue, both on view, are two of the radiant results from that year, each in possession of their very own mood. 
At eight and a half feet tall, With Blue is the most melancholy work of the exhibition, its dark blue–to-gray palette lifted, 
made luminous, by the aluminum powder Gil-
liam applied throughout. Shimmering lines from 
where the artist creased the canvas run from top 
to bottom of the painting, and something about 
its verticality along with its silvery aura gives it 
a contemplative quality. Thrust, in counterpoint, 
is a more fiery and gregarious work, with wilder 
whirls of color — from lilac to ruby red, tanger-
ine to khaki green — marbling across the sur-
face, which appears purer (as in more painterly), 
unbounded by line or composition, but propelled 
instead by rhythm, roil.

It would seem paradoxical for a painter that 
chance or improvisation would allow for mas-
tery, and yet they push an artist to attend to other 
facets of craft — or at least attend to their other 
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angles. Throughout the exhibition, one sees how Gilliam’s hand com-
mands a canvas. The life force within the spontaneity of his approach 
never dims, but it is harnessed. Time is the secondary subject of the art-
ist’s work — captured in paint that was pushed this way or pulled that 
way, dripped here and plopped there, never to be repeated; color becomes 
its marker. Temple Fire (1970) is nine feet of Day-Glo pink, periwinkle 
blue, livid yellow, foggy gray, and more and more all running together, 
fanning over each other so the colors never settle, are ever vibrating, emit-
ting, or soaking up the light depending on their proximity to one another.

It was apparently an accident that led Gilliam to his most beloved and 
influential Draped works in 1968. Simply told, one of his unstretched 
canvases fell to the ground one day, sparking the idea to create and install 
paintings without a frame — paintings that would instead be draped, tied, 
folded, and hung in space, and thereby placed in more intimate conver-
sation with sculpture. Bow Form Construction of that year is ten feet of 
canvas tied at either end and suspended from the ceiling as oversize fabric 
swag. With bulky grace and terrific drama, it shape-shifts before the eye, 

“Idle Twist” (1972)

its massive folds seeming to take on the weight and appearance of ceramic, or carved marble. Little Dude (1971) and Idle 
Twist (1972) are hung like punctured blossoms — rather, small, stilled explosions — loosely bunched in the middle, their 
corners tacked up on the wall, spreading outward.

The exhibition’s grandest piece is Car-
ousel Change from 1970, for which 
seventy-six feet of canvas is gathered 
and tied at the top in five places. Mon-
umental in scale, its overall palette is 
light, joyous, splashed, soaked, and 
slapped in hot pinks, peaches, yolky 
yellows, dark sky blues. It is, as the 
title suggests, dizzying. The eye has 
nowhere to land, no choice but to keep 
moving over its lush, popping terrain. 
At the risk of overreading, there is 
something prophetic about it too — 
how the painting speaks to the ways in 
which attention (of an audience, of the 
art world, and otherwise) like a carou-
sel ride is cyclical, moving “forward” 
only to come back around as it must, 
as it will, and as it rightly should. “Carousel Change” (1970)
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Sam Gilliam

Sam Gilliam is a Washington, DC–based artist whose vibrantly hued unstretched canvas Yves Klein Blue, 2017, will be 
draped across the entrance to the Giardini’s central pavilion at the Fifty-Seventh Venice Biennale until the show closes 
on November 26, 2017. Here, Gilliam speaks of his earlier participation in the Biennale, forty-five years ago, and his 
continued investigation into the expanded field of painting. His work is also featured in “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age 
of Black Power,” which will be on view at Tate Modern from July 12 to October 22, 2017.

IN VENICE, I’m showing Yves Klein Blue, an outdoor drape piece that hangs on the front of the building. Suspended 
from the ceiling of the colonnade entrance, it blows in the wind. Seahorses was my first outdoor drape, which I did in 
1975 for the Greater Philadelphia Cultural Alliance at the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Installing that piece on the outside 
of the museum was fantastic because we used a hook and ladder truck from a division of the fire department. We got up 
to the rings along the building, and we did the installation. Around 8 PM that night we finished, and, sure enough, there 
was a major storm coming off the Atlantic. We went to dinner, and we came back. There was this really beautiful moment 
when the strong winds inhabited the piece—rays of light shot through the fabric, creating shadows in the folds. I wanted 
Yves Klein Blue to billow like that early work.

I first encountered Yves Klein while stationed with the army in Japan. There was a Klein exhibition in Tokyo. The Gutai 
group was being born, and I was in the army, and I thought nothing about whether I would be an artist or not. In fact, I 
probably thought that I would never be an artist. But Klein had an effect on me, and I thought about making art beyond 
the interiors that it is usually presented in, about making art more in the outside world. In 1972, I was in Venice to install 
my work Baroque Cascade, which measured ten by seventy-five feet when undraped. I was there alongside Ron Davis, 
Diane Arbus, Keith Sonnier, Jim Nutt, Richard Estes, and Walter Hopps. I went over early to assist with the installation. 
I was particularly excited to show my work because of my desire to connect painting and architecture.

All that is happening now—the immigration crisis, the bombs, the gutting of the National Endowment for the Arts, the 
presidential corruption—was present in the 1970s. It seems worse now, but history, like art, is cyclical. Yet, I think we’re 
in a much worse place than we were in the ’60s, when the NEA was initiated by the Johnson administration. This time, 
it’s almost the same, but where are our educational institutions? To gesture at the cycles of history is art at its greatest 
capacity. Yves Klein Blue is about participating in a continuum—it’s about connecting the precursors with the present. 
After all, blue is what we think of first when we imagine a Klein, but there is something autobiographical there for me as 
well, which harks back to my early formative years. To me, art is about moving outside of traditional ways of thinking. It’s 
about artists generating their own modes of working. We need to continue to think about the whole of what art is, what 
it does. Even though my work is not overtly political, I believe art has the ability to call attention to politics and to remind 
us of this potential through its presence.

— As told to Andrianna Campbell

Sam Gilliam, Yves Klein Blue, 2017, acrylic on Cerex nylon. Installation view, central pavilion, Venice, 
2017. From the 57th Venice Biennale. Photo: David Velasco.
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Los Angeles

Sam Gilliam
DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY
5130 West Edgewood Place
June 4–July 16

Are Sam Gilliam’s paintings improvisations, 
meticulously structured formalism, ethereal 
attempts at going beyond substance, social 
objects inextricably embedded in political 
struggles, or all of the above? The works in 
his current show, “Green April,” dating from 
1968–70, crisscross these once well-policed 
boundaries that helped modernist painting lay 
claim to objectivity.

Consider the show’s eponymous piece from 
1969, a large rectangle of shifting emerald. 
The thin cascades of acrylic with aluminum 
dust conjure a portal while remaining indexical. The quality of light and wide format of this piece, created by folding un-
stretched canvas over wet paint, recall a verdant landscape equally arboreal and watery. The image is disrupted by a mark 
on the lower left side of the canvas—perhaps a scuff from the hard-to-control process—and the gesture brings the viewer’s 
attention out from the inner world of the picture and back to its material. This quality is heightened by the beveled edges 
that make the painting a faceted object rather than a support for a distinct picture plane.

The title also reflects a concern with the world outside. Unlike Jackson Pollock’s Autumn Rhythm (Number 30), 1950, which 
can be seen as evoking a season either metaphorically, universalizing it, or reflexively, marking the time of his painting’s 
creation, Green April refers to a social history that is not purely aesthetic—the April 1968 assassination of Martin Luther 
King Jr. What to make of the calm sense of elsewhere that pervades it, a work that also marks a violent death? By main-
taining visual and material decisions as expressions of personal freedom, Gilliam’s work complicates the transcendental 
aspirations of abstract painting by reminding us who, exactly, is allowed to forget their own bodies.

— David Muenzer

Sam Gilliam, Green April, 1969, acrylic on canvas, 98“ x 22’ 7” x 4”.
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Searching for Sam Gilliam: the 81-year-old art 
genius saved from oblivion

In the 1960s, he was hailed as an artist as radical as Jackson Pollock - but the 
art world somehow forgot Sam Gilliam. Here’s how two savvy fans tracked 
him down and brought him back into the spotlight.

by William Fowler

Artist Sam Gilliam in his Washington DC studio. Photograph: Jocelyn Augustino/the Guardian

Three years ago, Sam Gilliam was living in obscurity and his money was running out. He was near-
ing 80, his health was bad and he had no pension. But there was one thing he still had, one thing he 
had never given up on: the studio near his apartment in Washington DC.

In the 1960s and 70s, Gilliam was known for his “drape paintings” – huge, colourful canvases torn 
from their surrounds then knotted and swagged into sculptures. He was considered one of abstract 
art’s great innovators, one of the first painters to break the frame. Critics at the time described his 
work as “magisterial”, “enormously important” and “one of those watermarks by which the art com-
munity measures its evolution”. He had shows at the Whitney in 1969, MoMA in 71 and the Ameri-
can Pavilion at the Venice Biennale in 72. But he hadn’t had a major exhibition or representation for 
years, and was cut off from the art market.

Little did he know that, as he struggled to hold on, wheels were in motion to restore his reputation. 
The story of his extraordinary comeback culminates this week with a show of his work at Frieze 
Masters in London, rubber-stamping his credentials as a living master. But it starts in LA, where 
two young men were drinking heavily one night.
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Fan Craze, 1973, by Sam Gilliam. Photograph: Fredrik Nilsen/Courtesy of 
David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles

Little did he know that, as he struggled to hold on, wheels were in motion to restore his repu-
tation. The story of his extraordinary comeback culminates this week with a show of his work 
at Frieze Masters in London, rubber-stamping his credentials as a living master. But it starts in 
LA, where two young men were drinking heavily one night.

One was David Kordanksy, a gallerist with a taste for artists who are off the radar. The other 
was Rashid Johnson, an artist known for tackling the role of race in US culture. Kordansky 
was trying to woo Johnson to his gallery, and the two were sniffing each other out, name-
checking artists they loved. At one point, the conversation turned to 1970s abstract artists – 
and it emerged that the pair were both enormous fans of Gilliam. “I’ve always loved geeking 
out over artists who have been ‘decentralised’,” says Kordansky.

Why was no one paying attention to this artist whose innovations, they thought, were on a 
par with Jackson Pollock’s paint-pouring? They believed Gilliam had being written out of art 
history because he was a black artist whose work, paradoxically, didn’t look black enough. It 
made him hard to classify. Not to mention the fact that his palette – all acid greens and hot 
pinks – seemed so ahead of its time.

“I knew he was still out there,” says Johnson. “But it wasn’t until David talked about curating a 
show of his work that I thought, wow, I might actually get the chance to meet the man.”
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 Swing Sketch, 1968, one of Sam Gilliam’s innovative ‘drape’ paintings. Photograph: Fredrik 
Nilsen/Courtesy of David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles

Their first attempt to make contact was rebuffed, but on their second, they were invited into Gilliam’s 
studio. There they found not just the painter himself, but a whole body of work the world had never 
seen: pieces that preceded the drape paintings. In fact, they were their jumping-off point, with bright 
colours, taped lines and bevel-edged canvases.

“We were both like, ‘Whoa! What are these?’” says Kordansky. “And ‘Have you got any more of them?’” 
adds Johnson.

It was clear these paintings could form the basis of an entire exhibition. But when the two men 
suggested this, Gilliam began to weep. “I actually thought he was laughing at us,” says Kordan-
sky. “Like, ‘you little burgermeisters, coming into my studio, thinking I would let you do any-
thing with my work’. Then it turned out he was crying.’

“It was like a light in a dark place,” the artist tells me. “I did cry – at the idea that I might make 
some money and guarantee myself a future. It really caught me off guard.”

That first show in LA was a huge success. Not only did Gilliam sell nearly all of his early paint-
ings, but over the coming years Kordansky placed many of them with major institutions like 
MoMA. “Sam stayed constant – it was the world that turned,” says Laura Hoptman, MoMA’s 
curator for painting and sculpture. “Finally, he popped back into focus.”

“Even when artists of colour are embraced by the canon,” says Johnson, “there is often a strict 
focus on a particular moment, rather than their career as a whole.” His goal now is “for people 
to gain the same familiarity with Gilliam that we have with Matisse or Picasso”.
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New work in glass by Sam Gilliam at his Washington 
studio. Photograph: Jocelyn Augustino/the Guardian

Whenever Gilliam’s work is shown at Kordansky gallery, people say: “‘Who’s this exciting young 
Brooklyn painter?’ They’re stunned when they find out he’s 81 and living in Washington surrounded 
by his family.”

Being rediscovered has brought about one further change in Gilliam. “I’m painting again,” he says. “I 
feel like I’m starting all over. I feel like I’m just beginning.”
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This is to say nothing of the National Medal of Arts he received in January. Secretary of State John Kerry 
presided over the ceremony, which also honored Maya Lin, Kehinde Wiley, and other titans of culture. Gil-
liam received a Lifetime Achievement Award, the first ever bestowed by the program, for showing his work in 
embassies and diplomatic outposts in more than 20 countries.

No, Robert Colescott was not the first black artist to represent the United States at the Venice Biennale. That 
was Sam Gilliam.

An outpouring of love from New York, Los Angeles, and the State Department has revived Gilliam’s career, 
but also some of the misconceptions that have trailed it. A recent profile in the New York Times’ T Magazine 
showers Kordansky with praise, yet sums up Gilliam as a painter who never earned the recognition of his 
peers “in part because the art establishment didn’t know what to make of a black artist who refused to make 
work about race.”

No, Sam Gilliam was never so broke that he had to trade paintings for laundry detergent. Things never got 
that bad in D.C. (T Magazine ran with this colorful detail but retracted it.)

Maybe Gilliam did shed some tears, as T relates, when an ambitious young curator and an ascendent young 
photographer (Kordansky and Johnson) showed up at his studio, promising the one thing that has always 
eluded him. No, not success—the man’s got seven honorary doctorates—but context.

Through his new Los Angeles show, Gilliam has landed paintings in the Museum of Modern Art, the Metro-
politan Museum of Art, and the Rose Art Museum, among other collections, both institutional and private. 
Most of those museums already owned his work. But now, these museums and more are rushing to put it 
out on display. His paintings are now some of the most pressing artworks of the moment.

“It seems like an especially important moment to bring Sam back,” says Kurt Mueller, director at David 
Kordansky Gallery. “Because there’s so many young painters doing what’s called—my favorite term for is it 
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zombie formalism—where they’re reconsidering painting as an object, or painting as a process, or painting 
as an installation. This is something that Sam was the leading edge of back in the ‘60s and early ‘70s.”

At 81, Gilliam may finally be shedding the Washington Color School label that has followed his work for most 
of his life. As much as he admires those Color School luminaries—most of whom are no longer living—their 
works and their goals never fully encapsulated his own. It was always possible to see the ways his work 
broke protocol. Now the world is looking.

While his paintings are finding new purchase in New York, Los Angeles, and beyond, Gilliam still credits 
Washington, D.C., for everything he’s accomplished.

“It was very ambitious,” Gilliam says, remembering the art scene he discovered in the District in 1962. 
“Things that could keep you up all night long.”

No, despite what you may have heard, Sam Gilliam is not a Washington Color School painter.

Gilliam came to the District by way of Louisville, Ky., where he spent his childhood and earned his education. 
He studied fine art at the University of Louisville, where he learned to paint in a figurative manner associ-
ated with the Bay Area movement. That’s also where he took classes with Johnny Unitas, the legendary 
Baltimore Colts quarterback, he says, beaming. Gilliam coached basketball while he taught sixth grade for 
a year in Louisville, and he’s a big fan of D.C. hoops, especially at the high-school level. He greatly admires 
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar (despite the fact that his Milwaukee Bucks swept the Washington Bullets in the 1971 
NBA Finals).

In 1956, Gilliam served a two-year peacetime deployment for the U.S. Army in Japan, where he earned a 
badge as a sharpshooter. When I ask him about his time there, the first thing he mentions is seeing a project 
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by the artist Franz Kline in Tokyo. “Japan was very stimulating,” Gilliam says. “Meeting Japanese artists, 
young artists, who were following the Abstract Expressionist movement. When I went back to Louisville, I 
wasn’t ready for a small town.”

He wasn’t necessarily ready for a career as an artist, either. He got his master’s degree in painting from the 
University of Louisville in 1961. The following year, he married Dorothy Butler, a city desk reporter for the 
Washington Post (the first black woman to work as a reporter there), and moved to the District. “I had come 
to the point that I wasn’t going to paint,” he says about his uncertain early years. “I didn’t think that painting 
led to anything.”

Upon arriving in D.C., he applied to teach at Howard University, where faculty, including David Driskell, Lois 
Mailou Jones, and James Porter, were building a hell of an art department in the early 1960s. Howard didn’t 
take Gilliam on, though. This makes sense, stylistically speaking, according to Jonathan Binstock. In his 
2005 monograph on Sam Gilliam, Binstock speculates that the sullen Bay Area–style paintings that Gilliam 
was making back then didn’t mix with the highly animated black figurative work at Howard. Gilliam’s relation-
ship with black art (or lack thereof) would be a theme underscored by critics throughout his career. (Binstock, 
who curated Gilliam’s career retrospective while he was with the Corcoran in 2005, is now the director of the 
University of Rochester Memorial Art Gallery.)

“I would’ve chosen New York,” Gilliam says. He got a job teaching at McKinley High School instead. It didn’t 
much matter, or so it seemed: New York and D.C. were emerging as “simultaneous cities” back then, as he 
puts it. He maintained strong relationships with the artists he had met in Harlem when he visited Butler while 
she was studying journalism at Columbia University; his work appeared in the inaugural show at Harlem’s 
Studio Museum in 1968. But Gilliam put roots down in D.C. He quickly came to know the growing group of 
artists working under the Washington Color School banner. These artists were his teammates.

“Tom Downing. Howard Mehring. I knew Gene Davis. I wasn’t a friend of his. Gene was rather elite,” Gilliam 
says. “There were a lot of artists. Washington became a camping ground for everyone that came from col-
lege that didn’t want to live in New York.”

In D.C., two figures emerged as special influences early in Gilliam’s career. One was Downing, the painter 
who made dots a thing. Downing had never earned the favor of the powerful art critic Clement Greenberg, 
who had named Morris Louis and Kenneth Noland the deans of the Washington Color School. Crucially, 
Downing was never dogmatic about Greenberg’s precepts for how Color School art should work, neither in 
his own practice nor as a mentor to Gilliam. (Even in the 1960s, New York was telling D.C. how to act.)

“That became my ambition,” Gilliam says. “Just to be a Washington artist.”

The other coach in Gilliam’s corner was Walter Hopps, a mercurial curator who left an outsized footprint in 
the District. “No single individual contributed more to Washington’s art scene from 1966 to 1972—and to Gil-
liam’s professional development during that period—than Walter Hopps,” Binstock’s monograph reads.

Hopps dragged Gilliam to California, his former home, where Gilliam drove Hopps all around the state. The 
curator brought him along for studio visits with legends in the making like Sam Francis and Robert Irwin, 
introduced him to the Watts Writers Workshop in South Central Los Angeles, and toured with him the major 
printing studios in the Bay Area. “Walter didn’t really like Washington or the Washington Color School,” Gil-
liam says. Hopps championed Gilliam everywhere he went.

“Of all the artists working at the time, it was Sam Gilliam who earned [Hopps’] greatest respect and admira-
tion,” Binstock says. “Sam was a way forward in Walter’s mind. He represented another phase in the conver-
sation on Modernist art.”
In 1972, Hopps added Gilliam to a roster of heavyweight artists that included Richard Estes and Diane Arbus 
to represent the U.S. in the Venice Biennale. That same year, Hopps was fired from the Corcoran, officially 



Capps, Kriston, “Return to Splendor,” WashingtonCityPaper.com, March 27, 2015

for the unexplained absences that dogged 
his workdays (the same reason he’d been 
drummed out of the Pasadena Art Museum). 
According to Gilliam, the truth is that Hopps 
refused an order from a board member to fire 
a curator who didn’t wear a bra. (Even in the 
1970s, Corcoran trustees didn’t know how to 
behave.)

But before Hopps left, he helped usher Gilliam 
into the hall of fame. In September 1969, Hopps 
mounted a three-artist show at the Corcoran 
(with Rockne Krebs and Ed McGowin). In that 
exhibition, Gilliam debuted his “drapes,” in 
which the artist suspended painted, unstretched 
canvas without any wooden support. The show 
included 10 of these slobberknockers, among 
them “Baroque Cascade,” a painting spanning 
150 feet.

The drapes were a mondo breakthrough. While 
Gilliam wasn’t the only artist exploring this 
mode (which Binstock refers to as “softness”), 

he nevertheless rocketed ahead of the rest with the dramatic drapes he produced in the 1960s and 1970s. 
This was Gilliam’s fast break.

“I stayed up all night,” Gilliam says. “Those were amazing days.”

Yet for decades to follow, it seemed that somehow, despite the height of his accomplishment and all the 
praise he garnered for the originality of his work, Gilliam found himself alone. The art world had moved 
somewhere else, leaving him behind.

Three years ago, Gilliam moved into his current studio, a converted warehouse (and former gas station) in 
16th Street Heights where he works most days. For many years prior, he worked out of a second-floor space 
in a building he owned at 14th and U streets NW (the same one now occupied by the GoodWood furniture 
store). He held out on the U Street studio for as long as he could, says Annie Gawlak, Gilliam’s partner of 
the last 30 years and the proprietor of D.C.’s G Fine Art gallery.

But with property taxes and rents rising along the 14th and U street corridors, Gilliam sold the building in 
2010. According to tax records, the building sold for $3.85 million: an awful lot of detergent. “He bought that 
building in the early 1970s for $60,000 and three paintings,” Gawlak says.

Gilliam might have retired as a lion in winter when he sold his former studio building in 2010. He has three 
daughters by his first wife, but they’d long since graduated college (he now has three grandchildren). He and 
Gawlak had moved from Mount Pleasant to Crestwood in 1996. (“Annie said she was going to leave me if 
she couldn’t get a place with trees,” he says.) His health had begun to decline: Gilliam suffers from chronic 
kidney disease, which he is currently managing with a strict hydration and dietary regime.

And he’d worked through hard times. Binstock tells a story in his monograph about how Gilliam once worked 
for six months in 1967 on little more than the promise of a check from an artist-in-residence program Hopps 
had arranged for him. Gilliam tells me that, for all the gains that black artists were making, even the best of 
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them—Jacob Lawrence, Romare Bearden—rarely ever saw more than one of their paintings hanging in a 
museum.

When I ask Gilliam if it was hard making work as a black man, he fixes me with a look like I’m simple. “Yeah,” 
he says, with the same quiet kindness with which he says everything. He has almost never addressed race 
as an artist: His paintings are concerned strictly with the formal qualities of painting. This is not to say he is 
apolitical: Gilliam and other artists pulled out of a 1971 show at the Whitney, “Contemporary Black Artists 
in America,” because the museum had not consulted with any black artists. And he was fully invested in 
debates about the direction of museums in D.C.

Above all, abstraction (and D.C.) had begun to fade from view when Gilliam was making his greatest strides.

“He took the hardest road. Choosing to be an artist, period, is a tough one. It’s a risky venture. Most will go 
unnoticed and unappreciated. How many people deserve the attention?” Binstock says. “Given when he was 
working, it had nothing to do with him. It was hard for Lynda Benglis. It was hard for Eva Hesse. It was hard 
for Richard Tuttle. It was hard for all these artists.”

Binstock adds, “I think it was especially hard for Sam. African Americans, especially in the early 60s, just had 
fewer opportunities. There were greater obstacles in their path when it came to achieving success, recogni-
tion, building a career as an artist. It’s just a fact of American history.”

By 2010, Gilliam’s paintings were in the collections of any museum you cared to name, but his gallery ap-
pearances had dwindled to small shows at the Marsha Mateyka Gallery in Dupont Circle—a fine gallery, but 
a long way from the blue-chip art world. His longtime Paris dealer, Darthea Speyer, shuttered her gallery in 
2009; she died from complications of Alzheimer’s disease last year. Most of the artists of the Washington 
Color School to which Gilliam’s name was inextricably linked had died.

“My life was as abundant as I could have made it,” Gilliam says. He forged on. “I’m just starting.”

He commissioned a design firm (Wnuk Spurlock Architecture) to convert the warehouse into an open, airy, 
6,000-square-foot studio with high ceilings, storage space, and a wood shop. He hired four assistants. He 
continued to paint, making series after series, just as he had on U Street, just as he had under Walter Hopps, 
just as he had beside Tom Downing.

“I used to paint by myself. I spent long hours doing it. I had lots of energy,” Gilliam says. Now? “I don’t have 
to teach and then paint. I don’t have to worry that much about paying bills. Now it seems a lot more fun.”

Most all of Gilliam’s ideas are represented in the 16th Street Heights studio in one form or another. It may 
be the largest repository of contemporary art in D.C. outside the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden. 
Kordansky and Johnson met with Gilliam at his studio in 2012.

“They were really blown away by everything they saw,” says Mueller. (Kordansky, who is traveling for per-
sonal reasons, could not be reached.) “Sam is a very protean artist. He’s amazing in that regard, his desire 
and ability to keep inventing new formal languages and approaches.”

Johnson curated a show of Gilliam’s first D.C. paintings, hard-edged abstractions painted between 1963 and 
1966, works too early even for Binstock’s career retrospective. Mueller says that starting from the bottom is 
a deliberate strategy that Kordansky is taking to show artists of an older generation. The gallery is retelling 
Gilliam’s story from the hard start. “There’s 40-plus years of work. We’re only a couple of years in,” Mueller 
says. “We have quite some ground to cover. We want to take our time to do it thoughtfully and carefully.”
Gilliam’s next show with Kordansky, scheduled for next year, will focus on his bevel-edged, or “slice,” paint-
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ings of the 1960s. The show will grace the gallery’s new 
20,000-square-foot space near Hollywood, a sizable 
expansion that Gilliam’s strong sales helped to build. It’s 
notable that these sales are all coming from his early 
works—not the drape paintings that curators and histo-
rians know from the pinnacle of his career. (The gallery 
did sell one of Gilliam’s drapes to MoMA.)

“Viewers either know Sam’s work and are very excited 
to see it again, or they don’t know it all, and are just 
blown away,” Mueller says. “This was what [Gilliam] had 
been waiting for, for someone to come back and recog-
nize what he had done and what he was doing.”

Gilliam’s rediscovery has allowed for his work to be 
seen in a brand new light. At the Rose Art Museum, a 
wide-ranging show called “Pretty Raw: After and Around 
Helen Frankenthaler” matches Gilliam up with Lynda 
Benglis, an artist who explored “softness” by pour-
ing latex paint in puddles. (For her part, Frankenthaler 
devised the canvas-staining technique adopted by the 
Washington Color School.) “Witness: Art and Civil Rights 
in the Sixties” at the Brooklyn Museum in 2014 included 
Gilliam, a painter who defied pretty much everyone’s 
expectations of a black artist by devoting his career to 
formalist experimentation.

Then there are the art fairs and their booths upon 
booths of zombie formalism. Walter Robinson, an 
art critic, coined the term: “‘Formalism’ because this art involves a straightforward, reductive, essentialist 
method of making a painting…. ‘Zombie’ because it brings back to life the discarded aesthetics of Clement 
Greenberg.” The ideas that gave rise to Gilliam’s work in the 1960s are back in fashion. Artists everywhere 
are discovering his discoveries.

“Sam’s been misperceived as a Washington Color School painter for a very long time. He certainly comes 
out of that tradition. He was certainly inspired by that tradition,” Binstock says. “But he introduced aesthetics, 
ways of making, that were completely anathema to Color School art. Sam’s painting was theatrical, architec-
tural. It had nothing to do with drilling down deeper into a singular notion of what painting could be.”

“In Frieze New York, people would walk by the booth and say, who’s the artist?” Mueller says. “They would 
assume in that question that they were made in the last year or two years. These were made over 40 years 
ago. You could just see their jaws drop.”

Gilliam was ahead of his time. “So much so,” writes critic Mark Rappolt, “that during the early 1980s, one of 
his draped canvases, commissioned for a state office building in Atlanta, was nearly thrown out by workers 
before it was installed—they had thought it was merely a drop cloth left behind by decorators.”

The National Gallery of Art is yet another museum that has recently scooped up paintings by Gilliam.

In February, the National Gallery took custody of more than 17,000 objects from the collection of the Corco-
ran following the decision by the Corcoran board of trustees to dissolve the museum and Corcoran College 
of Art + Design.
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“The Corcoran was on its last legs in the 1960s. It had some great years, but it could never sustain itself,” 
Gilliam says. “I’ve been a big supporter of the Corcoran. I sort of built it.”

Last month, the National Gallery brought 6,000-plus artworks from the Corcoran into its own collection. What 
it does not take will be distributed among Washington-area museums—and possibly beyond.

“The NGA collections are highly selective and not subject to deaccession,” writes Harry Cooper, curator and 
head of department of modern art for the National Gallery, in an email. “As a result, in many cases we only 
have one or two works by a given artist. But many artists deserve a broader representation which reflects 
their changing careers. Such is the case with Sam Gilliam.”

Among the accessions announced by the National Gallery are a handful of works by Gilliam, including three 
paintings: “Shoot Six,” “Certain,” and “Scrub.” One of these, “Shoot Six,” is a hard-edged painting much like 
the series shown by Johnson in Los Angeles.

That adds to the Gilliam painting the National Gallery already owns (a 1969 drape painting called “Relative”), 
plus another four promised to the museum by Dorothy Butler Gilliam, according to Cooper. He says that he 
is still reviewing the remaining works from the Corcoran collection, including “Light Depth,” a standout drape 
painting.

All in all, the National Gallery now owns four paintings and 14 works on paper by Gilliam, and it stands to 
gain others. It should consider putting these and more on view (and not merely in the planned Corcoran 
Legacy Gallery). The museum has a poor record of showing work by people of color. It has organized just 
one exhibit by a living African-American artist in its nearly 75-year history (Kerry James Marshall’s excelsior 
D.C. solo debut in 2013). Right now, the market interest in Gilliam’s work is strong, whereas the research—
Binstock’s excellent monograph notwithstanding—is still incomplete.

“There is growing interest in African-American artists who came up in the 1960s and 1970s and remained 
true to abstraction despite pressures to embrace subject matter driven by politics or identity,” Cooper writes. 
“Gilliam is among the best of these.”

Foremost in Gilliam’s mind, he says, is the dearth of the kinds of alternative institutions in D.C. that “made 
art part of the street” back in his heyday (which might be coming up again). “Something has to happen to 
revive this place,” he says.

Gilliam helped to form both the Washington Project for the Arts and DC Arts Center—both of which are doing 
well today. Those places were instrumental to the way he found success as a painter again and again.

“I couldn’t have done it any other way unless I’d been here,” Gilliam says. “Washington was a place you 
became known.”
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In a Station of the Metro, an Apparition of 
Color From Sam Gilliam
by Tom LeGro and Annie Strother

Sam Gilliam’s studio has the airy feel of a warehouse, but it boasts densities of 
colors and shapes. Sculptural paintings hang like scarves over the walls, and 
slabs of plywood are thick with hardened acrylics. Prints with more delicate, 
geometric patterns are stacked in various corners of the space. 

Gilliam has only been in this studio for less than a year, but he’s been in Wash-
ington, D.C., for 49, “an artist [who] grew up around the Washington Color 
School painters,” he says, downplaying his role in the movement in the 1960s.

In that time he’s become one of the foremost abstract artists in the nation, 
someone who’s helped reconfigure perceptions of painting and who continually 
augments his own approaches to making art. Famous for taking his paintings 
out of the frame and draping them in sculptural formations, Gilliam has also 
made prints and worked with metal and other materials.

His most recent piece, a mural for the Takoma Metro station on the D.C.-Mary-
land border dedicated this summer, puts these efforts squarely in the public 
view. “From a Model to a Rainbow” is a mosaic of ceramic and glass mounted 
on aluminum. Luminous and rich in color, the piece faces the Metro entrance 
from its perch in a concrete tunnel below the elevated tracks. The movement 
and mechanics of the activity overhead is reflected in a large, three-dimension-
al circle -- a wheel -- that extends from the surface.

Spanning more than 400 square feet and topping 2,000 pounds, its design and 
assembly was a cross-continental effort. The mural was manufactured in Italy, 
where artisans worked from smaller sections of the design. The work arrived at 
Gilliam’s studio in pieces before it was erected. 

“What they wanted was light,” Gilliam says. “Actually something that would 
make the tunnel...beautiful or lighted, so that it wasn’t a place that you feared 
when you got off the train late at night.”

That requirement influenced another aspect of the project: Gilliam’s interest 
in translating one his draped paintings from the 1970s into a mosaic. Gilliam 
and his assistants refracted and rearranged colors and forms from the original 
painting into flat pieces. Changes in lighting cause the mural’s depth, brilliance 
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and tone to shift from day to day.

The architectural quality of the original painting, and the movement implied by 
its muscular ripples and folds, are echoed by the materials of the new piece 
and its deference to environment and light.

The draped paintings spurred national interest in Gilliam, but they were part of 
a shift in the art world, emblematic of new ideas about color, the canvas and 
how artists might use them in challenging ways. The nation’s capital was an 
important center for these conversations and experiments by the time Gilliam 
arrived in 1962, after the city’s first generation of post-painterly abstraction-
ists and Color Field painters had already become well-known in the art world. 
Gilliam befriended influential artists living and working in the city like Thomas 
Downing and Rockne Krebs, his work began to change, and he focused on 
“making it.”

“The first thing I did if I sold a painting would be to go to a paint store and stock 
up,” he says. “Always having materials to work with became the thing that cata-
lyzed the work. Everybody was into transferring their thinking from oil paint to 
acrylic so that when you got together you talked paint, or you talked about how 
to make paint.

“The thinking about painting started with the idea of making the material, or 
using the material, and I think that these kinds of ideas enforced the way one 
worked, particularly with me.”

Gilliam started to work directly on the floor, folding his canvases and experi-
menting with the paint. These were ways of “letting things happen naturally with 
the paint by handling it,” he says. By taking his work off the frame, he could 
work directly into the space of the gallery. As he continued to pursue large-
scale projects, many of them public art works, he started to incorporate metal 
and other architectural materials, among them aluminum and steel.

The light brings constant novelty to the new piece, encouraging frequent pass-
ersby to spot the way in which components of the image alternatively chafe and 
interact with one another. Various creases in the refracted painting repeat, and 
red, green and sapphire twist across a pale background of grays, whites, and 
muted blues and emerge or recede with the elements. Glass pieces flash and 
glitter when the sun is bright.

“Every time someone comes to the studio we offer them a trip to see the mu-
ral,” Gilliam says. “That becomes our Eifel Tower, in a sense. It becomes our 
present and a sort of monument to what we are doing.”
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Sam Gilliam: An ever-changing force
By Jacqueline Tresscott

Artist Sam Gilliam’s sig-
nature strokes on draped 
cloths, towering panels and 
traditional canvases are part 
of our everyday lives, on 
display in museums as well 
as at libraries, banks and 
Reagan National Airport. For 
almost 50 years, Gilliam has 
been an ever-changing force 
in Washington’s arts circles, 
even as his work and recog-
nition have grown far beyond the city.

In 1967, Gilliam received his first solo show at the Phillips Collection, where 
he was saluted as an innovator in Washington’s Color School, a movement in 
the ‘60s and ‘70s that produced bursts of color in geometric forms and fanciful 
shapes.

Gilliam’s work is included in the collections of the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, the Museum of Modern Art, the Tate Gallery in London and the Moderne 
in Paris. The Corcoran Gallery of Art mounted a retrospective of his career in 
2005.

This week, Gilliam, 77, returns to the Phillips, where as part of its 90th an-
niversary, he was asked to make a work to complement its elliptical stairway. 
The panels he created, between 10 and 8 feet long, are suspended on wire in a 
24-by-24-foot well. They radiate with delicate and intense bursts of color. Some 
of the banners have cutouts of empty frames so views of each bold explosion are 
not blocked.

Dressed in jeans and a gray sweater, Gilliam talked about his inspiration as a 
crew hung the long panels.

“I’m calling the work ‘Flour Mill.’ I started thinking of the approach by studying 
one of the early abstract paintings I first saw here in Washington. Arthur Dove 
and his ‘Flower Mill II’ inspired the painting. Let’s see, that’s 1938. He used 
landscape as a way of connecting with painting. There’s also a real connection 
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to Mondrian. The green relates to landscapes. Some of the areas connect more 
to water. That’s something I wouldn’t have said in the 1960s.

“I didn’t look at the staircase and the space. I didn’t want to worry about it. 
These panels are 10 feet tall. The material is nylon, and I used an acrylic paint. 
The acrylic has a wetting agent that stains the nylon, so the plastic on the table 
has the same pattern.

“In the studio, I hung them on a rod away from the wall. Now I have to arrange 
it to make it into a work. Now I’m going back to the studio because I think I 
need more - maybe two more panels. The next one is bronze and green because 
it needs some accents.

“The painting never closes in that sense.”

The installation will be on view until April 24.
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A Master of Color Too Long in the Shadows
By TOM L. FREUDENHEIM

A high-risk museum venture: a retrospective exhibition of a living artist. Too se-
lective, and the artist is only partially seen. Too inclusive, and one may think the 
artist might have been better served by no exhibition at all. Those apprehen-
sions are quickly put to rest in the Corcoran’s impressive array of Sam Gilliam’s 
paintings.

Born in Tupelo, Miss., in 1933, Mr. Gilliam landed in Washington in 1962, after 
earning a graduate fine-arts degree from the University of Louisville. That made 
for a late arrival at the doorstep of the so-called Washington Color School (Mor-
ris Louis and Kenneth Noland are among its most prominent names). This was 
still the small-town national capital, with fewer museums than today’s Wash-
ington and a close-knit community of artists, many of them clustered around 
the Corcoran School of Art and heavily influenced by the accomplished paint-
ers and teachers Tom Downing and Gene Davis. It’s more a comment on the 
fast-moving world of art fashion than a reflection of quality that some of these 
names resonate from an irrelevant past.

Mr. Gilliam is an exuberant color-
ist whose almost batik-like, thinly 
paint-stained canvases evolved 
into works with drips and splashes 
of paint sometimes so heavily 
layered that they suggest relief 
sculptures. The exhibition is a 
reminder of both his power as 
a painter and of the Corcoran’s 
breathtakingly capacious galler-
ies -- among this country’s most 
beautiful. Some of the larger 
works bring back the nostalgia of 
discovering large Abstract Expres-
sionist paintings: We wish that we 
might simply dive into the walls, 
but those walls just happen to be 

paintings. Nowhere is this more evident than in “Leah’s Renoir” (1979) -- 
oddly named, since the layers of almost shimmering paint are more sugges-
tive of Monet’s large water-lily paintings.

Among Sam Gilliam's best-known works are 
his 'draped' paintings, such as 1969's 'Light 
Depth,' in which painted and unstretched 
canvas cascades in space—suspended by 
wires or tossed over wood supports.
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As strongly as anyone since de Kooning, Mr. Gilliam is a painter of passages -- 
lyrical melanges of splashes and streaks that often emerge from the rich strata 
of paint and challenge one another: Think of the Molto Allegro (last movement) 
of Mozart’s “Jupiter” Symphony, where the themes emerge, playing against and 
finally with each other. I found this musical quality one of the consistent strains 
in this Gilliam exhibition, giving me a new perspective on his best-known works: 
the “draped” paintings of the late 1960s and early 1970s, in which painted and 
unstretched canvas cascades in space -- suspended by wires or nonchalantly 
tossed over crude wood supports.

“Relative” (1969) -- huge rose and green stretches of canvas, knotted at the 
top for wall hanging, and suggesting the gore of bloody bandages -- still looks 
daring. These are so obviously a painter’s heroic gestures that they don’t lend 
themselves to other interpretations. However, when the canvases find their way 
onto stretchers with beveled edges, the illusion created by the folds of canvas 
and paint conjures up the classic dilemma of abstract painting: the tension be-
tween imagined image and simply lush paint.

Throughout his career, Mr. Gilliam has investigated how colors interact, in the 
tradition of Hans Hofmann, to whom he often seems to be paying homage. 
There is a consistency in the dynamic movement within the canvas as Mr. Gil-
liam layers, sometimes even slathers, his paints -- one of the most compelling 
ways in which the artist moves from his early stained, almost dappled, canvas-
es to a palette that is at once far richer and also more subtle.

The irregularly shaped canvases of the 1980s lack discipline, as the artist ap-
pears to grope with the challenge of finding a format for his colors. Yet we never 
doubt Mr. Gilliam’s power as a painter, and even in these works, for example 
“The St. of Moritz” (1984), and in others that show a relationship to Frank 
Stella’s relief painting/constructions of the 1980s, Mr. Gilliam maintains control 
in handling a myriad of moments -- painterly passages that are endlessly rich 
and often mesmerizing.

A recent sculpture, “A and the Kitty” (1998), is needlessly complex; yet we rec-
ognize it as another version of a painting. “30,000 Knots (2005),” a commemo-
rative return to the earlier draped paintings, hangs in the Corcoran’s beautiful 
rotunda as a signature piece in which theatrics overpower Mr. Gilliam’s truly 
impressive skills as a master of colors.

It’s a bit disconcerting to realize that this is the artist’s first full retrospective 
ever, and that Jonathan P. Binstock’s excellent catalog is the first monograph.
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The Sam Gilliam exhibition shows a painter secure in his work and thus un-
afraid to suggest echoes of earlier modernist painters and contemporane-
ous artists. “Composed” (formerly “Dark as I Am,” 1968-74) hints at Robert 
Rauschenberg’s Combine paintings, and yet it is more hauntingly personal. 
The most recent works, uncharacteristically monochromatic, with overtones of 
1920s deStijl abstraction and highly polished acrylic surfaces, suggest a lo-
cal boy’s homage to the highly regarded Washington artist (and diarist) Anne 
Truitt (1921-2004); yet they have little in common with Ms. Truitt’s mysteriously 
intense colors and the simple rectangular forms of both her paintings and sculp-
tures. In contrast, Mr. Gilliam characteristically reveals the support mechanisms 
of his paintings -- here, birch plywood that remains visible at the edges -- again 
reaffirming the notion that, whatever the substratum of support, color is what 
matters most for him.

This overdue retrospective serves the artist well. Moreover, a visitor gets to 
share in the excitement of Mr. Gilliam’s highly personal vision and his commit-
ment to the apparently endless possibilities of paint and color.



O’Sullivan, Michael, “The Insightful Sam Gilliam,” The Washington Post, October 21, 2005

The Insightful Sam Gilliam
By Michael O’Sullivan

ARTISTS ARE NOT always the most 
articulate when it comes to talking 
about their own work. That’s why 
they’re artists, not writers. Still, Sam 
Gilliam said something pretty intrigu-
ing at the press preview for the Corco-
ran Gallery of Art’s “Sam Gilliam: A 
Retrospective” the other day. Along 
with the Marsha Mateyka Gallery’s “Sam Gilliam -- Sunlight: New Paintings,” 
the exhibition celebrates the work of the longtime Washington-based painter, 
whose career, as both venues demonstrate, goes well beyond the draped, 
dropcloth-like unstretched canvases stained and spattered with paint that first 
brought him celebrity in the late 1960s and 1970s.

“All of the works remain on the floor,” Gilliam said, seemingly apropos of noth-
ing (since no one at that point had asked about his creative process) and with 
perhaps unintended irony (since one of the paintings, a piece commissioned 
by the Corcoran called “30,000 Knots,” is suspended from the ceiling of the 
museum’s rotunda).

“What do you take for lower back pain?” joked artist and critic William Dunlap, 
apparently taking Gilliam (who turns 72 next month) literally -- an easy thing 
to do considering the obvious debt at least some of his art owes to Jackson Pol-
lock’s drips and splotches. “Two weeks off,” came the answer.

Ba-dum-bum.

This, however, was not the interesting part.

Gilliam went on to describe his process of collaging, folding, cutting and 
reassembling; of incorporating metal and other media; of switching back 
and forth among styles and series and materials with a kind of restless-
ness that belied his laconic delivery. “All the work is alive,” he said.

All the work is alive.

It made me think of something I once heard by writer and documentary 
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film producer Paul Gardner, who said that a painting is never finished, it 
just stops in interesting places.

Looking back on Gilliam’s work feels a bit like looking at a well-worn 
road map. There’s a beginning. That would be the flat, intellectually 
severe, hard-edged geometric stuff of his early- to mid-1960s period, 
which he made shortly after moving to Washington from Louisville and 
taking up with the Washington Color School crowd. And there’s an end. 
That would be the droopy billows of “30,000 Knots” (2005), which de-
spite its full-speed-ahead nautical title, resembles, as much as anything, 
tie-dyed sails with the wind taken out of them; the sensuous, glazed 
color of his wooden puzzle-piece compositions known as “Slatts” (all 
from 2003); and the hinged plywood panel constructions of recent years, 
several of which are on view at Mateyka.

In between, as curator Jonathan Binstock says, “the middle is a little 
more complicated.” For, if Gilliam has a hallmark, it is that he has never 
been content to keep making whatever it is that critics -- and collectors 
-- like.

In between the beginning and end points of the generally nonchrono-
logical Corcoran show, the artist can be seen moving forward and back-
ward stylistically, dropping one thing, only to pick it up again years later. 
“30,000 Knots” -- whose title also plays on the number of times Gilliam 
and his studio assistant must have tied up various soft, swaglike drape 
pieces -- looks nothing like his “Slatts,” whose candylike poured acrylic 
surfaces have an almost enameled coat. Nor do the “Slatts” look any-
thing like the thickly impastoed, raked and decalcomania-ed surfaces of 
some of his 1970s paintings, which bear just as little resemblance to the 
deeply striated, rubbery texture of such works as 1989’s “The Generation 
Below Them.”

Still, even with fewer than 50 pieces, Binstock has placed enough dots on 
the map that you can connect one stop on Gilliam’s crisscrossing journey 
to the next. If anything seems missing from the retrospective, though, 
it is a piece to rival the impact of “Baroque Cascade,” a massive draped 
work originally hung overhead from the Corcoran’s sky-lit atrium during 
Gilliam’s first museum exhibition in 1969, and whose convention-bust-
ing eclat is still remembered today by those who were there to see it. (I 
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was just a lad and had parents who were more interested in dragging me 
to the Phillips Collection to see the “Luncheon of the Boating Party” for 
the umpteenth time.)

There are works in the Corcoran show that approach that grandeur. Like 
Jennifer Steinkamp’s recently de-installed “Loop” computer animation, 
“30,000 Knots” makes great use of the Rotunda’s architecture. Still, I 
can’t help feeling that there’s something small and sad about it, like a 
bouquet of partially deflated helium party balloons.

That sadness isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Few of Gilliam’s other works 
invite you to feel much of anything, with the possible exception of “April 
4,” a traditional stretched-canvas abstraction created on the one-year 
anniversary of the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., and whose 
composition evokes dried blood on curtains.

Gilliam’s work is, at least as far as the tightly edited Corcoran show is 
concerned, almost uniformly handsome. There can be felt, however, even 
in the frenzied and scarred surfaces of his so-called “Black” paintings, 
which roil with depths of color beneath tarry skins, a kind of reserve 
on the part of the artist. In a way, that cool, clinical detachment -- not 
so foreign after all when you consider Gilliam’s early formalist work -- 
keeps viewers at arm’s length, too. It’s almost as if the artist, despite all 
the acclaim he has gotten and all the success he has achieved, has never 
really allowed himself the satisfaction of arriving -- or staying very long 
-- at any destination that matters.

Binstock, in the show’s catalogue, describes Gilliam’s career as “fluid,” 
identifying as the artist’s greatest asset his “willingness to lose everything 
in order to gain something else.” I’m not sure that Gilliam, for whom 
artmaking seems to be more about the trip than the destination, would 
necessarily disagree. “The paintings were fun,” he said at the preview, 
“because they were always getting somewhere.”

“Not that we got it right,” continued Gilliam a moment later, with a tone 
of almost wistful reminiscence, “but we got what we wanted.”
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