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Thanks to art, instead of seeing one world only, our own, we see that world multiply itself  

and we have at our disposal as many worlds as there are original artists . . . —Marcel Proust
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FOREWORD

With each exhibition Hollis Taggart Galleries presents of Bill Scott’s art comes great anticipation as 

to the visual delights that will be revealed in his newest work. Bill is one of the most “Proustian” 

of artists, imbuing each canvas with echoes of remembered experiences, moments and rumina-

tions. Into each he weaves threads of color, compositions and subject matter chosen from his rich 

repository of artistic inspiration, experiences culled from the earliest moments when art “found” 

him and he “found” art. 

Never has this been more evident than in the paintings in our current exhibition, where  

special childhood and adolescent recollections coalesce into compositions that, for the first time, 

pay homage to Scott’s beloved historical figurative paintings. 

In such new work as Two or Three Nudes in a Landscape one sees Scott exploring Pierre-

Auguste Renoir’s iconic The Bathers (in the collection of the Philadelphia Museum of Art) through 

the lens of his own personal history. In executing this work he taps into his earliest childhood 

experiences as a ten-year-old boy spending all of his free time exploring the vastness of this grand 

museum. Bill sought to literally and metaphorically “figure this painting out.” He reflects on his fasci-

nation with The Bathers: it “is a painting I’ve been looking at my entire life. I could never satisfactorily 

figure it out; the space in Renoir’s painting never quite delivered the pleasure it seemed to promise. 

I guess in tackling it I’m trying to resolve these things within it that have always both bothered me 

yet drawn me to it.”

In a similar manner, Scott pays homage to Berthe Morisot through his painting entitled The 

Cherry Tree. As a teenager in the 1970s, he began a long friendship with Morisot’s grandsons and 

since that time has been well acquainted with the group of three 1891 canvases by the same title that 

Morisot created and considered to be the masterpieces of her own late work. Bill responded to this 

series through his subsequent Cherry Tree painting, which, as he describes, visually “relates more 

specially to the three Morisots not so much in color but by dimension and compositional structure.”

As the young boy who loved art, the adolescent who determined that it would be his life path, 

and the now mature and respected artist who teaches at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine 

Arts, Bill Scott continues to evoke through his painting a passion undiminished.

We thank Bill, of course, for his customary dedication. It is always a pleasure to work with 

him. We also thank John Zarobell, Assistant Curator of Painting and Sculpture at the San Francisco 

Museum of Modern Art, for his thoughtful portrait of the artist and his work. Everyone at Hollis 

Taggart Galleries contributes to the success of our exhibitions, and we are pleased to recognize the 

efforts of Sarah Richardson, Stacey Epstein, Kara Spellman, Debra Pesci, Martin Friedrichs, Jason 

Mills, Reid Ballard, and Letty Holton. We are also grateful to Kirsten Olds, and once again, Russell 

Hassell and Jay Stewart have used their many talents to create a fine publication.

Hollis Taggart, President          Vivian Bullaudy, Director
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Bill Scott in  
his Philadelphia 
studio, 2011
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FORM REVEALS ART’S SECRET: THE RECENT WORK OF BILL SCOTT

There is a famous photograph of Leo and Gertrude Stein’s studio in Paris from around 1910 and 

hanging on the wall are colorful paintings by Picasso and Matisse, seen in rich sepia tones. Even 

seen in monochrome, these are some forceful works—vivid, dynamic, fairly exploding off the 

walls. If you took away the color from Bill Scott’s paintings, they too would have a powerful pres-

ence. This is because of the complexity of mark making and the layering effects he introduces 

into the work. Most importantly, there is the play of forms conjured by Scott’s brush. They are 

teeming with life: both active and passive, ambitious and complacent, circling and luxuriating. 

They dance in and through the painting. The final work is not an accumulation of forms. Rather 

their energy radiates to the edges of the painting’s surface, generating a visual experience that 

extends beyond the canvas’s tangible boundaries. 

These forms are not shapes. Sometimes a form could be a brushstroke, at others it is the 

way one color blends into another. Or maybe a line comes along and stops just short. How about 

the way that some strokes just do not fill out, as if they really didn’t have the time? Or a color 

you can see through, or a mass of lines that seems to have fallen down, or dots where the brush 

hits the canvas like a drum. Scott’s works are like a downtown bar at happy hour, or a spring day 

in the park. These episodes in paint are far more varied and complex than how form normally 

appears in painting. The idea of forms goes back at least as far as Plato, whose domain of forms 

was a metaphysical sphere, and yet everything in the world in which we live is a metaphor for 

the absolute that exists in the domain of forms. The forms in these paintings are neither figura-

tive nor abstract. As metaphors they send us packing, looking for the things they refer to, trying 

to find their worldly doubles.

And while we’re looking around, we might find that our sense of sight is just a little bit differ-

ent after spending some time with Scott’s paintings. They make us feel differently about looking, 

which is not the same as seeing. What is the difference? It’s not a question of recognition but pay-

ing attention. When I look at these works, I see they are bright, exuberant, atmospheric paintings. 

I know they are beautiful. If I attend to them, if I try to comprehend what the artist has tried to 

achieve, I find that he is manipulating my visual habits. The pictures are full of forms and lines and 

colors but it is their contingent character that Scott seems to be most interested in. I find myself 

wondering which colors are under and which are over and which ones you can see through. If one 

can see through a color, it is both there and not there. If a line is covered up, sometimes one can 

still see it. In these pictures, the truth is something that does not stand up and announce itself; 



 7

it must be sought out and it never gets fixed. Transparency is an illusion but it is also a fact and 

Scott’s paintings plunge into this troubling inconsistency saying ‘well, maybe’ and also ‘not quite.’ 

The result is that a viewer can never stop seeking. What does one know in the end? Everything 

changes, but it pleases. The pleasure one takes in looking is not a vision but a feeling.

There is a major new development in this body of works though, which sets it apart from the 

oils the artist has painted since 2003. He has taken up specific historical works of art as points of 

reference and the results focus the viewer’s attention on historical, and even philosophical, issues. 

Specifically, he has been emulating Berthe Morisot’s cherry harvest paintings (figs. 1 and 2) and 

Auguste Renoir’s Large Bathers (fig. 4), all pictures he has studied for many years. Recently, he 

decided to take these influences on in his own work. The method he employed is to measure the 

paintings and to build canvases of the same size. Then he recreated the originals in his own terms. 

Scott has written about the art of Morisot and others, and he has been an avid museum visitor 

since childhood, but the art of prior masters has never invaded his painting in quite this way.

The Cherry Tree (fig. 3, pl. 9) is based on the largest of three Morisot paintings of a cherry 

harvest and besides preserving the dimensions of the original, there are many traces of Morisot’s 

FIG 1
Berthe Morisot, The Cherry Tree, 
1891. Oil on canvas, 57L x 35 
inches. Private collection

FIG 2
Berthe Morisot, The Cherry 
Picker (The Cherry Tree), 1891. 
Oil on canvas, 60L x 31H 
inches. Musée Marmottan 
Monet, Paris / Giraudon / 
Bridgeman Art Library

FIG 3
Bill Scott, The Cherry Tree, 2011. 
Oil on canvas, 61 x 32 inches. 
Signed and dated lower left: 
“Bill Scott 11”
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composition here, including the orthogonals of the ladder, the arch of foliage, and traces  

of the figures’ dresses. There the visual similarities end, however, and it is clear that Scott did 

not intend this picture to be a transcription from figurative to abstract painting. It is more an 

improvisation, like Coltrane playing a Cole Porter tune, forcing the underlying formal relation-

ships of the source into a decisively experimental rendition. The churning of the brushstrokes is 

recapitulated, resolved into another dimension of pictorial complexity and geometric concatena-

tion. The gestural swirls are fantastically confident yet they do not stand on their own. Rather, 

their dynamism animates the structure of the work. When looking at The Cherry Tree, the 

Morisot picture is not necessary as a point of reference, but Scott’s engagement with it ampli-

fies his and our sensibilities; what he loves about the Morisot is expressed in this painting and 

expands its reach.

This interaction with historical painting is even more complex in his three pictures that depart 

from Renoir’s Large Bathers, namely Two or Three Nudes in a Landscape (fig. 5, pl. 7), Arcadian 

Landscape (fig. 6, pl. 8), and City, Country, Sea (pl. 17). Painted in a new technique, the Large 

Bathers was a breakthrough that allowed Renoir to come to a wholly new understanding of the 

capacities of his method and how they might be connected to the decorative tradition he so 

admired from the ancien regime. Scott’s reinvention of Renoir’s painting is no less significant 

for him and the three large canvases he has generated attest to both the capacity of the original 

work to inspire innovations and his ability to transform a traditional figurative painting into some-

thing much more radical.

The Renoir provides a point of focus outside of the works and allows a viewer to understand 

better what point Scott has arrived at in his recent work. Even without awareness of the source, 

looking at Two or Three Nudes in a Landscape makes one imagine the fleshy pinks as nudes, 

the blue and green as hillside and water. In other words, there is an automatic response, rein-

forced by the title, which transforms the collection of forms into a worldly scene (whether real or 

imagined). But the title informs us that we cannot be sure. Is it two or three nudes we’re looking 

for? In other words, the artist lets us play the game of transforming this abstract picture into a 

scene but he undermines any certainty about this interpretive enterprise. The next in the series, 

Arcadian Landscape, allows an interpretation perhaps closer to the heart of Renoir’s project but 

the increased pictorial complexity here resembles Cubism, or Léger’s modern urban landscapes, 

albeit painted with the colors of Matisse. In such a way, Arcadian Landscape lays claim to both 

the future, as understood in the early twentieth century, and the idealized past (arcadia) that art 

and poetry have always kept aloft.

City, Country, Sea is perhaps the resolution to the problems introduced by these first two 

paintings. The last of the three works inspired by Renoir, it is the simplest in formal terms yet 
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FIG 4
Pierre-Auguste Renoir,  
The Large Bathers, 1884–87. 
Oil on canvas, 46K x 67G 
inches. Philadelphia Museum 
of Art: The Mr. and Mrs. Carroll 
S. Tyson, Jr., Collection, 1963

FIG 5
Bill Scott, Two or Three  
Nudes in a Landscape, 2010. 
Oil on canvas, 46 x 67 inches. 
Signed and dated lower left: 
“Bill Scott 10”
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this simplicity makes the forms more emphatic. The three terms of the title are all symbols and 

carry heavy freight in the history of art. Yet here Scott has found a synthesis of form and figure. A 

truncated, schematic nude emerges in the upper left, while a leaf from the plant that Scott keeps 

beside his easel in his urban studio presents itself in the lower center of the canvas. Just above 

the white scratches that resemble writing in the water, mostly erased (lower right), is a rectangle 

that suggests a window on the sea. Right in the center of the painting one finds a pair of ancient 

symbolic forms (circle and phallus) kept just apart. These symbols remind us, as if it needed 

repeating, that it is all about sex. And I mean all of it: arcadia, the bathers, the country, the city, 

painting, etc. It is not that the solution is vulgar, and indeed Scott never would intend this, but 

that what the artist unmasks in this work is an incredible creative force, a coupling of history and 

the present, abstract and figurative painting, the real world and the domain of images. 

In Scott’s recent paintings, culminating with City, Country, Sea, painterly invention is dou-

bled, rendering something procreative. Genesis passes for pleasure. This hidden meaning, only 

sensed, is the subject of the painting that does not proclaim truth but only reveals whatever is 

there. Since the Greeks, that has been the basis of aesthetics, the path to beauty.

John Zarobell, Assistant Curator of Collections, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art

FIG 6
Bill Scott, Arcadian Landscape, 
2010–11. Oil on canvas, 46 x 67 
inches. Signed and dated lower 
left: “Bill Scott 10–11”
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