


























Circular Form. I 

(1 
C I RCULAR 

Louis Schanker's Circle Image enters a new context. 

I fili i ... ,,.h(/IINt" " 111 hi5 studio. 

BY SUZANNE BURREY 

I F ... TO paraphrase Sir .\ndrew Aguecheek, some artists arf" 
born to abstract art, some achie\'e it and some have a'I' 

stractedness thrust upon them-Louis Schanker'$ has been Ih¥' 
middle course . :\mong Amer icans. he leaned early towar4 
abstraction (he was one of "The Ten" who challenged the 
\'\'hitllcy in the thirties) ; then his subjects were horses an4 
figures, greaLly simplified, and now he works in a unique circle: ' 
id iom. geonlt'lrically non-objective. :\ mUTal which he 
during the middle thirties for Stati'on ' ·VNYC. made up en:' 

of free-swinging musical nOles, must ha\'e seemed at the 
time r;ulitaiindeed, In 1944 he published a portfolio of wood­
hl nck color prints (a medium .in which he 'is a rccognite4 
m;I!'II('r) entitled Line-Form-Co/rn,· In 1953. sans color, and 
in ;t Jiyuid whitt' field, or else poster fiat . Schanker an1l01lIlC(:cl 
on C III\':tS, the seriousness of his circle language. In subsequent 

II Print .-\lIl1uaJs he has shown giant woodcuts of- blat k 
cirdt' forms, climbing as \'oluminousl), as smoke clouds up si:-.. 
teet of white paper. _--\nd currentlr. at the Grace Borgt: nicht 

he -is showing twentr-fi"e Gill\'ases. again centrifugal 
ill 'Ol1rcp tion but 1IIuch loosened, which he hail ilH't'slcd with 
;t ,n exceptiollal subtlety of ro Ior and complexity of surface: 

The first impression of {he gToup is of their "erdant pallor. 
of greem and, iolets in tht' of Gothic traceries of. 
bl;u k and. on:r all. a SCreCJl of tiny dots, in light colors. mOH 
o ft e ll 'whil£>-;I re"jyal of pointillism. not as a means ['or light 
but :1 kind of !'OUTface iJinder and,! statement of the pictun.: 

"U"f -Fo) /II-Colm. :l portfolio of Ii, e original wood-block color 
prints . with prefact' 11\ Cad Ligrosser (George Wittenborn. Inc.. , 
.':ew Yor),., ), . .\ few copics are SI ill in print. 



plane. Some be.u SUdl titles as The Sea, The Wave, bUl siJlu: 
almost en:r)' one is of the same black energies whirling alill 
counter·whirling in a dense grain), field (with the exception 
of tht' while silhouettes of three figures, General and His 
Family) , the tides are quite beside Lhe puint. Although they 
are equally e\'ocati\'e of whirling molecules or galaxies or 
microbe paths. the predominance of violets, coral and green 
and the .undulatillg Illotion of the bhfcks do suggest the ullder· 
se<l. world, and the words may gi,'e some comfort to the stray 
~dsitor who, bewildered by the singleness of purpose in these 
l:am'ascs, may wOllder if he is confrOllting an obsession, 

Actuallr. this painting is, if anything. toO sane and work­
manlike; ;md its problems lie within its Own intricacies of 
craft. The method is virtu.ally the same for all: first a field of 
soh color-yellow. violet, grecn, red: thell a series of thick whites 
an.d blacks, applied umil the surface is . ripely blended: the 
blach and the foundalion colors arc then carefully re·ex posed 
byscrapillg through to them; and the finish is arrived at by 
sprinkling sometimes sanq, sometime .... clots of color over the 
surface to screen careful nuanCl:S Out of both the blacks and 
the rich foundation colors. Largt' in scale for the most pan, 
the paintings are best taken at a distanCl.:.' ,· .. hich render .... 'all 
these surlace techniques invisible. The ' question then arises: 
Is the body or his receru work like a fountain that plays un· 
endingly, purely fascinating. or can each painting be identified 
as an individual l:onception and solution? 

Circular Forms I , CiTcIL/Qr Forms II are certainrr impressive. 
And in a few others; including some· small ones. the artist 
seems to have stopped when he had come to tenns ' with an 
emergellt eH·en. \Vhat effect is hare! to describe , sioce the best 
have the kind of allure that will be ' onlr subjective in its 
satisfactions. They have tht' powc..'r of establi~hing a relation· 

At rig"': Circle I rn"gfiNo. $8 (195-1 ). Belou'; 
Circle Image ;''Vo. 36 (195-1). Courtc-f.' · G"ort' 
Rorge.nicht Gallf'T.v. 

ship, even if only to rock the spectator and draw him into 
a Jovely JlIa7e. 

SCHAr-;KU'S art does not have the cultivated slapdash 
"sponta neity" of tachism; and it springs Crom a difierem 

basis than Lhe traditional challenge of making new combina­
tiOlis out of nature's bare bones. These paintings have instead 
an intell~ctual clement at their root ; a freewheeling preoccu~ 

pation with one geometric Conn- the circle-for its own sake 
marks a radical change from the time ' when Schanker's work. 
waS flill of powerful, primitive figural concepts; somc of which 
he carved in mahogany. The cirde is "intellectua l" insofar .IS 

ir seems LO be divQrced from any but <I symbolic source (as to 
what it symbolizes. in our day it could jU))t as well be the ego 
as the atom); it serves as an Esperanto of Conn. But discO\·cr· 
ing and announcing an Esperanro, a "universal languagl·,H 
does not necessarily make its ·content meaning(ul; there is 
always' a danger of auto~infatuation. This: is evidenced occa­
sionally among Schanker's Ilumerous canvases, which are not 
sorted out as (() research and realization. ]11 all. there are nm· 
sistcnt values, however: energy, reliable ('olar sense and tnt-' 
delight in craftsmanship. For pure dynamism. as a matter o[ 
fact , his Circular Forms on wood and plaster (and as prints) 
outdistance these cam'ascs-perhaps bel:alls(" he has a more 
direct textural control in 'these other media. The pailHjng~ 
of this present phase open up another zone of expressioll. 
Above and beyond the Uleral adherence..' to and repetition of 
the circle play is the richness of layered colors. which hut 
slightly varies (rom one work LO "l1other. Such is the fascina­
tion of these paintings. and their continual motion, that they 
seem to swing opulently out of a "ery private rumination or 
romance. 
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