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Leonard Nelson in his studio, 1945

Leonard Nelson

“Most people refer to my work as abstract.  

Many call it expressionistic, and some say it’s impressionistic.  

I don’t call it anything except painting.  

It doesn’t interest me in the least whether someone calls me an 

abstractionist or impressionist.  
I hope what they call me is Leonard Nelson.”

-Leonard Nelson
from the book “Leonard Nelson”, by Sam Hunter

(1912 - 1993)
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Three Decades of 
Masterworks 1960 - 1980

A Flower is a Flower, 1986 - 87, 52 x 48 IN., O/C - 133430

Untitled, 1975, 48 X 51 IN., O/C  - 133388

Untitled, 1988 - 89, 46 X 50 IN., O/C - 133415 

Leonard Nelson’s long career as a prolific artist and  
influential art educator spanned more than half of the  
twentieth century, from the thirties to the nineties, and forged 
close links with the leading artists and movements of that 
time in American art history.

Although he spent most of his time in Philadelphia, his  
roots were in New York and in the works he showed in the  
forties and fifties at the Betty Parsons and Peridot Galleries and 
at Peggy Guggenheim’s Art of This Century.  They placed 
him at the forefront of the emerging New York Abstract  
Expressionist avant-garde.  Nelson’s artistic and cultural 
interests were even wider and more challenging than some 
of his famous New York colleagues; in his Philadelphia  
studio he explored avenues as innovative and diverse as 
welded sculpture, incorporating scrap or found objects, 
and printmaking, a medium that established him among the 
leading innovators of the day.  He also taught at the Moore  
College of Art in Philadelphia for thirty years, retiring as a 
professor emeritus in 1977, and concentrating on painting that 
over the decades underwent a remarkable transformation.

From his pioneering, mid-century figurative studies that 
are as formidably primitivistic as the early works of  
Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning or the picto-
graphs of Adolph Gottlieb, he progressed to his luminous  
color-field canvases.  By the sixties they had evolved into 
highly original and varied color expression often in large 
scale that broke new ground, presaging some of the later work of  
Morris Lewis and Larry Poons.  His work was constantly 
evolving in keeping with his openness to novel areas,  
techniques and mediums.  Not long before his death in 1993, 
Nelson expressed great pride in his role as an avant-garde 
force in art education and in his ongoing willingness to cross 
conventional boundaries, whether in his personal studio work 
or in his interdisciplinary approaches and public projects.

Nelson left an extensive body of work in paintings and  
printmaking, proving how prescient his early vision and  
stylistic impulses have been and what a quiet, yet formidable, 
force he became in the evolution of 20th-century American art.

Sam Hunter,

Professor Emeritus Of Art History 

Princeton University.

“..in their large scale, rich tonalities and active richly  
patterned surfaces, they summarize important aspects of the  
Colorfield abstraction genre, and, occasionally, transcend it.”

 
From the book “Leonard Nelson” by Sam Hunter

“His most ravishing late works  
consciously seek beauty and almost 
surely, unconsciously, by way of its  

freer color rhythms, seek contact with 
a transcendental reality.” 

From the book “Leonard Nelson”  

by Sam Hunter

A 40 page full color catalogue of  
Leonard Nelson’s work is available for 

sale at our gallery, priced at $25.  
 

Please contact gallery for availablity.


