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Lee Krasner, Self-Portraif, ca. 1929. Catalogue number 1.

The first entry in the Lee Krasner catalogue raisonné, this is believed to be Krasner’s earliest self-portrait. It
reflects her training at the conservative National Academy of Design, where she was enrolled from 1928-32
and studied painting with Leon Kroll and Charles Courtney Curran. It was given to the Metropolitan
Museum of Art by Eda Mirsky, a fellow academy student, who watched Krasner paint it in the basement
of her childhood home in Brooklyn. Standing before a mirror, she has adopted a classic formal pose,
holding a red flower in her left hand and intently studying the reflection she is recording on canvas.

The terra cotta flowerpot on the window sill echoes the color of Krasner’s beautiful auburn hair.

The potted plants almost block the view into the back yard, where, as she later recalled, her parents’

garden first kindled her lifelong love of nature.
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FOREWORD

Stravinsky said, “You can’t really invent without limitations.” Lee had
the limitations that come with the strong knowledge of the way paintings
have to be put together, but she had the psyche to move through that with

her imagination.
James Brooks, commenting on a

Little Image painting'

In November 1945, Lee Krasner and her husband, Jackson Pollock, moved from
Manbhattan to the small rural homestead in Springs, Long Island, that is now the Pollock-
Krasner House and Study Center. Surrounded by natural beauty and free from the pres-
sures of the urban art world, Krasner blossomed as an artist. Within a few months, she
began her first allover abstractions, later known as the Little Image series. “Lee Krasner:
Little Image Paintings, 1946-1950,” the first exhibition to focus on this decisive
moment in her career, affords a unique opportunity to see a group of these works in the

house where they were created.

During that period, Krasner produced 31 documented Little Image paintings, four of

which cannot be located: Figs. 1 - 3, three of her earliest canvases in the series (below);

Fig. 1 Left: CR 205, approx. 42 x 21 inches. Fig. 2: CR 206, approx. Fig. 3: CR 207, approx. 56 x 45 inches.
Right: partial view of CR 206. 38 x 17 inches.

Early Little Image paintings, ca. 1946-47, photographed by Herbert Matter on the back porch of the Pollock-Krasner House in 1947.

Whereabouts unknown.



and an unphotographed Little Image that was given the
title"]unle Dump Fair by her friend, the art dealer John
Bernard Myers. Presumably they were discarded or
reworked. Only five Little Images were exhibited at the

"

time they were painted.

As Gail Levin points out in her discussion of Krasner’s

Fig. 4: Untitled, 1948. Oil on masonite, 18 x 38 inches. Little Images, The Bertha Schaefer Gallery in New York
The Jewisl Nuseum, New York. CR224 City included two of them—together with the 1947
mosaic table now owned by Jason McCoy (catalogue
number 5), which echoes the incremental imagery of the paintings—in “The Modern
House Comes Alive 1948-49,” an exhibition that earned Krasner her first critical praise in
print. Junk Dump Fair was shown in “Artists: Man and Wife,” a 1949 exhibition at the

Sidney Janis Gallery in Manhattan that also featured her husband’s work.

Krasner also exhibited with Pollock in two invitational exhibitions at Guild Hall in East
Hampton, in 1949 and 1950. Her entry in the 1949 show, “Seventeen Artists of Eastern
Long Island;” may have been the untitled Little Image assigned number 224 (Fig. 4) in
Ellen G. Landau’s catalogue raisonné of Krasner’s work. The small oil on masonite bears
the inscription, “Lee Krasner East Hampton $350.” Unlike a commercial gallery, Guild
Hall would have expected the artist to set the selling price. The colorful Little Image
reproduced on this catalogue’s front cover (catalogue number 9) may also have been
shown at Guild Hall. It bears the inscription, “Price $250,” a tiny fraction of its value in

today’s art market.

Dr. Levin notes that a few of the
Little Images were exhibited during
the 1950s, after Krasner had complet-
ed the series with a tall 1950 canvas
(Fig. 5), and her aesthetic underwent
a series of revisions, or “breaks,” as she
called them. In 1953, two were
included in the Guild Hall exhibi-
tion, “A Selection from 12 East
Hampton Collections.” The paintings
were lent by Krasner’s close friends
Alfonso Ossorio and Edward E
Dragon. Ossorio—who liked to make

helpful purchases from fellow artists

and also collected Pollock’s work—

Fig. 5: Untitled, 1950.

QOil on canvas, s
45 1/2 x 11 inches. , on composition board,
Michael Rosenfeld 48 x 37 inches. The Museum of Modern Art,

and halley k. harrisburg. New York. Gift of Alfonso A. Ossorio. CR 231
CR 237 )




eventually owned four Little Images. He later gave one (Fig. 6) to
the Museum of Modern Art, New York, where it now hangs on

long-term display. On August 15, 1954, Dragon lent his painting,

Black and White Squares No. 1, to a one-day show at the House of
Books and Music in East Hampton. (Fig. 7). The store was owned
by Donald and Carol Braider, to whom Krasner gave the painting
(catalogue number 6) that is now in the Metropolitan Museum of

Art’s permanent collection.

Little Images were exhibited in 1958 at the Martha Jackson Gallery
in New York City and in “The Artists’Vision 1948-1958" at the
Signa Gallery in East Hampton, an enterprise in which Ossorio

was a partner. From that show he acquired another Little Image,

and the following year featured four others—including Stop and Go

(catalogue number 11)—in a spotlight exhibition, “Lee Krasner,
Paintings 1947-1959.” The Little Image that her friend Dorothy —_— —

. . . . Fig. 7: A section of Lee Krasner’s one-day exhibition
Norman enabled the Philadelphia Museum of Art to acquire in at the House of Books and Music, East Hampton

1959 (catalogue number 8) was probably purchased from that show. — August 15,1954 Left: Untitled (Vertical Sounds), 1953-
54 (CR 271). Center: Black and White Squares No. 1,

1948 (CR 221). Right: unidentified “personage”

To date, the largest concentrations of Little Image paintings have painting (CR. 246a), ca. 1950, possibly an carly version
of Promenade (CR 246).

been in the three traveling retrospective exhibitions of Krasner’s
work. The first, organized by Bryan Robertson, premiered at the
Whitechapel Gallery in London in 1965, and included 14 of them.
The second, organized for the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, by Barbara Rose in 1983,
featured 13 Little Image paintings and one of the related mosaic tables. There were six in
the most recent retrospective, organized by Robert Hobbs for Independent Curators
International in 1999. “Lee Krasner: Little Image Paintings, 1946-1950,” includes

nine—a third of the surviving canvases in the series.

This exhibition celebrates the centenary of Krasner’s birth in 1908, as well as the Pollock-
Krasner House and Study Center’s twentieth anniversary. The property, a National
Historic Landmark and a member of the National Trust for Historic Preservation’s
Historic Artists Homes and Studios initiative, is administered by the Stony Brook
Foundation, a non-profit affiliate of Stony Brook University. It was deeded to the founda-

tion by Krasner’s estate, and opened to the public in June 1988.

The estate, comprising all Krasner’s assets except the property, is now the Pollock-Krasner
Foundation, a philanthropy that gives financial aid to needy and worthy artists around the
world, and to selected organizations. Although not affiliated with the House and Study
Center, it provifdes general operating support and has made a generous grant to this exhi-
bition. I am sincerely grateful to the foundation’s president, Samuel Sachs I1, its president
emeritus, Eugene V. Thaw, and its chairman and CEQO, Charles C. Bergman, for their

ongoing commitment to the museum and its programs. Special recognition is also due to



Drs. Bobbi and Barry Coller, longtime supporters whose contributions through the Stony
Brook University Research Foundation have underwritten many of our publications and

educational initiatives.

I also want to thank the Thaw Charitable Trust, the Betty Parsons Foundation, AXA Art
Insurance Corporation USA and Henderson Phillips Fine Arts Insurance / Arthur J.
Gallagher Risk Management Services, Inc. for their support of this exhibition and its
catalogue, which includes a perceptive essay by the distinguished art historian Gail Levin,
whom I am pleased to call a friend as well as a colleague. Dr. Levin, the 2006-07
Pollock-Krasner / Stony Brook Fellow, is at work on a biography of Lee Krasner, an
eagerly anticipated book that will brilliantly illuminate Krasner’s singular, complex and

fascinating life and career.

I am deeply indebted to the institutions and collectors who lent their works to the exhi-
bition. Among the many individuals whose help and cooperation have been essential are
Ruth Appelhof, Executive Director, Christina Strassfield, Curator, and Michelle Vertucci,
Curatorial Assistant, Guild Hall Museum; Stephen M. Cadwallader, Vice President, Jason
McCoy Gallery; Christiane Fischer, CEO, AXA Art Insurance Corporation USA;
Elizabeth Geissler; Charles P. A. Harrison, Vice President, Henderson Phillips Fine Arts
Insurance / Arthur J. Gallagher & Co. of New York, Inc.; Janice LaLievre, Wood Holdings;
Suzanne Lemakis; Betsy Wittenborn Miller, President and CEO, Amy Young, Director of
Painting and Sculpture, and Jennifer Brennan, Registrar, Robert Miller Gallery; Roy
Nicholson; Judith Olch Richards, Executive Director, Independent Curators International;
Michael Rosenfeld and halley k. harrisburg; Pari Stave,Vice President of Corporate
Communications, AXA Financial; Patricia Tang, E.V. Thaw & Co.; Michael Taylor, The
Muriel and Philip Berman Curator of Modern Art, and Shannon N. Schuler, Registrar,
The Philadelphia Museum of Art; Gary Tinterow, Englehard Curator in Charge,
Nineteenth Century, Modern and Contemporary Art, and Emily Voss, Registrar, The
Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Hel¢n A. Harrison

Director

] Quoted in Ellen G. Landau, Lee Krasner: A Catalogue Raisonné



LEE KRASNER'S
LITTLE IMAGES

| ]

Gail Levin

Describing the first years of her life with Jackson Pollock, Lee Krasner explained that
in the early to mid 1940s she had been trying “to undo my Cubist orientation and
produced very little work in a rather anxious situation.”' She was trying too, she said,
to express her own inner self.” Getting her own studio in Springs, East Hampton, may
have helped her to stop feeling blocked and consequently reducing everything to
what she characterized as grey slabs. She was able to break through to her Little
Image paintings, which are considered her first abstract expressionist canvases. The
Little Images are known for their abstract, all-over patterns and thick textures forged

by layers of paint.

Krasner said that the series occupied her for nearly four years, beginning in late 1946,
when she started painting in a small upstairs bedroom. Pollock had moved his studio
into the barn, which they had just had relocated to the property’s north edge to free
their view of Accabonac Creek. “The grayness of the streets finally began to open up
in the Little Image paintings,” she recounted. “It was a great change.”” Some of
Krasner’s earliest Little Image pieces (Figs. 1 - 3, now lost and presumed destroyed)
were photographed on the back porch of the Springs house by Herbert Matter in
1947, when he and his wife, Mercedes Matter, were visiting.* Perhaps Krasner called
this group of canvases Little Images because she painted them in the little upstairs bed-
room after Pollock had vacated it for the larger barn studio. The lost works were actu-
ally larger in dimension (well over three feet) than the smaller canavases that followed

in 1947, but in 1949-50, she again turned out somewhat larger and bolder works.

Later Krasner would recall that she spent this period waiting for something to hap-
pen, confident that out of dealing over and over again with the familiar pigment and
canvas she would eventually make something. She did not paint her Little Images on
an easel and, she insisted, they did not reflect that tradition. “The canvas is down on a
floor or on a table and I am working out of a tiny can. In other words, I have to hold
the paint so I can move it. But [contrasting her method with Pollock’s] I wouldn’t
have been using Duco [liquid enamel]. My paint would always have been oil and I
could get the consistency of a thick pouring quality in it by squeezing it into a can
and cutting it with turp. ..”> She considered that her procedure in making these pic-
tures was unique in her oeuvre: it was the only time that she ever worked looking

down on her canvases, dripping paint, as she told the critic Emily Wasserman:
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Fig.8: Noon, 1947. Oil on linen, 24 x 30 inches.
Roy Zuckerberg. CR 209

2. Shellflower, 1947
il on canvas, 24 x 28 inches
Private collection, New York
CR 210

Fig. 9: Black and White Squares No. 1, 1943.
Oil and enamel on linen,
24 1/3 x 30 inches.
Private collection. CR 223
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“There’s what I would describe as a controlled dripping
situatién, very controlled and sustained, as it took many
sessions to do one... I have an awareness of that, of that
kind of control.”® “I stayed with them until they built up

"

surface. Until I got what I wanted.”’

Krasner developed her all-over patterns of strokes with her
palette knife, small squirts or blobs of paint direct from the
tube, or controlled drips of paint right out of a can or off
the tip of a stiff brush. Since her Little Images were small-
er than Pollock’s large dripped canvases (such as Cathedral,
1947), Krasner did not need the kind of stepping motion
of being “in the painting” that Pollock would employ. She
simply stood over her canvases that lay, as she said, on a
table or the floor. Krasner maintained careful control, rais-
ing and lowering the source of the paint to change the
size of the stream that she allowed to flow onto the can-
vas. Other artists besides Pollock had been experimenting
with dripping paint: the immigrant “housewife,” Janet
Sobel, who showed at Peggy Guggenheim’s gallery, Art of
This Century, in 1946, even attracting Pollock’s attention;
Mark Tobey, who showed canvases with his calligraphy-
inspired “white writing” at the Willard Gallery in New
York in 1944; also Hans Hofmann and Max Ernst.?

Taking her cue from Pollock, Krasner worked more from
instinct than she had previously. She, too, tried to be more
at one with nature, rather than standing back and depict-
ing it as she once had. An abstract painting like Night Life
(1947) might well be inspired by the night sky and the
fireflies that illuminate a late summer night on Long
Island. Though the series is mostly untitled, a few titles
such as Noon (Fig. 8), with its bright color and rich tex-
ture, or Shellflower (catalogue number 2) suggest sensitivity
to the seaside environment and to the shifting effect of

sunlight on the surroundings.

The all-over impasto surface of Noon is vibrant with its
bright color and rich thick surface. Though her work
appears related to Pollock’s Sounds in the Grass series of
1946, including his Shimmering Image, Krasner continued
to develop her own idiom. The Little Images range from a
delicate lyrical sensibility with pastel colors to a bolder

hieroglyphic form emphasizing black and white (Fig. 9).



5. Mosaic table, 1947, Glass and found objects on wood, 48 !/2 inches diameter.
Jason McCoy. CR 218

She adored calligraphic complexity, perhaps a result of her

childhood study of Hebrew. Sensitized to the forms of letters
in exotic cultures, she also loved Irish and Persian illuminated
manuscripts, especially the repetition of forms that went into

her own painting.

Several other works from Krasner’s Little Image series can be
dated before she exhibited them with Bertha Schaefer from
September 20 through October 16,1948, in a show billed as

a collaboration between “architect, interior-designer, and

Fig. 10:  Composition, ca. 1948. Oil on canvas,
2112 x 31Y2 inches. Private collection. CR 225

artist to make the modern house come alive.”” Schaefer
showed two model living room schemes meant to be in
houses designed by architects—including Edward Durell
Stone and Carl E Brauer. Each room was built around Krasner’s unique coffee tables:
one with a mosaic top (catalogue number 5) and the other containing a Little Image
canvas (Fig. 10). A “black wood coffee table in the Brauer house has an oil painting by
Lee Krasner as its top, and not the least of the table’s charms is that the painting suc-
ceeds in looking at home,” noted a newspaper critic, reporting that Schaefer was
“especially proud” of it." If Krasner minded having her Little Image painting shown
as part of a decorative ensemble, she never protested what was Schaefer’s idea. She did

not, however, actively pursue this direction as a means to market her work.

Calling the Little Image paintings “controlled chaos,” the feminist art critic Cindy
Nemser inspired a sympathetic chord from Krasner: “I love that. .. .This work is a
key furning p(;int.”“ Nemser once asked why Krasner had not fought to have her
achievement of this body of work acknowledged along with Pollock’s. The reply was
unambiguous and blunt: “I couldn’t run out and do a one-woman job on the sexist
aspects of the art world, continue my painting and stay in the role I was in as Mrs.

Pollock. T just couldn’t do that much. What I considered important was that I was able



to work and other things would have to take their
turn. Now rightly or wrongly, I made my

decisions.”"?

Nemser caught the woman artist’s dilemma: “It is
important to remember before Krasner is blamed for
not standing up more strongly for herself that it is very
unlikely in those macho days of the later 40s, the days
of the returning GIs and the heavy reassertion of the

feminine mystique, if any amount of protest or any

amount of self promotion would have done Krasner

' ] »13
S i much good.
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Fig. 11: Painting No. 19, 1947-48. favorably to her work of this early period, especially
QOil and enamel on masonite,
32 /4 x 34 Y4 inches.
Dr. and Mrs. Jerome Dersh. CR 220 opinions that seemed to matter. “[The painter]

Krasner was proud whenever someone responded

male colleagues in'the art world, for those were the

Bradley Walker Tomlin admired a great many of my
Little Image paintings.” She later recalled. “He saw them
hanging in our guest bedroom as he was our house guest a
good deal. He used to tell me how beautiful they were
and his warm response to these paintings of mine I

remember very well.”"

Krasner, who, during the 1940s, did not yet have regular
gallery representation, did not show the series of Little
Image paintings publicly at the time she produced them.
By the 1950s, she did show a few examples in group exhi-
bitions in New York at the Martha Jackson Gallery in 1958
(Fig. 11), and in East Hampton at Guild Hall in 1953 and
the Signa Gallery in 1959 (catalogue number 11). She also

11. Stop and Go, 1949-50, Oil and enamel on panel,
45 3/4 inches diameter, AXA Financial, New York.
CR 229



showed some (including catalogue number 6) at Donald
and Carol Braider’s House of Books and Music—for just
one day in 1954. Though some argue that Krasner held
back from showing because she did not want to compete
with Pollock, there is no evidence that she turned down
any opportunities to exhibit her work during this period.
By the time she had her solo show at the Betty Parsons
Gallery in the fall of 1951, however, she preferred to
expose new work which she had prepared especially for

that exhibition.

Earlier, for the reception of her Little Images, she depend-
ed largely on such comments as friends or guests made
while visiting in Springs. She recalled that the art dealer
“John [Bernard] Myers admired them and I can remember
Clement Greenberg saying about an early one, ‘That’s hot;
It’s cooking.” I considered it a compliment.”” Greenberg,
then the art critic at The Nation, delivered his favorable
verdict on a visit to Lee and Jackson in late June 1946."
The respect Krasner’s Little Images elicited from the
Pollocks’ guests and her own confidence have been cor-
roborated by the high regard in which the Little Images
are held today. It was the strength of some of these paint-
ings (including catalogue number 8), shown in New York
in 1978 alongside the work of her male colleagues as part
of the exhibition, “Abstract Expressionism: The Formative
Years,” that prompted critics to declare for the first time
that Krasner deserved a place among the first generation

of abstract expressionists.'

&
6.  Untitled, 1948, Oil on canvas, 30 x 25 inches
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
Gift of Mrs. Donald L. Braider, 1986. CR 216

8. Composition, 1949, Oil on canvas,
38 1/16 x 27 B/16 inches, The Philadelphia
Museum of Art. Gift of the
Aaron E. Norman Fund, Inc. CR 227
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Gail Levin is Distinguished Professor of Art History, American Studies, and Women's Studies at
Baruch College and the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. She is the author of
many books, including Edward Hopper: A Catalogue Raisonné, Edward Hopper: An Intimate Biography,
and Becoming Judy Chicago: A Biography of the Artist. She is currently writing a biography of Lee

Krasner, whom she knew and admired.
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Lee Krasner to Barbara Rose, interview of 1972, AAA, reel 3774.

See Ellen Landau, Lee Krasner: A Catalogue Raisonné (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1995), 99.
Her research leaves no doubt of the early date of these works despite claims to the contrary
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7. Untitled, 1949. Mr. and Mrs. David I. Margolis.



8. Composition, 1949.The Philadelphia Museum of Art. Gift of the Aaron E. Norman Fund, Inc.
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10. Untitled, 1949. Mr. and Mrs. Charles O. Wood, III.
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11. Stop and Go, 1949-50. AXA Financial, New York.
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