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Channa Horwitz 
Lisson Gallery, New York 
19 January - 24 February 2018 
Review by Grace Storey 

This is the first show at Lisson Gallery by Californian artist Channa Horwitz and presents works from 
her seminal Sonkinotography series of permutational drawings, created from 1968 until her death in 
2013, and evidenced the artist’s pursuit of freedom through the imposition of a fixed set of rules. In a 
note displayed inside a vitrine containing archival material bisecting the exhibition, Horwitz explains, 
‘as an artist, I experience freedom through limitation and structure. It would appear that limitation 
and structure are dichotomies to freedom, but through experience, I have found them to be 
synonymous and the basics of freedom.’ 



Horwitz’s work was under-recognised during her lifetime, despite the parallels between her system-
based approach and the conceptual practice of artists including Sol Le Witt, and also the generative 
technique of creating text employed by the Oulipo Group, whose members included Italo Calvino 
and Georges Perec. In 1968, Horwitz subimtted a proposal entitled Suspension of Vertical Beams 
Moving in Space, comprising eight moving beams suspended by magnetism, and lit at varying 
intensities, as part of LACMA’s ‘Art and Technology Program’ (1966 - 1971), which paired artists and 
engineers in order to realise collaborative projects. While her submission was unsuccessful—the 
resultant project included work by only 67 male artists, including Claes Oldenberg, Richard Serra 
and Andy Warhol—Horwitz’s proposed kinetic sculpture, in its attempt to describe the movement of 
the beams graphically with the system of eight, formed the basis of the Sonakinotography series. 

Sonakinotography, meaning ‘sound’ (sona), ‘motion’ (kineto) and notation (graphy) was a system 
devised by Horwitz in order to explore, through two dimensions, the possibility of a fourth (time), 
through the implementation of a rigorous system of numbers, symbols and colours. She writes, ‘I 
had a knowledge of classical visual compositions and I could compose two of three dimensionally, 
as in painting or sculpture, but I had no ability to compose in the fourth dimension, time. I could not 
conceive of how a choreographer or a musical composer could compose time… I devised a system 
that would allow me to see time visually. I felt I could use a graph as the basis for the visual 
description of time. I gave the graph a value: each square became one beat or pulse in time. I chose 
to use eight entities that I named instruments. With eight instruments, each having a duration in time 
equal to its number, I proceeded to create compositions.’ 

In 1969, Horwitz’s early compositions were dismissed by a critic of the Los Angeles Times as ‘Pretty 
Notations by Valley Housewife.’ Her meticulously executed drawings are visually seductive; their 
diagrammatic appearance is evocative of sequential structures: film strips, textile patterns and sheet 
music. Yet beyond their aesthetic, the works also function as scores, with a latent capacity that can 
be activated through music, dance, poetry or performance. 

At Lisson Gallery, this potential is referenced through a video showreel at the entrance to the 
exhibition, featuring documentation of Haroon Mirza’s light and sound installation A Chamber for 
Horowitz: Sonakinotgraphy Transcriptions in Surround Sound at Museum Tinguely in 2015, and 
Poem Opera: The Divided Person, eight variations on Sonakinatography, Composition III, performed 
in the context of Horwitz’s 2016 retrospective at Raven Row, London. While these presentations 
have much greater resonance when experienced first-hand, they are testament to the ways in which 
Horwitz’s structured compositions can be endlessly re-interpreted across both discipline and 
dimension. 
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CHANNA HORWITZ  
by Ann McCoy 
LISSON GALLERY | JANUARY 19 – FEBRUARY 24, 2018 

	

	
	

Installation view of Channa Horwitz at Lisson Gallery, New York. © Estate of Channa Horwitz; Courtesy Lisson 
Gallery. Photo by George Darrell. 

The Lisson Gallery has mounted a stunning, historically important, museum quality 
first New York solo exhibition of the work of Channa Horwitz, an artist who died in 
2013 at the age of eighty. New Yorkers have seen far too little of her work, which was 
shown in the 2014 Whitney Biennial, and recently in Thinking Machines: Art and 
Design in the Computer Age, 1959-1989 at The Museum of Modern Art. In 2016 MoMA 
purchased a series of her drawings, and showed them as part of a series called “Inbox.” 
High Line Art in 2012 staged a performance of her Poem/Opera, The Divided Person, 
which can be seen on the video monitor inside the door along with two videos of 
collaborative choreographic works by Ellen Davis and the composers Maria Moraru and 
Sarah Engles. 



Horwitz’s Art and Technology Proposal: Beams and Intensity of Lights 1968, for the 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art’s Art and Technology exhibition is a work of 
historical significance. The rules and systems of eight that she developed for this 
proposal became the foundation for her numerous bodies of work, 
including Sonakinatography. This jewel in the crown is hung first at Lisson, along with 
a second study. Her sculpture proposal using magnetism to suspend eight moving light 
beams of different intensities in the air was radical but never fabricated, and as the only 
woman she was relegated to the catalog—the only artist left off of the cover of 
exclusively male artists. Few artists at the time, with exceptions like Fluxus artist Alice 
Hutchins, had explored magnetism. Horwitz took a two-dimensional drawing into other 
dimensions by incorporating field dynamics, movement, and light. Horwitz’s stroke of 
genius was far superior to many of the works by brand-name male artists in the Art and 
Technology exhibition, for whom the technology read like a gimmick. The exhibition’s 
all-male cast and the fact that her proposal was not allowed to be built and was 
relegated to the catalog proved to be a black eye for the curator Maurice 
Tuchman. LACMA’s blatant sexism set off the first wave of feminist furor with women 
showing up at the museum protesting in Tuchman masks. 

 

Channa Horwitz, Sonakinatography Compostition # 9 0 To the Top diminished, 2011, Casein on mylar 20 × 13 3/4 
inches. © Estate of Channa Horwitz. Courtesy Lisson Gallery 

 



In the Los Angeles art scene dominated by the men of the Ferus Gallery, women did not 
fare well. It is heartening to see the work of two neglected genius level artists, Channa 
Horwitz and Clare Falkenstein, finally getting its due. After the furor in 1968, Horwitz 
worked in relative obscurity much of her career, until she was rediscovered in her early 
seventies, with exhibitions mainly in Los Angeles and Europe. Often her work has been 
shown along with and compared to the work of Hanne Darboven. New Yorkers saw 
Darboven’s Kulturgeschichte 1880–1983 at DIA in Chelsea. For this critic, however 
astonishing Darboven’s output is, when it resorts to scribbles and glued on postal cards, 
it can seem desperate in a compulsivity that often ends in banality. Horwitz’s work may 
have benefited from her isolation and time away from the art world. Her work retained 
a purity of essence and intent, like the manuscripts copied by monks in monastic 
seclusion. She included mistakes to show viewers that her works were not computer-
generated, which is why her inclusion in MoMA’s Thinking Machines: Art and Design 
in the Computer Age, 1959-1989 seems misplaced. 

When June Wayne showed Horwitz a drawing by Baroque polymath Jesuit Athanasius 
Kircher, she was astonished to find his steganographycombinations of the nine 
universal symbols, from the seventeenth century was an almost exact duplicate of her 
musical Canon #6. She liked Kircher’s drawing from Ars Magna Sciendi, with its points 
ending in animals better than hers, she said, with her customary humor and modesty. 
Kircher also worked with magnetism, and his hydraulic organ and his cryptography 
from Musurgia universalis tap into a realm Horwitz also inhabited. Her work also takes 
the viewer into the sphere of fantastical musical notations by the likes of German 
composer Roland Kayn (1933-2011). Looking at her Sonakinatography drawings we 
see a multifaceted mind at work—artist, mathematician, musician, and solitary 
visionary. Sonakinatography was Horwitz’s visual philosophy, her playful exploration 
of creating a system to capture the fourth dimension two-dimensionally. The artist 
describes Sonakinatography best in her own words: 

I had knowledge of classical visual compositions and I could compose two 
dimensionally, as in painting and drawing. I could compose three dimensionally, as in 
sculpture, but I had no ability to compose in the fourth dimension, time. I could not 
conceive of how a choreographer or a musical composer could compose time. Because 
of this inability and a need to compose, I devised a system that would allow me to see 
time visually. 



Horwitz’s solo exhibitions at Raven Row, London, UK (2016); Kunst-Werke Institute 
for Contemporary art, Berlin, Germany (2015); Brandenburgischer Kunstverein, and 
Potsdam, Germany (2009) have long captivated audiences and critics in Europe. New 
York viewers are finally able to see the early works from a significant body of work by 
an extraordinary artist. 

 

	
	

Channa Horwitz, Sonakinatography “Colors and Number Book”, 2009, Ink and colored pencil, 14 pages, Framed: 
22.9 × 27.9 cm each, Framed: 9 × 11 inches each. © Channa Horwitz; Courtesy Lisson Gallery 
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Channa Horwitz at Lisson Gallery, New York 
BY BLOUIN ARTINFO |  JANUARY 18, 2018 

 

 

Lisson Gallery will exhibit a selection of works from Channa Horwitz’ 
“Sonakinatography” at its New York venue. 

A selection of works from Channa Horwitz’ “Sonakinatography” will be on view at 
the gallery. This is the first exhibition of the artist’s work since the gallery’s recent 
announcement of its New York representation of the estate. 



“Sonakinatography” (Sound, Motion, Notation) is one of the artist’s earliest bodies 
of work out of which a deepening inquiry grew. The exhibit is Horwitz’ visual 
philosophy and playful means of exploring and expressing the fourth dimension 
two-dimensionally. The artist is confident in her ability to compose for two and 
three dimensions. She set out to understand how choreographers and musical 
composers expressed time. She uses motion in the form of eight energies (1/8 inch 
squares) that move in a circularly sequential, numbered, logical manner. 

Channa Horwitz (born 1932 in Los Angeles) she lived and worked there her entire 
life. She studied graphic design in the early 1950s at Art Center College of Design 
and Fine Art at Cal State, Northridge, in the early 1960s. In 1972, she received a 
BFA from the California Institute of the Arts in Valencia, California. There she 
studied with more well-known colleagues John Baldessari and Allan Kaprow, 
participating in some of Kaprow’s notorious “Happenings” and creating her own. 
Dismissed from working with industry because she was a woman, her sculpture 
was never fabricated. LACMA did publish her proposal in the catalogue, but she 
was the only artist not on the cover.  

The exhibition will be on view from January 19 through February 24, 2018, at 
Lisson Gallery, 138 10th Avenue, New York. 

 
	



REVEIWS

Haroon Mirza, Chamber for Horwitz: Sonakinatography Transcriptions in Surround Sound, 2015, custom audio-visual device, 
LEDs, speakers, and foam, dimensions variable. 
JEFF MCLANE/COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND GHEBALY GALLERY, LOS ANGELES

CHANNA HORWITZ AND HAROON MIRZA 
AT GHEBALY GALLERY, LOS ANGELES
By Catherine G. Wagley 

tanding in Haroon Mirza’s sound installation, lengthily titled A Chamber for Horwitz: 
Sonakinatography Transcriptions in Surround Sound (2015), one has the sense of being in a 
darkened arcade. Initially shown at the Museum Tinguely in Basel and now at Ghebaly Gallery 

in downtown Los Angeles, the chamber features soft black carpeting and contains eight narrow 
“sound devices”—speakers with blinking LEDs along their top edge, arranged between tall puzzle-
like assemblages composed of speckled foam wedges. The devices emit low, drone-like sounds that 
shift register slightly and last for varying lengths of time. When a note shifts, the LEDs change color. 
Medium-green notes last the longest. The whole composition continues for 13 minutes and 26 seconds, 
and has a hip, intoxicating vibe. The foam wedges, confidently jutting out from the walls, have something 
techy and clever about them. They’re the kind of design objects committed nerds might gravitate toward 
after graduating from their mother’s basement into a sleek Silicon Valley office.

Mirza, consistently interested in relationships between sculpture and sound, took his inspiration for this 
chamber from the work of longtime L.A. artist Channa Horwitz, and his exhibition at Ghebaly coincides 
with her much larger second solo show at the gallery. The Horwitz score that he “transcribed” hangs right 
outside his chamber. It’s a meticulous grid delicately painted on five and a half feet of Mylar, color-coded 
so that certain colors represent greater or lesser lengths of time. Horwitz, who did this particular drawing 
in 1996, had a significantly different career trajectory from that of the London-based Mirza, now in his 
late 30s and already the recipient of a number of art prizes (the Calder Prize, the Venice Biennale’s Silver 
Lion). When Horwitz passed away, in 2013, she had just been included in her first biennial, received her 
first major fellowship—a Guggenheim—and opened her first solo show at Ghebaly Gallery. Certainly, 
she had exhibited throughout her career, but the concentrated, mainstream art-world attention to her 
work had reached a high point.

S
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Channa Horwitz, Canon Series #10, Black/White, 1982, plaka on mylar, 32½ x 49½ x 1 inches. 
JEFF MCLANE/COURTESY THE ESTATE OF CHANNA HORWITZ AND GHEBALY GALLERY, LOS ANGELES

Horwitz, who’d dropped out of art school in the 1950s to start a family and then returned to art making in 
the later 1960s, developed her Sonakinotagraphy notation system around 1968. According to the system, 
eight entities move across eight-by-eight graph-paper squares. In a 2010 interview Horwitz described 
coming up with this system while on vacation with her husband. She excused herself from a tennis match 
and went to her hotel room with graph paper and colored pencil, feeling elated when she realized she could 
convey a sense of motion and shifting sound just by rearranging squares and colors.

It’s difficult to know how much stories like this—including one about her exclusion from LACMA’s 
all-male Art and Technology initiative in the early 1970s—affect the way her work reads now. Without 
such background, her approach to grids might read as trendily minimal. However, at Ghebaly Gallery, her 
drawings, all modestly sized and spread throughout three rooms, come across as solitary, committed, and 
precious, almost eccentric in their precision. Her “Variation and Inversion on a Rhythm” series (1975–76) 
shows a line of tall rectangles that gradually shift their arrangement and shape, some leaning into others, 
becoming narrower and moving from one side of a page to the other. In Eight (n.d.), a study, eight chambers 
of eight stacked rectangles stand in a line, morphing from left to right and gradually unraveling, until 
they’ve expanded into an oddly shaped form that recalls a space-age portal.

Experiencing Mirza’s work alongside Horwitz’s underscores a significant contrast. His appropriation of 
her obsessive system feels so obviously valid, bold, and easily immersive. Her work, at every turn, seems to 
insist on its right to exist. The artists’ interests overlap deeply, as do their formal sensibilities, but they’re of 
different moments, and so their work radiates very different energies.

Copyright 2016, ARTnews Ltd, 40 W 25th Street, 6th Floor, New York, N.Y. 10010. All rights reserved.
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REVIEWS 

Channa Horwitz
LOS ANGELES,

DW )UDQoRLV GKHEDO\

by -ennifer S. /i

Channa Horwitz,
Rhythm of Lines 7­5,

1988, Plaka and
twenty­three­karat gold
leaf on Mylar, 38½ by

42½ inches; at François
Ghebaly.

As a stXdent at the California InstitXte of the Arts, Valencia, in the

late 1960s, Channa Horwitz �1932±2013� deYeloSed a graShing

systeP that she woXld Xse for oYer foXr decades, SrodXcing soPe

fifteen hXndred Sieces of eShePera and finished works �with Pore

waiting to be organized and archiYed�. In a 19�4 interYiew, she told

the Los $nJeOes ,nstitXte of &ontemSoUDUy $Ut -oXUnDO� ³I aP

interested in siPSlifying Py tools in order to Pa[iPize the Sotential

of the work.´

At François Ghebaly recently, Yisitors were giYen a chance to

reeYalXate Horwitz, an artist Xnder­recognized in her lifetiPe. 7he

first rooP of the e[SansiYe warehoXse gallery was filled with works

froP her series ³RhythP of /ines´ �198�±88�. In � 6ets of 0oiUes

�Rhythm of Lines 6DmSOeU�, 198�, which she called the ³key´ to the

series, Horwitz SXt forth on a sheet of Mylar graSh SaSer all the

SaraPeters of these drawings. Eight sets of lines were each assigned

a sSecific color and angle. 7he sheet of graSh SaSer was then filled

with each Sossible Sairing of the different sets of lines, for a total of

fifty­si[. 7he resXlt, as with PXch of Horwitz¶s work, is rhythPic and

hySnotic, with a controlled, PeasXred beaXty that is satisfying in its

syPPetry and Sredictability.

7he rest of the rooP was filled with works froP the ³RhythP of

/ines´ series, each focXsing on an indiYidXal Sairing of two sets of

lines. 7he areas of oYerlaS between the sets of lines are filled in with

twenty­three­karat gold leaf²sXggesting that Horwitz took great

SleasXre in deSloying each of the coPbinations and reYeled in the

richness of restraint. 

ArW Ln APerLca
16 Ma] 2016



Most of Horwitz¶s work is strictly two­diPensional, bXt she had a fascination with Shysical sSace and with integrating art, PXsic, and 

langXage. She staged PXltiSle SerforPances dXring her tiPe at CalArts, inclXding a HaSSening with instrXctor Allan .aSrow. She also 

deYeloSed ³SonakinatograShy´ �soXnd­Potion­notation�, a systeP for organizing graShic and nongraShic elePents throXgh the Xse of color­

coded syPbols, which allowed her to generate scores that coXld be SerforPed. 

Horwitz¶s legacy liYes on throXgh interSretation. Haroon Mirza, a soXnd and light artist, Xsed Horwitz¶s 6onDNinDtoJUDShy &omSosition ,,, 

�1996� to create $ &hDmEeU foU +oUZit]� 6onDNinDtoJUDShy 7UDnsFUiStions in 6XUUoXnG 6oXnG �201��, which was shown in an anterooP of the 

gallery �the Siece was first installed at the MXseXP 7ingXely in %asel last year�. In this work, Mirza brings Horwitz¶s score to life Xsing /E' 

lights. 7he lights shift froP color to color at YarioXs tePSos while SrodXcing an intense bXzzing that serYes as a draPatic soXnd backdroS with a 

corSoreal Sresence, akin to a heaYy bass line.

SSanning si[teen feet, )oXU LeYeOs to the 7oS �19�4±��� coPPanded the second gallery. 7he PXltiSle drawn cXbes and sTXares laid oXt in Seaks 

and Yalleys forP what looks like an E.G reading or a PysterioXs scroll froP an alien Slanet. 7he final gallery was dedicated to ³%ook of 

8´ �19�9±81�, a groXSing of works that deSarts froP Horwitz¶s Xse of a Yisible grid bXt dePonstrates her dedication to the nXPerical as a gXiding 

SrinciSle. 7he alPost seYen­foot­long (iJht 3DUt )XJXe �� �1981� XnfXrls with flowing forPs coPSosed of lines whose lengths and angles were 

systePatically SredeterPined. As the title intiPates, the ordered lines, which swooS, swell, and seeP to Yibrate, reach a feYer Sitch, begging to 

be Slayed, danced, or soPehow sSrXng off the Sage and into the foXrth diPension.
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Channa Horwitz
RAVEN ROW
56 Arti l lery Lane
March 10–May 1

Channa Horwitz, Language Series II,  
1964–2004, casein paint on graph paper, 64 x 72”.

Channa Horwitz combined formal rigor and 

intuitive perception like few others within her 

Minimalist and Conceptualist milieu. At this 

exhibition’s entrance is Language Series 

II, 1964–2004, an expansive collection of 

orange squares painted in casein on graph 

paper, each one mathematically related 

to the number eight. (Horwitz used the 

numbers one through eight in constraints 

for the making of her works—in this piece, 

embedded within a square, sits an eight-

by-eight-inch grid of smaller squares.) 

This painting serves as a blueprint for the 

artist’s large-scale installation Displacement, 

2011/16, which premiered in 2011 at the Y8 Artyoga studio in Hamburg. Its reconstruction 

here will be “activated” by a yoga class. There’s a spiritual generosity at the core of this 

SLHFH�WKDW�RQH�ZRXOG�EH�KDUG�SUHVVHG�WR�¿QG�LQ��IRU�H[DPSOH��6RO�/H:LWW�

:KDW�DW�¿UVW�ORRNV�OLNH�JOLPPHULQJ�0\ODU�LQ�+RUZLW]¶V�VHULHV�³0RLUp�´�����±����DQG�
“Canon,” 1987, is actually an accretion of precisely measured ink and casein lines in 

sherbet oranges and pastel greens, alongside cyans, magentas, and reds. Hanging from 

a wall is Dome Inside Square, 1968, a white plastic globe halved and protruding from the 

WLWXODU�TXDGULODWHUDO��,W�LV�DOVR�D�SURMHFWLRQ�VFUHHQ�IRU�+RUZLW]¶V����PP�¿OP�$W�WKH�7RQH�WKH�
7LPH�:LOO�%H��������D�FROODERUDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�DUWLVW�DQG�FKRUHRJUDSKHU�6KHLOD�5R]DQQ��
featuring four dancers, Horwitz’s daughter Ellen Davis among them, wearing graphic 

EODFN�DQG�ZKLWH�OHRWDUGV��7KH�FRQYH[�REMHFW�GLVWRUWV�WKH�¿OP�EXW�PDNHV�FOHDU�+RURZLW]¶V�
subjective approach toward creating enigmatic works of art.

�²�0DU\�5LQHEROG

ArWIRrXP
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Installation view of Channa Hurwitz’s Orange Grid (all photographs — 
and GIF — by the author for Hyperallergic)

In Channa Horwitz’s Orange Grid
by Carolina A. Miranda 

LOS ANGELES — There are generally two 
favored narrative arcs used to describe an 
artist’s life. There is the story of the hot young
art star who takes the art world by storm with 
new ideas and a mediagenic personality. And
there is the solitary artist, who works quietly 
for years, before finding success later in life.
Channa Horwitz is one of the latter.

The long-time L.A. artist, who passed away
late in April at the age of 80, had spent her life 
laboring on hand-rendered geometric drawings, 
paintings and wall installations executed on 
grids. (Think: Sol Lewitt meets Agnes Martin.)
Though she produced work for decades, 
occasionally attracting a few critical eyeballs,
her wider public profile wouldn’t truly begin to

grow until she was included in the Hammer Museum’s “Made in L.A.” biennial in the middle of last year.

Certainly, the fact that she was a woman had something to do with the tardy success. In 1968, while still a student
at CalArts, Horwitz famously proposed a piece to the L.A. County Museum of Art’s “Art and Technology” show that
would have been comprised of free-floating Plexiglas beams penetrated by rays of light. But, as the story goes, the
piece never happened because the curator in charge told her that women shouldn’t be allowed to work with such
industrial materials.

The drawings for that proposed piece, however, became the 
basis of a life-long pursuit Horwitz called “Sonakinatography”
— a combination of the words “sona” (sound) and “kina”
(movement) — producing intricate patterns that resemble
sound waves in form. She created all of her pieces by hand,
lending the work a certain vibrational quality, like a bass string 
being plucked.

This back story makes Horwitz’s show at François Ghebaly in
Culver City that much more special. Opened just two weeks
before her death, it represents the first time one of her pieces
has been rendered in three dimensions in the United States.
Horwitz painted the space, a sunken, whitewashed room 
that once housed a muffler shop, with a bright orange graph
paper grid that covers walls and floor. Descending into it is
like entering the Light Cycle arena in “Tron” — dizzying and
spectacular — a theater for a battle of sorts.

In this space, Horwitz placed an assortment of black
polygons, all of which can be manipulated by the viewer.
In fact, I spent the better part of an hour arranging and
rearranging the shapes in the gallery. Not an easy task,
since the larger rectangular prisms are more than six feet 
tall and made from wood, making them awkward to move — 
especially if you’re 5’3”. (The GIF above shows the various
configurations I created.)

A gaggle of art-seeking humans provide a sense of
the grid’s scale.

+\SeraOOerJLc
� .Yne 201�



But it’s in handling the pieces that I really discovered the power of Horwitz’s work. On first impact, her design feels
totally high-tech, yet the materials could not be more low-brow: paint, wood, a few nails, with trembling lines that
reveal the touch of a human hand. The grid gives off waves of bright orange light� the black cubes seem to absorb
it. Move the pieces around and the light in the room changes ever so slightly. “Orange Grid,” as the piece is titled,
manages to be both dramatic and subtle — the Light and Space movement as reconsidered by a garage tinkerer.
The architectural types will likely find the experience akin to inhabiting an analog AutoCAD.

In recent months, Horwitz’s career had begun to
pick up. Two months ago, she was awarded a
Guggenheim Fellowship. This summer, her work
is being shown at the .unsthalle Dusseldorf,
in Germany, and the 9enice Biennale exhibit
organized by New Museum curator Massimiliano
Gioni. The fact that Horwitz was never a mainstay
in mainstream art circles didn’t seem to have
dampened the strentght of her ideas or her 
output. Nonetheless, the show at Ghebaly left me
wondering of everything that might have been — 
LACMA show included — if the art world hadn’t
taken so damn long to catch up

Channa Horwitz’s Orange Grid, is on view at
Franoois Ghebaly Gallery (���� /a Cienega %lvd�
Culver City� /os Angeles) through -une ��..One of three related drawings displayed at the entrance to the gallery. 

([amine these closely and you will see evidence of Horwitz’s touch.

Inside Horwitz’s ´Orange Grid�µ where a bright orange hue is
balanced by polygons of utter blackness. Over the course of the
show� the gallery has been adding and removing the prisms� so
the e[hibit is constantly evolving.

Artistic serendipity� my nail polish matched Horwitz’s paint scheme.
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los angeles ~ Channa Horwitz

Known in particular for the “Sonakinatography” series of works on paper that combine sound, 
movement and writing using an original system based on numbers and colors, LA-based artist 

Channa Horwitz, a maker of works guided by logic, was a figure unjustly overlooked by her 
contemporaries – since she surfaced in a historical moment still governed by strong gender bias 
– though today she is finally being reassessed. Cecilia Alemani, who visited the artist a number 

of times before the latter’s recent death, offers a precise, multifaceted portrait.

Dating back to 1968, one of the first known works by Channa Horwitz is a 
project for Art and Technology, a project designed to highlight the collaboration 
between visual artists and engineers. The aim, at that time truly visionary, was 
to eliminate the barriers between the two disciplines and trigger a fluid form of 
collaboration, in which advanced technologies that were normally relegated to 
the world of industry could also be used in the visual arts. 

A thirty-four-year-old student at the time, Horwitz—who was known in those 
days as Channa Davis—submitted a proposal titled Suspension of Vertical Beams 
Moving in Space. This was to be a kinetic sculpture in which eight vertical plexi-
glas elements would be magnetically suspended between two horizontal plat-
forms installed on the floor and ceiling, and they would move in a choreogra-
phy rhythmically accompanied by lights. Her work was never actually realized, 
but this is hardly surprising since in those days women were not considered 
able of working with new technologies, which were generally reserved for men 
alone. Her proposal was however included in the famous 1970 catalogue, which 
had a cover showing faces exclusively of white men, in a composition that re-
calls André Breton’s famous surrealist montages. One of countless examples of 
sexism in American culture in the 1960s, this episode had a great impact on the 
young Horwitz’s career. After graduating in 1972 from CalArts under the artist 
Allan Kaprow, she continued to work in complete isolation for decades in an 
extremely male-chauvinistic city.

Known mainly for her intimate drawings on graph paper, which became the 
symbol of her artistic language, Horwitz continued to work for decades, tracing 
out coloured lines, numbers and symbols in a series of works that combine the 
passing of time with freedom of movement.

Her proposal for Art and Technology can be considered as the starting point 
for of her most famous series of works she referred to as Sonakinatography, 
the result of a combination of sound, movement and writing. Her desire to 
represent movement in the dimension of time, and to describe time in visual 
form is a remarkable aspect of all her work, from her drawings to her large 
site-specific installations, all the way to her performative actions. Constantly 
based on a language restricted to the succession of numbers from one to eight, 
Horwitz’s works are close to the tradition of American minimalism, showing 
in particular her admiration for Sol LeWitt, though with results that are radi-
cally different in terms of scope. While on the one hand her works recall the 
rigourous, geometrical structures of many artists of her generation, such as 
Agnes Martin and Mel Bochner, on the other they are revolutionary because, 
unlike minimalism, they are open to chance and imperfection, in an attempt to 
break out of the restrictive minimalist grid. It is precisely this decision to limit 
her visual language to a series of strict rules and constraints that gives Horwitz 

the freedom to free herself from these limitations and to integrate movement 
and time into the rigidity of the grid. Indeed, there are not just many errors of 
the hand in tracing her coloured lines on graph paper, but there are also imper-
fect gestures that emphasise the freedom she felt when scanning the movement 
dictated by numbers and symbols on the drawing. In part rigid constructions 
and in part strange mandalas that suggest distant universes and mysterious 
maps, Horwitz’s Sonakinatographies alternate lines with numbers and graphic 
elements, going beyond the pure minimalist grid and offering themselves to the 
interpretations of other disciplines. She often invited artists from other fields to 
interpret her drawings through music or dance and her Sonakinatographies thus 
become scores for free interpretations, in which their apparent logic and formal 
discipline are surpassed by the magic and sensuality of the lines, which pulsate 
within the paper itself and turn into three-dimensional choreographies. 

Horwitz’s drawings are also reinterpreted by the artist herself in performances 
and dances created for the public. Poem Opera / The Divided Person, for ex-
ample, is a choreography—again based on the numerical series 1-8—which she 
staged for the first time in Bologna in 1978. Eight vocalists read eight-metre-
long scrolls of paper onto which the artist has written, from top to bottom, 
descriptions of different human personalities, highlighting the dichotomies in 
each one. Inner/outer, young/old, happy/sad, dreamer/realist are the eight 
characteristics of human nature described in her Poem Opera. The performance 
is given rhythm by a metronome, which the vocalists follow as they say out 
loud, and all together, the adjectives that characterise these imaginary char-
acters. In its orderly cacophony, the performance combines order and chaos , 
sense and sensibility in a performance that, more than any others, conveys the 
artist’s desire to bring the human dimension into her work.

When I first met Channa, some years ago in her studio-home near Venice, Los 
Angeles, she greeted me with a great smile and took me into every room, show-
ing me her works next to those of the artists she most admired. Channa died 
recently, at the age of eighty, leaving a great void not only in her family and 
friends, but also in a art world that, after decades of oblivion, has only just be-
gun to appreciate her work. 

Left – Circles, 1988. Courtesy: Aanant & Zoo, Berlin

Below – Language Series #3, 1-4-5, 1964. 
Courtesy: Aanant & Zoo, Berlin

Opposite – Orange Grid, installation view, François Ghebaly 
Gallery, Los Angeles, 2013. Courtesy: François Ghebaly 
Gallery, Los Angeles, and Jim and Channa Horwitz. 
Photo: Robert Wedemeye
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Nota in particolare per la serie delle “Sonakinato-
graphy” – opere su carta che combinano suono, 
movimento, e scrittura, servendosi di un originale 
sistema basato numeri e colori – l’artista losange-
lina Channa Horwitz, autrice di opere basate sul-
la logica, è stata una figura a torto ampiamente 
ignorata dai suoi contemporanei – emersa in un 
momento storico ancora intriso di pesante discri-
minazione di genere – e oggi finalmente rivaluta-
ta. Cecilia Alemani, che ha visitato l’artista diverse 
volte prima della sua recente scomparsa, ne offre 
un ritratto artistico puntuale e sfaccettato.

Una delle prime opere conosciute di Channa 
Horwitz risale al 1968: un progetto per l’Art and 
Technology, un programma volto alla collabora-
zione tra artisti visivi e ingegneri con lo scopo, al-
lora quanto mai visionario, di eliminare le barriere 
che distinguevano queste due discipline, a favore 
di una collaborazione fluida dove tecnologie avan-
zate, normalmente relegate all’ambito industriale, 
potessero essere utilizzate anche nella sfera delle 
arti visive. 

Allora trentaquattrenne e studentessa, la Horwitz, 
conosciuta al tempo come Channa Davis, propone 
Suspension of Vertical Beams Moving in Space, 
una scultura cinetica in cui otto elementi verticali 
fatti di plexiglass avrebbero dovuto essere sospesi 
magneticamente tra due piattaforme orizzontali, 
installate sul pavimento e sul soffitto, e muoversi 
in una coreografia scandita ritmicamente da luci. Il 
suo progetto non sarà mai realizzato – non è certo 
una sorpresa, all’epoca, che le donne vengano con-
siderate incapaci di lavorare con le nuove tecnolo-
gie, spesso riservate esclusivamente agli uomini 
–  ma viene incluso nel famoso catalogo del 1970, 
la cui copertina rappresenta, in una composizione 
che ricorda i celebri montaggi surrealisti alla André 
Breton, esclusivamente volti di uomini di razza 
bianca. Uno dei molti esempi di sessismo nella 
cultura americana degli anni Sessanta, questo epi-
sodio marca la carriera della giovane Horwitz che, 
dopo essersi laureata nel 1972 a CalArts, sotto l’ar-
tista Allan Kaprow, continua a lavorare, per interi 
decenni, in una città estremamente maschilista, in 
completo isolamento. 

Conosciuta principalmente per disegni di dimen-
sioni modeste su carta millimetrata, diventata il 
simbolo del suo lavoro, Horwitz ha continuato a 
lavorare tracciando linee colorate, numeri e sim-
boli in una serie di opere su carta che combinano 
il passare del tempo con la libertà del movimento.
La proposta per l’Art and Technology può es-
sere considerata il prodromo della serie di la-

vori più famosi dell’artista, conosciuti come 
“Sonakinatography”, frutto della combinazione 
tra suono, movimento, e scrittura. Il desiderio di 
rappresentare il movimento nella dimensione 
temporale, e di descrivere visivamente il tempo, 
caratterizza tutte le opere della Horowitz, dai di-
segni alle grandi installazioni site-specific fino alle 
sue performance. Costantemente basati sulla se-
rie numerica ristretta alla successione dei numeri 
dall’uno all’otto, le opere della Horwitz partono da 
una sensibilità vicina al minimalismo americano, 
in particolare dettata dall’ammirazione che l’artista 
provava per l’opera di Sol LeWitt, per distaccar-
sene radicalmente in termini di scopo. Se da un 
lato i suoi lavori ricordano le strutture razionali e 
geometriche di tanti artisti suoi coetanei, come 
Agnes Martin o Mel Bochner, dall’altro essi sono 
rivoluzionari perché, contrariamente alla logica del 
minimalismo, aprono le porte al caso e all’imper-
fezione, nel tentativo di spezzare la stessa griglia 
minimalista. È proprio il gesto di restringere il lin-
guaggio a una serie di strette regole e vincoli che 
dà alla Horwitz la libertà d’infrangere le stesse limi-
tazioni e d’integrare il movimento e il tempo nella 
rigidità della griglia. Molti sono, infatti, non solo 
gli errori della mano nel tracciare le linee colorate 
sulla carta millimetrata, ma anche i gesti imperfetti 
che sottolineano la libertà che l’artista concepisce 
nello scansire il movimento dettato da numeri e 
simboli sul disegno. In parte, rigide costruzioni, e 
in parte strani mandala che ricordano universi lon-
tani e cartografie misteriose, le sonakinatografie 
della Horwitz alternano linee a numeri e grafismi, e 
sorpassano la pura griglia minimalista per offrirsi 
a interpretazioni di altre discipline. Spesso l’artista 
ha invitato artisti di altre discipline a interpretare i 
propri disegni attraverso la musica o la danza: le 
sonakinatografie diventano così spartiti per libere 
interpretazioni dove la logica apparente e il rigore 
formale vengono sorpassati dalla magia e da sen-
sualità delle linee che pulsano nella carta stessa e 
che si fanno coreografie tridimensionali.  

I disegni della Horwitz vengono anche riletti dall’ar-
tista stessa con performance e danze concepite 
per il pubblico. Poem Opera/The Divided Person 
per esempio, è una coreografia ideata nel 1978, 
a Bologna, e basata sempre sulla serie numerica 
1-8. Otto vocalisti leggono, davanti al pubblico, 
lunghi papiri di carta di circa 8 metri di lunghezza 
su cui l’artista ha redatto, dall’alto verso il basso, 
la descrizione di otto personalità differenti, sotto-
lineando la dicotomia presente in ognuno di noi. 
Introverso/estroverso, giovane/vecchio, felice/tri-
ste, sognatore/realista sono le otto personalità del 
carattere umano descritte in Poem Opera. La per-

formance viene scandita dal ritmo di un metrono-
mo che i vocalisti seguono nel pronunciare ad alta 
voce e collettivamente gli aggettivi che caratteriz-
zano queste personalità: in una cacofonia ordinata, 
la perfomance sembra combinare ordine e caos, 
ragione e sentimento in un’opera che più di ogni 
altra comunica il desiderio dell’artista di portare la 
dimensione umana nella sua opera.

La prima volta che ho conosciuto Channa, qual-
che anno fa, nella sua casa/studio vicino a Venice, 
Los Angeles, mi ha accolto con un gran sorriso e 
mi ha portata in ogni stanza della casa, mostran-
domi le sue opere accanto a quelle di artisti che 
ammirava. Channa è morta recentemente, all’età 
di ottant’anni, lasciando un grande vuoto, non solo 
nella famiglia e negli amici, ma anche in un mondo 
dell’arte che, solo negli ultimi anni, dopo decenni 
di isolamento, stava incominciando ad apprezzar-
ne l’opera. 

ENLIVENING THE GRID
di Cecilia Alemani

This page – Round, 1977. 
Courtesy: Aanant & Zoo, Berlin

Opposite – Sonakinatography Composition 
III, 1978. Courtesy: François Ghebaly 
Gallery, Los Angeles, and Jim and Channa 
Horwitz 

p. 251 – At the Tone the Time will be, 
1969. Courtesy: François Ghebaly Gallery, 
Los Angeles, and Jim and Channa Horwitz

p. 250 – Poem / Opera, The Divided Person 
(Based on Sonakinatography Composion III), 
1978. Courtesy: François Ghebaly Gallery, 
Los Angeles, and Jim and Channa Horwitz

pp. 248-249 – Circle and Square Negative, 
2013. Courtesy: François Ghebaly Gallery, 
Los Angeles, and Jim and Channa Horwitz. 
Photo: Robert Wedemeye



I had just been standing in Channa Horwitz’s orange gridded room when I received an email announcing 

that she had died. Although I didn’t know her, the experience was a bit vertiginous, not unlike the sensation 

of  standing in the sunken space at François Ghebaly Gallery.

Horwitz had painted the walls and floor in a pattern of  bright orange grid lines. Punctuated only with a 

single black cube — the height and width of  a single square — it is now a kind of  non-space where the 

actual contours of  the room begin to dissolve.

Horwitz, who was 80, had been working with orange grid paper since the 1960s. She used it as the  

underlying structure for incredibly lush and varied drawings driven by a highly systematic process in the 

mode of  conceptual artist Sol Lewitt.

But her work was also prescient, evoking the malleable spaces of  digital animation, in which anything 

becomes possible within a highly regimented grid of  pixels. For what is a digital display if  not a grid 

through which light and colors move in endless variations? By extending her grid into our space, Horwitz 

seemed to encourage us to become the drawing ourselves.

She also provided a guiding example in a mural on the exterior of  the gallery. The apparent jumble of  

overlapping circles and squares — in black, white and orange of  course — actually follows a lovely internal 

logic, aligning perfectly with the grid while seeming perfectly off-kilter.

Channa Horwitz, "Orange Grid," 2013. (Robert Wedemeyer / Francois Ghebaly Gallery)

Review: Channa Horwitz's work goes off the common grid

Mizota, Sharon
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One day about 15 years ago, Channa Horwitz was at work in her studio atop a knoll in Hidden Hills. 

Something transpired on her drafting table that got her excited, and she wanted to share it and get 

feedback. In her 60s at the time, she had been working in semi-obscurity for decades.

"I was totally alone," she recalls. "I was isolated. The mail lady came up the drive, and I said, 'Can I 

show you what I just did?'"

The incident is emblematic of  a career spent largely in solitary pursuit of  answers to self-generated 

"what if?" questions. Since the '60s, Horwitz has been devising systems to visualize time. Her 

intricately patterned drawings in ink and paint on graph paper have been shown in several local 

galleries in the past six or seven years and are featured in "Made in L.A. 2012," a biennial of  new 

art organized by the Hammer Museum with the nonprofit Culver City space, LAXART. The show is 

on view at both venues as well as the L.A. Municipal Art Gallery in Barnsdall Park.

Artist Channa Horwitz, 80, the oldest artist included in the bienniel exhibit of  the Hammer Museum in Westwood.
(Luis Sinco, Los Angeles Times/May 25, 2012)

“Hammer’s ‘Made in L.A.’ biennial paints cross-generational picture”

Ollman, Leah

The museum show shines a light on contemporary artists in Los Angeles, including Channa 

Horwitz, Analia Saban and Morgan Fisher
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The curatorial team — Anne Ellegood and Ali Subotnick from the Hammer; and Lauri Firstenberg, 

Malik Gaines and Cesar Garcia from LAXART — selected 60 artists working in video, sculpture, 

installation, drawing, photography and performance. They focused on artists they identified as 

emerging or under-recognized, and in Horwitz, who turned 80 in May, they seem to have gotten 

both.

They describe her in the exhibition catalog as perhaps the oldest emerging artist in Los Angeles. 

But what is actually emerging is overdue attention to her work. The audience is the late bloomer 

here.

There are two other artists of  similar vintage in the show: Simone Forti (born in 1935) and Morgan 

Fisher (1942). A few more are in their 40s, 50s and 60s, but most are in their 20s and 30s, an age 

the art world, like the culture at large, associates with freshness and novelty. The youngest is 

Kenyatta A.C. Hinkle, who was born in 1987 and received her MFA from CalArts this year. Los 

Angeles-born Horwitz earned her BFA there in 1972, after also studying at Cal State Northridge in 

the early '60s and Art Center School of  Design in the early '50s, all while raising a family.

The dramatic age range wasn't deliberate, the curators agree. It wouldn't even be evident, Subot-

nick suggests, if  birth dates were not disclosed. But, Ellegood points out, it reflects something 

significant about Los Angeles, something that pertains to how artists are trained and work here.

"More than in other cities, there's a strong dialogue between generations. I attribute it a lot to the 

schools. Well-known artists continue to teach at a point in their careers where they don't really 

need to for the money. That starts a dialogue with younger artists and those relationships main-

tain after school. The older artists take that role seriously. They value that exchange with younger 

artists. This happens to some extent in other cities, but it's very consistent here and is part of  the 

fabric of  what makes the city tick."

Fisher, who Firstenberg hails as "the godfather of  conceptualism in L.A.," has taught at UCLA, USC 

and Cal Arts intermittently since the '90s, and at least five of  his students are in the 

Hammer/LAXART show. These cross-generational relationships are important to him.

"It's a particular form of  community that is very sustaining, even if  my work is very different and 

I go my own way, as I guess we all do," he wrote by email.

Forti teaches at UCLA in the department of  world arts and cultures and is considered a pioneer 

within the dance and performance communities for her improvisations and her work integrating 

movement and speech. "We wanted to include her also as an object-maker," Ellegood says. "Among 

many of  the younger artists in the show, Simone is a role model, consciously or unconsciously, for 

the way she's dealt with the negotiation of  the body among objects."

Horwitz has never taught. The show will put her work, at least, in dialogue with that of  younger 

artists. She shares a gallery with Analia Saban, who, at just over 30, already has just as long a list 

of  exhibitions to her credit.

Coming so close on the heels of  the Getty's Pacific Standard Time, "Made in L.A." can easily be 

taken as a follow-up, a "that was then, this is now" update to the historical overview. If  PST aimed, 

in part, to flesh out the record of  art's evolution in postwar L.A., the current show aspires to intro-

duce and reintroduce names of  artists working in our midst right now that ought to be more famil-

iar. The older ones are not, for a variety of  reasons.



All three enjoyed earlier or more substantive reception outside of  L.A., primarily in Europe. The 

syndrome of  prophets not being honored in their own land is all too common among Southern 

California artists, several of  the curators concurred. Horwitz has had a handful of  shows recently 

in Germany, and Fisher's primary representation is in Cologne

Contemporary culture's emphasis on youth and novelty is probably the biggest culprit, however. 

Electronic gadgets aren't the only things discarded and replaced after a short spell. Opportunities 

for artists get slimmer once they've aged out of  the "emerging" category.

"A certain pressure, over time, has skewed the conversation," Ellegood says, "so that institutions 

and platforms for showing art have become so intent on new talent that it has allowed for a certain 

amnesia about other ways of  working and other important artists."

Exhibiting institutions tend to showcase the fresh and new or pay tribute to the senior and well 

established, but artists in midcareer can fall into a "black hole," says Ellegood, from which it's hard 

to resurface.

The challenge of  staying visible is compounded when an artist shifts gears, as Fisher did, starting 

anew as a painter in the late 1990s, after decades of  making films.

"I am in the early phase of  my career as a painter, the equivalent of  being in my middle to late 30s 

if  I had started as a painter," he wrote, "so in principle I have decades ahead of  me, and that is 

exactly how I feel." Conventional ideas about career trajectories are confining, and not very produc-

tive, Fisher later said in conversation. Being categorized according to medium or age is equally 

detrimental.

"It's conventional to think of  young equating with new, but they don't necessarily go hand in hand. 

In fact they rarely do. It has to do with this disconnect," a misapplied association of  youth with 

freshness and innovation. "Well, guess what? You can do work that's new when you're not a kid, 

when you're not just getting out of  graduate school."

For Horwitz too, the notion that a career would naturally grow stale with age is anathema, ridicu-

lous. She works now out of  a studio in the middle of  her home in West L.A., persisting out of  "the 

love of  doing, of  creating my own world," and the work never seems to exhaust itself. "If  concepts 

run dry, I go through folders of  working drawings. These folders are food for whatever I could 

possibly do in the future. I could have five lifetimes and not run out."

Horwitz lasted decades without external recognition because, she says, she was "never really 

trying for it." How does she feel about the flurry of  attention she's getting now?

"It has nothing to do with the work," she said in a tone of  exasperated good humor. "It makes it 

harder to work. It slows down the progress. It's a pain in the neck and takes me away from my 

drafting table. And don't think I don't love it."



Art review: Channa Horwitz at 
SolwayJones and kunsthalle L.A

“Sequences & Systems,” a terrific two-part show (split 
between SolwayJones and kunsthalle L.A.), skims across 
40 years of visual investigation by the L.A. artist Channa 
Horwitz. By the time Horwitz earned her B.F.A. from CalArts 
in 1972, she had already submitted a proposal (included in 
this show) to the landmark “Art & Technology” exhibition at 
LACMA and was well on her way to developing methods of 
articulating space, typically in ink on paper, using the orderly 
rigor of predetermined systems.

Her work falls somewhere between game and exercise, mathematics and music. Its key ingredients are rhythm, 
pattern and repetition, its precursors the minimal, serial art of the ‘60s. The entrancing “Composition #8 
Augmented Variation #2” reads like an elegant score, following the momentum of a single thick ink line that rises, 
falls, breaks into separate staccato beats then resumes its sustained visual hum. Some of Horwitz’s works over 
the years have been performed live, using dancers, synthesizers and projected imagery. Even when not actualized 
physically, her notations are dynamic and usually involve a sense of progression, so that time and process are 
actively engaged.

In the Canon series of 1982, for instance, Horwitz draws a 
simple geometric pattern on separate sheets of graph paper, 
then draws images that represent the sum of the individual 
parts. “Eight Layers From the Canon Series, Exposed” 
presents a grid of 64 such basic components, and the lacy 
tapestries of line that result when the patterns of each 
row or column are combined. The austerity of the system 
gives way to sensual ebullience, and the images, however 
prescribed, feel immediate and fresh.

– Leah Ollman

 SolwayJones, 990 N. Hill St., No. 180, and kunsthalle L.A., 932 Chung King Road, (323) 223-0224, through 
April 25. Closed Sundays and Mondays. www.solwayjonesgallery.com

Images: 1982 and Triangle / Color, top; and Canon # 10, Expanded. Photo credit: Joshua White.
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“Jet Set Saturdays: Channa Horwitz at Solway Jones and Kunsthalle LA” 

Anne Martens 

If Channa Horwitz wasn’t female and 78 years old, she’d perhaps—and deservedly—be as well 

known as her male, L.A. artist contemporaries Robert Irwin and James Turrell. At the time of Ferus 

Gallery’s emergence, she lived in Tarzana—then as Channa Davis—raising three children, where she 

created remarkable works of art. One wonders, had she hung around La Cienega Boulevard often 

enough, would the boys have let her in the clubhouse? This Jet Setter doubts it. 

In 2005 and 2007, Solway Jones Gallery exhibited Horwitz’s contemporary work. The gallery’s 

current two-part exhibition, one at its main space on Hill Street; the other at Kunsthalle LA on Chung 

King Road, showcases the artist’s seminal work of the 60s, 70s and 80s, as well as a piece from 

2000 and one from this year. Upon a recent visit to both gallery spaces, Michael Solway pointed out 

a 1971 LACMA exhibition catalog in a vitrine — tangible evidence of the type of historical 

exclusionism female artists face. On the cover, about a dozen artist-faces, all male, stared back. 

Nearby hangs Davis’ 1968 notated sketch for a sculpture, Suspension of Vertical Beams Moving in 

Space. The sculpture would have included eight moving parts and eight light beams, suggesting the 

complexity and ambition that any “Light and Space” project would have entailed. The artist had 

submitted the drawing as part of a proposal for an installation she planned to execute if accepted 

into the prestigious “Experiments in Art and Technology” program—in which artists were paired with 

scientists and engineers to explore perceptual phenomena—that culminated in the LACMA show. 

Although she was admitted into the exhibition, the more significant installation proposal got 

rejected. 

Artlurker
April 2010



 

Will Horwitz get her due when dozens of So Cal art institutions launch “Pacific Standard Time”—a 

showcase of the region’s post-WWII art history—next year? Let’s hope so. But in the meantime, it’s 

worth checking out “Sequences & Systems,” the survey of her stunning works now on view. Horwitz’s 

meticulous drawings—some monotone, others in rainbow colors—rely on a grid system for their 

structure. As rules-minded as any scientist, musician, or mathematician, she goes about making art 

by pre-determining what variables will dictate the work before she begins. Executed in color pencil, 

ink, or plaka (a milk-based paint) on graph-ruled Mylar, the early 1980s works in Solway Jones’ main 

gallery appear humble in their materials and simple acts of mark making. Yet they are 

simultaneously sophisticated in their visual beauty and planning. Angles figure prominently. Some of 

the works are even framed as diamonds and triangles.  The most complex drawings resemble woven 

textiles. If you stare at them, there’s an added kinetic effect, as the brilliant lines seem to vibrate. 

The simpler drawings, in which single or two colors form interlocking diamond shapes, look like 

argyle sweaters and socks. 

To understand how Horwitz’s painstaking drawings were conceived, seek out Canon #10 Expanded, 

a key that demonstrates how each applied color follows a different rule. For example, green is always 

meticulously applied at an eighth-of-an inch angle within a grid box, blue at a quarter-inch, and so 

on. The most striking work in the space is dated this year, but follows the canonical formula the 

artist set up in the 50s . Slanted Rectangle, an assemblage of drawings arranged in rows within a 

parallelogram-shaped frame, provide a dazzlingly hued progression that resemble a chart of paint 

chips. 



 

At Kunsthalle LA, the visitor is transported mostly to the mid-seventies. Horwitz’s older drawings are 

also grid-like, yet more varied in their visual arrangements. Like musical notation, they’ve been 

interpreted and performed as such. Composition # 8 Augmented Variation # 2 is made up of a 

narrow grid that runs vertically, with individual squares blocked in, suggesting the positions of notes 

on a staff. By contrast, in Sonakinetography Composition # 11, strips of gridded Mylar run vertically 

with squares blocked in –reminiscent of player-piano sheet music. The strongest work in the gallery 

is Eight Part Fugue 1, in which lines resonate outward in a kind of sci-fi wave pattern. 

Gallery says: “For more than 40 years, Channa Horwitz has been making drawings and paintings 

exploring the notation of motion and time. Sequences have been integral to the artist’s work since 

the late 1960s, when she created her seminal work, Sonakinatography, “sound, motion, notation.” 

Utilizing an invented visual language, Horwitz’s drawings, and paintings combine repetitive 

sequences and systems of ordering a specific set of numbers, colors, lines, and angles. Channa 

Horwitz has collaborated with dancers, percussionists, and electronic musicians using her 

Sonakinatography works as multimedia performances in what she describes as a Poem Opera 

presented in Los Angeles and Europe.” 

When leaving Kunsthalle LA to geometrically plan the rest of my Jet Setter weekend, I saw Horwitz’s 

systems and triangles everywhere, especially in the storefront fences that had closed down 

Chinatown for the night. 

NOTE: The Solway-Jones press package contains an amazing interview with Channa Horwitz 

conducted a year ago by Dominikus Müller and published in German on Artnet. 

Here are a few juicy excerpts: 

DM: Eight … you always use that number in your work. 

CH: That’s just because of the graph paper I use. … I chose 8 colors. That I am still using. For the 

light sculpture, I wondered how the eight beams would look in a given length of time, so I notated 



 

the eight beams on my graph paper, showing ten minutes of time … The fact that I could describe 

motion simply by using graph paper was very exciting to me. 

Soon after I went on vacation with my first husband. One day he wanted to play tennis and I asked 

for permission to please stay in the hotel room and not watch him play just for a couple of hours. 

You know, that is the life I lived; I had to ask for permission to do anything different from the norm. 

“Well,” he said, “You’re not being very social, but ok, just two hours,” So I was in my room alone 

with a pad of graph paper and a couple of pencils and I came up with my “compositions,” Number 

1, 2, and 3. And I realized back then that simply moving the little squares on graph paper, I could 

show anything: I could show motion, it could represent notes, it could represent color. … They could 

describe words or categories. … I felt I had discovered a new language.” 

So when the two hours were over I had to go to the tennis court, but I took my material with me. 

When no one was looking I was secretly coloring in all of the little squares on the graph paper. At 

some point this lady who organized the tennis games came over. I was trying to hide what I was 

doing from her. But she asked: “What are you doing there?” And I showed her this little square of 64 

colors… and she said, “Oh, my nephew made something just like that.” And I got really excited and 

asked “What did he make?” And she answered, “an ashtray.” … I went from this high feeling of 

having found a common language that spoke to all of the arts to feeling really dumb about what I 

had created. I had this brand new concept, but I couldn’t really handle it. 

DM: How was [your work} perceived [by art critics]? 

CH: A critic from the Los Angeles Times wrote: “Pretty Notations by Valley Housewife.” And another 

critic … when I showed my work to her, said: “Channa, I really don’t believe that what you do is art!” 

DM: How did you continue with your work with comments like that? 

CH: Because I really believed in what I was doing. And I don’t need other people to say that what I 

do is great. I just need to believe in what I do[.] 

Channa Horwitz, Sequences & Systems at Solway Jones and Kunsthalle LA is on view through April 

25, 2010 



“In zwei Stunden die Welt notieren”

Dominikus Muller in conversation with Channa Horwitz

DM: You once said: “I experience Freedom through the limitations I place on my work.” Why did you choose limita-

tion as the medium for you to express your freedom? 

CH: If I had all the money in the world, and I could do anything, I wanted to do, would I be able to accomplish that? 

No, it would be impossible. I could not see the whole world. I would have to make choices about what I would like to 

see?: I love to eat fine food. So maybe I would choose to go to Europe, and find the eight or ten best chefs there, and 

try to eat all of their food. That would be it! The less choices I have, the more freedom I can have to experience those 

choices. As an example, a teapot on the stove really rocks and moves and makes noise when the heat is on high, 

because the aperture where the steam comes out is so small on the teapot, that it jumps all over the stove, but a 

normal pot doesn’t jump when the heat is on high, because there is a big huge opening at the top of the pot.

DM: You just mean concentration…

CH: Limiting your choices gives you power.

DM: Do you feel that a limitation placed on your work is like a form of meditation?

CH: No, I don’t meditate. But it could be thought of as one form of meditation, maybe the fact that I am doing what I 

do repeatedly is a meditation, though I don’t think of it that way.

DM: You started doing your work almost fifty years ago. How did you start?

CH: I went to art school in the early 1950’s for one year and then I got married and had children. When the children 

were in school I went back to study art. I was in school for three years and then left when I started to ask my own 

questions.

DM: For almost 50 years?

CH: Yes, I started to ask serious questions after leaving school in 1963; I had my first show in 1969. I started to 

ask important questions at that time...

DM: You don’t mean academic questions?

CH: No, I questioned the empty canvas, such as ‘What would happen if I?’ I attempted to answer that question on 

the canvas. I always looked for answers that led to other questions where I could find the answers in doing the 

work.

DM: What did you do next?

CH: By limiting my choice of questions the questions become more powerful...

DM: I think I am starting to understand...

Artnet
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DM: We are talking about freedom of choice and how you came to ask your own questions. Asking your questions as 

an artist, as a female artist, and not being forced to do what all the others do is quite an autonomous act. Couldn’t 

you, in a way link that whole thing to women’s liberation?

CH: No, as an artist I needed to search for what I wanted to say. What I said as an artist had to do only with my ques-

tions and the artistic answers I could find through my work. I was not interested in doing what anyone else had done; I 

wanted to create something that had never been done before. I wanted to create new ideas in art and pave new paths 

to follow.

DM: Asking your own questions and making your own choices –doesn’t that have something to do with your growing 

need for freedom?

CH: My search had to do with my work and where my questions took me in my work.

DM: A few months ago I interviewed Verena Pfisterer, an artist from Germany. She told me, that she stopped making 

art, because she was lacking the “mirror”, the feedback ...

CH: Oh, yes, Feedback is so important, unbelievably important ... and I had none.

DM: But you – in comparison to Pfisterer – kept working. How?

CH: I was so desperate for feedback about my work, that when the mail-lady came up the hill to deliver my mail, I 

would ask her if I could show her what I was doing: Simply because there was nobody else to talk to. My first husband 

thought that what I was doing was crazy. My second husband on the other hand absolutely loves that I am busy. But 

he knows nothing about art, anymore then I know anything about his involvement in politics. I mean, he is so happy 

that I am busy, and I am so happy that he is busy, because I leave him alone to do his thing and he leaves me alone to 

do mine and we come together to share that.

DM: That’s just romantic.

CH: Oh my god, that is the best! he shares everything with me and I share everything with him. And he is so 

encouraging ... I mean I am 77 and my career is just taking off.

DM: Did you think, after all this time, that your work would be appreciated?

CH: I thought that my work would be appreciated after I died. I knew that my work was important – because I work in 

truth, my work is honest.

DM: Yes, you go on with almost the same theme, of “variations” for almost half a century now. How have you been 

able to maintain this line of questioning for so long?

CH: After leaving school I limited my choices, I limited my choice of color to black and white, and circles and squares 

became my motive for all shapes... I started reducing my choices in the middle of the 1960ies. And some years later, 

in 1968, I did a proposal for the Art and Technology Show at the L.A. County Museum of Art. I did a sculpture with 8 

moving parts, and 8 light beams...

DM: There’s that number, the eight! A number, you always use that number in your work.



CH: That’s just because of the graph paper I use. I had a choice between 5, 8 or 10 lines per inch on the paper. 

Aesthetically I liked 8 lines per inch, by repeating the use of the grid of 8 to the inch made it part of my language. I 

chose 8 colors, that I am still using.

CH: For the light sculpture, I wondered how the eight beams would look in a given length of time, so I notated the 

eight beams on my graph paper, showing ten minutes of time..., it was so fascinating to me that I could notate 

motion. That’s how the notation of sound and motion started, I was really into the idea of notating movement, the 

fact, that I could describe motion simply by using graph paper was very exciting to me.

CH: Soon after I went on a vacation with my first husband. One day, he wanted to play tennis and I asked for 

permission to please stay in the hotel room and not watch him play just for a couple of hours. „you know, that is the 

life I lived, I had to ask for permission to do anything different from the norm. “Well”, he said, you’re not being very 

social, but ok, just two hours.” So I was in my room alone with a pad of graph paper and a couple of pencils and I 

came up with my “compositions”, Number 1, 2 and 3. And I realized back then, that simply moving the little squares 

on graph paper I could show anything: I could show motion, it could represent notes, it could represent color. The 

notations could represent any of the arts! They could describe words, or categories, anything could be expressed 

through the notations. I felt I had discovered a new language, one that could talk to all of the arts. So, when the two 

hours were over I had to go to the tennis court, but I took my material with me. When no one was looking I was 

secretly coloring in all of the little squares on the graph paper. At some point, this lady who organized the tennis 

games came over, I was trying to hide what I was doing from her. But she asked: “What are you doing there?” And I 

showed her this little square of 64 colors ... and she said, “Oh, my nephew made something just like that” and I got 

really excited and asked:, what did he make?” and she answered: “An ashtray”.

DM: Harsh. And stupid.

CH: No, I thought that what I was doing was really dumb, I went from this high feeling of having found a common 

language that spoke to all of the arts, to feeling really dumb, about what I had created. I had this brand new concept, 

but I couldn’t really handle it.

DM: You still didn’t give up.

CH: I went back into my studio and I continued exploring. And at one point, I decided, that I wanted to show this new 

work at my next exhibition. I showed the very first of the notations. I had a performance with dancers, I had the 

notations, and I showed sculptures called, “Breathers”, I had slides ... in short: My exhibition was a complete 

multi-media-show. That is when I first started to call my notations “Sonakinatography” which means sound-motion-

notation.

DM: How was it perceived?

CH: A critic from the Los Angeles Times wrote: “Pretty Notations by Valley Housewife” and another critic ... when I 

showed my work to her, said: “Channa, I really don’t believe that what you do is art!”

DM: But, how did you continue with your work with comments like that?

CH: Because I really believed in what I was doing. And I don’t need other people to say that what I do is great. I just 

need to believe in what I do.

DM: But what struck me, is, how did you do that for so many years, without any recognition. How did you manage that?



CH: I was very lucky, because I had a husband that really supported me to do my work. From the very beginning I had 

an incredible studio, and all of the supplies I needed. With all of that I could do anything I wanted to, I could invent 

the world! And approval? Yes, that’s important, but approval only tells me what I already know. I couldn’t go on 

working for as long as I did without knowing that what I was doing was important. Without feeling it. I don’t know if 

my work is good or not, but it is truthful, and it’s honest. Maybe I will never realize any acceptance for it, but I felt 

that my children would. So I felt that my work was an investment for them. And that’s why I took care of it. And then, 

one day, Michael Solway found me, the gallerist from Los Angeles. He came over to see my work.

DM: When was that?

CH: Maybe nine years ago ... Michael came over to my studio. He sat down on my drafting chair and was swinging 

around a little. Then he said: “You know, Channa, normally, when I umm meet an artist your age, I love their old work, 

but never their new work. But with you, I love your old work and I really love your new work.” I thought:... I waited my 

entire career to hear that, and now that I heard it, I can go on, I don’t need to hear that anymore.
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