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	 James Howell has been working on his Series 

Ten paintings since 1996.  It is an ongoing project and at 

the time of this writing, consists of 428 works of varying 

dimensions but always square in format, always grey 

in color. Within the series, the works are organized in 

groups numbered according to the percentage of white 

pigment in the mix.  Howell uses only three colors:   

titanium white, ivory black and raw umber, the latter 

to prevent the white and black from bluing.  His format 

consists of narrow bands of the same width within each 

work arranged in graduated order, the number of bands 

determined by how he wants the gradation’s mass to 

be perceived.  Each work is documented by number, 

date and measurements. Series 10 is an investigation 

of the physical properties of one grey with its infinite 

range of color and light.  His tonal scale is mapped as a 

parabolic curve determined by three points, the points 

a record of the percentages of white, black and raw 

umber in each band.  To further explicate his thinking, 

Howell cites scientific observations by Neils Bohr who 

said, referring to the phenomenon of mass, that reality 

was ultimately not an edge but a range or this quote 

from Pierre-Louis Moreau de Maupertuis that is one 

of Howell’s mantras:  “If there occurs some change in  

nature, the amount of action necessary for this change 

must be as small as possible.”  

	 Metaphysical, metaphoric reverberations 

are also present, but Howell refers to them obliquely, 

guardedly, in dictums that he is fond of and stirs 

into the discussion like small, measured packets of  

seasoning. One such is Louis Kahn’s recommendation 

to his students:  “I would say that you present your 

aspiration, something in which you believe.”   Another 

is this excerpt from a poem by Rainer Maria Rilke:  “the 

landscape like a line in a psalm book, is seriousness and 

weight and eternity.” Howell is not averse to meaning, 

the poetic, intimations of belief, equivalence.

 

	 Then, without missing a beat, he reverts to the 

pragmatic.  “I want to show these darker grey paintings 

in a 33 per cent to 57 per cent range.  I want to raise the 

black up and let it get dark faster but still maintain the 

right tonalities, to keep the surface modulated.” As he 

explains, he smiles, slightly, and says, “it’s just a form of 

insanity.”

	 Howell is not necessarily a monochromatic 

artist, a materialist, a process painter or a theorist 

although he is a little of all of those.  He is also an 

empiricist, who, however, when turned inside out, is a 

displaced romantic still enthralled, it would seem, by 

the residuum of a manifest destiny that landed him first 
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at one edge of America and then on another; vested 

in the experiential, in the factual, in the legacy of  

modernism and modernism’s exemplary expression, the  

monochrome painting.  He is stubbornly  independent, 

in possession of a directness that might be considered 

an uncompromised form of elegance well-suited to the 

rich spareness of this kind of painting, whether it be 

called minimal, reductivist, radical, monochrome or 

concrete. His finely calibrated works, with their almost 

subliminal differences, depend upon the viewers’  

perceptual sensitivities and acuities and what they 

think of color, tone, light and movement.  After the 

bands emerge from the surface, as they do upon  

careful looking, they relinquish their discreteness,  

reclaimed once more by the field, a repetitive cycle of 

whole to constituent parts to whole.  The movement 

simulates light, a glow that vertically traverses the  

surfaces of his paintings in tiny increments. 

	 Howell’s paintings are challenging, resisting 

the quick take, resisting the instantaneity we have  

become so  accustomed to. Vehicles for the transient 

and the  formless, for matter and myth, they  

require time and concentration.  The attentive viewer, 

however, is rewarded for his efforts and sees, as if for  

the first time, what constitutes a painting.   

Lilly Wei is a New York-based independent curator, essayist and critic 

who writes for Art in America and is a contributing editor at ARTnews 

and Art Asia Pacific.



49.16 - 67.46	 14 JUN 06
ACRYLIC ON CANVAS
EACH 25 x 25 in    63.5 x 63.5 cm



49.16-67.46
AND AREASNUMBERS



49.16

49162033 32837742 18000225
48452640 33488913 18058447
47740474 34146229 18113297
47025536 34809690 18164775
46307823 35479299 18212878
45587335 36155058 18257608
44864071 36836968 18298961
44138031 37525032 18336938
43409213 38219250 18371537
42677618 38919626 18402757
41943243 39626160 18430598
41206088 40338855 18455058
40466153 41057712 18476136
39723437 41782733 18493831
38977938 42513921 18508143
38229656 43251276 18519069
37478590 43994801 18526610
36724740 44744497 18530764
35968104 45500367 18531530
35208682 46262412 18528907
34446472 47030635 18522895
33681475 47805035 18513491
32913689 48585617 18500695
32143114 49372381 18484507
31369748 50165330 18464924
30593591 50964464 18441947
29814642 51769787 18415573
29032900 52581299 18385803



53.05

53048658 29335469 17615872
52340402 29965270 17694327
51628316 30602310 17769373
50912387 31246615 17840997
50192602 31898214 17909183
49468951 32557133 17973915
48741420 33223400 18035179
48009998 33897042 18092959
47274672 34578087 18147240
46535430 35266561 18198008
45792260 35962494 18245245
45045150 36665911 18288938
44294087 37376841 18329071
43539059 38095311 18365629
42780055 38821349 18398596
42017061 39554982 18427956
41250065 40296239 18453695
40479055 41045147 18475797
39704018 41801734 18494247
38924943 42566027 18509029
38141817 43338055 18520127
37354627 44117846 18527527
36563361 44905427 18531212
35768006 45700827 18531167
34968550 46504073 18527376
34164981 47315194 18519824
33357286 48134218 18508496
32545453 48961172 18493375



56.82

56821872 26046206 17131922
56115626 26653233 17231142
55404396 27268617 17326987
54688158 27892416 17419426
53966885 28524689 17508426
53240552 29165491 17593956
52509134 29814883 17675983
51772603 30472921 17754476
51030935 31139663 17829401
50284104 31815169 17900727
49532083 32499497 17968420
48774846 33192705 18032448
48012368 33894853 18092779
47244621 34606000 18149379
46471580 35326204 18202216
45693218 36055526 18251256
44909509 36794024 18296467
44120426 37541759 18337815
43325942 38298791 18375267
42526031 39065179 18408790
41720666 39840984 18438350
40909820 40626267 18463913
40093467 41421087 18485446
39271579 42225506 18502916
38444128 43039584 18516287
37611089 43863384 18525527
36772434 44696965 18530602
35928135 45540389 18531476



60.48

60481676 22967116 16551208
59777923 23550346 16671731
59067957 24143056 16788987
58351737 24745337 16902926
57629221 25357284 17013495
56900369 25978988 17120643
56165139 26610544 17224317
55423489 27252045 17324467
54675377 27903585 17421038
53920760 28565261 17513979
53159598 29237166 17603236
52391846 29919396 17688757
51617463 30612048 17770488
50836406 31315218 17848375
50048631 32029003 17922365
49254096 32753500 17992404
48452756 33488807 18058437
47644568 34235022 18120410
46829489 34992243 18178268
46007475 35760570 18231956
45178481 36540101 18281419
44342463 37330937 18326601
43499376 38133178 18367447
42649176 38946924 18403901
41791818 39772276 18435907
40927257 40609336 18463408
40055447 41458206 18486348
39176344 42318987 18504670



64.03

64028068 20095134 15876798
63326269 20654393 16019339
62617001 21224217 16158782
61900207 21804737 16295056
61175829 22396084 16428087
60443807 22998390 16557803
59704082 23611790 16684128
58956596 24236416 16806988
58201287 24872403 16926310
57438096 25519888 17042016
56666963 26179005 17154033
55887825 26849892 17262282
55100623 27532688 17366689
54305294 28227530 17467176
53501777 28934558 17563665
52690009 29653913 17656079
51869927 30385735 17744338
51041469 31130166 17828365
50204570 31887349 17908081
49359168 32657428 17983404
48505199 33440546 18054256
47642597 34236848 18120555
46771298 35046481 18182221
45891236 35869591 18239173
45002347 36706325 18291328
44104565 37556832 18338603
43197823 38421260 18380917
42282054 39299760 18418186



67.46

67461049 17426937 15112014
66760057 17962449 15277494
66050346 18509557 15440097
65331839 19068433 15599728
64604459 19639251 15756290
63868130 20222184 15909686
63122772 20817409 16059819
62368307 21425103 16206589
61604655 22045445 16349899
60831737 22678614 16489648
60049472 23324791 16625735
59257780 23984160 16758059
58456577 24656904 16886518
57645783 25343207 17011009
56825314 26043257 17131428
55995087 26757241 17247671
55155017 27485348 17359634
54305021 28227769 17467209
53445012 28984695 17570292
52574906 29756319 17668774
51694616 30542836 17762547
50804055 31344441 17851504
49903135 32161331 17935534
48991768 32993705 18014527
48069866 33841761 18088373
47137339 34705702 18156959
46194098 35585728 18220174
45240052 36482044 18277905



49.16 - 67.46	 14 JUN 06
ACRYLIC ON CANVAS
EACH 15 1/2 x 15 1/2 in    39.4 x 39.4 cm



49.16-67.46
PAINTINGSSIX



67.46	 14 JUN 06
ACRYLIC ON CANVAS
15 1/2 x 15 1/2 in    39.4 x 39.4 cm



64.03	 13 MAY 06
ACRYLIC ON CANVAS
15 1/2 x 15 1/2 in    39.4 x 39.4 cm



60.48	 22 APR 06
ACRYLIC ON CANVAS
15 1/2 x 15 1/2 in    39.4 x 39.4 cm



56.82	 14 MAR 06
ACRYLIC ON CANVAS
15 1/2 x 15 1/2 in    39.4 x 39.4 cm



53.05	 20 FEB 06
ACRYLIC ON CANVAS
15 1/2 x 15 1/2 in    39.4 x 39.4 cm



49.16	 20 DEC 05
ACRYLIC ON CANVAS
15 1/2 x 15 1/2 in    39.4 x 39.4 cm



LILLY WEI

In a conversation between James Howell (JH) & Niklas 

von Bartha (NvB) in New York on March 30, 2008 at the  

artist’s loft in Greenwich Village, they discussed his 

paintings with Lilly Wei, who edited the exchange.  

JH:  	 I’m not in the club of monochrome painters. 

I use chiaroscuro, gradations; my work is not 

flat.  In fact, my work verges on figuration.   

However, because I’m in the [Natalie and Irving]  

Formans’ collection, I’ve been given a pass.  Others in 

the club are also not pure monochrome painters.  Joseph  

Marioni, for instance, uses modulations and gradations 

in his work. 

NvB:	 Phil Sims is also becoming a figurative 

painter.  He’s been looking at seascapes recently. 

Abstraction has been subject to a very long inquiry 

and to be successful now, an abstract artist must 

push hard against its edges, he must work at its  

extreme edge, as Jim does, otherwise it would  

be banal.   It’s easy to get an effect, hard to get at  

something authentic.

JH: 	 What interests me is light.  The premise of 

light includes movement, a little movement, change, a 

subtle change. I like movement; I like change.  In Portrait 

of an Artist as a Young Man, James Joyce talks about 

rhythm and movement within the work—part to part 

and to the whole.

NvB: 	 I’m often asked how far this kind of painting 

can be taken. Can one work encapsulate all the work?  

It’s a thought that arises when viewers see Jim’s  

paintings.  But to regard them as simply a modulation, 

a gradation misses the point.  They are also a logical, 

even an inevitable evolution in the history of art and 

can only occur and be understood within the given 

framework of abstraction.  Actually, so many people 

don’t see the gradations.  They see the work but not the 

divisions. It is work, however, that invites you to make 

associations. It always goes back to the natural world 

even as it makes connections to the mathematical with 

its charts, graphs, percentages and calculations. 

JH: 	 There is also the romantic notion of time, 

weathering, falling apart. I think my paintings depict 

light falling at twilight in a cave.  It is the light that you 

see as you enter the cave, sometime around 7:15 or so 

on a day that didn’t have much blue sky.  It might also 

be a light that never happened.   I think my work is like a 

Hiroshi Sugimoto without a horizon line on a cloudy day.  
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NvB: 	 Sugimoto is sometimes too soft; Jim isn’t.

JH:  	 If you make a large body of work using a 

simple idea, the differences in the paintings have to be 

charted so the work is specific within the infinity of a 

series. I like scientists—they can change reality.  They 

can look at infinity in the palm of their hand — and 

it’s not metaphoric, it’s specific. I don’t want to mystify 

anyone.

NvB:  	 Why do you use a square?

JH:  	 Because my work is not about form.  It’s 

about mass and gradation. There is change in that so it 

doesn’t need change in construction and composition.  

A viewer told me that she didn’t see the movement in 

the dark paintings as much as in the light paintings 

so now I’m working on the dark paintings.  A lot of  

viewers prefer seeing the lines. 

NvB: 	 I can corroborate that. But unlike other  

abstractionists, for Jim, the composition is not  

important.

JH:  	 I started focusing on mass rather than line in 

my work in 1975.  I had been working on San Juan 

Island, in my house there, my hermitage, and I had 

decided that I didn’t want to deal with shape  

anymore.  I had been working with points and fields 

- Einstein said there were only points and fields - and 

then, I dropped the points and kept only the fields.  

That’s when I started working solely with gradations 

of the field.  I sold my house on San Juan Island (1992) 

and if you do that, if you leave paradise, you have no 

choice but to come to New York.  Before that, I was  

spending some time here, some time in LA but after  

that, I relocated completely and came to the East 

Coast.   

NvB:  	 It’s important to understand that Jim is a New 

York artist, surrounded by other New York artists and 

part of what is designated as a 90s monochromatic art 

movement. 

JH:  	 Monochrome is a movement that never 

leaves. It keeps reappearing.  It’s one of the longest art  

movements in recent history.

NvB:  	 Yes, it’s all happening again. Young artists in  

Europe are looking at the 1920s and 1930s but it’s only 

a question of time until they revisit the 60s and 70s and 

monochrome paintings. 

JH: 	 On and off, they say that it’s all dead, the 

novel, painting - but how can they be dead if the 

forms they assume are infinite?  Basically, I’m not  

concerned with what the subject really is or whether it 

is successful or not.  What keeps me going is the work 

itself. 



JAMES HOWELL 

Born 1935 in Kansas City, MO

Lives and works in New York City, NY

For further information please visit

www.barthacontemporary.com/jhowell/
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