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RobeRt 
MallaRy

“I like bright colors 
too...but those mainly 
on weekends!”

by Michael Klein
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In the November 21st 1961 issue 
of Life Magazine there appeared 
an article discussing a new aes-
thetic trend, junk art. The three 
artists profiled were the late John 
Chamberlain, Robert Mallary and 
Richard Stankewicz.

While Chamberlain and Stanke-
wicz have received recognition 
in the form of numerous exhibi-
tions and publications, the work 
and career of Robert Mallary has 
mostly gone unnoticed until the 
last two decades. A 1993 exhibi-
tion at Mitchell Aulgus Gallery in 
New York brought Mallary back 
to New York if you will, along 
with two additional exhibitions 
at the Box in Los Angeles, CA 
and the University of Massachu-
setts, Amherst, MA. Both exhibi-
tions in 2010 have added to the 
growing interest and renewed 
appreciation of this once lauded 
artist. The exhibition at the Al-
lan Stone Gallery is a selection 
of works of the 1960s , sculpture, 
drawings and prints when Mal-
lary was among a new genera-
tion of artists being presented to 
a New York audience in the post 
war era. In a period when many 
artists of the 50s and 60s are be-
ing reexamined and rediscovered 
and reinstated in the canon of 
American art history. Too much 
has been smoothed over and the 
uneven bumps are often times 

the work of artists who charge, 
question and revitalize the con-
temporary scene at the time they 
are alive and working....Jay De 
Feo, Paul Thek, most recently 
Bill Bollinger and now the sculp-
tor Robert Mallary.

Allan Stone discovered talent 
and then he tended to support it. 
This was the case with the painter 
Wayne Thiebaud as well as with 
painters such as Richard Estes 
and William Beckman and most 
certainly with the sculptor Rob-
ert Mallary. For the young gal-
lerist the opportunity to discover 
new talent was also an opportu-
nity to help shape the course of 
the contemporary scene in New 
York; especially in the early years 
of the 1960s when so much that 
was happening in New York was 
on the cutting edge of everything 
new and different and exciting in 
art. Stone gave many artists their 
first opportunities to show in 
New York. Today this list includes 
along with those just mentioned 
above a brief survey of American 
art: Eva Hesse, Thomas Down-
ing, Chuck Ginnever, Don Nice, 
and Jack Whitten for example. 
Add to this list Europeans too 
such as Arman, Cesar and Dan-
iel Spoerri. The gallery’s reputa-
tion also grew because of Stone’s 
personal interest in and support 
of the generation of Abstract Ex-
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pressionist artists de Kooning, 
Kline, Gorky and Newman.

Evidently Stone saw in Mallary a 
link between the sculptor’s work 
and that of the Europeans of the 
Noveau Realistes movement, Ar-
man, and Cesar, that the young 
dealer also showed and collect-
ed. He also saw a link between 
Mallary and the highly inventive 
work of John Chamberlain. Both 
sculptors shared a kinship with 
the Abstract Expressionist paint-
ers’ their passion and expressive 
power of gesture and physicality 
of paint. Chamberlain and Mal-
lary translated those ideals into 
raw three-dimensional works 
exchanging paint for found ma-
terials. Again for both artists it 
was the power of the fragment 
and the process of selection, ar-
rangement and modification-
Stone’s words- that led to their 
respective and unique assem-
bled inventions. More sober and 
less colorful than Chamberlain’s 
works a sculptor whose found 
metal palette ran from red light 
red to taxi cab yellow similar to 
the bright colors found in and 
around the city and making their 
way onto the canvases of such 
Abstract Expressionist painters 
such as Willem de Kooning and 
Grace Hartigan. Mallary’s works 
on the other hand were dark, 
gritty with strong visual refer-

ences to Franz Kline and Clyfford 
Still. Mallary sought a dramatic 
resolution of gesture and struc-
ture. In a published statement 
from the time Mallary wrote, “ I
like the absence of colors. I also 
like those colors that are usu-
ally called tones- browns, greys, 
umbers and siennas. “ He goes 
on to add a sarcastic quip, “also 
bright colors-but those mainly 
on weekends”.

Having arrived in New York City 
from the Bay area a decade earlier 
Mallary was adapting himself and 
his work to his new home in the 
downtown scene. He quickly be-
came a known quantity because 
he participated in Sculpture USA 
at the Museum of Modern Art in 
1959 and shortly thereafter he was 
being considered for the Mod-
ern’s 16 Americans show where 
he was to share the stage with his 
peers: the painters Jasper Johns, 
Frank Stella, and Alfred Leslie. 
It was one of several celebrated 
shows that brought to the pub-
lic’s attention the growing trends 
and directions of artists working 
in New York. Selected by Doro-
thy Miller, the museum’s first 
and now legendary curator of the 
Modern’s golden years, Mallary 
was one of the new crop of artists 
she had come to support and ad-
vocate. Mallary’s contributions 
to this show were dark brooding 
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assemblages of found
materials gathered from the city 
streets and reconstructed into 
wall relief compositions both 
powerful and mysterious.

In the 60s experimentation was 
everywhere and in Mallary’s 
case, he explored and was almost 
transfixed by the very nature of 
non-art materials. In so doing he 
reformulated the ideas of what 
we might define as painting and 
what we may call sculpture. He 
had evolved out of painting and 
printmaking while living in the 
50s in New Mexico. There he cre-
ated works that were low relief 
using sand and other compounds 
to produce evocative surfaces 
and textures. Color was less im-
portant than the mediums he ex-
perimented with and color might 
be the accidental remnant left or 
found on paper collaged to the 
surface. Some appeared to be 
fragments of walls, the result of 
excavation others dimensional 
paintings imbued with gesture 
and the remnants of mark mak-
ing. The structure and surface 
was always invented, that is, it 
was built from scraps and bits 
and pieces of found materials, 
glued and adhered to the struc-
tural support of wood or panel. 
At first these were rectangular in 
shape, either horizontal or verti-
cal in orientation. Over time they

became more idiosyncratic in 
shape and size and finally in 
some instances figural as if Mal-
lary were imagining an entire 
civilization of objects and be-
ings constructed of junk. Stone 
describes Mallary as “ freezing 
“ the fragile and the ephemeral, 
which in the past he carried no 
further that the stiffening of his 
plain materials with plastic.

The discovery of his work by 
Miller led him to be included in 
William Seitz’s celebrated Art of 
Assemblage exhibition organized 
at the museum two years later. In 
the Newsweek review of the Art 
of Assemblage show at the Muse-
um of Modern Art, Mallary is in 
the spotlight again as one of the 
key players of this international 
tendency along with artists such 
as Arman, Spoerri and Joseph 
Cornell--all artists supported by 
and shown by Allan Stone. Mal-
lary’s career has to be measured 
against the increasing complex-
ity of America at mid century-
the assassination of a President, 
a new war in the Southeast Asia 
and racial strife at home. Pop art 
took us away from our problems. 
Like the course of most Hol-
lywood films it was both novel 
and entertaining; which is not to 
judge it as not being good, Pop 
was simply a manifestation of a 
time when wealth and popularity 
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began to be the key to the Ameri-
can dream and the route to suc-
cess stories.It captured the im-
agination of the media because 
it was so “ new “ and “ different 
“ from the work of older genera-
tions of American artists. Per-
haps Mallary’s more sober, more 
serious minded , and certainly 
more intellectual work was too 
much for the new generation of 
collectors who were really look-
ing for a bit of fun after decades 
of “ heavy “ painting by the now 
Ab Ex masters like Mark Rothko 
or Barnett Newman. Mallary’s 
point of view as a sculptor at the 
time was not only contrary to the 
wholesale enterprise of Pop art 
but also the developing Minimal 
and Conceptual trends among 
sculptors such as Mark di Suvero 
and the Park Place Group as well 
as the Robert Morris and Carl 
Andre crowd in lower Manhattan. 
Ironically his figurative impulse 
would only be picked up again by 
younger generation of artists in 
the 80s and into the 90s echoing 
his themes of pathos and trag-
edy, his knowledge and sense of 
place and his brand of an ethi-
cal humanism. He had three one 
person shows at the Allan Stone 
gallery in the 1960s, and partici-
pated in group shows there too 
including the significant Four 
Sculptors which brought togeth-
er a unique mix of artists of the 

day: John Anderson, Cesar, John 
Chamberlain and Mallary. The 
1963 show was a key to the future 
varied aesthetic interests on the 
part of Stone: wood, bronze cast-
ing, found metal and Mallary’s 
hybrid of assembled materials. 
The show also pointed to the var-
ied directions being explored by 
artists at the time. No single or 
simple style but a variety of ap-
proaches and attitudes, a com-
plexity that has yet to be fully 
explored by art historians. In the 
same period Mallary was sought 
after for exhibitions across the 
country including six Whitney 
Annuals. He was represented in 
the Sao Paolo Biennale and two 
World’s Fairs in Seattle and New 
York. For the latter, the architect 
Philip Johnson commissioned 
Mallary, along with Andy Warhol, 
James Rosenquest and the sculp-
tor Peter Agostini among others 
to create works for the exterior 
concrete walls of the New York 
State pavilion, a fortress liked 
structure called the “ Tent of To-
morrow “. Mallary’s own contri-
bution was a very lively installa-
tion of The Cliffhangers. It was to 
bring the artist ever more atten-
tion. This group of acrobatic like 
players was suspended and hung 
across the curved wall of the pa-
vilion. It was a further elaboration 
of his expansion into more figu-
rative types of sculpture making 
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By the late 60s Mallary had left NY. 
Then, unlike now, the art world 
was small, intimate and centered 
in Manhattan. By leaving he left 
behind a gallery, a circle of sup-
porters and collectors and the 
critical machine of newspapers 
and magazines as well as any 
momentum regarding his career 
and of course sales. Stone had 
been busy arranging works to be 
included in many group exhibi-
tions both in the U.S. and abroad 
and in one letter dated October 
5, 1963 written to Mallary then 
teaching on the west coast, “ I 
have arranged for you to have a 
one-man show at the best gallery 
in Germany, Galerie Schmela in 
Dusseldorf. “ A month later eve-
rything was different and Amer-
ica was thinking about how and 
why their young vibrant Presi-
dent could be dead at the hand 
of an assassin? The show never 
came to be as many plans cer-
tainly changed because of the 
events in Dallas and also the 
great changes occurring within 
the fashion and taste of the con-
temporary art scene. But chang-
es were also afoot with Mallary. 
He became ill from the use of the 
resins used to make his sculpture 
and at the same time Mallary was 
introduced to the technology of 
computers. He began to inves-
tigate these machines as a tool 
to design and create sculpture. 

In a 1991 local Amherst newspa-
per article Mallary looked back 
to his early experiments and 
explained , “ I ‘ve always been 
interested in art and technology 
“. Mallary had taken a job teach-
ing at the University of Mas-
sachusetts in Amherst, MA and 
by 1972 had developed the first 
class in computer art and wrote 
several of the earliest graphic 
programs for artists. Where to-
day the computer is a ubiquitous 
in an artist’s studio as a pencil 
or a pad of paper; however in 
1967 it was a tool imagined for 
some future generation much 
like the idea of landing a man on 
the moon.

Had the 1968 show of two dec-
ades of work travelled all might 
have been different since the 
collection of works would have 
been a remarkable overview of 
a sculptor, thinker and innova-
tor at work. It also would have 
had resonance among a younger 
generation of artists also in-
terested in the explorations of 
materials and the expansion 
of the definition of the term “ 
sculpture “ through room size or 
outdoor installations. This group 
would include Lynda Benglis, 
Barry Le Va and Robert Smith-
son, all of whom began to appear 
in galleries and museums across 
the US. Their personal iconogra-
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phies using polyurathenes, glass 
and dirt were akin to Mallary’s 
own belief in the power of mate-
rials to express ideas, emotions 
and the document the creative 
process. Mallary and these artists 
took a stance against the tenets 
of Minimal art with its emphasis 
on systems and a strict formal 
geometric aesthetic resulting in 
Mallary being left out of the same 
kind of exhibitions that he had 
participated in just a few years 
earlier. And perhaps Mallary saw 
all this happening round him and 
his own frustrations and disillu-
sionment with the growing fash-
ions in art and the speed with 
which artists were in one year 
and out the next underscored his 
decision to leave New York be-
hind him. 

The New Sculpture Group held a 
1988 exhibition at the New York 
Studio School reintroduced this 
stellar group surveying their ac-
tive years between 1957 through
1962. The two dozen or so sculp-
tors who met together in those 
years to discuss and show and 
support their individual efforts 
the same way that the members of 
The Club supported their paint-
er colleagues. In this exhibition 
critic Judd Tully introduces and 
re-introduce many sculptors 
from Chamberlain and Marisol 
to the older generation of Philip 

Pavia and Louise Bourgeois and 
others like Peter Agostini, Mary 
Frank, Richard Stankewicz along 
with Mallary. The sculptors were 
united not by theme or subject 
matter but by their craft. Their 
desire was to support each oth-
er’s efforts as independent art-
ists each innovative in his or her 
own way. In Tully’s essay about 
the group he points to the late 
art critic Hilton Kramer com-
ments about the group published 
in the lively journal of the day, 
Arts Magazine: “ ...the group is an 
informal alliance of the liveliest 
sculptors on the current scene...
there is no air of theory or cul-
tural apocalypse in a show of this 
kind; instead there is a clarity of 
focus, an access to the individual 
artistic statement, a t times a pu-
rity of insight into the conceptu-
al world of the sculptural mind, 
that one cannot help being grate-
ful for .”

A year later Mallary appears again 
In a 1989 review of “ The Junk 
Aesthetic “show at the Whitney 
Museum’s branch in Stamford 
CT she identified some of the key 
players in that camp. An aesthetic 
she calls lively and informative. 
The group singled out in her re-
view includes Mallary, Nevelson, 
Chamberlain, Bruce Conner and 
Claes Oldenburg. 
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Surprisingly though drawn from 
nay works in the Whitney’s per-
manent collection the show in-
cluded Broome Street as opposed 
to Syncorax which is in the Whit-
ney’s collection.

Two other shows one at the Uni-
versity of Massachusetts and the 
other at the Springfield Art Mu-
seum also exposed Mallary to new 
and younger audiences but little 
information about either show 
remains. It is only in 1993, four 
years before the artist’s death at 
the age of 80, that Mallary was on 
view again in New York in a solo 
show of 1960s sculpture and later 
computer works.

The varied works in the recent 
Stone exhibition were a short in-
ventory of the multifarious direc-
tions in Mallary’s work and high-
light his achievements. Broome 
Street , for example, is no ordi-
nary street sign, nor is it a tat-
tered placard from some out of 
date advertising, This rare and 
colorful wall collage is one of the 
few works in which the “ weekend 
colors “ make their appearance 
in a wall relief. The title refers to 
the street where Mallary had his 
studio. In the publication accom-
panying a 1967 group exhibition 
organized by Paul Mocasani for 
the New School Art Center, New 
York Protest and Hope, Mallary 

outlined his thoughts about his 
process, “ Broome Street is made 
up of billboard tearings, splin-
tered wood, sand, gravel and oth-
er detritus all mortised together 
with a synthetic plastic. “ Simi-
larly King Canute in this exhibi-
tion is constructed by layering 
strips of materials and puzzled 
together. Mallary was creating 
his own personal and abstract 
vocabulary using junk and scav-
enged materials to build up a 
provocative, collaged relief. Lot’s 
Wife, Calle de Las Putas and Sha-
man are built in similar ways in-
stigated and assembled out of raw 
materials. Mallary’ s titles con-
jure up a person, place or a thing. 
The titles suggest both past and 
present, aspects of the artist’s 
life interwoven with his knowl-
edge of history and literature and 
his acute awareness and percep-
tion of his urban surroundings. 
From the same statement Mal-
lary explained, “ What I assimi-
lated were images suggested by 
old walls, encrusted and peeling 
paint, and, the erosion and frac-
tured configurations of sidewalks 
and streets. I began to collect and 
take back to the studio bits and 
pieces taken from the city itself. 
Mallary then transformed that 
material into prosaic statements 
on a variety of themes. For exam-
ple Lot’s Wife is a poignant sign; 
the moment in the Old Testament 
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tale when the couple is fleeing 
Sodom and Lot’s wife has diso-
beyed an angel’s command and 
has been transformed into a pil-
lar of salt.
 
Shaman is a grand dark talisman, 
a fragment imagined from some 
unspecified archeological or 
mythological source. While the 
wall like structure of Calle de Las 
Putas is the recollection of both a 
place and an event no doubt and 
Mallary noted that it referred to 
a street in the red light district of 
Mexico City.

Like some of his counterparts 
Mallary worked with forms that 
were expressly abstract and also 
those that suggested a figure such 
as found in the wrapped form of 
Clytemnestra or the silhouette of 
Blue Angel (not in the exhibition) 
or the exposed relief elements of 
The Juggler . No doubt Mallary 
was familiar with many of the 
artists showing in and around the 
New York scene and among them 
Eduardo Paolozzi. The English-
man must have caught his atten-
tion because of the remarkable 
resemblance between his work 
that of Paolozzi. Having been 
part of Sculpture and Drawing by 
Seven Sculptors at the Solomon R 
Guggenheim Museum in 1957 and 
also the important New Images 
of Man once again at the Museum

of Modern Art, and then his two 
solo shows at Betty Parsons Gal-
lery in 1960 and 1962, the indus-
trial looking sculptures used an 
assemblage methodology was 
similar to that found in Mallary. 
Paolozzi’s was hard, metal and 
had the look of machine like ro-
bots. Compare the monumen-
tal forms of The Juggler or The 
Orator with any one of Paolozzi’s 
bronze acutely frontal figures. 
Mallary’s two figures are larger 
in scale yet seem more of a frag-
ment, a memory of a figure, the 
bones of a character. It is iron-
ic too that Mallary had not been 
included in the Modern’s show 
that included a wide range of 
figuratively inspired works from 
painters like Willem de Kooning 
and Leon Golub to sculptors Gi-
acommetti and Cesar. Certainly a 
sculpture like The Juggler would 
have fit in precisely with those 
artists and within the theme of 
the exhibition and its perspec-
tive on the post war figure as a 
revised component in contempo-
rary art.

Looking at works like Balle-
rina and Firebird either points 
to Mallary’s on going interest 
in the figure combined with his 
fascination for dance and mu-
sic. Firebird refers to the mythi-
cal creature in Igor Stravinsky’s 
1910 wild ballet. Ballerina and 
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Clytemnestra - a Martha Gra-
ham ballet premiered and staged 
in 1958- demonstrate Mallary’s 
concentration on the expressive 
power of physical movement and 
gesture. Those interests led him 
to dressing the figure it you will 
by using second hand tuxedos. 
Mallary fit the pants and arms of 
black cloth to suit a character or 
characters arranged in tableaus. 
The Parachutist now in the col-
lection of the Walker Art Center 
is one such composition. Move-
ment, balance, action were all 
characteristics of this new se-
ries; actors if you will, in small 
vignettes as suggested by Net-
ting Assemblage first shown in 
1962 along with other works such 
as Fat Man and of course The 
Cliffhangers. The figures of this 
seminal 1964 commission men-
tioned earlier are evidently male, 
actors or stuntmen. Such figures 
are long familiar to New York-
ers who often see such scenes of 
window washers and other main-
tenance workers high above the 
streets throughout the city. Yet 
in his description of the installa-
tion Mallary stated, “ it is a col-
lapsed vaudeville act, a cluster of 
mountaineers in disarray. Har-
old Lloyd is hanging there by the 
hands of his clock “ a reference 
to Lloyd’s very popular 1923 film 
Safety First.

Either as abstractions or figural 
sculptures, here is an extraordi-
nary body of work invented by a 
young 42 year old man. The va-
riety of ideas and works spans a 
short ten years but it is a period 
of rich creativity and successful 
efforts. This exhibition presented 
to a new international contem-
porary art world the opportunity 
to review and re-evaluate an im-
portant American sculptor at the 
beginning of his long career. Next 
should come a look at his works 
after the 60s and see how the les-
sons and ideas of that decade im-
pacted his work into the 70s, 80s 
and 90s.


