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By Steven Harvey

“Being alive and yet doubting one’s existence...”
—Lorenzo Lotto

WHEN LENNART ANDERSON arrived in New York in
1953, he says there were two artists who equally
obsessed him—Edgar Degas and Willem de Kooning.
It is easy to see his relationship to the former. Hilton
Kramer subtitled a review of a 1995 exhibition of
Anderson’s three major “Idylls” paintings, “A Degas
for Our Time.” Anderson’s connection to both of
these artists is intriguing in how it reveals something
about his own work.

In the book The Art of the Real Anderson
described first coming across the auction catalogs
from Degas’ studio sale at the home of a fellow stu-
dent: “I was very excited by this austere man, whose
work reflected such pain, almost disgust, as well as
a passion for his goal. His heroic effort to maintain
the nude as a noble subject for art, inspired me and
still does.”

Anderson’s connection to Degas and de Kooning
has something to do with their approach to drawing.
Degas wanted Forain to deliver a eulogy at his funeral
that read in toto, “He was very fond of drawing.”
Degas and de Kooning both placed a great deal of
importance on drawing as an independent and yet
inter-related part of the process of painting. They

shared an awareness of the extreme difficulty in mak-
ing a mark that will acceptably hold the page. This
admixture of doubt and obsession led them to draw
and re-draw on sheet after sheet, through tracing and
reversal, cropping and reshaping the image in relation to
the frame. Anderson’s drawings may appear gentle and
succinct in comparison with both Degas’ and de Koon-
ing’s attacks, yet underlying Anderson’s whole endeavor
is a deep and kindred hesitance. The ethos that Ander-
son shares with these artists about mark-making com-
bines the highest level of artistic ambition with a pro-
found suspicion, even melancholia about what can be
done. He proceeds, as de Kooning put it, “With anxious-
ness and dedication to fright maybe. . . .”

Anderson works in all the traditional genres of
painting, landscape and still-life, portraiture and figure
studies, large figure pieces including his three major
paintings of figures in the landscape, called the
“Idylls” which he worked on over twenty-five years.
Recently much of his studio time has been devoted to
still-lives. He often paints on small canvas panels that
he fashions himself by mounting muslin over museum
board. These small panels allow him an ideally scaled
arena for his precise brand of “gestural abstraction.”
Anderson’s “abstraction” reminds one of looking at
Velasquez under a magnifying glass—the relaxed yet
exacting painterly shorthand for things.



The protagonists in Anderson’s still-lives include
an artist'’s mannequin, a cardboard box, a small bro-
ken statue, a salt cellar, muffins and miniature bialys,
fruits and vegetables. These objects exist in an intense
intimate space. The artist's mannequin may appear as
an actor amidst the furniture of the still-life table, but
it is not only the mannequin that is personified. All the
objects possess a vivid quality, the dull luminous sheen
of living matter. The space that they occupy may seem
as dry as an attic yet his lettuce and muffin breathe-
they exude freshness. This has much to do, | think,
with Anderson’s own blend of verisimilitude and
abstraction, which stems from his teacher Edwin Dick-
inson who extracted it, in turn, from his teacher,
Charles Hawthorne. Hawthorne told his students that
if you can give even one part in a picture a feeling of
the freshness of how we see, then the viewer will for-
give a great deal. Anderson goes a great deal further
than that but there is in his work a quality of parts of
things, of individual objects that suddenly veer into
focus. Neutral space surrounds his objects like a worn
scumbled copper fog. The table space is upended in a
manner that we have become accustomed to from
Cézanne. Rusty hues recall the color in Chardin.

We are shocked when he pulls back to reveal the
whole table as he does in two larger still-lives. A card-
board box, the mannequin and a cloth lie about hap-

hazardly. The abrupt change of scale takes us by sur-
prise. It is as though the stage curtain has risen too
early revealing the props simply strewn about on the
stage.

His still-lives are both stoic and sensual. The reti-
cence that they exhibit as painterly statements is
extremely seductive. The surfaces are as dry as fres-
cos. The paint film is built up out of washes. The color
is restrained with occasional brilliant notes. The har-
monies are subtle and rich. Though he is after the
look of things Anderson is not as John Russell
remarked about someone else, “an abject realist.”
There is nothing dogged or illustrational in his paint-
ing. This is painting as classical music, as glissando, as
an alchemy of tone. And it is ultimately physical. “It is
the tactile identification of paint with form that is
interesting to me.”

Anderson has described himself as a “tonal”
painter: “. . .I tend to find a tone (basically a value)
from which the other tones in the picture are found.
This approximates what one sees in the motif (nature)
and supports a conviction that one paints what one
sees.” | would add that tone is also the three aspects
of color—value, chroma and hue combined into one
melodic application.

A case can certainly be made for Anderson as one
of the finest still-life painters of his period. It is inter-

esting to think of who else might be included. Cer-
tainly there is no one else who possesses his elliptical
touch. In Lorenzo Lotto’s late painting, The Presenta-
tion of Christ in the Temple from Loreto, figures
crowd before an apse, they are hunched like little clay
sculptures. Above them the altar space is like an
empty stage. It is in shadow and the strange lemon
and gray tone recalls some of Anderson’s pale yellow
and white harmonies. On the right side of the stage
almost invisible is an open door. An old man is peer-
ing through at the dark empty stage. This could be
Lotto. He is barely on the stage but he is there.
Anderson is also in his still-lives. His character is
revealed in the integrity and economy of his applica-
tion. Like the old man wreathed in shadow in Lotto’s
altarpiece his gifts are subtle even obscure but alto-
gether enlivened with quality.



Lennart Anderson

By Louis Finkelstein

ONLY A VERY FEW people paint still-lives seriously.
By “seriously” | mean with the capacity to impose cer-
tain standards of achievement. Without such stan-
dards the painting is left to be a more or less skillful
rendering of objects. However, what the standards
may be is not known in advance, and, when found,
pertain perhaps only to that artist and maybe for only
a few works.

Except for the painter who discovers a starting
point in the way things just happen to be found, and
Lennart Anderson is not one of those, the setup itself
constitutes a problem in that it is a foreproject of
intentions that are not altogether clear. This is because
what is seen in nature is never the same as what is
seen in the picture. This goes for everybody who
attemps still-life: be it Kalf, Chardin, Cézanne, Moran-
di, Giacometti, Matter, and is particularly demanding
because the setup is always there.

Anderson deals with the problem by moving the
objects in the setup after the painting is under way
when he finds it necessary. For some artists this would
be a copout or a sacrilege, but the very fact that he
will do this furnishes a clue to what his priorities are,
which is to say what it is he is serious about.

1. Still-Life with Muffin and Salt Shaker, 1998. O

The objects in the painting influence the way they
are apprehended in a way which does not occur in the
real world. This imposes the artifactual requirement
that the elements of rendering which impart the
integrity and specificity of the objects: smoothness,
continuity, surface description, relative clarity, are all
subject to the considerations of their relative disposi-
tion, size, proportion, orientation, location, the rela-
tions between the things contained and the container,
and the like, at the same time as they constitute and
justify that disposition.

Absent the mechanical expedients of perspective
or mechanical projection, the interplay between these
cannot be known in advance; rather that is what the
painting process discovers. Touch, tone, the move-
ment of the glance and of the mind’s interpretation
are all at work, and are only brought together intu-
itively and empirically.

The result, even when it appears natural is not a
natural fact, but the consequences of a struggle on
the part of the artist, as it should be, as well, on the
part of the serious viewer, to determine those judge-
ments which are germane to, and are brought into
being by the art of painting.

il on muslin mounted on board, 12 x 15 inches




2 Still-Life with Muffin, Checkered Napkin and Plums, 1998. Oil on muslin mounted on

board, 11 x 14 inches
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3. Still-Life with Mannequin (Admiration), 1997. Oil on muslin mounted on board, 11 x 14 inches




4. Still-Life with Mannequin and Red Cloth (for L. Lotto), 1998. 0il on canvas, 29 x 37 inches
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5 Still-Life with Green Plastic Glass, 1998. 0il on muslin mounted on bo
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6. Still-Life with Red Cloth, 1998. Oil on muslin mounted on bo

ard, 16 x 19% inches




7. Still-Life with Muffin, Egg and Fruit, 1998. Oil on muslin mounted on board, 12 x 15 inches




8. Portrait of Edwin Vasquez, 1997. Oil on muslin mounted on board, 16% x 13% inches
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