Dona Nelson
Works 1977 - Present



Nelson (b. 1947) is an influential American painter with an extensive exhibition history and
long-standing critical support. Her work is in more than 20 national collections, as well as the
Centre Pompidou and Art Gallery of New South Wales in Sydney. Ross is a young sculptor (b.
1989) who already has an impressive record, with a strong critical following, numerous
residencies and awards, including a Pollock-Krasner Foundation grant.

Known for her freestanding, double-sided paintings, Dona Nelson uses cotton canvas, cheese-
cloth, fluid acrylics and wooden stretchers—the material conditions of the medium—as her
tools. Seen from a historical perspective, she recognized stain painting's potential of the “back”
while developing a canvas in 2003. Nelson works horizontally, often rotating and inverting her
canvases recto verso. Paint and paint mediums are applied and seep through from both sides,
forming puddles guided by raised ridges of thrown ropes of acrylic-soaked cheesecloth, an
organic, mutable structure that dries rigidly and is eventually torn off. Developing her works
sometimes over long periods, Nelson overcomes the literalness of her processes and materials,
making each painting a singular invented image.



Dona Nelson and Andrew Ross, Art Basel, Basel 2026. (Installation view)



New Works (Dona Nelson and Andrew Ross), Thomas Erben Gallery, 2025. (Installation view)



Tuesday can be Anything, 2025. Skater, 2024. Acrylic and acrylic mediums on canvas and on a redwood

Acrylic and acrylic mediums on canvas, stretcher, 70 x 78 in. (back, double-sided)
108 x 88 in.



The Individualism of Dona Nelson, Canada Gallery, 2026. (Installation view)



|.M. Pei Gallery at the Des Moines Art Center, 2023. (Installation view) Princeton Museum of Art, 2025. (Installation view)
Day and Night, 2023. Acrylic paint and acrylic mediums on canvas with steel stand. Providence, 2023. Acrylic paint and acrylic mediums on canvas
106 x 88 in. (front, double-sided) 106 x 88 in.



Selected Paintings 2019 - 2023, Locks Gallery, 2024. (Installation view)



Thaddaeus Ropac, Pantin, Paris, 2022. (Installation view)



ReFiguring, one painting at a time (1977 to 2022), Thomas Erben
Gallery, 2022. (Installation view)



52 Artists: A Feminist Milestone

b2 Artists: A Feminist Milestone celebrates the fifty-first anniversary of the
historic exhibition Twenty Six Contemporary Women Artists, curated by Lucy
R. Lippard and presented at The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum in 1971. 52
Artists will showcase work by the artists included in the original 1971 exhibition,
alongside a new roster of twenty-six female identifying or nonbinary emerg-
ing artists, tracking the evolution of feminist art practices over the past five
decades. 52 Artists will encompass the entirety of the Museum (approx. 8,000
sq. ft)—the first exhibition to do so in The Aldrich’s new building which was
inaugurated in 2004.



Painter Reply: Experimental Painting in the 1970°s and now. Lisson Gallery,
New York, 2019. (Installation view)

Bells, 2017. Acrylic and acrylic medium on canvas, 80 x 80 in. (front and back,
double-sided)



Painting the Magic Mountain, Michael Benevento Gallery, 2019. (Installation view)



Tang Teaching Museum, Skidmore College, 2018. (Installation view)



The Armory Show, New York, 2018. (Installation view)



models stand close to the paintings, at Thomas Erben Gallery, 2017. (Installation view)



By The Yard, 2016. Cheesecloth, muslin, acrylic mediums on linen panel mounted on plywood base,
Each panel: 81x 36 x5 in., Base 38 x 32 in.



models stand close to the paintings, at Thomas Erben Gallery, 2017. (Installation view)



Dona Nelson and Polly Apfelbaum, Michael Benevento, Los Angeles, 2016. (Installation view)



New Paintings, Thomas Erben Gallery, 2015. (Installation view) Centre Pompidou, 2015. (Installation view)
Ribbed Red, 2015. Acrylic and acrylic mediums on canvas, Permanent Collection, 2015. (front, double-sided)
78 x 83 in. (front, double-sided)



The Whitney Biennial, 2014. (Installation view)



Phigor, Thomas Erben Gallery, 2014. (Installation view)



Phigor, 2014. Acrylic paint, soft gel medium, and tar gel medium, 117 x 70 in. (front and back, double-sided)



Unpainting, Art Gallery of New South Wales, 2017. (Installation view)
March Hare, 2014. Acrylic and acrylic medium on canvas, 83 x 78 in. (front, double sided)



Vogue Magazine, July 2014.



Animate Matter, Thomas Erben Gallery, 2010. (Left: Rose Wylie) (Installation view)



25 Years, at Thomas Erben Gallery, 2021. (Installation view)

Night Studio, 2008.
Acrylic mediums and dyed cheesecloth on canvas, 83.5 x 84 in.
(front and back, double-sided)



in situ: paintings 1973 - present, Thomas Erben Gallery, 2008. (Installation view)
The Palmist Reveals the Future of Painting, 1992. Dyed canvas strips and acrylic mediums on canvas, 75 x 75 in.



Gaucho Groucho, 2005.
Acrylic and cheesecloth on canvas,
Brain Stain, Thomas Erben Gallery, 2006. (Installation view) 88 x 106 in.



Brain Stain, Thomas Erben Gallery, 2006. (Installation view)

Untitled, 2004. Acrylic on canvas, 69 x 80 in.



New Jersey Sunset, 2003. Acrylic on canvas,
79 = 78 in. (front and back, double-sided)
Reproduced in Katy Siegel's, “The heroine Paint": After Frankenthaler



Art In America, Cheim & Read, New York, 2001. (Installation view)



The Stations of the Subway, Octopuses and Arrangements, Weatherspoon Art Museum, Greensboro, NC, 2000. (Installation view)



Street of Walls, 1998. Acrylic and latex enamel on canvas, The Deep, 1997. Acrylic and latex enamel on canvas
90 x 60 in. 90 x 60 in.



Weatherspoon Art Museum, Greensboro, NC, 2000.
(Installation view)

Octopus Blue, 1990.
Muslin and acrylic on canvas,
79x79in.



Weatherspoon Art Museum, Greensboro, NC,
2000. (Installation view)

Perennial Figure, 1990.
Acrylic, muslin and canvas cut-outs on
canvas, 78 x 78 in.



California Landscape
or the Man Who Needs Everything, 1988.
Acrylic and muslin on canvas, 83 x 79 in.



Surveyor’s Lunch, 1981-82. Qil on canvas, 72 x 78.5 in.



Man by the Drive, 1981. Qil based enamel on Masonite,
in situ: paintings 1973 - present, 2008. (Installation view) 2% x 24 in.



ReFiguring, one painting at a time (1977 to 2022), Thomas Erben Gallery, 2022. (Installation view)



Art Reviews:

Avgikos, Jan.
Dona Nelson/CANADA, Spring 2026 (yet to be published)

It's impossible to take in a Dona Nelson painting all at once. She guarantees that with large abstract tableaux, supported by bespoke steel supports, that
stand away from the wall and make us privy to the other side of the canvas, which is also a painting that includes parts we typically don't see. The ges-
ture amplifies the complexity of her art and proposes a performative role to the viewer: slow down, look longer, see more, think diHerently. Even when
her paintings are conventionally installed on the wall, we search along their edges for any sign of their fugitive sides that might illuminate how they
began and what happened after that. We've been primed to experience them as objects with doubled, rather than singular, surfaces; and to relish their
visual and conceptual acrobatics for the insight we gain to the artist’s creative process. Ten new paintings (2024-2025), presented in The Individualism
of Dona Nelson, take us on a joy ride into the gentle delirium that results from the disturbances she orchestrates—among them, eHacing distinctions
between top and bottom, front and back. Saturday (2025) is a beautifully turbulent canvas (hung on the wall) animated (in part) with scrawling marks
and ribbons of tangled linear elements laced into sweeping yellow, orange-red and bright blue vortexes that tumble and converge in the lower right
corner. We learn, in a short documentary with the artist in conversation with her assistants, that the painting wasn’t truly finished until it was flipped
from vertical to horizontal during installation. Contingency is scripted into the very heart of Nelson’s practice. With access to both sides of a piece, we
revel in the beauty of the pours and stains that initiate a work. In free-standing Monday, 2025, liquid turquoise blue soaks in and saturates the center of
the canvas, splashing out in drips and splatters and dissolving in fine mists. The atmospheric Aegean haze dances well beyond the perimeter of a ghost
square (taped to the surface before the action and pulled oH later) that references the frame itself. Stretcher bars and other devices--all painted white—
counter the liquid momentum; geometry and gesture unite to catalyze a three-dimensional picture plane.

Traces of stains and stencil marks become structural architecture for the painting on the flip side of Monday, where action is characterized by accumu-
lation. Lots of paint, lots of technique, lots of layering, results in a rugged surface that reads like a map of its own making. Meandering lines parse the
terrain and form an open organic grid animated by the competing forces of diHerent color fields. Grass, (2025), a monumental double painting, defies
hierarchies of front/back, primary/secondary in favor of a relational model wherein each side is both similar and dissimilar to the other. Watery stains
in green, brown, and ochre, drizzled down the surface (before it was upended), are interrupted by vestiges of crossbar supports that have gone miss-
ing. The trimmed edges of canvas, stapled and wrapped around the frame, signify the B-side of the painting, but do little to dissuade our imaginative
absorption with the picture. Its potential to resonate abstractly with the natural world— woods in autumn, grass patterned with sunlight—is part of
its seductive power. Walk around to the other side of Grass and we get a real sense of Nelson’s confidence and appetite for risk. The residue of previous
painting permissions an entirely diHerent composition. Built on top of the latent stains, translucent layers of beige and yellow are worked into the sur-
face and become the ground for the big-scale drawing that reins it all in. Is it code? A treasure map? Ancient calligraphy? It looks unschooled and illeg-
ible yet, at the same time, it feels adamant and urgent. It’s the beginning of a new adventure, which is noteworthy when we realize that one side makes
us forget the other. That recognition is the mechanism that prompts us to walk back and forth, to compare and contrast, to accelerate our vision, to try
to see everything all at once. We might set out to test the limits of the work but, in so doing, discover the limits of our own perception.



January, 2026



Smith, Roberta.
Galleries, May 2017, The New York Times
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Interrogative: Dona Nelson’s “Orangey; left; “Red and
Green Noses,” rear; and “March Hare”
Courtesy the artist and Andreas Vesterlund/Thomas
Erben Gallery, New York

Thomas Erben Gallery, 26 West 26th Street:

Incrementally and without nearly the attention she deserves, Dona Nelson has become one of the
best artists working today, partly by spending over two decades wrestling with the idea of a paint-
ing as a free-standing object with two distinct sides and, in many ways, a mind of its own.

Just as the Minimalists plunked sculpture into the viewer’s space, minus pedestal, Ms. Nelson

has liberated painting from the wall. She may not be the first to do so — Rauschenberg, Ryman
and Polke are precedents — but she does it with her own specific flamboyant rigor, a noun that is
both evoked and possibly ridiculed in “Phigor;,” the show’s title. The dropcloth look so endemic in
contemporary auction art may be buried in these works, but Ms. Nelson’s results are the opposite
of zombie formalism — quite alive, distinct and infused with an adamant, difficult beauty.

Ms. Nelson also builds on the Abstract Expressionist tradition, in Harold Rosenberg’s words, of
treating the canvas as “an arena in which to act” For her it’s an arena in which different painting
materials are forced to interact with help from gravity, chance and intermittent control, while tak-
ing full advantage of the facts of canvas, stretcher, color, contrasting viscosities and paint-dipped
string and strips of cheesecloth. What develops in the arena of each work is so physically present
and visually complicated that issues of abstraction and representation fade away.

The paintings simply are, and they demand that you deal with how they came to be that way.
What happened first, and which side was she working on when it did? Was the canvas on or off
the stretcher at the time? What seeped through, what was prevented from doing so, and how?
What was stained, what was thrown, what was carefully outlined? What was added or removed,
and when? How many previous paintings has that stretcher served under? Among the profu-
sion of colors, textures, punctures, drips and coarse needlework (that paint-dipped string), the
mysteries mount, resolve and mount again. You keep looking. In the current Whitney Biennial,
Ms. Nelson’s paintings are among the two or three standouts in the large, crowded, color-crazed
fourth-floor gallery that is its beating heart. And this show is among the strongest of her career.



May, 2014

View of Dona Nelson, 2014, Thomas Erben Gallery,
New York

In an interview twenty years ago, Dona Nelson praised the messiness of late Picasso, describing it as evidence of a
“total confidence” that allowed him to do whatever without self-questioning, without looking back. And then she
went on to point out that “[Sigmar] Polke has that kind of confidence” Even before I'd read that old interview, the
affinity between Nelson and Polke, one very American and the other sehr deutsch, was nonetheless patent. Granted,
Nelson lacks Polke’s reach, but both artists tend to throw all caution to the wind in a way that can sometimes induce
something close to pure exhilaration. How often is it, really, that you come across a painting that makes you suspect
that the person who made it really didn’t give a damn about how it would look? Nelson sometimes goes beyond the
merely funky to plumb the depths of the truly gnarly. She delights in textures that grate—for instance, the mess of
curdled cheesecloth that tangles up the cheery colors of Orangey, 2013, and the pocks of matter strewn across its sur-
face like pimples; or the nastily congealed, hard, and shiny floes of opaque color that float atop the stained-in browns
and greens of Top, 2014.

Also Polke-esque is Nelson’s use of both sides of a painting. In 1989, the German artist showed a group of free-
standing, two-sided paintings at Mary Boone Gallery (none of them are included in his current retrospective at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York); five of the eight paintings that were on view in Nelson’s show are similarly
bilateral (as are the two she showed in this year’s Whitney Biennial). The presentation’s odd title, “Phigor,” might be
an indirect allusion to this: It's not a word, but this sequence of letters does appear in the midst of the word amphi-
gory, which means a piece of rigmarole or nonsense and contains the prefix amphi-, to which Merriam-Webster’s
Collegiate Dictionary gives the meanings “both, of both kinds, on both sides, about, around.” But whereas Polke’s
duplex paintings were made on translucent material so that one could see from either side what he had done on
the other, Nelson’s are on canvas: Her paint has seeped or been pushed through from one side to the other, but the
eye can’t pass through the same membrane. The paintings often seem to promise more information than they really
give—they’re tricky that way. For instance, Phigor, 2014, is on a canvas with a grid of crossbars on its verso, and the
grid is reflected in paint on its front. But the similar stained grids that traverse Red and Green Noses, 2013, March
Hare, 2014, and Orangey are false clues to what’s on the other side—there are no corresponding crossbars—whereas
Division Street, 2013, does have crossbars, but there is little trace of them from the front.

In the 1994 interview, Nelson spoke of how touch is more important to her working process than sight. “My hands
are leading me as if 'm blind. I feel that the room is dark while I'm painting.” These days, the double-sidedness of
her paintings seems to be a way of upping the ante on her game of blindness. “Soaking paint through the canvas,”

she explained in a self-interview this past March, “the painting on the back comes into existence without my seeing
it” Each side of the painting functions as something like a picture of the other side, which one cannot see simultane-
ously—and the picture always contains both truth and falsehood. She adds, “It’s alarming to me that people look at
pictures of cornfields as if the pictures are informative, when the pictures have nothing in common with cornfields at
all”” No more than one side of a painting has in common with its reverse, probably.



Smith, Roberta.
Artin Review, May 2008, The New York Times



Moyer, Carrie.
Dona Nelson: Brain Stain, Sep. 2006, The New York Times



