




































































Supporters of Pattern Painting also recognize that it invited or compelled an unaccus­

tomed kind of attention from the viewer. Noting that the structure most elemental 

to pattern is the grid, Goldin proposed, interestingly, that "grids and compositions 

are cues to different mobilizations of self ... . Compositions breed involvement, inti­

macy and references to self. Grids generate a greater emotional distance-a sense of 

the presence of objective pervasive law." For the viewer, "the characteristic response 

to patterns and grids is rapid scanning," and scanning "contains an element of 

search, and unsatisfied search at that, since it implies a restless refusal to focus and 

an attempt to grasp the nature of the whole." Finally, "the enjoyment of patterns and 

grids, so often linked to religion, magic, and states of being not-quite-there, requires 

an indifference to self-assertion uncongenial to most Westerners."79 (Numerous 

artists interested in geometric patterning, prior to the Pattern Painters- Ad 

Reinhardt, Agnes Martin and AlfredJensen, to name a few-have had an attendant 

interest in Eastern philosophy and/ or esoteric systems. 80) 

Fortunately for Jaudon, her development of Pattern Painting occurred at a time of 

growing public interest in those "states of being not-quite-there" available through 

Yoga and other, ancient Eastern systems of meditation. Appealing to that general 

curiosity, Perreault once referred to Pattern Painting as "Visual Yoga," reasoning that 

pattern, "being non-iconic, displaces the ego," and invites a kind of simultaneous 

"concentration and letting go" akin to meditative states.HI Jaudon's compositions of 

the 1970s through the mid-1980s are in fact iconic, insofar as they typically have a 

center, but they undercut the impression of centrality by diffusing that center through 

a radiant, all-over, largely non-hierarchic pictorial structure. From decoration's 

"tendency toward decentralization ... through the agency of pattern, its diffuse rather 

than forceful effect," Jeff Perrone inferred a non-assertive or non-egoistic mode of 

creation and even ventured that it is "impossible to reconcile the decorative with any 

form of violence or aggression."82 

Perreault saw the meditative aspect of Pattern Painting as yielding a "soothing" 

experience for artist and viewer alike. And Gombrich pointed out that there is 

something prim ally reassuring about pattern as an articulation of "the sense of 

order." He described as a "universal tendency," moreover, "the assumption of 

continuity. We expect things not to change unless we have evidence to the contrary. 

79 Goldin, "Patterns, Grids, and Painting," 51 , 54. Elsewhere Goldin argued that "the experience of decoration 

is typically celebrant and con tentless, like the psalmist's praise beyond reason" (Goldin, "Matisse and Decora­

tion," 58). 

80 Regarding the mystical dimensions of the grid, see Rosalind E. Krauss, "Grids," rpt. in her The Originality qf 

the Avant-Garde and other Modernist M)'tlzs (Cambridge, Ma.: M.LT. Press, 1985), 8-22. 

H' John Perreault, "Visual Yoga," Solzo Week(y News, 10 November 1977, 25. 

"2 Jeff Perrone, "Philadelphia," Ar!forum, 18, no. 3 (November 1979), 81. 



Without this confidence in the stability of the world we could not survive. Our senses 

could not cope with the task of mapping the environment afresh every moment." 

There may indeed be something deeply restful or, more negatively expressed, tran­

quilizing or regressive about the contemplation of pattern.83 (For that matter, the 

inveterate grid-painter Martin professed that she aimed above all to induce a bliss­

fully "untroubled mind" in the viewer, as in hersel( 84
) But patterning schemes may 

have challenging aspects also. And in Jaudon's case, the challenge for the viewer lies 

especially in the subtle, yet unmistakable suggestions of a profound disorder lurking 

within her semblances of perfect order. 

Once viewers attempt methodically to trace and retrace the pathes of the stripes 

meandering over Jaudon's canvases, such as Pantherburn, they discover that many of 

those pathes are blocked or discontinuous; that the labyrinth is rife with deadends. 

The critic John Yau noted the "confounding" aspect of Jaudon's patterns, a 

"discontinuity ... which makes reading the over-under connections difficult, makes the 

work seem hermetic, and teases us with geometric impossibilities. All that precision 

turns out to be ultimately elusive, and one has the feeling of wandering in a maze 

from which there is no exit," an experience of "near-claustrophobia."85 Rickey 

observed, moreover, thatJaudon at once "sets up order and subverts it with chaotic 

filaments which misconnect, suspiciously testing our eyes and ability to make connec­

tions."86 

One theory concerning the significance of the elaborate interlace and intricate 

knotwork found in ancient ornamental styles is that, like mazes, they "were once 

connected with the hope of confusing pursuers." 87 To confuse or confound the 

viewer has all along been one of Jaudon's aims; she talks of toying with her audience's 

presuppositions of what art is or should be and of making geometry that looks one 

way but acts another, prompting double-takes by the viewer. B8 When asked which 

artists had particularly influenced her, she cited those who "deal with a certain 

conceptual dissonance, that set you up to read things one way and then force you to 

change direction," naming H esse and the composer Charles Ives among others.89 

II:! Gombrich, Sense qf Order, 107. Gombrich notes that "the enjoyment of simple rhythms and exuberant 

nourishes is closely associated with what psychoanalysts call regression" (ib id. 19 ). 

I.., See Anna C. Chave, " 'Agnes Martin: Humility, the Beautifi.d Daughter ... '," in Agnes Martill, ed. Barbara 

Haskell (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1993), passim. 

u; J ohn Yau, "Valerie Jaudon at Holly Solomon ," Art ill America, 67 , no. 3 (May/June 1979), 144. 

u" Carrie Rickey, "DecOl~" in Dekor, exhibition catalog (Mannheim, Germany: Mannheimer Kunstverein, 1980), 

9. Remarked another critic, ':Jaudon seems to be setting out an architectural plan for an IVLC. Escher edifice­

apparen tly logical plans that just won 't work" (Martin Bright, Pattern Painting [BrackneB, Berkshire, England: 

South Hill Park Arts Centre, 198 1J , n.p. [brochureJ). 

Bl Gombrich, Sense qf Order, 263. (He is skeptical of this theory.) 

UB Interview, 21 June 1994. 

119 Paparoni, "Valerie Jaudon," 73. 



Figure 25. PhilipTaajJe, Portal, 

1994-1995, mixed media 

on canvas, 113 II/, x 58 II/,. 

Courtesy if Gagosian Galle))!, 

New 'York, New 'Yolk. 

From this perspective, J audon likes to think of her own art as incipiently political, as 

having a subversive moment. 90 

Historically, abstract art has proven a notably unstable, if not necessarily ineffectual, 

site for conveying political messages. By virtue of the intrinsic ambiguity or indeter­

minacy of its referents, it is highly vulnerable to "misreading" and cooptation. That 

foible of abstraction, among others, propelled many feminists to turn away from it 

toward visual modes more amenable to polemic. Martha Rosier, for one, remembers 

that in the late 1960s feminism "burst like a bomb in my mind. That stopped me 

from doing abstract painting, because it was then that I realized that I really had a 

great deal to say and that abstract painting was in fact mute and self-mutilating." 91 

But polemical modes have their limitations too, and in Jaudon's view, making an 

abstract painting means the opposite of staying mute; it means "a chance to speak," 

to "have my say" in a way that may contribute to "turning things around. "92 

The shocking subject if Taqffo's work is, in short, beauty itself- shocking because if the 

dangerous optimism this implies in so firocious61 skeptical a period as this one.. .. Not since 

Frederick Church ... has a painter seemed so undaunted b)l the routine presence if beauty as Taqffo. 93 

Lisa Liebmann, "Taaffe's Temple," 1994. 

That a serious critic could write about a young male painter in 1994 as if he had 

single-handedly uncovered the manifold beauties and pleasures of the decorative, at 

least for a contemporary audience- that she could write as if J audon had never 

existed, in other words- might signal that nothing has really turned around. No 

critics have ever marveled at J audon's "undaunted" forays in the fields of the decora­

tive, calculated the "high price" she "pays for Q1er] pleasure" or imagined that her 

studio contains a veritable "world of. .. anxiety," as Lisa Liebmann gushes about the 

admittedly talented Philip Taaffe [fig. 25] .9+ Such fulsome rhetoric, and the psalm to 

originality that accompanies it are still ordinarily reserved for male artists, whose 

excursions into the decorative may still pass as acts of derring-do. One might be 

tempted to say that Jaudon has deluded herself, then, in imagining that her work has 

made a difference. Marcia Tucker noted acerbically that some female critics have 

,0 Kaneda, "Valerie J audon," 42. 

"' C ited in Paul vVood, Francis Frascina,J onathan Harris, C harles Harrison, i\llodernism in DiS/JUte: Art Since the 

Forties (New Haven, Conn. : Yale Unive rsity Press, 1993 ), 160. 

," Interview, 2 1 June 1994. 

":i Lisa Liebmann , "Taaffe's Temple," Elle Decor, December/J anuary 1994, 30. Taaffe is further identified as "an 

om nivorous collector of reference books on everything from Hungarian embroidery patterns toJapanese sword­

guard des igns" (ibid. ). 

"' Ibid. 



lauded contemporary female artists for having "pioneered the use of a subjective, 

personal voice; overtly political content; ... pattern and decoration; dream images, 

mythic, and ritual practices; and the dissolution of differences between low and high 

art. Certainly it seemed as though women had defied the canon and diffused the 

mainstream by providing men with new stylistic arenas. Unfortunately, it was the 

men who became famous and reaped the economic rewards of those changes." 95 

Though Tucker's view is all too acute, Jaudon's claims to having had an effect are not 

idle or ill-founded. And the New Decoration has not been totally forgotten, though 

it and she have never quite received their due as the generative forces they have been. 

New York Times critic Holland Cotter not long ago remarked that "it's odd that the 

Pattern and Decoration movement of the 1970's is so little valued at present. Its 

challenges to male-dominated, Western high art anticipated exactly the issues many 

younger artists are grappling with today."96 Well before the term "multi-culturalism" 

became a watchword in the academy, the Pattern and Decoration group had con­

ceived a vision of multi-cultural, non-sexist, non-classist, non-racist, non-hierarchical 

art. As for the group's goal of relegitimizing the decorative arts: though it cannot, in 

truth, assume much of the credit, this revaluation has indeed been in progress since 

the time the movement coalesced. Serious research on the history of quilts, for 

instance, has been advancing since the 1970s- as have the prices of those textiles at 

auction. Fine art museums increasingly acquire decorative art and sometimes 

integrate it in displays of their painting and sculpture collections. New museums and 

new museum buildings dedicated to design and craft have opened (sometimes with 

women at the head) . And numerous graduate programs for the study of material 

culture and the decorative arts have been established. 

In the 1970s some critics noted that the Pattern and Decoration group was unique 

as a widely recognized art movement that had numerous women at its forefront. 97 

Kay Larson penned in 1980 a general article on the contemporary art scene that 

proclaimed, "For the First Time Women are Leading .. . Not Following."98 It now 

seems that the fact of the female leadership of the Pattern and Decoration movement 

!I.; Marcia Tuckel~ "Women Artists Today: Revolution or Regression?," Nfaking Their fHm*: V110men Artists jHove 

into the fHai1!stream, 1970- 1985, catalog of exhibition curated by Randy Rosen with Catherine C. Brawer (New 

York: Abbeville, 1989), 199. 

96 Holland Cotter, "Robert Kushner," New l'Ork Times, 12 November 1993, c22 . 

,,) "If pattern painting is the dominant painting style right now ... then women have moved solidly into the avant­

garde for the first time in art history .. . . One can't conceive of its emergence prior to the women's movement" 

(April Kingsley, "Opulent Optimism," Village Voice, 28 November 1977, 76). Perreault identified Pattern and 

Decoration as "the first art movement in which women have figured prominently," noting that KozloIT, Schapiro 

and Jaudon, had "used the organizational skills they had picked up in feminist politics to encourage a dialogue 

among artists with shared concerns" (Perreault, "The New Decorativeness," 46). 



helped doom it to an abbreviated or discontinuous and sometimes rocky path 

through the marketplace, cultural institutions and the byways of journalism. But the 

immense contributions of these and other nervy feminists who jumpstarted and drove 

a moribund feminist movement in the United States in the 1970s have lately begun 

to receive some serious, long-deferred credit. Huyssen states plainly that "it was 

especially the art, writing, film-making and criticism of women and minority artists 

with their recuperation of buried and mutilated traditions, their emphasis on explor­

ing forms of gender- and race-based subjectivity in aesthetic production and experi­

ences, and their refusal to be limited to standard canonizations, which added a whole 

new dimension to the critique of high modernism and the emergence of alternative 

forms of culture."99 And Susan Bordo salutes the feminists of this period for having 

"cleared a space, [and] described a new territory, which radically altered the male­

normative terms of discussion about reality and experience; they forced the recogni­

tion of the difference gender makes." 100 Although she had in mind not artists but 

scholarly feminists like Carol Gilligan and Dorothy Dinnerstein when she made the 

claim, it applies nonetheless to Jaudon. 

''l\s a woman I am ... outside of the main discourse of history," Jaudon observes, but 

that displacement now paradoxically has its advantages: "To be inside the main 

room when the walls are closing in must be an uncomfortable position .... It is much 

better to be outside the realm of modernist self-reference, to be able to acknowledge 

complexity, to make art that reflects the multivalent world that we live in today." 101 

Looking to unsung modes of cultural production to shape her pictorial vision,Jaudon 

resolved to change viewers' minds about those ornamental arts' putatively minor 

and residual status. Looking to engage an audience oblivious or hostile to contempo­

rary art, she employed that famously abstruse vocabulary of geometric abstraction 

to design and realize public amenities that are accessible, pleasing and functional. 

Looking to retrieve a function of art long since disavowed by the avant-garde­

giving viewers sensual pleasure at a time when (non-exploitive) pleasures are in short 

9U Kay Larson , "For the First Time Women are Leading ... Not Following," Art News, 79, no. 8 (October 1980), 

64-72. "Far from displacing men, female leadership has opened up new freedom for everyone," observed Larson 

comfortingly (ibid., 64). 

99 Huyssen, "Mapping the Postmodern," 198. The path breaking article pointing to the feminist movement's key 

role in effecting crucial cultural , ideological and epistemological shifts was Craig Owens's "The Discourse of 

Others: Feminists and Postmodernism," rpt. in The Anti-aesthetic: Essqys on Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Port 

Townsend, Wa. : Bay Press, 1983), 57-82. The postmodern condition has been experienced largely as a "loss of 

mastery" on every front argued Owens, and "what if not the emergence of Third-World nations, the 'revolt of 

nature' and the women's movement- that is, the voices of the conquered- has challenged the West's desire for 

ever-greater domination and control?" (ibid., 67). 

100 Susan Bordo, "Feminism, Postmodernism, and Gender-Scepticism," Feminism/ Postmodernism, ed. Linda]. 

Nicholson (New York: Routledge, 1990), 137. 

10 1 "The Question of Gender in Art" (compilation of artists' statements), Tema Celeste, 37-38 (Autumn 1992), 57. 



supply- she produced paintings, "so flagrantly beautiful... I can barely stand it 

myself" 102 Looking to seduce viewers with a sense of order that seems reassuringly 

centered, logical and controlled, she led them instead into a confused yet tantalizing 

maze of possibilities and deadends; presented them with a metaphorical map of the 

modern-day world in all its vertiginous perils and terrors, its routine frustrations and 

its heady potentialities. 

Feminist theories, like other forms qf postmodernism, should encourage us to tolerate and interpret 

ambivalence, ambiguiry, and multipliciry as well as to expose the roots qf our needs for imposing 

order and structure no matter how arbitrary and oppressive these needs may be. if we do our work 

well, realiry will appear even more unstable, complex, and disorderly than it does now. 103 

Jane Flax, "Postmodernism and Gender Relations in Feminist Theory," 1990. 

Let the record show that the disorderly order crafted by Valerie Jaudon has done, 

and does, its work well. 

I am indebted to Cynthia Carlson, Joyce Kozlqff, Barbara Schwartz and above all Valerie Jaudon for 

sharing their perspectives on the Pattern and Decoration movement with me. Jaudon has my gratitude 

also for allowing me access to her substantial archives and for graciously tolerating my repeated 

intrusions in her studio. 

102 Interview, 21 June 1994. In the Mediatioll qf Omammt, Grabar called special attention to pleasing as a central 

function of decoration, and an astute reviewer remarked on this " use of a notion almost absent from art historical 

discourse : visual pleasure" (Margaret Olin, "Book Reviews," Art Bulletin, 75, no. 4 [December 1993], 731). 

103 Jane Flax, "Postmodernism and Gender Relations in Feminist Theory," Feminism/ Postmodemism, ed. 

Nicholson, 56. 



A Chronological Analysis of the Paintings: 
1973-1995 

Paintings from 1 973 -1 979 

Toomsuba, 1973 

Natchez, 1975 

Big BiLoxi, 1979 

Beginning in 1973,Jaudon constructed her paintings 

with individual blocks 2" to 8" long and 2" wide, which 

were painted in a range of 250 acrylic colors. The blocks 

were arranged both intuitively and randomly on over­

lapping horizontal, vertical, diagonal and circular grids. 

Their thick brush strokes were painted without masking 

out unpainted areas, a technique Jaudon continued until 

recently.Jaudon titled all of her works after the names 

of towns in her native Mississippi until 1985. 

In 1974 and continuing through 1978,Jaudon elimi­

nated color in her work; paintings from this period are 

black, white or metallic monochromes. Works from 

1975 and 1976 are asymmetrical, although a system of 

grids was still employed in composing these works. The 

bare canvas outlines visible between blocks of pigment 

become an important structural element and give the 

paintings a pronounced linear quality. 

In 1976 Jaudon established a greater order in the multi­

directional grid system by replacing the asymmetry 

of her earlier paintings with a symmetrical structure 

based on mirroring modules. Thus the canvases do not 

have an obvious top and bottom orientation. In square­

format paintings, the modules are grouped in four, nine 

or sixteen; in rectangular paintings, up to twenty-four 

are used. 



A Chronological Analysis of the Paintings: 
1973-1995 

Paintings from 1979-1985 

Pantlzerburn, 1979 
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Big Springs, 1980 

CaLedonia, 1982 

Jaudon maintained her monochromatic color palette 

through 1979, and her paintings began to have a definite 

vertical orientation. She continued to use modular 

symmetry and introduced a two-part symmetry with the 

units mirroring themselves along the central vertical axis. 

The small structural blocks of earlier works lengthened 

into bands of color which give the paintings a strong 

architectural presence. Jaudon also employed rounded 

and pointed arches which correspond to Romanesque 

and Gothic arches, respectively. 

In 1980 and 1981 Jaudon intensified the existing compo­

nents of her works through the addition of a second color 

which also supplied the two-part symmetry and arch 

structure with a greater sense of spatial development. 

The spatial and architectural complexity of the works 

increased during this period. 

Jaudon's work from 1982 through 1985 shows a marked 

break with her previous work. Not only did she reject 

the modular symmetry which played such a vital role in 

earlier paintings, but she also expanded her palette to 

include three colors; one for the background and two 

for interweaving bands. In some paintings gold leaf was 

applied over either the foreground or middle ground 

bands or the background. The spatial development is 

articulated through references to linear perspective in 

the arches and through a stronger use of diagonals. 



A Chronological Analysis of the Paintings: 
1973-1995 

Paintings from 1985-1989 

Pharsalia, 1985 

Prime, 1986 

Grade, 1988 

In 1985 Jaudon fractured the architectural system 

which she had cultivated during the preceding seven 

years. The arches disappeared and the paintings became 

spatially flatter and more geometric. These paintings 

continued to be limited in palette to three colors, but 

the colors themselves became more subdued. Also, 

Jaudon ended the practice of titling h er works after 

towns in Mississippi. 

All of the paintings made in 1986 are square in format 

and consist of three colors: a primary hue, m etallic silver 

and black. The bands of color form simple although 

often broken geometric shapes arranged on a banded 

grid inscribed on the background color. 

From 1987 through 1989 J audon continued to employ 

a square format with the background inscribed with a 

banded grid. Backgrounds are a single bright color and 

foreground bands, which depict simple geometric forms, 

are black and white. Although the overall geometric 

composition of the bands is more simplified than in 

previous works, the bands themselves are more complex. 

She often divided the bands into black and white "dots" 

and "dashes," which gives them a greater dynamic 

character. 



A Chronological Analysis of the Paintings: 
1973-1995 

Paintings from 1989 - 1995 

Azimuth, 1990 

Social Contract, 1992 

The Best of Everything, 1995 

The growing complexity of Jaudon's paintings from 

1989 through 1991 is reflected in a shattering of the 

grid, the use of complex colors and diversification of 

the bands. In addition to the "dot" and "dash" bands, 

Jaudon employed solid black and white ones and also 

bands in color. 

In her work from 1991 through 1993, the only trace 

that remains of the inscribed grids is a background 

comprised of multicolored stripes or checkerboards 

arranged in color progressions. Foreground bands have 

a wholly separate identity in relation to the paintings' 

backgrounds. Vertically oriented ornamental "figures" 

populate the foreground bands, some of which are 

symmetrical and others are asymmetrical. 

Jaudon's work from 1994 is comprised of ornamental 

figures which float in the foreground over a background 

color field. Although the paintings retain a high degree 

of structure due to the strict verticality of the ornamental 

figures, there are no longer any explicit references to the 

grid system that had previously guided her work. The 

newest work, from 1995, incorporates three overlapping 

planes. A black, symmetrical, ornamental, figured field 

is visible in an atmospheric, black-gray "veil" of poured 

paint. These two planes are unified by a smooth, glossy 

surface which becomes a third plane. 
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