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Profusion, 1973 | oil on canvas | 40 x 50" | G464 (DJ)
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The Glass Compote, 1972 | oil on canvas | 44 x 30" | GP403
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This conversation between artists Paul Nagano and Gerald Garston was originally published in 
conjunction with Garston’s third solo exhibition at Pucker Gallery in 1978.

Question: to begin at the beginning, how do you start a painting?
Garston: i begin with great trepidation! that’s really not the response you were seeking, but it 
is how i, and i must say, most painters begin. Giacometti once said something to the effect that 
he began a work of art with the great hope that this time he would fulfill the high aspirations he 
had for the work — that in a sense it would achieve the perfection he desired. But when he finished 
it, somehow the work never quite came up to his expectations. there was always a letdown. this 
is so true. it is, i think, what drives an artist to go on to the next painting or sculpture; and more 
importantly, to attempt to outdo himself — to achieve with each new work something greater than he 
has ever done before. that awful responsibility to himself and his art is apt to give him pause when 
beginning. and with such high hopes at the start, it is no wonder that the artist often has somewhat 
of a letdown when all is finished. to answer more specifically, i start with a series of small pencil 
sketches — as many as it takes for me to come up with an idea i find satisfying. i then do a charcoal 
sketch on the canvas, making as many changes as are necessary from the pencil drawing, for the 
original conception can be altered radically when the scale or dimensions are enlarged. then i usually 
work with color swatches on the palette, getting some feeling for the colors before putting them on 
the canvas. When the sketch is on the canvas as i want it and the idea of the color seems right, i begin. 
From then on the painting takes over to dictate any modifications.

Question: is there a preconception of shapes and colors, independent of subject?
Garston: i don’t know quite how to answer that, because it works both ways for me. sometimes i 
see the shapes and colors first, and at other times the subject comes first. i think of my paintings in 
progress quite non-objectively: my concern is the exciting space before me and its transformation 
through form and color. that first color or line placed on the pristine white canvas is like a rock 
thrown into water — it upsets the quiet and the space becomes alive. i think of the whole activity 
as colors and forms and space; so i can begin that way, the search for subject matter to fit the non-
objective means i’m using.

other times, i begin with the subject and reverse the process — using a figure or fruit, sketching 
them over and over again “non-objectively,” if you will, until i hopefully come up with a beautiful and 
exciting conception.

Question: then are you saying that the subject matter doesn’t matter in your paintings?
Garston: no, on the contrary, the subject is very dear to me; if it were not, i would simply paint 
without it. to me the combination of artistic means and subject not only gives more power to a 
painting, it is also more challenging. subject matter implies certain limitations for me as opposed to 
the more complete freedom i would have if i painted non-objectively. the challenge of working within 
those limitations and overcoming them to ultimately achieve a painting — and not just a picture of 
something — that is good reason, my reason, for subject matter. Let me just add that i always have 
great respect for the particular subject (i wouldn’t use it otherwise) and i don’t like to distort it or 
change it in any way except to give it a new life.
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Lion, 1988 | oil on canvas | 50 x 50" | GP861
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Question: What is your view of your painting and its relationship to traditional painting?
Garston: i think of all painting as one continuous line. i am as related to rembrandt as i am to 
Jackson Pollock — our involvement in this activity is common to us all. in the most basic sense we are 
all just putting paint on a surface. We all use essentially the same means: what makes the difference 
is the mind that moves the paint around. i don’t mean to sound pretentious; i’m really not comparing 
my mind or eyes to rembrandt’s.

it is only in the sense that i think of my work as a continuation of that line of painting that i speak of 
it along with rembrandt’s; in another way it is quite personal and individual. i am, after all, a twentieth- 
century person with certain traditions that have gone before, and i experience new things in my 
environment that were quite inconceivable in rembrandt’s day. My painting should therefore reflect 
me, personally, and my time; yet still have some connection with the tradition that preceded me.

Question: But that tradition is a long and varied one — cave paintings to color fields. Don’t you find 
any single period of art of the past most interesting to you?
Garston: not really. there is some validity in classifying the art of the past in periods: it is 
convenient for art historians (which was my major in college). But in spite of my degree, i tend to look 
at artists more as individuals, whether it be Duccio or David. We are all products of our times, but i 
do respect each artist as an independent mind rather than as an appendage of some larger body. so i 
can say that the work of a particular artist has great appeal for me, but not necessarily that of a whole 
period. and, in my work, you can find reflected the inspiration of some of these artists.

Question: For example?
Garston: their diversity surprises me, but be that as it may, i still “go to the well” for refreshment. 
Malraux said that artists become artists because they love painting, not because they admire beautiful 
sunsets. He’s right — a simple unpretentious canvas by Morandi, for example, moves me greatly. His 
color and subject matter are limited in the extreme, but within those limits they glow with special 
warmth; and the objects are placed so perfectly and live so beautifully in their space that i’m moved 
beyond words. 

i try to achieve that kind of balance — where the movement or elimination or addition of a form, a 
line, or even a dot will cause it all to fall apart. or to put it more positively, the shapes and colors can 
only exist in the exact and special relationship that they have, and no other. incidentally, that’s why i 
cut my signature into the paint so that it’s hardly noticeable unless you are looking for it. otherwise it 
would become an active part of the composition, and i never plan that it should.

Léger and some primitives (and i would probably include rivera) paint figures with strength, simplicity, 
and a certain directness which appeals to me and which i try to give my figures. i am not a “literary 
painter” — that is, my paintings do not tell stories or comment on events, on pain or love or the psyche 
or what have you. they are purely aesthetic objects. they are my joy, and hopefully are received by other 
eyes in that sense. that’s why i try to give my figures that directness and simplicity within the design 
that Léger does: they have no existence outside their context in the paintings. they are paint.

i’ve spoken of Morandi’s placement and the figure; there’s also color, of course. i find delight in the 
colors and patterns of most Matisse paintings. i never sense casualness or chance in his coloration. 
i often tell my students that once you’ve put down the first color of your canvas, all the rest are pre-
determined. What i mean by that is merely that colors do not exist alone. they relate directly to each 
other and each new one must be determined from the others already there. of course, that statement is 
merely to make the point to them, because it doesn’t actually work that way. Colors change constantly as 
one works. Hopefully, each of those changes is made with some sensitivity, as with Matisse. 

there, i’ve named a few among many that i find stimulating. as i’ve said, i think art is one long 
continuous line…
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Table, 1982 | oil on canvas | 40 x 65" | GP810 (DK)

Still Life (Vibrant), 1991 | oil on canvas | 34 x 42.25" | GP940
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Question: You studied with Josef Albers. Would you discuss the nature of his influence on  
your work?
Garston: unfortunately, i studied just a short time with albers, but i am grateful for that much. 
suffice it to say that he has exerted the greatest influence on my work. He gave me eyes to see.

Question: What is the background of your sports paintings? Does your approach to them differ from 
your approach to your other paintings? 
Garston: this interview, among other things, is to find out what motivates this particular painter to 
paint what he does as he does, so the question is well put.

in art as in every other way, the world has shrunk. What once was Flemish painting was different from 
italian painting, and these differences existed for a surprisingly long time in art history. now it is hard 
at times to tell an american from a French or english painter. Yet often there is a flavor or spirit of 
the artist’s country of origin. there are many reasons for this, one of which is hopefully the honesty 
of the painter with himself. an artist, figuratively speaking, is always looking in the mirror and asking 
himself, “is this who i am or who i think i am?” in order to communicate anything on a canvas, he 
must not kid himself into believing he is something that he is not. and if his vision is undistorted,  
his work communicates something of himself, his background, his environment, his life in his culture, 
and his “spirit.”

i am, or my mind is, up to this point, the product of all those things i’ve learned, experienced, read, 
been taught, have felt, and am feeling. in short, everything that ever happened to me has shaped me 
into me and not someone else. My experience is my raw material. it’s all i have to work with; it’s all 
any artist has. When i’m successful in being objective about that person in the mirror, then i find both 
the man and the boy, often indistinguishable. the boy played baseball, the man and the boy watch the 
World series and think about the significance of all the accoutrements of the game, the artist watches 
the physical grace of the players, the american really understands what he is seeing and realizes he’d 
be quite at a loss witnessing a cricket match. i enjoy putting that part of me on canvas, so i do. the 
excitement and the challenge exists in stating all of that in an aesthetic object: the painting. this is 
true for me not only in sports figures but for anything else i paint. 

not secondary to subject by any means is the way i paint. this is as much a reflection of who i am  
as anything. a painter’s manner of painting — or seeing, if you prefer — is the result of all these things 
as well.

i said earlier a painter should reflect his time; he should reflect himself as well. the two are 
inseparable. When a contemporary paints in the manner of a hundred years ago, something is 
missing. if he paints like someone else, he doesn’t know or care to find out who he is. the whole ball 
game is to find out truly who you are, and working with that, add what you can to make something — i 
mean really “something” — beautiful, powerful, meaningful. if it’s a sound and honest statement, it 
may just come across to others that way. 

these are the ideas that move me in all my works, whether it is a baseball player, bat on shoulder in 
the sun; or a red apple simply placed upon a dish.
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Tessalation, 1991 | oil on canvas | 44 x 30" | GP949 Chroma, 1991 | oil on canvas | 48 x 30" | GP947
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Checkered Tablecloth, 1977 | oil on canvas | 34 x 48" | GP915

Eggs on Diamonds, 1989 | oil on canvas | 40.25 x 48" | GP898
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End of the Season, 1974 | oil on canvas | 54 x 42" | GP505   
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The Gladiators, 1988 | oil on canvas | 48 x 54.25" | GP877

Strike Out!, 1992 | oil on canvas | 48 x 40" | GP950
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Sioux (After Bodmer), 1989 | oil on canvas | 48 x 40.25" | GP899

On the Prairie, 1980 | oil on canvas | 40 x 48" | GP920
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Dakota, 1990 | oil on canvas | 54 x 35.75" | GP901
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Bicyclist, 1973 | oil on canvas | 54.5 x 44.25" | GP914
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Jubilant, 1990 | oil on canvas | 40.25 x 48" | GP897

Still Life (Delicate Theme), 1988 | oil on canvas | 36.25 x 36.25" | GP870
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Dessert, 1981 | oil on canvas | 36 x 40" | GP024 (JF)

Plums, 1991 | oil on canvas | 36.25 x 36.25" | GP939
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Two Oranges and Apple, 1972 | oil on canvas | 42 x 42" | GP446

Croquet Ball, 1977 | oil on canvas | 24 x 30" | G650 (C&M)
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Pears and Plums on Brown Table, 1985 | oil on canvas | 36 x 54" | GP842
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Elegance, 1972 | oil on canvas | 37.5 x 47.25" | GP416 (JF)

Summer Solstice, 1978 | oil on canvas | 36 x 36" | GP704
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Autumn Fruit, 1981 | oil on canvas | 48 x 34.5" | GP891

Fruit Bowl, 1991 | oil on canvas | 30 x 36" | GP929
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Plum, 1986 | oil on canvas | 36 x 48" | GP841

Green Grapes and Others, 1987 | oil on canvas | 36 x 40" | GP857
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Flowered Cup, 1988 | oil on canvas | 35 x 48" | GP894

Eggs and Oranges, 1978 | oil on canvas | 36 x 44" | GP916
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From the Garden (Tomatoes), 1986 | oil on canvas | 36 x 40" | GP869

Two Blues, 1974 | oil on canvas | 42 x 42" | GP922
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Graphic
works

Midsummer Bouquet | serigraph on paper | 26 x 26" | edition of 150

Bouquet | serigraph on paper | 24 x 24" | edition of 125
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Orange State I | serigraph on paper | 20 x 28" | edition of 50

Orange State II | serigraph on paper | 20 x 28" | edition of 50

Summer Bounty | serigraph on paper | 18 x 22" | edition of 125
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Between Innings | serigraph on paper | 20 x 20" | edition of 90

On Deck | serigraph on paper | 24 x 20" | edition of 100
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In the Outfield | serigraph on paper | 20 x 33" | edition of 90

Stars and Stripes | serigraph on paper | 27 x 24" | edition of 200
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Brave | serigraph on paper | 24 x 20" | edition of 90

Jaguar | serigraph on paper | 22 x 18" | edition of 90 Two Cats | serigraph on paper | 17 x 14" | edition of 90
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Burning Bright (yellow) | serigraph on paper  
34 x 17" | edition of 75

Burning Bright (blue) | serigraph on paper  
34 x 17" | edition of 75

Enchanted Forest (Zebra) | serigraph on paper | 14.25 x 18" | edition of 90
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Rhino | serigraph on paper | 13.5 x 18" | edition of 90

In the Moonlight (Panther) | serigraph on paper | 13.5 x 18" | edition of 90
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Eggs and Orange | lithograph on paper | 9 x 9" | edition of 60

Fielders | etching on paper | 7 x 7" | edition of 60

Nude Pensive | lithograph on paper | 9 x 13" | edition of 60
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Four Eggs | ink on paper | 9 x 9.25" | G350

Fruit on a Striped Table | ink on paper | 9 x 11.5" | G42

Three Eggs on Striped Table  
ink on paper | 4.5 x 4.25" | G486

Orange | colored pencil on paper
4.25 x 3" | G726

Works on
PaPer
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Apple | colored pencil on paper | 8 x 8" | G640

Two Oranges, One Apple | ink on paper | 11 x 14" | G492

Horizon | colored pencil on paper | 5.5 x 8.5" | G739
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Personal
Born on 4 May, 1925 in Waterbury, CT

Died on 2 April 1994

eDUCaTIon
John’s Hopkins University, Baltimore, MD

Student of painter/sculptor Karl Metzler, Baltimore, MD

Student of printer Louis Boucher and printmaker Harry Sternberg, Arts Student League, New York, NY

Student of Josef Albers, Yale University, New Haven, CT

solo eXHIBITIons
 biannually from  Pucker Gallery, Boston, MA 
 1970-1988, 1993,  
 1994, 2005 

 1985 Creative Arts Workshop, New Haven, CT

 1977 Freedman Art Gallery, Albright College, Reading, PA

 1973 Kendall Gallery, Wellfleet, MA

 1970 Winfisky Gallery, Salem State College, Salem, MA

 1967 Graham Gallery, New York, NY

 1966 John Slade Ely House, New Haven, CT

 1965 Ross Talalay Gallery, New Haven, CT

 1964 Greengross Gallery, New York, NY

 1962 Poindexter Gallery, New York, NY

 1954 Gallery 77, New Haven, CT

 1951 860 Gallery, Baltimore, MD

GroUP eXHIBITIons
 1987-1990 Diamonds Are Forever, Traveling Exhibition

 1968 Quinnipiac College, Hamden, CT

 1967 Sport in Art, Pan-Am Building, New York, NY

 1966 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA

 1965 A.M. Sachs Gallery, New York, NY

 1964 Stable Gallery, New York, NY

 1960 Betty Parsons Gallery, New York, NY

MUseUM ColleCTIons
DeCordova Museum, Lincoln, MA

Fogg Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA

Los Angeles County Museum, Los Angeles, CA

Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, MO

Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, PA

Rose Museum, Brandeis University, Waltham, MA

Wadsworth Athenaeum, Hartford, CT

Gerald Garston
BioGraPhy
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Interior with Leopard, 1989 | oil on canvas | 36 x 54.25" | GP900
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Glass Compote | ink on paper | 14 x 16" | G432
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