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A Painter Finds Far-Flung Influences

Ty

X BT

“"j hw g
h\"‘

“ahdrys il

Sheila Isham, the painter. “There are mini-changes every six months in my art”

By BARBARA DELATINER

INCE 1967, when she first

stood on a friend's roof and

"looked out on the fields that

strerched as far as the eye

could see.”™ the Fast End has been a

point of departure and a place “to

come home to™ for the painter Sheila
Isham

As far back as 1950, when Mos.
Isham became the first foreigner
after World War 1l admitted to the
(West) Berlin Academy of Fine Arts,
her professional life has been shaped
by E{'r wide-ranging  personal ri’lse.
That life took her, as the wife of an
American  Foreign - Service  officer
and the mother of three children,
from Paris to West Berlin to Moscow
to Washington to [ long Kong back to
Paris, then to Haiti and I'|n:1||}- on a
pilgrimage to India.

‘%’hcsc days, the external influences
are confined to the South Fork and
Manhattan. She  divides  her  tme
amony a studio attached 1o her Saga-
ponack house, one of several studios
and two art-filled homes that will be
toured next Sunday in a benefit for
the Jlmm_\' Frost Artists Allance, a
warchouse studio in Suulh:u'npm:.,
\\’h(_'f{’ \I'Il.' li[)('\ ]‘{'r I'.lrl_"l'r CANVIses
and a Greenwich Village loft.

"Perhaps I've spent more time
working in that context with less
sweat than had 1 hung out in New
York," Mrs. Isham sard in an inter-
view in her Sagaponack studio. "Bur
we all have our own strange destinies.
And cach of us is sort (Jfkrcsmznsil)lc'
for our own path and choosing it

That path has been marked by
major exhibitions at such museums
as the Smithsonian Institution and the
Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washing-
wn and the Albright-Knox. Art Gal-
lery in Buffalo. She has also been in-

cluded in their permanent collections |

as well as those of the Firshhorn Mu-
seum, the IiiFh Museum in Atlanta
and the Philadelphia Museum of Art.

Last month, she returned to West
Berlin where, as part of its **Cultural
City of Europe' festivities, she was
honored with retrospectives at both
the Springer Galerie, the site of her
first one-person show in 1954, and
Amerika Haus.

“Things run in seven-year cycl
she said, explaining why 1988 is sig-
nificant. Along with the events in Ber-
lin, a television documentary titled
“An  Artist’s Odyssey” has been
shown on public broadcasting, and
there are a spate of forthcoming
shows on Long Island, including one
at the Benson Gallery in Bridge-
hampton starting Junc 25.

1 showed at the Albright-Knox in
1981." she said, “And there and at the
Corcoran in "74. Every seven years
there s a major transition in my
spiriual and life growth. There are
num changes every six months in my
art that I'm never quite ready for, but
mega changes in those cycles.”

The New York-born, Cedarhurst-
reared artist began as an abstract
painter, acquinng the techniques and
the tools in West Bedin in the mid-
19507, In Moscow, where, she said, *'1
was totally alone, with nobody to talk
ter,” she learned 1o be self-reliant, to
do the best you can with whatever you
have,” and soaked up the “passion
and humor” she saw around her

Next were \r\",l\lllnglun. Pans and,
in 1962, Hong Kong and a startling en-
counter. 'l was at sea, rocky for six
months,” she said. *'1 thought | had a
fairly sound intellectual base, a mar-
velous Western education, but not-
hing had prepared me for Eastern cul-
ture. Nothing made sense.”

That is, until she began studying
calligraphy and smrtt(r integrating
its “dynamism and cnergy™ and the
Fastern philosophy that “'sees man
existing, flowing with nature, instead

#

"of fighting it,”" into her work.

In Haiti, the last extended Isham
post. from 1973 through 1977, there

was the impact of “an carth culture
that threw me into animalistic sym-
bols and myth." a search, she said,
later intensified by a visit to India.

Each new experience has had im-
pact on how she paints. The abstrac-
tion so finely honed into minimalist
color-ficld paintings eventually gave
wity to a more recent figurative ap-
proach,

“For four years | had been doing
animals,”” she said, ""Then rcccntly, |
realized that it was the best painting
I'd done in those four years. It be-
came clear that | needed to pursue
collages.

“In my morning studio, here in
Sagaponack, | was doing birds in
ﬂllghr. l"“ 'h] I‘.'illl‘ II'.“.'k o ﬂtlﬁ“"ﬂl."
tion. I'm the case of an arust working
both abstracdy and figuratively and
not afraid to dance back and forth.
Modernist art can and could be and
should be in the service of saying
something spretual i age.”

‘There 15 no inconsistency n her
work, she said, but a “quict evolu-
tion.” An artist “can't work in con-
flicts,” she sad. “You have to be true
to what comes from the nner source
Is that being mysncal? Mysticism 1
a misunderstood word inoa way. Per-
haps, if 1 could really define i, |
wouldn't paint.

e mtegrated the shocks of dif-
ferent cultures 1hruugi: the process ol
Iivinl: with them, :l.wimi]a[mg them,
ang them through the work pro-
cess. A eritic recently compared my
work with the way a snahe sheds
skins, and it's an apt way of putting
it

Aong with the studios of Robert
Dash, David Porter, Bill King, Connie
Fox, Hans Kline and Priscilla Bow-
den and the “andilled home™ ol the
e Jumimy Eenst and the painter
Susan Tepper, Mrs. Isham's  studio
and home can be seen from 3 w0 7
P.M. next Sunday. Reservations may
be made by calling 324-5324.



