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Sam Glankoff:

For most of his life,
the painter stood
squarcly in his own
way. His first one-man
show, at age 87,
represented a victory
over fear as well as age
by

JUDITH GOLDMAN

Judah Goddman o @ comirirde
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he bate Sam GlankofT ot work in his stadss,
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VEN IN THE ART WORLD, WHERE
the uneapected regularly occurs, an
octogenanan’s finst onc-man show con
stitutes an event, particularly when the
artist is not 2 former president of prime
munister, Sach an event ook place kast fall,
when Sam Glankofl exhibited print-
paintings at New York's Gruham Gallery
The opening was a festive production
Three hundred friends crowded into the
ustsally staid gallery and gave the place @
celebratory air. Everyone was there
everyone cacept the artst

1 fecit funny,”" Glankofl saxd, “"aboet
the whole idea of gosng public.'” Them ¥7
years old, Glaakof! wan apprchenine, om

barrassed by the eaposure, He had last
shown work in the 19208, when o panting
aptly titled Solitude was included in a
group exhibition at the Whitney Studio
Cluh. Success had not cluded him, Gilan
Kofl had not spent 60 years Jooking for a
wallety, languashing & an undiscovered
talent. Oppoctunitics bad come his way. A
pewspaper critic reviewing the Whitney
Stedio show had singled out his painting
and descnibed it as “spelibinding . " He had
beiefly studsed at the Art Students Leagee
attended life clavses in Geeenwich Village
and lived where artats live. oa 14th Sereet,
im Gloucester, Massachusctts, and
Woodssock, Sew York '\A‘-'!‘ the 193,
he could have pined 2 WPA program bt
chose not 10, Glantodf™s story s Tarmloar
He spent his Irfe wanting 0 paimt
T owas 2 paanter. | was always a paintes

I fclt thot was my Iife’s work, No matier
where it was, i the Circus, in a cement
factory—1 felt, if | had o brush in my
hands, | was doung what | was put here to
do."" Glankoff tokd anm imterviewer last
year. Except he did not do it For over 70
ycars, ooe thing of another ot in s way
He hadd to make a livieg. As 4 young man
he worked as 3 commercial anist, drew
book Later he
designed toyy, then bocame trapped by a
buasiness be &d not ke, At the dPe | {70,
be was stll working, managing Tmpube
Ienn, the toy company be and his wife
oancd, which prodoced a line of sophati
cated bean bags and stuffed amimaly: frogs
shoep, Babar clephants and Dy Seuss” Cat
in 2 Hat, But it was more than businesy that
Aopt him from painting, 1 was what Glan
koff called hin “‘peculianities. '

Glankoll, who died last May, had a solt

lustratioos and Cartoom



YOROE, Infechious gren and altable mannct

Although be appeared genial, even ougo

ing, he was a secrctisve man, had few
fricnds and was pimioned by fears, He
dreaded heights, crowds and all forms of
regimentation. He suffered so severely
from acrophobia that he could not nde
clevators; his aversion o enclosed spaces
Kept him off subways and, despite his pas
art :.'.11
lerves. Largely self-tavght, his knowledge
shout a1 came from books

sson lor pammling, from viahng

Most of his life, Glankol! stood S| Ty l\
He did not joun the WPA

| knew | had 1o submit work and

in his own way
Decause

that of had 10 be accepied dy a group of

people As mach as he desired to paint
he could nmot give himself the chance
'You don™t,"" he said, “‘'make moncy

I've tned
Separatiag

doing the things yvoa want in life
{0 separate the two directions
work and art, Glankof! focused on making
2 living, and whenever he could he stole
temse o pant. In many ways, his life was o
desperate chosce, but what distinguished it
from other desperute lives was that even
tuadly, thoagh it was late in the game, at the
age of 75 be began to paint full ime

He spent his last decade doing what he
was put bere to do. [t had always been cleas
he was meant 1o be an artist. Growing up
on Grand Stzeet on the Lower East Side and
in the Bronx., he had speat his childhood in
his room drawing. During World War |
when he left the country (the first and only
time) tor Cuba, he supported himseldl & an
painter. In Cuba, Glankoff
allowed hupsel! adventures. Traveling on

Lincrant

hooedack, he panted poctraits and murals
and was ailed on suspicion of being a spy
On his return 1o New York, the adventur
ous spirst was still operating. It was in
those years that he showed paintings. al
tended higure classes and decided the
medism

sald he was drawn 10 woodout

woodout was his

Glankod!
because he liked the idea that he could do
evervthing himwsclf, that it dadn't involve
other people. But woodcut & no more &
do-it-yourself medium than painting
Perhaps it was the aggression of cutting and
gouging, or the woodcut’s capacity 1o de-
pact angst—or the fact that space 18 not 1¢-
quired for making woodcuts. Glankoft
worked in the cramped floor-throug!
apartment where he lived for SO years
Whatever the reason, be made the woodout
his medium

In carly prints, crealed imtermuttently in
the "20s and "30s, the figure dominates
These are lorceful and camest, if nod par
tcularly remarkable, images; there is hittle
that destinguishes them from other socially
relevant prints of the penod. As the figure
and the work became more
abstract, it grew moee adventuresome. In
the "60s, Glankaof T stopped using traditional
il-based inks, replacing them with waler

receded

soduble caserns, and evolved a technique

Sam Glankof, untitled four-panel print-painting, 1979, primter's
ink and cascin on rice paper, 48'% by 387 inches.

hetween painting and
a techhique be perfected in

somewhere
printmaking
the 19710k,

When Glankolft's wile died i 1970, he
wits 75 years old and sull in the toy busi
ness. In short order, be liqusdated Impuolse
Items and rearranged his apartment, Cleas-
ing & small area for studso space. For the
next 12 years, he rosc at eghit every maorn
ing, worked until one in the alternoon, and
began all over again the next day

The results, which were on view at the
Oraham Gallery, are oot guite paintings,
not gquite prnts and ot guic MODXypes
Large images are made from four, six and
cight pieces of Japan paper; archetypal cir
cles move out of densels colored ficlds
e color s thick, mat, lavered Like lag
quer, created by the constumt reprinting of
¢cach section. The resalts owe something to
William Baziotes and to Adolph Gotthicb,
bat the color’s easy screnity 18 straight
Glankoff. The effect s innocent, exuberunt

In the end, Glankoff did
he had won

and celebratory
have something 80 celebrate
s battle with unsell

The show received good reviews and not
just because Glankoft had survived cight
decades. Hes age seemed incidental to the
positive reactions. His avoidance of
a free spant
and an open mind,”" wrote Deborah €
Phallips in ARTmews. “"The color sings, but
(utietly, like a wellbehaved Kettle. The
show breathes deeply, calmly, and the in
divadual images are harmonious without
bemng imupid, " wrote Jobhn Russell in The
New After Glankol! read the
Fimes revicw, be was stull self-deprecating
but pleased and flattered: “"Maybe, ™" he
I'm not bad. " And when he finadly
saw his pictures 3t Graham, on the day they
were taken down, he looked embarrassed
and wastiul but he couldn’t hide the saus
faction, "1 wish he saad, 1A started all
this when | was 70, n

“proven foemulas ™ revealed
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