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ON THE COVER:
Untitled 1
Cloth painting & drawing
29 x 18”
AC310
 

DETAIL
Untitled 1
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he cloth paintings Ali Clift has been producing for the past 

two years are nearly abstracted versions of the many places 

which hold significance for her. The spaces Ali explores are 

indeed based on actual locations, but she has transformed 

them with her signature sense of mystery and quietude. 

These mesmerizing cloth landscapes are not meant to illustrate 

the particularities of a singular specific place. Rather, they are ab-

stracted compositions which evoke a variety of geographical sites 

that have had an impact on her life — Cuba, Florida, Oaxaca and 

the Grand Canyon. As a girl, Ali lived in Cuba with her parents, 

and later she moved to Florida, where she still lives for much of 

the year. After graduating from the Museum School of Fine Arts 

in Boston, Ali and her late husband began spending winters in 

Oaxaca, Mexico. 

 Most importantly, Ali’s new works show us her intensely per-

sonal responses to the many places she has been. It is important 

to note that these cloth paintings do not represent a complete 

abstraction of space. They present her unique musings as she 

refers back to those locations from her life’s experience. Like her 

earliest work, the new paintings reveal the mystery and intrigue 

of space. She continues to explore light, shadow, movement and 

scale through the layering and stretching of cloth. 

 Ali’s earliest works in cloth were inspired by a circus she saw 

as a child in Cuba. These paintings are characterized by a profound 

sense of loneliness and isolation, and they convey the artist’s fas-

cination with the mysteries of space. The circus ground becomes 

the canvas upon which Ali explores spatial elements. A later body 

of work, comprised of still-life scenes drawn upon her time in Oax-

aca, plays with space and light further. These paintings are distin-

guished by boldly warm colors and their eerie sense of solitude 

and stillness. A more recent series of cloth paintings is inspired by 

a rafting trip that Ali took through the rocky cliffs and waterfalls 

along the Colorado River in the Arizona’s Grand Canyon.

 The exploration of space, shadow and light in Ali’s most re-

cent work is as evident as ever, but she has moved beyond the 

site-specificity of her earlier series. Her recent cloth paintings em-

body an unknown yet readily relatable abstract space — there are 

references to the Grand Canyon series, yet she has moved on as 

she further abstracts her imagery.

 The sense of mystery that has pervaded Ali’s work from the 

beginning is still very much present. In Look Out Point II (AC309) 

tiny figures swim and stand amongst verdant cliff facades spotted 

with tropical greenery. Shadow and light dapple the canvas as the 

sun peeks its way into the composition through the canopy of 

tropical trees. Ali gives the viewer glimpses of vivid blue sky. It is 

not an exact place that Ali conveys, but a specific feeling of exist-

ing in her imagined landscape. Figures are present, but they exist 

outside the realm of our tangible, modern world. In Ali’s world 

there are no deadlines or time constraints; there is only the simple 

pleasure of being. These are eternal spaces that transcend any one 

exact location.

 There is no doubt that the medium itself — cloth — is central 

to the uniqueness of Ali’s creations. Ali has been working in fabric 

for more than three decades. While Ali’s earliest cloth paintings 

used strictly fabric and sheer netting, her most recent works em-

ploy the use of plastic and patterned cloth. In her new canvases 

she repeatedly utilizes fabric printed with palm trees to convey the 

tree’s form (AC311 and AC312). This use of printed cloth reveals 

how meticulously the artist selects each swatch of fabric. As Wil-

liam Thrasher stated in Ali’s Light from 2007, “That Ali has always 

been able to find the precise material she needs tells us a lot about 

her ability to prevision a work and how much time she spends 
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looking at cloth.” As she does not dye or alter the fabric itself in 

any way, Ali carefully considers each piece of cloth that goes into 

one of her paintings so that it suits the particular canvas’ needs.

 The variety and range of fabric types evident in Ali’s most re-

cent work is vast; certainly the textures and depth have increased 

since her earlier cloth canvases. However, Ali’s newest work makes 

use of an entirely new “pigment,” the recycled plastic of a water 

bottle. Clearly not fabric at all, Ali has surpassed the very definition 

of her medium. Cloth is intricately layered with plastic in Untitled 

6 (AC315). The recycled plastic does not immediately make itself 

obvious, but acts as a subtle enhancement to the composition’s 

sense of movement, texture and depth.

 The color of the cloth that Ali uses is essential to her work; in 

each piece color plays a special role of defining the feeling of the 

eternal spaces that Ali represents. Colors are specific to certain 

types of places, and in Ali’s recent work there is an absence of 

warm tones. In Nature (AC307) contains the spectrum of Ali’s 

current palette: a vast range of cool blues and greens, white, earthy 

tones and black. The way that bold, warm tones of pink, red and 

orange were relevant to Ali’s Mexican canvases (AC174), aqueous 

tropical colors are central to these new works. 

 The eye cannot rest on an Ali work in cloth; her compositions 

and the richness of the fabric demand a constant wandering. The 

earliest of Ali’s pieces did not reveal their medium until the viewer 

examined them at close range. Ali’s recent work, however, makes 

the medium more readily available and highlights the use of mate-

rials not yet seen in her work. Ali uses a wealth of different types of 

cloth, from palm-tree printed textiles to crushed velvet and sheer 

netting. As such, Ali’s paintings are richer and more textured than 

ever before. As Beth Neustadt pointed out in Ali’s Air and Simple 

Gifts (2009), “In Ali’s earlier cloth paintings her craft was con-

tained, the outer edges of her fabrics hidden discreetly beneath 

clean borders of mattes and frames.” 

 Ali certainly has moved away from the neatly hidden “bor-

ders” of her earlier work and reveals a great sense of joy in the 

surface and texture of each cloth painting. In Through the Mist 

(AC305), layers upon layers of different types of fabric and sheer 

white netting create the sweeping and dramatic plunge of the wa-

terfall. Through the Mist perhaps best exemplifies the profound 

variety and richness of Ali’s surfaces. There is no attempt at all to 

present the use of fabric discreetly. 

    The richness of texture in Ali’s recent cloth paintings enforces a 

sense of movement, specifically the motion of water. Ali is high-

ly capable of conveying the sense of water in motion in a two-

dimensional work, and there is certainly an abundance of water 

in Ali’s newest series. This is especially evident in the sweeping 

movement of the small waterfall in Untitled I (AC310). She has 

chosen a particular piece of fabric with sweeping lines that perfect-

La Foto De Mi Abuelo, 1993
Cloth painting
70 x 63 ½”
AC174
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ly emphasizes the motion of the water as it pours and rolls over the 

rocks that peek out from beneath it. This dynamic sense of mo-

tion has increased in Ali’s work over the years. In an earlier cloth 

painting from Ali’s Mexican series, Side by Side, 1997 (AC199), Ali 

transmits a profound sense of stillness, rife with static energy. 

 It is the juxtaposition of stillness with movement that, in many 

cases, defines Ali’s newest works. While movement is characteris-

tic to these paintings, many of them are at the same time marked by 

a distinct sense of solitude. The solitary figures present in most of 

Ali’s paintings establish a mood of calm and loneliness. These min-

ute and anonymous figures, such as the one seen in In the Nether II 

(AC318), cause the viewer to question how they came to be in the 

space in the first place. Who are they? Why are they here?

 In addition to the importance of texture and movement, scale 

plays a central role in Ali’s cloth paintings. Many of the composi-

tions that she has recently created are meant to feel quite large in 

scale. It is relatively simple for an artist to convey grand scale using 

a format that is grand itself. But in The Sky is Falling, III (AC322), 

through a small window of space (tiny in comparison to her larger 

canvases) Ali presents us with a magical sense of scale. It is as if 

we, the viewer, are present in the composition she creates. We 

stand at the bottom of a verdant, plunging slope gazing upwards 

towards a clip of sky and open space. In this piece the viewer 

feels the full wonder of Ali’s work. She establishes the sense of 

being dwarfed by nature, and she captures it so accurately in such 

a small dimension. Here Ali abstracts space even more, making 

the sky appear as if it were clipped from paper and folded over at 

one corner. Before, Ali’s cloth landscapes filled the borders of the 

frame, but here, her stage is set in the middle of the composition 

surrounded by open background. In the space created, Ali reveals 

pencil and charcoal drawing that delicately weaves in and out of 

the edges of cloth. 

 Ali’s artistic wanderings have resulted in a profoundly rich and 

varied body of work. She transforms simple swatches of cloth and 

plastic into richly layered and textured landscapes; scenes which 

transcend any one specific location. The artist is able to portray 

the effects of space and place as she skillfully juxtaposes move-

ment with tranquility, color with darkness and light with shadow. 

Over the past three decades, Ali has expanded the vocabulary of 

her imagery into creations of layered cloth that are more richly 

textured than ever before while maintaining an ever-present sense 

of discovery, innovation and delight.

– ABIGAIL MARRS

 December 2010

In addition to sharing an affinity for the American Southwest with the artist, 

Abigail Marrs is an Associate at Pucker Gallery. She studied Art History at 

Boston University and enjoys fine art research and writing. She has lived in 

Boston since 2006.

Side by Side, 1997
Cloth painting

22 x 19 ¾”
AC199



6 Through the Mist
Cloth painting
51 x 16”
AC305
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In Nature
Cloth painting

31 x 20”
AC307

Look Out Point I
Cloth painting & drawing

12 x 23”
AC308



8 The Ripple Effect III
Cloth painting
23 x 7”
AC303

Untitled 7
Cloth painting & drawing
19 ¼ x 10 ¼”
AC316
 



9Untitled 2
Cloth painting & drawing

33 x 16 ¼”
AC311



10 Untitled 3
Cloth painting & drawing
22 x 17 ½”
AC312
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Untitled 4
Cloth painting & drawing

21 x 17 ½”
AC313
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Untitled 5
Cloth painting & drawing
23 ¾ x 17”
AC314
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Untitled 6

Cloth painting & drawing
35 x 20”

AC315



14 In the Nether I
Cloth painting & drawing
50 x 23”
AC317
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In the Nether II
Cloth painting & drawing

36 x 21”
AC318



16 In the Nether III 
Cloth painting & 
drawing
48 x 23 ¼”
AC319



17The Sky is Falling
Cloth painting & drawing

17 ½ x 12”
AC320

The Sky is Falling, II
Cloth painting & drawing

10 x 9”
AC321

The Sky is Falling, III
Cloth painting & drawing

10 x 5 ½”
AC322
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EDUCATION

1967-1972 School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA

1968-1971 Tufts University, Medford, MA (B.F.A.)

1979 Artists’ Foundation Fellowship

SOLO ExHIbITIONS

2011 Through the Mist, Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA

2009 Ali’s Air & Simple Gifts, Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA

2007 Ali’s Light: Cloth Paintings 1967-2007, Fuller Craft Museum,  
 Brockton, MA

 Threads of Light, Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA

2005 Layers and Fabrications, Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA

2001 Texture of Still Life, Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA

1998 Monuments, Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA

 Day of the Dead II, Peabody Essex Museum, Salem, MA

1995 Nature Morte – Naturaleza Muerta, Pucker Gallery,  
 Boston, MA

1993 Ofrendas – Offerings, Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA

1991 Performance Spaces, Pucker Safrai Gallery, Boston, MA

1988 Circus, Sand and Sea, Pucker Safrai Gallery, Boston, MA

1986 Beyond the Center Ring, Pucker Safrai Gallery, Boston, MA

1984 Monotypes, Pucker Safrai Gallery, Boston, MA

1982 Traveling exhibition: Art Gallery of Nova Scotia,  
 Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada

 Fitchburg Art Museum, Fitchburg, MA

1981 Views and Viewpoints: Landscapes of the 20th Century,   
 Pucker Safrai Gallery, Boston, MA

1980 Pucker Safrai Gallery, Boston, MA

1978 Ali’s Circus, Pucker Safrai Gallery, Boston, MA

1977 Pucker Safrai Gallery, Boston, MA

GROUp ExHIbITIONS

2010 Bon Appetit: A Visual Feast, Concord Art Association,   
 Concord, MA

2009-10 The Perfect Fit – Shoes Tell Stories, Fuller Craft Museum   
 traveling exhibition

2008 Hanoi Contemporary Art Center, Hanoi, Vietnam

 Module 7 Gallery, Hanoi, Vietnam

 Fine Choices 2008, Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA

2007 Fine Choices 2007: Pucker Gallery Celebrates 40 Years!,   
 Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA 

2006 Fine Choices: Memories and Dreams, Pucker Gallery,   
 Boston, MA  

2005 Fine Choices 2005, Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA  

2000 Fine Choices: Memories Now, Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA  

 Dream Worlds: Neo-Surrealism in the Millennium,    
 Attleboro Museum, Attleboro, MA

1991 President’s Choice Exhibition, South Shore Artists’   
 Association, Cohasset, MA

 The Mind’s Eye, The Fitchburg Art Museum, Fitchburg, MA

1985 Boston Arts Festival Invitational, Boston, MA

1984 Miami International Print Biennial, Coral Gables, FL

1981-2 Center Ring: The Artist (Two Centuries of Circus Art),   
 traveling exhibition:

       Milwaukee Art Museum, Milwaukee, WI

       Ohio Art Museum, Columbus, OH

       New York State Museum, Albany, NY

       Corcoran Gallery, Washington, DC

 25th Annual Print Exhibition, Hunterdon Art Center,   
 Clinton, NJ

 12th National Art Exhibit, Second Crossing Gallery,  
 Valley City, ND

 Audubon Artists 39th Annual Exhibition, National Arts   
 Club, New York, NY

1979 Art of the State, Rose Art Museum, Brandeis University,   
 Waltham, MA

 Provincetown Art Association, Provincetown, MA

1977 Six Artists, Pucker Safrai Gallery, Boston, MA

 Centennial Exhibition, Museum School, Museum of  
 Fine Arts, Boston, MA

pERmANENT COLLECTIONS

Art Gallery of Nova Scotia, Nova Scotia, Canada

Boston Public Library, Boston, MA

Currier Gallery of Art, Manchester, NH

DeCordova Museum and Sculpture Park, Lincoln, MA

Fitchburg Art Museum, Fitchburg, MA

Fogg Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA

Johnson Art Gallery, Middlebury College, VT

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA

Neka Museum, Ubud, Bali, Indonesia

New Britain Museum of American Art, New Britain, CT

Rose Museum, Brandeis University, Waltham, MA

Schick Gallery, Skidmore College, Saratoga Springs, NY

Tel Aviv Museum, Tel Aviv, Israel

The Art Gallery, Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, NY

Davis Museum and Cultural Center, Wellesley College, Wellesley, MA

William Rockhill Nelson Museum, Kansas City, MO

Worcester Art Museum, Worcester, MA

Vietnam Fine Arts Association, Hanoi, Vietnam

pUbLICATIONS

Ali: Paintings of the Last Decade – Still Life, Pucker Art Publications, 
Boston, 2001.

Ali: Beyond the Big Top – Cloth Paintings and Graphic Works, Pucker 
Art Publications, Boston, and David R. Godine Co., Boston, 1988. 
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cRedits: 
Design: leslie anne Feagley
Editors: destiny M. barletta and Justine h. choi
Photography: keith McWilliams, leslie anne Feagley and John kennard
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Fax: 617.424.9759
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To view this catalogue and other Gallery  
publications and to experience an audio  
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ADDRESS SERVICES REqUESTED.

Look Out Point II
Cloth painting & drawing
21 ½ x 22 ½”
AC309
 

dates: 30 April To 13 June 2011
oPening RecePtion: 30 April 2011

3:00 To 6:00 pM

the Public is invited to attend.

the aRtist Will be PResent.


