Barbara and Julian Stanczak: Two Paths, One Journey
 
For forty-five years, Barbara and Julian Stanczak have shared a life in art. Although each has forged a decisively different path—she a sculptor and he a painter—both have been guided by the same quest that brought them together in the studios of the Art Academy of Cincinnati one day in 1960. That meeting was fortuitous but hardly accidental, an event that was likely to occur given the chance. Both émigrés in postwar America at a time of artistic ferment, they each were motivated by a similar curiosity and a desire to translate their experience of the world in some essential and timeless form.
Though they came from contrasting backgrounds, the creative process had been of prime importance to each since childhood. As a Polish refugee exiled to Uganda during World War II, the teenage Julian transcended the chaos around him through the act of drawing and the focused observation of nature it entailed. As a small child in Germany, Barbara found haven from wartime turmoil in the forest, where she learned to shape wood into toys with a pocketknife she had found, presumably lost by an American soldier. For both children, the creative act was the process by which they found meaning in a troubled world, and the means by which they came to know themselves. That revelatory journey, art, is the common denominator that led them to discover each other in Cincinnati, and that continues to give meaning to their daily lives. 
In their modest home in the Cleveland suburb of Seven Hills, where the couple have lived and worked since the 1960s, paintings, sculptures, photographs, and drawings fill every room. One is everywhere reminded that this is a couple who makes things, and does so tirelessly. Part of the house has been converted into studios where the couple can work side-by-side. Although enlarged twice over the years, the work space remains modest in proportion to their prolific output, which shows no signs of abating. Julian shuffles his canvases between large work tables and an adjacent wall on which he can gauge his progress while Barbara often works nearby, carving wood inside during the winter or chiseling stone in the backyard in the summer, always within his view. Under these intimate conditions, they have ready access to a helping hand or a critical eye. 

Although resolutely independent in spirit and in their artistic practice, Barbara and Julian have had a profound influence on each other’s aesthetic outlook. Their work is the consequence of countless experiences they have shared raising a family, teaching, traveling, and making art. Perhaps most importantly, the couple find common inspiration in the natural world. In their distinct way, each distills nature’s crystalline structures, organic contours, and evanescent light into buoyant abstractions. Julian, who gained early prominence as a pioneer of Op Art, continues to explore the boundaries of perception with increasingly complex color compositions. As with paintings like the luminous Allot (2001), he achieves uncanny atmospheric effects that transcend paint and canvas, stimulating personal sense-memories. Barbara’s art is equally experiential, but takes on a much more tactile form. Her work incorporates a wide array of media including metal, wood, and stone and often evokes the natural processes inherent in her materials. Although inexplicable in their outward appearance, sculptures like The Beginning (2007), seems familiar in its germinating form, like something once seen or touched. While their means may differ, the culmination of the creative journey is the same for both Julian and Barbara, who equally endeavor to engage us in a specific encounter with art that is amplified by our own personal experience of the world. 
I. Julian Stanczak: Finding Clarity, 1948-1964
Although he has come to be known as a progenitor of perceptual abstraction, Julian Stanczak, like most modern artists, began drawing and painting what he saw around him. Landscapes and figures are predominant in his early work, starting in the mid-1940s with his finely rendered Ugandan jungle drawings. After a circuitous journey that took them from Africa to the Middle East, the Stanczak family made their way to London in 1948, where Julian began his formal training at the Borough Polytechnic Institute. When the family emigrated to America two years later, finally settling in Cleveland, Julian enrolled at the Cleveland Institute of Art. Having arrived in the Midwest after tumultuous journey, he found refuge in familiar subjects from his youth, executing a number of African-themed landscapes and figural compositions. Among his student efforts are Cubist depictions of his exotic impressions, which elicit the motion and beat of the native dance and music. Although increasingly bold in approach, his prints and paintings of the early 1950s remained rooted in representation, reflecting the Institute’s conventional undergraduate program.
A dramatic shift occurred in Julian’s work during his ensuing studies at Yale University under the tutelage of the Abstract-Expressionist Conrad Marca-Relli and the Bauhaus-trained painter Josef Albers. These years were a time of self-examination and formal experimentation, no doubt bolstered by Albers’s teaching methods which aimed “to open eyes” as he famously put it. Describing his pedagogical approach at Yale, Albers noted, “ I have always said in my saying and my teaching ‘Make the result of teaching a feeling of growing.’ That is the greatest incentive to continue developing yourself. The feeling of growing. And today a little more than yesterday.” 
Albers, intolerant of self-indulgence and excess, warned students to avoid fashionable trends, insisting that the greatest virtues of an artist are to “Be honest and be modest.” This humble point-of-view is demonstrated in his spare Homage to the Square paintings, which Julian saw for the first time in 1956. It was an “awesome and haunting experience,” he later recalled“ I learned my lesson: in order to be clear, painting had to be simple, seemingly effortless.”

Julian’s thoughts during these years were also shaped by the writings of perceptual psychologist Rudolf Arnhem and his 1954 groundbreaking book Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology of the Creative Eye. Using ideas derived from Gestalt theory, he explained the optical and cognitive processes that occur when people view or create art. Julian carefully absorbed Arnhem’s text, translating it word-for-word with his English/Polish dictionary. The influence of Arnhem is evident in Julian’s emphatic shift from a concern with narrative images to a focus on total optical experience. He shuffled and sliced his subjects incrementally further to create syncopated compositions with reverberating linear patterns and vibrating color schemes. By the time Julian received his Master’s degree from Yale in 1956, he was producing canvases with no clear reference to the external world. Instead, the dynamic interactions of shape, pattern, and—above all—color, give an inner life to abstractions like Spring Color (1957). In this buoyant composition from 1957, vertical stripes in subtly contrasting hues of green, orange, and pink jostle for position on the picture plane, animating its shimmering surface in a manner akin to, but not illustrative of, nature. 
Julian returned to Ohio and began teaching at the Art Academy of Cincinnati in 1957. As with most practicing artists in postwar America, teaching was a matter of economic necessity. Collectors of contemporary art were few and galleries devoted to it were still scarce. To take advantage of every exhibition opportunity, he even transported his paintings around the country himself, the breadth of his car determining the outer dimensions of his canvases. Despite the time it took away from his painting schedule, teaching may have also helped him maintain a personal focus on the fundamental visual principals that he related semester after semester to his students. At the Art Academy of Cincinnati, Julian was something of a renegade, reinforcing modern theories of design and color he had inherited from Albers’ Bauhaus training, and encouraging concomitant formal and material experimentation.
 
II. Barbara Stanczak: Taking Root, 1960-64
Among Julian’s most eager pupils was Barbara Meerpohl, who in 1960 enrolled in several of his classes in design, drawing, and painting. At 19, she had had traveled from Germany to help her 93-year-old grandfather complete a fresco for a convent chapel in the Cincinnati suburb of Chapel Hill. She arrived in the United States with a single suitcase—all that was allowed—filled only with the dry pigments her grandfather needed to mix his paints for the commission. Barbara was next in a family line of artist/craftsmen who specialized in ecclesiastical decoration, a specialty requiring rare skills that proved in demand internationally. Growing up around the family business, she became intimately familiar with the artist’s studio and was informally apprenticed in old world techniques of fresco painting, mosaic, weaving, enameling, and metalry, which she learned from her mother, a physician and master goldsmith. Wood and stone carving were other family skills which captured her attention at a young age.
Barbara found the Art Academy of Cincinnati to be her “playground,” studying painting, sculpture, interior design, graphic design, printmaking. She was exhilarated by the freedom she encountered there, encouraged by Julian Stanczak’s progressive ideas. Moving beyond her academic and technical training, she explored the fundamental formal language of line, color, shape, and texture, and experimented with unconventional materials and processes, finding tactile enjoyment in the physical manipulation of surfaces. She worked with anything she could get her hands on, drawing with shoe polish and painting with her own concoctions of acrylic mixed with pumice, sand, and mica. Her initial subject matter was inspired by the American landscape she was just discovering. But even in the Midwest the residual effects of the war were still to be felt. After she was the target of random anti-German slander, Julian found himself in the role of her protector. She, in turn, grew increasingly dependent on her mentor.
The bond between the student and teacher deepened over time, and following her graduation in 1963, the two married. Although by then a versatile artist in her own right, Barbara Stanczak decided to put her career on hold for the time being. She never stopped creating, but new priorities left little time in the studio. Instead, she became instrumental in Julian’s career, promoting his work, organizing exhibitions, and generally serving all his extra-artistic professional needs. This enabled him to make quick progress in the studio and to capitalize on the growing reception to new tendencies in abstraction. In the early 1960s Julian began to draw national attention for his increasingly vanguard work, which harnessed basic properties of visual perception in sophisticated abstractions. Barbara’s management enabled him to devote his time to painting, even after the birth of their daughter Danusia in 1964, a pivotal time in their lives on many fronts. 
 
III. New Sensations
Fresh from a major museum show in Dayton in 1964, Julian was offered his first solo exhibition at a New York gallery, a momentous opportunity for a painter consigned to the Midwest, nearly 500 miles from the epicenter of the postwar art world—in those days, a considerably long distance, geographically and professionally. His exhibition, Julian Stanczak: Optical Paintings opened later in September of 1964 at the cutting-egde Martha Jackson Gallery on East 69th Street. It provoked impassioned responses from critics, two of whom truncated the show’s title into a catchy moniker : Op Art. That nickname soon gained widespread currency in the wake of the Museum of Modern Art’s 1965 survey of the new optical tendencies, The Responsive Eye. Julian was among the 101 artists and collaborative groups on display, along with Josef Albers, who was gaining newfound esteem as the “Father of Op Art.” Almost immediately, the movement became an international phenomenon, overshadowing the reigning trend of Pop in public appeal. Julian’s work was feted in the pages of Life, Newsweek, and numerous art publications and was shown nationally at museums and galleries in short order. 
The movement was praised for its democratic appeal because one could experience the work on its own terms, without a necessary grounding in art history or aesthetic theory. Its popularity also led some to malign Op as too facile or merely illustrative of scientific principles. But Julian’s work struck a nerve with even the movement’s harshest critics. In an article for The National Observer titled “This Year’s Exhibit Model: Art on the Move”, Douglas Davis likened the movement to a fashionable craze that engendered “a sense of disappointment.” Yet he noted that “Mr. Stanczak has committed himself without reservation to the new retinal frontier. His canvases make few concessions to the eye and none to the wit . . Rare is the man who can stand before the dizzying alternation of bold blacks and whites, such as those that enliven Light of Darkness, without pausing to steady his hold on gravity. Yet Mr. Stanczak has been an early-season hit: Crowds, critics, and buyers (the U.S. Information Agency among them) prove it.”
 Now with Barbara’s support, Julian could capitalize on this momentum. He could come home from his day job at the Art Academy of Cincinnati, and later at the Cleveland institute of Art, and paint unencumbered, often working in the studio until the early hours of the morning.
IV. Julian Stanczak: Parallel Worlds
Art requires discipline, logic, and judgment of quality without prejudices. To find that crystallization of the thought and employ it to the creative process is essential in touching art. -Julian Stanczak
Despite the challenge Julian faced as a pioneering modern painter in Ohio, there were benefits to working far away from the New York scene. The Midwestern landscape provided the unlikely impetus for the next stage in the development of his vibrant perceptual abstraction. Seeing the Ohio countryside for the first time upon their separate arrivals, Julian and Barbara were equally moved by the vastness of its spaces and the privileged view it afforded of undulating clouds and rolling hills. As Julian has explained, “You start watching water flow or cloud formations and the wind is coming in, how they form and don’t stop and rest. They just endlessly ripple away. Or watching the Ohio river and the way it would change all day.”
 His translation of those experiences can seen in his aesthetic evolution in the early sixties, from the act of representing a scene to that of presenting extraordinary visual effects on canvas. This change can be traced in the evolution of his classic “wiggles,” the arabesque contours that have become a recurring motif throughout the years. Beginning with his 1962 canvas, Passing Contour, meandering horizontal stripes clearly echo the unruly terrain of river, mountain and sky. But by 1965, these ripples and furrows became orderly vertical striations in Concurrent Colours, animating the picture plane in a manner that is indebted to, but independent of, the landscape. 
To better focus on the rhythmic power of line and the oscillating periodic structures they can form,  Julian drained his paintings of color for a time in the early 1960s. This self-imposed limitation helped to free his work from the potential worldly associations that color can bring to even the most unnatural forms. Although these works are resolutely visual, they have the uncanny ability to trigger visceral responses. At an exhibition in 1963, Julian was delighted to see children passing in front of his black and white striped paintings with fingers outstretched and tongues trilling, as though plucking the strings of an instrument. Despite their abstract manner, the landscape is discernable within many of these linear arrangements and is clearly evoked in titles such as Floating Adrift (1961) and Rain and Reflections (1962). “You can’t get away from nature” Julian says matter-of-factly.
 And he has always been receptive to what it can reveal to him. A typical eureka moment occurred when sitting in his kitchen, he viewed the peculiar way that the vertical stem of a flower in a vase interrupted the horizontal flow of the river visible through the window behind it. His observation of the unstable edges of those two overlapping forces is one of the likely inspirations for his use of startling moiré patterns that impart a magical energy to a number of his canvases in later years, as in the retinally invigorating Wandering Line (1990). 
Perhaps most of all, nature has motivated Julian’s continued exploration of color and light. After the graphically patterned work of the 1960s, he began to organize hues within tightly ordered grids. Carefully modulated sequences of colors incrementally transform from the center to margin of these canvases to generate the sensation of inner light, such as in Glow (1985), or play against tightly woven diagonal structure to create paradoxical spatial distortions as in Rhythmic Overlay (1987). More recently he has deftly arranged similar chromatic grids into superstructures of up to up to 36 or more canvases, often installing several of these series side-by-side to reveal manifold nuances within a restricted color palette. These “Constellations” capture the transcendental effects of the light and space within their carefully modulated harmonic structures, paying homage to nature in a manner more immediate than traditional landscape painting. Of these works, Rudolf Arnheim, who became a friend to the Stanczaks in later years, has noted “We end up realizing that what we thought was an emplacement of stable things is a play of light- an airy performance showing us the world as it is by means of an image of what it ought to be."

V. Barbara Stanczak: Nature’s Embrace
I take pleasure in the beauty and wonder of the earth and my sculptures are an expression of gratitude, a search for parallel, tangible, formal experiences that can be shared with others. –Barbara Stanczak
Devoted to managing her husband’s career and raising their second child, Christopher, who was born in 1970, Barbara Stanczak had scant time to make art in the early years of their marriage. During those hectic times, impressions were stored and ideas steeped. She read aesthetics and theory and absorbed art history, aware too that she was living history with her husband and meeting instrumental artists of their generation along the way. Even with two children to tend, Barbara continued her education, getting further degrees in German Literature and Art Education. In 1975 she began teaching in the public school system, and the following year joined the faculty at the Cleveland Institute of Art, where she continues to teach, an endeavor she considers a significant part of her creative activity. In her paintings of the 1970s and 1980s, Barbara balanced formal elements in dynamic abstract compositions that had strong sympathy with Julian’s perceptual abstractions. However, it was in her three-dimensional works that she found a more distinct voice, beginning with mixed media constructions. These she often assembled from found objects. Whether of natural formation and human manufacture, such materials have a pre-existing character, a history and an “inner life” to which she responded intuitively. 
Barbara was moved by her Midwest surroundings, and the American landscape soon filtered into her work in a very tactile way. On one of the family’s cross country trips, she recalls seeing “miles and miles of sunflower fields! A lot of new sensations needed expression in paintings with emphasis on distance, divisions, color and texture relationships.” Her creative process became a “dialogue with the world of living things” which she finds successful “when it does not inhibit the materials inherent charm – when the process doesn’t draw too much attention to itself—and when the formal precepts do not restrict the viewer’s visual play and emotive choices.”
 This approach, which embraces both the conceptual and the improvisational, can be seen in Reminiscence (1985) and Frosty Plains (1986), both of which confidently combine the visual dynamics of painting with the plasticity of sculpture. As many of her titles suggest, the environment is a fundamental motivation. The recognizable imprint of vegetation can be seen in some of her hammered lead works like Nascent (1991) or in the soaring shapes of Gone Birding (1995), but typically natural processes are evoked indirectly through the patination of metals, the weathered surfaces of materials, and the layering of elements in teeming, animated compositions.  
Barbara’s engagement with nature deepened in the mid 1990s when she turned to carving wood and stone, two materials that have preoccupied her ever since. The stakes are high for an artist whose media are the perfect products of natural processes: tree trunks that have weathered generations and stone that has taken millions of years to crystallize. Such materials often command an artist to respect for their inherent qualities. Organic materials contain their own internal demands: stubborn growth patterns, hidden fault lines, and other anomalies to which the sculptor must respond. As she puts it “With wood or stone, you cannot make what you want to make, but what the material permits you to make.”  Barbara’s ultimate goal is to reveal something intrinsic about the material, which she describes as “ a process of making visible.” “The enthusiasm is great a I start tearing away the extra stuff, the extrinsic, the trivial, that is in the way of the clear vision.”
 By shaping, finishing, and reorganizing stone blocks and tree trunks, she often amplifies the processes of growth, fracture, and  erosion, creating forms that resonate with their material origins. Thus, the oak husk of Fleeting (1997) appears to pucker and curl like a withering leaf and the stoic granite block of Intravert (2005-06), seems to shift and cleave to some unseen seismic disturbance.  
She often goes to great lengths to reveal a material’s innate qualities. In Embracing Light (2005), for instance, she carved a translucent bowl from Italian alabaster, using techniques she had gleaned from ancient Greek urns cut from white porphyry. Only by honing the stone to a translucent membrane can the light-conducting properties be perceived. Possessive of Light (2000) takes this to extraordinary length, hollowing the alabaster into a delicate skin which seems to illuminate from within. The interplay of light, as it penetrates the material or reveals form and texture, resonates strongly with similar concerns in Julian’s painting, but approached on a sculptor’s terms. 
 
VI. Continuum (Opening Eyes)
Non-objective art is never truly autobiographical, but it can reveal its author in subtle or coded ways. Visible in Julian’s and Barbara’s work are intriguing signs of their personal temperaments. Julian’s measured precision belies an analytical and introverted disposition, while her discursive forms reveal an intuitive and extroverted nature. Barbara summarizes Julian as a “thinker” and herself as a “doer,” traits which are born out by their contrasting work processes. Typically, Julian envisions his compositions beforehand, sometimes after staring at the blank canvas for an extended period. He describes his motivation as ”a burning desire to execute the total vision before it vacates my mind.”
 He then goes to great lengths to execute this ideal faithfully and flawlessly, perhaps spending days trying to mix the precise color for a particular “psychic effect”. By contrast, any preconceptions Barbara may have when approaching a new piece are quickly negotiated by to the contingencies of her material. “My work reveals itself in the time an effort I spend with it,” she explains, “My visions become clarified through touch and intimate participation in its visual possibilities.” And unlike her husband, she is “content at times to be imperfect.” 

The balance between Barbara and Julian’s personalities is mirrored in their coreesponding aesthetic attitudes. Although they have never collaborated in the strictest sense, occasionally their works correspond in unmistakable ways. Her tactile forms find their match in his radiant geometries. The gradated structure of Julian’s black-on-black Opposing in Dark (1984) has its perfect counterpoint in Barbara’s white-on-white gridded construction Boxed in Light (1981). And the twisting curves of her oak sculpture, Gothic Nude (2004), recall the sensual contours of his Zip Me Up Please (1995), which is itself a wry allusion to the couple’s interdependence. Seen together, their work over the decades reveals the intimate influence between two artists in continual dialogue, a relationship that has strengthened each other’s artistic positions.

In their maturity, Barbara and Julian’s creative output shows no signs of abating. Quite the contrary, they continue to push the boundaries of their own aesthetic comfort zones. Barbara seems intent on reinventing her art with every sculpture, mixing materials in ever more startling and provocative ways as in the unlikely marriage of Italian alabaster and porcupine quills in Prickly Embrace (2004) or in the deadpan confrontation of stone and wood in A Rock on A Block (2007). Such free association between material, process, and form distinguishes her most recent works. In Embrace (2007), Barbara hammered sheets of copper into facets of an oak trunk to create an oxidized metal bark that both encloses and accentuates the underlying organic form. This sculptural “play” is indicative of the desire that both Barbara and Julian have to see the world anew, to cultivate the innocent perspective of a child. Barbara has always found her children, and now grandchildren, to be  “eye-openers” and Julian envies their “uncluttered” minds. He continues to expand his vision with ever increasing constellations of dozens of interrelated paintings. His gridded arrangements were prompted as a matter of convenience after it became difficult for him to maneuver larger canvases. Ironically, the versatile multipanel format has enabled him to create his grandest works to date. Celebrating (2006) is comprised of no less than 50 canvases that explore the manifold permutations of a limited vocabulary of quadrilateral shapes within a restricted palette.
The breadth of some of Julian’s latest works can no longer be contained by his overtaxed studio wall. Most recently, Julian has moved beyond the studio to create his grandest work yet, the 355 foot-long Additional (2007). This impressive bas-relief extends the entire length of a city block in downtown Cincinnati, its saturated interplay of color providing an exuberant contrast to the surrounding cement and stone facades. In this mammoth composition, a vertical network of blue and green lines is interrupted by a series of multi-hued diagonal elements that shimmer in a manner akin to Wandering Line (1990) and the more recent relief paintings Vertical Succession (1999) and Holding Secrets, Hidden Colors (2006). As one traverses Sixth Avenue, the interplay of colors shifts with one’s point-of-view, creating new optical mixtures. It is a work that quite literally, moves the viewer, begging our participation in the aesthetic gymnastics. Gazing at it from the street corner, we take on a position not unlike those tiny figures glimpsed in the foreground of his youthful Ugandan drawing, Jungle (1947). That enthralling experience of the African landscape is transplanted in spirit to the urban jungle in Additive, whose staggered steel beams evoke the clamorous overgrowth of vines and branches.
It is the totality of perceptual experience, involving both the senses and the psyche,  that lies at the heart of Julian’s visual invocations as well as Barbara’s tactile poetics. It is that curiosity that guides them in their own continual process of discovery of the delicate resonance between the world we traverse and the deeply ingrained terrain within. The result of their aesthetic journey is both personal and universal. Each work, another arresting encounter. 
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