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No rules…I must be free  
to paint what I feel.

GRACE HARTIGAN
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S
ince her passing in 2008, Grace Hartigan has been cast in the role of female Abstract 

Expressionist but, in fact, this is only partially true. As demonstrated by the show 

here, Hartigan’s appetite for new ideas and fresh approaches was integral to her thinking 

and working as a painter. 

While Life Magazine was documenting American life and ways for a newly growing middle 

class in the 1950s, Grace Hartigan had found her way to New York City to embark, like 

many of her generation, on an ambitious career in the new post-war art scene. And, by 

1957, Hartigan had achieved enough attention that Life sent writers and the photographer 

Gordon Parks to her studio to tell her story. Yet now, some sixty years later, Hartigan 

is less well known than many of her contemporaries and also less acknowledged for 

her contributions to the history of New York painting and the Abstract Expressionist 

movement. But that is changing now as exhibitions occur like this one and a 2018 solo 

show at the Mennello Museum of American Art in Orlando, Florida.

In general the story of post-war American painting is far more complex and includes many 

more artists, men and women alike. Hartigan was a woman of ideas. Her journals, diaries 

and notes from the early to mid ‘50s, published in 2009, were her life plan and declaration; 

a commitment to herself as a painter and to the art of painting. Questions she asked, 

issues she tended to in the ‘50s, continue to be looked at over her very active six decade 

career. The journals are filled with observations about her working habits, the art scene 

around her, and the day-to-day struggles of earning a living and selling art. She invested 

her ideals into a physical format which was primarily focused on painting, and later collage, 

or sometimes watercolors, but she left the door open as to how this was to be achieved.

Above  
Grace Hartigan, New York, 1950s. Photo by Walter Silver © Photography Collection,  
The New York Public Library. Artwork: © Grace Hartigan Estate.

Opposite 
Grace Hartigan in her studio, New York, 1957.  
Photograph by Gordon Parks. Courtesy of and copyright  
The Gordon Parks Foundation. Artwork: © Grace Hartigan Estate.
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Left Grace Hartigan,  
East Side Peddler, 1956.  
© Grace Hartigan Estate.

Right Grace Hartigan,  
Kansas, 1959.  
© Grace Hartigan Estate.

Hartigan was part of an important 1959 exhibition of Abstract 

Expressionist painters organized by the Museum of Modern Art 

that traveled to major cities in Europe. She had financial support 

from women dealers such as Martha Jackson in New York, 

Gertrude Kasle in Detroit, and Beatrice Perry in Washington DC. 

Mostly self taught, Hartigan developed an abstraction of her own 

now on view in many museums across the country: the Museum of 

Modern Art; the Albright Knox Art Gallery; the Walker Art Center 

(bought at the very start of hver career); along with the collections 

of patrons like Nelson Rockefeller, Philip Johnson and Peggy 

Guggenheim.

Unlike her contemporaries Joan Mitchell and Helen Frankenthaler, 

Hartigan’s ambitions were to explore the depth of what her 

painting could be if she chose not to align herself with either the 

abstraction or representational movements. Rather, there was 

a palpable schism in Grace’s work. Frankenthaler complained 

in a recent biography that Hartigan, along with Larry Rivers, 

were “subject matter avant-gardists....these painters were making 

representational paintings...and feeling that it’s all new and good 

just because it has been churned out of ‘abstract expressionism’. 

Their work, she continued, “really amounts to very little, either 

in terms of the past or the future, and are usually not beautiful 

statements in themselves.” Such hostile reaction was also repeated 

by many critics who saw only one direction for the new school of 

painting in New York. Yet curators like Dorothy Miller and Frank 

O’Hara championed her art from the very start .

Above Joan Mitchell, Helen Frankenthaler, and Grace Hartigan,  
at the opening of an exhibition of Frankenthaler paintings, New York, 1957. 
Photograph by Burt Glinn. © Burt Glinn / Magnum Photos.  
Artwork: © 2015 Helen Frankenthaler Foundation, Inc. / Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York.
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Nevertheless, for Hartigan, painting meant bringing the world 

into her fixed vision and then turning it out onto her canvases. 

There was life and there was art, and her art reflected the life 

she lived. Whether it was in the Lower East Side of Manhattan, 

a farmhouse on Long Island during the summer, or a studio and 

home in Baltimore, Maryland, as was the case in her later years, 

Hartigan’s works are contemplative, reflective and reactive to place 

and events. They are not inventions, but observations distilled into 

color, shape, and form. In fact, it is this engagement with life that 

is the key to understanding her way of working and her place in art 

history. She sought to represent feelings and her own reactions to 

a place, as is evident in her works that explore Chinatown, the East 

River Drive, or Ireland, the land of her ancestors. 

Grace’s early still life works from the 1940s, presented here, 

reveal seeds of Hartigan ideas: rich color built into a canvas of 

abstract forms, seashells, vessels all in the palette of a Fauvist, 

even her signature blue and red colors are present. For some 

Left  Grace Hartigan, Still Life - Yellow Bowl, 1945. © Grace Hartigan Estate.

Right Grace Hartigan, Untitled, 1951. © Grace Hartigan Estate.

painters this might be the end, but for Hartigan it was just the 

beginning of the integration of real and abstract. Here in play is 

her challenge to create a unified composition whereby foreground 

objects sit comfortably against a distant landscape staged beside 

an open window. One can see the rich color of Hans Hofmann 

and the dense shapes of Arshile Gorky all working as Hartigan 

learns from others the principles that will bring her into her own 

style. A decade later, she creates a stunning 1951 work on paper 

reminiscent of the black and white works on paper by Willem de 

Kooning and Franz Kline with whom she shares ideas, drinks, and 

vacations. Having developed her own hand, she has now learned 

to score the Abstract Expressionist process which is at the core 

of her work. And from this style Hartigan will continue to develop 

and work to expand not just her abilities and her vision but the very 

scope of her visual ideas.

In this exhibition, both Grey Eyed Athena and Snow Angel serves 

as prime examples of Hartigan’s abstract expressionist technique: 
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a kind of calligraphic brushwork and staged drama. Grey Eyed 

Athena is one of four works similar in scale and format dedicated 

to Athena, Goddess of battle strategy, and wisdom; another kind 

of self-portrait, perhaps, the daughter of Zeus, Athena possessed 

the powers of the Olympian Gods: super-human strength; 

immortality; eternal youth; and the ability to bless and curse.

While the world went Pop in the 1960s, Hartigan went in an 

entirely di�erent direction. Building on her abstract vision and 

talents, she expanded and forged new paintings, both more 

personal and, at the same time, more universal in what they 

represent . As she wrote, “Pop Art is not painting because painting 

must have content and emotion.” Warhol, for example, focused 

on movie stars Marilyn Monroe and Liz Taylor because of their 

fame and subsequently mass media’s fascination with fame, and 

not because they stood for an ideal as people. Warhol was keen 

on the personality not the person, an artist—among others—with 

their finger on the pulse of our changing culture. But Hartigan was 

having none of it; she was not a proponent of Pop art per se, but 

Above Grace Hartigan, Grey Eyed Athena, 1961. © Grace Hartigan Estate.

she was informed by the shifting character in America and wanted 

her viewer to be informed too. 

Hartigan always insisted on an even playing field. An outspoken 

feminist in both ideal and practice, she said “If you’re an 

extraordinarily gifted woman, the door is open. What women 

are fighting for is the right to be as mediocre as men.” In 1960 

Hartigan’s marriage to epidemiologist, Winston Price, necessitated 

a move to Baltimore where she began working as an art professor. 

In her capacity as an educator, Hartigan urged her students to 

learn not just from current events, but from history as well. Two 

examples are St. Ursula, patron saint of young school girls, or the 

actress Marlene Dietrich who, because of her adamant defiance 

of Hitler and Nazism, had to leave her native Germany in 1937 for 

America where she became a citizen. Hartigan was in dialogue 

with all of her surroundings: in the form of a tribute to her late 

friend the poet Frank O’Hara; the shop windows she walked past 

daily to get to her studio; or the lives of women of di�erent cultures 

such as Japanese and African.
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The decade of the ‘70s witnessed great social and political changes in American culture. 

Philip Guston, for example, abandoned his years long practice of abstract painting to 

explore the life of a painter imbued by the social and artistic pitfalls of racism in America, 

by incorporating and confronting imagery of the Ku Klux Klan in his works. Hartigan’s 

marriage to Price, a research scientist, provided unique insight into the medical revolutions 

happening during this era. During this time, Hartigan began exploring the human body 

on a biological level, which ultimately led to her Anatomy Lessons series. While in many 

regards these works stand in contradiction to her purely abstract canvases of year past, 

they too stand firmly as an emblem of her artistic evolution. These “lessons” illustrate 

organs as part of systems, interconnected like parts of a puzzle: flat, outlined, and 

decidedly abstract. Hartigan built on her earlier paintings and adapted structure to these 

such as in Professor Max Heim of Hannover, painted in 1968. Here, too, there are several 

collages all exploring the same theme. With this series it is apparent that Hartigan would 

continue to examine her methods and motivations, tirelessly pushing her ideas forward 

and ultimately challenging herself and her viewer for years to come. 

As research and exploration of Hartigan’s long career continues, a distinct painterly 

evolution becomes evident in her oeuvre: still lifes, pure abstraction, return to figuration. 

However, despite Hartigan’s progression as an artist, the themes explored, including the 

elegant and highly fluid images of figures both real and imagined in the last decade of her 

life, remain distinctly humanistic and true to self.

Michael Klein

Sharon Springs, New York 2021

Above Grace Hartigan, Professor Max Heim of Hanover (detail), 1968. © Grace Hartigan Estate.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

East Side Peddler

signed and dated 'Hartigan '56' (lower right)

oil on canvas

29 � x 39 in. (74.9 x 99.1 cm.)

Painted in 1956.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

The Snow Angel

signed and dated 'Hartigan '60' (lower right); signed again, titled and dated 

again '"THE SNOW ANGEL" 1960 HARTIGAN' (on the stretcher)

oil on canvas

69 x 75 � in. (175.2 x 191.1 cm.)

Painted in 1960.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Kansas

signed and dated 'Hartigan '59' (lower right)

oil on canvas

87 � x 86 � in. (222.9 x 220.3 cm.)

Painted in 1959.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Grey Eyed Athena

signed and dated 'Hartigan '61' (lower right)

oil on canvas

64 � x 49 � in. (162.8 x 126.3 cm.)

Painted in 1961.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Study for Montauk Highway II

signed, inscribed and dated ‘Hartigan ‘57 E.H.’ (lower right)

oil, paper collage and printed paper collage on paper

22 � x 28 � in. (57.1 x 72.4 cm.)

Executed in 1957.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

The Cherries

signed, inscribed and dated 'Hartigan '57 E.H.' (lower right); signed again, 

dedicated and dated 'To Baker from Hartigan Fondly, always, G. Xmas '81' (on 

the reverse of the frame)

oil, paper and printed paper collage on paper

22 � x 14 � in. (57.1 x 36.5 cm.)

Executed in 1957.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Untitled

signed with the artist's initials 'GH' (lower right)

oil on paper

14 � x 11 � in. (36.8 x 28.8 cm.)

Painted in 1951.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Untitled

signed twice dated 'Hartigan '51 G.H.' (lower right)

oil and gouache on paper

9 � x 13 � in. (25 x 33.3 cm.)

Painted in 1951.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Self Portrait

titled and dated ‘self portrait jan 1949’ (on the reverse); signed, titled again and 

dated again '"Self Portrait" Hartigan '48' (on the reverse of the frame)

watercolor, ink and graphite on paper

17 � x 12 in. ( 44.4 x 30.4 cm.)

Executed in 1948-1949.
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GRACE �JACHENS� HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Still Life - Yellow Bowl

signed 'JACHENS' (lower left); titled and dated '"Still Life - Yellow Bowl" 1945' (on the reverse)

oil on board

17 � x 24 in. (45.4 x 61 cm.)

Painted in 1945.
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GRACE �JACHENS� HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Frustration

signed 'JACHENS' (lower right); titled '"FRUSTRATION."' (on the reverse)

oil on canvasboard

22 x 30 in. (56 x 76.2 cm.)

Painted circa 1945. 
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Night Landscape Woods Hole

signed, inscribed and dated ‘Hartigan '60 W.H.’ (lower right)

watercolor, wax crayon, chalk, charcoal and paper collage on paper

22 � x 28 � in. (57.7 x 72.3 cm.)

Executed in 1960.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008

Articulations

signed and dated 'Hartigan '68' (lower center); signed again, titled and dated 

again '"ARTICULATIONS" 1968 Hartigan' (on the stretcher)

oil on canvas

77 � x 88 � in. (197.5 x 223.8 cm.)

Painted in 1968.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Still Life with Blue Wall 

signed and dated 'Hartigan 53' (lower right)

oil on canvas

23 � x 31 in. (58.7 x 78.7 cm.)

Painted in 1953.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Professor Max Heim of Hanover

signed and dated 'Hartigan '68' (lower center); signed again, titled and dated again 

'"PROFESSOR MAX HEIM OF HANOVER" HARTIGAN '68' (on the stretcher)

oil on canvas

102 x 78 in. (259.1 x 198.1 cm).

Painted in 1968.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Articulations Collage

signed and dated 'Hartigan '68' (lower right); titled ‘”ARTICULATIONS”’ 

(on the reverse); signed again, titled again, dedicated and dated again 

'ARTICULATIONS COLLAGE HARTIGAN '68 for Rex, Mr. Articulate / Love 

Grace Sept '90' (on the reverse of the frame)

watercolor and paper collage on paper

29 � x 22 in. (75 x 55.8 cm.)

Executed in 1968.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

Lateral View #2

signed and dated 'Hartigan '68' (lower center); signed again, titled and dated 

again 'LATERAL VIEW #2 '68 HARTIGAN' (on the reverse of the frame)

watercolor and paper collage on paper

29 � x 22 � in. (75.8 x 57.1 cm.)

Executed in 1968.
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GRACE HARTIGAN �1922�2008�

America’s Bicentennial 

signed and dated 'Hartigan '76' (upper right); signed again, titled and dated 

again '"AMERICA'S BICENTENNIAL" HARTIGAN '76' (on the stretcher)

oil on canvas

80 x 80 in. (203.2 x 203.2 cm.)

Painted in 1976.
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Opposite Self Portrait, Grace Hartigan.

Current page Grace Hartigan, New York, 1950s. Photo by Walter Silver © Photography Collection, The New York Public Library.
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