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"I work In the neo-plastic styte because for me It is the most meanin11· 
ful and excltlnadirectlon In art. Neoplastic ism can achieve unequaled 
tension, equilibrium, and harmony throuah the relationship of the 
vertical and horizontal elements. This effect may be likened to epi­
phanyor metanola. Neoplasticism is Neo-Platonic. Au neoplastk:ist, I 
strive after an Ideal of harmony (a Neo-Platonic idea, an archetype that 
can have no existence but that has belnll). No artist can ever com· 
pletely achl- this ideal in his work. Since an absolute archetype has 
beina, a theofetical, absolute artist havin11 painted one such arche­
type, WOYld have to &Ive up ...i. Luckily for us, In our Sisyphean 
existential predicament. we can aoon paintin11 and strivln11 In our own 
Imperfect ways, thus achievina the only sort of happiness allotted to us 
humans." 

I/ya Sololowtl!y, Morch l4, 1969 
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Co11tr: llyo Bolotowsky In his studio with WPA Murol, 
Wllllomsburr Housin11 Project, summer, 1980 



On Neoplastlclsm and My Own Work 

A MEMOIR 

by I/ya Bolotowsky 

My generation of American artists bepn experimentina with abstrac· 
l ion around the thirties (with the exception of a few artists of the 
twenties, such as Jean Xceron, Stuart Davis, Paul Keipe). The definition 
of abstract art has underaone some chanaes since then. Some of the 
abstract palntlnas of the thirties would now seem to us to be closer to 
either Cubism or semi-abstraction rllher than to pure abstraction 
(which means, of course, not the purity of innocence but abstraction 
totally devoid of familiar imaaes and associations). Very much like my 
contemporaries, I had aone through various stages of figurative art and 
semi-abstraction from 1924to 1933, when I was first exposed to Neo­
plastic painting that gradually affected the direction of my own work fcw­
the next thirtY·five years. 

Most of the American rebel artists were then influenced by Cubism. 
When I first saw Mondrian's work in the Gallatin Collection at New York 
University, my immediate react.ion was that of shock end even anger, 
but it soon tumed to admiration. 

My own work developed aradually, not in a completely straiaht path, 
from abstraction to Neoplasticism. 

Soon after I had seen the first Mondrien one-man show in the Gallati n 
Collection at New York University on Washington Square, I saw the first 
Joan Miro show in New York at the Pierre Matisse Gallery. It attracted 
me immediately. Before long, I was combinina the blomcw-phic few-ms 
with the rectilinear. My Williamsburg Housing Project Mural of 1937, 
one of the earliest abstract murals in the United States, and the mural 
in the Hall of Medical Science, New York World's Fair, 1938-39 are 
examples of this style. By the time I was desianina the 50foot mural for 
the Hospital for Chronic Diseases on Welfare Island, New York, In 
1939-1940, the biomorphic elements were completely excluded from 
my work. This last mural wasclosetotheSuprematiststyle. lttook mea 
few more years to remove all diagonal lines and planes from my 
paintina. 



More and more, since the mid-forties, my work became my own version 
of Neoplasticism. Unlike Mondrian, I did not limit my palette to yellow, 
red, and blue. Unlike Mondrian and Vantonserloo, I senerally a.ssisn 
the larser areas In a paintins to red, blue, yellow, sometimes to violet 
and, sometimes, to black which I add to achieve a pseudo-vibration 
through clash ins with the chromatic colors like reds or blues. White 
areas are most often reduced in size. At times, a juxtaposition of two 
closely related colors is used to create an ambivalent, now appearins. 
now dlsappearins contrast I seldom find need for black lines. 

Why do I find It necessary to avoid the illusion of deep space, to sive up 
all the interestlns possibilities of contrastin1111eometric shapes? Why, I 
may be asked, Is It necessary to impose such limltatlons on palntins? 

It Is not always realized that Neoplastic style should not be confused 
with Geometric style and Op Art Neoplasticlsm totally avoids the 
appearance of fisurative imases, whether straisht or ambivalent. 

Neoplastic Ism came out of Cubism. It is related to Geometric Art. but it 
is not property speakin1111eometric like the wor1< of the Constructivists. 
Truly, Geometric Art explores many possibilit ies offered by the variety 
of seometric fisures. Neoplasticism limits itself to the risht ansle rela· 
tionship, because it is based on what appears to me to be subtler 
relationships. 

Neoplastic palntlns strives for simplicity but with sreat variety of balan· 
oes and tensions. 

In spite of its Impersonal aim, de Stijl (or Neoplastlclsm), as practiced 
by Mondrian, Van Doesburs. Vantonserloo, and Domela, was different 
with each one of them. The same is true of work by Bursoyne Diller and 
of my work. Vantonserloo was not satisfied with his primary colors and 
used secondary ones, such as violet and green. Van Doesburs even 
made use of diagonals. All of them, however, had in common the use of 
pure colors ('pure color' was defined by Herbert Read as color used for 
its own sake, not for imitation); the 90 dqree ansle, use of neutral, 
nonassociatlve elements to achieve the universal (the universal, as 
used here, ls best described as a Platonic idea or archetype of an ideal, 
harmonious relationship. Any association with a fisurative imasewould 
interfere with this archetype of true reality). It may be said that when an 
artist does achieve the universal in a paintins, he has nothlns more to 
paint. Luckily, like Sisyphus, we can never quite achieve our soal. 
Acceptins our human limitations, we may 110 on palntlns. 



Complex Coonter-Polnt, c. 1949, 52 x 43~· 
~ Wnhbum Olllery 



I was Interested, however, in unusual formats in paintlna even before 
1963. I liked to work on very narrow canvasses, on square ones and, 
since 1947, on diamond formats. A diamond format is obviously a 
square on one corner. The feeling of space, however, is much areater in 
a diamond area than in a square area of the same size. This is so 
because the vertical and horizontal measurements of such a diamond 
are laraer than those of the square of the same size. One may object 
that vertical·horizontal Neoplastic paintina on a diamond canvas 
creates trianaular shapes. I do not think that this objection is important. 
Is it because the rectilinear tensions are more Important than the 
resultina rectanales? For whatever reason, the viewer's eye seems to 
extend the trianales beyond the paintina, without undermining the 
diamond format. The effect is still that of a rectanaular relationship. 

I also like to paint on tondos and ellipses. The tondo, or the area of a 
circle, creates special problems and advantaaes. A straiaht line or a 
stralaht edp of a color plane runnina across a tondo seems to be 
curvina away from the edae of the tondo. As we look at the tondo with 
more concentration, the line appears straiiht apin. As our eyes travel 
around a tondo paintina. the straiaht edae apin seems to be pushing 
away from the edae of the tondo. This effect may be either obvious or 
subtle, dependlna on the position of the edae or line in the tondo. I 
consider that this effect is useful increatinaateelinaof a line or an edge 
under stronatension, like a bowstring. The effect in an ellipse is similar 
to the one in a tondo. This bowstring effect does not exist In Neoplastic 
paintina of a rectanaular format. 

My work, since 1961, with the painted column came out of my easel 
paintinas in which thethicknes.softhe outeredp ofthe palntina is also 
painted and is partofthepaintina. When these paintinasare seen from 
the sides, the balance and composition underao a chanae from the 
straiaht, frontal view because of the additional paintlna on the thick· 
ness of the outer edges. In my painted columns, each side is a self· 
contained unit. Any two adjacent sides, however, when seen toaether 
also form self-contained, complete compositions. The tops of the 
columns also compose with the sides, while still remainina complete 
compositions in themselves when seen alone. In addition to that, the 
columns should be seen either rotating on a stand or by a viewer 
walklna around them. Then the sequence of design in motion may be 
read somewhat like an Oriental scroll, a sort of modern kakemono, or 
like an abstract motion picture. 



Som ber Key, 1949, 34 • 42" 
CourtHy W11hburn Gallery 

Neoplasticism is based on the idea of flat tensions; on a flat picture 
plane. Is it not then wrong to work in three dimensions and to introduce 
real motion? I do not think so. Neoplasticism is an architectural or, 
more properly, architectonic form of painting. The columns are an 
extension of painting into architecture, a natural development for the 
Neoplastic style. For me, the introduction of change with time enters 
just as naturally into Neoplasticism when the scale of the work is mural 
and architectural. 

There are few artists using Neoplastic conceptions. It never was a 
popular style. The last quarter of a century has seen many well· 
publicized styles come and go. And obsolescence often sets in even 
before then. How very mild and decorative some of the recent, wild and 
dynamic paintings appear to us now. It is to the credit of the Neoplastic 
style that it is still developing, still shows vigor, and still does not show 
ravages of time that many styles show so often and so early. It takes a 
severe, self. imposed discipline to give up the familiar images, the 
associations, the impact, and the romanticism of other periods and 
styles. 

_ _ __ _ _ J 



Pre·Mur1/, 1936, 19~ x 34W 
Cou<tooy Wtlllbum Gllloty 
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Nowadays, when paintings torture the retina, when music gradually 
destroys the eardrum, there must, all the more, be a need for an art that 
searches for new ways to achieve harmony and equilibrium, for an art 
where, as Mondrian said: "inwardness is brought to its clearest defini­
tion, or externality is interiorized to the highest degree"; for an art that 
strives for the timelessness of the Platonic ideas. 

To this art. I hope to continue making my contribution. 

(Exoerpl$ lrom: On Neoplastlclsm and My Own Worl<: A Memoir by llya Bolotowsky, 
leon1rdo, Vol. 2. pp, 221-230, Peraamon Press, 1969. Printed In Great Britain. Edited lor 
The Fine Arts Center, State University of New Yori< at Stony Brook, by AndrewBolotowsky, 
4/5/85). 
Mr. Bolotowsky uraes ell Interested parties to read the complete memoir by llya Bolo· 
towsky and the lollOwlna books and articles: 

Archives of Amerlc1n Art ..bumat, Vol. 22, No. I , 1982 
Curronr 8/Cfflphy, Vol. 36. No. 4, April, 1975, H.W. Wilson Co •• NY 
Squarlnf The Circle And Vice-Versa, by Lawrence Campbell, Art Nows. February, 1970 
Goini Abstm:t fn The 30's by Susan C. Larwn, Art In Amer/cl. Sept.· Oct.. 1976 
Absltletlon And EmPtthy by Wilhelm Woninaer. Meridi1n Bool<s, 4th printina. 1980 

Also recommended: 
Absttacl Pl/nlifll in.I Sculpture i n America 1927-19". e<filed by John R. lane and 
Susan C. IMMll: tntJyby Oebotah M. Rosenthal, pp. 51-55; Museum of Alt. Clme­
aie lnstitule, Plttsburah, Pennsylvania in association with Harry N. Abrams, Inc. 
Publisher&, -Yorl<, 1983. 

Light Yeiiow .ro'neio, 1981, 59" diameter 
Courtesy W1thbum Gallery 



ILYA BOLOTOWSKY 

Born "-rocr-d. Russia, 1907 
Died New York City, 1981 

SELECTED ONE-PERSON EXHIBITIONS 
1930 G.R.O. Studios. New York 
1946 New Art Circle, J.B. Neum11nn, New York 
1949 Pmt lnstituta. Brooklyn, New York 
1950 Rose Fried Gallery, New York 
1952 New Art Circle, J.B. Neum11nn, New York 
1954 Gr.oe Bcqenlclrt Gallery, New York (also 1956, 1958, 1959, 1961, 

1963, 1966, 1968, 1970, 1974, 1976, 1978, 1980) 
1960 SU.le Unlwntty Collep of Education, New Peltz, New Yori< 
1965 P1rrl1h Art Museum, Southampton, New Yori< 
1970 II~ Bolotowsky Palntif16S and Columns. tr111ellln1 to Newport Harbor 

Art Museum, Bllbol, Cllifomil, University of Colondo, Boulder, 
Unlvwslty Art Museum of New Mexico, Albuquerque, 
The Unl-sity of Iowa Museum of Art. Iowa City 

1973 Recent S.rl1raphs. Wichita Art Museum, Kan-
1974 Solomon R. Guaenhelm Museum, New York, I/ya BolotowskY. 

t......tled to the National Collection, Washlnaton, O.C. 
1980 I/ya 8olotowskY. WPA Murals: Painfjf16S From 1935 to J945, 

Wa1hbum Gallery, New York 
1981 Salt Lake Art Center. UU.h 
1982 Veres Gallery, Scottsdale, Arizona 
1983 Memorial, Walhbum Gallery, New York 
1983 BolotowlkY And His Circle. New York Univenity Grey Art Gallery 
1984 Five Oecades, Walhbum Gallery, New York 
1984 II Punto Blu Gallery, Southampton, New York 
1984 RI-Gallery, lrvlnaton-on-Hudson, New Yori< 
1984 Pembroke Gallery, Houston, Texaa 

MURALS 
1936 Wllllamlbura Hou1lnc Project, New Yori< 
1939 Hall ol Medical Science, World's Fair, New Yori< 
1941 Hospital ol Chronic Diseases, New York 

• 1941 Theodol• Roosevelt Hiah School, New York (mosaic) 
1946 Phillips Steel Co .. Pittsbur&h. Penns)fvania 
1963 Cinema I, New York 
1968 Southampton Collep. New York 
1973 North eentr.I Bronx Ho$pital, New York 
1978 Social Securities Service Buildina. Chlcaao, llllnols 
1979 Port Authority Ship Terminal, New York (tile) 
1981 Houston Intercontinental Airport, Terminal C, Houston, Texas 

(Reconstruction of World's Fair Mural) 



PUBLIC COLLECTIONS 

Addison Gallety of American Art, Andowt, MA; Albti&lrt·KnoKM 
Gallery, Bufhilo, NY; Aldrich Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Rldpfield, CT; Birminlham Museum of Art, Blrmlnlham. AL; 
Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn, NY; Camecie Institute, Pittsburlh, 
PA; Chrysler Museum, Norfolk. VA; Clewland Museum of Art, 
C~nd. OH; Robert Hull Flemina Museum, Bur11ncton. VT; 
Gotti.bora Museum, Gothebotl. Sweden; Solomon R. Guaen­
helm Museum, New Yori(. NY; Hirshhom Museum & Sculpture 
Garden, Washlnfllon, O.C.; Indianapolis Museum of Art, lndl• 
napolls, IN; Unlwnity of Iowa Museum of M. Iowa City, IA; 
Jeruulem Museum, Jerusalem, ls'8et; L.yman Alyn Museum, 
New London, CT; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY; 
Mlcti.ner Art Museum, University of TPas, Austin, TX; Univer­
sity of Minnesota, Duluth. MN; Munson-Williams-Proctor lnstl· 
tute, Utica, NY; Mu-d'MModeme,Cem,Frence; Museum of 
Fine Arts, Calcutta, India; Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA; 
Museum of Modem Art, New Yortc, NY; National Collection of 
Fine Alts, Wnhifllll>n, O.C.; Nt11111k Museum Association, 
New..-k, NJ; New .Jttwy SUte Museum, Trenton, N,J; University 
of New Mexico, AlbuquetqUI, NM; North Carolina Museum of 
Art. Raleilh. NC; Oklahoma M Center, Oklahoma City, OK; Ph~ 
ladetpllla ~ al Art, Philadelphia, PA; Phllllps Collection, 
Wnhlncton. O.C.; Rhode Island School of Oeslan, Providence, 
RI; Edliwatd Root Collection, Utica, NY; Rose Art Museum, Bren· 
dets Unlwnlty, Waltham, MA; Salt Lake City Alt Center, Salt 
Lake City, UT; San Fr8nclsco Museum of Art, San Frenclsco, CA; 
Sheldon Memor181 M 0.llery, Lincoln, NB; Slater Memorial 
Museum, Norwich, CT; Societe Anonyme, Yale University, New 
Haven, Q'; J.B. Speed M Museum, Louisville, KY; TM Art lnstl· 
tuteof Chlca10, Chlc:qo. IL; TM Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 
TX; Toledo Museum of Art, Toledo, OH; Valparelso University, 
Valparelso, IN; Walker M Center, Minneapolis, MN; Whitney 
Museum of American Art, NewYortc, NY; andY81e University Art 
Gallery, New Haven, CT. 



Open Space Blue Tondo, 1981, 59" diameter 
Cclurtny W•ll>bum Gall.,y 



EXHIBITION CHECKLIST 

I. ,.,.Mural, 1936 
Oil on ca-• 
19\r. 3411" 

2. WPA Mural, WflNMnlbutS HocJslfll Pro;ec:t. 1936 & 1980 
Uauttu on caft\91 
6' lO"x 17' 

3. OHp Gteen, 1937 
Oil on ca-• 
26" . 34· 

4. CoOtlt l'lole(. 1938 
Ollonca-1 
30•. 40• 

5. Abotracllon ltt Pfttl!, 1939 
Oil •nd lfflO on m11onlte 
30" . 21· 

6. UttHu.d, c. 1945 
Olloncan,..1 
28" . 38" 

7. ~CouttltlJ)Olnf.c.1949 
Oil on ca-• mou.-on t>one,comb perwt 
52". 43"" 

8. Somber Key, 1949 
Oil on ca,.... 
34"•42" 

9. Atchllodural Coo tttl<paill(. 19!50 
Ollonc-. 
34· . 60" 

10. V1tlical .... 1976 
.,_.,.Icon ca,.... 
96Jl41· 

11. Ablttldlon "' Tll-119da, 1980 
&.-""Icon ca,.... 
4iJ• 96" 

12. BIUI $QUI,. i.fth Red, B/«k attd Wllifll, 1980 
AA:ry!lc on c1n,..1 
8'•8' 

13. L/61tt YI/low Tondo, 1981 
Acrylic on ca""" 
01•-59" 

14. ()pitt~Blue Tondo, 1981 
~lc oncanws 
Olametv. 59" 

15. RecllfllllwithRed, Yl-•ttdBlue, 1981 
a,..,.lc on ca"""' 64J .... 

16. Uttti- Diamond (H~Slk Dia,_ with Primary Colon), 1981 
~lconcanws 
60"'. 60", 86" . 86" point to point 

17. Uttlinllhld Tondo. 1981 
Chorce>el on l)tlmld Nn1n 
12' hlch 

18. Column 9A, 1981·1984 
AA:ry!lc on 1tllniff1 $1iMl, ldltion al th-
9·. 911". 911" 

All - · · cou-y W"hb<ml Gollory. - Yort 
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