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LOUISA MATTHIASDOTTIR



Louisa Matthiasdottir ranks among the most respected artists today, both in
Iceland and internationally. Having spent the greater part of her working life
in the United States, she has consistently been in contact with contemporary
international artistic movements. Nonetheless, she has never abandoned the
Icelandic reality which is her birthright and seems to act upon her as an
inexhaustible source of artistic creation.
In Iceland she is held in high esteem, drawing her compatriots' attention to
the purity and clarity of the Icelandic environment, and to what is important
and what secondary. Her works are really testimonies that she never left the
country at all. They say what needs to be said, often in an elevated air of
tranquillity, and are like eulogies of colour and form. The artist's personal
strength is never in any doubt.
It is said that there is no better way to encourage human and international
contact than mutual cultural exchange. Through her art, Louisa
Matthiasdottir has provided the people of Iceland with a substantial contribu-
tion towards such enduring exchange.
It is a pleasure and an honour for the City of Reykjavik to arrange this exhibi-
tion of Louisa Matthiasdéttir's works at Kjarvalsstadir.

Hulda Valtysdorrir. Chairman, Cultural Committee of the City of Reykjavik

Listasafn Reykjavikur
Kjarvalsstadir
dgust-seprember |993



Islenska myndlistarkonan Louisa Matthiasdéttir hefur skipad sér 4
bekk med virtustu malurum samtimans, hérlendis sem og a erlendum
vettvangi. Hun hefur dvalist mestan hluta starfszvi sinnar vestan hafs
og komist par i kynni vid alpjédlegar listastefnur eins og bar birtast
a hverjum tima. P6 hefur han aldrei horfid fra hinum islenska veru-
leika sem henni er i bl68 borinn og virdist vera henni 6temandi upp-
spretta listrennar sképunar.

Hér d landi er han virt ad verdleikum. Huan hefur vakid athygli sam-
landa sinna 4 hinu hreina og tara i islensku umhverfi — og 4 pvi hvad
skiptir mali og hvad ekki. Verk hennar eru i raun vitnisburdur um ad
han fér aldrei burt. Pau segja pad sem parf — oft i upphafinni ré —
eru eins og lofséngur i litum og formi. Engum blandast hugur um ad
hér er 4 ferd listakona med mikinn persénulegan styrk.

Sagt er ad ekkert studli betur ad tengslum manna og pjoda 4 milli en
gagnkvam kynni 4 svidi menningar. Louisa Matthiasdéttir hefur med
list sinni lagt 16ndum sinum drjdgan skerf til slikra varanlegra kynna.,
Reykjavikurborg er pad heidur og anzgja a8 efna til pessarar syning-
ar a verkum hennar hér 4 Kjarvalsst6dum.

Hulda Valtysdéteir, formadur Menningarmélanefndar



TEKISTAVID HEFDPINA

|
| blau hisi vi 16, straeti 4 Manhattan | New York byr islenska listakonan Louisa
Matthiasdéttir og hefur gert svo um 40 dra skeid, en Ur fiarlegd hefur hin i marg-
paettri listskdpun sinni gert land bernsku sinnar nalegt.

Einn af frumpédttunum i listsképun Louisu er afstadan til listhefarinnar. | stad
bess af hafna heféinni, tronumdlverkinu og hinum ségulega pekktu myndefnum, s.s.
uppstillingunni, sjdlfsmyndinni eda landslaginu, hefur hin séd hefdina sem dgrun og
tekist 4 vid hana sem slika. Ut fra forsendum hef&arinnar hefur henni tekist ad
skapa myndmal sem taknilega séd byggir 4 litamotun formanna en szkir styrk sinn
i skyrleika, terleika og ekki sist agada framsetningu. Louisa skilgreinir sjalf afstodu
sina til myndefnisins 4 pann hatt ad hin mali pad sem hun sjdi en pract fyrir ad pessi
stadhzfing virki einfold visar han til heimspekilegrar skilgreiningar 4 hinum séda
raunveruleika og edli hans, vandamils sem raett hefur verid fra dogum Platéns og
ekki sist raunsazismalarar hafa tekist 4 vid. Efnistok Louisu og myndmal hefur
pannig, ekki 6vaent, skipad henni 4 bekk medal raunszismalara i Bandarikjunum.
Talkun raunveruleikans lytur pé alltaf I6gmalum og afst6du listamannsins, pvi pad
er hann sem velur sér pad myndefni eda snei@mynd dr raunveruleikanum sem hann
éskar ad tjd sig um. Pad mé segja um myndheim Louisu a8 hann sé personulega
épersonulegur, hin fiallar 4 hlutlegan hatt um pad umhverfi, sem hun lifir |, dn
bess b6 ad segja okkur of mikid um pann tilfinningalega og salfredilega raunveru-
leika sem tengist pessu umhverfi. Hvort sem myndefnid er filubltt eggaldin eda
sjalfsmynd er ekki unnt a8 greina storvegilegan mun 4 afstodu listakonunnar til



myndefnisins. Afstada hennar felur i sér dherslu 4 a8 endurspegla hinn efnislega
heim og samtimis vissa afneitun 4 metafysiskum eda silfredilegum raunveruleika.
Myndheimur Louisu hverfist um ndnasta umhverfi hennar, hin mélar fjslskyldu
sina og vini eda uppstillingar hluta sem eiga uppruna sinn | eldhasi hassins, s.s.
grnmeti, vinfloskur, hnifa. | annan stad malar hin einnig landslag, islenska sveit
eda borgarlandslag fri Reykjavik. [ sjilfu sér vir8ist myndefnid ekki vera neitt héfud-
atrioi, pad er fremur yfirskin til ad kanna markvisst og méta i lit innbyréis afst&du
forma i rymi, pannig ad nidurstadan verdi myndbygging i spennufylitu jafnvaegi.

Hlutverk myndmilsins virdist pannig fyrst og fremst vera a8 byggja formheim i
licd léreft og skilgreina pannig hid séda, enda kemur malverkid ekki i stadinn fyrir
hinn margslungna raunveruleika.

"

Louisa Matthiasdéttir faddist | Reykjavik 1917, déttir hjdnanna Matthiasar Einars-
sonar yfirlzknis og Ellenar Johannessen Einarsson, sem var af norskum zttum.
Louisa fékk 4 uppvaxtardrum sinum hvatningu til myndsképunar og 1934 hélt hin
utan til listnams, pa 17 dra ad aldri. Han nam 4 drunum 1934-7 auglysingateikningu
og skreytingarlist vid Kunsthandvaerkerskolen vid Breidgdtu | Kaupmannahéfn,
Hugur hennar stefndi til frekari listndms og veturinn 1938-39 dvaldi hin i Paris og
sneri sér ad malverkinu undir handleidslu Marcel Gromaire. Ekki er hagt a8 greina
bein dhrif fri Gromaire 4 verk Louisu en i vi6tali vi8 M. Sawin segir hiin um hann
a8 hann hafi haft vit 4 ad lita nemendur sina i fridi . | Paris komst Louisa i kynni
vid franska listhefd og p6 ad hin segist ekki hafa ordid fyrir imamétashrifumn i
pessari fyrstu Parisardvél sinni virdist, pegar til lengri tima er litid litié, a8 hun
hafi ordi6 fyrir ahrifum fronsku médernistanna 4 ymsan hatt og mé i pvi sambandi
nefna litrof Matisse, formhyggju Cézanne, uppstillingar Manets og Corots.

Heimstyrjoldin sidari hindradi ad Louisa geti haldid dfram nami i Evrépu, hin
kom heim i stri@sbyrjun og dvaldi nastu drin heima 4 islandi og vann étraud ad
listsképun sinni. Islenske listalif var 4 pessum drum i nokkud féstum skordum.
Frumherjarnir Kjarval, Asgrimur Jénsson og Jén Stefinsson tékust 4 vid hefd-
bundin myndefni, ekki sist landslag og uppstillingar, en hja , kreppumdlurunum”
Snorra Arinbjarnar, Gunnlaugi Scheving og Porvaldi Skilasyni, kvad vi8 nokkud
annan ton, en peir leitudu myndefna sinna i baejarlifi og dtgerd. Hinn synilegi
hlutur kvenna i islensku listalifi var & pessum arum ekki mikill a8 véxtum. Kristin
Jénsdéttir vann ad listsképun sinni | Reykjavik, einnig Gunnfridur |énsdéteir,
Juliana Sveinsdéttir var virt listakona | Danmérku og Nina Semundsson dvaldi
storan hluta starfszvi sinnar erlendis. Einnig voru starfandi 4 Islandi listakonur af
erlendu bergi brotnar, t.d. Karen Agnete bérarinsson og Barbara Arnason, sem
gifst hoféu til Islands, en verk peirra urdu hluti af islenskri menningu. | Reykjavik
fann Louisa Matthiasdortir salufélaga i ungri islenskri listakonu, Ninu Tryggvadétt-
ur, sem eins og Louisa hafdi dvalist vid ndm | Kaupmannahéfn og Paris en komid
heim vegna strisins. Bidar hugdu 4 frekara framhaldsnam og pad étti fyrir peim
badum ad liggja ad dveljast langdvSlum 4 erlendri grund. Saman unnu par a8 list-
sképun sinni og md greina i verkum beirra frd pessum tima svipada afst&du til

1) Arts Magazine név, 1961.



vidfangsefnisins sem i demi Ninu leiddi hana smidm saman inn 4 braut afstrakt-
listarinnar. Louisa segir um petta timabil i listsképun sinni ad pegar hin sjii
myndir eftir sig og Ninu fra pessum drum sé hin ekki alltaf viss um hvor peirra
maladi par. ¥

Litid er vardveitt af elstu verkum Louisu en litil mynd, .Drengur ad leik”, frd
um 1940 gefur hugmynd um vinnubrogd hennar d Reykjavikurdrunum, hin einfalda
formgerd, byged a samstillingu litaflata, og dherslan 4 ad skilja adalatridi fra auka-
atridum og fanga pannig kjarna myndefnisins gefur visbendingu um i hvada ér list-
sképun hennar stefndi. | Unuhisi komust Louisa og Nina i kynni vid frjoa og
kvika menningarumradu, en nyttu sér einnig fastagesti og ibia hussins sem fyrir-
myndir i malverk sitt. Um petta his segir Halldér Laxness: ., [ pessu hiisi lifdu
listirnar allar { pratubdkarformi. Vid gestabord Erlendar sdtu liklegir sem dlik-
legir menn { einn mannsaldur, stundum dtrilegir menn og konur, og voru ad
leiva ad réttum nidurstédum um listina, lUfid og dldina.” 3

Louisa var einn pessara leitenda i listinni og pessi leit bar hana afram til
Bandarikjanna. Adst=dur stridsiranna leyfdu ekki frekara ndm i Evropu og 1941
heélt Louisa til framhaldsnams i Mew York og héf han nam i skéla Hans Hof-
manns. Listalif var med miklum bléma i Mew York, en vegna stridsins hafdi fioldi
listamanna fldid til Bandarikjanna og var par mikil deigla par sem unnid var Gr
hinum ymsu stefnum og straumum, er einkennt hof8u fyrstu dratugi aldarinnar,
samtimis pvi ad hinn abstrakti expressionismi gegndi lykilhlutverki. bract fyrir
sterka stodu abstraktlistarinnar og pd stefnu er list Louisu haféi pegar 4 [slandi
tekid i ce il fastrar formbyggingar og einféldunar hreifst hin ekki af myndmdli
abstraktlistarinnar heldur hélt han sinu striki og vann dfram Gt fra fyrirmynd,
dkvordun sem ber med sér einarfa og dkvedna stefnumétun préte fyrir allar paer
hreringar er dttu sér stad umhverfis hana i ficlbreyttu listalifi storborgarinnar.
Pessi stadfesta er afar einkennandi fyrir Louisu, hin fellur ekki i stafi yfir hinu nyja
og évanta. Han segir t.d. i vidtali um kynni sin af Hofmann, lzrimeistara sinum,
ad heimurinn hafi ekki sndist vid pegar hin kynntist honum heldur komi pau
ahrif, sem han verdur fyrir 4 hverjum tima, hagt og bitandi. ¥

Pad dcti fyrir Louisu ad liggja ad ilengjast i pessu menningarumhverfi pvi 1944
giftist hun bandariska listmalaranum Leland Bell (1922-1991) og déttir peirra
Temma feddist ari sidar. Fra 1954 hefur heimili peirra i 16. gotu 4 Manhattan |
Mew York veri@ ramminn umhverfis lif og listsképun Louisu.

Pau hjénin hafa getid sér gédan ordstir i bandarisku listalifi og ma nefna ad
Lawrence Campbell, einn af ritstjorum Art News Magazine, telur ad hjénin
Louisa Matthiasdéttir og Leland Bell hafi verid 4 medal sterkustu og persénu-
legustu listmdlara Bandarikjanna l&ngu adur en endurhvarf til realisma bar 4
goéma. ¥ Pau hjénin byrjudu baedi syningarferil sinn sem medlimir Jane Street
listsyningarsalarins, en ad honum st6d hépur ungra listamanna sem litu mjog til

1) Mdlverk kemur ckki { sradinn fyriv Hffd". Vidtal Macthfasar johannessen vid
Louisu Matthfasdéteur. Svord |, 1984,

3) Halldér Laxness: . Nina Tryggeaddesiv { minningarckyni ™, Yirskygdic scadir, 1971,

4} Mdlverk kemur ckki § sm.l]mr:_ll':;r:'r .lll_'ﬁq". Vidrl Matthiasar [ohannessen vid
Louisu Marthfasdoeour. Stord 1, 1984,

5) Campbell, Lawrence: “Lefand Bell, Lowita Marehiaidotsir, Temima Bell: A
Family of Painter: ", inngangur [ syningarskrd, Canton Art Institute, 1973,



Lowira Masehiarddrrir

franskrar listhef8ar. Fra upphafi sjsunda aratugarins tengdist han hinu virta listhasi
Robert Schoelkopf Gallery i New York. Louisa hefur a8 mestu verié busett | New
York en heimsott Island reglulega, dvali® hér og unnid a8 listsképun sinni. Hin
franski menningarheimur hefur alltaf 4tt iték i Louisu en 4 4runum 1950-5] bjo
htn dsamt manni sinum i Paris og endurnyjadi pa kynni sin af hefd og nyskopun |
franskri list.

mn

Pau meginvidfangsefni sem Louisa hefur fengist vi& samhlida 4 listferli sinum eru
mannamyndir/sjilfsmyndir, uppstillingar og landslag/borgarlandslag. Hin malar pad
sem hin sér, han leitar ekki langt yfir skammt a8 myndefnum heldur notar allt,
sem i kringum hana er, sem myndefni, kryfur pannig ndnasta umhverfi site til
mergjar og endurskapar i léreftid. Fra sjotta og sjounda aratug er t.d. vardveittur
fibldi mynda Louisu af Temmu déttur sinni, oft par sem hun situr vid lestur eda
andlitsmyndir. Verkid ., 7emma " fra 1961 er demi um vinnubrogd Louisu 4 mérk-
um sjotta og sjdunda dratugarins. Med tjaningarrikri pensilskrift leysir hin upp
fomranan strangleika verksins og skapar spennu milli yfirbords og fjarviddar pess.

Par breytingar, er dttu sér stad 4 sjbunda aratug i verkum Louisu, voru allar |
attina ad meiri yfirvegun og skyrleika hva8 vardar formgerd, pensilskrift og lita-
notkun, og ef iti6 er 4 verkid , Sjdlfsmynd med regnhlif* fra 1966 sést a8 skvedia
skref & pessari braut hefur verid stigid.



A sama hitt og fjdlskylda Louisu hefur ordid henni a8 myndefni hefur hin
malad fjélda sjalfsmynda, margar i likamsstzrd, og hefur gliman vid sjélfsmyndina
a8 vissu marki einkennt feril listakonunnar. | sjalfsmyndinni er han sjalf samtimis
skodandinn og hid séda, listamadurinn og myndefnid. Sjalfsmyndir Louisu bera
pad med sér ad &ll dlfinningasemi hefur verid yfirstigin, hin leitast vid ad horfa
hlutlaust 4 sjalfa sig. SG umgjord sem han velur fyrir sjalfsmyndir sinar er hennar
edlilega umhverfi, listakonan i brinni dragt med regnhlif 4 leid Gt eda standandi
vid bord med uppstillingu, alltaf hversdagsleg umgjord an nokkurrar sjilfsupp-
hafningar. [ verkinu «Sjdlfsmynd" fra 1989, sem synir listakonuna sitjandi, iklzdda
rondottri peysu, er um mikla formrana einféldun ad reda, litafletir eru stérir og
skilgreining umhverfisins takmorkud vid gria veggi og hvitt golf. Andlitsdraettir
hennar eru Gtburrkadir & sama tima sem efnisdferd og atlit peysunnar er vel skil-
greint. Malverk hennar er analytiskt, agad og hreint, allt prjal hefur verid hreinsad
burt af myndfletinum og eftir standa afmarkadir litafletir sem byggja upp heilsteypt
form i harndkvaemu innra jafnvagi, sem med otrilegri ndkvamni endurspegla
megindrattina | Gtliti og fasi listakonunnar.

Ad mala islenske landslag 4 Manhattan virdist i fyrstu vera nokkud fjarstedu-
kennt, en séu vinnnuadferdir Louisu sko8adar kemur i ljos ad par na it yfir tima
og rymi. Skilgreining vidfangsefnisins hefur att sér stad og eftir stendur kristalstaer
kjarni eda hugmynd, sem listakonan vinnur med (Gt fra strangt 6gudum form- og
litrnum forsendum. Tranadurinn vid stadfraedina vikur fyrir fridlsri endurgerd
landslagsins Ot fra pessum skilgreinda kjarna, par sem endurminningin um land
bernskunnar virdist aldrei vera langt undan. | landslagsverkum hennar virdist alltaf
eima eftir af tilfinningalegum tengslum einstaklingsins vid uppruna sinn enda segir
hin ad ekkert landslag, sem han hefur séd sidar 4 @vinni, hafi haft s6mu dhrif 4 sig
og landslagid i @sku.®) Inntakslegar forsendur landslagsverka hennar virdast
pannig vera adrar en pegar um Snnur myndefni er ad r=da, pau virdast ekki vera
skilgreining 4 samtimanum, eins og edli raunszisstefnunnar segir til um, heldur
virdast pau visa til fortidar.

| verkinu , Gl fra 1990 nytur sin sterke, akaft litréf Louisu, sem sazkir hrynj-
andi sina i spennufylltar andstdur heitra og kaldra lita, en | myndbyggingunni
vinna hin flétu form a4 méti dyptarvirkni myndarinnar. Hid sundurgreinandi og
lig8raena vinnur hér saman. Verkid stendur sem samnefnari fyrir pa eiginleika er
einkenna hina kéldu og taeru nattiruimynd Islands. Heiti myndarinnar ., Gul" er
tvirzett par sem pad vitnar jafnt i kindina i forgrunni myndarinnar og hinn gula
prihyrning um vinstra midbik myndarinnar. Hugtékin form og inntak eru hér logd
ad jofnu og hugmyndafradi abstraktmalverksins er ekki langt undan, samtimis pvi
ad hid dkafa litrof minnir um margt 4 expressjdnista 4 bord vid Marc og Macke
eda fronsku , villidyrin ", fauvistana.

Edli uppstillinga er ad ymsu leyti frabrugdid 6drum vidfangsefnum hins hefd-
bundna mdlverks, par sem val og upprédun peirra hluta, sem verkid a ad inni-
halda, er fyrsta stig myndsképunarinnar, sidan tekur vi annad ferli sem er yfir-
feersla 4 priviGum hlutum i rymi yfir 4 tvividan flot milverksins. Uppstillingar eru

6) Midlverk kemur ki § ading fyrie Hfid”, Vidal Matthfasar
Johannessen vid Louisu Matthiasddtur, Stord |, 1984,



eitt af meginvidfangsefnum Louisu og par gildir hi8 sama og um mannamyndir
hennar, hun leitar ekki uppi myndefni sin heldur notar i uppstillingar sinar pad
sem hendi er nast, hversdagslega hluti sem eiga uppruna sinn a8 rekja til eld-
hissins, vinfloskur, glos, formfagurt og litrike grenmeti, eldhisahéld ymiss konar,
oft hnif og skurdbretti.

Uppstillingar Louisu vekja upp endurém af skipulogdum formrannséknum
Cézannes, timaleysi og kyrrd Chardins og efniskennd Corots og Manets. Sagt
hefur verid um uppstillingar Louisu a8 paer beri okkur ad peim punkti par sem
listin og nattiran meatast. Paer vaxi r rikum jardvegi franska mélverksins. Ahugi
Louisu beinist ad pvi hvernig hagt er ad umskapa tilfinninguna fyrir lifinu yfir i pa
hugmynd sem milverkid er og hvernig abstraksjén reynslunnar, pad er malverkid,
endurgerir pessa tilfinningu.”)

| eldri uppstillingum Louisu standa hlutirnir oft pétt og skyggja hver 4 annan
og hun notar hluti, sem ekki hafa afgerandi form, t.d. kjikling eda seljurét, og
leggur dherslu 4 hina formrenu heild fremur en einstok form. i uppstillingum fra
pvi um og eftir 1970 ma greina pa breytingu ad hin velur fremur hluti sem eru
formrant einfaldir og litsterkir, allt ad pvi geometriskir, s.s. fislublatt eggaldin eda
hvitan disk. Han byggir myndir sinar pannig upp a8 pessum hlutum eda formum
er dreift & myndfltinn. Hver einstakur hlutur far mikid vagi og samtimis pad
hlutverk ad skilgreina rymié umhverfis sig. Pannig einkennist bréunin i uppstilling-
um Louisu af einféldun formanna, hreinsun myndflatarins og st68ugt éruggari og
sterkari litanotkun. Uppstilling fra 1992 synir krbit, eggaldin, vinflosku, glas og
hnif & hvitum diski, 6llu stillc upp 4 appelsinugulan diik. Pad glampar 4 egg hnifsins
og grent gler vinglassins, yfirbord kirbitsins er hrjift og myke efnisins i appelsinu-
gula diknum verdur ninast preifanleg. Pritt fyrir pa kyrrd, er einkennir verkid,
skapar hnifurinn érdleika og leidir hugann a8 umbreytingu formanna og hverful-
leika lidandi stundar — vanitas. Grnmetid bidur pess a8 vera skorid, vininu verdur
hellt i glasid og pad drukkid. Listakonan fangar 4 léreftid skilgreind form 4 vissu
augnabliki en a8 baki md greina pann skilning ad allt sé undirorpid
hverfulleikanum, timinn stendur ekki kyrr, breytingar eru umflyjanlegar.

v

Sé litid yfir feril Louisu kemur  ljés ad hin hefur unnié markvisst og med pungaad
listskSpun sinni, proun hennar er heilsteypt og rokrétt an stérra stokkva eda
synilegra Uturdara. Hun byggir malverk sitt upp med lit og ljési, en skyr form-
hugsun er adalsmerki verka hennar. Henni hefur i uppstillingum sinum tekist a8
fanga hid lié8raena i hversdagsleikanum, hun skapar portrett sem med mikilli ein-
féldun skilgreina persénueinkenni fyrirsatunnar 4 harndkvaman hitt, landslags-
verk hennar endurgera kristalstra imynd landslagsins an dramatiskra tilprifa.

Han vinnur ad nysképun i anda gamallar hef@ar malverksins og i pessu mal-
verki opinberar hin stakt nemi fyrir umhverfinu, skapar okkur heim par sem
jafnvaegi og kyrrd rikir ofar 68rum kréfum.

Kristin Gudnadottir

7} The Mew Critarion, jini [989.



TACKLING TRADITION

|
In a blue house on Manhattan's |6th Street, Icelandic artist Louisa Matthiasdottir
has been living for the past 40 years, bringing the distant land of her childhood
closer in subtle creations.

One of the primary elements of Matthiasdéttir’s art is her attitude towards
artistic tradition. Instead of rejecting tradition, the easel painting and historically
familiar subjects such as the still life, self-portrait or landscape, she has seen
tradition as a challenge and tackled it as such. Drawing upon tradition she has
succeeded in creating a pictorial language which, technically speaking, is based on
the creation of forms through colour but is invigorated by clarity, transparency
and not least disciplined presentation. Matthiasdéttir defines her own attitude to
her subject as painting what she sees. This simplistic-sounding statement none-
theless alludes to philosophical definitions of visible reality and its nature, a
problem which has been debated since the time of Plato and tackled, above all,
by realist painters. By virtue of her technique and pictorial language it is there-
fore not surprising to find her bracketed with the US realist painters. Inter-
pretations of reality, however, always obey the private laws and standpoints of
the artists who choose the subject or cross-section of reality that they desire to
express themselves about. Matthiasdottir’s pictorial world may be described as
personally impersonal, an objective treatment of the environment in which she
lives yet without revealing too much of the emotional and psychological reality
related to it. Whether the subject be a purple egg-plant or a self-portrait, no
major distinction is discernible in her attitude towards it. Her standpoint



emphasizes the reflection of the material world and, at the same time, a certain
rejection of metaphysical or psychological reality. Her pictorial world revolves
around her immediate environment, in paintings of her family and friends or still
lifes of kitchen objects such as vegetables, wine bottles, knives. At other times
she paints landscapes, the Icelandic countryside or city scenes from Reykjavik.
The subject in itself does not appear to be the central issue, but rather a pretext
for examining systematically and shaping in colour the internal relations of forms
in space to produce a pictorial construction in tense balance.

The role of the pictorial language seems above all to be to create a formal
world in colour on canvas and to define the visible, for the painting can never
replace the complexity of reality.

"
Louisa Matthfasdéttir was born in Reykjavik in 1917, of Norwegian descent on
her mother’s side. Encouraged in artistic activities during her childhood, she
went abroad to study art in 1934, at the age of 17. After completing a course in
commercial graphic design and decor at the Kunsthindvzerkerskolen in Copen-
hagen from 1934-1937, she yearned to study more, and spent the winter of
1938-39 in Paris, where she took up painting with Marcel Gromaire. There is no
discernible direct influence can in her work from Gromaire, whom Matthias-
dottir describes in an interview with M. Swain as having had the sense to leave 1
his pupils alone." In Paris, she was introduced to the French artistic tradition
and, while she denies any decisive influence during her first stay in Paris, appears
to have been influenced by the French modernists in various ways, for example
Matisse's palette, Cézanne's formalism and the still lifes of Manet and Corot.
Prevented from continuing her studies by the outbreak of World War |,
Matthiasdortir returned to Iceland and devoted herself to her painting. The
Icelandic artistic scene was fairly rigid during this period. The pioneers of Ice-
landic art, J6hannes Kjarval, Asgrimur J6nsson and Jon Stefinsson, were engaged
with conventional subjects, particularly landscape and still lifes, while the
»Depression painters” Snorri Arinbjarnar, Gunnlaugur Scheving and Thorvaldur
Skilason looked elsewhere for their subjects in urban life and fishing. Women
were not a particularly visible presence on the Icelandic artistic scene at this
time. Kristin Jonsdéttir and Gunnfridur Jénsdéttir were working in Reykjavik,
Juliana Sveinsdéttir was a respected artist in Denmark and Nina Szmundsson
spent a large part of her artistic career abroad. Foreign-born women artists who
had moved to Iceland after marrying, such as Karen Agnete Thérarinsson and
Barbara Arnason, were also actively producing works which would become part
of lcelandic culture. In Reykjavik, Louisa Matthiasdéttir found a kindred soul in
Nina Tryggvadéttir, a young artist who like her had studied in Copenhagen and
Paris and returned to Iceland to flee the war. Both intended to continue their art
studies, and both were destined to spend long periods away from their home
country. They painted together and their works from this period display a similar

I} Arts Magazine, Movember 1961,



approach to the subject, which in Tryggvadéttir's case would gradually lead her
into the realm of abstract art. Describing this period in her career, Matthias-
déttir says that when she sees their paintings from this time she cannot always
tell for sure which of them painted them.?

Little has been preserved of Matthiasdéttir's earliest works, although a small
painting, , Boy Playing” (1940), gives some idea of her technique during her years
in Reykjavik: the simple structure, based on coordinated surfaces of colour, and
the emphasis on distinguishing between major and minor elements to capture
the essence of the subject point to the direction her art would take. In the
coterie” which met at Unuhds, the home of cultural figure Erlendur Gudmunds-
son Louisa Matthiasdéttir and Nina Tryggvadéttir were not only introduced to
fertile and vivid cultural debate but also used the residents of the house and their
regular guests as models for their paintings. Halldér Laxness describes the
Unuhis coterie as follows:

In that house, all the arts lived in dialectical form. The guests at Erlendur’s
table were probables and improbables of all ages, sometimes incredible men and
women, searching for the correct conclusions about art, life and the century."®

Louisa Matthiasdéttir was one of these artistic seekers, whose quest bore her
onwards to the USA. Since the war did not allow her to continue her studies in
Europe, she went to New York City in 1941 and enrolled with Hans Hofmann.
The New York art scene was flourishing then; numerous artists had fled the war
to the USA, meeting in a huge melting-pot of the diverse currents and move-
ments that had characterized the early decades of the century, with abstract
expression playing a key role as well. Despite the dominance of abstract and the
direction which her own art had been taking in Iceland towards firm structure
and simplification, Louisa Matthiasdéttir was not influenced by the abstract
pictorial language, continuing instead in the representational vein, a decision that
testifies to a resolute and determined course despite all the movements around
her on the diverse metropolitan art scene. This steadfastness is highly character-
istic of Matthiasdottir, a refusal to fall flat for the new and unexpected. In an
interview about her teacher Hofmann, she says that meeting him did not turn
her world upside down; rather, the influences which act upon her at any given
time make themselves felt slowly and steadily.”

Louisa Matthiasdéttir would remain in this cultural ambience, marrying the
painter Leland Bell (1922-1991) in 1944 and giving birth to their daughter
Temma the following year. Since 1954, the house on Manhattan's | 6th Street has
been the frame enclosing her life and art.

The couple established a strong reputation on the American art scene.
Lawrence Campbell, co-editor of Art News Magazine, ranks Louisa Matthias-
détrir and Leland Bell among the strongest and most personal of US painters

2) Stord |, Reykjavik 1984,  Milverkid kemur ckki § stadinn fyrie
lifid" [Art Is no substitute for life]. Matthias johannessen,
interview with Louisa Matthiasddrtir,

1) Haldér Killin Laxness: . Nina Tryggvaddeeir mimmimgarskymi”
[A Tribute to Nina Tryggvaddetir], Yiirskyggdir sadic. 1971.

4) Macthias johannessen, op. cit



Lowise Marchinsdderir

long before the return to realism began.®) They both made their exhibition
debuts as members of the Jane Street Gallery which was run by a group of young
artists with very strong tendencies towards the French tradition. From the early
I960s, it became associated with the respected Robert Schoelkopf Gallery in
New York. Louisa Matthiasdéttir has mainly lived in New York but has visited
lceland regularly to stay and work. French culture has always exerted a powerful
sway over her, and from 1950-51 she and her husband lived in Paris where she
renewed her acquaintance with the traditions and innovations of French art.

5) Campbell, Lawrence: . [.clond Befl, Lowiva Marchiasdoreir,
Temma Bell: A Family of Painsers, " introduction to exhibition
catalogue, Canton Art Institute, 1973
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The main subjects which Louisa Matthiasdottir has tackled side by side through-
out her career are portraits/self-portraits, still lifes and landscape/city landscape.
She paints what she sees, and instead of going out of her way to find subjects
uses everything around her, probing her immediate surroundings in depth and
recreating them on the canvas. From the 1950s and 1960s, for example, a large
number of paintings of her daughter Temma have been preserved, often made of
her sitting reading or posed for portraits. . Temma " (1961) exemplifies Matthias-
déttir's technique in the late fifties/early sixties. Its expressive brushwork dis-
solves the formal strictness of the work and creates a tension between the sur-
face and its perspectives.

The changes that took place in her work in the 1960s all tended towards
greater composure and clarity in her structure, brushwork and colouring, and
the ., Self-Portrait with an Umbrella” from 1966 shows that a definite step has
been taken in this direction.

Just as Matthiasdéttir has chosen her family as a subject, she has also painted
a large number of self-portraits, many of them full size; wrestling with the self-
portrait has to a certain extent typified her artistic career. In the self-portrait she
is at once the observer of the work and the visible, the artist and the subject.
Her self-portraits testify to the conquest of sentimentality as she strives to ob-
serve herself objectively. The setting that she chooses for her self-portraits is
her normal environment, the artist on her way outside in a brown dress suit
with an umbrella or standing at a table with a still life, always a mundane setting
with no self-exaltation. . Self-Portrait in a Striped Sweater” (1989) is a great
formal simplification with its large colour surfaces and the environment re-
stricted to grey walls and a white floor. Her facial features are erased at the
same time as the texture and appearance of the sweater are clearly delineated. |t
is a disciplined and pure, painting the pictorial surface purged of all adornment to
leave delimited colour surfaces which construct whole forms in precise internal
balance and reflect with astonishing accuracy the main outlines of the artist's
appearance and bearing.

Painting an Icelandic landscape in Manhattan may seem at first sight a rather
farfetched undertaking, but on closer examination, Louisa Matthiasdottir’s
techniques extend beyond time and space. The subject has been defined and
what remains is a crystal-clear essence or idea which the artist develops on
strictly disciplined principles of form and colour. Faithful reproduction of local
detail yields to the free recreation of the landscape on the basis of this defined
essence, in which the memory of the land of her childhood never seems far
away. Her landscapes constantly seem to reveal traces of the individual's
emotional links with her origins and the artist herself says that no landscape that
she has ever seen in later life has had the same effect on her as the landscape of
her childhood.®) The basis for the content of her landscapes apparently differs
from that of other subjects, and does not seem to be a definition of the contem-

&) Marthfas johannessen, op. cit.



porary environment as prescribed by realism, but rather an allusion to the past.

» Yellow™ (1990) is enhanced by a strong, intense palette whose rhythms
derive from the tense contrasts of warm and cold colours, while in terms of con-
struction the flat forms act in opposition to the painting’s impression of depth:
the analytical and lyrical work together. The work is synonymous with the
qualities characteristic of the cold and clear image of Icelandic nature. Its title
» Yellow" is ambiguous, referring at once to the sheep in the foreground and the
yellow triangle in the centre left. The concepts form and content are treated
equally and the ideology of abstract art is close at hand, while the intense palette
recalls at the same time much of the expressionists such as Marc and Macke, or
the French fauvists.

Inherently, the still life differs from other subjects of the conventional paint-
ing, in that the selection and arrangement of the objects which the work is to
contain is the first stage of the creative act, followed by a second stage involving
the transference of three-dimensional objects in space to the two-dimensional
surface of the painting, Still lifes are one of Louisa Matthiasdéttir's main subjects
and, like her portraits, she does not delve deep to find subjects for them, taking
instead what is closest at hand, everyday objects originating in the kitchen: wine
bottles, glasses, beautifully formed and coloured vegetables, and kitchen utensils
of various sorts, often knives and carving boards.

Her still lifes conjure up an echo of Cézanne's systematic studies of form, the
timelessness and tranquillity of Chardis and Corot, and Manet's materialism. It
has been said of Louisa Matthiasdéttir's still lifes that they , take us ro a point
where art and nature meet. They grow out of the rich soil of French painting.
What interests Matthiasdottir is how the sense of life can be transformed into
the idea that is a painting; and how the abstraction of experience that is a
painting in turn recapitulates this sense of life." ™

In her earlier still lifes, the objects often stand close together, blocking each
other, and she employs objects lacking in decisive form such as chicken or
celery, emphasizing the formal whole rather than individual forms. Those from
1970 onwards reveal a change towards selecting formally simpler objects with
bold colours, almost geometrical in shape, such as a purple egg-plant or white
plate. She constructs her paintings by spreading these objects or forms across
the canvas, making each one prominent and at the same time assigning it the role
of defining the space around it. The development of her still lifes is therefore
characterized by simplification of forms, purging of the pictorial surface and con-
tinuously more confident and bolder use of colour. A still life from 1992 shows a
squash (marrow), egg-plant, wine bottle, glass and knife on a white plate, all
arranged on an orange cloth. The edge of the knife and the green wine glass glint,
the surface of the pumpkin is rough and the soft material of the orange cloth
becomes almost tangible. Despite the calm that characterizes the work. the knife
creates unease and prompts speculation about the mutation of forms and the
transitoriness of the passing moment — vanitas. The vegetable is waiting to be

7) The Mew Criterion, June 1989,



cut, the wine will be poured into the glass and drunk. The artist captures defined
forms on the canvas at a specific moment, but there is an underlying under-
standing that everything is prone to transitoriness, time is not standing still,
change is inevitable.

v
In the course of her career Louisa Matthiasdottir has worked systematically and
emphatically on her art, her development is harmonious and logical without
major leaps or visible digressions. She builds up her paintings with colour and
light, but clear formal conception is her hallmark. In her still lifes, she succeeds in
capturing the lyrical aspect of the everyday; her portraits in very simplified terms
offer a precise definition of the personality of the model, her landscapes re-
create the crystal-clear image of the scene without dramatic flourishes. She
innovates in the spirit of the old tradition of painting and reveals a unique sensiti-
vity for her environment, creating a world in which balance and calm reign,
above all other demands.

Kristin Gudnadottir
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LOUISA MATTHIASDOTTIR

Louisa Matthiasdottir feddist arid 1917 i Reykjavik. Hin stundadi nam vid Listi8nadar-
skolann i Kaupmannahofn & drunum 1934-37 og sidan hja Marcel Gromaire i Paris
veturinn 1938-39. 1941 li leid hennar til New York par sem hin stundadi nim hji Hans
Hofmann. Hefur frd peim tima verid bisett i New York en hefur einnig vinnustofu |
Reykjavik.

Louisa Matthiasdértir was born in 1917 in Reykjavik. She studied at the Copenhagen
College of Industrial Design from 1934-37 and with Marcel Gromaire in Paris from
1938-39. In 1941 she moved to New York City to study under Hans Hofmann. She
currently divides her times between studios in New York, where she lives, and in
Reykjavilk.
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1989-91 Donald Morris Schoelkopf
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