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HER ABSTRACTION IS DERIVED BOTH FROM GEOMETRY AND ORGANIC SHAPES. EMBODYING 
WHAT SHE CALLS AN “ORGANIC GEOMETRY,” HER SCULPTURAL WORK REFLECTS HER LOVE 
OF NATURE AND THE LINEARITY OF ARCHITECTURE, BOTH THE CURVED AND THE STRAIGHT.
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modernist aesthetic that would 
have both lasting significance and 
vigor for decades to come. 

The sculptural works by Nancy 
Frankel featured in this exhibition 
are clearly rooted in the example 
of David Smith and in the tradi-
tion of modernist abstraction that 
began in the 1950s. When working 
with steel, the artist’s practice can 
be related to Smith’s, but is in no 
way limited by it. What it shares 
is a fundamental premise about 
three-dimensional form as emerg-
ing from the materials themselves, 
and in conceptual notions about 
form dynamically occupying space. 
Questions of balance—of things 
seeming precarious, but maintaining 
balance—are also central to her thinking. 
What further links Frankel’s work to that 
of Smith is a youthful spirit of invention, 
something akin to improvisation in music. 
Indeed, in much the same way that 
modernist abstraction was related to jazz 
in its early days, there’s a fundamental 
sense in her work of a similar attitude—
working through a variety of problems of 
form and meaning within a lively creative 
framework. This is particularly evident in 
Frankel’s work which, with its multiple 
variations on a theme, is much akin to 
jazz improvisation. The titles of many of 

her works—Three’s Company, Impromptu, 
Totem—could easily be the titles of tunes 
on a jazz album.

Frankel studied painting with Hans 
Hoffmann in New York in 1953–54 after 
graduating with a degree from Tyler 
School of Fine Arts in 1952 and earning 
an MA in Art Education from Columbia 
University. She was later an Adjunct 
Professor of Sculpture at Montgom-
ery College in Rockville, MD and has 
continued that practice in her own studio 
in Kensington, MD to the present. Thus, 
although she has been working in three 
dimensions for many years, in steel as 

well as in wood and other sculptural 
media, her background in painting and 
graphic arts has given her a love for, 
and an interest in color. This exhibit 
includes some two-dimensional works 
by the artist, both in tempera paintings 
on paper and graphite drawings. These 
are not only memorable for their color, 
but also for the variety of forms in them. 
Although the waving shapes of a circular 
work like River Relief made of design 
cast with a bronze patina may seem 
reminiscent of early twentieth-century 
abstraction, its color and surface texture 
are almost like a tapestry. Perhaps once 
again recalling David Smith’s Circle series 
of the early ‘60s, Frankel has carried her 
interest in color over to her much of her 
sculpture, freely painting it in bright and 
even pictorial ways. The bright blue forms 
of her Whimsy or Conversation II (2009), 
the colorful circles of her Circus Theme 
(1988) or the bright wavy curves of her 
Portal II (2003) are good examples of the 
pictorial in her sculptural work. 

As the artist approaches her ninetieth 
birthday, this exhibition is a selective ret-
rospective of the variety and the strength 
of Frankel’s work from her nearly sev-
en-decade long career, most of it here in 
the Washington, DC region. It includes 
an untitled work in wood and brass from 
1956 that was inspired by Frankel’s first 

Nearly fifty years ago, Robert Goldwater 
asked the question “What is Modern 
Sculpture?” in the title of his now-iconic 
survey of the subject published by the 
Museum of Modern Art. Ironically, the 
book never supplies a definition. Instead, 
Goldwater attempted to show how 
three-dimensional art of various kinds 
being made in America in the 1960s 
was aligned with a tradition of modern 
sculpture that began in Europe with 
Cubist collage and welded iron works 
like those of Picasso and Julio González. 
In this he was preceded by the convic-
tion of the great (if controversial) critic 
Clement Greenberg who believed that 
the abstraction of the New York School 
of the late 1940s and 50s was a fulfill-
ment of the promise of modernism that 
had had its beginnings in the nineteenth 
century in France, especially in painting. 
Yet, it was also Greenberg who was an 
early supporter of David Smith, the artist 
universally recognized as the undisputed 
pioneer of a modernist abstract aesthetic 
and practice in American sculpture. Smith 
was also both a contemporary and close 
associate of Abstract Expressionist paint-
ers including Pollock and de Kooning that 
Greenberg also championed. What was 
missing in Goldwater’s analysis is the fact 
that both the painters and the sculptor 
were establishing a uniquely American 

encounter with African art that was also 
a major inspiration for her in later works 
made with clay, wood and fiber such as 
Arch (1998) and of many other pieces 
not in this exhibit. Also featured are 
smaller, unpainted steel works, as well 
as a maquette for a very large sundial 
the artist made for Charles Timberlake 
in New Canaan, CT of design cast and 
copper. Called East-West Sundial, and 
appearing as a work of art, it actually 
functions as a sundial, even on the 
smaller scale of the hydrocal maquette. 

The continuing vitality of Nancy 

Frankel’s sculpture is a testament to 
the richness of her inspiration, whether 
it be from the hidden mathematical 
structures of nature or those inherent in 
music. Her abstraction is derived both 
from geometry and organic shapes. 
Embodying what she calls an “organic 
geometry,” her sculptural work reflects 
her love of nature and the linearity of 
architecture, both the curved and the 
straight. Many of her pieces, such as Red 
Tower (2018), have a feeling of growth 
to them, recalling the way that nature 
builds forms with repeated small units. 

Frankel has said that she also feels these 
structures in music, and some of her 
work is an attempt to give three-di-
mensional form to what she hears in 
music. As much as it may connote jazz, 
Impromptu was inspired by listening 
closely to the “shapes” in a Mendels-
sohn violin concerto. The possibilities for 
new ideas emerging from these sources 
seem endless. 

Claudia Rousseau, Ph.D. 

NANCY FRANKEL

THE CONTINUING VITALITY OF NANCY FRANKEL’S SCULPTURE IS A TESTAMENT 
TO THE RICHNESS OF HER INSPIRATION, WHETHER IT BE FROM THE HIDDEN 
MATHEMATICAL STRUCTURES OF NATURE OR THOSE INHERENT IN MUSIC. 
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ers including Pollock and de Kooning that 
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As the artist approaches her nineti-
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retrospective of the variety and the 
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nearly seven-decade long career, most 
of it here in the Washington, DC region. 
It includes an untitled work in wood and 
brass from 1956 that was inspired by 
Frankel’s first encounter with African art 
that was also a major inspiration for her 
in later works made with clay, wood and 
fiber such as Arch (1998) and of many 
other pieces not in this exhibit. Also 

featured are smaller, unpainted steel 
works, as well as a maquette for a very 
large sundial the artist made for Charles 
Timberlake in New Canaan, CT of design 
cast and copper. Called East-West 
Sundial, and appearing as a work of art, 
it actually functions as a sundial, even 
on the smaller scale of the hydrocal 
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The continuing vitality of Nancy 
Frankel’s sculpture is a testament to 
the richness of her inspiration, whether 
it be from the hidden mathematical 
structures of nature or those inherent in 
music. Her abstraction is derived both 
from geometry and organic shapes. 
Embodying what she calls an “organic 
geometry,” her sculptural work reflects 
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architecture, both the curved and the 
straight. Many of her pieces, such as Red 
Tower (2018), have a feeling of growth 
to them, recalling the way that nature 
builds forms with repeated small units. 
Frankel has said that she also feels these 
structures in music, and some of her 
work is an attempt to give three-di-
mensional form to what she hears in 
music. As much as it may connote jazz, 
Impromptu was inspired by listening 
closely to the “shapes” in a Mendels-
sohn violin concerto. The possibilities for 
new ideas emerging from these sources 
seem endless. 

Claudia Rousseau, Ph.D. Image information to come…
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