2
1

Jacob Kass  (1910-2000): Painted Saws   July 20, 2002 – July 6, 2003
 

 Eva and Morris Feld Gallery- American Folk Art Museum at Lincoln Square

Curatorial Statement by Lee Kogan:  Exhibition Curator 

"Jacob Kass: Painted Saws" is the first solo museum exhibition in New York to explore the artist's full range of creativity and technical virtuosity. It is also the first exhibition to present a substantial number of the artist's drawings, many of them preparatory sketches for the paintings. Sixty five paintings on various tools-mostly saws- nineteen drawings, and a few archival photographs document places where Kass lived from his early working years in East New York, Brooklyn, where he was the owner of William Kass & Sons Paint Shop, (a truck painting establishment), to his retirement in Vershire, Vermont and Largo, Florida. 

The pictures are optimistic, yet transcend superficial sentiment and reflect something of the American spirit regarding the value of work, leisure, community and the blessing of nature. The painted vignettes_ largely benign landscapes and cityscapes_ serve as poignant reminders of what appear simpler, trouble-free times. But were they really trouble free? The images,  filtered through the artist's imagination, cover the sometimes turbulent years from the early part of the twentieth century through the 1980s. Through his art, Kass_ a professional truck painter, designer, and letterer long before he started painting on saws_ reflected a certain bucolic and idealized image of twentieth century America..

Kass' portrayals  are broad and panoramic. His bird's eye scenes are reminiscent of nineteenth century landscapes and townscapes. Though some of his pictures seem more intimate, he always maintains a respectful distance between himself and his subject. And yet, the smallest details are precisely painted. His compelling tools have dignity and invite the viewer to share his respect, awe, and pleasure in the mystery of life. 

Technical strength and knowledge from years of experience as a letterer and picture maker gave Kass confidence in his handling of materials. He meticulously prepared his surfaces for paint application and understood the effects of blending of colors . He had a fine compositional sense, and was sensitive to other formal qualities, line, balance, rhythm. The pleasure he derived from the creative process and his recognition as an artist may be summed up in his words, "In my retiring years, I am fulfilling my lifelong ambition_painting what I want to paint for the pleasure of it and not because I have to."

While the exhibition will be chronologically displayed, to better understand Kass' artistic development, thematic story boards will focus on biography, context of the times personally amplified by Kass' recollections, popular sources as inspiration, artistic process, and drawings as art. Using quotations from taped conversations, some of Kass's letters and other written materials, the integrity of the artist's voice will be preserved and shared with the public.

The aesthetically pleasing painted tools and fascinating contextual references provide a solid framework for this exhibition which has broad popular appeal.

Lee Kogan, 2002

A full color 54 page catalog with an essay by the curator, a complete check list of the paintings and drawings, and concise bibliography is available from the American Folk Art Museum, NYC. 

