
Is it possible that the death of Vivian Springford in 2003, a death not reported in The 
New York Times and scarcely noted in any of the art magazines, marked the passing 
away of one of the more original and creative modern American artists? Is it 
possible that a body of relatively unseen work, created primarily in the late 1950s 
through the 1980s, could revise and add signi�cantly to the way we look at the rich 
art historical tradition of Color Field and Stain Painting?

Born to a well-to-do family, educated at the Spence School and then the Art 
Students League, Springford chose to be a bohemian artist in the mid-1950s. Her 
work was championed by Harold Rosenberg, who helped her get a �rst show at 
Great Jones Gallery in 1960. Springford was close to the Asian American artist 
Walasse Ting in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and through Ting developed close 
contacts to artists such as Pierre Alechinsky, Sam Francis and Karel Appel.

Springford was primarily a “stain painter”, applying acrylic paint to unprimed canvas 
through brush and pouring. Her early works of the late 1950s and early 1960s were 
more austere “Black Paintings”. Her palette changed in the late 1960s, when she 
began the more highly colored paintings that would pre-occupy her until the 
mid-1980s, when macular degeneration rendered her virtually blind.

One common trait of the under-recognized artist is reclusivity (true of Steve 
Wheeler, Janet Sobel, and others), and Vivian Springford was a recluse for much of 
her life. Her work came to my attention in 1995 after she was visited by a social 
worker –she had not ventured outside her one room apartment in a residential 
hotel for many years. 

It was meaningful for me to get to know Vivian in the last years of her life, and 
experience her excitement in having her art in the public eye again. Good art takes 
time to fully appreciate, and great art even more – Vivian Springford’s paintings 
continue to enthrall me with their natural beauty.
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Cosmos Series #11 (VSF340), c. 1985, acrylic on canvas, 79 3/8 x 79 1/2 inches
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