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“Avital Sagalyn: Mid-Century Provincetown” is an exhibition of
mainly ink and gouache paintings and drawings made during two
summers Avital Sagalyn spent in Provincetown in 1945 and 1946.

She was at that time a young fine arts
student at Cooper Union in New York. In
the mid-century, Provincetown was pop-
ulated by many Portuguese immigrants,
and fishing boats dotted the seashore - a
reminder to Avital of the warmth of her
teenage stay in Lisbon, awaiting a refugee
visa to the United States.

She was drawn to Provincetown for its vi-
brant artistic community and its unique
confluence of land and sea. During one
of these summers Avital rented a fisher-
man's shack, and she painted and drew
the town and the water near her shack.
Her themes included the ever-changing
sea, the busy wharf, the boats and the
beach.

Avital had a powerful artistic and emo-
tional response to place. She revisited the
same subjects and experimented almost
endlessly until she felt she had found the
essence of the subject. “I often paint the
same subject many times,” she said in
2017, going on to explain, “It's a variation
on a theme. And once | achieve what | re-
ally wanted to say, | stop painting it.”

Avital was fascinated with light. In her
Provincetown works she captured her vis-
ceral and artistic responses to sunlight,
moonlight, and atmosphere. Among her
influences she cited J.M.W. Turner'’s trans-
formative treatment of light, with “Rising
Moon, Sinking Sun, Provincetown” as a

case in point. Avital's variations on “Boats
in Fog" are examples of her impressions
of light and atmosphere. Often in her work
there is no implied light - rather there is
a blurring of the horizontal boundary that
separates sea and sky.

I met Avital in the late 1970s when she
was a member of the Acquisitions Com-
mittee of the University Gallery, Uni-
versity of Massachusetts Amherst. She
brought a critical eye and a solid ground-
ing in mid-century modern and contem-
porary art, having lived and studied in Eu-
rope and the U.S. After | retired as director
of the University Gallery, | learned from a
fellow artist that Avital was an artist her-
self, a fact she had never shared with me. |
helped reconnect Avital to my former mu-
seum in 2017, which led to a decision to
offer her a retrospective exhibition.

This exhibition debuts publicly and in
depth works from Avital’'s Provincetown
days, augmented by a handful of works
from subsequent eras in which the artist
explored similar themes. All works shown
were created by Avital Sagalyn (1925-
2020), and the exhibition is lent from the
collection of Daniel R. Sagalyn and Elaine
M. Grossman. For me it was a great plea-
sure to have known Avital — her gracious-
ness and warmth were redolent of anoth-
er place and time.

—Betsy Siersma, Curator



ARTIST STATEMENT

My work has always been direct and intuitive. | have absorbed the influence of many artists,
including Turner, Rembrandt, Picasso, Brancusi and a multitude of other artists across the
globe. | feel close to the atmospheric canvases of seascapes by the Hawaiian painter Reuben
Tam, whom | met when | was studying at Cooper Union. But | have always been guided most
strongly by the quality of light and how it transforms what | see.

When | came to Paris on a Fulbright in the 1950s, | spent a long time at the site of Notre
Dame. | wanted to paint the cathedral and its setting in the diffuse light; it seemed to disap-
pear in the whiteness and to have a mystical quality. Earlier when | was in Maine, | painted the
boats almost fading away on the horizon. | think there is an immaterial element that illumi-
nates some of my canvases and papers.

When | was in Gordes en Provence in Southern France, | found the light was blinding and bru-

tal, and everything | painted looked very sharp and geometric, with an absence of color apart

from the blue sky, black shadow and white houses. More generally, color is not only a descrip-
tive instrument in my work: it renders the spirit of a place as much as its physical aspect.

| am fascinated by many of nature’s creations: shells with strange spines, flies that look like
ink-spots, the thin legs of a mosquito, the exaggerated distortion of a frog when it leaps. In
Siena during the Palio horserace, it was the tension between the vertical riders and the hori-
zontal movement of the horses that struck me.

I did many drawings and paintings of Siena’s Piazza del Campo from memory, each time
finding a different balance between the sloping shell-shaped square and the buildings of the
town, with the lines of the piazza converging towards them. | often paint the same subject
many times until | reach its essence. These drawings and paintings are not repetitive, but
variations on a theme just as musicians improvise when they play jazz.

—Avital Sagalyn, 2019
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ARTWORK LIST

Rising Moon, Sinking Sun, 1945-46
QOil on Masonite board, 24 1/4" x 31 7/8"

Boats in Fog, Provincetown Wharf, 1945-46
Pen and ink on paper, 8 7/8" x 11 15/16"

House at Water's Edge, 1945-46
Pen and ink on paper,91/16" x 12 1/16"

Fishing Boats in Drydock, 1945-46
Pen and ink on paper, 8 1/2" x 10 7/8"

Two Fishing Boats in Drydock, 1945-46
Pen and ink on paper, 8 7/16" x 10 7/8"

Boats Along Provincetown Shore, 1945-46
Pen and ink on paper, 8 7/16" x 10 7/8"

Pilgrim Monument, 1945-46
Pen and ink on paper, 10 7/8" x 8 7/16"

Benefactor

Chris Alexander

Michael Bick

Shalona Connolly

Henry Cropsey

Patty and Richard Hunter
Robert Kronenberg
Patrick Pexton

Laurie Sagalyn

Lisbeth Sagalyn and Matt Stone
Nick Schifrin

Kara Schwartz

Debra Seltzer

Sand Dunes and Pilgrim Monument, 1945-
46
Pen and ink on paper, 7 9/16" x 9 3/4"

Boats in Fog: Red, Blue and Gray, 1945-46
Gouache on paper, 11 7/8 x 8 15/16"

Sailboats in Fog, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 8 15/16" x 11 15/16"

Whale Vertebra, Il, 1945-46
Artist pencil on paper, 11" x 12 1/2"

Whale Vertebra, |, 1945-46
Artist pencil on paper, 11" x 12 1/2"

Boats in Harbor Fog, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 7 3/4" x 9 11/16"

Seagulls and Boats in Harbor Fog, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 7 7/8" x 9 15/16"



Four Boats, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 10 15/16" x 8 7/16"

Telephone Poles in Provincetown, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 97/8"x 12 7/8"

Wharf at P. Town, 1945-46
Lithograph print with black ink, Plate: 6
15/16" x 8 5/16"

Shacks on Wharf, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 8 7/16" x 10 7/8"

Seagulls Flying Over Wharf, 1945-46
Ink and gouache on paper, 8 15/16" x 11
15/16"

View from End of Pier, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 8 5/8" x 10 1/16"

Telephone Pole and Pilgrim Monument,
1945-46
Graphite on paper, 11 7/8" x 8 7/8"

Bedroom at Provincetown, 1945-46
Gouache on paper, 7 15/16" x 10"

Sand Dunes, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 7 7/8" x 9 15/16"

Sand Dunes with Flora, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 715/16" x 9 15/16"

Provincetown Waterfront, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 8 7/16" x 10 7/8"

Sand Dunes with Shack, Peaked Hill Bars,
1945-46
Ink on paper, 713/16" x 10"

Fishing Boats in Harbor, Low Tide, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 8" x 11 7/8"

Boats in Fog, Blue and Gray, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 10 15/16" x 14 13/16"

Fishing Boats in Fog, Orange and Blue, 1945-
46
Ink on paper, 8 7/8" x 11 15/16"

Provincetown Harbor at Twilight, 1945-46
Ink on paper, 8 15/16" x 11 15/16"

Fishermen Delivering Their Catch, 1945-46
Gouache on paper, 8 15/16" x 11 13/16"

Shack at End of Wharf, 1945-46
Ink on paper,91/16" x 12 1/16"

Sailboats in Cape Cod Bay, 1945-46
Ink on paper,91/16" x 12 1/16"

Martha's Vineyard Piers, c. 1990s
Gouache on paper, 6" x 8"

Martha's Vineyard Sailboats and Pier, c.
1990s
Gouache on paper, 6" x 8"

Boothbay Harbor, Maine, 1947
Ink on paper,91/16" x 11 9/16"

Tall Shells, Casey Key, c. 1970s
Graphite on paper, 17" x 14"

Murex Shell, Casey Key, c. 1970s
Gouache on paper, 14" x 17"

Crab, Casey Key, c. 1970s
Red ink on paper, 8 7/8" x 11 7/8"

Lobster, Maine, 1953
Pencil, pen, gouache, and ink on paper, 12"
x 16"

Bird at Casey Key, c. 1970s
Ink on paper, 315/16" x 315/16"



