PALETTE

Textural
Strokes

Liz Gribin explores
color and form to create
powerfully intimate
figurative paintings

By LEE LAWRENCE

iz Gribin smiles as she opens

the door to her home in

Bridgehampton, N.Y. Within
minutes, she settles you on a white
couch and hands you a hot drink.
Her husband, Nat, sits nearby. They
tell you how they met at the leg-
endary Grossinger’s resort in the
Catskill Mountains 51 years ago.
Neither had wanted to go—"It was
a meat market,” says Liz. Nat says he
spotted her first; Liz says she spotted
him. They agree that at the end of
their first dance, he asked her to

“We knew,” Liz laughs, and as
they talk about their courtship, your

studio to paint. She is both the artist
who taps into subtle human emo-
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marry him.
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eye takes in the canvases that cover

the wall—female figures outlined in
graphite, occupying a space made of
intersecting color planes and geo-
metric shapes. They are as inward
and reflective as Gribin is talkative
and outgoing, and it is like engaging
with two sides of the artist at once.
You see the Gribin who cannot help
but get involved in the lives of her
models, and you see the Gribin who,
on a day when no model is sched-
uled, finds a vase of flowers or a
pair of worn shoes and retires to her

Although Liz Gribin copied illustrator
Norman Rockwell’'s The Saturday Evening
Post covers as a child, she grew up to
favor abstraction in her own work. She
created “Summer,” above, in 2004.

tions and the painter who pushes
herself with every canvas to devise a
new treatment of color and space.

lt was this combination that first
struck Liz Novick, director of
Newbury Fine Arts in Boston, Mass.
While visiting Long Island in 2002
she noticed a small painting by Gribin
in a Hamptons craft gallery. “I was
blown away,” Novick recalls. “It was
challenging aesthetically, it was emo-
tional, and from an art buyer’s point
of view, it was very strong. | was
seeing greatness.” Novick zeroed in
first on what she calls Gribin’s “prism
effect. It is more than layering; Liz
knows how to fragment color and
create a unique sense of texture.”
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When collector Cynthia Zirinsky
first encountered Gribin’s work, she
reacted to its content. The painting
was of a woman seen from behind. “It
created a feeling of my mother,” says
Zirinsky. It now hangs in her study.

“l don’t want to
face a white canvas.
Sometimes | just

pour color on.”

Gribin has become the only
contemporary painter the more
classically oriented Zirinsky col-
lects: “Her work provides a sense
of warmth and intimacy and also a
sense of aloneness that draws me.”

of her current achievements. By
the time she met him, Gribin had
studied at the Museum of Modern
Art in New York City and the Art
Students League of New York and
earned a bachelor’s degree in fine
arts at Boston University. Wood
encouraged her to break all the rules
she had mastered.

She speaks of Wood fondly as “a
great teacher who always said that art
doesn’t come from nature; art comes
from art.” Over time, Gribin discov-
ered she could intersect background
and foreground, mingle warm and
cool colors, reduce the detail on
her subjects without robbing them
of power, and create settings using
geometric shapes and color. And,
when stumped, she studies the work

G ribin credits the guidance of
artist Paul Wood for many

Gribin prefers women as subjects
because she says she is trying to
convey emotions common to women.
“Larry Rivers New Book,” top, and
“Noblesse Oblige,” above, were both
drawn using female models.
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See for Yourself

Liz Gribin is represented by Eisenhauer Galleries in Martha's Vineyard, Mass.,
and Block Island, R.l. (508-627-7008, www.eisenhauergallery.com); Nan
Mulford Gallery in Rockland, Maine (207-594-8481, www.nanmulfordgallery.
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com); Newbury Fine Arts in
Boston, Mass. (617-536-0210,
www.newburyfinearts.com); and
Vanderbilt Gallery in Nantucket,
Mass., and Naples, Fla. (508-325-
4454, www.vanderbiltgallery.com).
Gribin has paintings in private
and corporate collections in the
United States and Israel, and her
work is part of the permanent col-
lection of the Hofstra University
Museum in Hempstead, N.Y. For

information, visit www.lizgribin.com.

Spanning decades: Gribin created
“Respite,” above, in 1995, and “Girl in a
Halter,” left, in 1979.

of other artists—Richard Dieben-
korn and Pierre Bonnard are two
favorites.

Getting started is often the most
difficult part. “I don’t want to face
a white canvas,” Gribin confesses.
“Sometimes I just pour color on;
sometimes | put it on in blocks.”
This color may not even appear in
the final painting; its purpose is to
dispel the whiteness. Then comes
the subject. “I have to see something
in front of me to get started.”

That “something” is typically a
model, a young woman who comes
about once a week or, occasionally,
her son David. As the model holds
the pose, Gribin sketches, usually



directly on the canvas. “I feel that
if the composition isn’t right from
the beginning, the painting is not
going to work, so I might as well
just start again,” she says. Which
she does, sometimes erasing half a
dozen times to correct the place-
ment or scale of a figure. “I always
say to Nat, ‘I have to do it wrong to
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know how to do it right.

certain pose might catch

Gribin’s eye—the model
had turned away to take a break
when Gribin had her epiphany for
“Memories"—or she might pursue
a theme. About three years ago,
while studying Johannes Vermeer's
work, Gribin noticed his depictions
of women writing letters. ““Why not
have a model receiving the letter?”
she thought.

Thus came “Good News,” which
depicts a young man sitting back in
a chair, elbow propped on a table,
absorbed in a letter. Then came
“The Letter,” featuring Gribin’s
longtime model Michele, semi-
reclined, a dark mane flowing over
her chest and one arm extended,
clutching a sheet of paper.

“And then it went to a small
book,” says Gribin, sometimes with

a model reading it, at other times
writing in it. One day, Michele
ran a finger along a page. “Hold
it,” Gribin said, and began to paint
“The Score.” Another day, Gribin
asked Michele to take the book “and
just hold it up and let me take a look
and, suddenly, Andy Pettitte came
into my head,” she remembers,
laughing.

Her mind flashed to the dark,
penetrating gaze of the former
Yankees pitcher as he peered over
his glove, and she told Michele,
“Bring the book a little higher.”
This resulted in “A Good Mystery,”
in which a woman emerges from
a dark background, her focus as
intense and unwavering as the line
of orange that streaks along the top
behind her.

o n her easel, Gribin has tacked
a favorite definition of paint-
ing: “The art of protecting a flat
surface from the weather and expos-
ing it to the critics.” Today the easel
holds the latest in her reading series.
Gribin prefers working on a larger
scale—"it gets a little tight when
it gets small.” In this 34x38-inch
painting, “The News,” we see the
head of a woman who's lving down,
her hair fanning toward the bottom
of the canvas, a newspaper held aloft
filling the top two-thirds.

“The newspaper went through a
metamorphosis until 1 got it where
it seemed right,” says Gribin. Her
eyes stray to smaller studies of a new
model, Kate, sitting cross-legged and
reading a newspaper spread before
her. Gribin gazes with an affection
that quickly gives way to a more
critical study as she gauges what
to change, what to add, how once
again “to create something from my
head that is not conventional.” @

LEE LAWRENCE is a regular contributor to
AMERICANSTYLE. She writes about the arts

Sfrom her home in Washington, D.C.

Gribin's subjects are often portrayed
reading, as in “Good News," top, and
her recently completed “The News,”
middle. Below is “Despair;” at left,
“Shall We Dance.”
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