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Beauty is. It is as natural as breathing. Its allure is 

transforming. I don't think art is about anything else. 

-Robert Zakanitch 

To Robert Rahway Zakanitch, life is full of ordinary miracles 

and the boundless beauty of humanity, which he expresses 

on paper and canvas in what essayist David Pagel calls 

"a wild collision between freewheeling bohemian abandon 

and settled-down domestic sociability." 

Zakanitch, who was trained in commercial art and 

has a background in advertising, began to paint seriously 

amid the 1960s culture of artistic intellectualism, when 

beauty was out of fashion and Modern Art seemed bent on 

excluding rather than including its audience. After exploring 

Formalism and Abstract Expressionism, Zakanitch began 

painting what he described as "gestural things and patterns 

that were anathema to Modernism. Things that I didn't 

9uite understand but felt good to me." He wanted to get 

back to the human rather than pursue the abstract. He 

wanted to reclaim beauty. 

By the 1970s Zakanitch had reached critical acclaim as 

a fine artist and as a founder of the Pattern and Decoration 

movement. More recently, Zakanitch uses line, form, 

color, composition, and scale-especially scale-to create 

accessible, visually rich paintings. He wields his pencils and 

brushes with undeniable authority but generously invites 

viewers into his artistic process by allowing visible erasures, 

drips of paint, glimpses of gridwork and support materials, 

and bits of hand-lettering. 

The first monograph on the artist's work, Robert 

Rahway Zakanitch presents more than one hundred of 

his paintings from 1962 to 2014 and provides critical 

consideration in essays by David Pagel and John DeFazio. 

For over fifty years Zakanitch has shown his artwork in 

solo and group exhibitions around the world, all the while 

reflecting on the nature of painting. His work is in many 

private and public collections, among them the Philadelphia 

Museum of Art, Brooklyn Museum, W hitney Museum of 

American Art, and Musees de Strasbourg, France. He was 

awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1995. 
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doing away with the gap between an and life and 

re-insert life and its concerns into an:· 14 

Revitalized and with a new ensc of mission. 

Zakanitch entered into a prolific period. Hi 

early Pattern Paintings were done in series. as 

were his earlier Color-Field Paintings. one spring

boarding off the other but ne,·er using the same 

motifs or composition. They also had accessible 
ror humorous series names such a Tellis Series 

and Carmen J\Iirnnda Series. In l 977 Zakanitch 

had a well-received one-man sho,,· at the Holly 

Solomon Gallery in New York. followed by suc

cessful exhibitions in Switzerland and Germany 

showing works such as Robespierre Pomegranates, 

1976; Elephant Rose, l 978; and Feet ef Clay, l 978. 

'"'ith these pattern works Zakanitch was once 

again receiYing positive critical attention. But 

more importantly, he finally felt he had found his 

true creative voice. It was coming from within 

him and was universal and accessible. 

THE THIRD DOOR 

The wge to embellish and the love ef ornamental effect are 

basic to human nature . ... By ornamenting or decorating, 

peo/Jle qf every sociery have sought lo tranifonn the mere91 

useful into the beautiful, giving meaning and importance to 

an eften drab realil:)! . ... The essence qf ornament is its 

freedomfi·omfanction . ... Ornament is essential/y ji-ee:Jree 

to move the 9e, to intngue the mind, to rest the soul; free to 

simp9, delight us. 

-RobenJensen, "The Ornamental Impulse""; 

Zakanitch was intrigued with the idea of ornament 

and it role as a conveyor of meaning in both histor

ical and contemporary contexts, which made him 

th.ink more deeply not just about pattern but about 

the nature and meaning of ornamentation itself. 

In 1982 works by Zakanitch and by his wife, 

culptor and feminist artist Patsy :'\01Yell, 16 were 

published in the book Ornamenlalism: The ./lew 

Decorativeness in Architecture and Design by Robert 

Jensen1; and Patricia Comrny. It included many 

key P&D artists. among them Robert Kushner, 

\ ·alcric Jaudon, Kim 1\IacConnel. Joyce Kozlof:l� 

and �fo·iam chapiro: archjtects Robert Venturi 

and Denise Scott BrO\rn, Charles 1'-{oore, �Iichael 

Graves, Roger Ferri, and Philip Johnson; and 

many '·an furniture'· designers and craft artists. 

··That book ,ms very important,"· Zakanitch said. 

··Ic showed just how big this all ,ms. This was 

across disciplines-art. architecture, everything. 
. .This was a beautiful movement! 

Ornament, and ornamentation in particular, 

took on a deeper dimension for Zakanitch. He 

was ne,·er quite comfortable with the concept of 

decoration for decoration's akc, a articulated by 

ome of the other P&D artist . To him decora

tion implied something shallow and superfluous. 

Decoration ,ms ·'applied onto something." and an 

ornament i a singular decorative thing unto itself. 

But ornamentation wa something much deeper. 

"To me ornamentation is a vast universe of sen

sations, rhythms-lines, ripples, curlicues, and 

flowing cun·es or jagged zigzags, and on and on. 

This universe is real and breathing, metaphysi

cal and philosophical. Its subject matter alludes 

to the 'all and everything,' big and small, outside 

of painting." 

Zakanitch does not create ornaments or even 

ornamentation. Painter and friend Mark Friedman 

once probed: "But you are making ornamenta

tion." Zakanicch replied, "'No. Ornamentation is 

the subject matter. I am making paintings, because 

the content ofmy work is always painting. Paint on 

canvas. Paint on paper. The nature of painting. 



Ornamentation allows me to push the parameters 

of painting-the parameters of making an, for 

that matter." 

In an interview discussing the P&D mo\·emcnt, 

Joyce Kozloff pointed out that for the past eighty 

years, i\.lodcrn artists haYe had only two choices 

for subject matte1-repre enration or abstrac

tion-and thac the P&D artist were working in 

a manner in between. ''.Joyce·s cogent distinction 

of subject matter became re\·clacory for me. A 

seemingly endlc s source of imagery became 

accessible-imagery that I had always liYed with 

and loved," Zakanitch said , "but it ,,·asn·t allowed 

into my work: first. because of the 'eYere restric

tions of 11odcrn Formalist theory. and second, 

because domestic and gentle motifs and patterns 

were always associated ,,·ith ·woman' work" and 

femininity. :\lodern Art ahrny had co fit safely 

in what I call the ·masculine mystique." \\"here 

domination is considered manly. However. slO\dy 

all this extraordinary imagery of great beauty 

around me was becoming available ro me. It wa 

the opening of a brand-nm· door of subject matter, 

both emotionally and \·isually, into •mainstream 

paiming." The old 11odemism \,·ould ne\·cr be the 

same. It grew into a ne\\· .\lodernism far different 

from anything the critics or the :\Iuseum of 

Modern Art had e\·er expected."'18 

RETURN O F  TH.E F IGURE  

In 1988 Zakanirch showed Plaiter Series and Souvenir 

Series, perhaps the major turning point in his ,,·ork 

since the late 1970s Pal/em Paintings. ··That ·33 

show f or me was the most courageou and scarie t 

I ever did, because I was introducing many dif

ferent images and subject matters. I had almost 

eliminated the use ofpartern. realizing that pattern 

was only a small part of the field of ornamcmarion. 

Ornamentation would now encompass plates, plat

ter , angels, dogs, CO\\·s, castles, sunsets-all would 

be allowed to exist in this endless world of orna

mentation 1Iyjob ,ms not to make o. rnaments, but 

how to make paintings of it a11.·· 

The key work of the 1988 show was Angel 

of Positive Rage. 1986-87. \\'ith th.is painting 

Zakanitch introduced figurative representation 

into hi ,rnrk. It was an epic move-but a logical 

one. Figurative representation was the next bar

rier to be oYercome: "The first wa getting some 

of that Abstract Expressionist juice back into my 

painting. and that came through my use of repeti

tion and then pattern . . . .  But even before, I 10\·ed 

all painting, the \\'hole history of it-the figure, 

repre emacion, land cape, all of it. The problem 

wa . hm,· do you do it formally? How do you put it 
.. in a painting? Zakanitch explained: 

.\Iy courage to mO\·e in this direction 

had to do with the birth of my daughter. 

Amelia. uddenly. there wa this little 

baby e\·erywhere . . . .  She was just too 

beautiful! In an chool. in anatomy 

cla , we \,·ere alway drawing adults . . .  

not children . . .  but Amelia came along 

and she was just so beautiful, just so 

there. I had my model! And I would 

dra\,· her. . . . I wa \\·orking on a big paint

ing in a new erie , and I remembered 

all those beautiful ceiling I saw in 

Florence . . .  domes "·here you are looking 

up and you ha\·e this distorted perspective 

with rho e putti and cherubs up there. 

And I had already been tl1inking about 

bringing a figure into my work without 

the painting becoming representational. 

So I thought. ·\ \"ell. here we go . .  .' 

ROBERT ZAKANITCH: THE PURSUIT OF BEAUTY 29 
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