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Foreword

Helen A. Harrison

More than three decades ago, when [ was the curator of Guild Hall Museum in East Hampton, I was
contacted by a local man named William Plate. He asked if I could advise him about some paintings
he owned, so I visited his home, where he showed me some works by his late brother, Walter. They
needed conservation, and I gave him a couple of recommendations. I asked if he and Walter were
related to Robert Plate, whom I had met in Woodstock in the mid 1970s, and he said yes, Robert
was their elder brother.

Looking back, it seems odd that I hadn’t encountered Plate’s work while I was the research
assistant for the 1977 Vassar College exhibition celebrating the seventy-fifth anniversary of the
Woodstock art colony. Considering Plate’s prominence in Woodstock—his longstanding residence,
his role in the Art Students League summer school, and his family still living there—how had he
escaped my notice? Perhaps the fact that he had died a few years earlier accounted for his work’s
lack of visibility at that moment.

Now the time has come to correct that oversight.

Plate’s early recognition as one of the foremost abstract painters to emerge after World War
Il was based on a type of lyrical abstraction that has been called Abstract Impressionism, a term
coined by Elaine de Kooning. In 1958 his work was featured in an international exhibition of that
title, organized by Lawrence Alloway for the Arts Council of Great Britain, which also included
paintings by André Masson, Joan Mitchell, Miriam Schapiro and Jean-Paul Riopelle, among other
established and emerging artists. Plate’s entry was a 1955 painting, then untitled, now known as
Spring.

In the exhibition catalog, Alloway described the abstract impressionist impulse as “useful
both to artists who want to make images out of action painting and to artists who want to keep
contact with nature as a fund of references. Common to both groups. .. is a sensuous use of paint to
create, by the evocation of light and atmosphere, a world of space.”

This seems to me a valid description of Plate’s later work as well. From the 1950s until his
untimely death in 1972, he was a frequent visitor to the East End, and his experiences here found
their way into his imagery. Something about the maritime environment captivated him, even while
he was living and working in a wooded area far from the coast.

In 1954 a reviewer of his solo exhibition at the Ganso Gallery declared that “Plate’s forte in
his first New York show is clearly the seascape.” The examples in the current exhibition, painted
fifteen or more years later, bear out that observation. They all rely on the artist’s perception and
absorption of experienced phenomena. Without being literal, he communicates the feeling of a day
at the beach, whether sunny or overcast, in reminiscent terms, the way memories bring back
sensations. Tangible things, such as a brightly striped towel, a languid sunbather, the pulse of waves
breaking on the shore are interpreted freely, allowing the viewer’s imagination to share in the
pleasure of recollection.

I am grateful to Walter Plate’s widow, Gladys Brodsky, and son, Marc, for their contributions
to this exhibition and catalog, and to Jim Levis of Levis Fine Art, New York, who represents the
artist’s estate. It was Jim who proposed the show to me, and he has been a constant guide and
supporter throughout its development.































































