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Yau, John.   “Anne Truitt’s Spiritual Quest.” Hyperallergic, December 5, 2020. 

In 1965, while living in Japan with her three children and husband, Anne Truitt (1921–2004) wrote:

What is important to me is not geometrical shape per se, or color per se, but to make a 

relationship between shape and color which feels to me like my experience. To make what feels 

to me like reality.



Yau, John.   “Anne Truitt’s Spiritual Quest.” Hyperallergic, December 5, 2020. 

In her pursuit of reality, and the importance she ascribed to place in her life, starting with her 

childhood on the Maryland coast, Truitt merged three-dimensional columnar supports and color 

into a beguilingly nuanced experience that slowly reveals itself as we walk around the mute form in 

our midst. 

In her exploration of the limits of perception, Truitt pushed the implications of Ad Reinhardt’s 

almost imperceptible shifts in hue and Barnett Newman’s precisely divided monochromatic fields 

into a new territory. 

Truitt painted the surfaces of her sculptures in layers, each of which has been sanded down before 

the next coat is applied. As we make our way around one of her forms, all sorts of interactions take 

place. 

Did the hue darken or lighten from one plane to the next, or is the difference the result of ambient 

light? I find myself becoming more aware of the interplay of reflection and shadow in a room 

occupied by Truitt’s sculptures. What about that thin band of color running along the bottom? What 

does it mean to circumambulate the sculpture and still feel as if some part of it eludes you? What 

leads me inevitably to think about the relationship between beauty and an understated unease? Is it 

because I am reminded of how much of everyday phenomena escapes my attention?



Yau, John.   “Anne Truitt’s Spiritual Quest.” Hyperallergic, December 5, 2020. 

These questions, which link what I see with the associations it stirs up and memories that rise to 

the surface, underscore that the past and present are connected, but also, to my mind and more 

importantly, that art and life are not separate. However inspired Truitt might have been by her 

encounter with the work of Reinhardt, she did not agree with his statement: “Art is art. Everything 

else is everything else.”

In his comprehensive, beautifully written Minimalism: Art and Polemics in the Sixties (2004), 

James Meyer, Truitt’s most insightful critic, wrote: “Each sculpture is the residue of a memory or a 

chain of memories triggered during its completion.” 

We need not know what triggered Truitt’s choices because she never represents them. With 

sculpture, she found a way to embrace her experience without turning it into an image or a 

narrative. In her work, this experience is translated into a color sensation that is modulated and 

subtle, an optical phenomenon linked to our moving body. We have to readjust our orientation to 

the physical world and open ourselves up to nuance. 

Truitt’s sculptures have often been described as eccentric because they do not fit comfortably into 

the well-established parameters of either Minimalism or Color Field painting, both of which she has 

been associated with. Yet it seems to me that this attitude toward her work is diminishing. Neither 

sculpture nor painting, her hybrid forms are unlike anything else that was being done at the time, 

and they should be recognized for that. 



Yau, John.   “Anne Truitt’s Spiritual Quest.” Hyperallergic, December 5, 2020. 

Truitt belongs to the small and distinct group of artists that Carter Ratcliff recently defined when 

he wrote in Hyperallergic of Joanna Pousette-Dart’s shaped paintings: “[She] has found an original 

way to be original.” (Ruth Asawa could also be placed in this group.)

For those who know Truitt’s sculptures and paintings, the exhibition Anne Truitt: Sound at 

Matthew Marks Gallery (November 12 – December 19, 2020), which consists of a body of work that 

has never before been exhibited, will come as a surprise. In these paintings on paper, the merging of 

support and paint is unlike anything else in her oeuvre. 

According to the gallery press release: 

While making this series, Truitt described waking one morning with the impression that her 

sense of shape, structure, and proportion had departed her. “What is left is ‘sound,’ some kind of 

energy without name,” she wrote. “It occurred to me that the ‘name’ of the things I am making 

out of the beautiful delicate strong paper is SOUND.”

This statement implies that what had left the artist was her ability to recognize where she was in the 

world; her sense of measure had been replaced by feelings of chaos. 

As the word “sound” suggests, these paintings are purely abstract and have little to do with physical 

place. The series consists of 14 roughly square, monochromatic works done in thickly brushed 

acrylic on unevenly edged handmade paper. 
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I was taken by the fact that, making these works the year before she died, she had stopped using a 

signature process she had long employed in her sculptures, of sanding between each coat of paint. 

As a counterpoint to the paintings, the exhibition includes two box-like sculptures, both of which 

are 18 ¼ inches high. In “Hover” (1999), Truitt painted the sides a color she described as “orangey-

apricot” and the top lavender, which she extended down the sides “a little tiny sliver.” The low 

height of “Hover” draws the viewer’s attention to the top, which seems to detach itself from the rest 

of the sculpture and float above it, a plane of lilac-colored light.

Emphasizing the physical, rather than the optical, something completely different happens in the 

thickly covered, brushy works on paper. Was Truitt starting fresh? Or was she beginning to let go, 

knowing that death was fast approaching? Maybe these two conditions are entwined rather than 

divergent. The size of the works echoes the field of vision when one is staring straight ahead. The 

first four paintings in the SOUND series are black. They are painted in viscous acrylic on paper 

with deckled edges. They have been mounted on a support in a shallow box frame, so that they float 

before the viewer — uneven, planar forms. 

Truitt wanted the support and color to merge in her sculptures; she was not interested in making a 

painted sculpture. In her hands, the geometric form, with its different planes, becomes a complex 

synthesis of object, color, and light, an optical thing. 
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In a similar way, Truitt merges the paint with support in the SOUND paintings. The resulting works 

have a mineral-like presence; they resemble sheets of slate floating before us. The association with 

slate is especially true of the black paintings (which account for nearly half of the 14 works). At the 

same time, the heaviness of the works’ material presence is undermined by the illusion that they are 

floating in the frame. 

This contradiction is elevated to a poignant pitch by the scale, which echoes the viewer’s 

concentrated field of vision.

Thinking back over Truitt’s work, from her breakthrough piece, “First” (1961), which was inspired 

by the white picket fences of her childhood in Easton, Maryland, to these last works on paper, I was 

reminded of the final stanza of Robert Creeley’s poem “The Rhythm” (1962): 

The rhythm which projects

from itself continuity

bending all to its force

from window to door,

from ceiling to floor,

light at the opening,

dark at the closing.

In her investigation of the limits of seeing, Truitt was not a materialist. Through her work she 

expressed a spiritual recognition that one cannot see everything there is to see, even as we are 

pulled irrevocably forward, toward chaos and infinity. With the SOUND paintings, Truitt did not 

close her eyes or avert her gaze. She worked her way from black to milky white to bold red to gray. 

Color became visceral and rough, a celebration of the physical world in all its manifestations. In 

these paintings, I hear Truitt saying hello and goodbye.

Anne Truitt: Sound continues at Matthew Marks Gallery (523 West 24th Street, Chelsea, 

Manhattan) through December 19.
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Kennicott, Philip.   “An artist who stood apart from D.C. intrigue and the New York whirl.” The Washington Post, 
December 7, 2017.

The main gallery space of the National Gallery’s Anne Truitt exhibition is a modestly large but 

tall room, where for years the museum displayed the beloved cutouts of Henri Matisse. Upon 

entry, you encounter what seems to be a family gathering, a collection of wooden pillars and 

wall-like forms, in different colors, upright and erect, as though they all the shared the same 

DNA that Americans prize as markers of wealth and good health. They are mostly long and lean 

and stand apart from one another with a certain WASP-ish reserve.

Truitt was born on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, went to Bryn Mawr, married a journalist who 
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December 7, 2017.

rose high in the ranks of The Washington Post and Newsweek, and found herself “one of the 

inhabitants of Camelot,” as curator James Meyer puts it in an interview with the artist published 

in 2002. One of the earliest sculptures on view is a yellow and white form with a sleek, sunny 

disposition. The 1962 “Mary’s Light,” honors Mary Pinchot Meyer, an artist and friend of 

Truitt’s, who was found shot to death in 1964 on the canal in Georgetown.

Anne’s husband, James Truitt, was a player in a major story about Mary’s affair with John 

F. Kennedy, and Mary’s ex-husband, Cord Meyer, was a high-level CIA figure and himself 
the subject of rumors about the Kennedy 

assassination. Her death remains a mystery 

that still embroils some of the most storied 

figures in this city’s imaginary golden age of 

intrigue and glamour.

Truitt’s work remains reticent, if not 

indifferent, to all of that. She seems to have 

lived peripheral to multiple different worlds 

of preening ambition. Truitt, who died in 

2004, found studio spaces in the interstices 

of Washington, raised a family and made 

her art. She was given the benediction 

by prominent critics, such as Clement 

Greenberg, but remained on the edge of the 

social and professional circles of the New 

York art scene. Her work was some of the 

earliest to focus on stripped-down, basic 

geometric forms, an aesthetic often called 

minimalism, but she rejected that label, too.

In James Meyer’s interview with Truitt, conducted when she was in her 80s, the scholar presses 

her on the meaning of the forms and meticulous color combinations that define her sculpture. 

Thrice he asks her the same question, and twice she demurs. Only on the third try does she offer 

a clue: “I think you’d have to say that what I’ve been about is being alone in the world, looking 

around at it, and trying to absorb it, at first with extremely nearsighted eyes.” Until she was in 

fifth grade, she says, no one knew how bad her eyes were. So, it seems, she moved through the 

world seeing large forms as large, soft blocks of white and gray.



Kennicott, Philip.   “An artist who stood apart from D.C. intrigue and the New York whirl.” The Washington Post, 
December 7, 2017.

It’s hard to know whether she said that only to be polite, to offer a persistent interviewer 

something to go on. It certainly helps make sense of some of the early works, in which she 

seems to reduce architectural forms to basic shapes. The earliest of the proto-minimalist forms 

looks to be a piece of white picket fence, but could just as easily be the pale silhouette of three 

distended buildings with peaked roofs.

Her later works become more about color, the interplay of color and then the absence of color. 

The forms are so simple that one has but two choices: Take them in as a single, solitary object, 

beyond the possibility of interpretation; or dig into their details and find meaning in the 

smallest gestures. And so the absence or presence of a supporting base becomes a small drama, 

as does the specificity of how she applied color, the texture of the surface and the fine play of 

light on subtly different applications of paint.

In this, she was different from the mostly male artists with whom she was often linked, 

including Donald Judd, who used more industrial manufacturing processes to give his work an 

anonymous perfection. She spoke directly about the role of sexism in her career, saying that the 

impact of the boy’s-club control of the larger art world “couldn’t be exaggerated.” But sexism 

isn’t just about loutish male figures double-plating the glass ceiling. It marginalizes personality 
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December 7, 2017.

types, and forms of behavior that are gendered “female.” One gets the sense that Truitt enjoyed 

or at least needed her solitude, and that the constant tending of reputation and social position 

were repellent to her. She had the potential for an enormous career, but “I never claimed my 

space.”

That phrase haunts this exhibition, full of work that inhabits but never claims its space. Some of 

the pieces are large, but not domineering. Truitt’s work can seem standoffish when juxtaposed 

with more assertive sculptures, and more reductive forms of “minimalism.” The bases and 

struts that support early works disappear in later pieces, so they refuse even a connection to the 

floor. A late work, from 2002, named after one of her studios, “Twining Court,” is a single, tall, 

retiring plinth of black. Among the most compelling is “Parva XII,” from 1977, which takes her 

basic stellalike form and turns it on its side, so that it can inhabit a shelf, like a cat.

The problem with interpreting, and worse, over-interpreting, Truitt’s art is that the descriptions 

become more and more inextricable from metaphors of femininity. And yet, what exactly is 

wrong with that?

In the Tower: Anne Truitt is on view at the National Gallery of Art through April 1. For 

information, visit nga.gov.
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Pincus-Witten, Robert.   “Anne Truitt.” Artforum, April 2012, p. 208. 
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Rutland, Beau.   “Critic’s Picks: Anne Truitt.” Artforum, March 2012.

“Anne Truitt: Drawings” has little to do with Anne Truitt’s 
sculpture, which couldn’t be better for both media. The 
elegantly installed retrospective of  Truitt’s works on paper 
spotlights her career-long formal investigations, laid 
flat in two dimensions instead of  the standard vertical 
three, and to dramatic effect. Made between the 1960s 
and ’90s, the drawings range from slight pencil lines to 
intense prismatic swaths of  paint, the latter of  which 
convey acts of  ecstatic defilement and reveal an alter ego 
whose impulses Truitt never dared indulge in the presence 
of  her august columns. 28 Dec ’62, for instance, bears 
visible brushstrokes, oscillating hues, and jagged lines from 
hurriedly deracinated tape. In these works, the occasional 
preciosity of  Truitt’s iconic pillars takes a backseat to 
roving curiosity.

Three domestically inclined pencil and white acrylic drawings from 1965–66 present a link to the 
surprisingly figurative beginning of  Truitt’s large-scale sculpture practice. First, 1961, a section of  
ersatz white picket fencing perhaps plucked from her suburban neighborhood in Washington, DC. A 
highlight within this group, 21 Nov ’62, a barely there outline of  a mid-Atlantic gable, flickers into 
perception, bringing along with it self-assured identification and a decidedly (if  understated) feminist 
ethos. More recent drawings, such as Untitled, 1986, with its acrid clashing of  lemon and tangerine 
and severe composition, amplify Truitt’s prioritization of  color, with form coming in a close second. 
Affinities and influences appear from time to time in modified forms, including Barnett Newman’s 
zips or Agnes Martin’s fey grids, though such gestures serve to reinforce the artist’s heightened 
individual sense of  pleasure and disregard for the fashionable. By focusing on the lesser seen, the 
exhibition provides a fuller view of  Truitt’s oeuvre and leaves one longing for more.

— Beau Rutland
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Heinrich, Will.   “Transcendental Sublimination: ‘Anne Truitt: Drawings’...” New York Observer, February 21, 2012.

The late Anne Truitt, whose work is often associated with 
Minimalism, is best known for her freestanding, assertively 
self-effacing, brightly painted wooden pillars. Confronting 
and repossessing the history of  sculpture and the nature 
of  artistic ambition at a 90-degree angle, formally simple 
but psychologically complex to the point of  opacity, they’re 
documents of  a kind of  transcendental sublimation. But 
the same quality illuminates the best of  the several dozen 
drawings—pale graphite grids, saturated color fields, 
minimally figurative angles and lines—currently on view at 
Matthew Marks Gallery.

28 Dec ’62, named, like several other of  these works on 
paper, for the date of  its execution, is just under two by three 

feet but dominates a large room. A clean-edged black shape, 
painted in acrylic with impossible-to-discern brushstrokes, 
fills a sheet of  white Bristol paper. It’s not quite a rectangle 
because its upper edge stoops down at an angle. From a 
certain distance, your view of  the sheer, dropping emptiness 
may be disrupted by reflections in the glass protecting the 
piece, but if  you step closer, you can make out pale indigo 
shadows flickering across the surface of  the paint. What is 
the mark and what is the ground seem clear enough, and 
so does the way the expansive shape puts emphasis on the 
negative space; but no sooner does the white border leap out 
than it seems to push forward the black again. Foreground 
and background—and with them, free will and inherited 
language; surface and depth; expressing and obscuring; and 



making and erasing—switch places again and again until they 
become an infinite recursion. There’s hardly space for the 
viewer to enter, but the movement is hard to look away from. 
The effect is something like sci-fi novelist Philip K. Dick’s 
“Zebra,” the massive intelligence that he hypothesized could 
camouflage itself  by looking not just like something else, but 
like the whole environment.

Shear No. 5 and Shear No. 16, on the other hand, both 
made in 1976, bring to mind an older book: Like the 
imperial court ladies of  The Tale of  Genji, who expressed 
their esthetic elliptically, by trailing overlapping silk sleeves in 
different colors from the windows of  their palanquins, these 
drawings work by means of  static juxtaposition. In Shear No. 
5, the near-rectangle is a deep Japanese plum color and has 
an asymmetrical peaked roof. The background is royal blue. 
The shape is painted thickly enough to be discernibly raised 
from its ground, but despite its density is translucent enough 
to let through long, narrow lines of  blue and to reveal its 
own grainy, vertical brushstrokes. It’s impossible, again, to see 
into the depths, but in this case not because they’re hidden, 
but because all the artist’s energy has been poured into the 
surface.

9 Jan ’63 shows two long, horizontal rectangles, outlined 
precisely in ink over graphite, joined by six irregularly spaced 
vertical lines. Floating between drawing and diagram, it’s 
gentle but withholding. Several other grids and houselike 
shapes of  distinctly but faintly drawn graphite lines, 
sometimes filled in with light applications of  white acrylic, 
test the boundary between declaration and hypothesis by 
being literally difficult to see: from the other side of  the 
room, they look like blank pieces of  paper. The long, narrow, 
pointy black shape of  Sable XIV, on the other hand, like a 
low rise just over the horizon, has such a minimal figurative 
efficiency that it seems to pull the room in, like a vacuum, 
rather than giving its image out.

Other Minimalist work chooses easily generalized and 
abstracted colors and psychologically potent forms to 
suggest the purity of  disembodiment: It uses its materials to 
transcend the material. But even Truitt’s blacks, blues and reds 
clearly remain paint. And most of  the drawings in this show 
don’t use such loaded, argumentative colors at all. Instead, 
their streaks, dashes, spatters and stripes are rendered in and 
on bright floral yellow, pale peach, powder blue, orange and 

green, or light plum. The self-effacement of  formal Minimalism 
becomes a gesture of  respect to the concrete particularity of  any 
given work. One untitled drawing from 1967 could be the flag 
of  some quiet island kingdom where the prime minister writes 
poetry and the standing army consists of  a single policeman. Two 
wide vertical stripes in the middle, one a thick orange-yellow, the 
other dense pink, are bounded on the sides by slightly different 
shades of  peach. It’s completely self-possessed, but looking too 
closely feels something like interrupting.

Heinrich, Will.   “Transcendental Sublimination: ‘Anne Truitt: Drawings’...” New York Observer, February 21, 2012.
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