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I first met Ophir Agassi in the summer of 2008, when he took part in the 
New York Studio School drawing marathon held in Orvieto. As the pro-
gram’s art historian, I provided context for our trips to see masterworks by 
Giotto, Masaccio, Paolo Ucello, Piero della Francesca, Donatello, and other 
giants of the Renaissance. I have vivid recollections of intense conversa-
tions with the handsome young man with the dreadlocks and the impres-
sive beard, in front of works of art, over meals, and walking from place to 
place. He was full of probing questions, sometimes about New Testament 
iconography, which was new to him, but more often about essential aspects 
of art making and art history. That fall, I was delighted to discover that 
Ophir was enrolled in the art history and art criticism seminars I lead as 
part of the Studio School’s MFA program. For the two years of the seminar, 
he was a brilliant addition to the mix, still full of pertinent questions that 
greatly enlivened the discussion, a regular contributor of insightful obser-
vations, and able to see at least five different aspects of everything we had 
read and were dissecting. His thesis exhibition, Fortunes Told — a series 
of small, mysterious narrative paintings — announced the presence of an 
inventive, imaginative artist who had already embarked on a highly indi-
vidual path. Every image seemed specific but unidentifiable. The written 
thesis that accompanied these elusive paintings, The Role of the Archetype 
in Non-Narrative Expression, was a sort of prose poem/fantastic memoir, 
interleafed with images from Fortunes Told and notes fleshing out the text 
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with references to the Five Books of Moses, the Kabbalah, Henry Wad-
sworth Longfellow, Charles Dickens, and Brooklyn geography. It’s the only 
paper ever presented to me that had footnotes on the footnotes.

Over the next years, Ophir enlarged the Fortunes Told series and then 
explored the implications of literally iconic images from the history of art 
— a Madonna and Child, for example — expanding their meaning to more 
universal ideas — motherhood and tenderness — while emphasizing their 
underlying Platonic, archetypical structures. He experimented with differ-
ent mediums and approaches, including drawing at large scale in the earth 
and filming the process. He rang changes on sages, gurus, and scenes of 
judgement and struggle, repeating themes but subtly altering the image 
each time, as he pursued the suggestions implicit in each iteration, stress-
ing the inherent geometric structure of his compositions and exploring the 
different emotional resonances and associations of chromatic variations. 
Becoming a father and moving with his young family to rural Pennsylvania 
provoked loving but notably unsentimental images relating to his wife and 
daughters, as well as landscapes of the view from his studio. All of Ophir’s 
work maintained a delicate balance between an emotionally charged 
narrative and cool-headed structure. This duality is perhaps an echo of 
the coexistence of his intensity, curiosity, and commitment to art-making 
with his disciplined, well-furnished mind and wide-ranging intelligence. It 
can be read, too, as paralleling his ability to combine his early traditional 
Yeshiva education with a deeply informed understanding of spirituality, in 
many forms, as manifested in many different cultures and in the history of 
Western art.

When he was established in a Brooklyn studio, after graduating from the 
Studio School, Ophir generously allowed me to bring subsequent MFA 
candidates from the seminar to visit. These were stimulating encounters 
that were much missed when he moved to Buck’s County. But when Covid 
protocols canceled in-person meetings, he led a virtual tour of his new 
studio for my students. He treated them as peers and colleagues, sharing 
his current work, revealing his preoccupations and some of his sources, 
just as he always had, visibly delighted by his new work space and the 
new challenges he was setting for himself. As always, it was an illuminat-
ing and memorable visit that raised absorbing questions. In 2020 and 
2021, I had the deep pleasure of working with Ophir on his solo exhibi-
tion at The Painting Center, essentially helping him to decide which of a 
group of consistently strong works could be eliminated from the selection 
— a much more difficult process than deciding what to include. When he 



proposed collaborating on an exhibition of contemporary figure painters, 
I accepted eagerly. We had invigorating, wide-ranging discussions about 
the concept of the show, who to include, and why, eventually settling on ten 
artists from very different backgrounds and generations, with very differ-
ent approaches, all of whose work addressed the question “Why paint the 
figure today?” The show’s terrific title, The Body in Question, was Ophir’s 
invention. I feel so fortunate to have so much time with Ophir during the 
years we worked together on the two projects. It would have been wonder-
ful to have continued collaborating in the future. We had hoped to install 
The Body in Question together for its opening at The Painting Center, at 
the end of 2021, as we had his exhibition, but Ophir was unable to make the 
trip to New York, so we managed with Facetime, as we subsequently did at 
the opening, when participants and guests alike all spoke to him, express-
ing their enthusiasm for the show. A few weeks later, at a virtual panel of 
artists in the exhibition, he was a deeply engaged, but silent presence. It 
was, in some ways, his farewell to the world of art. Ophir’s untimely death 
in 2022 reverberated among the wide-spread community of artists who 
were his friends — colleagues, fellow students, mentors, former teachers. 
Just about anyone who had come in contact with him was struck by this 
remarkable man and many remained close to him. 

This exhibition brings together some of Ophir’s most accomplished works, 
revealing the key themes that engaged him, especially in paintings from his 
last years that he felt were leading in directions that he found compelling. 
A selection of works from Fortunes Told and their variants offers insight 
into the origins of Ophir’s thinking and allows us a glimpse into his evolu-
tion. These paintings are set in the context of the work of artists whom he 
admired and learned from, and who admired and often learned from him. 
They include Ophir’s teachers and mentors, artists he met at Yale, Chautau-
qua, and the Studio School, fellow students, and more, all of whom became 
friends of his, united by their affection and respect for a very special per-
son and his work. They include Stanley Lewis, Barbara Grossman (who 
first steered him to the Studio School), John Mitchell, Patrica Treib, Glenn 
Goldberg, Graham Nickson, Elisa Jensen, Clintel Steed, Jeremy Long, Karlis 
Rekevics, Jill Nathanson, Rachel Rickert, and the pseudonymous Big Hat 
(aka John Bjerklie), with whom Ophir took part in a long-distance portrait 
painting project. We all miss him very much.

—New York, October 2022





Ophir Agassi represents something rare: a contemporary painter delving 
into sacred iconography without either ironic detachment or conventional 
adherence. Instead, Agassi’s recent works ground themselves squarely in 
the modern formalist tradition to incisively explore age-old representa-
tions intended to inspire the faithful. His interpretations of familiar iconog-
raphy are unexpected and improvisational, without, however, departing in 
intention or effect from the nature of the subject. It can be sensed that a 
search toward greater understanding of the archetypes he treats underlies 
this surprising and insightful collection of paintings. Bridging distinct and 
possibly conflicting sensibilities, Agassi uses the physicality and open-end-
edness possible through the painted medium to get closer to what are, 
after all, images of very human, embodied, examples of lived experience — 
even within the possibility of a divine context. 

Agassi treats only a select few motifs in this exhibition, but together their 
thematic range is immense. One to the Next shows an agonizing moment 
of judgement, of a child no less, by figure of father and king. Purple Haze 
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recalls the drama, both physical and psychological, of Jacob wrestling 
the Angel. Agassi returns also, in multiple iterations, to the subject of the 
Virgin and Child. The pairing is sometimes cradled within the arcs of a 
shaped canvas as in Family Portrait (First Love Second) and sometimes 
held aloft in a more hierarchical composition with a host of attending 
angels. The single figure of Radiate who re-appears through the Guru 
series of works evokes the timeless and cross-cultural idea of the iso-
lated spiritual figure fully absorbed in a state of meditation or prayer. It 
is not hyperbolic to say that this selection of paintings, none much larger 
than easel-sized, is dealing directly with concepts of judgement, justice, 
personal devotion, spiritual adherence and divine love. The human sub-
jects that enact the themes are likewise archetypally all-encompassing: 
mothers, fathers, children, kings and sages. 

Handled less thoughtfully, these paintings could conceivably buckle 
under their own weight, so to speak. Nowhere, however, is there a hint 
of bombast or feigned gravity in Agassi’s paintings, only nuanced sug-
gestions of a painterly process of approach and retreat, search and 
discovery. The quality of humility in relation to the subject that can be 
sensed in these works is as important an ingredient as any other. It is 
not simply an arguably desirable quality in itself, but helps to create a 
thematic framework in the handling of overtly religious material. There 
is a kind of “space” in these paintings — visual, cognitive and conceptual 
— in which they may be viewed and received. Agassi’s re-iterated delin-
eating line, for example, is sometimes forceful, as with the wrestlers, and 
sometimes softly blurred as in the Family Portraits, but always takes into 
account the possibility of movement of his living subjects. The feeling of 
the mark’s slight hesitation in these cases feels somehow respectful, even 
reverent. Agassi’s immersive color sense is similarly complex and spatial. 
In Blue Embrace a distinctive “sky-or-water” blue envelops and supports 
the figures within a richly ambiguous setting reminiscent of Matisse’s 
ever-open planes. There is everywhere in these paintings room for a 
rhythmic visual reading of the forms akin to breathing. 

The strongest, most forceful lines and colors in these works tend to be reserved 
for passages where the geometric underpinnings of the works are emphasized, 
as with the black and deep rusted red brushstrokes in Purple Haze, moving 
strongly through and around the figures. It is almost as though certainty is 
reserved in Agassi’s work for the abstractions inherent to pictorial depiction, 
whereas its human subjects — and the implications of their lives and personal 
narratives — are suspended in a situation of “not-quite-knowingness”. 



The artists’ own complex relationship to his subject matter, and to a frame 
of reference of a codified religious upbringing, is in many senses directly 
relevant to the work. Agassi was born in Israel and moved to the United 
States when he was still in infancy, and was raised in an observant Jewish 
Orthodox home. He attended a yeshiva high school before he extended his 
studies in college to explore a range of ethno-cultural and religious tradi-
tions. He is as genuinely knowledgeable of Kabbalah as he is of ancient Hindu 
calendars, and speaks with ease of the saints and disciples who people the 
works of masters, from Giotto and Cimabue to Titian and Raphael, who have 
had such direct influence on his current paintings. 

While Agassi’s life now differs in many aspects from the formal religious 
environment in which he was raised, he describes his relationship to the 
dogma of religion as internally על-פי הלכה (al pi halakhah, in accord with 

Blue Embrace
2019,  acrylic on panel,  30 × 40 in.



the law) meaning even in non-observance there is an awareness of the laws 
being transgressed. This personal context was relevant to Agassi’s art 
training, when he worked from the live model and sketched directly from 
works in cathedrals, and continues to add a rich dimension to his paintings. 
Agassi, for example, would be very much aware of the strict prohibition of 
graven imagery in Judaism.  Although painting itself might not have been 
explicitly prohibited, he continues to take to his work a highly conscious 
deliberation into the “how and why” of his images, an abiding question as 
to their purpose and function in the world. 

The small scale of many of these recent works, and particularly the shaped 
canvasses, alludes to the history of paintings used as personal devotional 
objects, intended to assist the viewer with focusing towards contemplation 
or meditation. Alternatively, they may function like a talisman, to protect, 
guide or inspire the viewer through association with the subject it depicts. 
The characters שש, the artist’s initials in Hebrew, additionally echo the 
notion that there is a spiritual dimension to the act of marking an empty 
page (or in this case canvas) and as such should be done with care and 
intention, with an opening and concluding invocation. 

The paintings of the Virgin and Child will for some observant viewers carry 
the charged aura of a transgressive act, given the history of antisemitism 
in the Church. It becomes clear through the multiple variations the artist 
has chosen to do, as well as the treatment of the images, that these works 
represent a sincere engagement with one of Christianity’s most revered 
and recognizable motifs. Combined with the Hebrew initials these paintings 
present a question: why is Agassi making these works? The answer is per-
haps best accessed indirectly via the more general line of questioning posed 
by the artist’s work, namely what is the nature of the figures of sacred texts, 
and what is to be gained by painting them? 

Agassi’s paintings make the case that we may fruitfully approach 
these imposing figures, and he joins the long tradition of artists who 
have pressed imaginatively into the physical aspects of their lives. The 
endeavor may serve to didactically elucidate aspects of their stories, 
but perhaps more importantly gives weight, and makes more concrete, 
the shared common ground of real and material human life. Agassi’s 
lifelong immersion into this thematic material is palpable, and it might 
be ventured that there are facets of “self-portraiture” running like a 
sub-theme in the subjects the artist has chosen: in the child facing the 
father, in the human being caught in the struggle of doubt and adver-



sity, and certainly in the solitary figure. It is in the works of this figure, 
absorbed in mediation, that the artist most powerfully equates intense 
color modulations with states of mind, suggesting the possibility of 
meaningful symbiosis between artistic and transcendent experience.  

As for the Virgin and Child paintings, they were begun following the birth 
of the artist’s first child and continued after the birth of his second. While 
aware of the layered implications of working with the imagery, Agassi 
gravitated towards the subject as an indirect family portrait, as referenced 
by the titles. Few will be those with children who will not relate to at least 
one aspect of the two-fold nature of the imagery — as age-old symbolism 
but also as a universal image of the protective and pure nature of maternal 
love, whether earthly or divine. 





OppOsite, tOp:

Family Portrait (Brooklyn Love) 
2020,  charcoal, red chalk, and acrylic on canvas 
mounted on wood,  22¼ x 17½ in., approx. 

OppOsite, bOttOm:

Family Portrait (First Love Second)
2020,  charcoal, red chalk, and acrylic on canvas 
mounted on wood,  15 × 15 in., approx.

AbOve:

Untitled (Silent Figure Green)
2015,  oil on panel,  24 x 18 in.



Untitled (Silent Figure Yellow)
2015,  oil on panel,  18 x 12 in.

Untitled (Silent Figure Red)
2015,  oil on panel,  18 x 12 in.



Silent Figure (Yellow)
2015,  oil on panel,  18 x 12 in.

Silent Figure (Blue)
2015,  oil on panel,  18 x 12 in.



Purple Haze
2018,  acrylic and oil stick on canvas,  42 x 35½ in.



Untitled
2021,  acrylic on canvas,  45 x 60 in.



Untitled (First Born)
2019,  acrylic on panel,  36 x 36 in.



Untitled (John M’s Favorite Grey Guru)
2014,  acrylic on panel,  36 x 24 in.



Untitled (Grey Guru)
2014,  acrylic on panel,  36 x 24 in.



(First Born) Embrace & Shield
2019,  acrylic on panel,  36 x 36 in.





OppOsite bOttOm:

Intertwined
2019,  acrylic on canvas,  24 x 30 in.

OppOsite tOp:

Untitled (Green)
2019,  acrylic on panel,  24 x 36 in.

AbOve:

One to the Next 
2019,  acrylic on panel,  30 x 40 in.





AbOve:

Big Hat 
(collaboration with John Bjerklie)
2020,  ink on paper,  17 x 22 in. 

OppOsite bOttOm:

Untitled (Landscape)
2020,  acrylic on panel,  16 x 40 in.

OppOsite tOp:

Untitled (Winter Landscape)
2021,  acrylic on paper,  36 x 48 in.





Selections from the 
"Fortunes Told" Series (2009-2011)
All works acrylic on panel or canvas, 8 x 10 in.



John Bjerklie

Ophir was a light to so many of us. For me personally his loss is like a 
refining fire. In my last face to face conversation with him…which was 
probably when we painted together in 2020, I was one month out of 
surgery for my own illness and he spent the whole session encouraging 
me and telling me how healing making our art is. I was as weak as could 
be and sore! But he inspired two portraits from me. My words can’t do 
justice to explain the spirit of that man on that day in my life. I started to 
believe I was going to make it. I’m so troubled sometimes that I couldn’t 
do that for him. I can’t wait to see his work and be in the room with 
people who love him.

Glenn Goldberg

I have selected the paintings for this exhibition for their quietness and 
gentle nature. Ophir's heart and capacity for love was enormous. It is 
meaningful for me/us all to honor Ophir.

Barbara Grossman

The Chautauqua School of Art during its heyday (1987–2018) was a magnet 
for young ambitious art students. I met Ophir Agassi there in the summer 
of 1999. He was one of the most extraordinary students I have encountered.  

Ophir was quiet, yet it did not take long to recognize that he was a fierce 
observer who looked both inward and outward. One could feel his pres-
ence. His self-knowledge was already evident while he paid strict attention 
to his teachers and his peers. There was a sense that everything was new 
and everything was up for grabs. 

A few years after leaving Yale he was seeking his next place to gain more 
experience and broaden his education. The New York Studio School was 
my recommendation. He followed that path and truly excelled, evolving an 
original and authentic voice. The subject matter was always personal, 
always a bit mysterious. The origins of his narrative seemed to come out of 
a combination of direct experience and an understanding of the universal-
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ity of the visual world. Nothing but Ophir’s vision came between him and 
the canvas. He was not afraid to follow his passions, his beliefs and his 
need to be part of the world in a profound way. That his life was shortened 
so early is a tragedy, but we are fortunate to have the work he made to 
remind us of his triumph.

Elisa Jensen

I remember visiting Ophir’s studio when he was in my Atelier.  It was unfor-
gettable. Ophir had painted the entire space white including the floor. The 
space was pristine and felt warm and welcoming and a little bit like a 
laboratory. His work glowed in that studio, each piece stood out like a jewel, 
he was painting small intensely colored images from his imagination. I 
enjoyed our conversations very much, and remember his warmth, intelli-
gence, passion and generosity of spirit.

Stanley Lewis

I first met Ophir at Chautauqua School of Art. I was trying to say some-
thing about painting. The class was standing around. They were quiet — 
not Ophir. He kept interrupting: “What do you mean?” The next day I had 
figured out what to do. Answer him and really figure out what I mean. This 
began an amazing dialogue which lasted over the years. I never experi-
enced anyone like Ophir. I miss him.

Jeremy Long

My memories of Ophir are his sense of ambition and curiosity. When Ophir 
and I saw each other or spoke on the phone our conversations would last as 
much as 2 hours without a pause. We spoke the entire time about painting 
issues and a long list of painters we both had ideas about. He was deeply 
committed to making his work and his mind ran deep with questions about 
painting. It’s still difficult to believe that he is no longer with us.

John Mitchell

Ophir was an undergraduate student at Yale University when I was there 
as a graduate student. I was Robert Reed's teaching assistant in his 
Beginning Painting class from fall 1998 through spring 1999. Ophir was a 
student in that class.

Robert Reed assigned weekend homework to the class on day one, which 
fell on a Friday. They would need to make 50 paintings, roughly 8x10" or 
bigger by the next class, which was Monday morning. His only other direc-



tion was that they should make these paintings outside, from direct obser-
vation. And not one of them even knew how to stretch a canvas yet. I remem-
ber feeling stunned by this weekend homework assignment. These were 
students with full course loads who had other wildly ambitious weekend 
homework assignments from their other classes.

Monday morning, every student arrived on time with their 50 paintings. They 
must have talked about what to do as a group outside of class, because they had 
all made their paintings on primed pieces of cardboard and bundled them 
together and tied them with the same kind of twine. It was an exciting thing to 
witness. We spent most of the second class looking at and talking about each 
person's 50 paintings. Ophir's were especially impressive. There was such exu-
berance and energy in each of them. It became immediately clear that he had an 
innate sense for color, drawing and how to make something. 

Ophir and I became fast friends.

There was one mostly red painted portrait that he made from life in that 
class that I particularly liked. At the end of the class, I asked him for it. But 
he said that he needed to keep it because he didn't feel finished with it. 
Fifteen years later, there was a knock at the door. It was Ophir. He'd come 
by to give me the painting saying, "I feel finished with it now and I want 
you to have it." I'm so grateful to have this red painting plus one of his 
Guru paintings from 2015. In both, the relationship between figure and 
ground conveys a sense of the pressure of the figure and ground acting on 
each other and foreshadows Ophir's later engagement with the environ-
ment, where he started making large scale transient compositions in sand 
and dirt using sticks, leaves, flowers, and rocks.

After Yale, he went on to The New York Studio School for graduate 
study earning his MFA and continuing to impress everyone he came 
into contact with. In 2014, Ophir had a studio in Bushwick, Brooklyn. 
He and his wife Zavi were living in Greenpoint, Brooklyn. I went to his 
studio one day in the fall and we spent about three hours looking 
through his latest paintings and drawings and talking about the work. 
He was working with an image of a guru, but the paintings were really 
more about his use of materials, color, and composition. His studio was 
in a big industrial building. There were windows all along the east 
facing wall with a view out over the Bushwick rooftops. With his dad's 
help, he had built a loft painting rack along the north wall supported 
by 4x4" posts. Underneath this loft rack, there was a sitting area with a 
daybed where Ophir could sit and look at his work, read, take studio 
naps, etc. His studio was immaculate. In the corner where the south 
and west walls met, there was a slop sink and a counter with every-
thing he needed to make a nice cup of tea. There was a quiet, medita-



tive quality permeating the work and the room was charged with a 
uniquely powerful feeling. 

In September 2020, he had his first and only solo show. It was at The Paint-
ing Center in NYC and included paintings of figures wrestling, gurus, and 
other motifs. All subject matter and formal concerns in painting and draw-
ing that he had been working with and thinking about. 

During the month of July 2021, I held a teaching appointment at The 
Mount Gretna School of Art in Mount Gretna, Pennsylvania. It happened to 
overlap with Ophir’s attending Mount Gretna as a visiting artist who would 
give a public slide presentation and circulate through student studios, 
offering feedback. That was the only time I was present for one of his public 
slide presentations. I was so happy to be there watching, listening, and 
making drawings of him at the podium from my chair among the audience. 
Afterward, we went back to the faculty house, I showed him the paintings I 
had going, and we spent about two hours catching up. There was no way to 
know then that those would be the final two hours that I would ever spend 
one-on-one having another of many conversations about life and painting 
with my longtime friend. 

He was a kind-hearted, intense and brilliant person who was deeply devot-
ed to his wife and two daughters. I'm heartbroken for them. And I'm sad 
that we will never see another Ophir painting. He was really only just get-
ting started. I learned a lot from Ophir. I'm so glad to have had the time 
with him that I did and that the world has the brilliant beginning of his 
whole-hearted investigations into what painting could be. 

Jill Nathanson

Ophir and I had only two conversations but they were significant ones: the 
first at his exhibition at The Painting Center and then at my 2021 exhibi-
tion at Berry Campbell. These were conversations in which we both were 
seeking to know how the other tries  to join a personal Jewish religious 
perspectives with serious, non-narrative paintings. 

At The Painting Center I learned of Ophir’s extraordinary journey from 
mature, traditional, philosophic Yeshiva studies in Israel to paintings that 
seem to resemble Madonnas, without forsaking his former commitments.

At my show, I told him of my understanding of color forces and color unity 
in connection with ideas in Kabbalah, such as a prayer tradition that in-
volves (or more probably involved) meditation on specific colors connected 
to words in prayer, towards envisioning (God’s) unity. He was somewhat 
aware of and very interested in these ideas. I was so struck that day with 
the depth of his Jewish knowledge, far beyond mine, and keenly aware that 



the number of people with that depth and rigor, who also think as deeply 
about painting as Ophir, must be, aside from him, very close to zero…

One moment of specific connection was this: I mentioned something  
familiar to any practicing Jew — the first blessing before the evening 
Sh’ma, the coming of evening light — Rolling darkness away from light. 

I said it so resonated for me and he smiled his deep smile and said either 
“yes” or “me too."

Graham Nickson

I can conjure up many visual memories of Ophir and they leave me with a 
robust memory of optimism. I have not come across a young painter who 
was as curious as Ophir, constantly inquiring, with each sentence ending 
with a question mark. In his years of becoming a painter he would stand 
out in the critiques because of his quest for knowledge. In the year 2008 I 
took a group to Orvieto to do a drawing marathon, which Ophir was part 
of, and he marveled at the great things he was able to see and it recharged 
his intellectual batteries enormously. He secured his own personal scale 
after seeing these works in Italy.

On the occasion of the Madame Cézanne show at the Met, it was crowded 
in the Lehman wing with all the great Cézannes clustered on the walls in 
impeccable order and many an impressive work sustained great questions 
and observations from all quarters. I was walking with the curator and 
looking at the three portraits of the artist’s wife hung together, debating 
whether they were an expression of introspection or love or indifference. A 
voice behind me chimed in and said, “what do you think Graham?” and it 
was Ophir emerging from the shadows of the giant stone column in the 
gallery with a sketchbook and pencil. He had been drawing all morning 
from these works. This is a good example of his great curiosity that never 
stopped. He loved to ask questions. I will miss his inquiring, generous 
manner and his surprise appearances whilst looking at some great paint-
ing in his own special museum of mankind.

Karlis Rekevics
Ophir was a bundle of enthusiasm and kindness with a genuine love for his 
friends and fellow artists. He was an absolute joy to be around, and I had 
the great fortune of having him visit my studio many times over the years. 
He is deeply missed.

Rachel Rickert
I feel incredibly lucky to have known Ophir.



Clintel Steed

Reading Ophir’s name brings tears to my eyes. Losing Ophir has hurt me 
more than I thought it would. But I know it’s because he had become a 
brother to me.  His work deserves a moment — a real moment. His work is a 
real painter’s search that touches back to Mercedes Matter and what geome-
try can lead to. What an idea — that the same idea can be in color and form 
each time you attack it but you see it differently each time! Ophir was on the 
path to make a good painting each time he got to touch the brush.

Patricia Treib

I met Ophir over twenty-three years ago at the Chautauqua School of Art 
where we spent the summer of 1999 painting side by side nearly every day. 
I was in Stanley’s group and he was in Glenn’s class, but we managed to 
always work near each other. His vitality and enthusiasm made each day 
an adventure. He soaked up every gesture, word, and moment — and truly 
wanted to know and experience all he could about painting — and it was 
thrilling to try to understand the mysteries of pictorial space together. It 
was many years before we reconnected, but we managed to have two very 
beautiful studio visits in the last few years — and we felt so fortunate to 
have reinitiated our friendship. The possibilities for discussion around 
painting, and beyond, felt endless. He told me that my work had influenced 
him throughout the years, and I let him know that he was an important 
model for me when we first met and that his influence was deep within my 
work. The attention and care that he brought to being with another person, 
that he brought to looking, taking things in, and to listening was com-
pletely unique and he was unlike anyone I have ever known.

Costa Vavagiakis

I first met Ophir in 2008 when he joined my painting class at the Art 
Students League. The class was full of young, talented, enthusiastic stu-
dents. Ophir was generous and big hearted and seemed to lead the pack. 
He was inquisitive, vivacious, and very ambitious. He was a joy to teach! 
Over the years, we had not kept in touch but during the pandemic we 
reconnected and I invited him to my studio. I was glad to see that his 
enthusiasm hadn’t diminished, and he seemed to have come into his own 
as an artist. We were conversing not as teacher/student but as col-
leagues. We shared art ideas and teaching approaches; he understood 
that art is a form of teaching. I was glad we renewed our relationship and 
was looking forward to future get-togethers. Needless to say, I was 
shocked and crushed when I heard of his passing. My heart goes out to 
his family and loved ones.



Portrait of Ophir
2020,  latex on canvas paper,  20 x 16 in.

John Bjerklie



Glenn Goldberg

GG 33-8 
2017,  acrylic, gesso, and pencil on canvas,  24 x 16 in.



Barbara Grossman

Blue Leaves
2019,  oil on linen,  38 x 32 in.



Elisa Jensen

View through the Terrace to the Garden
2022,  oil on wood panel,  11 x 14 in.



Stanley Lewis

Yard in Summer
2015,  acrylic on cardboard,  18¼ x 28 in.



Jeremy Long

Study #4
2018,  oil on canvas,  13 x 18 in.



John Mitchell

Ruth Miller in Her Parlor
2020,  oil on linen on panel,  24 x 24 in.



Jill Nathanson

Study for “Fluid Bridge” 
2021,  transparency film, printer ink, and scotch tape on paper,  5¼ x 9¼ in.



Graham Nickson

Sleeping Soldier, Self-Portrait of Piero 
della Francesca in The Resurrection, Sansepulcro
2004,  pencil on paper,  12¼ x 91⁄16 in.



Karlis Rekevics

Broad Ordinary Occurrences #37
2022,  charcoal on gessoed paper,  15 x 15 in.



Rachel Rickert

Reverie
2021,  oil on canvas,  24 x 26 in.



Clintel Steed

For the Nigerians
2022,  oil and acrylic on paper collage mounted on Masonite,  48 x 48 in.



Patricia Treib

Revolve
2019,  oil on paper mounted on board,  153⁄8 x 113⁄8 in.



Ophir Agassi was born in Haifa, Israel, 
in 1977, and raised in the United States. 
Educated at Yale University and the 
New York Studio School, he also took 
part in art programs at the Art Students 
League, Chautauqua, the NYSS Orvieto 
program, Triangle Artists’ Workshop in 
Brooklyn, NY, and the Triangle Alumni 
Residency program on Governor’s 
Island. Agassi taught at St. Mary’s 
College of Maryland and Mt. Gretna 
School of Art. A solo exhibition, Ophir 
Agassi: One to the Next, was held at The 
Painting Center, New York, in 2021. He 
died in Pennsylvania in January 2022.



We would like to extend our heartfelt 
thanks to Zehava Packer for her 
generous and insightful assistance 
in organizing this exhibition, and 
to all the participating artists for 
their support and valued contri-
butions. We wish also to recognize 
The New York Studio School and 
Graham Nickson for the initiative 
and involvement, and to thank Kara 
Carmack for her skilled efforts in 
bringing this show to light.  

—Karen Wilkin and Christina Kee 

COver imAge:

Untitled (detail)
2021,  acrylic on canvas,  45 x 60 in.
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