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Al 81, the painter Sam Gilliam is in the throes of what
might be the most brilliant moment of his career. By Jim Lewis
Photograph by Richard Burbridge

he rediscovery of an artist is alw
It seems o happen every couple of vears: An

vs endearing.

older painter with a sterling record, who has
nonetheless escaped notice for a few decades,
is suddenly The work looks
areat, the artist is rescued from oblivion, and
evervone is bracingly reminded of how f
ile and mutable our s an be.
It happened in the late "5 wo Bridger Riley; it happened a
few years ago to Lee Bontecou, Its happening now to Sam
Gilliam, who is 81 years old and liv
than 50 years, in Washingron, D.(
cheered by the rediscovery than he is.

On a recent visit to his studio, a renovated gas station in the
largely residential Petworth neighborhood, he comes o the
door clad in standard issue artist black—a tall, slender man
who move ntly as a dancer. We sit, and Gilliam speaks
softly, gently, thoughtfully, and with muted but evident emo-
tion. He was born in Tupelo
dren, and grew up in Louis
he had an idyllic childhood, m;
of doting and benign neglect. The classic narrative of an a
ists life depicts a selfish man devoted to boozing and paint
1 disappointed wife at home, and surly and estr
children. Gilliam’s is quite the oppaosite. In the early 60s, his
wife got a job as a city reporter at The Wishington Post; he fol
lowed her to 1. ge eventually ended,
he stayed in town to be close to his three daughters and kept
his studio hours strictly 9 to 5, “There’ an adjustment be
@ the fatherand being He smiles
softly. “Anyway, 'Dad’ is the sweetest word I've ever heard.”
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Hanging in the studio are a dozen or so paintings, fash

ioned in the manner known as Color Field, a style that

ers of acrylic paint onto unprimed
it soak in. The result s an unruffled

involves pourir
eanvases and letd
surface that conveys a striking combination of flatness
and depth. Like a lot of arusts, what Gilliam loves 1o talk
about most is process: how the work is made, the proper

ties of various materials, and the way the materials respond
tor handling. 1 ask him a banal and somewhat goofy ques-
tion—\What'’s your favorite color? —and he answers with

the sort of delight that most people bring to a list of their
favorite movies, or songs. “Purple,” he says. “The purples,
the blues. Purple colors have a depth. It just a romantic
color. It royal. T used o never use
great yellow person.” These things matter when the w ord
inmph.

Gilliam is ¢ i tion Color Field art-
eneration” in this kind of art history lasts perhaps

reens; | used to be a

alor™ is in the very name of your

sidered a third-

ner

four or five years), and he came to it obliquely, drawn in
by his friend the late painter Tom Downing, who threw
" Gilliam says. “1

down a gauntler. ©
had a show of figural painting—sort of California school,
Diebenkorn—and Tom Down ked if T was afi
He said, *“Why not paint real paintings?"™" e laug
4 had he, in fact, been afraid of art? He laughs
s been afraid of art. L was afraid in college, Bur tha

ud af are.

15, Gilliam

was 2
“I"d alws
fear is a goal, in a way: It makes you hesitare, and then you
ay your start, and then you have a breakthrough,”
Gilliam started paintin sharp, bright, and
dynamic, in saturated colors, playing off Downing'y

de

SITIpes

abstractions, and carlier paintings by Morris Louis and
Kenneth Noland—and inspired, above all, by music.
“Before painting, there was jazz,” he tells me, “1 mean
cool jaze. Coltrane, Ornette Coleman, the Ayler broth
ers, Miles Davis, 1It's something that was important 1o
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my work, it was a constant, You listened while you were
painting. It made you think that being young wasn't so
bad. All the young painters were into jazz.”

) g

here are fewer solid firsts in art history than
you might think—even within modernism,
which made a fetish of innovation. One of
the first artists to be known for pouring paint,
rather than applying it only with a brush,
was Joan Mird. From there, the technique
ir.h!\ to Jackson Pollock, and then Helen
kenthaler, and then Loui m has
first of his own, a breakthrough ar leas impaortant, if
lesser-known—it n 1967, a few vears after th
paintings, and the way he describes it, it was almost an ac-
cident. He'd been experimenting with folding and cres
his canvases before he stained them, creating furrows
channels where the pigment would become particularly
coneentrated; he took the paintings off the stretcher and
laid them on the floor, turning them into something more
like tarpauling, which he we wked from all four sides, cr
ing a rosy, translucent effect, much like Chinese screens.
“We used to talk about Coltrane,” he said in a 1984 in-
terview with the Smithsonian Institution. “Thar Coltrane
worked the whole sheet; he didn't hother to stop at bars and
notes and clefs , he just played the whole
sheet at onee.” am was playing the whole canvas,

In 1967, his old friend and mentor Walter Hopps—one
of the great curators of last century—became the director of
the Corcoran Gallery of Art, in Washington, D.C.., and of-
fered Gilliam a show in the rorunda, “He said, ‘I'm going o
give you an opportunity,” Gilliam recalls, “You'll take the
upper floor of the atrium, the space is 30" by 60°, and you'll
paint. And these littde paintings thar you're making won't
fit.”™ In anticipation of the Corcoran show, Gilliam was in his
Nlll{‘il] \\nrkiuqun a ||r|_|c |l<lil11il\L{ l."l"l'll \riarg..’.ri'ri. As he was

1d various thing

can
he
ing fluid, semi-sculprural objects out of two-dimensional
ngs. It was the first ime anyone had taken a painting
off the wall and transformed the cloth into folds and swaths
and wraps, and they circumvented a whole series of formal
painterly concerns: the frame, the shape, the wall, Whars
s powerful as the Drape paintings were, treating the
s as malleable cloth rather than pr e was a
niod to dr ing and window trearments, which under-
mined the machis seiated with painting in general, and
Abstract Expre: in partic
that and more—Gilliam earned a place in art history.

€ sur

ape riod of considerable recognition
n—he was included in the Amer-
ican Pavilion at the 1972 Venice B
and had a major installation of Drape paint-
ings at the San Francisco Museum of Mod-
ern Art the following vear, But then, as the
"H0s and "90s arrived, with their hyper:
tive, theoretical, media-sarurated art scene,
Gilliam went into eclipse. Though his work redoubled in
density and complexity, the world’s atention didn’t follow,
There was a retrospective at the Corcoran in 2003 mhhu:
nothing. In part, that’s the natural cycle of history: W
of working come and go. In part, too, it was because (.ll
1 had veered away from the Color Field painting tha
| brought him to prominence, reversing its emphasis on
flatness h\ making his work almost architectural, He'd been
|an ing into origami and string games, like Cat’s Cradle, for
i . Painting in the 19605 was
meant to be a terminal affair, the moment when the entire

. For that—for all of

“COLOR FIELD
PAINTING WAS A
KIND OF ENDGAME.
BUT FOR GILLIAM,
IT WAS JUST THE
BEGINNING,” SAYS
HIS DEALER, DAVID
KORDANSKY.

image, sur-
ler, David Kordansky,
as brilliant and amazing as it
endgame painting, Where
Gilliam is very different is that for him, it was just the begin-
ning. He was looking for new ways to experiment and push
paintin ird.” The style couldn’t hold him—he would
put down a body of work and then eirele back years later and
resume it Uhat made him hard to track, hard to categori;
And so did his reluctance to treat his race as significant wo his
art. “Its not,” he tells me. “Its important o me as 2 man, but
o the work, no.”

There followed years in the wilderness—regular shows
in a loyal D.C. gallery bur lietde public recognition. And
there were pe struggles: Gilliam suffers from bipo-
lar disorder, a fact he speaks of openly. He spent decades
on Lithium, which damaged his kidneys and eventually left
him in a depression so severe that for three years he scarcely
left the house; hes been off the drug only a few months

ities:

when we meet. But even as he was working his way through
the dark

times, things were starting to happen for him.
neluded in group shows, in museums, and, in 2012,
Istone Gallery, Around that time, Kordansky, a long-
time admirer of Gilliam’s work, flew to I) C. to meet him,
He immediately asked for a show; the artise wept at the of-
fer {Kordans s he came th}.w to doing the same). His
first solo exhibition took place at Kordansky'’s gallery in
Los Angeles in 2013, a selection of carly, Hard- I"dL’c paint-
ings curated by galle ¢ Rashid Johnson. *
3 i\ur:l‘uli.\\ Says, “has been “kind of mind-blowi ing.”
In the past year, both the Muscum of Modern Art and lhr:
Metropolitan Museum of Art have acquired Gil
the first instance, a spectacular, tripartite Drape painting
from 1969; in the second, a bright multicolored bevel-edge
painting from 1970, Several major private collections have
also bought pieces. At the same time, Color Field is mak-
ing its own comeback, with shows in New York of work by
Louis and lr1nkc|‘thilrr‘Ju]u Olitski, and Kenneth No-
land, 1 one.

As for Gilliam, this is his moment, and one can’t help but
ti\-ul) rare thi

unlsmnus hul not v |||_1..1r‘||mul it, m':glu;nl but not gra-
¢ s, confident but not immodest, and, above all, in
i ium. This is what we want to hear: that
sooner or later, the prophet gets the honor he deserves. «
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