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Uyghur ikat silk fabric, c. 1970



A jewel sold at auction on April 5, 2017 set a new world 

record. The Pink Star – a 59.60-carat oval mixed-cut 

Fancy Vivid Pink Internally Flawless diamond fetched $71.2 

million. Important here is neither the price nor the size/type 

of the gem, remarkable as these are. Rather, it is the deep 

fascination that such natural phenomena have exerted 

over humankind since time immemorial.  On the one hand, 

the crystal’s multitudinous facets, which create a perfectly 

ordered linear kaleidoscope, are themselves eye-catching.1 

On the other hand, the light refracted from within augments 

an overall impalpable, ultra-luminous shimmer. So surface 

and volume, planarity and depth, coexist in an ever-changing 

chromatic continuum. What Abbot Suger of the Basilica of 

St. Denis in Paris said in the twelfth century about a gem-

studded reliquary applies, timeless, here: “It carries his mind,” 

Suger wrote, “from the material to the spiritual world.”2 Lowly 

stone, that is, transports the beholder to sublime heights. 

Mutatis mutandis with regard to materials, the same applies 

to the art of Julian Stanczak.3

During a career that spanned more than seventy years 

and an often challenging life led across three continents 

(Europe, Africa and North America) at face value Stanczak 

used the simplest means of his craft. To start, a canvas well 

primed with some three gesso layers in order to establish 

a paper-like smoothness. Then, by the 1960s, the artist 

had adopted water-based acrylic paints, applied thinly in 

consecutive layers whose precise edges were guided by 

masking tape. These resulted in lines (invariably slender in 

width) which are of course the most rudimentary elements 

of two-dimensional image making. Their fineness is de 

facto self-effacing, for they do not agglomerate into weighty, 

one-color areas. Where the lines intersect, tiny squares or 

sometimes crosses arise. The pigment’s materiality is slight 

enough not to interfere with the hues that it carries, while 

the overall configurations are ostensibly direct. They include 

parallelograms (both rectangular and rhomboid), various 

quadrilaterals, diagonals that converge into “valleys” or that 

meet horizontals to suggest “plateaus”/“crests,” “folds,” 

circles, and other variants of schemata that are at heart 

primary geometries. Furthermore, Stanczak executed these 

paintings with his erstwhile untrained left hand (the capable 

right one was injured during World War II). It is necessary 
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to enumerate these components because, thus far, neither 

intricacy, change nor mystery occur. 

Yet with extreme meticulousness Stanczak manipulated 

such straightforward ingredients. What microcosmically 

perhaps looked artless becomes, judged as a macrocosm, 

an altogether finessed, ingenious whole. Technical plain-

speaking (as it were), which is visible from very close-

up, segues, at the correct viewing distance, to poetic 

eloquence. Where once bare melodic lines alone existed, 

now polyphony flowering into fugal structures – canonic, 

double, multipart, mirror and more, to apply the specific 

classical compositional terms – prevails.4 Different color 

registers establish the chromaticism, understood in both the 

physical and musicological senses, that suffuses everything. 

Often, Stanczak described the final dynamic synthesis  

as “meltdown.”

Here Stanczak also recalls the essence of systems (a 

term he himself employed), regardless whether they are 

Unfolding and the Light, 1969, Acrylic on canvas, 72 by 120 in. 183 by 305 cm.



deliberate or intuitive. Namely, that from elementary roots a 

system can build, in inverse ratio, extraordinarily sophisticated 

designs. To cite two obvious examples, all Western literature, 

poetry and classical music stem from the mere twenty-six 

letters of the alphabet and the eight notes of an octave.5 As 

such, Stanczak emerges as that rara avis in geometric art, an 

expert in metamorphosis. Never has the phrase “done with 

the left hand” – that is, produced in a carefree or maladroit 

fashion – yielded such an ironic double entendre.

Chronologically, the 1970s proved a decisive decade. 

Stanczak’s show at the Martha Jackson Gallery in November-

December 1968 heralded the shift as his work began to 

become at once more subtle, layered and lyrical. Tellingly, in 

the same year he wrote that “the most fascinating aspect to 

me is the elusive space produced through the overlapping 

and color interactions.”6 No longer stymied under the rubric 

of “Op Art,”7 he also attracted increasing critical attention with 

exhibitions throughout the United States, Germany, France 

and England. Likewise, the new-found scale (72 x 120 inches) 

and title of Unfolding and the Light (1969) announced the 

ambitious confidence evident through the imminent decade. 

Whether it be, as evidenced in the current exhibition, the 

declarative horizontal Arising (1970), the diptych Chromatic 

Fold: Scarlet Cool and Dark Blue (1970), the rippling Red + 

Red (1972), the brooding penumbral Cluster (1974) or its 

pearly counterpart Far Whisper (1974), already within the first 

half of the 1970s Stanczak was at the top of his form. The 

craftsmanship conceals the effort, just as “nature conceals 

its order.”8 He eschewed the volts and jolts associated with 

Op Art for an achieved serenity.9 Quieted energies wed to 

pattern abound. Few shades or tones in the spectrum remain 

unexplored. In terms of diversity, richness and refinement, 

Vandenberg’s “elusive space” had paid full dividends.

What was this spatial elusiveness at the core of Stanczak’s 

vision? To be sure, the vibrations that his minutely juxtaposed 

colors instantiate render them kinesthetic. Temporality also 

plays its part. Some paintings glow, others fade in and out, 

and a gentle moiré sway or neat unfolding may prevail. Always 

they appear prismatic and in their transparency tend to 

suggest veils.10 These processes alike presuppose duration. 

Time is by definition elusive. Ditto, gradation – a quality that 

permeates the lineal infrastructures – because it impels 

the intent gaze to scan intently and repeatedly between 

relationships, tonal values and so forth, thereby activating 

neurological memory.11 Indeed, color’s force derives much 

from its imponderability, which causes a mercurial time-

lapse between perception and reflection. However, the title 

of Shimmer of Light (1972-73) gives a clue to what matters 

above all.12 Luster, epitomized by the osmotic primaries in 

Departing Red (1974-75).13 Shifting while constant, a fusion 



of color and light, and translucent too, luster is intrinsically 

elusive – witness, say, the flash of moving water, a peacock’s 

tail or the gleaming gem with which we began.14 Visually, luster 

both animates and dissolves the abstract picture plane. It also 

explains the vivid, albeit serendipitous, resemblance between 

Uyghur silk fabrics with the sheen of their warp and weft and  

Stanczak’s effects.15 

Now, an erstwhile obscure word wings into view. Let the 

Oxford English Dictionary explain:

Chatoyant, adj. and n.

A. adj. 

Having a changeable, undulating, or floating lustre, like 

that of a cat’s eye in the dark…

Stanczak’s art leaves an indelible lasting impression – 

ethereal yet vivid, as things chatoyant must be.
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1       The campaign to cut the rough diamond was deliberated and took  
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2       Erwin Panofsky, Abbot Suger on the Abbey Church of St. Denis 
Treasure and its Art Treasures (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
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3       Serendipitous in this mineralogical context is Diamond Warp (1952). 
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[Bridget Riley’s] black-and-white vibrations were among the works that 
caused [MoMA] museum guides to petition for permission to wear 
sunglasses in The Responsive Eye [1965).”

10     On the metaphysical and sensual associations of the veil, see Paul 
Hills, “Titian’s Veils,” Art History 29 (November 2006), pp. 770-95.

11     Tacit Gestalt theory lurks here insofar as we seek to see the world 
overall as stable, while Stanczak’s myriad gradients, i.e., the alternation 
between the lines and the total order, heightens the act of resolution. 
This is precisely the thesis of E.H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion. A Study 
in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation (London & New York: 
Phaidon Press [1960], 2002); see especially section 1, “From Light  
into Paint” and pp. 46-47.

12    Similarly, Sheen (1978).
13     See Gombrich, “Light Form and Texture in Fifteenth-Century Painting 

North and South of the Alps,” in ibid., Gombrich on the Renaissance.  
Volume 3: The Heritage of Apelles (London: Phaidon Press, 1976),  
pp. 19-35. Pertinently, Gombrich observes that pictorial luster and 
sparkle shift in space, whereas depictive illumination is solid and static.

14     Scant wonder, then, at Diamond Warp (1952). Luster also straddles 
three main modalities: “surface,” “volume,” and “film” color – to adopt 
the still-valid terminology in David Katz, The World of Colour (London: 
Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 1935).

15     Stanczak placed a lifelong experiential emphasis on the vertical and 
horizontal axes. This finds a practical parallel in the fact that the streaks 
of reflected light in such fabrics are always perpendicular to the 
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Right: Twelve Beads, 1970 (detail)









1

Omission

1970, Acrylic on canvas 
28 by 28 in.  71.1 by 71.1 cm.





2

Fractioned

1971, Acrylic on canvas 
28 by 28 in.  71.1 by 71.1 cm.





3

Five Verticals

1970-71, Acrylic on canvas 
34 by 38 in.  86.4 by 96.5 cm.





4

Burning Through Yellow

1970, Acrylic on canvas 
48 by 48 1/8 in.  121.9 by 122.2 cm.





5

Shift

1972, Acrylic on canvas 
48 by 48 in.  121.9 by 121.9 cm.





6

Trespassing Light

1970, Acrylic on canvas 
72 by 72 1/8 in.  182.9 by 183.2 cm.





7

Formation

1973, Acrylic on canvas 
50 by 60 in.  127 by 152.4 cm.





8

Glowing

1971, Acrylic on canvas 
28 by 28 in.  71.1 by 71.1 cm.





9

Soft Light

1972-73, Acrylic on canvas 
36 by 36 in.  91.4 by 91.4 cm.





10

Spring Fold

1973, Acrylic on canvas 
32 by 74 in.  81.3 by 188 cm.





11

Seasons V

1971, Acrylic on canvas 
72 1/8 by 77 1/4 in.  183.2 by 196.2 cm.





12

Felicitous Green

1971-72, Acrylic on canvas 
28 by 28 in.  71.1 by 71.1 cm.





13

Chromatic Fold:  
Scarlet Cool and Dark Blue

1970, Acrylic on canvas 
Each: 22 by 22 in.  55.9 by 55.9 cm.





14

Cluster

1974, Acrylic on canvas 
44 by 44 in.  111.8 by 111.8 cm.





15

Static Blue

1973, Acrylic on canvas 
48 by 120 in.  121.9 by 304.8 cm.





16

Far Whisper

1974, Acrylic on canvas 
40 1/8 by 40 1/16 in.  101.9 by 101.8 cm.





17

Sharing In Red

1970, Acrylic on canvas 
42 by 42 in.  106.7 by 106.7 cm.



18

Rejoined Warm

1973, Acrylic on canvas 
40 by 40 in.  101.6 by 101.6 cm.



19

Red + Red

1972, Acrylic on canvas 
38 by 38 in.  96.5 by 96.5 cm.





20

Filtration- Opposing to Red

1974-77, Acrylic on canvas 
82 by 60 in.  208.3 by 152.4 cm.





21

Twelve Beads

1970, Acrylic on canvas 
96 by 18 in.  243.8 by 45.7 cm.





22

Twist and the Rain, Gray

1975, Acrylic on canvas 
28 by 24 in.  71.1 by 61 cm.





23

Stretching Out

1971, Acrylic on canvas 
36 by 36 in.  91.4 by 91.4 cm.





24

Green Light

1973, Acrylic on canvas 
60 1/4 by 60 1/8 in.  153 by 152.7 cm.





25

Departing Red

1974-75, Acrylic on canvas 
60 by 60 in.  152.4 by 152.4 cm.





26

Aqueous

1975, Acrylic on canvas 
60 by 50 in.  152.4 by 127 cm.





27

Diatonic

1975, Acrylic on canvas 
85 by 50 in.  215.9 by 127 cm.





28

Winged

1973, Acrylic on canvas 
48 1/16 by 48 1/16 in.  122.1 by 122.1 cm.





29

Arising

1970, Acrylic on canvas 
44 by 72 in.  111.8 by 182.9 cm.





30

Shimmer of Light

1972-73, Acrylic on canvas 
30 by 36 in.  76.2 by 91.4 cm.
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