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A
t age 83, artist 
Tony DeLap is 
at the top of his 
game. He is an 

internationally acclaimed 
artist primarily known for 
his Minimalist sculpture. 
For close to 50 years he 
has been making refined 
and articulated portals of 
perception. He is a master of 
the tweak. This particular 
exhibition is a body of 14 
paintings and six drawings 
from 2007 to the present that 
share a shade that looks 
like “John Deere” green to a 
Midwesterner. 

The 2007 “Plenty of Green” 
presents itself as a 10½-inch 
square of solid color from 
the front, but it is canted 
out from the wall on the left 
side by 2 inches. Looking 
into the splayed side, there 
is a slice of space bifurcated 
by a single, small graceful 
stem or groin vault. While it 
is a classic DeLap hybrid of 
sculpture and painting, the 
miniature scale triggers a 
more fanciful, even “Alice 
in Wonderland” response to 
this tiny chamber, a delight -
ful discovery of an inviting 
space. This fascinating little 
acrylic object on aluminum 
looks to be carved out of a 
block of pure pigment. The 
other objects in this installa -
tion are more painting than 
sculpture and employ crisply 
painted planes of black-and-
white pigment on natural 
linen or paper. 

On the Saturday after last 
Friday’s opening, DeLap had 
a public gallery conversa -
tion with Jan Adelman. They 
knew each other during 
Adelman’s tenure as direc -
tor of the Newport Harbor 
Art Museum, a period when 
DeLap’s work was featured 
in such important 1967 exhi -
bitions as “The Responsive 
Eye” at the Museum of Mod -
ern Art and “Sculpture of 
the ’60s” at the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art. He 
has variously been defined 
as a Minimalist, an Op art -
ist, a Light and Space artist, 
and a member of the LA’s 
Cool School of Finnish Fetish 

artists. 
The artist began his gal -

lery talk by showing a repro -
duction of his 1961 hard-edge 
black-and-green painting 
titled “Gherkin” using the 
same green, saying how 
joyful he was to find him -
self a part of Minimalism. 
Regarding his hybrid prac -
tice: “Painters don’t call it 
painting and sculptors don’t 
call it sculpture,” adding 
that “sculpture informs my 
thinking. I take things from 
real space into my painting. 
Painting forms do not go into 
my sculpture.” A student of 
architecture and graphics, 
his heroes include Frank 
Lloyd Wright for the archi -
tect’s cinematic light and 
space progressions, and the 
Russian Constructivists for 

their belief that they could 
change the world. “Why else 
would you be an artist?” 

Like his experience in 
Frank Lloyd Wright’s hous -
es, DeLap wants each return 
visit to his work to be slightly 
different, so that it “devel -
ops as you roam through 
it.” Most widely known for 
his ongoing exploration of 

the edges of his paintings 
and sculptures, he said this 
group of paintings was a way 
to “flatten out the hybrids.” 
The large, elegant canvasses 
“Summer Seance” (2010) 
and “Right Guess” (2009) 
suggest the flattening of the 
optical illusion known as the 
Necker Cube, a line draw -
ing in oblique perspective 

where one’s focus changes 
the appearance, alternat -
ing between the front face 
and the back face projecting 
forward. Like Swiss crys -
tallographer Louis Albert 
Necker who first published 
this illusion in 1832, DeLap 
knows there is no actual 
volume there, only edges or 
lines. DeLap’s sharp edges 
demonstrate how human 
perceptual systems recruit 
new cues that affect the way 
things look. 

Many astute writers have 
been inspired by DeLap’s 
unique West Coast brand of 
Minimalist sculpture; he is 
often called “an artist’s art -
ist.” For a major 1994 exhibi -
tion at California State Uni -
versity (Fullerton), writer 
David Pagel explicated the 

artist’s playful marriage of 
Minimalism and illusion, his 
hyper-refined orchestration 
of self-conscious encoun -
ters, his extreme craft in 
construction, and his obses -
sion with the relationship 
between the picture plane 
and the wall. In a 1997 gal -
lery review, Pagel noted how 
even a modest DeLap piece 
“punctuates space with great 
physical efficiency. Language 
cannot keep up with its 
visual force.” Ultimately, this 
emphasis on perception over 
intellectualization means 
that DeLap’s “seemingly sim -
ple works highlight the dif -
ference between experiences 
and their descriptions.” 

Through the years much 
has been made of DeLap’s 
lifelong interest in the study 
of magic. In 1966 he applied 
to the legendary magician 
Dai Vernon to become a 
member of the Magic Castle 
in Hollywood by submitting 
slides of his sculpture. After 
reviewing DeLap’s bid for 
membership, The Great Ver -
non reputedly said, “Maybe 
this place could use a little 
class.” The current exhibi -
tion “Recent Paintings and 
Magic Drawings” refers, as 
have many previous exhibi -
tions, to DeLap’s immersion 
in illusion, especially sleight 
of hand. 

Only after heavily edit -
ing of a body of work “over 
a period of time — coming 
back and looking at it as if I 
weren’t the maker” does he 
title individual pieces, giving 
each an arbitrary name tak -
en from his extensive library 
of the history of magic. In 
this case, DeLap appears 
to be taking the advice of a 
card sharp he admires: “If 
you can’t change the meth -
od, change the moment.” 
Regarding the moment 
of this series, the artist 
laughed: “I’m trying to give 
you the ace of spades.” All of 
the romantic talk about mag -
ic is undoubtedly a great cov -
er for an artist who has made 
supremely concrete, visceral 
work. It allows the work of 
this wonderful artist to slip 
beneath the racket of chatter 
and ideas to connect directly 
and profoundly with direct 
human haptic encounters. 
For the most part, he has 
successfully deflected the 
critical discourse by focusing 
on magic and illusion. This 
ruse allows DeLap to present 
artworks with the most fun -
damentally expressive and 
impressive eloquence that 
cannot be translated into 
words. 

“Right Guess” is a 2009 acrylic on linen by Tony DeLap.“Nufind” is a 2010 acrylic on linen by Tony DeLap.

COURTESY CHARLOTTE JACKSON FINE ART

“Summer Seance” is a 2010 acrylic on linen by Tony DeLap.

If you go
WHAT: Tony DeLap: Recent Paintings and Magic Drawings

WHERE: Charlotte Jackson Fine Art in The Railyard  
at 554 S. Guadalupe St.

WHEN: Through Oct. 31

CONTACT: 505-989-8688
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