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ON MARI LYONS
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ABUNDANCE IS THE WORD that immediately comes to mind when I think about the work of my great friend Mari Lyons. She was eighty when she died in April, 2016. The paintings of Mari’s that mean the most to me are multilayered, dramatic. In her cityscapes, painted in a studio overlooking the corner of Broadway and 80th Street in Manhattan, the multiplication of figures, cars, shop windows, and signage builds a cacophonous visual symphony. In her interiors she celebrates the unlikely association of objects, which can include a bouquet of flowers, an African sculpture of a bird, and a carousel horse, all engaged in a mysterious conversation—a secular version of the Italian Renaissance idea of the sacre conversazione. Mari was always finding new ways to fill—to energize—the canvas. She supercharged the relatively austere view of a hillside behind her studio in Woodstock, New York, with the raucous pinks and oranges of dramatic sunset moments.


Knowing Mari as I did—she and her husband, Nick Lyons, and my wife, Deborah Rosenthal, and I were a happy quartet of friends—I could see in the overflowing imagery and color of her work a hunger for a life that was full to overflowing. The great central room in her and Nick’s old modernist house in Woodstock was packed but airy, with sliding doors along one wall revealing a spectacular plunging vista, a grand, almost baronial dining table at the other end, and in between a glorious mélange of books, paintings, prints, drawings, sculptures, ceramics, and comfortable places to sit and talk. When Deborah and I stayed overnight, the bedroom where we slept was full of books and magazines that I couldn’t help but want to read. Mari’s art book collection was vast, an astonishment, as was her studio, with its huge central space chockablock with work new and old and several smaller rooms, also full to the brim. In Woodstock Deborah and I invariably woke up to a breakfast table already crowded with smoked fish, cheeses, breads, and fruit, much more than any of us could possibly consume. We all enjoyed the used bookstores and antique shops in Saugerties and farther afield, the chamber music at the Maverick Concerts, dinners at terrific local restaurants, especially The Bear and Cucina. Through it all, there was the endless conversation about art and literature, with Mari and Deborah, the painters, and Nick and me, the writers, composing a crazy talking quartet—which also involved lots of back-and-forth about our children and grandchildren, unparalleled among the wonders that we’ve shared.


Mari had a New Yorker’s avidity. To watch her eagerly scanning the shelves at the semi-annual book sale in an Upper West Side library or rapidly crossing Amsterdam Avenue on the way to a dinner was to see a woman who was nourished by the city’s electric atmosphere. She had that desire to engage more, experience more, know more that keeps people in New York, decade after decade. But there was also a quality in Mari—an independence, a solitude—that I believe had a lot to do with her early life in Northern California. Her father was a cattleman who married a woman from back east whom he’d met when she was in the Bay Area visiting relatives. Mari was an only child, and to the end she remained sui generis. A tall, thin woman, almost invariably wearing blue jeans, she had some of the stand-alone spirit of the West. She had a Westerner’s skepticism about the trappings of official success. She resisted the East Coast reverence for titles, prizes, clubs, organizations, associations. She was uncompromising, with flashes of the San Francisco Bay Area’s old renegade spirit. She enjoyed the pageant of New York but could see through it, too.


Mari was very much an intellectual. Like many artists who respond deeply to philosophical and literary values she found parallels to verbal complexity in visual complexity. As to actually writing, it was something she did from time to time, viewing it as an ancillary activity, whether notes made for herself or the reflections on her growth as an artist and specific bodies of work that she prepared for lectures and exhibitions. The writings that Nick has collected here, some insistently private and others clearly meant for public presentation, offer glimpses of Mari’s thinking as a painter as well as her efforts to understand how her paintings and her life as an artist fit into the wider world. Among many other things these occasional writings serve to remind us that a painter’s concentrated day-to-day work in the studio little resembles the hyperbolic existence so often associated with the artistic vocation. There are passages in Mari’s writing that bring to mind the journals of the sculptor Anne Truitt, who could not look away from life’s daily demands and challenges even as she pursued something that stood apart—what Mari, in one of her notes, referred to as “something lasting, disquieting, unique.”


“I have a restless eye,” Mari wrote at one point. That restlessness was reflected not only in the intricacy and complexity she could bring to a single canvas but more generally in her desire to master the full range of subjects open to the artist. She was determined to be the complete painter, producing portraits and self-portraits, figures, still lifes, interiors, landscapes, and cityscapes. In her later years she even sought for a time to immerse herself in the language of abstraction, moving from floral motifs and images into nonobjective forms with an eye on the art of Kandinsky. All her work involved a strenuous, sometimes even uneasy negotiation between the actualities of the world and the imperatives of her imagination. She often alluded to Cézanne in her notes. She admired his modesty, intensity, and singlemindedness. When she observed that “concreteness, localness may be what makes new truth possible” she was in Cézanne’s territory. She also knew that she had an appetite for pageantry, fantasy, and extravagance that Cézanne, a fervent romantic in his youth, had spent a lifetime sifting out of his work. Mari was certainly aware of the tensions in her own artistic make-up. She was attracted both to modernism’s astringencies and to a more baroque sensibility, and at one point asked herself: “How can I reconcile my love of expressionist art with the niceties of French painting?”


As a teenager, attending classes during the summer at Mills College, the adventuresome women’s school in Oakland, California, Mari had the great good luck to study with Max Beckmann, the formidable German painter, a key figure in modernism’s early decades, who spent his last years in exile in the United States. Afterimages of Beckmann’s perfervid vision would always be knit into Mari’s feeling for the visual world. She was emboldened by his achievement, especially the self-portraits and elaborate multi-panel allegories. “I think some of my selves,” she once speculated about her self-portraits, “could hang with Beckmann and hold their own.” The essential responsibility of the modern creative spirit, so Mari commented of James Joyce’s later writing, was to “escape the death by ordinariness.” That could also be said of Beckmann’s work. Is it any surprise that there are passages in Mari’s own paintings where she seems almost drunk on colors and images? She pursued not realism but what she described as an “imaginative realism that was to me more real than the objective reality of things ordered by nature.” The artist’s mission, so she believed, was to transform fact into some kind of fiction, what she called “the fictions that live in my studio.” Reality, in Mari’s work, is a riotous spectacle.


However much of artistic exhilaration can be found in these pages, there are also passages of somber and even dark reflection. I don’t find it easy to read about the rejections that this considerable painter received from so many of the galleries where she hoped to find a sympathetic reception for her work. “At fifty,” she wrote, “I have no fame, and only a few people have liked my work enough to want it in their homes.” She felt “unknown.” She knew that she had to “work alone.” She believed that “much in the contemporary world is against such a development as mine.” I wonder what Mari would have felt about these very private confessions finding their way into the pages of a book. In any event, I don’t think Nick has been wrong to include Mari’s cries of frustration and even rage. As much as they are the record of a personal struggle they’re also a reminder of the tremendous challenges that every artist faces. They bring us back to the courage involved—the trust in one’s own judgment that must guide an artist, no matter how little known or well known.


That courage is grounded in the actualities of the work, in something as simple as the immense pleasure that Mari described when contemplating a new supply of oil paints, the beautiful unopened tubes promising adventures to come. She was wildly, unstoppably, epically productive. The world might not know what to make of Mari Lyons, but she made her peace with all that by continuing to make paintings—and make them, so it seemed, in ever greater profusion. Her workspaces, in Manhattan but perhaps even more so in Upstate New York, were both retreats and enchanted kingdoms. When I was with her, looking at her paintings in her enormous Woodstock studio, I felt that I was in the presence of an artistic conquistador.


—Jed Perl
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EDITOR’S NOTE


IN THE SIX YEARS since Mari died, I have tried (with the help of our son Charlie) to bring order to the huge body of paintings and drawings Mari made. There were nearly a thousand of each, and many of the paintings were six or seven feet in size; Mari loved to paint large. Painting was her life; she painted almost every day and was prolific. She also left the texts of several talks she gave, several journals she kept for short periods of time in the 1980s, and notes and observations on art randomly written in her nearly one hundred sketchbooks or on scraps of paper.


She often spoke of “A Painter’s Life,” and I have kept this as the title of this book. As for the rest, including quotations in some sidebars, I have refrained from editing other than to correct obvious spelling errors or attend to minor copyediting matters. The talks are hers; I have only deleted a number of journal entries that were either repetitious or irrelevant to her art. In a few cases I have taken the liberty of changing a name or two.


Mari often worked in series, and often these overlapped. In the section presenting her paintings, I have kept eight of the groups she used when speaking of her work. I have taken the text introducing the groups from statements or notes she prepared for her exhibitions or in answer to requests made by curators and a few critics. Of her immense body of work (she left nearly 1,000 paintings) there is room only for a small number of paintings here; I have tried to include some representative work in each category with a greater number of works in those groups she considered most important. All writing, in the main text or borders, unless otherwise indicated, is by Mari.


At the end I have provided a list of the museums, colleges, hospitals, and foundations that have acquired her work. Some sizes and other details of paintings are missing because they’re missing.


Her recent website (www.marilyonsstudio.com), devised by Charlie Lyons, contains a fuller look at her work and various related matters.


Mari died on April 3, 2016. I hope she would have liked this celebration of her life and work.


—Nick Lyons, April 2022


[image: image]





CHRONOLOGY
















	1935


	Born Mary Sharon Blumenau, October 27. Oakland, California, to Charles Blumenau and Beatrice Zucker—he a cattle rancher in the Merced Valley, she transplanted from Riverside Drive in New York City.







	1950


	Mills College, Summer Program. Studies with Max Beckmann, who has a profound effect on her.







	1951


	
Mills College, Summer Program. Studies with Fletcher Martin.


Takes courses at California School of Fine Arts. Studies with William Theophilus Brown.








	1951-’53


	Anna Head School, Berkeley. Boards. Co-edits Wanton Wiles.
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