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EDVJNS SIRAUTMANIS 

In the four years since Edvins Strautmanis's untimely 
passing at age 58 in August of 1992, the shad9w he casts as 
an important and vital contemporary abstract artist only 
grows larger and more intense. Known for big, dynamic 
paintings characterized by his trademark large-scale 
strokes produced with outsizcd brooms, brushes, and 
rakes, Strautmanis was recognized in lhe United States 
and in Europe as a unique inheritor of the mantle of 
Abstract Expressionism. Those familiar with his work over 
the years understood that Edvins was at the height of his 
powers and had entered an important creative phase with 
"The Silver Paintings," which became his last completed 
canvases. 

Occasionally, the biographical fac.ts of an artist's life 
provide the viewer with information that clearly enhances 
one's perception of the art. Edvins Strautmanis was born in 
1933 near Liepaja, Latvia. At the time, Latvia had only 
been an independent country since the end of World War 
I, and, by 1940, it was annexed by force into the orbit of the 
USSR only to be invaded by Hitler's Germany and then re
annexed by the USSR at the end of World War n. Moving 
between Latvia and what was to become West Germany 
for several years, the Strautmanis family was able to make 
its way to the United States in 1950, settling in Chicago. 
1\vo years later, at age 18, Edvins enroUed at the Art 
Institute of Chicago, a veteran of shifts between three lan
guages, three cultures, two continents, and, most impor
tant, between the Old World and the New. 

Strautmanis remained at the Art Institute from 1952 to 
1956, at a time when Abstract Expressionism was at its 
height and when the belief that this was America's most 
provocative and liberating conception of what painting 
should be began to gain wide acceptance. He started to 
show his work with consistency in Chicago in 1960. A few 
years later, Edvins and his wife Irja relocated to New York, 
where be was to live and maintain his legendary studio for 
lhe next twenty-seven years. 

Having looked at Strautmanis's paintings over the 
course of a good part of lhe past two decades, it became 
increasingly evident to me lhat he was an artist whose 
work is unabashedly spiritual in lhat it speaks directly to 
and of the human spirit. His is not the self-conscious, 
macho, one-with-God brand of spirituality that character
ized the beginnings of Abstract Expressionism, but, rather, 
as critic Dennis Adrian has commented: 

" ... the emotional comem of Strautmanis's work is 
the exalted range of feeling from sensuous ecstasy 
to meditative gravity of an almost mystical sort. It is 
the transcending intensity of this kind of fuling, 
directed at the nature of the artistic experience itself, 
which is the content and subject of his art. 
Strautmanis's pointing has a genuine easy laf8eness 
of spirit and unfmered nobility." 

In describing the Abst~act Expressionist "credo" of ma.k
ing paintings about painting, which would be informed by 
the assumption that the entire being of the artist would 
somehow find its way into the materials used, noted art 
historian and critic Karen Wilkin states: 

"It is clear from the testimony of his art that 
Strautmanis remained generally faithful 10 this 
approach and to these assumptions throughout his 
lifetime as a poimer. 11re specific pointers whom he 
admired and apparently chose as his ancestors are 
easy to identify. as well: Willem de Kooning, Hans 
Hofmann .... Strailtmanis was closest, in many ways, 
to Hofmann, in terms of how he conceived a picture 
and how he put a picture together. Like Hofmann, 
Strautmanis thought of the architecture of a picture 
as inseparable from the physical and optical proper
t~es of his materials; like Hofmann, too, he built his 
images out of the differences between edges, densi
ties, directions and hues - that is to say, out of the 
raw material of pai111i11g itself - with the fimdamen
tal gesture - that of spreadi11g pigmelll across the 
surface - focused upon and en/af8ed to beco~ 
both the essential element of construction and the 
bearer of maximum drama . . , 

More specificaUy, when Wilkin wrote about his last com
pleted series of work, "The Silver Paintings," she tallced 
about lhe passion and honesty of Strautmanis's work: 

"Strautmanis's overscaled brushstrokes, someli~s 
insisting on the dimensions and proportions of the 
canvas, sometimes fighting against them, and his 
brooding color seem motivated by authemic emo
tional impulses. In the context of the nineties, 
Strautmanis 's Silver Paintings, as Iris current series 
is known, become the abstract paintings that 
Gerhard Richter's recent work parodies. Like 
Richter's, Strautmanis's canvases are rough-hewn, 
layered, full of sensually ploughed point, and 
monumentally scaled. The difference is that 
Strautmanis's paintings are "straight" - the real 
thing, minus the modish iron)', the detachment, and 
the cynicism. Strautmanis has been at it a long time, 
with unflagging seriousness and ene'8)', and his new 
pictures, with their luminous darks and odd veilings 
of dragged color. are the strongest of his works that 
I've seen to date. It's easy 10 identify the artists he 
regards as his ancestors ... but I suspect this is laf8ely 
due 10 like conviction that a pointing is a visible 
record of a state of mind. That the state of mind is 
a passionate one is what separates Strautmanis 's 
assertive works from much recent abstract paiming . . , 

Anyone who was ever invited to Edvins's distinctive stu
dio immediately understood that it was a place of medita
tion, concentration, and work - a fitting setting in which lhis 
remarkable man focused bis mental and physical energies to 
produce paintings that are authentic, powedul, and time
less. To have known him was one of the great joys of my life. 
To represent his estate is a bittersweet privilege. 

Stephen Rosenberg 
May, 1996 
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EXHIBIDON CHECKLIST 

Dimensions are given in inches, 
height preceding width. All 
works are lentcou.rtesy of· 
Rosenberg ;t- Kaufman Fine Art, 
New York, NY. 

1. tb Turtle Sea, 1979 
Acrylic on canvas, 68 X 77" 

2. Yenelj•n, 1982 
Acrylic on canvas, 95 X 83" 

3. Sk.,vlark, 1989 
Acrylic on canvas, 90 X 66" 

4. llWl, 1990 
Acrylic on canvas, 99 X 80" 

. 
5. One More, 1990 

Acrylic on canvas, 94 X 71K-
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