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Simon Hantaï, Bourgeons, 1972. Acrylic on canvas, 80 1/2 × 92 7/8 in. (204.3 × 236 cm) © Archives Simon Hantaï/ADAGP, Paris

Timothy Taylor is pleased to present Unfolding, an exhibition of paintings by Simon Hantaï (1922–2008), 
many of which have not been previously shown in the United States. Curated by Molly Warnock in our 
New York gallery, this presentation features eleven canvases spanning more than two decades, offering a 
nuanced and comprehensive view of the Hungarian-born French painter’s innovative body of work.

Simon Hantaï is best known for the abstract canvases he created using his pliage, or “folding,” method, 
in which the artist painted knotted, folded, or crumpled canvas before unfolding and then stretching it 



for exhibition. The resulting paintings feature passages of color fragmented by zones of unpainted or 
underpainted canvas. With this folding technique, the artist sought to make painting “banal” or, more 
explicitly, an expression of the materials of paint and canvas. Hantaï’s method is widely understood to link 
the gestural tendencies of the late 1940s and ’50s with the analytic abstraction of the later ’60s and ’70s. 
But, as Molly Warnock observes, “Hantaï’s paintings bear witness to a more complicated intermingling of 
intentionality and contingency, decision and dissemination, than the prevailing narratives acknowledge.”

At Timothy Taylor, two paintings situated at the gallery’s entrance bracket the evolution of Hantaï’s 
practice, as the artist moved from an appeal to metaphysical forces beyond the canvas towards an 
engagement with unpredictability and possibility through simple studio procedures. To create the first 
work, from 1958, he scraped pigment from a canvas which had been painted black. The ovoid gesture that 
results relates to the postwar era’s rhetoric around the void and negation, yet reveals the artist’s hand. 
Warnock notes that in his work of this period, Hantaï questioned “What would it mean to see gestural 
painting as something other than the manifestation of a unique personality?”

The second painting from 1972 is a field of shattered circular blue forms that evinces the artist’s answer 
to this inquiry. To produce this buoyant example of pliage, Hantaï tied off bud-shaped pouches of canvas, 
which he painted blue before stretching the canvas. Newly planar, the forms appear fractured by the 
unpainted folds. This broken effect results not from an enigmatic power, but from the unremarkable way 
the canvas behaves under ordinary circumstances.

Unfolding also foregrounds the diversity among and within the artist’s various pliage series. Three 
significant suites are represented here, each with its own terms and set of procedures. Among them are 
paintings from the inaugural pliage series, Mariales (1960–62), featuring allover surfaces with interplays of 
opaque painted facets and bare canvas or underpaintings of black drips. A brilliant orange work from the 
Meuns (1967–68) exemplifies Hantaï’s decisive engagement with the white of the canvas as a definitive form 
in itself. Finally, four canvases from the long-running Tabulas (1972–82) are characterized by comparatively 
regular grids of organized yet broken color. Viewed together, these paintings demonstrate the ways in which 
Hantaï opened his practice up to endless variation and material contingency.

As Warnock suggests, Hantaï’s formal preoccupations became mechanisms for thinking through the 
dynamics of self and other, individual and community. In the artist’s hands, the “banal” represents that 
which we hold in common, and he embraced it as such.

Accompanied by an incisive new essay by Warnock, Unfolding emphasizes the ways in which this 
extraordinary body of work continues to reveal itself anew.

A public conversation with Warnock and artists Sarah Crowner and David Reed will take place at the 
gallery on Wednesday 21 February at 6pm.

About Molly Warnock 

Molly Warnock is the author of Simon Hantaï and the Reserves of Painting (Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2020) and Penser la Peinture: Simon Hantaï (Gallimard, 2012). She has written widely on modern and 
contemporary art for, among other journals, Artforum, Art in America, Les Cahiers du Musée National 
d’Art Moderne, Tate Papers, and Journal of Contemporary Painting, as well as for numerous exhibition 
catalogues. Currently, she is Director of the Clyfford Still Catalogue Raisonné Project at the Clyfford Still 
Museum in Denver, Colorado.



About the Artist

Simon Hantaï (1922–2008) was born in Bia, Hungary, and studied at the Budapest School of Fine Arts. In 
1948 he moved to Paris, where in 1952 he met André Breton and joined the Parisian Surrealists, breaking 
with the group in 1955. Hantaï established a radical method of painting by folding, or pliage, in 1960. He 
would elaborate this technique in diverse series for the duration of his career. In 1966, he moved to Meun, 
France, and became a French citizen. Through the following decade he exhibited widely across Europe 
as a celebrated leader in European abstraction, and in 1970, the Pierre Matisse Gallery held his first solo 
exhibition in New York. His first museum retrospective was organized by the Musée d'Art et d'Industrie 
de Saint-Étienne in 1973, and another followed at Musée National d'Art Moderne, Paris, in 1976. In 1982, 
Hantaï represented France at the Venice Biennale, but he soon retreated from public life, having grown 
disillusioned with the art world’s commercialism. He elected not to exhibit new work until 1998. In 2013, the 
Centre Pompidou organized a critically acclaimed retrospective dedicated to Hantaï’s work. 
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