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Lorna Blaine Halper
THE SPACE BETWEEN

Organized and curated by the Asheville Art Museum with special thanks to
Mary Emma Harris and to artist Lorna Blaine Halper. Sponsored in part by
AT&T RealYellow Pages.



Lorna Blaine (b. 1924) grew up in Hewlett, Long
Island. She spent her summers on the family farm in Jaffrey,
New Hampshire where she tended her pet goat Jigs. Her
father, Graham Blaine, was a banker, and her mother,
Katharine Tweed Blaine, active in social causes.

In 1942, after graduation from Chatham Hall in
Virginia, Lorna enrolled at Barnard College in New York.
Soon she“defected” to the Columbia University Art School
across the street.There she learned about Black Mountain
College (BMC). Her parents also had heard about the
college. Disturbed by rumors of Communism and nudism,
they forbade her enrolling. When Fannie Hillsmith, their
proper New Hampshire neighbor who had been Lorna’s
childhood art teacher, accepted an appointment to teach at
the 1945 Summer Art Institute, they agreed to let Lorna
enroll with Hillsmith as her chaperone.1

In the fall Lorna Blaine applied to Black Mountain as
a regular student.2 She returned for the winter quarter and
remained though the spring of 1948. In December 1947
she married Tasker Howard, Jr., a former student who had
returned to teach economics.At the end of the 1948 spring
semester, the Howards moved to NewYork.

In addition to the general curriculum, Lorna studied art
in the summers with Robert Motherwell, Lyonel Feininger,
and JeanVarda and with Ilya Bolotowsky when Josef Albers
was on sabbatical. She also took Mathematics for Artists with
the eminent — and at BMC beloved — geometer Max
Dehn, and woodworking with Mary “Molly’” Gregory. It
was Albers’s classes, especially color and design, that were to
have the greatest influence on her work.

Recalling her years at Black Mountain, Lorna noted,
“You have to grow up somewhere. That was a wonderful
place to grow up.”3 Intensely shy in large groups, she made
lifelong friends with several students, among them Ruth
Asawa, Ray Johnson, William “Willie” Joseph, Eleanor
Smith Leon, Joan Stack Sewell, Oli Sihvonen, Lucy Swift,
and Elaine Schmitt Urbain.

Letters to her mother speak of intense classes with
Albers and others, of spontaneous parties in the student
studies building, of rising at six a.m. to work on the farm,
of the college’s many crises and of camping alone in the
woods to escape the closeness of life in the community.4

The college was also a place of healing. Lorna’s brother,
Harry Blaine. had been killed on June 15, 1944 in the assault
on Saipan in the Pacific, and in 1946 her close friend and
Columbia mentor Richard Burgess died of cancer. In the fall
of 1946, she used $1,000 of her small inheritance from her
brother to make it possible for Ruth Asawa,who had enrolled
for the 1946 summer session, to remain at the college.

During the 1950s, Lorna worked in New York at
America House, a retail outlet for crafts, and, after Howard’s
death in 1952, briefly in Japan for UNESCO. In 1956, she

1 Interview with Mary Emma Harris, 30 May 1987, BMC Project.
2 The requirements for enrollment at the special summer sessions in the arts

were less rigorous than for admittance as a regular student.
3 Interview, 30 May 1987.
4 Letters from Katharine Blaine to Lorna Blaine (Howard),

11 March 1946 - June 1948, BMC Project.
5 Interview with Mary Emma Harris, 11 July 1997, BMC Project.
6 Interview, 11 July 1997.

— Mary Emma Harris

married the novelist Albert Halper, and in 1968, they moved
to a small house with a studio near Pawling, NewYork.

When her mother commented on the rigidity of
Albers’s exercises, Lorna responded that Albers was teaching
them to see the “bones and the muscle” of the visual world
and that it was up to the students as to how they used his
teaching.5 During the 1950s she struggled with this
powerful legacy. In Pawling, away from the expectations and
restrictions of the New York art scene, a distinctive style
evolved which, although it draws on Albers’s studies in
figure-background, illusion and color, is unquestionably her
own. The spiral motif, which she had used in her earliest
work, was transformed into “spiral guy,” a “lifelong
companion” who has allowed her to do “zillions of
things…I can fly to the moon with the spiral guy…”6

Lorna Blaine Halper exhibited with Cisneros Gallery,
Weyhe Gallery and Bodley Gallery in New York. She lives
and works in Pawling, NewYork.

FROM TOP:Untitled Falling Man, 1989, engraving, 3.5 x 3.88 inches, 2008.49.15.62. Untitled
Falling Man, 1989, engraving, 3.5 x 4.25 inches, 2008.49.16.62. Both works are gifts of
Lorna Blaine Halper.Asheville Art Museum Black Mountain College Collection.
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The Asheville Art Museum’s mission, to explore
the best of American art since the 20th century and art
of significance to Western North Carolina, is well
served by this project which celebrates a dedicated
American artist and acknowledges her experience as a
student at Black Mountain College as part of the
context of the development of her work.

A project like this is only possible with the
participation, commitment and enthusiasm of many.We
are especially grateful to the artist, Lorna Blaine Halper,
for generously donating a sizeable body of her own
work as well as significant works by other Black
Mountain College artists to the Asheville Art Museum.
Scholar Mary Emma Harris has worked tirelessly to
protect and enhance the legacy of Black Mountain
College and has also been instrumental in helping the
Asheville Art Museum build its Black Mountain
College Collection. I thank her for her introduction to
Lorna; it has been a gift to get to know her. Mary
Emma also shared her insight and observations at all
stages in the development of this exhibition and she has
given us all a glimpse of Lorna’s life and work in her
richly detailed, evocative introduction.

Assistant Curator Cole Hendrix coordinated all
aspects of this exhibition.The Museum’s Curator Frank
Thomson generously gave his skill and good eye to this
project, photographing the work in this publication.
Adult Programs Manager Nancy Sokolove organized an
array of innovative programs to compliment this and
other exhibitions on view. Museum intern Alexandra
Fisher provided invaluable assistance and a fresh
perspective during all stages of this project.The efforts of
Susan Rhew, Graphic Designer along with our talented
staff members enabled the completion of this exhibition.
And as always, the Museum’s Board of Trustees and
numerous volunteers make exhibitions like this possible.

We hope you enjoy will enjoy Lorna Blaine
Halper: The Space Between. This exhibition not only
celebrates the accomplishments of an important Black
Mountain College alumnae, but also her generous spirit.

LEFT: Untitled, 1967, ink on paper, 10 x 30 inches,
2009.27.01.41.

COVER FROM LEFT: Untitled, nd, oil and ink on linen,
60 x 48 inches, 2008.03.10.21. Linear Dance, 1963,
ink on paper, 19 x 30 inches, 2009.27.04.41. The
Golden Section, 1947-52, oil on panel, 13.38 x 21.5
inches, 2007.27.13.21.

BELOW FROM TOP: Untitled, 1972, ink and gouache
on paper, 29 x 23 inches, 2009.27.02.20. Untitled,
1965, oil on canvas, 34.13 x 48 inches,
2008.03.09.21. Untitled, nd, gouache on paper,
14.75 x 12 inches, 2009.27.03.23.

All works are gifts of Lorna Blaine Halper.Asheville
Art Museum Black Mountain College Collection.

— Pamela L. Myers,AAM Executive Director



The Asheville Art Museum is accredited by the American Association of
Museums and receives general operating support from businesses, foundations
and individuals, as well as from the North Carolina Arts Council, an agency funded
by the State of North Carolina, and the National Endowment for the Arts, which
believes that a great nation deserves great art. Additional support is provided by
the City of Asheville and Buncombe County.

Museum Hours: Tues - Sat 10 a.m. - 5 p.m. | Sun 1 - 5 p.m.

Asheville Art Museum
2 South Pack Square CELEBRATING 60 YEARS

P.O. Box 1717 | Asheville, NC 28802-1717 | 828.253.3227
mailbox@ashevilleart.org | www.ashevilleart.org

FROM TOP: The Echo of Teresius, 1967, printed 1972, silk screen, 12.5
x 14.75 inches, 2008.49.41.60. Poseidon’s Response, 1972, print with
applied color, 19 x 24.5 inches, 2008.49.58.60. Both works are gifts
of Lorna Blaine Halper. Asheville Art Museum Black Mountain
College Collection.

The works on display here represent the varied range
of Lorna Blaine Halper’s art and cover the broad sweep of
her career. Evident in her earliest work is the indelible
influence of Josef Albers, with whom she studied at Black
Mountain College. Later Halper went on to develop a
highly unique approach that combined the principles of
Albers’s teaching with her own individualized style. Her
mature work emerged in the context of both Op Art and
Latin American abstraction and her visual practice
became dominated by an obsessive, introspective and
sustained meditation on the line.Throughout her career
Halper continually played with the terms of seeing,
manipulating value, tone and scale to evince the
descriptive qualities of line.

Early works like The Golden Section, 1947, take their
cue from Halper’s instructor at Black Mountain College,
Josef Albers. As in Albers’s work from this period, we
see geometric forms in this painting which are not
rigidly defined. Highly textured and densely layered, the
tectonic forms possess a subtle kinetic energy, suggesting
a slight movement.

At the end of the 1948 semester, Halper moved to
New York and continued to hone her visual style. She
began to exhibit regularly and her conceptual framework
became more focused. In The Echo of Teresius, 1967, one
has the impression of movement and vibration, of patterns
alternately swelling and warping. The dynamism in this
work stems from “a discordant figure ground relationship
that causes the planes to be in a tense and contradictory
juxtaposition.”1 Sometimes hard-edged, sometimes more
freely drawn, her mature work “suggests architectural
constructions of cultivatedly ambiguous spaces.”2

Halper’s later work owes less to the direct influence
of Albers and more to her proximity to Op Art and Latin
American abstraction. During its height in the mid 60s,
Op was “invariably described as an art of high science and
technology, a rigorous, retinal art linked to theories of
perception and the historical study of optics.”3

In a 1966 exhibition announcement, art critic
Rosalind Brown highlights Halper’s affinity for Op:
“Lorna Halper is painterly Op. Her black and white lines
are never the same, thick or thin, they compact into cubes
that play with the background and tie in with hot colors
to plasticity rather than optics.”4

By the 1980s, critics noted a growing quality of
psychological introspection in Halper’s work: “One can
imagine her as Piranesi carving psychological prisons out
of a gordion knot of Moebius strips.”5 Psychologically
charged and teeming with emotion, later work like
Poseidon’s Response, 1972, suggests a more allegorical and
narrative interpretation.

Critical acclaim and widespread success may have
eluded Halper, but the Museum hopes this exhibition will
encourage a renewed interest in the Artist.

1 Lancaster, John. Introducing Op Art. London: Batsford, Ltd, 1973. p.28.
2 Combs,Tram.“A Multi-faceted Enigmatist.” Noticias de Arte. (September 1981) p.3.
3 Lee, Pamela.“Bridget Riley’s Eye/ Body Problem.” October v. 98 (Autumn 2001) p. 36.
4 Exhibition at Cisneros Gallery. Art News v.65 (December 1966) p.12.
5 Combs. Op cit.

— Cole Hendrix


