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Following a century of 
historical and aesthetic 
reflection, one should not 
overlook the narrow omissions 
perpetrated by the dominating 
discourse that has relegated 
those artists whose aesthetic 
proposals could not be easily 
marginalized or trivialized by 
power.  Entering his 80th year, 
Petlin’s work is characterized 
by unerring radicality and the 
exceptional fusion of his lucid 
and well-formulated thought 
and his artistic manifestations.  
His complex oeuvre engages 
in a psychological narrative 
that has multiple facets and 
holds multiple truths.  Among 
the contingent factors to be 
considered is the gridiron that 
is difficult to break through 

for those artists who venture into explorations of our 
civilization: conflicts, migrations, and the fundamental 
chaos and uncertainty we live in.  This has been the case, 
macroscopically with Picasso, Goya, Ensor, Giacometti, 
Dubuffet, Matta, Golub, Haacke and others. 

It is our hope that wider audience could be guided toward 
a more adequate awareness of how Petlin became Petlin, 
and how his works were born, beginning in Chicago, 
with subsequent long sojourns in New York, Paris, and 
Los Angeles.  As stated by the artist,  “Already being a 
first generation creature (that is, the Diaspora has lead 
over water to another place separated by a lot of time 
and space), only the accident of growing up in a gentile 
environment made me think, quickly and for my own 
safety and preservation, about the nature of the other, of 
being the other in the midst of another culture.  The very 
fact that my own neighborhood duplicated the European 
experience in America was crazily crucial,  . . that there 
was a sense of being the other within a larger context 
which was still not the majority culture.”

Hence, the fragmentation of surfaces, its openness to 
atmosphere and light, and it’s social conscience and 
aspirations in the search for the truth through his own 

philosophical and ethical 
motives.   While frequently 
demonstrating an acute 
knowledge of the Old 
Testament, the predilection 
here is for contemporary 
themes from the beginning 
to now, taken in truth and 
immediacy, as opposed to 
the ideal or formal artifice.  
Thus, the fusion of the figure, 
history, and environment, 
with the dissolution of a 
preconceived representational 
structure is not only a matter 
of pictorialism, but the 
rhythmic distribution of the 
forces of history, dominated 
by the energy of moods and 
emotion in space.  In many 
cases, such as the painting The 
Eleventh of January, 2009, the 

composition brings us to the extreme level of psychological 
unattainability.

Petlin shared with his contemporaries beginning in the 
fifties an aspiration to “investigate the reality” of our 
existence and its underlying ideological, philosophical 
and moral assumptions.  Petlin has refused to view 
‘reality’ in isolation from the social, economic and political 
contingencies and historical contradictions.  His early 
subjects, drawn from the experience of immigration and 
diaspora, reflect his anarchist, socialist, internationalist 
and republican leanings.  In totality, his life’s work draws 
inspiration from a form of humanitarian socialism and an 
inability to portray anything in preconceived isolation.  
Petlin’s interest in the psychological charge within the 
figure portrayed is well documented by his numerous 
portraits and interpretations of works including Primo 
Levi, Bruno Schultz, Edmund Jabes, Paul Celan, Michael 
Palmer, Elliot Weinberger, Meyer Shapiro, and numerous 
poets abroad.  In his 1937 essay The Nature of Abstract Art  
Meyer Schapiro wrote, 

“There is no ‘pure art” unconditioned by experience, all fantasy 
and formal construction, even the random scribbling of the hand, 

are shaped by experience and by non-aesthetic concerns.”  
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Arkansas Art Center, Little Rock, AR

Art Institute of Chicago, IL

Centre George Pompidou, Paris

Des Moines Art Center, IA

De Young Museum, San Francisco, CA

Hood Museum of Art, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, DC

The Israel Museum, Jerusalem

The Jewish Museum, New York, NY

J.P. Morgan/Chase, New York, NY

Kemper Art Museum, Washington University, St. Louis, MO 

Lannan Foundation, Los Angeles, CA

Los Angeles County Museum of Art, CA

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY

Moderna Museet, Stockholm

Museum der Stadt, Recklinghausen, Germany

Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, IL

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA

Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia, PA

Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, PA

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, CA

Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam

Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, NY
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