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Renowned for her wood sculptures, [ () U15]
didn’tachieve art world fame until she was nearly 60. By Hilarie M Sheets

LOUISE NEVELSON'S INDOMITABLE PRESENCE,

J
.‘ _\“ enhanced by superabundant false eyelashes and
—
flambaoyvant costumes, and her monumental mone
- . —— 1 v

= chromatic sculptures created the impression thar

L .,_zr—-——'ﬂ‘- shearrived on the art scene full-blown. Indeed, the
- — grande dame of installanon artencouraged tharidea
—— :Iu-::ul,:h stories like the one relanng her response,

atage g9, 1o aquery about what she wanted to do

—
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when she grew up. “U'm going to beanarnist,” she

answered, then corrected herself, “No, Iwant to be
asculptor. Idon't want color to help me. ™
In tith, the carcer majectory followed by
Nevelson, who didn't receive wide acclaim unnl she
was close to 60, was not nearly so direct. Bom Leah
Berlawsky in Ukrame in 1899, she emigruted with
ld.z‘\-lnmc. w hcn hertor-

an outsider. She married € .h.lrlu.\unhnn, a parmner
in ashipping business, n 1920, and had a child,

Myron. But she found her role as bourgeois matron

in Nev k City and its suburbs claustrophobic
and ulomately abandoned marned life.

Leaving her son with her parents, Nevelson
went to Munich forseveral monthsin 1931 to smudy
Cubism with Hans Hofmann, whose signature cube
would become the container and bulding block of

her art. After trying her hand at painting,
sculprureand drawing inthe 19
Nevelson began making assemblages

using wood frapments she scavenged
from the streets of New York—broken
furniture, banisters, crates, rackets
Several shows of these tabletop construc-
nons and abstracted figures at the
Nierendorf Gallery in the 19405 gener
ated some notice but few sales. It wasn't
until her work grew toarchitectural pro
portions, in the 1950s, with her found
objects entombed in gnds of stacked
rectilinear boxes and hields of black spray
pamnt, that Nevelson found broad cnneal
and commercial success.

The Muscumof Modern Art
acquired one of Nevelson's *Sky
Cathedral™ walls m rgg8atashowm
Grand Central Moderns and mvited her
to participate mnits 1959 exiubition
“Sixteen Amencans.” Her contribution

tox the exhibirion was Puaren s Wedidmgp
Feast:a complete room, her first whit

wstallation, em d with the storv of

mw;m;ww:ﬂmaﬁgﬂwmh'hm“W'hm her failed marriage and rebirth as an arzise
zold “'.i'}lrl'”Lt"”u"H’kl




Mevelson's work at MoMA as an at student. *It was like noth-
ing | had ever seen,”™ he savs. *She was the first environmental

artist this country produced, and her inflisence is felt every day
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in Chelsea.” When Glimcher opened Pace Gallery in Boston, Mevelson s 5253.000,
m 1960, he was determined o exhibic Nevelson. In 1961 he paid in 1989 for Dawrr's
convinced Martha Jackson, her dealer at the time, o give hima h B S
small show and spent money he didn’t have to fly Nevelson to Clibism with Hans"
the opening, Hatmunn in Munich

Glimecher's gamble paid off: He sold one of the armst’s Inthe earty 15309, Hevelzon
*Sky Cathedral™ pieces for $3.000, by far his largest sale to thar fssisted Diego Rivera with L2 million, “This market is driven to a

; : ; the marals ho ws creating g

point, and when he moved Pace to New York rwo years later, he inNew York Cily for large degree by what is actively shown
persuaded Nevelson to beave Sidney Janis and sign on with him, Rockefeller Center, and where there is scholarship at work,”
“From then on, the snowball was rolling,” he says, adding that Nevelson tepreseniad says Rastorfer. Nevelson is finally get-
the artist’s first show at his New York gallery sold our. Her next, mﬁw ting the required exposure with the first
of metal sculprures, was bought up by museums—the largest 1 o museumn shows of her work since
picce going to the Modem—and her market remained consis- ArneGiimeher convinred the 198os: a full-scale retrospective,
tently serong untl she died, in 1938, Nevetson foleav: Sidmey including her last unpamted collages,

After Nevelson's death, her assistant, Diana MacKown, Sheintiudoced GRmch never before shown, opening this spring
sued the artist’s son, claiming certain pieces in the estate b Mark Rothko and Ad ar the Museo Arre Contemporanea i
were hers, Making matters worse, the government appraised wdhﬂ' Rome, and a traveling show, starting
Mevelson's personal collection of her works atavery high value, : i at the Jewish Muoseum in New York in
and the estate couldn't pay the taxes. “Everything shut down for For Mspadsan'swinrk iokd May and moving on to the De Young,
1o years,” Glimcher says. “There were ne significant shows. Her privately s 52 million, in San Franasco
son couldn't sell anything. In this art world, memory is about mm"ﬂm Robert Loaker of Sotheby's
twir weeks old. A whole generation doesn’t know who she is.” T believes the Nevelson market is seeinga

That's about to change. Last summer, Pace Wildenstein wirks inchude Reed rebirth, He cites the success at last May’s
teamed up with Galerie Grurzynska, in Zurich, and Galleria Krakott, Amold Scassi, sales af Nevelson's Dawen's Landscape
Gio Marconi, in Milan, to buy Nevelson's estate from her son, g;m I'hlﬂlmmll XXV, 1975, which sold for S180,000, far
*“We thought of Nevelson as someone who's greatly underval - i Carol Goldberg. in excess of its $60,000-10-580.000

wed,” save Gminreynska’s Marthins Rastorfer. “And since our
purchase, an avalanche of interest has been tnggered.™ At Art

Base in Miami last December, Rastorfer paired some 20 reliels by Nevelson
with the same number by Kurt Schwitters, who was an important influence on
her. Nevelson's work sold out in 24
howirs, her midsize “door”™ pieces from

0 530,000,

the 19705 going for around $200,000
and her small wood collages for S15,000

estimare. “If that wonderful whire-

pamnted constructon could do as well as

it did, I foresee a renewed interest in bringing more
significant works to auction,” he says. “With many
fernale artists, the prices from 1999 onward have been
steadily increasing.” Looker equates Nevelson with
Lee Bontecon, Louise Bourgeois and Eva Hesse: “All
these great sculptors that were overdpoked are finally

achieving the recognition they've deserved.” &

Mevelsun's auction record, set
in 1989 by Dawer’s Wedding Chapael |,
remains a relatively modest $243,000.
Rastorfer, however, believes the piece
would fetch a very different price if
it were to come up today. In fact,
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PaceWildenstein recently sold a large
“Sky Cathedral™ wall from 1959 for






