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Farnham exhibit reveals 
evolution of artist 

t 

ByCINDYNICKERSON
CONTRIBUTINGWRITER
i PROVINCETOWN - Artist-art 

historian EmilyFarnham celebrated 
her 87th birthday on May 27. And if 
she made a wish for lots of happy 
excitement in her life, it certainly 
cametrue. 
· The following day she attended 

the openingfor a fascinating retro-
spective of her paintings at Berta. 
WalkerGallery. OnMay 30 she re-
turned to the gallery to autograph 
' ·.. copies of her new 
~· Art book on abstract ex-

~·, pressionist Hans 
reviewHofmann. 

· · It's exciting, too, to 
f.;'' see the progression 

. ofFarnham's work over the course 
of a half-century, ranging from the 
1930sto the 1980s · 
\·~·· 

~\ Portrait of the artist 
~ ...... 

Theearliest piece is a self-por-
trait painted when Farham was 
about20She has a bob of _dark 
brown hair, heavy-lidded eyes and 
cupids-bow red lips. A later self-
portraitdated circa 1952, focuses 
6n the smooth, silver bun of her 
hairLooking away fromthe viewer, 
Farnhamholds a teacup with one 
handwhile studying the palm of the 
other, as if puzzling out her fortune. 

.. : The future, if she could have fore-
. seenit, would have included earning 
adoctorate in art history from Ohio
StateUniversity; a long teaching ca-
reer culminating with15 years at 
East Carolina University in 
Greenville, N.C.; the acclaimed pub-
lication of her book "Charles De-
muth Behind a Laughing Mask"
(University of Oklahoma Press, 
1971); retirement to Provincetown 
apout 20years ago; and the self-pub-
lication of her latest book, "Hofmann: 
Abstractionas PlasticExpression st

and Notes Made in Hofmann's 
Classes."Farnham, who continued 
with her own artwork throughout 
her academic career, studied with
the German-American teacher in 
1949 and 1950 in Provincetown and 
in 1953 in New York. 

Farnham's early portraits are the
most compelling part of the Berta 
Walker show. In the especially in-
triguing "Michigan Woman,"a styl-
ized background of smokestacks 
from the Ford and Oldsmobile facto-
riesestablishesDetroit as the setting. 

The subject - apparently ayoung
worker dressed for a rare evening
out - is really a type, not any Michii 
gander inparticular: Her head hasa
downward tilt, like a medieval 
Madonna, and is surrounded by the 
"halo"of a Ferris wheel,indicating . 
the fair has come to town. Her face
is innocent, yet a bit weary. 

Much, much wearier-looking -is 
the almost skeletal being in "Okla-
homa Woman."A discordant back-
ground of pale green sky and or-
ange prairie sets the mood. The 
woman's pale-lipped grimace of a 
smile and the thin breasts under he 
torn yellow dress also speak of the
harshnessof her existence. 
. Two views of mother 

Twoof the portraits are fond rep-1 
resentations of Farnham's mother. 
In one, the mother's long white hair
forms a sweeping cloud of softness 
In the other, apparently painted dur-. 
ing a trip to Italy in 1942, her mother
sits, lovely and dignified, in front of
a windowaffording a viewof Venice

Farnham'sportraitsaredistin-
gutshed by definiteouthnes, Flat-
tened Shapesand an interest in 'the. 
space around objects. These same
intellectual concerns remained with 
theartist even after her work be-
came much more abstract. But so did
the emotional edge. Even in painnt-
ings without a human presence; 
there is often a sense of psychologi-
cal exposure. This is very strong in
the wonderful "Thorns, a PinkRose
and Desire." Long red thorns, spiny' 
branches and the fragmentation of 
space create the jagged setting for
two pink gloves that reach for an ele-
vated pink rose. .' 

In her book on Hofmann,Farnham 
notes that Hofmann's abstractiomst , 
theories remained a mystery to some
students. His talk about "plasticity" 
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and the push-and-pull"dynamics of 
painting might have escaped their 
understanding even if he'd spokenin 
the clearest English instead ofwith a 
thick Germanic accent. Farnham, 
however, was quickly on his wave-
length. "On my part, after the first 
two or three days in his class, I easily 
understood what Hofmann was say-
ing, and found delight in his pronun-
ciation of 'th' as "Z"she says in her 
book. 

Oneof the works in the show, "Be-
yond the Wall,"was done in Hof-
mann's class in 1950Perhaps the 
great teacher once stood facing this 
painting on Farnham's easel and 
said, "Ziss is good." Painted in dark 
and golden browns, light blues and 
red, the work certainly reveals a 
grasp of the"push-pull" principle. 
(PUSH-PULL 101:A respect for the 
two-dimensionality of the picture 
planecoupled with the illusion of a 
shallow space in which there's a 
sense of tension and movement.) In 

ondthe Wall "skewed rectan les 
open up the picture plane, producing 
the impression of a controlled explo-
sion. 

Later works 
A rudimentarysun or eye is the 

only representational element in "Be
yond the Wall."But judging from the 
workson view at Berta Walker, Farn-
ham often slipped a recognizable ob-
ject or two or three into her paintings 
even after coming under Hofmann's 
influence. One serene painting from 
1963 contains only three round 
shapes. But the poetic words "the
Yellow RiverThrns to Gold When the 
Moon Thrns Blue"appear on a black 
field , conjuring up a mental image 
that serves as a substitute for painted 
objects. 

From the 1970s,"Man and Wife"is 
a paintingoftwo birds on a collage 

Emly Farnham's "Thorns, a Pink Rose and Desire" (circa 19.51) has an em 
tiona Iedge that is typicalof the artist's work. 

of torn canvas -awork as enigmatic 
as it is gorgeous. The largestbird (the 
"mam" of thetitle?) dominates the pic-
ture. Judging by its sleek head and 
talon-tipped webbed feet, it's a seag_
ull. But its legs, feet and outstretched 
wingare a surprising emerald green. 
Above the gull is a much smaller yel-
low bird with a blue crest. At his feet 
are two speckled eggs. 

"Predicament of Womankind: 
Bound, Gagged, Imprisoned and 
With Child," a piece from the early 
1950s, is a more obvious feminist a

statement. An abstraction of a 
woman with a cross-section viewr of
a fetus in her stomach occupies the 
lower righthand corner of the paint-
ing. A suggestion of a window 
bars appears at the top. 

Farnham may have felt the oppres-
sion of sexism during her long 
reer, but surely has done her part to 
break through those limitations. j 

Starting today, Cindy Nickerson 
will write a weekly art column son
the Times.
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