Frederick Hammersley in his studio, June 1989

FOREWORD

I first visited the studio of Frederick Hammersley in the
1970s, and became immediately involved with his work.
Fred was in full flight, and although the “art world” of
this moment was unsympathetic towards his interests as
a painter, he pushed forward the language of his art from
the relative isolation of Albuquerque, which had become
his chosen place to live. However, in the early ’80s, Fred
became increasingly disillusioned by what he perceived

at The Getty Research Institute, at the offices of the
Frederick Hammersley Foundation in Albuquerque, and
at L.A. Louver. During his lifetime, certain documents
from Fred’s archive were donated to the Archives of
American Art, Smithsonian Institute in Washington,
D.C. The Getty Research Institute (GRI) is also the repository of a documentary account from Fred’s last public
appearance at a symposium, “Modern Art in Los Angeles:
The Late Forties,” a conversation with Walter Hopps,
Henry Hopkins, James Byrnes and Fred, hosted by the
GRI in 2003. I believe it would be helpful and logical
for the balance of Fred’s fascinating archive of sketch
pads, notebooks, and his sales and exhibition history
to find a permanent home where this information could
be carefully collated for use by future scholars.

as an emerging international emphasis on figurative
painting, video and performance art, and withdrew from
exhibiting his work where he observed potential conflicts
of interest.
In the late ’90s, we came together again, and in the
spirit of a phrase Fred coined for our revival exhibition—
“I’ve been here all the while”—Fred was at the top of
his game. With the support of several individual curators
and writers, such as Dave Hickey, David Pagel and
Lawrence Weschler, together with the next generation
of international artists, Frederick Hammersley now
found himself squarely positioned in the mainstream
of current critical thinking in the contemporary art
of that time, “all the while” as he was approaching the
last decade of his life.

There are many ways to consider curating a survey
exhibition of the work of Frederick Hammersley. In
this incarnation, we have chosen to group bodies of
paintings from the 1950s to the 1990s according to their
aesthetic development, supplemented by certain earlier
works which perhaps served to prepare Fred for his task
ahead, and to contextualize those choices with accompanying commentary in Fred’s own words.

In the early 2000s, it became clear that, unless we
organized the recording and editing of an oral history,
a valuable personal account of this period would be
lost forever. Fortunately, the writer Lawrence Weschler
was willing to conduct the interviews with Fred. We
provided the plane ticket, expenses and state-of-the-art
recording equipment. Seven hours of taped interviews
followed, which were later supplemented by additional
questions from the curator Douglas Dreishpoon and
myself. Fred’s invaluable remarks were subsequently
transcribed, illustrated in great detail, and edited by
our Co-Director Elizabeth East, together with support
from the University of California, Los Angeles Library's
Center for Oral History Research. The completed
volumes of documents can be found online, through
the university's Charles E. Young Research Library,

Throughout his professional life, this classically trained
artist always drew from the fig ure, created still-life
drawings, took photographs, and retained an ongoing
commitment to study the Old Masters (including Velázquez,
Ingres, Goya, Kokoschka, and others), often through
transcription drawings. Although not included in our
exhibition, the selection of drawings and photographs
by Fred reproduced here were chosen from all periods.
Drawing was a certain source of inspiration, but he
rarely, if ever, exhibited these works. Through drawings
alone, it would be possible for curators to journey through
Frederick Hammersley’s career with many other fascinating and relevant inquiries still left to discover.
I remain eternally grateful to Fred for the exceptional
body of work he left for prosperity to appreciate. Also,
for the patience and grace he displayed in responding
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to the numerous editing questions posed by Elizabeth
East, and in opening up his personal archive of images
to illustrate the oral history. Elizabeth continues with
a great devotion and commitment to the work of
Frederick Hammersley, conducting a yeoman’s task
of providing support and context to the numerous
academic inquiries we consistently receive. In regards
to this specific exhibition, Elizabeth has been closely
assisted by gallery associate Christina Carlos, who
has coordinated the catalogue production as well as
critical research and editing support. The keen eye
of our Managing Director Lisa Jann is ever present
in the layout of this document, produced by our newly
appointed graphic designer Shannon Losorelli, with
whom we are very satisfied and recognize her creative
contribution. L.A. Louver’s preparators, registrar and
archive associates have, as always, provided support

while my other Co-Director, Kimberly Davis, together
with myself, the Founding Director of L.A. Louver, keep
Frederick’s torch alight.
Finally, our appreciation would not be completely stated
without an expression of our gratitude to the Frederick
Hammersley Foundation, which has placed trust in our
work and Fred’s history with L.A. Louver. We thank each
of the three Trustees for this vote of confidence, and
especially its Executive Director & President Kathleen
Shields, in whom Fred recognized a friend.
PETER GOULDS
FOUNDING DIRECTOR
L.A. LOUVER
VENICE, CALIFORNIA
FEBRUARY 2, 2012
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Clockwise from top left
Knee portrait #2, 1970, black and white photograph, 12N x 15½ in. (31.1 x 39.4 cm) framed
Tough, 1974, pencil on paper, 14V x 10X in. (30.8 x 27 cm) framed
Danjou pair, 1974, pencil on rag paper, 8½ x 6½ in. (21.6 x 16.5 cm) framed
Well rounded, 1954, charcoal pencil and conte on paper, 24 x 18¾ in. (61 x 47.6 cm) framed
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Entryway of Frederick Hammersley’s home, 2003

PREFACE

In 2003, L.A. Louver commissioned an oral history of Frederick Hammersley. Writer
Lawrence Weschler traveled to Albuquerque, New Mexico, to interview Hammersley in
his home on January 15 and 16, 2003. This resulted in over seven hours of conversations
about Hammersley’s life and work. Douglas Dreishpoon, Chief Curator of the AlbrightKnox Art Gallery, engaged with the content of this interview and continued the conversation
with Hammersley on May 29, 2004, also in the artist’s home. Follow-up questions from
L.A. Louver Founding Director Peter Goulds supplemented the two interviews. The recorded
conversations, which total over ten hours, reflect the artist’s willingness to share his story.
The University of California, Los Angeles Oral History Program, Department of Special
Collections, Young Research Library, transcribed and published the conversations in 2007. The
project required two volumes: one that documents the texts of Hammersley’s conversations
with Weschler, Dreishpoon and Goulds, and a second that illustrates the conversations, with
reproductions of family photographs provided by Hammersley, color images of his artworks, and interior photographs of Hammersley’s home that were comissioned by L.A.
Louver in 2003.
The following essay draws extensively from Frederick Hammersley’s own words during
these interviews.
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Frederick Hammersley in his studio, 2003

THE CONVERSATION

“The whole point of painting is another
form of talking, and I’m talking to myself.”
— Frederick Hammersley

Frederick Hammersley’s paintings are abstract, richly
colored and “classical,” to use the term applied to them
in 1959;1 but they do not sit silently on the wall. The
paintings possess an insistent presence and a quietly
resolute determination that rewards extended looking.
They do not represent anything in the traditional sense;
rather they suggest a rich range of emotional states,
patterns of thought, and a unique engagement with
painting. Their seemingly clear and simple compositions
belie their pictorial richness. An understanding of
the maker of these abstractions provides some insight
into their plenitude.

loved to draw and to take photographs, and moreover,
to paint. Informed by his engagement with his inner
characters, he channeled everything into this work,
and each painting—rigorous, sincere, visually seductive—
provides a small clue into this deeply private man.
The essential facts of Hammersley’s life are well documented. 3 He was born in 1919, in Salt Lake City, Utah,
to a British father and Swedish mother who met on an
ocean liner from Europe. Hammersley’s relationship
with his parents was distant; his mother’s controlling
and judgmental manner shadowed him throughout his
life. He discovered painting when young, and poured
himself into its study, formally at the Chouinard and
Jepson Art Institutes, both before and after World War II.
He served in the U.S. Army Signal Corps and Infantry,
and while stationed in England, France and Germany,
also designed official posters and cards, took photographs, and visited the studios of Picasso, Braque and
Brancusi in Paris.

Frederick Hammersley (1919-2009) encountered the world
with a sensitive, yet knowing eye, and a childlike sense
of wonder. An object of beauty might reduce him to tears.
He loved to teach; he was a good and challenging teacher.2
He didn’t suffer fools. He was courtly and elegant, obstinate
and single-minded, and insistently curious. He had a
passion for puzzles and word games, and he loved The New
Yorker cartoons. These things I learned about Hammersley
during long telephone conversations, and through letters
and meetings, beginning in 1999. Hammersley was then
80 years of age, but he had a sharp mind and cunning wit.

Hammersley’s abstractions came out of drawing.
A fascination with the essentials of line and form had
captivated Hammersley during his last two years
at Jepson, where he used “a delicious stone” to create
intimate lithographic prints based on a grid structure
of 4 by 4 squares. He introduced elements one by
one, altering line, form, color, etc. to discover how
each would react to the other. “I learned a lot about
painting doing these things.”4 For Hammersley, shape
was the most important of seven elements that made
up a painting—“The good ones are good because the

He was generous in his observations, and often solicited
points of view before expressing his own. In person, he
had the appearance of an old-school British politican, but
he was one of the least overtly political people I have known.
Large affairs of the world seemed not to command his
attention—it was the small stuff of life that attracted
his eye and inspired his art. Above all else, Hammersley
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Portraits, clockwise from top left
no title, 1957, watercolor on paper, 22 x 16¾ in. (55.9 x 42.5 cm)
no title, 1968, ink on paper, 23Y x 18 in. (60.7 x 45.7 cm)
Other side, pressed charcoal on paper, 24 x 18 in. (60.9 x 45.7 cm)
Collection of Pomona College, Claremont, CA, Gift of the Frederick Hammersley Foundation
no title, 1983, charcoal pencil on paper, 24 x 18 in. (60.9 x 45.7 cm)
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structure is clear”—the others were line, value, form,

West Coast abstraction on the map, offering a bold
alternative to the East Coast Abstract Expressionists, 11

pattern, color and texture. He liked to refer to these elements
as “actors.” Indeed, he gave several of these lithographs
titles such as Act 3 and Act 2, stage 2. In the company of
these actors, Hammersley embraced and celebrated his
role as director.

and paved the way for the “cool” art of Larry Bell, John
McCracken, Helen Pashgian and others.
Following on from his intuitive hunches, Hammersley
changed the conversation, and in 1959 began his first
geometric paintings. “I would see an idea or a corner of
an idea, and I’d come home and think out loud in a
book… Sometimes I can make another idea that that first
idea breeds. It produces this child. And that child has
some brothers and sisters, and two or three of those sisters
I could use.” 12 Hammersley applied paint to canvas with
a palette knife, and created the hard-edge line freehand
without the use of tape. 13 The geometrics were planned,
carefully thought out, “right-brain thinking” paintings.
He used as few as two colors in these works, and never
more than four. Pigments were dense, opaque, f lat and
resolute; geometric forms include the circle, square,
oblong and diagonal. In Legacy, #41 1964 (p.68-69), the
vertical canvas is divided into two parts: a blue square sits
within a black circle in the top half, while a corresponding
blue circle is set with a black square beneath. Offset
against a white background, it alludes to the figure, even
as it retains its fierce geometry. In Double duty, #20 1965
(p.70-71), a lavender square placed at 45 degrees in the
center of the canvas is framed by opposing triangles of
black and white; a rare beveled edge on all sides of the
canvas adds further dimension.

After leaving Jepson in 1950, he found himself at an
impasse: “I didn’t know what the hell to do, so I did a lot
of self-portraits, and that’s where I bumped into hunch
painting by accident, by seeing the shape.”6 Indeed,
throughout his life, Hammersley maintained the practice
of drawing, and repeatedly drew from the model, after
Old Masters, as well as creating numerous self-portraits.
These works have been rarely exhibited, but were vital
to the development of his art; the practice of drawing
became his salvation and a source of inspiration during
creatively fallow times. The hunch paintings began in
1953: “I felt so wonderful doing these things, because
there was no restriction…” 7 “The beginning hunch paintings
taught me faith. I don’t have to worry about what the teacher
says or what you would say. It felt right… A hunch is the
beginning of the impulse (…) the act of satisfying it is the
faith…” 8 “The whole thing came without me thinking. I
said ‘My god, if I can paint without thinking, that’s for
me.’” 9 These paintings were a liberation for Hammersley:
In their development, he was not beholden to rules, formal
structure, or a pre-meditated plan; rather he began with
shape and color and from there the paintings grew, each
element inspiring the one that followed.

The 1960s was a decade of change for Hammersley, both
in his work and in his life. In 1964, “something happened
there where the hard-edge painting stopped. I don’t
remember why or how… I did organic paintings in 1964,
maybe thirty or forty of them…one a day.” 14 Following
this intense year of organic activity, the geometrics reemerged. Based on the grid format that he had developed
from his 1949-50 lithographs, “they were fatter and
stronger and bigger.” 15 In 1968, Hammersley moved to
Albuquerque, to teach at the University of New Mexico.
He hoped that his new home would provide solitude,

The hunch paintings drew the attention of critic and
curator Jules Langsner, who included him in the now
famous exhibition Four Abstract Classicists that debuted
at the San Francisco Museum of Art, and was seen
at the Los Angeles County Museum before traveling to
London and Belfast.10 Hammersley’s paintings were
exhibited alongside those of his (then) more famous peers:
Karl Benjamin, Lorser Feitelson and John McLaughlin.
While the exhibition garnered little attention at the time,
it has since been recognized as the exhibition that put
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Pages from the artist’s notebooks and titles folder
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space and time to focus on his work, and a means to
galvanize him from a period of feeling “blank.” However,
Hammersley made no paintings in 1968, and in 1969 just a
single canvas emerged from the studio.16 As before, he
returned to drawing to wrest himself from his painting
inertia. Also, using punch cards to program the university’s
new computer, he created a series of dot-matrix prints.17
These activities led to a series of black and white paintings
including Do you do, #6 1970 (p.76-77); Scape, #1 1971
(p.72-73); and Black and forth, #3 1972, (p.74-75). 18
In 1971, a scant three years after his move to Albuquerque,
Hammersley found himself weary of faculty life, and
resigned his position at the university. Liberated from
the demands of teaching, Hammersley poured himself
into his paintings; the decade that followed proved
especially productive, and included the largest paintings
of his career.19 Each painting was carefully worked out,
first as a pencil diagram, and then as a small study in oil
paint—the same paint he would use for the final painting.
Hammersley kept meticulous details of his ideas, and carefully maintained sketchbooks with illustrations of each
work and its variation. A check mark confirmed that
full-scale execution had taken place; he made notes about
stretcher bars and paint colors; and dates when works
were conceived, executed, framed, photographed and titled
were all recorded. Hammersley’s final act in painting
was to incise his name into the wet surface.20 Often hidden
at first glance, and revealed only by careful examination,
each painting bears the artist’s name; a quiet, but resolute,
presence of the self.

thought of the paintings as Hammersely’s children, it
seemed to me that his relationship with his paintings was
so intimate that they were literally “of” him. However, like
a good parent, he knew that they had to stand on their own
two legs in the world, and he let them go when he was
content they could do just that. He was proud when he saw
them hanging together; quite happy, however, to let the
gallery decide what to place where. But he always sought
the name and address of the person who bought his work,
and maintained detailed records of ownership. I recall, not
infrequently, relaying the name and address of a recent
purchaser to Hammersley, and within a couple of weeks,
receiving a phone call from the collector. The conversation
usually began with the words, “You’ll never guess…” But
there was no guessing: The caller wanted to share her joy
of receiving a handwritten letter from Hammersley in
which he expressed his thanks, and shared a story or insight
about the painting—a desire to share an aspect of his
“conversation” in the work. The simplicity, eloquence and
thoughtfulness of the missive was a surprising treasure
for the painting’s new owner.
From 1968 onwards, Hammersley lived in a small house
not far from the university. He painted each room
a different color: the entryway yellow; the bathroom pink,
with black and white wallpaper (his own checkerboard
silkscreens); the kitchen sky blue with fluffy white clouds.
Against these backdrops, he liked to hang, and frequently
rearranged, small groupings of his works: early still-lifes,
black and white photographs, figurative pencil studies and
self-portraits hung alongside organic and geometric paintings,
co-existing in seemingly free-form arrangements. For
Hammersley, the elements within and between each work
actively spoke to the others, and their dialogue nourished
his eye. He declared, "My favorite indoor sport is looking.”21
Language also mattered greatly to Hammersley, yet one
pauses to reconcile his two statements: “Painting is another
form of talking,”22 and “I don’t give a damn about communication... If I can clothe my feeling with something that
is the same as my feeling, I’m satisfied. And then I’d like
to think the observer might get the same sensation.”23

Yet a painting was not complete until Hammersley had
selected a title from a notebook in which he kept words,
puns, phrases and double entendres, such as Better sweet,
Ideal couple and Board and room, that offered the viewer
“a wedge into the painting.” Each painting was also given
a number, alotted in chronological order during the year
it was made. The title offers an aspect of the character of
the painting, and alludes to Hammersley’s consideration
of his paintings in terms of personifications. Indeed, I often

19

Frederick Hammersley’s living room, 2003
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In the early 1980s, Hammersley was again confronted with
“blankness” and during two years, 1982 and 1983, he made
no paintings. Again, he turned to drawing, and dozens and
dozens of self-portraits came forth. “I started drawing
with vine charcoal. This was a delight in that it was opposite
of the geometric procedure, in that I could draw lines
without thinking, just let the hand move...”24 The organics

In 1997, the geometrics ceased. Approaching his eighth
decade, Hammersley turned exclusively to the intimate
“loving” organics. His painting slowed over the years that
followed: He was caught up in the daily rituals of life and
enjoying increased attention from museum and gallery
exhibitions. In his final years, Hammersley’s visual world
may have focused increasingly on the one he had created
had returned, and for the next decade, Hammersley made
in the intimacy of his own home, but his acuity remained
organic paintings concurrent with the geometric. These
strong. The partially complete paintings he left behind
“late organics” are smaller than those from ’64, rarely larger reveal a series of rich, unfinished conversations.
than 12 by 14 inches framed. Lines are curved, brushstrokes are evident, and the palette range is expanded. Forms
ELIZABETH EAST
seem to embrace one another, and color value is restrained.
In Kid gloves, #4 1986 (p.48-49), Hammersley uses a spectrum DIRECTOR
of muted taupe-ish hues that echo the colors of soft leathers, L.A. LOUVER
each form appears to gently enclose or embrace another,
and color value is held within a limited spectrum. Sharp
contrast is offered in Four ways, #18 1987 (p.58-59), in which
pale blue, red, black and white stand against a gray ground;
the composition is structurally divided into four, and four
white forms dominate the composition. And in Dark horse,
#3 1991 (p.64-65), the latest painting included in the exhibition,
blending is evident: Yellow evolves into orange and then
pink, to achieve Hammersley’s desired “softness.” In “talking
to himself,” these paintings, with their clear structures,
gentle, cupping lines, and expanded, modulated palette,
reflect complex, emotional conversations.
The frame played a crucial role in supporting and enriching
Hammersley’s paintings: “I like space between the image
and the frame, so there’s a no-man’s land, and then the
frame must go with the painting or fit with the painting.”25
He set aside an area within his house to carry out his
framing activities. For each organic painting, Hammersley
carved a frame with a rasp, using pieces of wood he
acquired from a local contractor. After carving the strips
of wood with grooves, ridges, knots and incisions to complement a particular work, he painted its surface with
silkscreen paint, and finally, once attached to the painting,
applied three coats of carnuba wax—“I want a nice
patina on it.”
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Frederick Hammersley’s framing workbench, 2003
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NOTES

1 The term “Abstract Classicism” was first coined by art historian Peter Selz. Curator Jules Langsner also used the title for his 1959
exhibition. (See note 10 below)

2 Tom Wudl studied with Hammersley at Chouinard Art Institute in 1967-68. In conversation with Elizabeth East, December 2011,
Wudl described Hammersley as “an exacting and challenging teacher, who possessed a warm manner and an attentive ear, and who
brought a dry and eccentric sense of humor into the classroom.”

3 Frederick Hammersley: An Oral History, interviews by Lawrence Weschler, Douglas Dreishpoon and Peter Goulds in 2003 and 2004,
transcribed by UCLA Oral History Program in 2007. Henceforth listed as "oral history."

4 Ibid, 96.
5 Ibid, 83.
6 Ibid, 82.
7 Ibid, 102.
8 Ibid, 281-282.
9 Ibid, 89.
10 Four Abstract Classicists, curated by Jules Langsner, opened at the San Francisco Museum of Art (now the San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art) and traveled to Los Angeles County Museum (which later evolved into the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles

County and the Los Angeles County Museum of Art); Institute of Contemporary Art, London, England; and Queen’s College,

Belfast, Northern Ireland, 1959-60. Four Abstract Classicists was subtitled California Hard-Edge by British art critic and curator

Lawrence Alloway when it traveled to England and Ireland. Langsner originated the term “hard-edged painting.”

11 In his essay published in the exhibition catalogue Frederick Hammersley: Icons of the Other, Ameringer & Yohe Fine Art, 2007, 6,
Dave Hickey states: “Thus if an Abstract Expressionist painting may be considered ‘icon of the self,’ hard-edge paintings propose
themselves as ‘icons of the other.’ Their purported hedonism is more accurately described as an aspiration to incarnate objecthood—a seductive visual appeal that is almost sexual and purely kinesthetic, self-evident, without tricks or commentary.”

12 Oral history, 137-138.
13 For a detailed decription of Hammersley’s process, see “Hammersley’s Line” by Arden Reed, Frederick Hammersley, published by
ART Santa Fe Presents, 2009, 61.

14 Oral history, 182-183.
15 Ibid, 186.
16 A gain, #1 1969, oil on linen, 16 x 12 in. (40.6 x 30.5 cm), private collection, Washington, D.C.
17 Hammersley worked in the University of New Mexico’s mathematics department to make 72 prints over the course of a year, using
punch cards that directed the university’s mainframe computer. In 1969, his text “My First Experience with Computer Drawings”
was published in LEONARDO, Vol. 2, 284-6, Pergamon Press.

18 In 1973, Hammersley applied for a Guggenheim Fellowship and was awarded a grant of $8,500. To earn the grant, he had
proposed one of his black and white paintings, You’re just like your mother, 1972; Robert Motherwell served on the committee.
See oral history, 175-176.

19 While large by Hammersley’s standards, his canvases rarely exceeded 45 by 45 inches.
20 If the paint dried before he could make the incision, Hammersley signed his name along the edge of the canvas or panel.
21 Interview with Hunter Drohojowska-Philp, published in Los Angeles Times, August 22, 1999, 56.
22 Oral history, 255.
23 Ibid, 254.
24 Ibid, 225.
25 Ibid, 229-230.
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