
Jo Ann Rothschild: Learning to See

Abstract painting can be a challenge to self-certainty—for the painter and the viewer alike. It forces creative thinking and serves as an antidote to habit. Its openness is a rebuke to absolutes.

Over the past two decades, I have had the privilege of watching closely the evolution of Jo Ann Rothschild’s paintings. Her commitment to the language of abstraction has never diminished and it has taught me without exception to look until I see.  

Rothschild’s abstract canvases have been fueled by her lived experiences, her humanitarian core, and her always impassioned engagement with the world—as mother, feminist, civil liberties activist, founder of an art program for homeless women, and participant in a Cuban artist exchange. Thus, it was revelatory to learn recently about the nature of her introduction to abstract art as a child, which compelled me to muse on its role in her life-long commitment to communicating through paint. 

She told the story in relation to her recent painting, Waverly Road, named for the street in Highland Park (outside Chicago) where her great aunt Maxine Kunstadter lived with her husband Sigmund. They were collectors of early 20th-century modernism—works by Paul Klee, Jean Arp, Lyonel Feininger, and Irene Rice Pereira, among others, hung throughout their home and were seen repeatedly and informally by Rothschild on regular family visits. She characterized the importance of time spent looking at these experiments in abstraction in terms their authenticity and how they “spoke to me in a way that my family did not. The art became a major source of comfort. It addressed a world beyond the familiar and the concrete.” 

I can picture the young Rothschild following the evidence of marks and textures, rhythms and compositions, harmonizing and contrasting colors, and imagining how each artist had made countless decisions and revisions along the way. Even after forty-six years of painting, Rothschild’s memories of those works which introduced her to the communicative potential of abstraction remain inspirational. Her own practice is evidence that Rothschild knows firsthand how the challenge and discipline of making art everyday in the solitude of the studio can feed one’s life intellectually and emotionally. 

The experience of looking at one of Rothschild’s paintings is to get a sense of its evolution—not literally in terms of what came first or last but how one mark or color might have led to another. In Rothschild’s combination of assured gestures and tentative touches, we can witness how she physically manipulated the pigment or, in some instances, how she chose to leave the paint the way it was as it made its initial contact with the canvas. The coupling of expansiveness and intimacy, the interdependence of deliberate and impulsive marks, and textural evidence of additive and subtractive processes continue to be defining attributes of her newest paintings.  

Where an overall grid had once structured her canvases, she now avails herself of what she refers to as “the memory of the grid” as a compositional guide (occasionally, as in the band of color blocks across the top edge of Waverly Road or the blue and green rectangles emerging from the upper left corner of Hart’s Intention, we can see the remnants).  More often, any rectangular regularity serves as a foil for irregular passages of brushed, dripped, or scraped pigment. 

Delicate linear elements (testaments to Rothschild’s virtuosity as an etcher and drafts person), such as the one running diagonally like a crack through the center of Current Events, effectively disrupt any expectation of spatial continuity and consciously redirect one’s gaze and thoughts.  Indefinite areas of paint suggest shapes and openings that are somehow presences and absences at the same time. In #1, a white apparition hovers at the center of the canvas while a flurry of color, line, and form envelope it like a still-evolving universe. The two central paint passages (one white, one blue) in Current Events are perhaps best described as vertical energy fields that dominate and separate the vaguely architectural and figurative vignettes on either side.

For all their richness and variety of color, several of Rothschild’s recent paintings reveal that she has been exploring the formal and poetic effects of gray. In Hart’s Intention, it is employed to create an impenetrable outer surface, like a dense fog obscuring a multi-colored reality beyond.  The gray disallows the painting to divulge the history of its making, as though both painting and painter purposely have covered their tracks. 

Much of the surface of Missing Rigo (a tribute to friend and Cuban painter Rigoberto Mena) is covered in variants of gray, effectively quieting but not entirely muting the initial opulence of the palette while also distancing us from many of the artist’s marks.  Rothschild has found in the gray’s encroaching ambiguity an eloquent metaphor for memory—not only the clouding of details that occurs over time but also those unpredictable glimpses of the past (both treasured and unbearable) that appear as moments of brilliant clarity.

Susan L. Stoops

Curator of Contemporary Art, Worcester Art Museum


