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ThOmaS [I)Wﬂ | ng ,S [x)tS Sarah K. Rch  Consider a painting like

Thomas Downing's Red Fours 1962. Baby blue and lavender circles sweeten the canvas. Rosy rounds
are as buoyant as the swelling spheres of bubblegum, or the effervescence of cherry-flavored soda
pop. It is a painting that exhibits jubilant confidence that good color and open structure are enough
for a painting to succeed. Its grid of dots, for all its modernist rigor, its regular ranks and files that are
the legacy of Piet Mondrian, is unburdened by any utopian mission. Its halcyon presentation of color
refuses to suffer the perfunctory straight-from-the—tube nihilism of Frank Stella. No avant-garde
angst furrows its brow. No tongue sticks in its cheek either: the virtual quotation marks qualifying
the clever, clever dots of more recent artists like Damien Hirst (which insinuate, “this painting’s smile
is really a smirk”) are not to be found on Downing’s canvas. A painting like this isn't trying to be pre-
cocious or cynical. It is without guile. Its colors, its structure, its tenor and tone are all shamelessly
affirmative. How perfect it is, then, that Downing let tiny droplets of paint fall among the circles of
Red Furs—it gives the impression that the painter, in a final gesture of celebration, had thrown a

handful of confetti in the face of the thing. \bilal

When | emphasize the freshness and lightness of such a painting, I don't mean to make it sound

like a free—for-all. There are some rules that Downing’s paintings of the early sixties tend to fol-

low, though these paintings aren't really about rules and regulations as are, say, the drawings of Sol
LeWitt. Let's call them guidelines. Circles punctuate the intersections of an invisible square grid, with
one circle for every intersection. The grid will typically be a square of odd numbers (thirteen by thir-
teen, fifteen by fifteen) so that a circle, rather than a blank space, will anchor the center. Circles may
touch, but they may not overlap, so if the circles in one row or portion of a row expand, others next
to them may be forced to contract, and a chain reaction of calibrations will follow to ensure the reg-
ularity of the matrix. Darker circles tend to be bigger, lighter circles tend to shrink, though Downing
experimented somewhat with the ways in which such variations in value could combine with varia-
tions in saturation to produce different spatial effects. A painting like Red Fours(and others made in
the same year like Rvet Lilt) flirts with atmospheric perspective. Less saturated dots diminish in size
and thus retreat into a misty pictorial distance, though the “confetti” intervening among the rows
helps to neutralize any sense of real three dimensional space. By contrast, the yellows and blues of
Fahrerhet, though they are lighter in value, are brilliantly saturated, so they shoulder their way up
to the same plane as that occupied by deep red and brown discs. And usually there is a strategy by

which Downing arrests the progression of the circles at the boundaries.



A slight amplification or darkening of the circles at the corners will prevent the circles from trailing
off, ellipses—like, into the infinity beyond the frame. A margin of blank canvas will buffer the periph-

ery of the composition as well.

Some early critics were stunned by such paintings. One review by T.A. Sharpless seemed to docu-

ment a vertigo attack. Downing, Sharpless wrote,

...plays the Purist game of color tensions and vibrations and more specifically, that of
“now you see it now you don't” Initially observed are large paintings on unsized canvas
duck; hard edge circles, in polka—dot distribution; patterns seeming so flat as to appear
appliquéd. [...] Just as the pooled linseed—-oil rings around the disks were noted, this
viewer reeled lightly. The images began to oscillate—the resulting feeling not unlike
the dénouement of the mystery thrillers wherein the pieces are just beginning to fit
together..!

This dizzying effect, in which the critic was probably noticing the appearance and disappearance
of illusory gray areas in the spaces among colored dots (a version of what's called the Herman Grid
lllusion), has been remarked upon by other critics who like to think of Downing as an Op artist. 2

The effect seems not to have been entirely unpleasant: Sharpless's review as a whole is favorable.
However, the writer's early verdict that Downing was a “Purist” (the capital letter a bit of critical
distancing) seems to have been hasty. The more Sharpless writes, the more the review's language
veers toward some rather impure, and contradictory, references to popular culture. Cute sartorial
patterning (polka—dots and appliqués) versus the nail-biting resolution to a pulp or Hollywood cliff-
hanger—these are the conflicting metaphors mustered by a critic suspecting that something a little

more frolicsome than mere Purism is afoot.

Perhaps the reviewer was sensitive to the growing popularity, and popular connotations, of the dot
itself. As a pioneer of the dot, Downing helped develop a staple pictorial element that would fas-
cinate a wide gamut of artists in the sixties. Major figures like Roy Lichtenstein, Larry Poons, Bridget
Riley and others grew an appetite for small, gridded circles in this period. Some of them, particu-
larly Lichtenstein, fully understood the timeliness of that element, its connection to novelty, as he
derived his dots from the pages of contemporary comic books. Cultural critics also saw the dot as
an emblem of Modernity itself—its art forms and its technologies. In 1964, for example, media guru
Marshall McLuhan connected the dots of modern painting to developing forms of communication:

The stipple of points of Seurat is close to the present technique of sending pictures
by telegraph, and close to the form of the TV image or mosaic made by the scanning

finger. All of these anticipate later electric forms because, like the digital computer with
its multiple yes—no dots and dashes, they caress the contours of every kind of being by
the multiple touches of these points.?

This was a connection that Lichtenstein would also make in the sixties—his grids of Benday dots,
particularly when he used them to reiterate Monet's Rouen cathedral paintings as comic illustra-
tions, also analogized the 19th century stipple to reproductive technologies. There is a broader
implication of the dot in McLuhan's essay, however. According to McLuhan, Modernism’s dot
expressed in visual terms the cultural logic of an electronic age in general. It projected a world
wherein all images could be reduced to a common denominator through digitization. The dot
heralded the homogenization, the dispersal and infinite transmission of information to a capillary
audience of millions. No wonder that Riley’s dots, especially her black and white canvases in which
dots seemed to ripple and sparkle like television static, provoked similar observations about modern

painting’s digital patrimony among critics.*

If Downing's dots did not allude quite so obviously to the world of reproductive technology, they
certainly did mimic some such techniques deriving from popular media. Those dot grids of 1960—
1962, for example, follow procedures native to halftone reproductions that one would have found

in newspaper imagery. Unlike Benday dots, halftones rely upon an expansion and contraction of
dots in a grid to produce, when seen from a sufficient distance, the effect of continuous shading.
Halftone dots became a favorite among avant-garde artists of the mid-sixties too, particularly those
who liked to probe the vulgar underpinnings of modern life. One year after Downing produced Red
Fours British artist Gerald Laing would begin his series of paintings based upon blown up halftone
photographs, in which a grid of growing and shrinking dots would render the alabaster complexion
of French starlets like Brigitte Bardot a bit more porous. Three years later German artist Sigmar Polke
would also enlarge halftone imagery to key up the squalor in his painting of playboy bunnies. The
language that Downing chose for his modernist grids, in other words—the screen of rarefied and
contracted dots—drew from a vocabulary of modern reproductive techniques that were made ever
more explicit in the hands of other artists preoccupied with popular media. It was just one of the

properties of Downing'’s paintings that made them so timely, so modern.

I don't know if such popular connotations ultimately seemed a bit too timely, too “fashionable” (the
version of timeliness suggesting that obsolescence is just around the corner) to Downing. In any

case, the following years saw the artist move away from the dot towards the larger circles of his Dial



paintings in 1964. And, it is not surprising that those Dials—those bold and stately mandalas of color
in which vertigo is discouraged in favor of a more serene contemplation—would appeal to critics
who preferred to consider Downing a purist. Clement Greenberg so appreciated Downing's Dial
paintings he included three of them in his groundbreaking Post Rintefly Astraction exhibition, and,
of the dozens of artists in the show, Downing was one of the few whose work Greenberg chose to
illustrate the reprint of his catalog essay in Art Interrational.® His affection for canvases like Red RFumb
(1964) and Bue Rvot (1963) hinged upon the “clarity” and “openness” of those compositions—not
upon the spectacle of perceptual ambiguities, and not certainly upon their connections to popu-
lar media. Some of Greenberg’s younger followers preferred these canvases as well. Barbara Rose’s
important essay “The Primacy of Color," seemed relieved to report that the vertiginous effects of
Downing's paintings a couple of years earlier had been replaced by works that were “the quietest
and so far the most resolved, appearing to strive for equilibrium and, if not relaxation, at least a diffu-

sion of tension.””

But those dots would come back in subsequent years. Downing expanded the size of paintings
like Gid ' (1970) to such an extent that the circles, in respect to the scale of the overall work, begin
again to read as dots. The confetti throw comes back too, though now it is more restrained. Look
carefully at a few of the discs on Giid !'. To the lower left of a few of them (on the bottom row, sec-
ond from the left; on the top row, fourth from the right...on a few others as well) you will notice

a tiny circle. It is more of a satellite speck, really, that orbits the larger dot. As in Red Fours these are
dots that persist off the structured grid, though now they follow a rule as well: you will notice that
all the specks appear in the same measured position in respect to their parent dots. Perhaps, then,
these specks are not to be thought of as confetti, so much as beauty marks dutifully placed in the
ideal position to flatter the painted feature they complement. Still fun, but a bit more deliberately

applied—something for both the populist and the purist in all of us.

Sarah K. Rich received her Ph.D. from Yale University and is Associate Professor of Art History at the Pennsylvania State University.
Her publications on art of the Cold War era have appeared in periodicals such as Artforum, American Art and October, as well as
in many exhibition catalogs and compendia of essays. She is currently completing a book on American hard-edge abstraction
in the sixties.
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Red Fours

1962, acrylic on canvas, 85 x 87 inches



Fahrenheit
¢.1961, acrylic on canvas, 90"z x 87 inches
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Rivet Lilt

1962, acrylic on canvas, 91 x 90 inches
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Fold Seven
1969, acrylic on canvas, 108 X 109 inches
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Grid !"
1970, acrylic on canvas, 78%2 x 188 inches
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#3$ Red Shade
1963, acrylic on canvas, 84 x 87 inches

18



Red Plumb
1964, acrylic on canvas, 85%2 x 87 inches
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Thomas Downing
Born Suffolk, Virginia, 1928

Died Provincetown, Massachusetts, 1985
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