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While many people are familiar with Carl Morris’s later 

works — the large-scale abstract acrylic paintings that 

he made beginning in the late 1960s — his earlier paint-

ings, which form the focus of this exhibition, are less 

well known. And while Morris is frequently identifi ed 

with the school of so-called Northwest Mystics, a group 

that included Mark Tobey, Kenneth Callahan and Morris 

Graves, he is not often linked to his contemporaries on 

the East Coast. This exhibition and its accompanying es-

say will look at his works from the late 1930s into the mid-

’60s as they relate to the artists and the issues of the 

New York School. Morris’s distance from the art scene 

of New York gave him a certain intellectual freedom and 

space he might have otherwise lost. At the same time, 

his frequent trips to New York and his friendships there 

ensured his presence in that milieu.

During the 1940s and ’50s, Carl Morris, along with other 

American artists of his generation, grappled, intellectu-

ally and spiritually, with the impact of World War II: the 

devastation of Europe and the horrors of the Holocaust 

and the atom bomb. He, like his friends and acquain-

tances Mark Rothko and Barnett Newman, sought to 

make art that refl ected this momentous history and the 

horrifying new world that lay on the other side of the war. 

Their quest was to make paintings that could matter in a 

time of spiritual desolation. In those days, it seemed as 

though the old metaphors of myth and history were no 

longer adequate. Newman wrote in 1945: 

The war … has robbed us of our hidden terror. We 

now know the terror to expect. Hiroshima showed 

it to us. We are no longer in the face of a mystery. 

After all, wasn’t it an American who did it? The ter-

ror has indeed become as real as life … No matter 

how heroic or innocent or moral our individual lives 

may be, this new fate hangs over us. 1
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pleted between 1958 and ’66 and now installed at the 

National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C.

By 1947, Rothko had all but stopped making fi gurative, 

myth-based paintings and had begun stacking and layer-

ing his luminous oblongs of color in large vertical com-

positions. As he said at the time, “It was with the utmost 

reluctance that I found the fi gure could not serve my pur-

poses … But a time came when none of us could use the 

fi gure without mutilating it.” 3

That sense of mutilation, of the failure of art to measure 

up to the needs of the times, is summed up in Newman’s 

recollections:

Twenty years ago we felt the moral crisis of a world in 

shambles, a world devastated by a great depression 

and a fi erce World War, and it was impossible at that 

time to paint the kind of painting that we were doing — 

For these artists, the quest for an art form that was 

equal to the moral and emotional weight of this “new 

fate” led them toward abstraction. Each felt the need 

to abandon the fi gure and its inevitable narrative as-

sociations. As Morris explained in a 1983 interview, he 

worried that his early fi gurative paintings were being 

misconstrued as specifi cally political. “There was always 

something to fi nd in there as a fi gure and so I did almost 

a turnabout in approaching it, to take out any references 

that would be misleading about my intent …”2 

 

Theirs was a search for what Newman famously de-

scribed as the New Sublime: an art that could be experi-

enced spiritually as well as optically, an art that removed 

all elements of the “picture” from a painting. Newman 

produced Onement, his fi rst “zip” painting, in 1948; he 

would go on to create many other variants of this idea, 

including his monumental series Stations of the Cross, 

14 large, essentially black and white paintings, com-

Above: Winter Forms, 1954
Oil on canvas, 24 x 30 in., private collection

Left: The Recorder Player, 1951-52
Oil on canvas,461/4 x 26 in., private collection



fl owers, reclining nudes and people playing the cello. 

At the same time, we could not move into the situa-

tion of a pure world of unorganized shapes and forms, 

or color relations, a world of sensations. And I would 

say that, for some of us, this was our moral crisis in 

relation to what to paint. 4 

In the 1940s, as Morris faced the same dilemma, he for-

mulated the idea that would be at the heart of nearly 

all his subsequent compositions: “Man, light and atmo-

sphere intersect. With man’s intellect light becomes the 

word: it becomes the vision of structure.” 5 This symbolic 

triad of humanity, light and word — the nucleus of cre-

ation — is at the heart of nearly all Morris’s paintings, 

whether fi gurative or abstract. 

Like Rothko, Morris had worked in the Federal Art Proj-

ects, and his style of the late 1930s shows his aware-

ness of social realism, with solidly rendered fi gures and 

landscapes based on direct observation. But The Family, 

1939-40, also points to the changes his paintings would 

Burned Earth, 1946
Oil on canvas, 30 x 42 in., private collection

4

undergo during the war years and immediately after. The 

closely linked fi gures of a mother, father and child huddle 

inward against an uncertain environment, suggested by 

a threatening sky, an indistinct fourth fi gure and a dark 

background. It is of course tempting and to some de-

gree valid to see these fi gures against a backdrop of 

the war in Europe and the rise of the Nazi Party. But 

already evident here is that quality of glowing light that 

critics would frequently remark upon: an inner luminosity 

that suffuses the fi gures and lifts them out of a specifi c 

time and place, transforming them into a universal and 

elemental family. 

Morris’s fi gures would change dramatically by the end 

of the war. By 1946 he had established a reputation on 

the West Coast and had been included in exhibitions in 

Seattle, San Francisco and Portland. That year was also 

the fi rst time he was chosen for the Whitney Museum of 

American Art’s annual exhibition (the forerunner of the 

present biennial) 6. He traveled regularly to New York and 

was in frequent contact with Mark Rothko, Clyfford Still 



Triptych No. 3, 1952 
Oil on canvas, 14 x 36 in., private collection 
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The Family, 1939
Oil on canvas, 24 x 20 in., private collection 

and others. Rothko was moving away from his earlier, 

myth-based, fi gurative paintings, and so too was Morris, 

although his journey would be a different one, rooted in 

his growing sensitivity to the Northwest landscape, its 

geologic features and its light and atmosphere.

Two remarkable paintings from 1946, Burned Earth and 

In the Stillness of Time, exemplify the beginnings of his 

new direction. In these works, groups of fl eeing, anony-

mous fi gures are coterminous with their rocky, austere 

surroundings. Bits of faces and eloquent hands lend 

these fi gures their tragic dignity. Broadly painted areas 

of brilliant but somber color defi ne a minimal landscape, 

a place that bears the scars of history. 

Although he was still painting such haunting fi gurative 

paintings in the early 1950s, Morris had also begun to ex-

plore abstraction through line, color and form. Triptych No. 

3, 1952, was included in a 1953 exhibition of eight Oregon 

artists at New York’s Kraushaar Gallery (which would sub-

sequently represent Morris for the rest of his career). Art 

News critic Henry McBride labeled this work the best in 

the show and described it in somewhat whimsical prose: 

It was curiously satisfying with its sparkling color and 

playful naturalness and charged with the sense of 

having arrived at the effect aimed at. So many ab-

stractions aim at nothing and get nothing … It could 

be a marine, a shore piece, or it could be a three-

winged Japanese screen. It could, as I have said, be 

many things. 7 

In spite of his hesitant embrace of abstraction, McBride 

does get at some of the qualities that underlie Morris’s 

painting. First, there is, as with Rothko and Newman, an 

insistence upon content. But for Morris that content was 

increasingly based upon his observations of the land-

scape, while for Newman and Rothko it focused on intel-

lectual, inward-looking expression. Second, there is the 

“sparkling color” and its suggestion of vibrant light. Third, 

there is the allusion to Japanese art: Japanese paint-

ing, ceramics and calligraphy had always been of inter-

est to Morris, and in the 1950s he translated that sense 

of dynamic line into his own paintings and sumi ink 
Rising City No. 2, 1955
Oil on canvas, 39 x 48 in., private collection 



Ascending Forms,1954 
Oil on canvas, 48 x 30 in., private collection 
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drawings, some of which are included in the exhibition. In 

his paintings of the 1950s — a work such as Ascending 

Forms, 1954, is an example — he frequently employed 

calligraphic shapes that suggest fi gure or text.

As Morris’s style shifted toward abstraction, he was also 

more aware than ever of the inescapable presence of 

the Pacifi c Northwest. In its varied landscape he found a 

source of inspiration that, in contrast to Newman’s and 

Rothko’s more cerebral wellsprings, was both physi-

cal and spiritual. In a 1983 interview for the Smithson-

ian Institution’s Archives of American Art, he explained 

his position:

Abstraction became, or has become to a great extent, 

totally removed from environment or subject mat-

ter or anything of that sort, and is turned more into 

a sense of non-objective art or art for art’s sake and 

denying everything that one is. I have felt that, to be-

gin with, for me this was an impossibility and in many 

Untitled, c. 1960.
Oil on canvas, 48! x 61 in., collection 

of Brooks and Dorothy Cofi eld
Photo: Jim Lommasson

  



instances is a lie on the part of artists who assume 

that they’re not being infl uenced by who they are 

and where they are and what they are. I choose to 

be in an environment that excites me as the North-

west does. The trips that I do into the mountains, the 

desert or the beach, wherever, are experiences that 

are not recorded directly as landscapes — I do not 

sketch them when I am out; I don’t work directly from 

nature at all. Often the experiences are the material 

of my paintings. 8 

In 1959, Morris received a commission for a series of 

paintings on the history of religions, to be exhibited 

at the Oregon Centennial. Produced in a white heat 

— he had six weeks to complete them — they are nine 

extraordinary mural-sized compositions. 

After the centennial, the paintings, at Morris’s stipulation, 

were kept together and went to the University of Oregon. 

They were exhibited last summer, for the fi rst time in de-

cades, at the Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art. For many 

the works were a revelation, and more than one viewer 

likened their powerful impact to the experience of visit-

ing the 14 crepuscular panels in the Rothko Chapel or of 

encountering Newman’s Stations of the Cross. 

In The History of Religions, Morris summed up both his 

spiritual philosophy and his approach to abstraction and 

also solidifi ed many of his most important motifs, the 

ideas that he would continue to explore in succeeding 

years. Some of the titles are telling: Light Breaking Across 

Darkness, Intersection of Light, People and Structures 

and Books and Tablets. Unlike Newman’s paintings and 

Rothko’s, this “chapel series” is outward-looking, deal-

ing as it does with the idea of fellowship and of a spiritual 

presence manifested through light and rooted in nature. 

Morris later explained the commission thusly:

I did it because I think of myself as being basically 

a religious person and hating religiosity, hating the 

doggerel … There are basically some things that I 

do embrace. In a sense, it’s a whole attitude of 

brotherhood of man, or compassion for one’s fellow 

human being 9 

1  Barnett Newman, “The New Sense of Fate,” unpublished document 
quoted in Thomas B. Hess, Barnett Newman, Tate Gallery, London, 1987.

2  Carl Morris, “Interview with Carl Morris Conducted by Sue Ann Kendall 
at the Artist’s Studio in Portland, Oregon, March 23 and 24, 1983,” 
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. http://www.aaa.si.edu/
collections/oralhistories/transcripts/morris83.htm

3  http://www.nga.gov/feature/rothko/myths1.shtm

4  Barnett Newman, 1967, cited in Harold Rosenberg, Barnett Newman.

5  Carl Morris, 1959, quoted in Louise Aaron, “Beauty, Peace Reign Here: 
Paintings Represent Worship,” Oregon Journal, May 31, 1959.

6  Between 1946 and ’63, Morris exhibited in eight Whitney Annuals. 
During that time, Kenneth Callahan, Tom Hardy, and Mark Tobey were 
the only other Northwest artists to be included. 

7  Henry McBride, “Oregonians,” Art News, February 1953.

8 Carl Morris, “Interview with Carl Morris Conducted by Sue Ann Kendall 
at the Artist’s Studio in Portland, Oregon, March 23 and 24, 1983,” 
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.

9 Ibid.
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In works made after The History of Religions commission, 

Morris often elaborated on the symbolic primacy of word 

and light and would render each a tangible presence. In 

such paintings as Deciphered Stone and Tablets on a 

White Field, 1961, word — or truth — is made as durable 

and necessary as rock. The latest pieces in the exhibi-

tion are from the Script series, made between 1966 and 

’68. In these paintings, Morris groups together animated 

calligraphic elements, such as those in Ascending Forms, 

so that they resemble congregated fi gures or scrolled 

columns of text. 

In later years, Morris often returned to the themes and 

forms he had identifi ed in his early works. But ultimately 

(in part, of course, because his career was longer) his 

work grew and evolved more than that of Newman or 

Rothko. His sources came from the outer world — from 

his love of music and literature and, especially, of the 

Pacifi c Northwest landscape — and his experiences of 

it. While he worked hard to establish a national reputa-

tion during the 1950s and ’60s, he insisted on a distance 

from a marketplace that, he believed, all too frequently 

rewarded artists for repeating their successes and not for 

seeking new directions. As this exhibition makes abun-

dantly clear, Carl Morris’s paintings refl ect his own 

intuition, his understanding of philosophy, and his quiet, 

independent spirituality.
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