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David Kordansky Gallery is pleased to present Sam Gilliam: Constructions in Color, 1978–1981, an exhibition 
focused on small- and medium-scale works produced by the artist during these years. Often featuring hand-
made paper and collage, these works found Gilliam employing compositional strategies he had developed 
since the 1960s to chart new territory in spaces between painting and sculpture. 

Constructions in Color will be on view from September 13 through October 11, 2025. The show coincides with 
Gilliam’s first major solo exhibition in Ireland, which focuses on related compositional themes produced during 
the 1990s and is on view at the Irish Museum of Modern Art in Dublin through January 25, 2026.

During his long and multi-phased career, Gilliam continually pushed the potential of painting as a vehicle for 
expression and experimentation. With each body of work, he reassessed and rearticulated past achievements 
as he searched for new possibilities. At times, this creative restlessness gave rise to ever more sweeping and 
ambitious statements; at others, Gilliam privileged concision, generating more condensed and more elegant—
if no less startling—answers to the formal and poetic questions at the heart of his practice. 

Throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s, Gilliam produced works on paper using watercolor and collage-based 
elements, emphasizing and accentuating the sculptural potential of a medium usually known for its delicacy. 
Consistent with experiments that led to his canonical Drape paintings, by the 1960s he had already begun to fold 
sheets of paper and stain them with watercolors. In the works that are the focus of this exhibition, however, the 
creases and wrinkles left in the wake of the artist’s manipulations assume even greater presence. They become 
fully equal partners with the pigments and chromatic effects that lend the pictures their luminosity and depth. 

Most of the works are also defined by the collage-based techniques Gilliam used to create both dramatic visual 
movement and varying degrees of relief. Some of them feature cleanly rectilinear forms superimposed on fields 
of color that act as windows from one illusionistic, swirling space into another. Lengths of paper with rough 
edges, on the other hand, highlight the surface, contours, and mass of the paper itself. In each case, material-
ity, image, and the raw optical experience of color become inseparable. Just as the Drape and beveled-edge 
paintings also spoke to advances in installation and performance that were taking place during the period in 
which Gilliam was making them, the works on view in Constructions in Color appear to stand in conversation 
with photography, printmaking, and the ephemeral nature of some minimalist sculpture. 

The show brings attention to the broad compositional themes Gilliam used to organize his investigations. 
Horizontal format examples from 1980 can be grouped by the collaged shapes the artist chose to anchor their 
foregrounds, with squares, rectangles, and triangles each contributing their own dynamics to the play of color 
unfolding around them. Vertically oriented compositions from 1981, meanwhile, are notable for their jagged 
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rhythms and differentiated silhouettes, so that the process of collage leaves its mark on both the shifting spaces 
that animate their interiors and the edges that define their exterior boundaries. 

Another work does not include collaged elements, but instead demonstrates how folding and the attentive, 
intuitive handling of his pigments allowed Gilliam to create the feeling of dimensionality, weight, and perspec-
tive on a single sheet of paper. Like all the works on view, it gives viewers a sense of his uncanny ability to forge 
experiences of the intimate and the monumental that were not solely dependent on physical scale. This water-
color seems designed to scale up or down in the imagination, an effect drawn from the combinations of vivid 
hues and surprisingly rendered forms, as well as the combinations of expert technique and trust in the inher-
ent properties of his materials that Gilliam struck in each instance. 

Even—and especially—at their most visual, the works in Constructions in Color capture the intangible action 
of time and the artist’s immersion in it. Each provides moments in which intentionality is evident, and in which 
control and hard-won knowledge were required to choreograph unlikely aesthetic events. Simultaneously, they 
are filled with—and ultimately defined by—moments in which something new came into being and planted 
seeds for future works to come, not to mention re-envisioned ideas about what had already been made, years 
or even decades in the past. 

Sam Gilliam (b. 1933, d. 2022) is currently the subject of the solo exhibition, Sam Gilliam: Sewing Fields, at the 
Irish Museum of Modern Art, Dublin, on view through January 25, 2026. He has also been the subject of numerous 
solo exhibitions at institutions worldwide including the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, 
D.C. (2022); Kunstmuseum Basel, Switzerland (2018); Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C. (2011); J.B. Speed 
Memorial Museum, Louisville, KY (1996); Whitney Museum of American Art, Philip Morris Branch, New York, 
NY (1993); The Studio Museum in Harlem, NY (1982); and Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY (1971), among 
many other institutions. In 2021, Dia Art Foundation, New York, and the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston made the 
historic joint acquisition of Gilliam’s important early work, the monumental installation Double Merge (1968), 
which will be on view at the MFA Houston beginning September 2025 and was on view from 2019–2022 at Dia 
Beacon in New York. Recent group exhibitions include Flight into Egypt: Black Artists and Ancient Egypt, 1876–
Now, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY (2024–2025); Edges of Ailey, Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York, NY (2024); Day for Night: New American Realism, organized by the Aïshti Foundation, Palazzo 
Barberini, Rome, Italy (2024); Abstraction after Modernism: Recent Acquisitions, Menil Collection, Houston, TX 
(2024); and American Voices and Visions: Modern and Contemporary Art, Smithsonian American Art Museum, 
Washington, D.C. (2023). His work is included in over fifty permanent collections, including the Musée d’Art 
Moderne de la Ville de Paris, France; Tate Modern, London, England; Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY; 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY; and Art Institute of Chicago, IL.


