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Logical symmetry
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Paul Feeley once told an interviewer that his “notion of art has to do with something that has presence but isn't unduly 
urgent, doesn't push itself, but brings you to it rather than projects itself upon you.”

Feeley had a distinguished career in New York City on the fringe of the abstract expressionist movement and as director of 
the art department at Bennington College before his death in 1966. The quiet power of his words is evident in “Paul 
Feeley Paintings,” an exhibit of five abstract canvases on view through May 10 at Lawrence Markey Gallery downtown.

These paintings from 1962 and 1963 radiate a symmetrical serenity in their velvety colors, classical forms that speak to 
the art of ancient Greece and Egypt, and their interlocking patterns that evoke Moorish tile decorations. There is a certain 
logic to Feeley's work that is reaffirming.

“I'd say that my fight with abstract expressionism, if you'd call it a fight, had to do with deciding that all that dynamic 
stuff was more than the ever-loving world could stand,” Feeley told interviewer Lawrence Alloway in Living Arts in 1964. 
“You know — down with movement, man's nutty enough, what he really needs is something to allow him to ease off.”

Born in Iowa in 1910, the artist's head was turned early by Jackson Pollock, whose urgency can be palpable. Feeley 
nevertheless found his own way in a time of great change and experimentation during the '50s and '60s. He discovered a 
“counterbalance” to Pollock (“he could very easily swallow up all of American painting and kill it”) in the Color Field 
work of Barnett Newman.
“My own view is that in connection with the image that Newman achieves, he goes beyond Pollock,” Feeley said. “In 
connection with an image that fits a concept of modern life that's possible, Newman's more with that life.”

Some consider Feeley part of the Color Field arm of Abstract Expressionism as well, while other critics such as Gene 
Baro saw an independent artist unrelated to the abstract expressionist legacy — “in the way that baroque art is remote 
from ancient Egyptian art and presumes different standards of value and habits of mind.”

According to his bio, Feeley helped to organize the first retrospective by modernist sculptor David Smith in 1951 as well 
as one by Pollock at Bennington in 1952.
Among his students at the Vermont institution was Helen Frankenthaler, who became a major figure on the American art 
scene.

Feeley's own work was included in an influential exhibition titled “Post-Painterly Abstraction,” organized by noted critic 
Clement Greenberg in 1964. He is represented in the collections of the Museum of Modern Art, the Whitney Museum of 
American Art, the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, Harvard's Fogg Art Museum and the McNay Art Museum in San 
Antonio.

Abstract paintings — with symmetry — from the early '60s by the late 
New York artist Paul Feeley are on view through May 10 at Lawrence 
Markey Gallery.

Feeley's abstract paintings such as “#56” recall Moorish tile patterns 
in their simplicity.
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Feeley had his first full-scale retrospective at Matthew Marks Gallery in New York in 2002. This is the fifth presentation 
of Feeley's work at Lawrence Markey.
That need to “ease off” led to the symmetrical systems of separating space in Feeley's later work.

“It was as though I were required,” he said, “in order to keep from going insane, to find something which would give me a 
core and allow me to dwell upon something which could keep me going. I began to dwell on pyramids and things like that  
instead of on jungles of movement and action.”

sbennett@express-news.net
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