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American Cutout examines the role of torn and cut forms in postwar 
American art. The exhibition will demonstrate how, for a broad spectrum of 
artists, cutout was a crucial impetus towards a growing awareness of the 
expressive power of the support, and informed a sense of edge as an 
autonomous, expressive dimension.
 
As David Cohen, curator of American Cutout, writes in the Online exhibition 
catalogue: "Informed equally by modernist collage and Americana, artists 
as diverse as Ellsworth Kelly and Alex Katz, Richard Tuttle and Tom 
Wesselmann, took cutout to new places. Cutout signals both the 
inventiveness and idiosyncrasy of postwar American art."
 
In historic scope, American Cutout stretches from a weathervane 
equestrian portrait of George Washington designed in the Revolutionary 
era to an ominious image of the ante-bellum South cut in silhouette by Kara 
Walker more than two centuries later. The idea of cutout as a feature of 
vernacular culture that influences fine art is further emphasized by a recent 
painting by Phillip Pearlstein depicting a butcher's sign from the artist's 
extensive collection of Americana. The exhibition also includes an exquisite 
cutout by the outsider artist James Castle from the 1940s.
 
The focus of American Cutout, however, is the thirty years from the end of 
World War Two (from a 1940s collage by Judith Rothschild to a preparatory 
sketch by Frank Stella for his groundbreaking "Polish Village" series.) Many 
American artists in this period were profoundly influenced by the late 
gouaches decoupées of Matisse (an example of which, borrowed from the 
Pierre and Gaetana Matisse Foundation, is included in the exhibition, the 
only work by a non-American). American Cutout includes fine collages by 
Robert Motherwell, Lee Krasner, and Willem de Kooning. De Kooning is 



further represented by a rare cutout figure in wood that relates to his 
sculptural process. There is a characteristic work in cut paper by Conrad 
Marca-Relli, a collage on moving panels by Irving Kriesberg, a stabile by 
Alexander Calder, and a gouache by Al Held that shows the pronounced 
influence of Matisse's "Jazz" series.
 
Alex Katz and Ellsworth Kelly are examined in depth. Alex Katz is 
represented both by collages, which he began to make in 1955, the year of 
Matisse's death, constructed out of scissor-cut pages, and the free-
standing flat, painted sculptures he calls "cutouts", which have their origin 
in his decision to cut a figure from a painting and affix it to wood. A group of 
postcard collages by Ellsworth Kelly from the mid-1950s through to 1984 
involve both the appropriational side of collage, in the choice of postcard 
supports, and the more abstract, free-form aspect of cutout, in the torn 
papers that obscure the image beneath. A later work by Kelly on paper 
relays the use of collage in his development of floating shapes.
 
Cutout exercised considerable influence on the artists of the 1960s and 
1970s: An early "Smoker," by Tom Wesselmann, a plywood "Slat" piece by 
Richard Tuttle, a cut aluminum sculpture by William King, and an early 
collage contruction by Ray Johnson show how diverse the use of cutout 
remained among artists in this period.


