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W hen you Took at the
work you should be

come aware of time. I hear
remarks about my odd color.
It’s not at all. I am trying to
get a sense of things as they
are, a reality, at this time. I
would like to get to the point
that you turn around and look
at it. I don’t think you see the
same work again—you catch
something else, some other
area, or you see a part, then
the whole . . . it jumps, goes
back and forth. For me it’s a
part of my reality condensed.
There’s a sense that it could
go on or that it could have
stopped before. But it’s on
going . the fluttering of
light, the fluctuations life has.
The forms, the light, give it a
definite sense of a specific
time. When you look at the
object, it doesn’t sink, it
comes into the room, and
there’s only the space of what
the object is. It should not
suggest prairies or open win
dows. There might be vague
references to that, but that’s
not the point. Space going
back is going to relate to
some illusionistic space, even
a stage space, but if it starts
coming forward and you start
to work with a certain kind
of light in relation to the ob
ject, then you are going to
get a different sense of time.
It’s not the illusions of mem
ory. Space coming forward is
more of a confronting, more
like an experience, but an ex
perience that calls attention
to its own time. I’m not re
cording an experience that’s
already happened. I find I’m
always surprised when I get
to the end. I’m constantly
calling attention to the ob
ject’s surface to get a pres
ence, a consciousness of con
sciousness. I’m not imitating
nature, I’m trying for freedom
and understanding. I think as
hard as I can when I’m work
ing. I find that when the paint
ing starts coming back at me
I know I’m going to get to the
observer. I do want the ob
server to think a certain way,
and I do want them to ap
proach the work in relation
ship to themselves. The work
should make the observers

more aware of themselves. As
they look at the work, they
should realize their own con
sciousness of themselves. The
emotional impact is important,
but there’s always intellectual
involvement with the work
too. I want the range to be as
wide as possible, allowing for
duality and contradiction. I’m
interested in the observer
looking and being aware of
himself and the work and how
he relates to it. I’ve seen peo
ple reacting—there was a

kind of jolt that they got that
ultimately is what I’m after.

There’s a harsh fact in
the painting that time exists
and that we’re born and
we’re condemned to time;
it’s in the work ...it’s one
of my subjects. Abstraction
itself can deal with subjects
that couldn’t be dealt with
before. There’s a possibility
that the artist could create
his own time, but I’ve found
the space has to suggest a
different space from any that’s

been seen before. You could
associate it only with the
room, because it’s in the
room and coming at you, not
that much at you, but it’s in
1ie room, like the other ob
jects, although it should be do
ing something different from
the other objects because
there’s been thought and a
conscious attempt at present
ing something. What happens
as you look at them is that
since the eye cannot go wan
dering deep in them and all
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through them, it goes back to
Fhe initial visual experience it
eIf, brings it more into mind.

It’s almost like a thought, and

ihe different colors, forms,
nd lines create a combina

tion of thought and emotions.

The work suspends time, it
has a time of its own; you’re
pushed into a different world,
and what you were doing be

fore and what you were go
ng to do afterwards is one
thing and the other thing. But
with the work all of a sudden

time is suspended, something
separate from actual linear
time . . . moving along. In life
when we’re walking along we
can become aware of the vast
emptiness of space itself. The
space has been there before
we were here and the space
is going to be there after
we’re gone. It’s anonymous,
and it’s always been there, all
of time . . . something fright
ening, like you don’t know

what the future’s going to be,
and it’s of its time; you look

at the work and the work is
that time, no other time. You
don’t know what’s going to
come next; at the very mo
ment you realize it’s the pres
ent, it’s already become the
past. So especially the shape
of the new painting—the di
agonals and then the wings,
and the rectangle placed with
in the diagonals, which is real
ly flat—is another way of ap
proaching, say, the present in

the sense that as soon as you
realize it you start going into
the past. The spectator’s go
ing to see it from a different
angle, he’s going to see it in
a different way, think in a dif
ferent way. It’s still the same
painting, but he’s going to see
it from a different angle, so
there’s a pang of difference,
naturally, there is a pang. In
order to understand these
paintings, in order to get a
rich experience of them, you
have to accept the pain that’s
in them ...it’s more like a
sharp poignancy.

It’s just like a person, all of
a sudden you see another as
pect of their personality
which you’re surprised by; at
the same time the spectator
has to be open to that. I find
that what rattles people about
the work is that you can move
around and they will change.
The spectator’s going to have
to be innovative enough and
open enough within himself
to see this . . . but I think
there’s unity in what I’m do
ing. The past is lost, and yet
in an odd way it isn’t, because
something is caught. But
what is caught is not so much
the past but its proof, its actu
ality. It’s almost like time has
been objectified somehow and
I’ve made it concrete. I know
when I get to the end of the
picture ..it’s like catching
a specific time and it is also
loss. I think a tot of people
miss the fact that the paint
ings are directed at them at
that point of themselves in
time. I mean they can’t get
away with leaving themselves
at the door. I don’t believe in
work that one projects onto.
I don’t like that. You can’t
project onto this, you have to
confront it. But it’s not a harsh
time; I’m not cruel. I want the
spectator to have a sense of
commiseration, compassion. I

seek unity because the more
unity, the more freedom
several different thoughts and
experiences become one. The
core of my work is contem
plative. The object becomes a
meditation on time, space,

and light. These and their

translation into emotions may

be the only reality we have.

STATEMENT AND CRITIQUE

Ralph Humphrey describes, in a personal statement, a

“sharp poignancy” and rich complexity in his recent

$ainting; Priscilla Colt finds a transformation in

Humphrey’s work realized in deeper color, three

dimensionality, and profound weightiness.

Ralph Humphrey, Sinclair, 1965. Acrylic on canvas, 70 x 70”. Courtesy Bykert Gallery.

Note: The preceding was taken from a conversation taped on December 14, 1974.


