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ROBERT MOSKOWITZ: ON NOT FITTING IN

by Constance Lewal len

Robert Moskowitz came of age in the late 1950s, during the waning years of Abstract
Expressionism when its emotional and spiritual ethos was being challenged by a younger
generation of artists. Moskowitz briefly painted expressionistically while a student at Pratt
Institute and just after, but during a sojourn in England in 1959 he began to explore other
ways of working.This shift was largely due to his friendship with the artist Gwyther Irwin,
who introduced him to collage and the work of Marcel Duchamp. Duchamp’s “broader
treatment of art––its relationship to the world and life” appealed to Moskowitz.1 These 
new influences inspired a gesture that led to his first major body of work.While working
in his London studio, his attention was drawn to a window shade covering a skylight.
He removed it, cut out a piece, and glued it onto canvas.The fragment wasn’t identifiable
as a shade but instead functioned as a black jagged abstract shape on a gray background,
vaguely resembling the austere landscape-related abstractions of Clyfford Still. 

Back in New York, Moskowitz continued to collage window shades onto 
canvas but now as identifiable found objects. He mounted the shades, their stitching and
dangling tassels intact, on canvas that he covered with rabbit-skin glue mixed with burnt
green earth pigment. Between 1960 and 1962 he produced around thirty-five window-
shade paintings, several of which were featured in an exhibition at the Leo Castelli
Gallery in 1962. 

Always hard to categorize, Moskowitz early on was associated with Pop art due 
to this use of an ordinary household item. Castelli would become one of the primary 
galleries for Pop art, and Moskowitz was even included in the International Exhibition of the
New Realists in 1962 at the Sidney Janis Gallery, one of the first important shows to feature
some of the soon-to-be-leading Pop artists, such as Andy Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein.
However, Moskowitz never fit comfortably under the Pop-art rubric. His paintings fea-
tured discolored window shades and brownish backgrounds that retained gestural marks
and smudges (a vestige, perhaps, of Moskowitz’s expressionist beginnings) and were very
unlike Pop paintings, which tended to be brightly colored and hard-edged. 

Moskowitz’s window shades shared some aspects of Minimalism, which was
emerging in the early sixties. Like Pop artists, Minimalist painters such as Frank Stella 
eliminated the gestural effects of Abstract Expressionism. Rather than turning to popular
imagery, however, they pared down their works to basic geometric forms. Moskowitz’s

above: Robert Moskowitz in his studio, Bushey, England, c. 1959. Photographer unknown.
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paintings were simple and quasi-geometric, but, as was the case with Pop art, they didn’t
quite fit into the reductive abstract geometry of Minimalism either. 

In fact, Moskowitz’s window-shade paintings had more in common with the two
artists credited with bridging Abstract Expressionism and Pop art, Robert Rauschenberg
and Jasper Johns, who in the mid-fifties introduced
popular subjects in their work, as both painted image
and collage, while still retaining some of the painterly
effects of Abstract Expressionism. However, despite
being included, along with Rauschenberg and Johns,
in William Seitz’s sprawling Art of Assemblage exhibi-
tion at the Museum of Modern Art in 1962,
Moskowitz was never a true member of that loose
international roster of dedicated assemblagists, which
stretched from Kurt Schwitters to George Herms.

Moskowitz fully explored the formal possi-
bilities of his window-shade paintings. In many works
the shade appears as a rectangle descending from the
top edge of the stretcher, its tassel hanging below. 
In others, the shade is placed on a diagonal to the rec-
tangular support. He sometimes used multiple panels
with a shade on each one, and in one instance he cut
out a rectangle of canvas beneath the shade so that the
wall behind was visible. A scalloped-fringed shade
appears in several paintings, and a few others feature a
shade cut and assembled into a diamond shape. In at
least one case, Moskowitz cut the shade in two and
glued the pieces onto the sides of the canvas so that
they function as broad borders.The tassels can take on
a life of their own—they might hang off the canvas
entirely or be adhered in such a way as to suggest a
swinging movement.

Robert Rauschenberg, Bed, 1955. Combine 
painting: oil and pencil on pillow, quilt and sheet

on wood supports, 751⁄4 x 311⁄2 inches. 
The Museum of Modern Art, Gift of Leo

Castelli in honor of Alfred H. Barr, Jr. 78.1989.  
© 2018 Robert Rauschenberg / Licensed by VAGA, 

New York, NY.



Robert Moskowitz, Swimmer, 1977. Dry pigment, oil, and graphite pencil on canvas, 90 x 743⁄4 inches. 
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; Gift of Jennifer Bartlett. 82.9.

However, Moskowitz was not simply investigating compositional variations. 
He was well aware that window shades have myriad associations. He liked that they showed
wear and discoloration (some paint marks may appear on the shade, but he never con-
sciously painted over them) and consequently functioned as modest testaments to the pas-
sage of time.Window shades both reveal and conceal.When raised, they allow a view onto
the world outside, and when lowered, they block out the exterior to create intimate, private
interiors or the darkness conducive to sleep. Perhaps Moskowitz was also referring to the
Renaissance notion of paintings as windows on the world. A few years after Moskowitz
moved on from his window-shade series, a young Bruce Nauman made a work titled 
The True Artist Is an Amazing Luminous Fountain (Window or Wall Shade) consisting of those
words painted or scratched on a transparent Mylar shade, which he hung in his studio win-
dow. Nauman used a shade to both make a statement and question the artist’s role. In his
window-shade paintings, Moskowitz was searching for a way to redefine painting.

After he left the window-shade works and collage in general behind, Moskowitz
continued to use recognizable imagery that bordered on abstraction. He was featured in the
influential exhibition New Image Painting, organized by Richard Marshall at the Whitney
Museum of American Art in 1978.This show included Susan Rothenberg, Lois Lane, 
Jennifer Bartlett, Michael Hurson, and others, who during a period in which Conceptual

Bruce Nauman in his San Francisco studio, c. 1966 with The True Artist is an Amazing Luminous Fountain 
(Window or Wall Shade), 1966.Transparent rose-colored Mylar, 96 x 72 inches. 

© 2018 Bruce Nauman /Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York, NY. Photo © 2018 Jack Fulton /Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York, NY. 



Robert Moskowitz, Untitled, 2016. Oil on canvas, 78 x 23 inches. Courtesy of the artist and Kerry Schuss, New York.

art and the new genres it spawned—performance, video, installation—were dominant,
found a way to “incorporate recognizable forms in their work in a way that is both
opposed to and an assimilation of the predominant modes of abstraction and figuration of
the ’50s and ’60s.”2

Among the works Moskowitz showed in New Image Painting was Swimmer (1977,
previous page), which depicts just the head and one arm of a swimmer emerging from the
dark sea. It is a strange fragment that could be read simply as a detail of a swimmer, or
something more sinister. Moskowitz said, “I was thinking about a long-distance swimmer,
but it worked out as something between swimming and drowning. I think it had to do with
survival in New York City.”3 Swimmer was the first of many works in which danger or disas-
ter are the underlying themes. Even in his most recent paintings that refer to skyscrapers,
Moskowitz will often tilt the image at an angle that could suggest its imminent collapse.

Over his long career, Moskowitz’s work has gone through many phases, but as 
different from one another as these might seem at first, there is a traceable through line.
From the window-shade paintings to his newest works, he has continued to mine that terri-
tory between abstraction and figuration, reduction and gesture, from the purely visual to
meaning. He once said, “In anything I do, I don’t want the viewer involved with how it was
done.The curiosity about how it was made can come later. I just want the work to be
another thing in the room which is discovered slowly.”4

* * *

Constance Lewallen is Adjunct Curator at University of California, Berkeley Art Museum 
and Pacific Film Archive.

1. Robert Moskowitz, quoted in Ned Rifkin, Robert Moskowitz (Washington, DC: Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden, Smithsonian Institution, in association with Thames and Hudson, 1989), p.14. 
2. Richard Marshall, New Image Painting (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1978), p. 7. 
3. Robert Moskowitz, telephone conversation with the author, 17 December 2017.
4. Robert Moskowitz, interview by Constance Lewallen, View 6, no. 2, Winter 1989 (San Francisco: Point Press, 1989).
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CHECKLIST

1. Untitled, 1959

Rabbit-skin glue and collage 

(fragment of window shade) on linen

501⁄4 x 40 inches

2. Untitled, 1961

Rabbit-skin glue, pure pigment, and collage 

on canvas

16 x 12 inches canvas 

201⁄2 x 12 inches with cord

Private collection

3. Untitled, 1961

Graphite on paper (frottage)

24 x 18 inches

4. Untitled, 1961

Rabbit-skin glue, pure pigment, and collage 

on canvas

50 x 69 inches

5. Untitled, 1961

Rabbit-skin glue and collage on canvas

14 x 17 inches

Private collection

6. Untitled, 1961

Rabbit-skin glue, pure pigment, and collage 

on canvas

60 x 72 inches

7. Untitled, 1961

Rabbit-skin glue, pure pigment, and collage 

on canvas

22 x 16 inches

8. Untitled (triptych), 1961

Rabbit-skin glue, pure pigment, and collage 

on canvas, three panels

54 x 119 inches overall

9. Untitled, 1961

Rabbit skin glue, pure pigment, and collage 

on canvas

25 x 25 inches 

Private collection

10. Untitled, 1962

Graphite on paper (frottage)

24 x 18 inches

11. Untitled, 1962

Graphite on paper (frottage)

24 x 18 inches

12. Untitled, 1962

Rabbit-skin glue, pure pigment, and collage 

on canvas, two panels

80 x 54 inches overall

right: Robert Moskowitz in his studio, Bushey, England, c. 1959. Photographer unknown.
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