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CURRENTLY
ON VIEW
“Carmen Herrera:
Lines of Sight,” at the
Whitney Museum of
American Art,
New York, through
Jan. 2, 2017.

Trained as an architect, Carmen Herrera makes
paintings that reconfigure the vertiginous perspectives and
lean shapes of modern city life.
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THE CRISPLY GEOMETRIC paintings of Carmen Herrera
draw us into a “world of straight lines,” to borrow a phrase from
one of her interviews.1 Hers is a world where the relations between
shapes are clear and the shapes themselves are even clearer. Yet this
unflagging clarity has the power to surprise. In the “Blanco y
Verde” series, which occupied Herrera from 1959 to 1971, she
punctuates fields of white with elongated triangles of emerald
green. There are usually just two of these slivery shapes to a canvas,
though sometimes there are as many as three or as few as one.
With these limited means she turns blank white fields into specific
environments. Herrera has never disclosed much about her process,
though she did say in 2010, at the age of ninety-five, that “every
painting is a fight between the painting and me. I tend to win.”2
Because the results of these struggles are so consistently successful,
one assumes that each of her paintings is the product of an intense,
even obsessive process of trial and error.
The “Blanco y Verde” canvases appear just after the midpoint
in “Carmen Herrera: Lines of Sight,” an exhibition now on view at
the Whitney Museum of American Art. The earliest works feature

flexible grids dividing the surface into lively, nested shapes. An
array of greens and browns give the curving forms of Green Garden
(1950) an oblique resemblance to tropical fronds and shadows.
Within two years, Herrera had banished all traces of identifiable
subject matter. Black and White (1952) is a sixty-eight-inch square
divided into quadrants, articulated by patterns of black and white
stripes. Hung not as a square but as a diamond, this painting seems
at once precarious and locked into its symmetries.
For the rest of the 1950s, Herrera played stability off instability, often giving the latter a slight edge. Though the layout of a
Herrera canvas can be grasped in a single glance, further looking
complicates matters. As the viewer tries to determine which
shape in a painting is figure and which is ground, the forms come
together in a single plane. The image stabilizes, but only for a
moment. Herrera’s color-shapes are always on the move. A hue
advances, it retreats; a dynamic form seems to push the rightangled frame slightly out of kilter, then rectilinearity reasserts itself.
These subtleties bring her paintings to life and give each one a
vibrantly distinctive presence, if not a personality.
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View of the
exhibition “Carmen
Herrera: Lines of
Sight,” 2016–17,
showing (left to
right) Horizontal,
1965; Rondo, 1958;
A City, 1948; and
Untitled, 1949.
Courtesy Whitney
Museum of
American Art,
New York. Photo
Ronald Amstutz.
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Black and White,
1952, acrylic on
canvas with painted
frame, 68 inches
square. Collection
Estrellita and David
Brodsky.

View of “Lines of
Sight,” showing (left
to right, on wall)
Epiphany, 1971;
Red and White,
1976; and Amarillo
“Dos,” 1971; and
(left to right, on
platform) Untitled,
1971, and Estructura
Roja, 1966/2012.
Courtesy Whitney
Museum of
American Art.
Photo Ronald
Amstutz.

Among the Whitney exhibition’s most striking paintings is
Green and Orange (1958), in which the two titular colors interlock in a pattern of cantilevered bars. The green bars reach to
the right, the orange ones to the left, and Herrera has extended
them all precisely to the point beyond which they would make
the picture rickety. Next come variations on the narrow shapes
of the “Blanco y Verde” series in blue and white, then black and
white. By the mid-1960s she was centering diamond shapes
on circular canvases, a return to symmetry that accompanied
a diminishment in scale. These are intimate paintings. Shape
takes on more visual heft in a cluster of paintings from the
1970s. Here, blunt rectilinear shapes in red dominate fields of
white. One is reminded, if only obliquely, of buildings massive
enough to block out much of the sky. Having turned toward
monumentality, Herrera embraced it fully in a series of blackand-white paintings that would qualify as Brutalist if their
internal proportions were not so grandly refined. From here it
was a short step to the series of seven canvases that bring the
Whitney exhibition to its finale.
Painted in 1975 and 1978, the works are named after the days
of the week. In each, one or two large, angular black forms share the
surface with one other hue: a luminous yellow in Tuesday (1978), a
smoldering orange in Friday (1978). Aside from the blue of Blue
Monday (1975), the choice of colors seems arbitrary, or dictated
by associations so thoroughly personal that we have no way of
knowing what they might be. So we bring our own associations
to bear—or not. These paintings need no extravisual buttressing. Appealing to our sense of shape and space, they endow their
expanses of black and bright color with a levitating weightiness.
Here and throughout Herrera’s oeuvre, line measures off the surface with a precision so economical that it counts as pictorial wit.
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HERRERA’S STORY is now well-known in the art world, but
it still amazes. Although she has been painting seriously for more
than seven decades, “Lines of Sight” is her first exhibition at a
major museum. Herrera was marginalized in large part because of
her gender. A Manhattan dealer named Rose Fried told her that
she could paint circles around the men in her stable, but refused to
give a show to a woman.3
Born in Havana in 1915, Herrera grew up as one of seven
siblings in a milieu devoted to art and literature. Her mother,
Carmela, was a journalist and author. Her father, Antonio,
served in the war of independence from Spain and afterward
founded the newspaper El Mundo. The family’s art collection included paintings by Spanish old masters as well as
contemporary Cubans. Drawing lessons were almost a matter
of course for Herrera and her brother Addison. At fourteen,
she moved to Paris, where she studied French and art history
at the Marymount International School and became familiar
with the city’s museums. Before returning to Havana two
years later, she traveled in Germany and Italy with her mother
and one of her sisters. While still in high school, Herrera
became a painter accomplished enough to be included in
group exhibitions at Havana’s Lyceum and Circulo de Bellas
Artes alongside established artists. Nonetheless, she chose to
major in architecture at the University of Havana.
It was then that she learned something about herself. “There
is nothing I love more than to make a straight line,” she said years
later. “How can I explain it? It’s the beginning of all structures,
really.”4 Though Herrera passed her exams with honors, she never
received her architect’s license. This was not a cause for deep
regret. As much as she loved straight lines and right angles, she
was reluctant to deal with clients and their demands. She did not,
however, completely abandon the third dimension. The Whitney
exhibition includes several of the “Estructuras” (Structures) that
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Blanco y Verde, 1967,
acrylic on canvas,
40 by 70 inches.
Private collection.

Herrera began to build in the mid-1960s. Some are wall pieces;
others stand on the floor. All are composed of two monochrome
slabs that almost fit together like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle, but
not quite, because Herrera has adjusted the position of the slabs
to produce narrow wedge-shaped openings where they meet. In
the “Blanco y Verde” paintings, these wedges are made of green
pigment. In the “Estructuras,” they are empty space.
In 1939 Herrera married Jesse Loewenthal, a New Yorker she
had met while he was traveling in Cuba. Soon afterward, Cuba’s
political turmoil prompted the couple to leave for the United
States. Once they had settled into an apartment in downtown
Manhattan, Loewenthal returned to his teaching post at Stuyvesant High School. Herrera painted, occasionally studying at the Art
Students League or the Brooklyn Museum Art School. In 1948,
with the war in Europe over, Loewenthal took a sabbatical and
they moved to Paris. The center of Herrera’s artistic life was the
Salon Réalités Nouvelles, which had been founded two years earlier by Sonia Delaunay, Jean Arp, and other veterans of the prewar
avant-garde. With a sensibility tilted strongly toward geometric
abstraction, the Salon fostered Herrera’s pictorial predilections. In
1949 her work was sufficiently geometric to qualify her for membership in the group, and she was included in its fourth annual
exhibition, held at the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris.
As Herrera became a regular in the Salon’s yearly shows, her
paintings appeared at L’Institute Endoplastique, Galerie Olga
Bogroff, and other Parisian venues. Immersed in a steady round of
concerts, plays, and literary events, she and Loewenthal acquired
a large circle of friends and colleagues. Loewenthal extended his
sabbatical, enabling them to stay abroad for five years. Obliged
to return to New York in 1954, the couple took up residence in
Greenwich Village. Paris, she later said, had been “like heaven.”5
New York was far from that. Abstract Expressionism was in the

ascendant, and Herrera found her work welcomed only at galleries
and institutions that specialized in art from Latin America. She
exhibited very little during the next three decades, but continued to
paint, strengthening her command of the “world of straight lines.”
In 1984 “Carmen Herrera: A Retrospective, 1951–1984”
opened at the Alternative Museum in downtown Manhattan. The
dominant art at the time went by the name Neo-Expressionism—a
development as thoroughly at odds with Herrera’s sensibility as
Abstract Expressionism, if not more so. After her retrospective, she
was included in group shows with increasing frequency. El Museo
del Barrio in New York presented a large selection of Herrera’s
black-and-white paintings in 1998. She had stopped painting
two years earlier to take care of Loewenthal, whose health was
deteriorating. He died in 2000. Herrera did not return to painting
until 2006, encouraged by the favorable response to a retrospective
exhibition of her work presented the year before at Latincollector, a
gallery on West Fifty-Seventh Street.
In the last decade, Herrera has had solo shows in Madrid, Milan,
London, and New York. Now the Whitney is celebrating the first half
of her career with a major exhibition, and one hopes that it will be
followed by another devoted to the second half, either at this or some
other museum. Having been discovered at long last, Herrera’s place
in the durable tradition of geometric abstraction is assured. But this
raises a question: where in that tradition does she belong?
AMONG THE ORIGINATORS of geometric abstraction are
two avant-gardists with metaphysical leanings: Kasimir Malevich and
Piet Mondrian. Malevich claimed that with his Black Square (1915)
he had made painting the vehicle of “pure feeling”—not his or any
other individual’s feeling but “the spirit of non-objective sensation that
pervades everything.”6 Several years later, Mondrian arrived at the
pared-down repertory of straight lines and “rectangular color planes”
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Following spread,
view of “Lines of
Sight,” showing
(left to right)
Wednesday, 1978;
Tuesday, 1978;
Sunday, 1978;
Friday, 1978;
and Thursday,
1975. Courtesy
Whitney Museum
of American Art.
Photo Ronald
Amstutz.
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Line measures off the surface with a precision so economical that
it counts as pictorial wit.
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that expressed “the immutable.”7 Like Malevich, Mondrian wanted
to reveal the ultimate and imperishable realities hidden by the
contingencies of the everyday world, as well as by artists’ representations of such fleeting and metaphysically negligible things as trees
and clouds and the faces of individual people. Despite their shared
beliefs, the two painters disagreed on a crucial point.
Malevich rejected all utilitarian applications of art. The
abstract paintings that followed Black Square make no utopian
proposals for the betterment of ordinary life. True art, Malevich
declared, provides “the longed-for tranquility of an absolute
order.”8 Mondrian, on the other hand, believed in the practical
benefit of pictorial order. In 1919 he declared that the “equilibrated
relationships” of a properly composed painting “signify what is
just” in society.9 Moreover, it was his expectation that, as geometric
painting became sculptural and sculpture became architectural, the
way would be open to city planning capable, by such formal means,
of creating a utopia. Mondrian and Malevich established the two
poles defining the nature of geometric abstraction. At one extreme
stood self-sufficient purity—transcendence for transcendence’s
sake. The other held a purity that promised to redeem the world.
Herrera’s art finds no comfortable place between these
options, perhaps because her “world of straight lines” has no need
for metaphysical absolutes. Of course, the unrelenting straightness
of her lines brings with it an air of idealism, yet this quality does

not completely remove her art from everyday experience. Since the
advent of International Style architecture, certain buildings have
presented us with crisply rectilinear forms, and the triangles in several
of the “Blanco y Verde” canvases evoke razor-straight highways in
extreme perspective. Whereas Mondrian presented his paintings
as concise blueprints for a new world, Herrera’s feel as if they are
grounded in this one. Furthermore, her colors seem to originate in
the immediacies of observation, rather than in a theorized system.
One of the earliest paintings in the Whitney show is Shocking
Pink (1949), a complex arrangement of bars and diamond shapes.
The prevailing colors are black, white, and purple. Pink appears in the
band that runs along the edges of the canvas, simultaneously cutting
the surface into two not quite equal parts and uniting what it divides.
The most prevalent colors in geometric abstraction from the 1920s
to the ’60s are the bright red, blue, and yellow introduced early on by
Mondrian. Pink is rare, though one sees it in canvases by Auguste
Herbin, a founder of the Salon Réalités Nouvelles and one of the
painters Herrera got to know when she lived in Paris. Like his greens
and oranges, Herbin’s pinks have the look of systematic variations on
Mondrian’s primary colors. Herrera has never been constrained by
the precedents that have regulated most geometric abstraction over
the decades. So she was free to charge the color pink with meanings
undreamt of in the universe created by the geometers of Mondrian’s
generation and sustained by their many heirs.
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Shocking Pink, 1949,
acrylic on canvas,
32 by 40 inches.
Private collection.
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Green Garden, 1950,
acrylic on canvas,
18 by 24 inches.
Courtesy Lisson
Gallery, London
and New York.

Shocking pink made its debut in the late 1930s, in the
package design for a perfume by Elsa Schiaparelli. So there is no
denying that Herrera made a theme of femininity by turning the
name of this color into the name of a painting. Yet her shocking
pink is not to be mistaken for Schiaparelli’s. The fashion designer
used it as an emblem, however ironic, of unbridled sensuality. In
Herrera’s painting, pink has a silvery cast that renders it a touch
austere without denying its fleshly warmth. There is nothing in the
theories and precedents of geometric abstraction to prepare us for
Shocking Pink. Standing face to face with this painting, we sense
that its palette originates not in Euclidean absolutes but in nuances
of a self-possessed individual’s experience of gender and sexuality,
and her attendant thoughts and feelings about them.
Georges Vantongerloo and Theo van Doesburg, who
cofounded De Stijl with Mondrian, admitted green into the company of the three primary colors.10 Mondrian did not. When he
left behind his early, Symbolist work, he came to detest the color. It
reminded him of nature, the mundane realm his utopia was meant
to transcend. Herrera often deploys green, but not in shades that
evoke trees and shrubbery. In Green Garden it has a sharp, nearly
acidic quality, and the green of the “Blanco y Verde” series has a
crystalline luminosity befitting its role in structuring wide expanses
of white. Elsewhere, as in Green and Orange, green hovers between
structural solidity and atmospheric permeability, much as the form
this green defines can be seen as figure or as ground. Mondrian
standardized colors. Herrera does not. Every time green appears in
her paintings, it reinvents itself.
Offering neither to loft us above ordinary life nor propel us
into a perfected future, Herrera’s abstractions are not programmatic, much less didactic. As important as Mondrian was to
her—she dedicated not one but two of her paintings to him—she
is something of an outlier in the history that he did so much to

launch. It is of course undeniable that Herrera would not have
become the painter she is without the example of geometric
abstraction, in all its theory-driven yearning for transcendent order.
In Herrera’s art order has the tone—one might say the feel—of life
on the plane where it is actually lived. Her paintings inflect pictorial logic with the impulses of physical gesture and the demands
of fully felt emotion. Her oeuvre prompts a strong intuition of an
uncompromisingly individual presence.
Yet the straight lines and smooth surfaces of her images
ensure that she will never be taken for an expressionist. The elements of her style are those of modern architecture compressed
into two dimensions, as if to suggest that her presence is indistinguishable from the settings it builds for itself. A Herrera painting
invites us to meet her on grounds emphatically her own. There is a
challenge in the invitation extended by her works, for they require
rigorous, even scrupulous looking. There is generosity, as well, for
Herrera’s challenge is attuned to the pleasure we take in making
sense of what we see, even—or especially—when we focus on
subtleties as demanding as hers.
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New York, Whitney Museum of American Art, 2016, p. 15.
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