
A Love Letter to Nancy White's Abstract Paintings

Nancy White’s paintings reach, for me, the platonic ideal of abstraction. Walking through
Romer Young’s New Work, her second solo exhibition with the gallery (not one to fix
something that isn’t broken, her first solo in 2018 was also titled New Work), I found myself
sighing a lot. Not out of boredom or exhaustion, but in an unconscious and pure emotional
reaction to a room of 10 uniformly arranged 16-by-13-inch untitled paintings.

What is it about these paintings? Why do they elicit from me, the stoic arts writer, the sounds
of a heartsick teenager? Let me count the ways.

First, there’s satisfaction to be found in their precision. White paints with acrylic on linen, but
her surfaces betray no brushstrokes. She paints hard-edged zones of color hemmed in by



straight lines, sharp angles and sensuous curves, but they retain a trace of her hand. There is
nothing machine-like in her shapes; the nubble of the linen gives texture to the matte paint.



If they suddenly morphed into extremely well put together people, you’d have a hard time
deciding whether you wanted to be with them or simply be them.

Second, they are withholding. It’s hard to keep from crushing on someone who doesn’t reveal
their whole self. Each painting practices a kind of formal restraint, limiting itself to a family of
hues. The colors in her paintings, while rich, don’t overwhelm the subtlety of each
composition. These are off-colors, further muted by sitting alongside other shapes just a shade
or two different from themselves.

When slices of color are more saturated, more easily named, like the dusty orange blob and 
spike that dips in from the top left corner of one canvas, it feels like a gift. A pool of crimson 
acts like a slight, unexpected smile that makes you blush uncontrollably. Such moments pierce 
rational thought. They turn my brain into goo.

And then there’s the cohesion of the exhibition as a whole. Through a repetition of certain 
elements (canvas size, paint type, surface texture, artwork names), the slight shifts of color 
and form within each of White’s paintings become all the more dramatic. In aggregate, the

paintings create a gradient of sorts across the gallery walls. Navy to green to red to lilac to
cobalt; the paintings function like the shifts of a mood ring, changing color without telling you
why.

White harnesses essential forms, rendering archways, caves, surfaces and shadows as discrete
planes of flat color. At least, those are the “things” I read into her paintings, which push the
viewer to imagine alien landscapes in the vein of Monet’s haystacks. What does the surface of
Mars look like at different times of its slightly-longer-than-ours day?

If White’s paintings are windows into another world, it’s one in which foreground and
background are confused. Darker colors imply distance, but sometimes White’s darker shapes
sit before lighter ones, confusing any attempt to define a given painting’s space. On each 208-
square-inch surface, she uses only about a dozen different colors, yet there’s so much to see
and analyze in each meeting between slightly differentiated zones of color. Sometimes the
paintings feel like studies in simultaneous contrast. How are we to know which colors are truly
different, or just appear so because of their surroundings? I felt manipulated and I loved it.







But then I relaxed, stepped back to survey the gradations between evenly spaced canvases in 
Romer Young’s white box. I resigned myself to the fact that I would never inhabit the space 
behind White’s linen surface. I sighed. Distance makes the heart grow fonder.

Nancy White’s ‘New Work’ is on view at Romer Young Gallery through Feb. 15, 2020. Details
here.

At one point, New Work had me dry-mouthed, struggling to remember the names of colors I
became increasingly certain White uses habitually and casually. Was that slouching, indented
curve actually ultramarine blue? Could I use the word cerulean with confidence?





NANCY WHITE AT JANCAR 
JONES
By Nadia Fellah, Curatorial Assistant at the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA).

April 6, 2011

Tucked into the back of a building that used to be the 
San Francisco Casket Company on Mission Street, 
Jancar Jones Gallery provides an intimate viewing 
space for Nancy White’s small works.  The post-card 
sized paintings by White, who was featured in edition 
#85 of New American Paintings, and interviewed in 
August, 2010 on the New American Paintings Blog, 
stud the walls of Jancar Jones like gems.  Indeed, the 
intimately small works are jewel toned, and the first 
thought the angular lines within the monochromatic 
pieces conjure is that of cut gemstones.

The three-dimensional aspects invoke a visual ele-
ment similar to facets, or the flat faces in geometric 
shapes on gemstones which create the light-reflect-
ing surfaces that allow them to sparkle.  That said, 
White’s painting are made using matte paint, and are 
a continuation of her experimentations with painting 
and surface texture.  Her recent work falls into two 
categories: work on steel and work on paper.  The 
Jancar Jones show is composed entirely of the latter, 
but speaks to the hard-edges, angularity, and three-
dimensionality of her steel pieces.

When combined with their intimate scale, the mini-
malist presentations of her works draws the viewer 
close to each painting, and White’s bare-bones in-
stallation is one of the most austere presentations 
ever done at the San Francisco gallery.  Comparable 
only to White’s last show in 2009, which was com-
posed entirely of painted works on steel — which fea-
tured works just as small, also casting playful shadow 
abstractions in the space surrounding them   —  her 
current show has taken that idea and fixed it within 

Installation View, Nancy White, Jancar Jones Gallery, San Francisco.

Nancy White, #6 (Red Pink), 2011 / Acrylic on paper mounted on board, 9 x7.5 
inches.  Courtesy of Jancar Jones Gallery, San Francisco.

a two-dimensional image, adding a wonderfully sensuous color.  
This modestly sized but holistic show is well worth the trip to 
Jancar Jones this month, if only to spend a few private mo-
ments with some strikingly intricate works.









 
NANCY WHITE at JANCAR JONES GALLERY  

By Stephanie Baker 

April 23, 2009 

 

Nancy White painted six geometric shapes in a range of soft colors and affixed them to three walls in the 
Jancar Jones Gallery. At first glance they looked deceivingly light. They floated as a paper construction 
might, but upon closer inspection, I realized they were made of much harder substance: steel. Accordingly, 
White described them as "paintings...with steel as their canvas,"1 but I saw more flirtation with sculpture 
here than she was probably willing to admit. 

        
The gallery was small, nearly coffin-sized, but the pieces were perfectly situated at eye-level, allowing me to 
better notice the angles and shapes of the room, outside corridor, and stairway. I exaggerate when I 
describe the dimensions of the space as coffin-sized, but the fact that this building served as a casket-
making company after the 1906 earthquake resonated with my experience of these objects seeking 
resolution through folding and unfolding, opening and closing. 

There was more beyond the first room, and I slipped sideways into the office to view two more of her 
paintings on the back wall. These shapes were similar to the ones in the gallery, but instead of being three-
dimensional, they were two; instead of oil on steel, they were paper mounted on wood, or more precisely, 
gesso-tinted paper mounted on wood and painted with acrylics. These two paintings could have been 
schematics for the creation of the six shapes, but, in moving between the two rooms, I found it more 
interesting to consider the six shapes as paintings that conjure the possibilities for creating two dimensions 
within three and vice versa. 

The artist played first with both sets of paintings as paper.2 Starting with flat sheets, she folded and unfolded 
them to create objects and uncover shapes. The object paintings were subsequently bent at a steel 
fabrication plant and primed at an auto body shop. It was then that White approached them as she would a 
canvas, trying different combinations of oil in very thin layers. 
 
How one looks is as important as what one sees (or believes one sees). White's work prompted a physical 
response. I held my palm open and stretched my fingers to measure the width of the object paintings in the 
main gallery, and was surprised by the fact that they were actually smaller than my outstretched hand. 

As I looked at them from above, below, direct, or aslant, they changed shape. They were origami hung on 
wall, sometimes flat, sometimes round and fully dimensional. I couldn't see them wholly from any one angle. 
They became deceivingly large and animate by virtue of their morphing appearance. 
 



Each of the shapes had an uncanny resemblance to the others, and my eye couldn't tease out the similarity 
until Eric Jones commented that there were only three actual shapes: thus three sets of twins among the six, 
each set at different angles. One bright red shape, Br-Rd (all works, 2009)--bent to form a trapezoid and two 
triangles--was nearly unrecognizable in its counterpart on the facing wall, L-Lv-Yw, turned clockwise 90 
degrees and painted lavender and yellow. This gesture was repeated twice more with two other shapes: a 
double trapezoid/single triangle and a triple triangle. Collectively, they formed an altogether pleasing set of 
puzzle pieces my mind couldn't push into a square peg. 

The shapes danced and hovered on walls lit by daylight temperature fluorescence. No hard shadows here, 
only the blank background on which they rested like a group of six butterflies folding and unfolding their 
wings. Like many animals, these "butterflies" wore their lighter, brighter shade shielded from a predator's 
first glance. The only discernible hints of their brightly colored underbellies were the soft glows emanating 
onto the white walls. Peering more closely, I was greeted by bright yellow, green, red, and purple. 
 
I never thought of trapezoids or triangles as evocative shapes, so I was struck by the marked contrast 
between the openness of the paintings containing a rectangular shape and the two that folded into pure 
triangles. They were more closed than open. The first of the triangle "twins", P-Bl-Gy, had two, delicate, 
grayish sides with a pale blue one in between. These colors were so subtle they recalled the famed "blue 
hour," the moment just before light fades to complete dark on a clear day. However, its bright, glowing 
underbelly was the lighter, brighter blue of a baby blanket lit by the noonday sun. This particular painting had 
the presence of a small chapel or cathedral nave. The isosceles triangles gave the object a sense of 
enclosure and privacy, but with an eye towards the heavens. The colors were also remarkably subtle and 
delicate on its twin, Dk-Y Gr B. From certain angles, the even brown, bronze and purple tones eliminated 
any discernible depth and flattened the object on the wall. But underneath? A warm, bright, yellow glow. 

The wonderful resonance of these small works--situated in a small gallery--stemmed from the impulse they 
created. They encouraged me to get up close and question how exactly they worked: Were they opening or 
closing? Folding or unfolding? In stasis or moving? Repeating or transforming? I was intrigued by these 
objects because I couldn't quite see what type of box they wanted to become. And as I walked out onto 
Mission Street, I noticed that the shapes of the buildings that surrounded me--the squares of the sidewalks, 
the lumps of cars, the rectangular signs and traffic lights--were not nearly as interesting as the combinations 
of shapes and dimensions that Nancy White had proposed. 
 
http://www.shotgun-review.com/ 
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Installation View: Sean Talley, Nancy White. Courtesy of Jancar Jones.

 
The interplay between depth and constraint is thematically captured in the current two-person exhibition by Sean Talley and Nancy
White at Jancar Jones Gallery in Chinatown.  Employing variable strategies to address space, the two artistsʼ works comingle to

Sean Talley and Nancy White at Jancar Jones Gallery, Los Angeles
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create a dynamic and complex environment.
 
 

(http://www.sfaqonline.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/image1.jpeg)
Sean Talley, MIQIQVA, 2012, graphite powder on paper, 14 x 11 inches / BDAIBOC, 2012, graphite powder on paper, 14 x 11

inches. Courtesy of Jancar Jones.

(http://www.sfaqonline.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/image2.jpeg)
Nancy White, #49, 2013, acrylic on paper mounted on rag, 12 x 9.75 inches. Courtesy of Jancar Jones.
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Whiteʼs work consists of a series of paintings that each rely on monochromatic gradations and an arrangement of forms to produce
depth in feel.  While the approach seems diminished and flat, Whiteʼs skillful execution sufficiently constructs a sense of perspective
and movement.
 
 

(http://www.sfaqonline.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/image.jpeg)
Sean Talley, SULNV, 2013, ceramic, wood, MDF, elastic cord, stoppers, 40 x 16 x 16 inches. Courtesy of Jancar Jones.

Talleyʼs work is comprised of four sculptures and two drawings on paper.  His drawings, starkly gestural in nature, represent
exercises in complexity and constraint.  In BDAIBOC, Talley turns an infinity symbol on its side, black and white, in graphite powder
on paper.
 
 

(http://www.sfaqonline.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/RVD7360.jpg)
Installation View: Sean Talley, Nancy White. Courtesy of Jancar Jones.

 
Occupying the area between the paintings and drawings stands Talleyʼs sculptures, a series of three pieces made of unglazed
ceramic on wooden stands.  Each sculpture is a system of intertwined and jumbled “noodles,” cleanly cut to variable lengths, and
fastened to the stands with what appear to be cable ties.  Again, Talleyʼs work is clean and gestural, resonating with a desire to
control chaos.  Here however, Talley suggests a more organic approach, perhaps even referencing representations of vascular
systems.  With Talley, as with White, the process reveals experimentation with systematic ideas.
If your in the Los Angeles Area, make time to go to Chinatown and visit Jancar Jones Gallery to see Sean Talley and Nancy Whiteʼs
exhibition which closes on June 22nd.  Jancar Jones is featured in the current print issue of SFAQ #13.  Digital PDF is available for
viewing and download on the SFAQ online homepage.
 
For more information visit here (http://www.jancarjones.com/).
 
-Contributed by Eric Kim
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