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ALTHOUGH THE ABSTRACT EXPREssIONIST cRowDof - The abstract artist left her New York School peersin 1959
1950s New York was infamously macho, the formi- for France. But the caliber of herwork didn’t diminish—as her

dable Joan Mitchell always held her own, mside and (i
outside the studio. Today, with a record of €5.2 mil- unstoppable market tod ay reflects. BY Hilarie M. Sheets

lion ($7 million)—the second-high

st price achieved by a female artist at  shows at New York’s highly regarded New and
auction—set last year at Christie’s Paris for an untitled 1971 canvas, Mitchellis - Stable galleries throughout the 1950s. Although
beginning to catch up to some of her male peers in market performance. always maintaining a Manhattan studio, she lived

Born in 1925 to a wealthy Chicago family—her maternal grandfather,  primarily in France starting in 1959, eventually set-
Charles Strocbel, was the structural engineer for many of Chicago’s bridges—and  tling in rural Vétheuil, north of Paris, on an expansive
ally trained at the Art Institute of Chicago, Mirchell moved to New York  property she bought with the share of the Strocbel
in 1947. Her painting predilections quickly shifted toward abstraction after she  trust she inherited from her motherin 1967. Residing
saw Arshile Gorky's calligraphic Surrealism and Jackson Pollock’s heroically  in the coun de inspired a more lyrical approach
scaled arabesques. Determined to be part of this heady new art scene, Mitchell 1o abstraction, filled with eve ns of sunlight and
established her studioat its epicenter, on West Ninth Street, and soon befriended — shimmering waterin a palette rich in yellows, blues,
Willem de Kooning, Philip Guston and Franz Kline, among other members of greens and violets. She vacillated between dense,
the hard-living New York School. She increased the size of her paintings and  thickly painted compositions covering the entire
experimented with muscular, gestural brushwork. surface—characteristic of her work from the 1950s

Mitchell exhibited alongside her contemporaries in the seminal Ninth - and her '$os “Grande Vallée™ series—and more cen-
Street Show, curated by the dealer Leo Castelli in 1951, and was given solo  tripetal compositions suspended on open canvases,

classic
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exemplified by her somber-hued pieces from the
early 19605 and brilliantly colored paintings of the
late *60s and '7os.

Perhaps because she’d moved away from the
hub of the art world or because she was a woman,
or perhaps for both reasons, Mitchell, who died in
1992, didn’t make it into the pantheon inhabited
L by de Kooning, Gorky, Kline, Pollock and

Rothko, whose prices regularly reach into  Twoof JoanMitchel's
abstractions, painted

decades apart, hit the

margins, however, with the 2002 traveling  block this pastMay.

retrospective of her work mounted by New ::;:.‘::i:‘hlgass‘sﬁ?ﬁn-

York’s Whitney Museum of American Art.  lionat Sotheby's. At

WLT: Cott i N . ) . left: Bracket, 1989,
Historically, there was always some reluc- 5 med 54 7 million
tance 1o put herin the first rank of Abstract  atChristie’s.

¢ the tens of millions. She emerged from the
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. £ Expressionists,” says Robert Manley, the head of Christie’s postwar and con-
ﬁ temporary department in New York, “but the Whitney retrospective started |
fqv to change everyone’s perception about Joan Mitchell. Increasingly people are ;
recognizing that she is as great an American artist as the 1950s produced.”
John Cheim, the director of New York’s Cheim & Read gallery, the exclu- |
sive agent for the sale and promotion of work in the Joan Mitchell Foundation
Collection, agrees. “Joan is no more a second-generation Abstract Expressionist,”
he says, referring to the term often applied to Mitchell and such colleagues as
Sam Francis, Grace Hartigan, Lee Krasner and Jack Tworkov, “than Kline or
Guston, both of whom were making figurative paintings until the late rg40s. She
was just youngerand a woman. She is the definition of the Abstract Expressionist - Mitchell’s body of work from the 1970s, he notes,
and one of the great colorists, along with de Kooning and Rothko.” had never been widely popular and was underval-
The reassessment of Mitchell’s work prompted by the 2002 show has  ued until the Whitney retrospective confirmed its #
boosted her prices. As an illustration, Manley points to a 1969 canvas from her validity, but the French were more familiar with &
“Sunflowers” series, whose radiant bursts of yellow were influenced by herprox-  these pictures, which had been shown mostly by i
imity to nature in Vétheuil. The picture sold at Sotheby’s in 2000 for $280,000.  Mitchell’s Paris dealer, Jean Fournier. However, a £
When it came up again, at Christie’s in 2006, it brought just over $2 million. prejudice against the period may still exist on this 2
“Her market has improved since then,” says Manley. “I think now it’s more of a  side of the Atlantic: When Salut Sally was offered
$3million-to-$4 million painting.” From October 23 through December 2o, the  again, at Sotheby’s New York this past May, with g
canvas will be onloan at Cheim & Read for an exhibition devoted to Mitchell’s ~ an estimate of $5 million to $7 million, it failed to 2
paintings, pastels and etchings inspired by sunflowers and executed from the  finda buyer. :
1960s until her death. The paintings range in price from $2 million to $6 million, Although a 1970s painting holds her auction *
the works on paper from Sroo,000 to $300,0c0. record, Mitchell’s work from the late 1950s is prob-
Mitchell’s market is also helped by the relative inaceessibility of works  ably the most sought after, because of its alignment
by her more celebrated counterparts. “As Pollock paintings start selling for  with Abstract Expressionism. Why, then, hasn’t one
$1co million-plus and you can’t get them, people begin giving anotherlook to  of these nabbed her top price? “I think a truly great »
86 . . other Abstract Expressionists, who were somewhat underappreciated.
lockwise from top:

Mitchellin1961;La  She’s part of that groundswell of artists whose world records have been
| sg;‘;:‘:;;":":ml:gfi setin the past five years,” says Manley. He includes Francis, Krasner and
Christie'sNew York  Robert Motherwell in that group.
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L untitled 1g anvas that broug Aitchell’s re
Vallée X11584, eamad The led 1971 canv at brought Mitchell’s record of

- Anunhlledpamhngffw
1961-62 fealuring aviolent,
 primordial dark cloud hovers -

ssmillioninFebruary  $7 million is painted in a rectilinear style, in which she applied bold LT;DONMB ground.typical
atSotheby'sLondon;a  _|..}.c = sop g e - P R P . of Mitchelf's 19605 © © -

rSunfiowerso .t Siabs of colorin hg}n’c g:mmld tension with pale, dappled l.]ddh. AN dees oklab Stheby's :
fetched S2millionin  approach she experimented with in the 19705, Works from this period, New\foﬂunuayzmafor !
Maﬂ:‘? 32,2‘:,":‘:::?': including Salut Sally, 1970, which sold at Artcurial, in Paris, in 2006 for | : - S5Amilicn. . 3 z
recordholder, Untitled, €2.6 million ($3.3 million), show the clear influence of the painterand | - Theartlst;gtreai '::‘““f:"' 1 3
1971, whichsoldfor  |...n darv tearcher Hane Foc k R T [Cézanne, Matisse 2 i
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ParisinMay 2007. terrifying in the one class of his she attended, in 1947 in New York.  inspired by the fmpres- -
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specialist for contemporary art, says heisnot Riverl whi

surprised that it was in France that both these '$2 4 million at Christies:
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. 1950s paintings could start approaching $ro million. There just $100
hasn’tbeen one,” says Manley, citing the 1996 sale at Christie’s Three
of The Harbor Master, 1957, for $464,500 as the last time a spec- Abstract Expressionist
tacular painting by Mitchell from this period came up at auction. Markets s80
In 2007, the Art Institute of Chicago sold Ste. Hilaire, 1957, at Total sales, in millions of US. dollars
Christie’s New York for $3.8 million. Manley notes that this : .
-anvas was somewhat atypical for the period, airier, with sparer SR e oo
canvas was somewhat atypical for the period, , with sp (highest prices with a peak in 2006)
brushwork, and feels that her signature scaffolded compositions ! $60
bleeding out to the edges—such as Evenings on Seventy-third ;’,,?jd'}iﬂ':fﬂgs" Wit o the rise)
Street, 195657, which the collector Bunny Adler loaned to the .
Whitney retrospective—would bring higher prices. mfgﬁz‘:mgm;
The 1950s is not the only period in vogue, however. ; R
Collectors also bid up works from the last decade of Mitchell’s
life, as they do late works by de Kooning and Guston. “Mitchell
is one of these artists who had incredible outbursts later in life $20
[producing picces] that people consider among her best,” says
Manley, citing her “Grande Vallée” series, with its evocation
of lush forested landscapes. La Grande Vallée X1, 1984, sold at
Sotheby’s London this year for £2.6 million ($5 million), and = e 03 oA ey 06 o7

La Grande Vallée, 1983, brought $3.8 million at Christie’s New

York in May 2008. “With Mitchell I think there has been a reevaluation of the  the buyers were the Louis Vuitton Foundation, for
late hand of a genius,” says Grant, attributing this to the Whitney retrospective.  its forthcoming museum in Paris, and the Leeum,
“There was always interest in her earlier aspect and now in the later aspect,and -~ Samsung Museum of Art, in Korea. Last year the
they almost compete with each other in terms of price level.” Manley concurs:  dealer collaborated with Hauser & Wirth, in London,
“The thing about Mitchell is the best works come throughout her career. One  to mount “Joan Mitchell: Leaving America,” her first-
can develop a market when you've got an artist who's so consistently good.”  ever exhibition in the U.K. Iwan Wirth confirms that

Although American collectors, including Betty and Richard Hedreen, the show, which featured 12 paintings from 1960
SamuelJ. Heyman, and Alice and Thomas Tisch, continue to constitute Mitchell’s - 64, was a critical and commercial success with both
strongest base of support, the artist is gaining exposure among Europeans  American and European buyers, including the Zurich-
beyond France. Nils Ohlsen, the curatorial director of the Kunsthalle Emden,  based foundation of Friedrich Christian Flick, which
is organizing Mitchell’s first museum exhibition in Germany. Including some  paid about $3 million for an untitled eight-foot-tall
35 canvases from throughout her career, it will run from December 6 through — canvas from 1960. In this show, Wirth says, “Mitchell

March 8, 2009, after which it will travel to Palazzo  stood out amidst the company of Pollock, Kline and
Magnani, in Reggio Emilia, Traly. “Alot of people  de Kooning, which of course also increased inter-
are curious about her in Germany. Everyone est in her work.” But alas, he adds, “like the work
knows Pollock and de Kooning, but I think the  of most female artists, her art has been, and still is,
female part of the Abstract Expressionists is little  highly undervalued.”

known in Europe,” says Ohlsen, noting the excep-
tion of France, where Mitchell is in several private
collections, from which he has borrowed works
for the show.

Cheim & Read recently placed Mitchell
paintings in public collections abroad. Among

From left: Untitled,
1956,from Cheim &
Read’s past inventory;
Untitled, 1960, bought
in 2007 by the
Friedrich Christian
Flick Foundation for
about $3 million; Ste.
Hilaire, 1957, which
sold at Christie’s for
$3.8millionin 2007.
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