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“There is strength that comes with movement.” 
-Ed Clark

The quotation above comes from an interview with Clark by the art-
ist, Jack Whitten. If motion and strength are central to Clark’s 
creative practice, as critics including John Yau have observed, so, 
too, is openness, an openness to chance that inherits as much from 
Marcel Duchamp or John Cage as it does from fellow American abstract 
painters like Pollock or Kline. Significantly, for Clark, the act 
of perception can also be understood as an act of creation in its 
own right; the recognition of a work as art could be contemporaneous 
with the its production, a process, characterised as much by careful 
observation as action. Clark discusses this phenomenon in relation 
to a canvas from later in his career, “Louisiana Red” (2004), in his 
interview with Whitten in the following way, “I let it paint itself 
… I poured it and watched it,” Clark says. “I didn’t touch it, but 
I still created it.” Allowing paint to move with the vagaries of 
gravity and time perhaps provides a kind of counterpoint to the deep 
sense of presence one feels in a work like “Pink and Black” (2006), 
for example. The sheer physicality of the paint and the tension 
created by its materiality in “Pink and Black” speaks of the dynam-
ics of pressure and resistance between painter and medium, but if 
movement connotes strength for Clark, perhaps knowing when to stand 
back and simply accept is a corollary of this position: creating via 
presence is as valid as creating by absence. Painterly intention 
can be expressed the act of becoming aware. If this marks a unique 
strain in Clark’s approach to abstraction, this is perhaps not sur-
prising given an artistic lineage and personal biography that sets 
him apart from many other notable figures from the early history of 
American abstract painting.

Clark’s formative experiences in mid-twentieth century Paris provid-
ed him with a rich vocabulary of references ranging from icons like 
Matisse and Picasso to Nicolas de Stae

..
l, whose works Clark credits 

with profoundly influencing his approach to colour and the spatiality 
of the canvas. Speaking to Whitten, Clark laments that de Stae

..
l has 

fallen into semi-obscurity, a fate that once seemed that Clark’s work 
might share. In his book, High Times, Hard Times: New York Painting 

1967-1975 (2006), Dawoud Bey observes that Clark has been scrupulous-
ly disappeared from the lineage of American abstract paintings for 
reasons that are perhaps only too predictable: the colour of a paint-
er’s skin so often is a greater predictor of that artist’s alleged 
importance than the colours of an artist’s palate. Such erasure is a 
tragedy on a human level, but also an aesthetic level, as works like 
Clark’s “Untitled 1957” extended - literally - the reach of abstract 
painting. The painting overflows the rectilinear surface of the can-
vas, denying the supremacy of the picture plane via a purpose-built 
stretcher. This disregard for the predetermined boundaries of the 
canvas edge still feels like a rich seam that is under-explored by 
contemporary painters. One is left with melancholy speculations as to 
what a generation of art students encountering Clark as a part of the 
canon of abstract painting would have made of his sense of adventure 
and defiance had they been introduced to it.

Rarely do such narratives of exclusion have happy endings, but 
Clark’s own story at least continues. His longevity has permitted 
him the luxury of being both a historical painter and a contemporary 
one, and Clark’s work makes an easy case for its own continued rel-
evance. The robust sensuality of Clark’s chromatic architectures is 
enthralling on its own terms; his remarkable use of pink has caught 
the eye of more than one writer, and his singular working methods, 
notably his use of the push-broom as his primary painterly tool, 
infuses his canvases with a familiarity, but also an otherness.The 
breadth of his broom’s aesthetic signature can be traced by con-
trasting the delicacy of works like “Untitled 1996-7”, or “Rainbow” 
(2003), which display Clark’s painterly hand at its most suggestive 
and allusive, and the rougher, more literal strokes of “New Orleans 
Series #1” (2012). Clark’s creative methodology has prompted crit-
ics, not least his frequent chronicler, Yau, to draw connections 
to the use of the broom in relatively unskilled manual labour posi-
tions - historically often filled in the US and Europe by people of 
African heritage - and the implications of this use of a supposedly 
quotidian tool in the creation of abstract art, a tradition known 
for its forbidding critical and discursive intellectual position-
ing. Clark himself has been somewhat reluctant to connect his work 
too directly to his cultural identity, but even without reading his 
choice of tools as a quasi-political statement, the sense of rup-
ture between Clark’s canvases and those produced in more traditional 
ways is immediately visible. To truly engage his works is to reckon 
with the process of their creation. Whereas certain artists succeed 
by altering a viewer’s perception, Clark succeeds by unifying the 
viewer’s perception with his own. His works continue to move, and 
they continue to gain strength.  

William Kherbek

The Recognitions of Ed Clark 



Pink and Black
2006
Acrylic on canvas
35 x 48 in
90 x 122 cm

By the time I started working for Ed Clark—sometime between the end of high school and the beginning of 
college—we knew each other from gatherings at art galleries like June Kelly, Peg Alston, and Cinque. My 
credentials were slim to none, but included growing up with a few of his paintings and drawings at home. 
So, the spirit of looking at his work had been some time coming. Of course, there was no need for more than 
that. I was a gopher at best, the term studio assistant would glorify the real tasks of the job. The actual 
studio was in Ed’s large loft in the Flatiron district of New York City. It was huge. And, one of the 
things that, rightly or wrongly, signaled to me that art could be lucrative. And, in that loft, I learned 
that a life in art was undoubtedly fun, intellectually stimulating, and well lived. It could be fun in the 
most joyous and bohemian sense of living. That Ed is now 93 is proof of that. When I was working there he 
must have been in his early 60s.

Though the loft—a classic big rectangle with areas devoted to cooking, reading and living—was immaculate, 
the studio was a mess. That was my job. I know I cleaned up lots of receipts and tried to order them along 
with exhibition invitations, drawings, receipts for days among other things, but I don’t remember accom-
plishing much in that way. I recall being there a few years later and it was all neat and clean. That would 
not have been because of me. I ran out to the store for things and talked with Ed and sometimes guests 
for meetings, friends, and others. It was like a graduate experience. Real life. Sometimes Ed’s daughter 
Melanca would come by, and he would warn and jibe about something to the extent of “don’t even think about 
it…” Ed was fiercely protective of Melanca. Her portrait, done by the great photographer James Van Der Zee 
hung near the kitchen. He was proud of her and always spoke of her so endearingly but with fatherly advice 
too. The photographer Adger Cowans might stop in. Or, the painter Bill Hutson. Eric Robertson owned a gal-
lery of African art right down the street. Around that time he often had African sculptures mixed with the 
paintings of Norman Lewis and the openings would be jam packed with folks—collectors, artists, musicians, 
and the professionals who had jobs that would allow them to sit and have a glass of wine while philosophiz-
ing on a hot summer afternoon. There was a “very hot” restaurant on the same block called Lola, which was 
festive and the cuisine was Caribbean and Soul. Chelsea only had about two galleries at this point. Soho 
was the hot spot, but 22nd Street was jumping. This was the middle of NYC and it was happening, to say  
the least. 

Ed talked about art and travel invariably and left an indelible impression on me for that. I left for 
Italy not long after working with Ed. He would go to France every year—not just Paris but of course,  
“the South of France.” He met Joan Mitchell, Sam Francis, and Al Held in Paris and then spent time with 
Mitchell over the years in France. Ed made the globe sound so appealing and life-affirming. He traveled  
the world and immersed himself into places and cultures in Brazil, Greece, Morocco, the Yucatan, Marti-
nique, Nigeria, and China creating works that represented the feeling, mood, and palate of the places in 
which they were created.

Ed’s remarkable biography begins in the early 1940s. Born in the Storyville district of New Orleans, he 
left as a youth for Chicago and later joined the military. Storyville has an illustrious history as a red 
light district, and Ed seemed to take on every bit of the myth, in his style, speech, and in his essence 
of the cool. He went to the Art Institute of Chicago from 1947 to 1951; left for Paris in 1952 and enrolled 
in art school, the Académie de la Grande Chaumière, there. The paintings from just around this time were in 
the studio. They are phenomenal, painted in a realist style unlike everything he is known for as an artist. 
I never saw anything like those paintings in anyone else’s home. Actually, the iconic self-portrait of his 
freckled face, big eyed with hair combed back looking dapper as all hell was made while he was a student in 
Chicago. Once he got to Paris where he was surrounded by all that art, he found his way. Gorgeous almost 
fauvist-like lozenges of color, architectural in form, come first and then give way to abstraction and the 
explosion of the frame that is such a characteristic part of Ed’s mark and innovation in 1957, with the 
shaped canvases.

Growing up in New York City and Westchester, I saw Ed’s work at so many people’s homes: people like Regi-
nald F. Lewis who was a big supporter of his work and had an airplane, the interiors of which were painted 
by Ed. But, also in the homes of teachers, artists, and civic employees who were not wealthy but managed to 
collect at least a work on paper of Ed Clark. There were push broom ellipses; horizontal waves and splash-
es; sunsets and sunrises that pushed abstraction into representational imagery. Sometimes the ellipses 
are cut by a big swath of paint across the middle. And, sometimes the ellipses turned bodily evoking the 
topology of a curvaceous body. Oftentimes, works on paper had visible footprints on them and multiple holes 
punched into the corners from where Ed must have pinned them to the walls of his studio. There were plenty 
of drawings that were signed in more than one corner, again alluding to the process of making, turning and 
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pinning and returning again and again to a given composition. Sometimes the dates on these works are years 
apart, registering Ed’s routine to keep going on a picture until all was in harmony or the right state of 
chaos to let it go, stop looking, working and returning to a single piece. Move on to the next. No matter 
how many paintings were stacked in the racks or how many drawings were in the storage drawers he was always 
creating more. He worked on different pictures at the same time but there always seemed to be a sense of 
seriality—he was exhausting different styles of work at the same time. I love the way now you can see the 
pictures in series and how the colors change according to where in the world he was… The burnt reds and 
ochres of the Ife series; the blues and greens and yellows inspired by his southern France trips. 

I always think of Ed and have written small reviews here and there or just name dropped him as much as pos-
sible, like in a review of the 1996 show, Explorations in the City of Lights: African-American Artists in 
Paris, 1945-1965, which I saw at the Studio Museum in Harlem. But, in 2014, I got to do something signif-
icant and special for me and, I think, Ed. For the exhibition Prospect.3: Notes for Now, we talked and we 
looked at paintings together in the studio in 2012 and 2013. In the end, we included primarily works from 
the Louisiana and New Orleans series such as the magnificent New Orleans Series #4 (2012), rounded up with 
the help of dealers the likes of Peg Alston, George and Jumaane N’Namdi and New Orleans’ own Stella Jones. 

In 2015, the Peréz Art Museum was able to acquire Clark’s 2006 painting Pink Wave. In October 2016 curator 
Tobias Ostrander, Jumaane N’Namdi, and I had the opportunity to speak to Ed Clark about his lifelong prac-
tice that was defined by his unequivocal independence and calm energy. Speaking about his work, Ed Clark 
described his work process, along with its gesture, as a something like a phenomenon: “All the colors of 
the spectrum, I used. I don’t do it like a scientist. It’s something that just comes. [...] I’m not think-
ing then, right. I just improvise right away. I see the pails of color—here where allover—you know, like 
that. And take that broom and sweep through it. The moment I take the broom that gives a different kind of 
energy. You don’t have to have different kind of energy. You can be a great genius without doing it, but 
I had that, you know, you do that—sweep that big broom through it. But when I get into painting like that, 
you don’t get into something you understand, you just let it go.”



Untitled
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Acrylic on canvas
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Untitled
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Untitled – New York
1991
Acrylic on canvas
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Rainbow
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Acrylic on canvas
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In the Beginning
2013
Acrylic on canvas
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Untitled
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Acrylic on canvas
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New Orleans Series #1
2012
Acrylic on canvas
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Untitled
2000
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dry pigment
on paper
22 x 30 in
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Untitled (Mexican Series)
2001
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