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ABSTRACT 

 
 Supervising Professor: Charissa Terranova 
 
 
 

 Grace Hartigan, who is sometimes viewed as the “mother” of pop art, nonetheless rejected the 

“deadpan” irony of that artistic movement. Yet in her mid-century masterpiece, Grand Street 

Brides (1954), she expresses the ludicrousness she saw in the male-dominated society custom of 

the wedding, which she perceived as “an empty ritual.” This thesis seeks to articulate the 

particular species of irony expressed in Grace Hartigan’s Grand Street Brides (1954). The thesis 

considers three contexts in this interpretation: First, Hartigan’s own words; secondly, 

biographical information, including moments from Hartigan’s background, the occasion and 

provenance of the painting, and artistic influences on Hartigan; and, finally, the author’s own 

face-to-face encounter with the painting at an off-site museum storage site. For the first context, 

the thesis relies on Hartigan’s diary entries, from The Journals of Grace Hartigan, 1951–1955, 

published shortly after her death, and from interviews, including those conducted later in her life. 

Here we learn of the express intent of Hartigan’s purpose in Grand Street Brides, from her 

admission that she was imitating the court scenes of the famous Spanish ironists Goya and 
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Velazquez to clues about her mood at the time of painting. Elements of Hartigan’s own life, 

including her fascination with masks, her personal relationships and marriages, and her study of 

the masters provide important background information for understanding her purpose in Grand 

Street Brides. In particular, the occasion and provenance of the painting, including specific 

details about her fascination with masks and with bridal shops on the Lower East Side. Lastly, a 

face-to-face encounter with the life-size Brides reveals previously unnoted details, such as the 

similarity of the hands of the brides to Matisse’s Mademoiselle Yvonne Landsberg (1914), the 

freedom of the brushstrokes, and the ambiguity of the expressions on the faces of the Brides. In 

the end, the thesis concludes that Hartigan’s particular species of ironic expression is layered and 

nuanced, lying beneath the surface and between the extremes of the iconic bride and its 

opposites: between beautiful and grotesque, white and black, happy and depressed. Hartigan’s 

Brides sit and stand in complex, silent protest against the “empty ritual” imposed upon women in 

the male dominated society of mid-century America. 
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1 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

          “Irony was really alien to her,” Cathy Curtis alleges in her examination of Grace 

Hartigan’s life.1 What did Curtis, author of several books about women Abstract Expressionists, 

mean by this? There are certainly purposeful contradictions in particular paintings by Hartigan, 

especially in, as we will examine, Grand Street Brides, 1954. Curtis, however, refers to a period 

approximately a decade after Grand Street Brides (Fig. 1), when Hartigan had incorporated 

elements of pop art into her works, when she grew, as Curtis notes, “[i]increasingly concerned to 

avoid the slightest trace of sentimentality or even lyricism in her paintings. . . .”2  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                        
                       

Figure 1. Grace Hartigan, Grand Street Brides. 1954, oil on 
canvas, 4 ft x 6 ft. (Photograph taken by author, July 2, 2019, at 
Whitney Museum off-site storage, with permission.)                                  

 

 
1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FeXrYf4gmmU (accessed January 20, 2019). 
2 Cathy Curtis, Restless Ambition: Grace Hartigan Painter (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 108. 



 

 2 
 

Hartigan at that time did not embrace the irony specific to pop art, a movement motivated 

by sardonic urges. Hartigan was not concerned, for example, with the satirization of 

consumerism apparent in Andy Warhol’s Campbell’s Soup Cans, 1962 (the appendix, Fig.  40), 

and the media burlesque his Marilyn Diptych of the same year (Fig. 2).3  In contrast to Warhol’s 

“deadpan”4 depiction, Hartigan believed her painting of the actress Marilyn (1967) to be a more 

profound, emotionally invested representation (Fig. 3).5  

        Hartigan may have had little interest in the irony of pop art,6 but in the mid-1950s, when she 

painted Grand Street Brides, Hartigan cultivated another strain of irony: irony as a silent protest 

against the patriarchy and conventions of male dominance within society. The silent brides,7 

 
3 Hartigan made no pretense about her ambitions. She recognized her place in art history as the matriarch of a major 
movement. “Larry Rivers and I were the mother and father of pop art,” she acknowledged. “But Larry was more Pop 
than I, because he’s more deadpan. I always have had more of an emotional investment.”  “She felt uncomfortable 
as an abstract expressionist working in the shadow of Jackson Pollock . . . “ https://www.the 
guardian.com/artanddesign/2008/nov/24/1. Speaking of her relationship to pop art and abstract expressionism, 
Hartigan once remarked, "I'd much rather be a pioneer of a movement that I hate,” she once ambitiously remarked, 
“than the second generation of a movement that I love." Quoted in Vicki Goldberg, "Grace Hartigan Still Hates 
Pop," New York Times 15 Aug. 1993. https://www.nytimes.com/1993/08/15/arts/art-grace-hartigan-still-hates-
pop.html(Hartigan’s attitude toward rising pop art was shared by the contemporaries she hung out with “it wasn’t 
the male-dominated art community they were all resisting; it was the spectacular rise of Pop Art,” 
http://www.buffalospree.com/Buffalo-Spree/June-2013/The-gendering-of-expression-A-subtle-misunderstanding/ 
Ironically, in 1993 the Whitney Museum of American Art placed two of Hartigan’s figurative paintings in the 
exhibition Hand-Painted Pop: American Art in Transition. 1955-62. 
4 Hartigan’s own words, from an interview, “Grace Hartigan, Interview conducted on the occasion of the 
exhibition,” Grace Hartigan: Painting From Popular Culture, Three Decades, curated by Jonathan VanDyke for the 
Susquehanna Art Museum, Harrisburg, PA, Spring 2000), 1, 
http://jonathanvandyke.com/beta//files/hartiganvandykeinterview.pdf:  
5 “I have painted Marilyn Monroe at different times,” Hartigan says, explaining her “emotional investment” in the 
objects of her painting, “and I show an emotional element with her, not just a deadpan repetition, like in Andy 
Warhol’s work, which showed a big facade. My work gets into the woman herself” (Grace Hartigan, VanDyke 
Interview, 1). 
6 Hartigan herself is sometimes credited with being one of the pioneers of pop art—an irony in itself.  
https://www.nytimes.com/1993/08/15/arts/art-grace-hartigan-still-hates-pop.html (accessed October 1, 2019). 
7 This paper will use the term “brides,” uncapitalized to refer to the objects of Grand Street Brides, as opposed to 

Brides, italicized and capitalized, which refers to the painting itself, an abbreviation. 
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their faces grim, their lips unparted, their gaze indifferent8 speak louder, however, than if they 

were screaming.  

 

 
 
Figure 2. Andy Warhol, Marilyn. 1967, 36 in. x 36 in., MoMA website, 
Andy Warhol, Untitled from Marilyn Monroe, 1967 2019, 
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/61239 [accessed March 8, 2019]. 

 
 

 

 
8 “The figures in my paintings ask, 'What are we doing? What do we mean to each other?' The figures never look at 

each other, but have some personal meaning,” Hartigan once commented, to Harold Rosenberg (Mar. 25, 1954, 
Hartigan Papers; also cited in Mattison, Hartigan, 34).  
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Figure 3. Grace Hartigan, Marilyn. 1967, oil on canvas, 70 in. x 50 in. 
Jessica Bryce Young, “Mennello Museum’s Grace Hartigan exhibition is 
another pocket Venus of a show: Vulgar and Vital,” Orlando Weekly. 
https://www.orlandoweekly.com/orlando/mennello-museums-grace- 
hartigan-exhibition-is-another-pocket-venus-of-a-
show/Content?oid=10262664 [accessed March 8,2019]. 
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IRONY 

          To be specific, this thesis argues that the masks of Hartigan’s Brides are ironic 

expressions, so many silent and passive protests against the “ludicrous”9 requirements of women 

in the mid-twentieth-century world as dictated by men. Hartigan found the social convention of 

the wedding to be particularly ridiculous (Fig. 4). 

 

 
 
Figure 4. An assemblage of bridal scenes by the author from 1950s America, the era of 
Grace Hartigan’s fascination with the ritual of weddings. Vintage Dancer | 1950s 
Fashion | 1950s Vintage Wedding Dresses & Shoes History, 
https://vintagedancer.com/1950s/1950s-vintage-wedding-dresses-history/ [accessed 
February 5, 2019]. 
 

 
9 Curtis, Restless Ambition, 51. 
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             The masks in Grand Street Brides show ugliness, grotesqueness, androgyny, forlornness, 

and loneliness (Fig. 5). These are all ironic qualities, for a bride is supposed to be beautiful, 

decidedly feminine, happy—and the passive other in a heterosexual relationship. Therein lies the 

irony: in the difference between expectations of brides and how the artist depicts them. As 

Hartigan once said that Brides expresses “a strange rivalry of ugliness and hope.”10  

 

 
 

Figure 5. Close up images from Grand Street Brides at Whitney Museum off-site storage. 
(Photograph taken by author, July 2, 2019, with permission.) 

 
10 Obituary, “Grace Hartigan,” The Telegraph [UK], November 18, 2008, as reported in Curtis, Restless Ambition, 

126 n24. 



 

 7 
 

    Irony Defined 

Simply put, irony involves contradiction. The Oxford English Dictionary defines irony as 

“a figure of speech in which the intended meaning is the opposite of that expressed by the words 

used; usually taking the form of sarcasm or ridicule in which laudatory expressions are used to 

imply condemnation or contempt.”11 It is the “intended meaning” of Hartigan’s painting that this 

thesis lays bare, a meaning hidden beneath layers of paint and, in a manner of speaking, laminae 

of irony. 

Irony is as old as literary theory. The greatest rhetorical theorist of ancient Rome, 

Quintilian, wrote about irony in his massive Institutio oratoria (1st Century C.E.). “Irony,” wrote 

Quintilian, must be distinguished according to “certain kinds.” One kind “involve[s] a departure 

from the simple and straightforward method of expression,”12 where "the stated meaning is the 

opposite of the implied meaning."13 Quintilian further distinguishes the definition, differentiating 

between irony as a “trope” and irony as a “figure of speech.” “[A] careful consideration of the 

species of irony will soon reveal the fact that they differ,” the great theoretician maintains. “In 

the first place, the trope . . . implies something other than it says, makes no pretense about it.”14 

“But in the figurative form of irony,” Quintilian discerns, “the speaker disguises his entire 

 
11 Oxford English Dictionary, ed. James Murray (United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 1884) (accessed 

August 4, 2019). 
12 Quintilian, Inst., 9.1.3 
13 Quintilian, Inst., 9.3.44. Sigal Barkai gives this example: "‘What a wonderful day!’ when said on a day of storms 

and floods” (Visual Arts and Communication: An International Journal Vol 3, (2016) on-line ISSN 2393– 1221). 
14 Quintilian, Inst., 9.3.45. 



 

 8 
 

meaning.”15 The distinction the theorist seems to be making here is between degrees of 

obviousness. In discerning irony in Hartigan’s Brides, this distinction is of utmost importance.  

This thesis relies on an understanding of irony in which the artist’s motives are 

intentionally obvious once her tactics of disguise are properly understood. That understanding 

begins with the biography of the artist. A “man's whole life may be colored with irony, as was 

the case with Socrates,” Quintilian writes. Hartigan’s life, as she herself describes it, was not 

without its own ironic features. Hartigan was fiercely independent and autonomous while also 

approachable and friendly. She was a single woman painting works of figural abstraction in 

Greenwich Village, while most women in the 1950s dreamed of married life in the suburbs. 

The basic function of irony is also worth noting. The father of Greek rhetoric, Aristotle 

stated very simply and directly the purpose of this literary device: “Irony shows contempt.”16 Yet 

contempt is perhaps not too strong a word for the emotion that underlies Grand Street Brides. 

“Irony can be seen as a particular technique that reflects on our conditions of making 

meaning of the world,” cultural theorist Claire Colebrook observes. “Because we cannot step 

outside our language games, Colebrook further states, “we can only play ironically within those 

games. Irony takes those terms that seem to be foundational and opens them up for question.”17 

Indeed, Hartigan profoundly questioned a fundamental social premise of her era: women must be 

invisible in the public sphere and passive agents in private family life.  

 
15 Quintilian, Inst., 9.3.46. 
16 Aristotle, Rhet., 2.2.25 (Freese, LCL).  
17 Claire Colebrook, Irony in the Work of Philosophy (Lincoln: Univ of Nebraska Press, 2007), 2, 3. 
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In “On the Pretense Theory of Irony,” Herbert H. Clark and Richard J. Gerrig focus on a 

strain of irony from early modernity, Swift’s “A Modest Proposal” of 1729. Clark and Gerrige 

explain, “[S]urely Swift’s irony works just because the idea is so absurd that no one could ever 

have entertained it seriously.”18 The irony of Hartigan’s brides is nearly Swiftian in at least one 

sense, in that Hartigan intends a protest against a social injustice, as we will see. To borrow the 

modern dictionary definition of irony, Hartigan’s intended meaning in Brides is clearly the 

opposite of that expressed by her painting. The grotesque is beautiful; the surface is deep; and 

the mask does not hide but reveals. A bride who is ugly is a contradiction, because by all 

conventions a bride is supposed to be beautiful. But Hartigan deliberately depicts her brides in an 

opposite fashion. They are grotesque, deformed, melancholic, and bear hints of androgyny as 

well.19  

               Indeed, irony at its root is the psychological turning on contrasts and inversions. In 

Hartigan’s Brides, this rhetorical device must thus be distinguished from satire and from the 

deceptively superficial irony of pop art. Hartigan is neither making fun of brides, nor capitulating 

to societally imposed conventions. Hartigan’s brides are outfitted in traditional wedding gowns, 

but not traditionally represented. Some of the brides even seem to pretend that they are happy, 

when they are not. Are they angry? Are they bored? There is a complexity of irony at work here 

necessitating deeper probing of their expressions, gowns, and postures. Thus, this thesis defines 

 
18 Herbert H. Clark and Richard J. Gerrig, “On the Pretense Theory of Irony,” Journal of Experimental Psychology 

113 (1984): 123. With tongue well in cheek, Swift advises poor Irish families to sell their children for food. 
19 For a specific meaning of irony in art, see Michell Foucault, The Order of Things: “I contend that Foucault’s 

understanding of painting oriented him and his readers to what might be now called an alternative history of art, 
through a means or an approach well known to philosophers and literary critics, that of irony.” See Catherine M. 
Soussloff’s review of “The Order of Things, Foucault on Painting,” HHS (University of British Columbia): 117. 
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irony as the representation of one expression with the intent to “say” the opposite. But in the end, 

irony in this thesis will employ the concept defined by Hartigan herself, by her own words from 

her own life applied to her own work. Nonetheless the following is evident: Several of 

Hartigan’s works are fecund with irony. What lies behind the obviously ironic masks? A protest. 

Thus, there is a caveat in the interpreter’s encounter with the painting, a distinction to be 

made. David S. Kaufer has investigated the “essential properties of irony as an interpretive 

form,”20 distinguishing between the “ironist” and the observer of the irony. The latter “do not 

create ironies … but may appreciate them no less,”21 he writes. Linda Hutcheon assures us, “No 

theorist of irony would dispute the existence of a special relationship in ironic discourse between 

the ironist and the interpreter.”22 But not every art critic has observed the irony in Hartigan’s 

Brides. Robert Mattison,23 for instance, has been criticized for making a superficial analysis of 

Hartigan’s work, for missing the depths of meaning to be explored in Hartigan’s strata of irony. 

For example, Robert Hobbs writes, “The inability to come to terms with Hartigan's transitional 

status unfortunately causes Mattison to consider her Grand Street Brides (1954) and Masquerade 

 
20 David S. Kaufer, “Irony, Interpretive Form, and the Theory of Meaning,” Poetics Today 4 (1983): 451. 
21 Kaufer, “Irony,” 452. 
22 Linda Hutcheon, Irony’s Edge: The Theory and Politics of Irony (New York: Routledge Press, 1994), 89.  The full 

quote is instructive, speaking to the kinetic relationship between the irony of the painting (in this case) and the 
interpreter/interpretation: “Irony rarely involves as simple decoding of a single inverted message, as the last 
chapter argued, it is more often a semantically complex process of relating, differentiating, and combining said 
and unsaid meanings – and doing so with some evaluative edge. It is also, however, a culturally shaped process. 
No theories of irony would dispute the existence of a special relationship in ironic discourse between the ironies 
and the into Peter, but for most, it is irony it’s self that is sad to create that relationship. I want to turn that around 
here and argue instead that it is the community that comes first and that, in fact, enables the irony to happen.” 

23 Robert Saltonstall Mattison, Grace Hartigan: A Painter's World (New York:  Hudson Hills Press, 1990). 
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(1954) (Fig. 6) as images dealing with aloneness and melancholy rather than as paintings 

satirizing the prosperity of the consumer-oriented society that the United States had become.”24  

 

 
 
Figure 6. Grace Hartigan, Masquerade.1954, oil on canvas, 81.7 in. x 86.3 
in. (Grace Hartigan, The Journals of Grace Hartigan, 1951–1955, edited 
by William T. La Moy and Joseph P. McCaffrey (Syracuse: Syracuse 
University Press, 2009), Plate 7. 

 

 
24 Robert Hobbs, “Grace Hartigan: A Painter's World by Robert Saltonstall Mattison” in Woman's Art Journal,” Vol. 

16 (Autumn, 1995–Winter, 1996), 42–44. 
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Yet there is a more precise object of protest in Hartigan’s Brides, which emerges from 

her feminist attitude toward marriage. Rather than "digging down to the essence of personality 

beneath the elaborate costume," Hobbs writes, “Hartigan appears to be making a social comment 

about the mass-marketing of marriage in the post-war era, as well as critiquing the doll-like 

expressions of some late-Matisse drawings and paintings such as Woman With Veil (Fig. 7) by 

equating their facial types with the vacuous expressions on store mannequins.”25 

 

     
 
  Figure 7.  Henri Matisse, Woman With a Veil. 1942.   
  ArtsViewer.com. Modern and Classical Art. “Henry Matisse— 
  Woman with a Veil, 1942.” http://artsviewer.com/matisse- 
  503.html [accessed August 20, 2019]. 

 
25 Hobbs, “Grace Hartigan,” 34. 
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But these interpretations often fail to comprehend the meaning that Hartigan’s own 

interpretation and insight offer. “Some of my subjects are loneliness, alienation and anxiety,” she 

wrote to Harold Rosenberg in the spring of 1954. “The figures in my paintings ask, ‘What are we 

doing? What do we mean to each other?”26 These, Hartigan’s own words, serve as invisible 

captions to the paintings, and they reflect the artist’s own inner life. As Cathy Curtis explains, 

“[T]hese were questions Grace was asking herself all the time.”27 

Surely the odd expression of the brides has evoked ambivalent interpretations. In 1961, 

John I. H. Baur, now associate director of the Whitney, in an essay for the exhibition “American 

Art of Our Century” describes the expressions of the brides as “not so anguished.” Baur wrote 

that Hartigan painted “blank faces and elegant attitudes in a way that preserves the absurdity yet 

creates its own beauty of slow and ample rhythms.”28 A Los Angeles Times art critic humorously 

wrote that the painting “looks like Gone With the Wind rewritten by Samuel Beckett.”29 As 

Cathy Curtis suggests, “Both men somehow missed the emotion that underlies Grace’s restrained 

technique.”30 

         If the irony of pop art lies on the surface, then the irony of Hartigan’s Brides lies beneath it, 

below the masks. Curtis describes Hartigan’s unmasking of tradition as a key motif executed in 

Brides: “Grace stripped the mask off the popular image of a wedding as a woman’s ‘most 

 
26 Hartigan letter to Harold Rosenberg, March 24, 1954. Hartigan Papers. 
27 Curtis, Restless Ambition,126. 
28 Lloyd Goodrich and John I. H. Baur, American Art of Our Century (New York: Whitney Museum of American 

Art, 1961), 177. 
29 William Wilson, “The Figurative ’50s—for Sentimental Reasons,” Los Angeles Times, July 24, 1988. 
30 Curtis, Restless Ambition, 126. 
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important day’—an elaborate fantasy remote from that realities of marriage. In later years, 

Hartigan summed up the painting’s theme with a modestly facile explanation: it was about 

weddings as an “empty ritual.”31 But in stripping the mask off the bridal ritual, as Curtis 

suggests, Hartigan has done so ironically: she has painted thick masks of absurd and deceptive 

makeup on her brides.  

        If we focus on the expressions of the brides and read their faces as Mattison did, we do 

indeed see sadness. The bride's faces are as empty as the ritual they are caught up in. But we, the 

interpreters, must peel back another layer of irony. The masks are coverings: veils that 

superficially bespeak a compliance with social customs. Yet, all the while, Hartigan’s brides do 

not half-heartedly give over to this convention, insomuch as Hartigan’s masks are oppositions to 

male-enforced codes of society, weddings the ultimate example of such a convention. Beneath 

the bridal makeup, underneath the opaque and lifeless veils and bridal encasements, buds the 

feminism of mid-century America. While Hartigan did not call herself or her work “feminist,” 

she most certainly helped pave the way for the feminist artists of the following generations. Seen 

through the lens of irony, her masks hide as much as they represent the burden of being a woman 

in the middle of the twentieth century. Thus, my thesis is a psychological and sociological 

interpretation of Hartigan’s Brides, my own attempt to see beyond the masks. 

In this thesis, I support my argument through three main contexts: quotations from 

Hartigan herself, which understood in their proper historical context reveal the artist’s true 

intentions; biographical information about Hartigan that touches upon her creation of Grand 

 
31 Curtis, Restless Ambition, 126. 
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Street Brides, especially her lifelong fascination with masks, her adult fascination with brides,32 

her marriages, and her engagement with Abstract Expressionism, poets of the era, burgeoning 

feminism, and, of course, the artists who influenced her, from Goya to de Kooning; and, finally, 

my own interpretation of the purpose of Grand Street Brides based on my research and personal 

face-to-face confrontation with the painting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
32 “Grace was so wrapped up in her bridal theme that Larry Rivers, anticipating her upcoming visit to his Long 

Island home, teased her in a letter: “It is said she will arrive in a bridal gown” (quoted in Curtis, Restless 
Ambition, 125).  
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CONTEXT I 

HARTIGAN’S OWN LIFE AND WORDS 

One invaluable source of insight into the intentions of the artist are her own words. The Journals 

of Grace Hartigan (1979) reveals that much of her life was, in fact, characterized by irony. For 

example, May 20, 1953, some nine months before completing Brides, Hartigan wrote, “These 

last few weeks have shown me that my most extreme emotional upsets don’t bring on artistic 

sterility—almost the contrary, everyone who has seen the recent canvases feels they are joyful 

affirmations of life.”33   

Years after Brides had become one of the most famous paintings of the twentieth century, 

Hartigan professed in various interviews her ironic purpose in painting: “I paint things that I’m 

against . . . [to] give them the magic they don't have”34 and, similarly,35 “to try to make them 

wonderful.”36 It is an honest revelation, an unveiling of the artist’s motives, in her own words. 

Among the things Hartigan was “against” in Brides, of course, is the American ritual of the 

wedding and in particular the symbolic accoutrements of that tradition. “I am very interested in 

masks and charades,” Hartigan reflected. “I am very interested in masks and charades …the face 

33 Hartigan, The Journals, 83. 
34 Ida B. Wells-Barnett, “Grace Hartigan: Most Celebrated of the Young American Women Painters,” in The Calla 

Lily Dialogues, 2016 (Cathy Curtis, Restless Ambition: Grace Hartigan, Painter, 51). 
35 Curtis, Restless Ambition, xx. 
36 James Thrall Soby, "Non-Abstract Authorities," Saturday Review (April 23, 1955): 52. 
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the world puts on to sell itself…in empty ritual.”37 In Brides, Hartigan’s primary means of 

expressing irony is through the faces of her brides. The brides are, after all, unveiled, their faces 

plainly in view. It is in the inspection of these faces, which are in essence masks, that we read 

Hartigan’s meaning. 

Masks were extremely important to Hartigan. “I deal with the mask and the way we 

present ourselves to the world,” Hartigan once said.38 In 1954, Hartigan made her greatest use of 

masks, focusing on the way in which American traditions seek to veil women through make-up 

and fashion. Weddings proved to be a perfect subject for her criticism.39 “Whatever we do,” she 

concluded, “we are always masked in some way.” 40 In fact, the concept of masks was important 

to her in the very conception of many of her paintings. “I ask of the painting, ‘Are you going to 

be a paper doll, or real woman? Are you the mask or the face?” she once queried. According to 

Curtis: “Grace had a fascination with masks not just actual masks but the sort of masking that 

people do to hide their interior selves.”41

Hartigan’s interest in masks spreads across her life, from beginning to end, dating back to 

her childhood and culminating with her most mature work, Angels Over Manhattan (2001) (Fig. 

37 Mary Gabriel, Ninth Street Women: Lee Krasner, Elaine de Kooning, Grace Hartigan, Joan Mitchell, and Helen 
Frankenthaler: Five Painters and the Movement That Changed Modern Art (New York: Little Brown and 
Company, 2018), 506.  

38 Hartigan, VanDyke Interview, 4. 
39 Aliza Edelman writes, “Hartigan was not the only female artist from this period to underscore the cultural and 

historical impact of dress and attire in the 1950s.  Elaine de Kooning’s portraits of men enhance the male body’s 
innate capacity for abstract corporeality through the vertical and horizontal elements of the suit and tie, while the 
works’ surface appearance as a suit of clothes informs the subject’s gender identity” (Aliza Edelman, “Grace 
Hartigan’s Grand Street Brides: The Modern Bride as Mannequin,” Woman's Art Journal 34 (2013): 4).  

40 See Curtis, Restless Ambition, 286 n43, referencing Van Dyke, Painting from Popular Culture, np. 
41 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C3WqbSQL948 (accessed January 20, 2019). 
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8). The inscrutable, eternally passive expressions (or expressionlessness) of the angels gazing 

down on the tragedy heightens the emotion of the events of 9-11-2001 in New York City, the 

basis of the painting. The irony of contrast is poignant. 

 

 
 
Figure 8. Grace Hartigan, Angels Over Manhattan. 2001, oil on 
canvas, 72 in. x 84 in., (Hirsh, L. Sharon. Grace Hartigan: 
Painting Art History. Carlisle, Penn: The Trout Gallery, 2003), 57 

 
 

In Persian Jacket, 1953 (Fig. 9), one of her early paintings, a figure sits in a chair, 

looking up and to the left. Some have conjectured that this is a self-portrait. The figure evokes 

one of Soutine’s portraits, Bellboy (1925-26) (the appendix, Fig 41). According to Curtis, “the 

face [in this painting] is really a mask.” More than one art critic has noted the troubling 

androgyny in this painting: “[I]t’s very strange. It’s hard to come to terms with. You almost don’t 

know if it’s male or female.”42 Even in her own personal androgyny, as one biographer puts it, 

 
42 Curtis, Restless Ambitious, 286. 



 

 19 
 

there was the irony and deception of “masks”: “Grace’s tough girl image was a construct, 

similarly, her diva-hood was deliberate. She was a self-created creature, a wearer of masks that 

became part of her personality.”43  

The theme of “masking” as it played out in gay circles at a time of sexual repression 

surfaced in many of her works. One might even argue that masks empowered Hartigan. 

“Whatever we do,” Hartigan once concluded, “we are always masked in some way.”44 But are 

these masks a matter of the suppression of sexuality or a lack of interest? Hartigan’s romantic 

life and platonic relationships speak to her sexual identity. It has not gone unnoted by her 

biographers that she spent “considerable periods” in her life “related primarily to gay and 

bisexual men. . .. These liaisons were as important if not more so than those with their 

heterosexual lovers.”45 Hartigan’s closest friend was O’Hara. In The Masker, Hartigan actually 

portrays O’Hara in a full-body and almost cartoonish 46 fashion, representing him with a casual 

pose in a smoking jacket. She valued her “non-consummated” relationship with O’ Hara perhaps 

more intensely than any other intimate relationship. The feelings, it seems, were mutual.  

         On O’Hara’s grave, in fact, is the word “grace,” thought to be a final tribute to his friend. 

Hartigan was sure that the reference was to her. Providing a window into a time shaped by more 

primitive gender ideals than our own, Hartigan’s therapist urged her to end her relationship with 

 
43 Curtis, Restless Ambitious, 286. 
44 Hartigan, VanDyke Interview, 4.    
45 Curtis, Restless Ambitious, 286. 
46 The Journals of Grace Hartigan: 1951–1955, eds. LaMoy and McCaffrey, xxii. 
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O’Hara, suggesting it did not have a positive influence on her art and that her attachment to him 

was stifling other intimacies.47  

 
 

 Figure 9. Grace Hartigan, Persian Jacket. 1953, oil on canvas, 
57½ in. x 48 in. (Grace Hartigan, The Journals of Grace Hartigan, 
1951–1955, edited by William T. La Moy and Joseph P.  
McCaffrey (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2009), Plate 1. 

 
Jenni Quilter, author of New York School Poets and Painters: Neon in Daylight, 

summarizes their relationship this way: “She was one of O’Hara’s muses.”48 O’Hara wrote and 

dedicated several poems to her, including ‘For Grace, after a Party,’ “Christmas Card to Grace 

Hartigan” and “Portrait of Grace.” Undoubtedly, O’Hara had a profound effect on Hartigan. On 

 
47Jenni Quilter, “The Real Thing,” review of Restless Ambition: Grace Hartigan, Painter, by Cathy Curtis (Oxford, 

2015) in London Review of Books. Vol 38, April 2016. 
48 Jenni Quilter, “The Real Thing,” review of Restless Ambition: Grace Hartigan, Painter, by Cathy Curtis (Oxford, 

2015) in London Review of Books. Vol 38, April 2016. 



 

 21 
 

Aug 11, 1952, after receiving “Portrait of Grace,” Hartigan wrote this in her journal: 

“Overwhelmed by Frank’s poems. The poem [‘Portrait of Grace’] makes me feel as though I 

exist now. I get so confused about myself, as though only the paintings are real. The poem makes 

me have an existence.” Hartigan concludes her brief entry with an enigmatic turn of her own: “A 

thousand happy mirrors are fighting to be seen.”49 Excerpts from the poem, “Portrait of Grace,” 

provide poetic glimpses of Hartigan through the eyes of a poet and friend: 

Her spinning hair webbed lengthened through 
Amber silk, where the colored plaster and laughter 
find division. 
Silently, the presence spills 
its inviolable distances into the studio. Blue. 
Most remote white of a mountain range in hours of weeping . . .  
If each thing become crystal, 
“I’ll not construct that flaw,” to be beauty itself, 
Then must she take forests in her arms of water and disappear behind us, while we greet 
that clarity 
Of sunrise which is woman’s praise . . .. 
. . . . She had thought herself tough, 
But now each day, trembling and cloudy she sights, 
Feathered, for that virginity which seeks her out. 
The harp would flee her pale fingernails, 
But the sea may flatten into a smile before she’s done 
With those bruisings. . .. 
Her eyes are not glass children…. 
 

          O’Hara’s poetry about Hartigan is enigmatic. The reciprocity of their relationship, if not 

expressed in sexual gratification, was certainly and eloquently expressed in the libido of artistic 

expression shared by both figures. O’Hara wrote poems to and about Hartigan; Hartigan painted 

in honor of O’Hara. O’Hara was keen to identify Hartigan’s sexual identity and possible 

multiplicity. One writer concludes, “This possibility of multiple selves is certainly the principal 

 
49 Hartigan, The Journals, 40. 
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implication of O'Hara's response to Hartigan's masking, when he composed yet another ‘anti-

pastoral’ poem in the form of a dialogue between "Grace and George."50 O'Hara wrote "Grace 

and George" in 1952, the same year in which Hartigan painted the Orange, an homage to 

O’Hara’s poetry.In 1959, a year before Hartigan ended the relationship at her therapist’s 

suggestion, O’Hara composed an apology in the form of a poem for his unreliability the evening 

before. The first part reads as follows:  

L’Amour avait passé par là” 
“Yes 
Like the still center of a book on Joan Miró 
blue red green and white 
a slightly over-gold edition of Hart Crane 
and the huge mirror behind me blinking, paint-flecked 
they have painted the ceiling of my heart 
and put in a new light fixture….51 

Though Hartigan ended the relationship in the early 1960s, O’Hara, who often signed his 

notes to her “Love always” (for example, his note to her 8/20/59),52 never failed in his affection 

for her. O’Hara died in 1966, but on his gravestone is a lasting tribute to Hartigan. If we take 

poetry to be a certain labile sense of truth wrapped in metaphor, simile, and various other modes 

of rhetorical abstraction, we can assume that, indeed, the “grace” inscribed on his gravestone 

refers to Hartigan. A line in O’Hara’s “In Memory of My Feelings” places “grace” at the 

beginning and end of life itself: “Grace to be born and live as variously as possible.” It is perhaps 

 
50 (Fall 1988): 208–14; and W. J. T. Mitchell, "Ut Pictura Theoria: Abstract Painting and the Repression of 

Language," Critical Inquiry 15 (Winter 1989): 348–71. De Kooning, "What Abstract Art Means to Me" (1951), in 
Herschel B. Chipp, ed., Theories of Modern Art: A Source Book by Artists and Critics (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1971), 557–58. 

51 Quoted in Locus Solus: The New York School of Poets.  Grace Hartigan, Frank O’Hara, and the New York 
School, posted April 14, 2016. 

52 See Locus Solus above. 
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not surprising that Hartigan’s relationship to O’Hara was complicated. It was not, it appears, 

sexual. Similar to their relationship, themes of sexuality in Hartigan’s work are ambiguous and 

hidden. A conspicuous example of Hartigan’s deliberate downplaying of female sexuality is 

evident in the posturing of the brides. They are posed in non-sexual poses, straight lines, almost 

square rather than contoured, especially in the seated figure. The brides are not comfortable in 

their costumes. One can see from their expressions that they are restricted in their gowns. The 

brides, according to O’Hara’s well-informed judgment, “face without bitterness the glassy 

shallowness of American life which is their showcase.”53 This situation is similar to that of 

Hartigan’s Masquerade where the objects have costumes but are not comfortable (Fig. 10).54  

 

 
 

                        Figure 10. Close up pictures of Grand Street Brides at Whitney  
                        Museum off-site storage. (Photograph taken by author, July 2, 2019, 
                        with permission.)  

It was indeed O’Hara who taught her about the role of masking in another social sphere, 

the gay world of mid-century New York. Curtis has noted the expression of this connection to 

 
53 The Journals of Grace Hartigan: 1951–1955, eds. LaMoy and McCaffrey, xxi. 
54 Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 36 
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homosexuality in Hartigan’s works of this era: “The theme of ‘masking’ as it played out in gay 

circles at a time of sexual repression, surfaced in many of her works: Persian Jacket, The Masker 

(Fig. 11) and The Masquerade.”55       

          Brides bears the closest kinship to her [earlier or later?] painting Masquerade, where 

Hartigan “got into the middle of the image”56 almost literally. Not to be lost on the viewer is the 

fact that one of the figures in The Masquerade is Grace Hartigan herself. “I always have had 

more of an emotional investment,” she once told an interviewer57 Hartigan posed herself as the 

darkest figure—perhaps she is the figure in the back row, face blackened out, in a hooded black 

cape. She has inserted herself into her work rather forthrightly, without the comical sneakiness of 

Velazquez, one of her greatest influences. She noted at the time that she wanted the painting to 

express feelings of “strangeness and madness.”58The similarities between Masquerade (1954) 

and Grand Street Brides are obvious. Mattison describes: 

… Hartigan painted a group of mostly faceless, spectral images that occupy the entire 
surface of the canvas. Each of the eight figures blankly faces the viewer and is 
differentiated from the others, yet all remain hazy and transparent. The brushstrokes and 
poses of the figures reveal similarities to Grand Street Brides. The expressionless faces, 
although similar to the mannequin-like images in Grand Street Brides, actually belonged 
to her friends….59  

 

 
55 Curtis, Restless Ambition, 286. 
56 Recall Hartigan once said of her Marilyn Monroe painting, “I get into the middle of the image. I have painted 

Marilyn Monroe at different times, and I show an emotional element with her, not just a deadpan repetition, like 
in Andy Warhol’s work, which showed a big facade. My work gets into the woman herself.”  

57 The full quote: “Larry Rivers and I were the mother and father of pop art. But Larry was more Pop than I, because 
he’s more deadpan. I always have had more of an emotional investment.”  

58 Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 36. 
59 Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 36. 
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 In creating Masquerade, Hartigan’s modus operandi—her shopping for clothes that 
attract her as objects of art or for art—is again evident, as she wrote in her journal: 

 

In the market Thursday I came upon piles of old clothes and 
costumes and bought some that excite me—a long black hooded 
cape, a red hunter's coat and beaded twenties dress. Since then I 
can think of nothing but making a large painting called 
'Masquerade' for which I shall use all the Folder people.60 

 
Curtis writes at length about the theme of masks in these works:  

To extend the theme of Masquerade, Grace embarked on The 
Masker—a masked portrait of Frank—seeking to activate every 
inch of the canvas. Playing a role, or hiding behind a mask, is 
central both to mid-century stereotypes of femininity as seen in the 
packaging of a movie star or the exhortations of beauty magazines, 
and to the closeted era of gay life, when even avant-garde artists in 
New York were expected to reflect the macho Pollock-style 
stereotype.61  

 
Yet as stated above a mask can also be generative and freeing. As O’Hara famously 

suggested, they allow one person to “contain multitudes.”62 Hartigan enjoyed the verbal 

contradictions at work in O’Hara’s poetry.63 “The thing I loved about those poems,” she 

explained, “was the irony.”64 In this sense, the relationship was reciprocal.  

 

 
60 By “Folder people,” Hartigan meant her friends associated with a short-lived literary magazine by that name (see 

Kinnecome, The Art of Grace Hartigan, 23).    
61 Curtis, Restless Ambitious, 132 
62 Curtis, Restless Ambitious, 132–133. 
63 O'Hara wrote several verses to and about Hartigan herself. They include this eponymous line: 

"Grace/to be born and live as variously as possible.” https://www.baltimoresun.com/bal-hartigan040206-story.html 
64 Curtis, Restless Ambition, 108. Perhaps what Hartigan meant is evidenced in her diary entry of December 21, 

1953, where she quotes part of his poem “For Grace, After a Party”: You do not always know what I am 
feeling./Last night in the warm spring air while I was/blazing my tirade against someone who doesn’t 
interest/me...." 
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            Figure 11. Grace Hartigan, The Masker. 1954, oil on canvas, 72 in. x 41 in. The Frances  
            Lehman Loeb Art Center, Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, New York: Museum purchase,  
           1954. Gabriel, Mary, Ninth Street Women: Lee Krasner, Elaine de Kooning, Grace  
           Hartigan Joan Mitchell, and Helen Frankenthaler: Five Painters and the Movement That  
           Changed Modern Art (New York: Little Brown and Company, 2018), 368. 
                                     
                                                  
 

When O’ Hara wrote about Brides in the essay “Nature and New Painting” (1964), “he 

was prepared to accept its irony.” One critic wrote: “the fact that Hartigan’s brides ‘face without 
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bitterness the glassy shallowness of American life which is their showcase.’”65 Referring to the 

cooperative work Oranges, (the appendix, Fig. 42). Mattison notes the connection between the 

two, O’Hara’s verbal and Hartigan’s visual sensibilities: “her mood parallels his; sensuous and 

ironic passages alternate with each other in the paintings.”66Thus, we see that Hartigan enjoyed 

irony, admitted to being influenced by it, and saw it as a theme in her own life. Early critics 

noted the unmistakable irony of the painting as well. In 1955, the critic and curator James Thrall 

Soby wrote of the "strange rivalry of ugliness and hope" that he discerned in the Brides.67 A 

“psychological aspect [that] gives the painting its unusual gravity.”68 

 

 

 

 

  

 
65 The Journals of Grace Hartigan: 1951–1955, eds. LaMoy and McCaffrey, xxi. 
66 Karen Ware, Frank O’Hara’s Oranges: Poetry, Painters and Painting (B.A., Spalding University, 1994), 54.  
67 James Thrall Soby, "Non-Abstract Authorities," Saturday Review (April 23, 1955): 52. 
68 Hartigan, with no source noted, in “Grace Hartigan” (obituary), The Telegraph [UK], November 18, 2008. After 

Hartigan had achieved great renown for Grand Street Brides and other works, she was most frank and honest 
about her fame and its relation to her work: “I’d like to think that, but I don’t think about it too much because I 
think about the work that has to be done. I don’t want to get self-conscious about it. You know you don’t go into 
the studio and say, ‘Oh, here I am this marvelous heroine, this wonderful woman doing my marvelous painting so 
all these marvelous women artists can come after me and do their marvelous painting.’ There you are alone in this 
huge space and you are not conscious of the fact that you have breasts and a vagina. You are inside yourself, 
looking at this damned piece of rag on the wall that you are supposed to make a world out of. This is all you are 
conscious of. I simply cannot believe that a man feels differently. I don’t think a man goes striding into the studio 
thinking, ‘Here I am this marvelous man with this great power of the male figure and all these young men are 
going to be inspired by me.’ Inside yourself you are looking at this terrifying unknown and trying to feel, to pull 
everything you can out of all your experience to make something” (Gloria Feman Orenstein, “Art History,” Signs, 
Vol 1, University of Chicago Press [1975]: 505–525). 
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CONTEXT II 

THE OCCASION OF THE PAINTING 

Grand Street Brides, Hartigan’s “largest and most complex painting of the 1950s,” 69

was painted in March of 1954. It was a time when the kind of images that Pop Art would satirize 

was evident in the advertising that sold images of domesticated women. It was nonetheless a 

time of nascent feminism. Yet, while Hartigan’s work embodies an embryonic feminism, she 

made it within a commercial geography of feminine retrogression. Her painting studio was 

surrounded by bridal shops of lower Manhattan, where weddings were valued ceremonies.70 

Here, mannequins wearing bridal gowns were alluringly displayed in the street front windows. 

Even more important, of course, was Hartigan’s psychological context, her interior life:  

Hartigan thought deeply about the colors she would use before she tackled her six-foot-by-nine-

foot painting, which in her journals she titled Bridal Store Mannequins. She walked around the 

Lower East Side neighborhood outside her 25 Essex Street studio, taking in the drifts of white 

fabric, lace, and wispy netting displayed on the dainty mannequins. Hartigan saw them 

imprisoned behind the glass storefronts on Grand Street, then known as “Bride’s Row.”71  

Hartigan’s own account is most reliable: “I passed by a store window jammed full of 

mannequins in cheap white lace bridal gowns with a seated figure in a bilious violet maid honor 

dress.”  

69  Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 33. 
70 Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 33. 
71 Cary Knox, “Inside Grace Hartigan Grand Street Brides” (Nov 9, 2015): 1. 
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These bridal shop “windows showcased a form of everyday art,” as Mattison observes.72 

(Fig 12). 
 
                       Seven years earlier, Simone de Beauvoir perspicaciously described the New York 
street scene: 
 

To the right, to the left, for more than a mile, young girls smile 
under tulle veils crowned with orange blossoms. . .. This virginal 
street, which promises all the city’s Cinderellas the kiss of Prince 
Charming and delightful transformations, opens onto the Bowery. 
Men without wives are standing in the rain, leaning on gray walls, 
or crouching on the steps of little stairways—ragged, hungry, 
lonely. When they cross this road, the white brides in satin dresses 
smile at them, but they don’t look; they drift impassively through 
this lily-white triumph that’s taking place in another world. 73 

 
 

 
 

                       Figure 12. The photograph (c. 1954) from Walter Silver of the 
                       actual bridal mannequins of Grand Street that first inspired Hartigan to  
                       paint her Brides. (Grace Hartigan, The Journals of Grace Hartigan, 1951–1955,  
                       edited by William T. La Moy and Joseph P. McCaffrey (Syracuse: Syracuse  
                       University Press, 2009), 134. 

 
72 Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 33. 
73 Simone de Beauvoir, America Day by Day, translated by Carol Cosman (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1999), 321–322; originally published as l’Amerique au jour le jour by Editions Gallimard, 1954. 
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  In 1954, Hartigan entered a bridal shop and bought a bridal dress for less than two dollars 

and took it to her studio to paint.74 This research was part of the creation of Brides. She painted 

Brides over the course of three months. She asked her friend, Marian Jim, who was a model, to 

pose as a seated bride. Jim sat erect and unveiled, on a pedestal high enough so that the fluffy 

fringe of the long wedding gown grazed the floor (Fig. 13). 

 

  
 

           Figure 13. Hartigan (1954) painting The Bride and Owl. 
           The model is her friend, model Marian Jim. Photo by Walter Silver. 
           (Grace Hartigan, The Journals of Grace Hartigan, 1951–1955, edited by  
           William T. La Moy and Joseph P. McCaffrey (Syracuse: Syracuse  
           University Press, 2009), 130.           

 
74 Aliza Edelman, “Grace Hartigan Grand Street Brides: The Modern Bride as Mannequin,” Woman's Art Journal, 

Fall–Winter, 2013, 3. 
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True to her idiosyncratic nature, Hartigan placed the statue of a perched owl in the 

background. The two objects—the bride and the owl—shared perhaps one thing in common: 

white coverings in feathers and satin respectively. The first rendition of Jim is an almost iconic 

representation of an absolutely beautiful mid-century bride. But that was not Hartigan’s ultimate 

vision. She deformed the face of the bride, hiding all the details and realistic aspects. The result 

is The Bride and the Owl (1954), (Fig. 14). This was the precursor to Grand Street Brides. 

 

 
 
Figure 14. Grace Hartigan, Bride and Owl. 1954, oil on canvas, 72 
1/8 in. x 54 1/8 in. Smith College Museum of Art. Woman’s Art 
Journal, vol 34, 2013, http://womansartjournal.org/342.ph 
[accessed August 6, 2019]. 
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In addition, Hartigan relied on a picture from photographer Walter Silver that captured 

the darkness of the mannequins of Grand Street that had inspired Hartigan in the first place. At 

the end of this three-month period, Hartigan returned the gown to the shop. This last gesture was 

as tellingly ironic as the painting itself. 

The facts of Hartigan’s life provide further context for the painting. One should be 

careful, however, in reducing painting to an autobiography of the artist, since painting is in many 

instances the most ironic representation of the inner life of the artist. Hartigan, in fact, is perhaps 

at her most passionate in dismissing too facile an interpretation of her life and work.  More than 

once her paintings have been misinterpreted. Once on a trip to Hawaii she painted insects, 

desiring to show how awful it was being bit by the bugs of the islands. Her painting was intended 

to express this simple displeasure. Critics unaware of the simple motive, of course, naturally 

over-interpreted the painting. For example, one critic argued, “Some of the oils, such as . . . 

Weekend in Hawaii (1988), are not among Hartigan's best works but rather transitional paintings 

in which she struggled toward the resolutions so successfully revealed in the Grimaldis exhibit. . 

.. For all her changes, Hartigan's constants include her engagement, her strength, her expressive 

communication whether through color, gesture, subject matter or all three. One is as likely to see 

a Hartigan show and remain unmoved as to walk through a downpour and remain dry.”75 The 

truth about Weekend in Hawaii, one of Hartigan’s favorite paintings, is much simpler. It was as 

superficial as a bug bite. The painting springs not from a transitional urge within Hartigan but 

 
75 John Dorsey, “Artistic Development Exhibit of Hartigan Works Shows her Evolution,” The Baltimore Sun, Nov 

1990 https://www.baltimoresun.com/news/bs-xpm-1990-11-29-1990333062-story.html 
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from Hartigan’s diffident experience with tourism, which she explained at length in a 2000 

interview: 

It came from a travel poster. There is a con job with these posters. 
I’ll never forget getting off the plane the first time I was in the 
tropics. I was bitten by fleas in the airport. I was a mass of itches. 
The palm trees are pictured as green, but they’re not—they are 
shredded by storms and they have brown leaves on them. They are 
suffering beings. And you are hot as hell the whole time you’re 
there. When I was in the Virgin Islands, I had to be under mosquito 
netting all the time because all these creatures were waiting to 
attack me. That’s the irony in the painting, lying in a hammock, 
playing a ukulele—everyone is in a wonderful bathing suit. This 
was my joke to myself.76 
 

It is thus appropriate to indicate Hartigan’s rather superficial interest in the colors of the 

tropics as a reason for her choice of colors. Many years later, still remembering the irony of that 

vacation in paradise, she confessed to being tricked by the pop art of the travel poster: “The 

poster gets you there, and then you do nothing but sweat. And the color is very daring, as well as 

how it is built up. The tropical color, POW, it knocks you back!”77 Hartigan herself decries the 

kind of over-interpretation that ignores the simple facts of simple and obvious readings of art. “It 

irritates me when a person looks at Weekend in Hawaii and says, “You must have been in a good 

mood when you did that.”78 Sometimes the interpretative truth lies on the surface. 

 
76 VanDyke, “Painting from Popular Culture,” Interview February 12, 2000.  
77 VanDyke, “Painting from Popular Culture,” Interview February 12, 2000. For the influence of Matisse on 

Hartigan’s selection of colors, see below. 
78 VanDyke, “Painting from Popular Culture,” Interview February 12, 2000. 
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Ultimately, deep autobiographical readings of her work bear fruit for the ongoing 

relevance of the paintings within Hartigan’s’ oeuvre. In the life of Hartigan there are many 

moments, some recorded in her own words, that reveal the otherwise hidden influences of Grand 

Street Brides. It is a feisty painting. There are hints of Hartigan’s feistiness in records of her 

childhood. “Hartigan, who as a child was nagged by her mother, ‘came to believe that her love of 

. . . theatrical make-believe—all disparaged by her mother were ‘something to fight for.’”79  

Hartigan was a fighter and this resolve is evident in her later words, for she used her paintbrush 

as a weapon to paint “things that [she was] against.”80            

  Perhaps nothing reflects Hartigan’s own attitude toward weddings and marriages more 

than the fact that she had four of them. The wedding theme “had strong personal associations 

because Hartigan had already been involved in unfulfilling marriages,”81 one of her many 

biographers concludes. Hartigan herself says, “I was married four times and never had a white 

wedding, but I am fascinated with how much it means—and how little the groom means.”82 She 

goes on: “You can see that interest in the painting Wedding Fashions [Fig. 15]. In the paper doll 

book of wedding fashions, every page is devoted to women: the bride, the bride’s maids, the 

maid of honor, and all their clothes. The poor groom had his underwear and one outfit. He didn’t 

have a real life. It’s like the castrated Ken with the Barbie doll.”83 

 
79 Curtis, Restless Ambition, 12. 
80 Ida B. Wells-Barnett, “Grace Hartigan: Most Celebrated of the Young American Women Painters,” in The Calla 

Lily Dialogues, 2016, from Curtis, Restless Ambition, 51) 
81 Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 34. 
82 VanDyke, “Painting from Popular Culture,” interview February 12, 2000. 
83 VanDyke, “Painting from Popular Culture.” Interview February 12, 2000. 
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            The broader historical context of American attitudes toward marriage sheds further light 

on the painting. In general, marriage was the first concern of women after WWII, the era when 

Hartigan came into marital age. In order to please their husbands, brides were to dress in great 

pomp and fluff, wield overdone modesty, and wear makeup. Film historian Maureen Turim 

writes of the ritual of the Sweetheart Line, for example, a tradition in dress tailoring in full 

bloom at mid-century “to establish the transition to womanhood and marriage for women coming 

of age in the 1950s.”84 

 
 
Figure 15. Grace Hartigan, Wedding Fashions. 1965, oil on canvas, 
70 ¼ x 50 in. Artnet, “Grace Hartigan American,1922-2008,” 
http://www.artnet.com/artists/grace-hartigan/wedding-day-
6ylOd1_r5m_yWBQ0C7voEg2 [accessed August 8, 2019]. 

 
84  Maureen Turim, "Designing Women: The Emergence of the New Sweetheart Line," in Jane Gaines and Charlotte 

Herzog, eds., Fabrications: Costume and the Female Body (London: Routledge, 1990), 220.   
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The wedding theme was particularly ironic for Hartigan as she observed the postwar 

generation rushing into marriage. Cultural historian Benita Eisler has noted in her keenly 

personal history of men and women of the 1950s that “marriage was the most practical and 

immediate solution to loneliness as loss of the group loomed with the end of schooling, we 

sought urgently to feel to fill the vacuum of companionship. As part of a couple (soon to be a 

family), we became an instant ‘us’.”85 For the naturally rebellious Hartigan, whose more modern 

ideas of marriage would be reflected in her modernistic art, this idea of merging lives with 

another human being brought on fear of the loss of individuality. She was generally unhappy 

with the concept of marriage and weddings; the very public expression of approval of that 

tradition, were the source of a major theme of much of her art. Hartigan saw weddings as “empty 

rituals,” a fact no doubt represented in Brides, according to the artist’s own testimony. As her 

biographer records, “In later years, she often said that the painting was about weddings as ‘empty 

ritual.’”86 

Hartigan’s Society Wedding (1988) (Fig 16), as Mattison observes, “returns to a theme 

that has occupied her since Grand Street Brides.” In this 1988 work, as Mattison observes, 

“Hartigan still regards the formal wedding ceremony, which she has deliberately avoided in her 

several marriages, with sentimental feelings.”87 Mattison here again might be accused over 

imputing too much lyricism to Hartigan’s painting. 

 
 
 

 
85 Benita Eisler, Private Lives Men and Women of the Fifties (New York: Franklin Watts, 1986), 73. 
86 Curtis, Restless Ambition, 126. 
87 Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 140. 
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Figure 16. Grace Hartigan, Society Wedding. 1988, oil on canvas, 
70 ¼ x 50 in. Robert Mattison, Grace Hartigan: A Painter’s World 
(New York: Hudson Hills Press, 1990), 140. 

 
Thus, it is more than reasonable to deduce that the vapid, perplexing expressions of the 

brides are intentional and that intentionality is the essence of Hartigan’s protest. She is against 

something in Brides, just as she was against the empty ritual. When Hartigan says “I paint things 

that I’m against,”88 it is, in fact, in the context of weddings. Curtis, who noted Hartigan’s lack of 

irony when it came to pop art productions, observes that irony was a pervasive interest of 

Hartigan’s: “The contrast between the traditional view of a bride celebrating ‘the most important 

day in her life’ and Hartigan’s let’s-just-get-it-over-with weddings inspired a major theme of her 

 
88 Ida B. Wells-Barnett, “Grace Hartigan: Most Celebrated of the Young American Women Painters,” in The Calla 

Lily Dialogues, 2016.  (Cathy Curtis, Restless Ambition: Grace Hartigan, Painter, 51).  
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paintings, from Grand Street Brides (1954) to the unreal, misty world of Society Wedding 

(1988).”89  

The ironic connects to the ludicrous in Brides. The word “ludicrous” is an important 

word for Hartigan when it comes to an honest expression of her attitudes and, in turn, an accurate 

analysis of her aim with respect to the convention of marriage. Her marriage to artist Harry 

Jackson in 1949 is a particular source of this disparaging view of the institution. Decades after 

this wedding and long after the marriage had ended, Hartigan remarked, “It seems ludicrous to 

go through all of that fuss.” It was in this context that she added the telling comment about her 

motive and emotion in painting: “I paint things that I’m against. . . to give them the magic they 

don't have.”90  

Brides “expresses the somber mood often felt by Hartigan herself,” Mattison writes, 

making the connection between artist and artwork, “yet,” he goes on, Brides “transcends 

individual experience to express the isolation that exists in the customary rituals of modern 

life.”91 Indeed, to be in a ritual without being part of it, without being seduced by it, without 

being one with it—that would seem to be the position and attitude, both physically and 

emotionally, of Hartigan’s brides. 

Hartigan’s explicit purpose was protest expressed through the modus of irony, a clear and 

ludicrous irony. The seeming acquiescence of the brides is the opposite of her true intention (and 

 
89 Ida B. Wells-Barnett, “Grace Hartigan” 51.  
90 Ida B. Wells-Barnett, “Grace Hartigan: Most Celebrated of the Young American Women Painters,” in The Calla 

Lily Dialogues, 2016.  (Cathy Curtis, Restless Ambition: Grace Hartigan, Painter, 51).  
91 Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 34. 
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is thus ironic), but Hartigan’s ironic purpose is not merely exposure of the negative. She wishes 

to make things “wonderful” and “magical.” Hartigan painted “what she is against” —she was 

against the imposed conventions of male-dominated society—yet at the same time, she longed 

for a social change as evidenced by her own literal divorce from the custom. So, in order to 

express her opposition, she made the bridal masks ambivalent, somewhere between beauty and 

grotesque, happy and depressed. She painted what she was against—and from this, we infer what 

she is for.  

At the time of the painting of Brides, Hartigan was “a young woman who had already 

experienced the complications attributed to multiple marriages, divorce, and the constraints of 

motherhood.”92 She certainly was not longing sentimentally for the bygone days of prewar 

marriage and family life. There is the opposite of sentimentality in Brides. Nor was Hartigan’s 

life dictated by sentimentality. In fact, she in some sense abandoned her only child, her son, 

when he was seven, to be raised by her in-laws in order to focus on her painting. But that 

separation was by no means without cost.  

Year later, Hartigan spoke openly about her relationship with her son: “Well, the 

relationship. . . has been so long and so painful. I had a year of psychotherapy to adjust myself to 

that loss, to face it somewhat calmly. I was on the Lower East Side and I was living a life of total 

poverty but meeting all marvelous, exciting people, in the most exciting time in all of American 

art - the late '40s and early '50s.”93 

 
92 Edelman, “Grace Hartigan Grand Street Brides,” 3.   
93 Hartigan, interview by Julie Haifley, transcript, Oral History Program, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian 

Institution, 10 May 1979.           
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             Thus, viewed from a biographical perspective, Grand Street Brides is largely a reflection 

of her own experience in marriage situated within the broader social context.94 One reviewer is 

especially critical of the ostensibly superficial analysis of Mattison who “seems reluctant to push 

for a profound understanding.” The reviewer asks, “What are we to make of the fact that she had 

been married four times . . . that she exhibited her early work under a male pseudonym?” 

Mattison, he complains, “seems to take too easily takes the artist’s words for what the paintings 

‘mean.” and does not explore further.”95 The same reviewer concedes that Hartigan “has always 

directly expressed her own interior life through her art.” The expression, we might argue, is not 

especially direct, but an understanding of ironic intent helps us understand the layers of meaning. 

Obviously, consideration of aspects of feminism and sexuality are most relevant in any 

psychological interpretation of Hartigan’s Brides, even if slightly anachronistic.  

              In May, 1957, Life magazine named her “the most celebrated of the young American 

women painters,”96 running a full-page photo of her in her studio. Hartigan, the article declared, 

“has developed a brilliantly bold, semi-abstract style to capture the garish jumble of excitement 

 
94 One reviewer is especially critical of Mattison’s superficial analysis of Mattison who “seems reluctant to push for 

a profound understanding.” The reviewer asks, “What are we to make of the fact that she had been married four 
times . . . that she exhibited her early work under a male pseudonym?” Mattison, he complains, “seems to take too 
easily takes the artist’s words for what the paintings ‘mean.” and does not explore further.” Ann Lee Morgan, 
“Reviewed Work(s),” a book review of Grace Hartigan: A Painter's World by Robert Saltonstall Mattison, 103. 
This criticism expresses the limits of our own investigation: we will not impute meaning much beyond—or 
beneath—what Hartigan years later after a half century of reflection and suffering the “insights” of innumerable 
critics and biographers, says about her own work. The same reviewer concedes that Hartigan “has always directly 
expressed her own interior life through her art.” The expression, we might argue, is not especially direct, but an 
understanding of ironic intent helps us understand the layers of meaning. 

95 Ann Lee Morgan, “Reviewed Work(s),” a book review of Grace Hartigan: A Painter's World by Robert 
Saltonstall Mattison, 103.  

96 Valerie Sallis, “Grace Hartigan,” Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art publication, March 2015. 
ttps://crystalbridges.org/blog/women's-history-month-art-grace-hartigan/ (accessed August 5, 2019). 
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of the market district of New York’s Lower East Side where she lives.”97 This simple description 

of her style seems accurate, but seems a parochial understanding of her profound art. The article, 

auspiciously titled “Women Artists in Ascendance,” highlighted several other women as well as 

important artists of the day, including Lee Krasner, Helen Frankenthaler, Joan Mitchell, Elaine 

de kooning. But her entire life Hartigan would resent the labels “female” and “woman.” In fact, 

at one point she signed a form to attend an exhibition with the male name “George Hartigan.”98 

She wanted to be known only as an artist. This hint of Hartigan’s tendency to protest through 

irony lies literally on the surface. She once signed her name “George Hartigan” (the appendix, 

Fig. 43)). Terence Diggory argues correctly that Hartigan in borrowing the name was not 

attempting to hide her gender or identity as a woman artist, but “declaring that being a woman 

might mean many things."99 Hartigan herself had a typically straightforward explanation for her 

use of the name George, explaining that “it was a camp name... .it was lighthearted and fun."100 

As Ann Schoenfeld asserts in her article on Hartigan, “Wearing costumes is not just a way to 

disguise identity; it also functions as a way to evade a single identity”101 identity, taking a new 

name, and dressing in disguise, was another form of play acting for Hartigan. 

             Hartigan explained that she used the specific pseudonym to honor two of her heroines: 

French novelist George Sand and the British Victorian author George Eliot, each who adopted a 

 
97 Dorothy Sieberling, “Women Artists in Ascendance,” Life May 1957, 75. 
98 Valerie Sallis, “Grace Hartigan,” Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art publication, March 2015. 

ttps://crystalbridges.org/blog/women's-history-mon (accessed August 5, 2019). 
99 Terence Diggory, “Question of Identity in Oranges by Frank O’Hara and Grace Hartigan,” Art Journal (Winter 

1993), 49. 
100 Sarah A. Liberatore, Grace Hartigan: An Examination of the Themes and Influences Evident in Her Figurative 

Art of the 1950s (PhD diss., George Mason University, 1993), 34. 
101 Liberatore, “Grace Hartigan: An Examination of the Themes and Influences,” 34. 
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nom du plume not in protest but out of necessary deception, in order to get published. Hartigan’s 

signatory affiliation with these two great female artists has a kind of simple irony to it. Her 

gesture was a forthright homage, but she would become one of the forerunners of a movement 

strengthened by feminism and had no need ultimately to conceal her gender.102 

In fact, Hartigan’s connection to feminism has to be made, not assumed. “Hartigan paved 

the way for women artists but she wasn’t radically seen in the feminist movement, although she 

was the only women whose work traveled in Europe in the ‘New American painting exhibition’ 

in the 1950’s,”103 Princenthal reminds us.  

But Hartigan in many ways stood above feminism. In point of fact, androgyny might be a 

better description of her artistic identity since she wanted to be known as neither a man nor as a 

woman artist but simply and more universally as an artist. Women artists were often not 

recognized immemorially. As Mattison notes, “Hartigan’s work represented her [own] work, 

unlike Lee Krasner whose art would always be seen through her husband Jackson 

Pollock.”104And just as she would peel off the label “female artist,” a designation she resented,105 

Hartigan refused to be used as a figure in the battle of the sexes. Bruce Adams uses Hartigan’s 

own words to describe her courageous stance: “Hartigan faced the male-dominated art world on 

its own terms, saying, ‘I find that the subject of discrimination is only brought up by inferior 

 
102 Similarly, Grace muted her own sexuality in wearing, as did many artists male and female of the era, adrogynous 

sweaters. 
103 N. Princenthal, (2009, January) “Grace Hartigan 1922–2008,” Art in America, 142, retrieved April 7, 2009, 

Academic Search Premier database (Princenthal, 142 n13). 
104 Mattisson, Grace Hartigan, 14. 
105 Interview c. 2006, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e-mzSLQL1nk. 
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talents to excuse their own inadequacy as artists.’”106 It is somewhat of an understatement to say 

that Hartigan “survived in a male-dominated art world,” for she thrived, but there is no doubt that 

she “befriended members of the Abstract Expressionist boys club, such as de Kooning, Pollock, 

Mark Rothko, and Franz Kline.”107  

It would be easy to overstate Hartigan’s relationship to androgyny, just as it would be 

easy to confiscate or unnecessarily layer her relationship to irony. Neither the masculine name 

she appropriated nor the clothing she wore were intended to conceal the fact that Hartigan was a 

woman. Hartigan often dressed not for gender identity but merely for work; she was an artist.108  

 Again Mattison may have been too ingenious in associating Hartigan’s use of costumes, 

specifically in The Persian Jacket, as symbolic of “women’s freedom and independence to dress 

like men”109 Diggory, who could be guilty of overanalysis of Hartigan’s sexuality, suggests that 

the masculine clothes Hartigan wore while working were a statement about gender,110 but 

Hartigan’s own explanation drew on practical reasons, explaining that “the Persian Jacket is just 

myself in a jacket”—a jacket she had bought from a local thrift shop, just as she had bought the 

bridal gown from local shop.111 With perhaps more intense feeling than she expressed in any 

 
106 Bruce Adams Buffalo Spree /June 2013 /”The Gendering of Expression: A Subtle Misunderstanding,” 

http://www.buffalospree.com/Buffalo-Spree/June-2013/The-gendering-of-expression-A-subtle-misunderstanding/ 
(accessed September 10, 2019). Once she was asked by a reporter whether she had ever been told she painted as 
good as a man. She answered curtly, “Never twice.” 

107 http://www.buffalospree.com/Buffalo-Spree/June-2013/The-gendering-of-expression-A-subtle-
misunderstanding/ (accessed September 10, 2019). 

108 She was, as a matter of fact, fond of women’s fashion (see Cathy Curtis, YouTube interview).  
109 Liberatore, Grace Hartigan: An Examination of the Themes, 68. 
110  Diggory, “Question of Identity,” 49. 
111 Liberatore, “Grace Hartigan: An Examination of the Themes and Influences,” 34. 
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interview of her later years, Hartigan said she resented being called a female artist, asserting, 

“I’m an artist.”112  

Influences on Grand Street Brides: from Old Masters to Moderns  

Many vectors in Hartigan’s life undoubtedly influenced the outcome that is Grand Street 

Brides. In creating Brides, Hartigan looked to Goya, Velazquez, Picasso. Duchamp, Matisse, and 

de Kooning. Always fascinated by art history and the great artists of the past, Hartigan drew on 

the work of famous artists in the years prior to painting Brides. As one art curator puts it, 

“Hartigan made a conscious decision in 1952 to paint studies after the Old Masters in a way that 

helped her paintings resonate with contemporary American life, particularly that of her own 

locale in the East Village.” 113 Many, if not all, of the great artists whom Hartigan chose to 

emulate were masters of irony. “In her journal,” one art historian writes, “Grace made an 

inventory of what interested her in the work of the great artists she admired [and,], she admired 

the irony with which Velazquez and Goya infused their paintings of court life.”114  

In early December 1953, less than a month before starting Brides, Hartigan expressed 

admiration for the irony of Velasquez  and Goya: “I admire Velasquez & Goya, the portrayals of 

kings, queens, and court life, costumes, etc. with the irony they use in these interpretations” (4 

 
112 Hartigan, Interview, “Portrait of an Abstract Painter,” 2008.  
113 https://www.hollistaggart.com/artists/grace-hartigan (accessed June 1, 2019). 
114 Hartigan, The Journals, 44. 
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December 1953).115 What she liked about Velazquez was “his irony”—“his shrewd view of the 

royal figures in his portraits.”116  

 

  
 
Figure 17. Velazquez, Las Meninas. 1656, oil canvas, 318 cm x 
276 cm, New Royal Palace, Madrid. American Friends, Museo Del 
Prado, “Las Meninas, or The Family of King Philip IV, Diego 
Rodriguez de Silva y Velazquez, ca. 1656 
www.afpradomueum.org/las- meninas, -or-the-family-of king-
philip-the-iv” [accessed March 15, 2019]. 

 
 

115 Hartigan, The Journals, xxi. 
116 As the editors of Hartigan’s journal write about Brides, “The irony is that there is nothing behind the costumes 

(like Washington’s ‘white pants’) but that the costumes give life to the figures who inhabit them.” (The Journals 
of Grace Hartigan: 1951–1955, eds. LaMoy and McCaffrey, xxi.) (See the appendix, Fig. 44). 
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One art critic sums up the irony of Las Meninas (Fig. 17): “The painting is 

simultaneously a depiction of a united, strong, and regal monarchy, and a shockingly 

naturalistic—in some cases even grotesque—group portrait.117  It is in part an apt description of 

Hartigan’s Brides, given its own social and historical setting. 

 
Goya too was an obvious influence on Hartigan. As Mattison describes it, “Grand Street 

Brides is especially reminiscent of Goya’s Family of Charles IV (Fig. 18) [in which] Goya  

posed the royal family awkwardly and conspicuously overdressed them, with the intent of 

showing them to be flawed individuals and more generally to represent the isolation and lack of  

purpose often experienced by the modern individual.”118 Goya’s artistic license was apparently 

the reward of his skill: “As painter to the king, he was so good at his job that he could get away 

with portraying the royal family as a bunch of ill-favoured idiots in his masterpiece of irony The 

Family of Charles IV.”119  

         Goya was a master of showing the real poses—ugliness or beauty—even to the point of 

being “unflattering”  not idealized portraits even of the royal academy.”120 Art historian Sharon 

Hirsh too notes that “the compositional approach is Goya-esque” and that Hartigan’s “costumed 

mannequins are grouped as poseurs”—Hirsh’s recognition of the irony—“reiterating in 

 
117 https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/goya/hd_goya.htm (accessed June 1, 2019). 
118 Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 34. 
119 https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/oct/04/goya-in-hell-national-gallery-portraits (accessed August 

2, 2019). 
120  Youtube video,“Francisco Goya, The Family of Charles IV, c. 1800,” Prado Museum, 280 cm x 336 cm (Museo 

Nacional del Prado, Madrid), video speakers: Beth Harris and Steven Zucker; created by Beth Harris and Steven 
Zucker (khanacademy.org/humanities/becoming-modern/romanticism/romanticism-in-spain/v/goya-the-family-
of-charles-iv-c-1800) (accessed February 14, 2019). 
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twentieth-century commercial terms the presentation of Goya’s Family of Charles IV.”121 

Mattison too sees similarities between Hartigan’s brides and Goya’s “conspicuously 

overdressed” figures. “When I did the Grand Street Brides,” Hartigan informs us, “I had stopped 

working from the masters, and I saw those crazy shop windows with bridal mannequins in  

them. . . I didn’t see any grooms hanging around, but I did see the court scenes of Velazquez and 

Goya, so I painted all those brides as princesses and infants. I even put crowns on them.”122 

 

 
 

            Figure 18. Royal Family by Goya, 1800–1801, oil on canvas, 280 x 336 cm,  
            Museo del   Prado, Madrid, https://www.wga.hu/frames- 
            e.html? /html/g/goya/4/418goya.html [accessed March 15, 2019]. 
 
  

 
121 Sharon L. Hirsh, Grace Hartigan: Painting Art History (Carlisle, Penn: The Trout Gallery, 2003), 6. 
122 Aliza Edelman, “The Modern Woman and Abstract Expressionism: Ethel Schwabacher, Elaine de Kooning, and 

Grace Hartigan in the 1950s,” (PhD diss., Rutgers, 2006), 24 
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           By crowns, Hartigan referred to the fashionable veils that, when thrown back, reveal the 

sad faces of the brides. If her brides conceal much, the artist herself reveals much. When 

Hartigan alludes to the bridal shop brides as “a kind of modern court scene,” she clearly has in 

mind Goya’s The Royal Family. “I thought of the bridal thing as a court scene, like Goya, 

Velasquez and I posed the bridal party in that same way.”123  Hartigan, however, admitted to 

more than the superficial resemblance, however, for she was deeply taken with Goya’s sense of 

irony. Evidence of Velázquez’s influence is found after she had finished Brides, however, in 

Hartigan’s Showcase (1955) (Fig. 19), where she imitates the great artists’ wry humor by 

representing herself in a mirror reflection. 

 

 
 
Figure 19. Grace Hartigan, Showcase. 1955, oil on canvas,1955. Showcase 1955, “Grace 
Hartigan America,” https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/488911 [accessed 
September 10, 2019]. 

 
123 Gabriel, Ninth Street Women, 506. Mattison writes, “Grand Street Brides is especially reminiscent of Goya’s 

Family of Charles IV,” (Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 34). 
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            Curtis describes the painting thus:  
 

In the upper left corner, a mirror in the shop window reflects the 
faces of a couple on the sidewalk—the woman resembles Grace—
who peer at the jumble of mannequins and other items. (Prompted 
by Gide’s interest in art that contains reflections of itself, Grace 
looked to the use of mirrors by Velázquez and sixteenth-century 
Flemish painter Quentin Matsys.) The figures in this painting are 
blurred, glimpsed as if partially obscured by reflections on the 
glass. Unreadable geometric forms separate a mannequin couple 
from a mannequin child turned away from the viewer—it is 
tempting to see him as Jeffrey—who stands next to a pair of 
crutches. Steeped in twin undercurrents of yearning and rejection, 
the painting mirrored Grace’s deeply ambivalent mood. 124 

 
Thus, in Hartigan the past and future of art intersect. “While Hartigan was observing 

contemporary existence, she was also thinking about past art, particularly the court scenes of 

Velázquez and Goya, painted in the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, respectively. 

Hartigan’s motive in seeking inspiration from the famous painters who preceded her was to get 

something from them and give something new to them.”125 For a modern artist, as she was often 

dubbed, Hartigan had a keen sense of her connection to art history: 

“I look forward to working from the great masters, because I feel that I have been joined 

to this tradition. Hopefully I can add something to it, and I can always get something from it. 

Working with a great artist every day of your life is a very elegant association . . .  You really get 

into the artists’ heads.”126 Hartigan here is conceding the right of the dutiful interpreter to access 

the mind of the artist through his or her art.  So too we interpret Hartigan through familiarity 

 
124 Curtis, Restless Ambition, 144. 
125 Hirsh, Grace Hartigan: Painting Art History, 7. 
126 Hartigan, VanDyke interview, 4. 
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with her life and her own articulation about her work. That is at least the beginning of 

understanding the layered meanings. 

Thus, a full appreciation of Hartigan’s Brides involves the same appreciation she had of 

something old, something new, something borrowed—and something she would give the world 

of art. Sharon Hirsh makes the important distinction that Hartigan’s study of and copying of the 

great artists was done from reproductions rather than originals:127 “She takes only imagery and 

compositional ideas from past masters; all of the elements of style—color, line, shape, and 

especially application of paint—are her own, varying greatly but having as its basis the gestural 

painterliness of her earliest work.”128 But regardless of the influence of the great artists, as she 

herself said, “the formal basis for all of my work, continually, has been [A]bstract 

[E]xpressionism.”129The connectedness of influences on Hartigan is often easily traced. Manet 

too was an influence. A photo of Grace Hartigan taken in 1954 (Fig.19 Right) in which she 

wears a matador outfit is possibly a playful homage to Manet’s 1862 Mademoiselle Victorine 

Meurent in the Costume of a Matador (Fig. 20 Left),130 which takes its background from Goya’s 

Tauromaquia series. The photo of Hartigan was taken by Walter Silver; Silver was the 

photographer who took the photographs of the brides (see above). 

 

 

 
127 Hirsh, Grace Hartigan: Painting Art History, 7. 
128 Hirsh, Grace Hartigan: Painting Art History, 7. 
129 Hartigan, VanDyke interview, 4. 
130 Elderman points out that Hartigan could have viewed Manet’s painting at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

1954 ( Elderman,“The Modern Woman and Abstract Expressionism: Ethel Schwabacher, Elaine de Kooning, and 
Grace Hartigan in the 1950s”). 
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 Figure 20. Left: Edouard Manet, Mademoiselle Victorine Meurent, 1862 (Alan Krell, 
 Manet, London: Thames and Hudson, 1996), 42. Right: Grace Hartigan in a matador  
costume, 1954 (Grace Hartigan, The Journals of Grace Hartigan, 1951–1955, edited by  
William T. La Moy and Joseph P. McCaffrey (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press,    
2009), 123. 
 
Critics have noted the influence of Manet on Hartigan’s Bride and Owl (1954), in 

particular Manet’s Young Lady in 1866 (Fig. 21) or Woman with a Parrot, which Hartigan could 

have seen in person at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. In Hartigan’s Bride and Owl. Elderman 

notes, “Hartigan exchanges the grace and fullness of Manet’s pink peignoir, displayed once 

again on model Victorine Meurent, with her own starkly flat and angular bridal gown.”131  

 

 

 

 
131 Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 34.   
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            Figure 21. Left: Edouard Manet, Young Lady, 1866. Salon of 1868, 185.1 x 128.6 cm,  
            Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Juliet Wilson-Bareau, Manet, Monet, and 
            the Gare Saint-Lazare book (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 21. 
            Right: Hartigan’s Bride and Owl, 1954. (Woman’s Art Journal, vol 34, 2013.  
            http://womansartjournal.org/3- 2.php. [accessed August 6, 2019]. 
 

 
We note the resemblance of the hands of the female models of Matisse with those of 

Hartigan’s Brides. We note also here the hands that Manet painted in his later years. These too in 

their lack of detail resemble those of Hartigan’s Brides hands (Fig. 22). Others have noted other 

features of Matisse’s figures that resemble features of Hartigan’s Brides, in particular the 

standing bride on the left side of Grand Street Brides. “The almond shaped eyes and full lips of 

Lady in Blue resemble those of the standing bride to the far left [of Grand Street Brides],”132 one 

 
132 Liberatore, “Grace Hartigan: An Examination of the Themes and Influences,” 21. 
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critic has noted. Indeed, it is thought that this figure is based on Matisse’s La France (1939) (Fig. 

23):133 “Although the woman in this Matisse painting is seated, the shape of the dress and the 

outstretched arms resemble the figure closely.”134  

  

 
 

           Figure 22. Three paintings by Manet of women in his late life. Top left to right:   
           Madame Manet (Suzanne Leenhoff, 1830-1906) 1873, oil on canvas, 39 
         1/2 x 30 7/8 in. (100.3 x 78.4 cm) 
           https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/67.187.81/ [accessed October 20, 2019],  
           Portrait of Mademoiselle Isabelle Lemonnier, 1879/80, oil on canvas, 101.8 x 81.5 
           cm, in the collection of Otto Krebs, Holzdorf, [accessed October 20, 2019],  
           https://endlesspaintings.blogspot.com/2015/03/portrait-of-mademoiselle-isabelle-   
           lemonnier-edouard-manet.html; Isabelle Lemonnier with a White Scarf, 1879, oil on  
           canvas, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen. The Atheneum, “Edouard Manet— 
           Artworks,” [accessed October 20, 2019],  
           https://www.the athenaeum.org/art/list.php?s=tu&m=a&aid=400&p=2; Lower row: 
           Focus on the hands of the above objects.  

 

 
133 Liberatore, “Grace Hartigan: An Examination of the Themes and Influences,” 21. 
134 Liberatore, “An Examination of the Themes and Influences,” 21. 
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.          Figure. 23 Left: Henri Matisse” Madam La France, 1939, http://ssl.hiroshima-      
           museum.jp/collection/eu/matisse.html [accessed October 25, 2019]. 
           Right: Matisse, Woman in Blue,1938, https://www.henrimatisse.org/lady-in-blue.jsp  
          [accessed October 25, 2019]. 
 
 

Picasso is clearly an influence on Hartigan’s use of masks. Picasso’s use of masks by 

today’s standards would be politically incorrect, but his usage ushered in an important aspect of 

modern masks. The connection with Picasso's Les Demoiselles d'Avignon (1907) (Fig. 24), 

Hartigan herself made in her diary entries.135  James Thrall Soby has pointed out that the 

placement or positioning of Hartigan’s Brides is indicative of this influence: "For her, 

presumably, the picture [Demoiselles] is important not because it announces the beginning of 

 
135 Grace Hartigan, Journals 1951–1955, 133 (April 6, 1954). Daring to privilege Picasso's influence on Hartigan 

over Matisse, Soby writes that her "rereading of its [Les Demoiselles d'Avignon] meaning is one more indication 
that masterpieces are often freshened in impact by the predilections of succeeding generations of artists"; Soby, 
"Non-Abstract Authorities," 52. 
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Cubism’s esthetic, but because it proposes a bold choreography involving disparate figures, their 

action united by swift fusions of color and line.”136 

Clearly, Hartigan’s Brides represents influences of Analytical Cubism and Picasso.137

 Researcher Sarah Liberatore has summed up the influence: “She used, in Alfred Barr’s 

words, ‘simultaneity,’ the showing of two views of an object at the same time, in Grand Street 

Brides, Masquerade, and particularly The Masker.138   

But Hartigan’s attitude toward Cubism was ambivalent. In 1957 she said “Cubist 

paintings differ from so-called School of New York in that they seem ‘in’ rather than ‘out,’ that 

they still often use linear definitions of space which we reject.”139 Yet Hartigan secretly admits 

her indebtedness to Cubism, writing in her diary, “I dug deep into Cubism for the solution to 

Masquerade in form and more importantly meaning, though no one probably will realize it.140   

It is these kind of personal disclosures that make Hartigan’s words, almost always honest 

and straightforward, even though she was fascinated by the “elusive meanings” of, for example, 

Cubism.141 Though a pioneer in many respects and a courageous individual painter, Hartigan was 

always frank in acknowledging the artistic influences that she felt most keenly. 

 

 
136 Liberatore, “Grace Hartigan: An Examination of the Themes and Influences,” 34. 
137 John Golding, Marcel Duchamp: The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (New York The Viking Press), 

55. 
138 Liberatore, “Grace Hartigan: An Examination of the Themes and Influences,” 34. 
139 Liberatore, “Grace Hartigan: An Examination of the Themes and Influences,” 34. 
140 Quoted in Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 36. 
141 Mattison, Grace Hartigan, 36. 
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                        Figure 24. Picasso, Les Demoiselles d'Avignon, 1907, oil on canvas, 8' x 7' 8"    
 (243.9 x 233.7 cm), MoMA, 
https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/pablo-picasso-les-demoiselles-
davignon-paris-june-july-1907/ [accessed March 15, 2019]. 
 
 

As for Picasso, Mary E, Kinnecome has seen resemblances between Hartigan’s Brides 

and Picasso’s “figures in Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1906), particularly the mask-like quality of 

their faces.”142 According to John Latta, the Brides is “a perfect amalgamation of Picasso’s Les 

Demoiselles d’Avignon and Velázquez’s Las Meninas.143  

 
142 Mary E. Kinnecome, The Art of Grace Hartigan: Masquerade and Identity, (PhD diss., University of Wisconsin-

Madison, 2000), 68. 
143 John Latta, Reading Notes: The Journals of Grace Hartigan, 1951-1955, Ithaca House, 1979), 1. 
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“The rest of the figures are more reminiscent of Picasso’s figures in Les Demoiselles 

d’Avignon (1906),” alleges Mary E. Kinnecome in her dissertation titled The Art of Grace 

Hartigan: Masquerade and Identity, “particularly the mask-like quality of their faces.”144 But the 

concept of masks in Grand Street Brides is much different: not the literal, African masks of 

Picasso but the masks that women every day (in Hartigan’s time and our own) put on their faces 

to hide the inner reality in order to live life and comply with conventions. We see in Picasso’s 

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon the seated figure to the right in a literal African inspired mask. This 

is the same position as the bilious bride of honor to the left side of the canvas in Grand Street 

Brides.  Each of Picasso’s women are similar, like sisters or different aspects of the same person. 

In Brides, each figure has her own expression—though glassy, passionless, there is the subtlest 

of emotion. Indeed, one can see the amalgamation of Picasso and the court scenes of Goya and 

Velazquez regarding the composition—but the ludicrous masks of Hartigan are different.  

They are the social facades that women of the mid-century America were seduced to put 

on to comply with male-dominated conventions.   

       One twentieth-century artist of no small influence on Hartigan was Marcel Duchamp. In 

particular, Duchamp’s almost perverse work with the theme of brides impacted Hartigan’s own 

artistic sensibilities. One thing is for sure: Duchamp’s brides are very ironic. As one art critic put 

it, “Subverting traditional or accepted modes of artistic production with irony and satire is a 

hallmark of Duchamp’s legendary career.”145 In fact, Octavio Paz’s lengthy essay "The Castle of 

 
144 Kinnecome, The Art of Grace Hartigan, 68. 
145 https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/duch/hd_duch.htm (accessed June 1, 2019). 



 

 58 
 

Purity" on Duchamp and The Large Glass “concluded that the title contains irony and 

indifference.”146 Duchamp’s’s most famous work, The Large Glass, was variously called The 

Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelor, Even (Fig. 25).147 One critic notes an almost too obvious 

element relating Hartigan’s Brides and Duchamp’s Large Glass: the idea of window.  Hartigan’s 

Brides, he notes, “continued the dialogue with The Large Glass as a kind of a department store 

window.”148  

 

    
 

                          Figure 25. Marcel Duchamp, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelor, Even,  
                         1913-1927(photograph taken by author July 3, 2019, at the Philadelphia  
                          Museum, with permission.)   
 

 
146 Karen M. Olvera, “Marcel Duchamp’s The Large Glass as a ‘Negation of Women,’” (Master’s thesis, North 

Texas State University, 1986), 29. 
147 The Large Glass reflected “Duchamp’s view that painting and sculpture were fundamentally incompatible and 

inadequate as art forms with which to render and reflect contemporary cultural life.” 
148 https://ir.uiowa.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1328&context=dadasur  Duchamp, Hartigan (accessed March 1, 

2019). 

http://research.frick.org/directoryweb/browserecord2.php?-action=browse&-recid=6894. 
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          The similarities do not end there. Like Hartigan’s, Duchamp’s brides are certainly not 

straightforward representations. “The bride is a slightly observed character and she is not 

particularly likable,” one critic easily observes; “she's a bitch, tease and flirt,” ironic traits with 

respect to conventional expectations of the bride, and qualities that represent the irony of 

Hartigan’s motive. “But she shines with a pale impersonal beauty of some primeval moon 

goddess and she carries about her and air of authority that springs from the fact that she 

recognizes herself as the true descendant of Flaubert's Salammbo, of Villier de L’Isle Adam’s 

Axel and his Eve Future of Mallarme’s Herodiade and perhaps most immediately of Laforgue’s 

Salome. . .. What distinguishes the Bride from these women of nineteenth-century fiction is more 

than a sense of humor and above all her IQ degree of self-knowledge she is aware of her own 

absurdity . . . .”149 There is a sense in which Hartigan’s brides too seem too prescient to be 

unaware of their own absurdity. They seem to be mocking their own situation. We almost cannot 

take them seriously. They are clownish, verging on the grotesque—or are they beautiful? -- stuck 

in self-deprecating postures—or are they ironically liberated? 

Duchamp’s Mannequin (1913) (Fig. 26) is another obvious influence on Hartigan. The 

androgyny of the mannequin—masculine in the upper half and sexually feminine in the lower—

was undoubtedly interesting to Hartigan. Her fascination with mannequins and androgyny in her 

personal life reflects this interest. Certainly, there is a social message in both artist's 

representation. Critics have noted that Duchamp’s “use of irony, puns, alliteration, and paradox 

 
149 John Golding, Marcel Duchamp: The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelor, Even (New York The Viking Press), 

53. 
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layered the works with humor while still enabling him to comment on the dominant political and 

economic systems of his time.”150  

 

 
 

                        Figure 26. Left: Duchamp, Mannequin by Duchamp, 1913, 23.4 x 10.2 cm.  
                        Photograph by Raoul Ubac, Mannequin de Marcel Duchamp, Exposition  
                        Internationale du Surrealisme, 1938,   
                        https://www.mutualart.com/Artwork/MANNEQUIN-DE-MARCEL-DUCHAMP- 
                      -EXPOSITION-/7389432694B653FF; [accessed August 1, 2019] 
                       Right: Grace Hartigan in a matador costume, 1954 (Grace Hartigan, The Journals   
                        of Grace Hartigan, 1951–1955, edited by William T. La Moy and Joseph P.  
                        McCaffrey (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2009), 123. 
 

Hartigan’s Brides offer a social commentary against the mechanization of life. In view of 

the context of Large Glass, a reflection of the disillusionment of the Great War, Beth Harris 

 
150 https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/duch/hd_duch.htm (accessed June 1, 2019). 
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remarks, “It seems to me that he’s making fun of how human beings … want to make everything 

rational… machines.”151 (See Fig. 27.) 

 

 
 

              Figure 27. Juxtaposed scenes of human opposites: men in their most virile     
              configuration—in war—and women in their most feminine poses of passivity—as     
              brides. The two polar ideas (love and war) are captured in the title, “War Brides” 
             (center right). The rows of gravestones are similar to war brides lined up in hopes of  
              changing their destiny (irony). 
 
 
          Hartigan’s social concern was perhaps not related to war (perhaps the greatest “masculine” 

venture of all time) but to one of the consequences of a mid-century male-dominated America. 

Highly personal encounters with the American wedding tradition, obviously from a gendered 

perspective opposite of Duchamp’s, endowed her painting with irony. 

 
151 https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-1010/wwi-dada/dada1/v/duchamp-largeglass (accessed June 1, 

2019).  
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         Among the modern artists the artists exerting the most influence on Hartigan were Matisse 

and de Kooning, the former her “long distance mentor,” the latter her contemporary. 

      

         
 
        Figure 28. Left: HenriMatisse, Mademoiselle Yvonne Landsberg, 1914. Right: A  
        seated bride in Grand Street Brides. (Both photographs taken by author, July 3,  
        2019, at the Philadelphia Museum with permission.)  

 
 

At the time of the painting of Grand Street Brides, Hartigan was under the influence of 

Matisse, and his Portrait of Mademoiselle Yvonne Landsberg 1914 (Fig. 28).152 This influence 

has not always been appreciated, however. Curtis has suggested that in painting the hands of the 

brides that Hartigan poorly rendered them.153 But another perspective is more accurate 

historically: the hands were an homage to Matisse. As we observe, there is a similarity in how 

Hartigan and Matisse painted hands. They treated hands both lavishly and carelessly, with strong 

 
152 Aliza Edelman,“The Modern Woman,” 238.   
153 Curtis, YouTube interview (accessed January 20, 2019). 
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lines without detail. Neither of them was concerned to render the hands with physical 

representation. They both were modernists. 

When art historians say that the faces of Hartigan’s Brides compare to the doll faces of 

Matisse’s paintings, they are referring to paintings from the final years of his life, such as 

Woman With Veil (1942). The faces of Hartigan’s Brides are different than the face found in 

Portrait of Madame by Matisse (Fig. 28) (1913), when Matisse was under the spell of African 

masks, similar to the influence on Picasso. Further evidence of Matisse’s influence on Hartigan 

can be seen in the background, composition, figures and color palettes of several of Hartigan 

paintings (Fig. 30). In most of these works by Matisse, one can perceive how these paintings 

influenced artists in the generation after him, including Hartigan. In the specific case of Hartigan, 

we can see how Matisse’s bright colors and strong brush strokes influenced her. 

 

 
 

                       Figure 29. Henri Matisse, Portrait of Madame Matisse, 1913. Henri  
                       Matisse, “Biography, Artworks, and Quotes,”   
                       https://www.henrimatisse.org/portrait-of-madame-matisse.jsp [accessed  
                       February 10, 2019]. 
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             Figure 30. Top Row: Matisse’s painting flanked by two Hartigan portraits. Bottom Row:   
             far left, Hartigan’s painting; far right, Matisse’s; middle left, Hartigan’s; middle right,  
             Matisse’s. 
 
 

A comparison of some of the formal similarities between these great artists and 

Hartigan’s cannot help but give us insights into the meaning of Hartigan’s Brides. There is a 

resemblance between de Kooning’s Seated Woman and one of the figures in the Grand Street 

Brides, the seated bride in the left foreground. Another painting of Hartigan’s from two years 

later also shares features of composition, lines and contours: Woman with Red Flower (1956) 

(Fig. 31). 
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                  Figure 31. Left: One of the brides from Hartigan’s Grand  
                  Street Brides (photograph taken by the author, with permission). Middle: de  
                  Kooning’s Seated Woman, 1940.  
                  https://artondemand.philamuseum.org/detail/460122/de-kooning-seated-  
                  woman-c.-1940 Accessed July 7, 2019, Right: Hartigan’s Woman with Red  
                  Flower, 1956. https://www.mutualart.com/Artwork/Woman-with-Red-   
                  Flower/87FCFA22511C9CA4 [accessed July 7, 2019]. 
 
 

In de Kooning’s Woman series which he painted a decade later in the 1950s we can see 

clear evidence of a misogyny theme (Fig. 32), what The New Yorker called “a group of 

monstrous, hypersexualized, devouring grotesques,” Mary Gabriel observed, “Never before had 

women been brutalized by brushstrokes.”154  

But there is a difference between Hartigan’s brides and de Kooning’s toothy and 

disproportioned women who were the products of the novelty of Sumerian archaeological objects 

 
154 Claudia Roth Pierpont, The New Yorker, October 11, 2018. 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/10/08/how-new-yorks-postwar-female-painters-battled-for-recognition 
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that were discovered at the same time.155 Hartigan’s brides are the product of Goya and 

Velazquez, but with respect to the technique she was under the influence of Matisse with thick, 

defined black lines, like charcoal lines but applied with oil paints. This is like Matisse’s 

technique.  Further, the poses of the figures remind us of some of Matisse’s paintings and de 

Kooning’s paintings. 

 

 
 

              Figure 32. Paintings from Wilhelm de Kooning’s Women series, 1950-53.156 MoMA  
              Learning, https://www.moma.org/collection/works/79810, [accessed August 1, 2019]. 
 
 

 
155 Hartigan, VanDyke interview, 4. 
156 https://www.nytimes.com/1998/04/10/arts/art-review-conquests-on-canvas-picasso-in-the-flesh-de-kooning-in-

spirit.html (accessed, April 5, 2019) 
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De Kooning’s women express “frustration, inner conflict, pleasure, disdain, humor and 

irony,” art critic Harold Rosenberg, a friend of de Kooning, discerned.157 But there are profound 

differences between de Kooning and Hartigan. As one dissertation put it, “While de Kooning 

painted his Woman series (1952-53), evoking the particular female typology of the archetypal 

castrating mother, Hartigan chose to paint her women in the paradigmatic female role, as dictated 

by the times, as brides.”158  

  It is important to discern that the irony that Hartigan expressed was different than de 

Kooning’s. The satirical aspect of Hartigan’s Brides—the brightness of their promised future is 

not reflected in the brightness of their gowns—is an emanation of Hartigan’s personal 

perspective. The satire of Hartigan’s Brides is subtle; that of de Kooning’s is blatant. The 

difference comes from the perspective of the individual artist and (ironically) from their own 

gender. Hartigan was a woman who experienced the bridal tradition; de Kooning was only a 

groom. Regardless of the fact that Hartigan resented the sexual discrimination of being labelled 

as a woman artist, we cannot escape the fact that she was a woman—nor could she—who not 

only experienced firsthand the wedding ritual but painted from her interior experience. We 

cannot understand Brides except by understanding Hartigan. Hartigan admired de Kooning’s 

Women and had strong feelings about the imagery: “I loved them; all the artists adored them. I 

had a big fight with Jim Fitzsimmons, art critic, who said that they were the Death Goddess and 

 
157 Grace Glueck, “Conquests on Canvas: Picasso in the Flesh, de Kooning in Spirit,” Art Review, The New York 

Times, April 10, 1998, Section E., 37, https://www.nytimes.com/1998/04/10/arts/art-review-conquests-on-canvas-
picasso-in-the-flesh-de-kooning-in-spirit.html 

158  Angelica J. Maier, “Subtle Resistance: How Grace hartigan, Joan Mitchell, and Martha Jackson Resisted Post-
World War II Gender Constructions,” (PhD diss., University of Buffalo, 2013), 50. 
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hatred. And I said I thought they were very funny and kind of mad laughter. I thought they were 

very humorous. Bill thought so too.” 

In an interview with Julie Halfley in 1979, Hartigan gave a forthright and honest 

description of her own self-consciousness and development as an artist, identifying in some 

detail the artistic influences upon her and her own fluctuations and interests: 

I realized that I had what I think of as ripping off Pollock and de 
Kooning esthetic without going through their experience, so in a 
bout of conscience I had a year of my work from a fairly free, open 
brush. I worked from Velasquez and Goya, Diego, Rubens. I 
worked my way back into modern art, influenced by Matisse. And 
then I was up against that stark expressionism again, but I was 
using the abstract expressionist esthetic with working from images 
on the Lower East Side, things from my window, push carts, fruit 
stands, passersby, and the bridal things on Grand Street, some nice 
window that had a lot of cut crystal in it. Then the Metropolitan 
one is mannequins in a window. And I continue to be interested in 
windows. The painting upstairs I'm working on now is from the 
gypsy window down the street here. So that interest has never left 
me. I did, at the end of the '50s, go back again into total abstraction 
and battled my way through abstraction into imagery again when I 
moved to Baltimore. It took about five years for images to come 
back in again. It was slow, but it gradually came back and back 
and back until finally, instead of doing a city life painting, I did a 
suburban life painting, a shopping mall. That was 1965, the 
‘Reisterstown Mall.’ And that is the breakthrough painting. From 
then on, and I haven't stopped. It's been images of various sorts 
ever since then, by now almost 15 years.159 (See Fig. 33). 

 

 
159 Hartigan, interview by Julie Haifley, transcript, Oral History Program, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian 

Institution, 10 May 1979.  
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                       Figure 33. "Reisterstown Mall", Grace Hartigan,1965, oil on canvas. 
                      (Cathy Curtis, Restless Ambition: Grace Hartigan Painter (New York: 
                       Oxford University Press, 2015), 244. 
 
        Hartigan’s use of common images—items from her neighborhood—was often 

misunderstood by critics to mean that she was interested in pop art. Hartigan did not want to 

paint completely from abstractions and mental constructs; she like the physical world. But she 

was clearly not interested in pop art in the same way as others; Reisterstown Mall is the best 

evidence of this. Often her interest in the objects of pop art was due entirely to her interest in 

color. In 1957, a Time magazine issue devoted an entire page to Hartigan’s Broadway Restaurant 

(Fig. 34), adding this lengthy caption commenting on Hartigan’s own words: 

After a year’s work on themes of Manhattan’s Lower East Side, 
New York-loving Hartigan, ‘struck by the light and the piles of 
catchup bottles’ of a brassy Broadway tavern, splashed its vibrant 
frenzy with condiment-toned colors.” (This may sound like an 
early sighting of Pop Art, but Grace was using the colors of catsup 
and mustard to spice up a painting that merges glimpses of 
restaurant decor and tabletop clutter with a rhythmic 
abstraction.)160  

 
160 Time magazine, June 16, 1957, noted in Curtis, Restless Ambition, 167. 
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                        Figure 34. Grace Hartigan, Broadway Restaurant, 1957.  
                        https://art.nelson-atkins.org/objects/17598/broadway-restaurant, 
                        [accessed October 22, 2019]. 
 
 
            Epstein sums up the place of Grand Street Brides in the history of art: “Grace was willing 

to negotiate the balance between tradition and newness between inventiveness and honoring the 

art of the past, but not just honoring it but finding a way to reinterpret it in ways that make it 

modern and have resonance.”161 Hartigan’s own stated purpose was to make beauty out of 

grotesque, wonder out of the mundane, magic out of “fuss.” Note the double irony here: that 

she’s making her bride’s “beautiful” but they are easily mistaken for grotesque. In her own 

 
161 Stacy Epstein, “Grace Hartigan: Portrait of an Abstract Painter,” Canopy video, 2008. (Accessed, October 5, 

2019.) 
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words, Hartigan, in her late seventies, was still feeling a connection to the great artists: “When I 

paint a bridal shop, it’s a clue into my own culture. And when I get tired of all of those images, I 

look forward to working from the great masters, because I feel that I have been joined to this 

tradition. Hopefully I can add something to it, and I can always get something from it.”162 

She was a figurative abstract expressionist for her entire career. “One part is past masters’ 

imagery; one part is her style. . .. Hartigan’s painting differed radically from the completely non-

representational works of her Abstract Expressionist colleagues; this work was not only 

representational, but also a deliberate reference to the past.”163 

Hartigan’s relation to pop art is itself ironic. As she acknowledged frequently in 

interviews, she disliked pop art for its lack of content and meaning—this from the woman who 

painted vapid expressions of brides. She did not, however, despise the fame that her association 

with pop art accorded her. Hartigan herself said, “I want an art that is not ‘abstract’ and not 

‘realistic’ . . . I have found my subject.”164   

Hartigan recognized her place in art history as the matriarch of a major movement. 

“Larry Rivers and I were the mother and father of pop art,” she acknowledged. “But Larry was 

more Pop than I, because he’s more deadpan. I always have had more of an emotional 

investment.”  Speaking of her relationship to pop art and abstract expressionism, Hartigan once 

 
162 Interview conducted on the occasion of the exhibition Grace Hartigan: Painting from Popular Culture, Three 

Decades, curated by Jonathan VanDyke for the Susquehanna Art Museum, Harrisburg, PA, Spring 2000. 
163 Hirsh, Grace Hartigan, 8. 
164 Grace Hartigan, Recent Paintings, March 25-April 20, 1972 (Detroit: Gertrude Kasle Gallery, 1972), n.p. 
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remarked, "I'd much rather be a pioneer of a movement that I hate,” she once ambitiously 

remarked, “than the second generation of a movement that I love."165 

Jennifer Szalai, writing about the famous “Ninth Street Women,”—Lee Krasner, Elaine 

de Kooning, Joan Mitchell, Helen Frankenthaler, and Grace Hartigan—who revolutionized 

modern art, gives Hartigan her rightful due: “Of the five women, Hartigan was the one who 

received the kind of swift, spectacular renown that was more readily granted to men.”166 During 

the 1950s, “she was the woman artist on the scene,” Mary Gabriel writes, “with work that was 

avidly collected by wealthy patrons and museums.” Hartigan was put off, however, by the idea 

of competition with men. “Men have no objection to women as creators,” Hartigan declared. 

“It’s only when they’re all scrambling for recognition that the trouble begins.”167 

Hartigan’s talent outshone any issues of gender inequality and fame. “Hartigan was 

justifiably proud of making it on her own. She had the biggest career of any woman in the fifties 

. . . There was some jealous sniping as her fame grew, and resentment at her refusal to 

acknowledge the difficulties that other women artists faced. But, as she saw it, all they needed 

was fortitude. Only ‘inferior talents’ had a problem.”168 

The poet James Merrill paid the now seemingly insulting price of $2,000 for Grand 

Street Brides—a good price in 1950s. Merrill donated it to the Whitney Museum. 169 It was there, 

at the off-site storage, that I first encountered the painting.    

 
165 Quoted in Vicki Goldberg, "Grace Hartigan Still Hates Pop," New York Times 15 Aug. 1993.  
166 Jennifer Szalai, The New York Times, Sept 26, 2018. 
167 Jennifer Szalai, The New York Times, Sept 26, 2018. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/26/books/review-ninth-street-women-mary-gabriel-lee-krasner-elaine-de-
kooning-joan-mitchell.html 
168 by Claudia Roth Pierpont October 11, 2018 https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2018/10/08/how-new-yorks-
postwar-female-painters-battled-for-recognition. 
169 La Moy and McCaffrey, The Journals of Grace Hartigan, pp. 167, 170, 171. 
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CONTEXT III 
 

MY INTERPRETATION OF BRIDES  
 
 

Given all that we know of Hartigan’s life and influences, Grand Street Brides must, like 

all works of art, be encountered on its own terms, not just as a remote reflection of the artist’s 

hand but as a living, ever-present story. What follows is my own face-to-face encounter with the 

painting. The cargo elevator, no more than a wire cage, descended to the dimly lit sixth floor 

level of one of New York’s most famous art museum’s offsite storage and lurched to a stop. The 

big doors of the old elevator opened, and I walked onto the Whitney Museum off-site storage 6th 

Floor. It was like a mausoleum of paintings. Famous paintings now unseen by the public hung in 

the dim light.  There in storage, larger than life literally—for the models are six feet tall170—like 

a forgotten heirloom was the painting I had come so far to see: Grace Hartigan’s Brides. 

I got the feeling that I was suddenly connected with a huge painting that stood right 

before me. I encountered face-to-face the masterpiece, sensing a gloomy theme. The six figures, 

I noticed immediately, they never look at each other. They are so indifferent and they're not 

happy and not sad. They looked like my childhood dolls when I would squeeze their faces to see 

their different expressions. I stood as close to the painting as I was allowed to, a matter of inches. 

I could see crazy and free brushstrokes, aspects of fading and shading of colors of the paints, 

with defined lines, thick and defined (most likely of charcoal), which I feel are purposely kept 

uncovered. These, I came to agree, are so similar to Matisse’s lines. The composition definitely 

is similar to the court scene of Goya and of Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d'Avignon. . .. 

 
170 Grand Street Brides measures s 72 9/16 x 102 ⅜ in. (184.3 x 260 cm) 
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             Hartigan’s Angels Over Manhattan seems to be in some sense a bookend to The Grand 

Street Brides, marking her career. Even into the twenty-first century, Hartigan was dwelling on 

group figures. After half a century, she was still so sensitive to what society impresses upon us. 

Moreover, she was still under the influence of the great artists of the past. Hartigan was working 

on a painting under the influence of Angels of Tiepolo when the September 11 catastrophe hit 

New York City (Fig. 35).  

 

 
 
Figure 35. Left: The angels of Grace Hartigan look down on the grieving city with impassive  
faces ((Hirsh, L. Sharon. Grace Hartigan: Painting Art History. Carlisle, Penn: The Trout  
Gallery, 2003), 57. Right: Tiepolo, Abraham and the Three Angels, 1770, oil on canvas  
197 x 151 cm, Museo del Prado, Madrid.  
https://www.wga.hu/html_m/t/tiepolo/gianbatt/2_1730s/14abraha.html, [accessed April 2, 201]. 
 
 

She was watching TV and was so grieved and traumatized that immediately afterward 

she sought to express pain in the one way she knew best. The horrible scene that day reminded 
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her of a movie filmed in Berlin, The Wings of Desire, and she decided to change her painting in 

honor of those who died (See Fig. 36). 

 

  
 

             Figure 36. “Helpless Angels,” an assemblage of images by the author in honor  
            of Grace Hartigan and the director of Wings of Desire. https://www.bfi.org.uk/news- 
            opinion/news-bfi/features/five-visual-themes-wings-desire-immortal-film-about- 
            watching (Accessed February 10, 2019). Top Center: Hartigan’s Angels Over Manhattan.  
            Top Right (inset): Tiepolo’s Abraham and the Three Angels. 

 
 

Hartigan explains the connection that she made: “I had no idea that I would turn it into a 

memorial. I pulled on the memory of Wings of Desire, for the angels are crying. The angels are 

helpless of man’s failure. And more than failure. Disaster. Brutality. And then the deaths. And 

people jumping. People, I saw people jumping. They stopped showing that, but I will never 

FORGET THAT IMAGE. And then I had seen in Wings of Desire the angels scream when a man 

jumps. So it all tied in.”171 She called her painting Angels over Manhattan (Fig. 37) 

 
171 Hirsh, L. Sharon. Grace Hartigan: Painting Art History. Carlisle, Penn.: The Trout Gallery, 2003), 21. 

 



 

 76 
 

There is, it seems, no one word in the English lexicon to describe the expressions of 

Hartigan’s angels, just as there is no one word to describe the faces of the Brides. She herself 

used the word “helpless” to describe the angels as they look down at the tragedy of 9/11.  But as 

we observe, the angels are almost impassive—not feeling or expressing emotion. The one angel 

peers down, as though over the lip of a cloud, as if looking at someone else’s baby in a crib. 

 

         

 
 

             Figure 37. Hartigan sitting in her wheelchair in front of Angels Over Manhattan.  
             Artist Grace Hartigan, Baltimore Sun, https://www.baltimoresun.com/bal-gracehartigan- 
             pg-photogallery.html [accessed October 15, 2019]. 
 

One of Hartigan’s last paintings, from 2006 (Fig. 38) when she was in her eighties, 

proves her lifelong interest in the “bridal theme” and the empty ritual of weddings. Sometimes 

called African Bride, the painting depicts two life-size brides, one American and one African 

with droopy eyes, downcast with a primary red background that matches the skin tones of the 
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African bride. The irony of this painting reaches an apex where key features of the African 

bride—from her lips to her arm bands—veritably drip with blood-like outlines. The flowering 

newness that a wedding purports to be is ironically ruined by Hartigan’s brushstrokes. 

 

 
 

            Figure 38. Grace Hartigan, African Bride, 2006. Smithsonian American Art Museum,  
            “Meet Grace Hartigan” video, 2009. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e-mzSLQL1nk [accessed October 28, 2019]. 
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                                                              CONCLUSION 

Linda Hutcheon assures us, “No theorist of irony would dispute the existence of a special 

relationship in ironic discourse between the ironist and the interpreter.” And here, such a 

relationship was created in my own encounter with Brides, my physical and psychological 

confrontation with it, from brushstrokes to message. As I have established in this thesis, Grace 

Hartigan’s Brides expresses a “ludicrous irony,” though a subtle and almost undefinable irony, 

that is neither black where brides are white, nor completely grotesque where brides are beautiful, 

nor desolately depressed where brides are happy. There seem to be as many nuances of irony 

between the extremes of opposites as there are touches on a canvas. Perhaps the irony is Swiftian 

in its absurdity for it absolutely opposes what it presents. Yet the protest is silent, ironic. 

Hartigan’s irony is layered in disguises, manifesting as an irony that, as Quintilian defined the 

figure of thought so many centuries ago, “implies something other than it says, [and] makes no 

pretense about it.”172  

In the year 2000, Hartigan, then in her late seventies, confirmed that “the formal basis for 

all of [her] work, continually, has been abstract expressionism.” 173She made a telling distinction 

between her influence on Pop art and that of Warhol and Rivers. Distancing her work from 

 
172 Quintilian, Inst., 9.3.45. 
173 Hartigan in Interview with Vandyke places herself properly in the history of art: “The people who have a real 

stake in abstract expressionism act as though I never did any figurative work in the ‘50’s. But hopefully the 
museum people and historians will continue to be interested in the ranges and the different periods of an artist. It 
is a lot easier on the feeble intellect if you are a one-shot, one-look artist. The subject material I’ve picked since 
the ‘50’s, is imagery that either comes from popular culture or from the art of the past. You can break down all the 
succeeding decades. And the formal basis for all of my work, continually, has been abstract expressionism.”  
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Rivers and other Pop painters, her irony was without a “satirical edge.”174 That is to say, it was 

not many layered but rather plain to see. The brides of Grand Street Brides are in protest. 

Hartigan thought that paintings are powerless when embodying “the empty gesture, the dead 

ritual, the costume, the mask.” By contrast, she revealed painting’s power, which was, “not [in] 

putting on a mask, but taking it off.”175 Thus, Cathy Curtis is right: “Grace stripped the mask off 

the popular image of a wedding.” She rendered her brides as representatives: faces of what was 

in her experience of four marriages nothing but an “empty ritual.”  

Rather, her brides stand and sit compliant, obedient, silent, in, as Hartigan herself once 

expressed, “a strange rivalry of ugliness and hope.176 For me, having encountered Brides face to 

face (Fig. 40), having witnessed up close their masks—I see beauty hidden in ugliness, 

femininity in the androgyny. I see the freedom of her brush strokes belying the passivity of 

protest. I see the beauty of contradictions. I see the ludicrous irony. 

                         
 

                                   Figure 39. July 2, 2019, the author’s face-to-face encounter  
  with Hartigan’s Brides. (Photographed by her husband) 

 
174 Interview Jonathan Van Dyke, Spring 2000. 
175 Hartigan, Journals 1951-1955, 108 (Dec 4, 1953, 138; May 4, 1954). 
176 Curtis, Restless Ambition, 126. 
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APPENDIX  
 

SUPPLEMENTAL FIGURES 
 
 

 
 
Figure 40. Andy Warhol, Campbell's Soup Cans,1962. MoMA Learning, “Andy Warhol 
(American, 1928-1987), synthetic polymer paint on thirty-two canvasses, each canvas 20 x 
16” (50.8 x 40.6 cm),” https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/andy-warhol-campbells-
soup-cans-1962/ [accessed September 7, 2019]. 
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Figure 41. Soutine, The Bellboy, 1925-26. Oil on canvas, 98 x 80 cm, Centre Pompidou, Paris. 
Independent Culture/Art/Great works https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-
entertainment/art/great-works/great-works-the-groom-or-the-bellboy-1925-6-98cm-x-80cm-
chaim-soutine-6285273.html [accessed October 28, 2019]. 
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    Figure 42. “Text Painting”: Grace Hartigan and Frank O’Hara at Tibor de Nagy  
    Gallery. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 83 
 

 
 
            Figure 43. Hartigan’s male pseudonym on the cover of a pamphlet for her  
            first gallery exhibition. (Grace Hartigan, The Journals of Grace Hartigan, 1951– 
            1955, edited by William T. LaMoy and Joseph P. McCaffrey (Syracuse: Syracuse  
            University Press, 2009), 76. 
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          Figure 44. Washington Crossing the Delaware, Larry Rivers, 1953. Oil, graphite, and  
          charcoal on linen. 6’ 11 5/8” x 9’ 3 5/8” MoMA website     
          https://www.moma.org/collection/works/78504 [accessed October 12, 2019]. 
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