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FRANÇOISE GILOT: PAST & PRESENT
 
It was more than a quarter of a century ago that I first met Françoise Gilot in La Jolla, 
California.

One Sunday afternoon in late March in 1980, I was having lunch on the terrace of the 
La Jolla Beach and Tennis Club with Sidney Janis and the Director of the La Jolla 
Museum of Contemporary Art, his wife and the President of the Museum’s Board of 
Trustees. (I had helped organize an exhibition, “Seven Decades of Twentieth-Century 
Art from the Sidney and Harriet Janis Collection of the Museum of Modern Art and the 
Sidney Janis Gallery Collection,” which had just opened at the La Jolla Museum.)

An elegant couple was walking barefoot on the beach. Sidney recognized the woman 
and called out to her, “Françoise!” She stopped, came over to our table and joined us, 
introducing her husband, Dr. Jonas Salk.

After lunch, Dr. Salk invited us to visit the nearby Salk Institute; since it was a Sunday 
the Institute was closed but we were able to have a closer look at the Louis Kahn 
structure and to see on the walls of Dr. Salk’s office some of Françoise Gilot’s paintings
—bold, intense geometric abstractions.

That was my introduction to Françoise Gilot. (Of course I knew who she was, and knew 
some of her work from Paris in the 1950s and ’60s.)  Over the years, I have continued 
to see Françoise Gilot and follow her work.  There were solo exhibitions in New York. A 
memorable show, “The Early Years: 1940–55” at The Elkon Gallery in October 1998 
featured portraits of Françoise’s children, Claude and Paloma Picasso, as well as early 
abstract paintingsand sensitive line drawings. The catalogue text was by Françoise.  
More recently, in October 2006, was a show of drawings, “Portraits From a Life,” also at 
The Elkon Gallery. There were beautiful drawings of Picasso, Colette, Paul Eluard, 
Louis Aragon; and self-portraits and portraits of her children. Once again, the catalogue 
text was by the artist.

Françoise participated in two summer group exhibitions I curated at the Paris-New York-
Kent Gallery in Kent, Connecticut in the 1990s. One show featured photographs of 13 
contemporary artists by Inge Morath with the same photographs transformed by the 
artists. In the other Connecticut show, Françoise was represented by a pair of major 
monotypes. She had been working in this medium at the printer Judith Solodkin’s Solo 



Press in New York.  Monotypes combining an almost ethereal subtlety—poetic, surreal, 
with elements of collage—and the unmistakable power of a master’s vision: a personal 
geography in a medium that she made her own.

There are also her books. The illuminating “Interface: The Painter and The Mask” (The 
Press at California State University, Fresno, 1983). And her brilliant, much-acclaimed 
“Matisse and Picasso, A Friendship in Art” (Doubleday, 1990). And in 2000, the 
monumental illustrated volume covering sixty years of her life and work, “Françoise 
Gilot, Monograph 1940–2000” (Acatos, Lausanne, Switzerland) came out, with the text 
by the artist.

And there were occasional dinners and Sunday brunches with mutual friends at her 
place in New York or mine. One special occasion stands out with six of us: Françoise 
and Jonas Salk, Inge Morath and Arthur Miller, and Saul Steinberg—how I wish there 
had been a tape-recording of that evening’s conversation.

One summer afternoon in Paris in 2003, my daughter Deborah and I visited Françoise 
at her studio in Montmartre where, over a glass of port, Françoise talked about her 
upcoming book on bullfighting in Nîmes in Southwestern France, and the figure of the 
bull in the Cycladic art of ancient Crete, the Minotaur. And we were given a first look at 
some of her most recent paintings: a series of geometric abstractions, with blue 
predominating—-the log of a new voyage.

Early this summer, I had dinner with Françoise at her studio in New York and was 
treated to a special showing of some of her early work from the 1950s, and a series 
from the 1990s with an enigmatic figure “The Wanderer,” as well as some of the new 
geometric abstractions.

“I always start with a diagonal,” she says, “not a right angle.” These abstractions—or 
compositions, as she calls them—have a palette rich in protean greens, mysterious 
blues and kaleidoscopic reds. (After her first trip to India in 1976, her reds seemed to 
have a new intensity.) Geometric forms of intense colors reveal an abstract landscape 
that conveys the paradox of perpetual motion and at the same time total stillness.

The paintings gathered here in this current exhibition at the New York Studio School 
include eight large works from 2002–2005, beginning with “The Tree of Life,” a theme 
she has explored in the past.



These luminous paintings pull us in and take us beyond the shores of a known world, to 
places we may have glimpsed in another dimension of time and space, in some 
forgotten dream we now begin to view again.


