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ABSTRACT

After experiencing the sensation of volume in Cezanne’s use of 

color, Diller began in 1926-27 to explore in his own painting the 

spatial dimensions of color, a pursuit he was to continue throughout 
his career. In 1928, he enrolled at the Art Students League of New 
York, where his most influential instructors were William von Schlegell, 

Jan Matulka, and Hans Hofmann. In 1933, he held his first solo exhibi
tion and saw work by van Doesburg in reproduction. In the same year, 

he committed himself to total abstraction and in 1934, after viewing 
work by Mondrian, became the first American- to work, dn the style of 
Neoplas ti cism.

In 1935, Diller was appointed supervisor of the Mural Division 
of the Federal Art Project in New York City and in that capacity was 
able to provide vital support to abstract artists for eight years. In 
1936, he joined with a group of them to form an organization that became 
known as the American Abstract Artists.

From 1933 to 1945, Diller defined three visual themes in his 

art, using color and spatial allusion in ways new to the traditions of 
de Stijl and Neoplasticism. In effect, he anticipated in some of his 
experiments aspects of Mondrian’s last work in New York, while in 
others he extended directions signaled by Mondrian before the latter8 s 
death.

ix



CHAPTER 1

EARLY INFLUENCES, EXHIBITIONS, AND EMPLOYMENT

There is little published information on Diller's youth and 
much of that which does appear is contradictory. He was b o m  in New 
York City in 1906 but grew up in Battle Creek, Michigan. He is re
ported to have begun painting at the age of fourteen and never to have 
had any doubts about becoming a painter."*" His mother must have en

couraged his interest in art, for she is known to have given him as a 
present a copy of Philip Gilbert Hamerton's Landscape, a deluxe art 

book with original etchings published in 1885.^.
In 1925, Diller entered Michigan State College in Lansing with 

an athletic scholarship, but his interest in art was more compelling 
than his interest in sports. On weekends he is reported to have hitch
hiked to Chicago tocvisit the Art Institute. There he was attracted 
first to the work of the Impressionists; then his attention was drawn 
to Seurat's Grande Jatte and to two paintings by Cezanne, His initial 1 2

1. The single most complete and accurate source of biographical 
data on Diller is the catalogue entry on him in Abram Lemer, ed. ,
The Hirshhom Museum and Sculpture Garden (New York: Abrams , 1974) , 
p. 684, See also Lawrence Campbell, "The Rule that Measures Emotion,"
Art Newsy 60 (May 1961) , pp. 34-35, 56-58; Lawrence Campbell, ed. ,
"A Conversation About Burgoyne Diller," Art Students ̂ .League News, 18 
(March 1965), n.pc; and Galerie Chalette, New York, Diller 5 Paintings , 
Constructions, Drawings, Watercolors ( New York: Galerie Chalette,
1961) , n.p. -

2. Correspondence from Lawrence Campbell to Anita Ellis, 
July 12, 1974, p. 3.

1
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reaction to the work of Cezanne was not favorable. Then he experienced 

a sensation of volume in Cezanne *5 use of color. That experience 

marked the beginning of a life-long preoccupation on Biller's part with 
the space-alluding dimensions of color.

In 1927, Biller completed his studies at Michigan State College
and went to Buffalo, New York, where he worked at a succession of odd

jobs. As pre-Bepression hard times, set in, he was among the first laid
off each job, because he was among the last hired.

Finally, just be sheer pull, political pull— you can believe 
this or not-— I got a job as a porter in the Buffalo post 
office. That meant swabbing the decks and shoveling coal, 
washing windows— and the only reason I didn't clean the 
latrines was because— well, you had partners , and my 
partner-^was afraid to do windows on the outside and so he 
cleaned the la trines „ while I did the windows . ̂

Years at the Art Students League
• Eventually Biller landed in New York City, where he wanted to 

attend the Art Students League, but he had no money, even for food. In 
exchange for meals he painted signs for little restaurants , and in time, 
he received a scholarship to the League and began studies there in the 
fall of 1928.

I thought I was terribly fortunate, . ... I got a scholar
ship at the League and 1 sold paints in its little store for a 
few years. It was only an afternoon job but believe me, it 
was a lot compared to most of the artists that I was 
friendly with at the time. ̂

3. Paul Cummings, ed. , "Interview: Burgoyne Biller Talks 
with Harlan Phillips,” Archives of American Art Journal, 16, No. 2 
(1976) , pp. 16-17.

4. Cummings, "Interview," p. 17.
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Diller was enrolled continuously at the League '.'from, the fall of 

1928 through the summer of 1933, during which period he studied with at
5least eleven different instructors. According to Rosalind Ben gels dorf

Browne r a friend of Diller and student at the League at the same time,
William von Schlegell, A. S. Baylinson, Jan Matulka, and Hans Hoffman
were probably his most influential teachers, ̂ Concerning von

Schlegell's influence on Diller, Lawrence Campbell has written:
Diller spoke with affection to me of having studied with William 
von Schlegell at the Art Students League. William Von Schlegell 
had thought a great deal about color in relation to his own 
work and, to judge from the few paintings I have seen by him, 
was a sensitive painter ahead of his time in America. I think 
it likely that Diller absorbed a good deal from von Schlegell. ̂

Baylinson's possible influence on Diller is nowhere recorded, 
however Matulka's can be surmised from statements by and about some of 

Diller's fellow students. Dorothy Dehner, David Smith, Irene Rice 
Pereira, George ■ McNeil, and Diller all-'’studied with Matulka at the 

same time, forming a congenial group that reportedly stayed.together 
for three years. According to David Smith, it was Matulka who opened 
their eyes to the vast possibilities of the new art of Europe, even

5. Lawrence Campbell checked Leaguejrecords and found that 
Diller studied with William von Schlegell, A. S . Baylinson, Jan 
Matulka, Kimon Nicolaides, Boardman Robinson, Charles Lock, George 
Bridgman, George Picken, Harry Wickey, George Grosz, and Hans Hofmann. 
See Campbell, ed. , ."A Conversation," n.p.

6. Rosalind Benge Is dorf Browne , "The American Abstract Artists 
and the WPA Federal Art Project," in The New Deal for Artists: An 
Anthology of Memoirs , ed. by Francis V, O'Connor (Washington, D. C, : 
Smithsonian Institution, 19 72) , p. 227*

7. Correspondence from Lawrence Campbell to Anita Ellis ,
July 11, 1974, p. 2.



though MatuUca's own painting adhered to an earlier generation. ̂  Each 
of these artists did, in fact, make an early commitment to abstraction, 
and all of them were early members of the American Abstract Artists 
group.

At the .end of each winter season a comprehensive exhibition: of

student work was organized in the League gallery. Some pieces were
then selected for purchase for the {permanent collection of the League
to serve as a record of the year's work. In the annual exhibition of
1931, Diller won this distinction with a small still-life painting 

9 "(Figure 1) , .Dorothy Dehner claims that this painting is typical of

work done in Matulka's class and that it bears a strong resemblance to
Matulka's own work. Prior to teaching at the League, Matulka had
himself studied in Munich with Hans Hofmann, and Dehner, like David
Smith, credited him with bringing 11 a new vision" to his students at the 

10League.
By this time Diller was evidently attempting to obtain some 

kind of commercial gallery representation. Dorothy Dehner remembered 

her surprise at hearing that he had asked .the executive secretary of 8 9 10

8. E. C. Goossen, "David Smith," Arts., 30 (March 1956) , p .
23. See also I. H. Bauer, Loren Maclver/I. Rice Pereira (New York % 
Macmillan, 1953) , p. 45.

9. Mention of the purchase appeared in Art Students League of 
New York, Winter Catalogue, 1931-1932 (New York: Art Students League, 
n.d. [1932]) , p. 10.

10. Correspondence from Dorothy Dehner, September 15, 1977, p. 
1. Lawrence Campbell has also identified Matulka as an important early 
influence on Diller and as Diller*s initial link to Hofmann. Corre
spondence from Lawrence Campbell, August 15, 1977, p. 2.
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Figure 1. Burgoyne Oilier, Untitled, n.d. [1930-31] —  Oil on canvas, 
16 x 20 inches. Collection, Art Students League of New 
York. Photograph by Jacob Burckhardt, courtesy of Lawrence 
Campbell.
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the league, while still enrolled in Matulka1 s class, to help him get la 

show. "None of the rest of us even had thought of having our work con

sidered professional enough for such exposure. I do not think it came 

about until much later, and then not through the League, but it shows a 

certain faith and courage in his work that he thought of it in those 
■terms."

While Biller did not succeed in arranging a shew of his work in
19 32, he evidently did succeed in placing some work in a gallery, for a
reproduction of one of his early still-life paintings appeared in the
June, 1932, issue of Creative Art credited "courtesy of G. R. D,

12Studio." Untitled, this work displayed greater planar interplay,
frontal tilting, and angularity than the still-life (Figure 1) purchased
by the League the preceding year. In the time intervening, Biller seems
to have been increasingly influenced, by synthetic cubism.

In the spring of 19 32, when John Sloan resigned as president of

the League in the controversy over inviting certain modem European

artists to teach there, Biller was an activist-in the S,loan camp in
favor of having Jean Chariot, George Gros.z, and Hans Hofmann as in- 

13s true tors . Biller ultimately became a student of Grosz and Hofmann. 
Ironically, he came toldislike Grosz ardently for something Grosz said 11 12 13

11. Correspondence from Behner, September 15, 1977, p. 2.

12. "Around the Galleries," Creative Art, 10 (June 1932),
p. 471.

13. Campbell, "The Rule," pp. 35, 56.
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about modem American art when jurying a showB14 15 16 By contrast, his rela
tionship with Hofmann was a very friendly one, Hofmann came to the 1
League in the fall of 1932 and taught there for only one season, Diller's

15last. During that year, DiHer studied with him for *ei-ght months8

Hofmann had a reputation as a great teacher before he came to 
the IMited States. His painting in the early 1930s combined the 

explosive color of fauvism and the-architectonic drawing of synthetic 
cubism. From an early date, he had been concerned with the simultaneous 
existence of flatness and space in painting, and he stressed these - 
concerns in his teaching. In the winter 1932-33 issue of The League, a 
translation of his statement "Plastic Creation" appeared, in which he 
-emphasized the importance of planes in space and the tension of move
ment and coun ter-movemen t in modem painting,, ̂  Di H e r  must have 
studied very carefully this early statement of Hofmannes theory of 
plastic depth, and no doubt it was one of the concerns he pursued with 
Hofmann in their discussions. For in fact, Diller got to know Hofmann

14. Correspondence from Lawrence Campbell to Anita Ellis,
July 12, 1974? postscript.

15. Lawrence Campbell wrote in 1961 that Diller never 
actually registered in Hofmann’s class at the League but got to know him 
through discussions at the League lunchroom. (See Campbell, "The Rule,” 
p. 56.) Later, upon examining League records, Campbell found that 
Diller had in fact beenrregistered in Hofmann’s class. Campbell 
clarified this point in correspondence tot&nita Ellis, July 11, 1974,
p. 3. *

16. Hans Hofmann, "Plastic Creation" Itrans. by Ludwig 
Sander! , The League, 5 (Winter 19 32-33) , 11-15, 21-23, This article 
is reprinted in Sam Hunter, ed. , Hans Hofmann (New York: Abrams., n.d, 
[1963]), 35-38.

\
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well, and evidence of Hofmann!s influence on his work of this period 

17abounds.

According to Harry Holtzman, a fellow student at the League, 
Hofmann was against the idea of pure abstraction in the fall of 1932 

when Diller and Holtzman began attending his class e "Hofmann always 
remained insistent on using models and still-life arrangements, whereas 
Diller used these elements arbitrarilyo Stylistically, Hofmann re
ferred primarily to Matisse and Picasso, as is apparent in work as late 

as his Still Life, Yellow Table in Green, 1936 (Figure 2) . The strident, 
flat areas of color in this painting are especially reminiscent of 
Matisse, while the ape rape ctival spatial arrangement is characteristic
ally cubist. Holtzman continued, "it seemstto me in retrospect that

Hofmann's chief influence was to reinforce our explorations of spatial 
19structure."

Sometime in 1932 or 1933, Diller, Charles Trumbo Henry, Harry 

Holtzman, and Albert S. Wilkinson exhibited their work in the gallery 
of the Art Students League. Holtzman believes thattit was ’ Diller and 
Henry who organized the show, gaining the approval of the League Board 17 18 19

17. Regarding their relationship, see New York University Art 
Collection, The New York Painter— -A Century of Teaching; Morse to
.Hofmann (New York: New York University, 1967) , p. 85,

18. Correspondence from Harry Holtzman:; December 21, 1976,
p. 3.

19. Holtzman, December 21, 1976, p. 3. See also the entry 
on Hofmann in Henry Geldzahler, American Painting in the Twentieth 
Century (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1965) , p. 194,
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Hans Hofmann, Still Life, Yellow Table in Green, 1936 —  Oil 
on plywood, 60 x 44-1/2 inches.

Figure 2.
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20of Control for use of the gallery „ The paintings exhibited were formal

studies derived from models and still-lifes , but their derivation was
not always apparent. In the vocabulary of the period, they were
"abstract" and represented a striking departure from paintings exhibited
in the League gallery theretofore» In fact,‘this was probably the first

21show of abstract art ever mounted at the League.

First Solo Exhibitions

Early in 1933, while he was still enrolled at the League, Diller
had his first solo exhibition. It was held at the Contemporary Arts

' 22 Gallery, 41 West 45th Street, from February 28 through March 18, A
four-page prospectus for the show reproduced one work in black and
white, without identifying it, and listed the titles of sixteen
paintings, without indicating the dates of their creation, media, or
sizes. 20 21 22

20. Correspondence from Harry Holtzman, January 26, 1977, 1-2. 
Rosalind Bengelsdorf Browne remembered Albert Swinden, instead of 
Charles Truiribo Henry, among the four. (See Browne, ”ThelAtnerican 
Abstract Artists," 228.) Possibly corroborating Browne * s memory,
Mar dial E. Landgren wrote that he is ". . . a little surprised to learn 
that Charles Truiribo Henry ever painted abstractions." Correspondence 
from March a 1 E, Landgren, June 21, 1977, p. 1,

21. Holtzman discussed this show in an interview with Ruth 
Gurin, January 11, 1965. A distillation of his remarks appears in 
Thomas Candor Tritschler, "The American Abstract Artists, : 1937-1941" 
(unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1974) , 8. 
See also Campbell, "A Conversation," n.p.; and Lawrence Campbell, 
"Diller: The Ruling Passion," Art News, 67 (October 1968) , p. 61 *

22. This gallery was directed by Emily Francis and was the site 
of a number of distinguished "introductions. " Among others, Mark 
Rothko and Louis Schanker also had their first solo exhibitions at
the Contemporary Aits Gallery in 1933.
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The stylistic features of the painting reproduced in the

prospectus (Figure 3) confirm Holtzman’s memory that this show consisted
23of Filler’s earlier work, with representational and symbolic subjects. 

The painting represents a still-life set in an environment of inter
secting planes in the manner of synthetic cubism. Stylistically, it is 
reminiscent of Braque's gueridon works and of Hofmann's pain tins of the 

same subject dating from the mid-thirties (see Figure 2) . ^  Filler 
was, in fact, still enrolled at this time in Hofmann's classnat the 
League, and the prospectus for the show included a statement by Hofmann 
acclaiming Filler . . one of the most promising of the young American
painters."23 24 25 26

In a review of the show in the New York Times, Howard Fevree 
wrote that Filler

. . .. possesses vigor and forceful expression, though his 
colors are sometimes unnecessarily harsh. . , . He is
experimenting— so much so that in "Composition" his colors 
are individualized in texture as well as tone. * In "Gospel 
Hall" there is a suggestion that he has "repeated," for the 
sake of lending additional unity and design, in a manner 
early exponents of the school would have scorned or ignored.

23. Correspondence from Holtzman, December 21, 1976, p. 4.
24. See Jean Leymarie, Braque, trans. by James Emmons 

(Cleveland: World Publishing, 1961) , p. 65; and Frederick S . Wight,
Hans Hofmann, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1957) , pp. 
21-23, 38.

25. Contemporary Arts Gallery, New York, "Exhibition of 
Paintings by Burgoyne Filler, February 28-March 18, 1933," (four 
page prospectus) .

26. Howard Fevree, "The Week in the Galleries : Art in Her 
Infinite Variety," New York Times, March 5, 1933, sec. 9, p. 8, col. 5,
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Figure 3. Unidentified work illustrated in the prospectus "Exhibition 
of Paintings by Burgoyne Diller," Contemporary Arts Gallery, 
New York, February 28-March 18, 1933 —  Photograph courtesy 
of the New York Public Library.
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Later that same year, Diller had a second solo exhibition. He

was the last of seven young American artists scheduled to display work
at the gallery of Theodore A, Kohn & Son, 608 Fifth Avenue, over the

course of the summer. The works Diller showed in this second exhibition

must have been even more abstract and experimental than those included
in the Contemporary Arts Gallery show. In any - case, they elicited a
disparaging review from Emily Genauer in the New York World-Telegram:

. . . One looks at Mr. Diller*s abstractions and realizes that 
whatever beauty is, it is not this. The formula is too easy, 
to begin with. A series of concentric circles, interlocking 
triangles, and a strip of red and yellow dots, with a number 
of arrows scattered about, do not make a picture, but a 
geometrical pattern.

Yet the pictures are not wholly without virtue „ They 
possess the fine quality of sincerity. And if you don't 
glean that from the pictures themselves you do from talking 
with the artist. He has attempted to say something, to repre
sent form and outline and being. Yet his clumsiness of phrase 
and hampering technique make him inarticulate; They remain 
merely interesting, even excellent experiments in color„̂

Little is known of Diller's activities in the months immediately 
following his show at Theodore A. Kohn & Son, however there is evidence 

that this was a period of intense experimentation for him in his art*
He was fast moving from the abstract styles taught by Hofmann and 
featured prominently in Cahiers d'Art to complete nonobjectivity. 
Holtzman claimed that "during this period, when Diller and I were very 
close, 1932-34, our own discussions and work disclosed to us the neces
sity and vitality of a complete break with the forms of appearance as

2 8such, as inimical to a purer structural conception."

27. E [mily] G[enauer] , "Modern Art Lost in Haze of Unreality," 
New York World-Telegram, September 2, 1933, p_e 8.

28. Correspondence from Holtzman, December 21, 1976, p. 3
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Diller and Holtzman were not supported in these conclusions by

the people around them. In contrast to his early support, Hofmann
thoroughly disapproved of the directions they were taking. In addition

to Hofmann's opposition, even Diller's wife disapproved of their work
and its direction, Even so, Diller and Holtzman felt a great deal of
excitement, even exuberance, about their new direction, According to

29Holtzman, "we felt very far out," %

Early Employment
• Along with whatever pleasure Diller may have felt about his 

latest art, he was faced with the reality of hard economic times, The 
Depression was especially hard on artists, for it destroyed their usual 
sources of income. The market "for what they produced virtually dis- 
appeared, leaving hundreds at the mercy of private and public relief 
efforts.

One of the earliest federal relief programs was the Public
Works of Art Project (PWAP) which operated from December 12, 1933,
through June 30, 1934. While the PWAP was the shortest of all of the
New Deal projects, it nevertheless employed some eight hundred artists

30and produced three hundred ninety-two mural designs. Records in the 
National Archives reveal that Diller applied for employment with the 

PWAP in J a n u a r y 1934, In response to questions on the application

29. Correspondence from Holtzman, December 21, 1976, pp. 4-5,

30, See Francis V. O'Connor, Federal Support for the Visual 
Arts: The New Deal and Now (Greenwich, Conn,: New York Graphic Society,
1969), p. 19; and Francis V. O' Connor, "New Deal Murals in.'TSfew York," 
Art form, 7 (November 1968) , p. 42.
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form, he indicated that he was not employed, that he was experienced in 
easel painting, and that the general types of subjects of his work were 
figures, - landscapes, and still-lifes . In addition, he listed the 
titles of four works that he was submitting in support of his applica

tion, The following notation, evidently made by a PWAP employee, also
appeared on the form: "Braque-like abstract paintings— might do decora-

31tive panel in this style. "
Diller was evidently hired onto the Project immediately and,

from January to April, 1934- submitted a series of abstract paintings
identified by numbers only. Photographs of five of these abstract works
are contained in the Audiovisual Archives Division of the National 

32Archives. Figure 4 is a reproduction of one of them.

The most remarkable feature of Diller1 s paintings for the PWAP 
is their complete nonobjectivity. In comparison to his work of the 
preceding year, which was so greatly influenced by Hofmann'*and synthetic 
cubism, the PWAP abstractions are not centrally focused with a still- 
life, figure, landscape, or architectural subject. Rather^ abstract 
forms are dispersed, as if at random, with few spatial referents. In

31. Copies of these records are contained in the Archives of 
American Art, .Records of the PWAP, Record Group 121, National Archives, 
"Correspondence of the Region 2 Office (NY Area) with Artists, 1933-34 
Microfilm Roll DC 112, frames 0951, 0957.

32. Two of these photographs have been published, A detail 
of No. 121-PWAP-2a-l is illustrated in Richard D. McKinzie, The New 
Deal for Artists (Princeton, N .J»: Princeton University Press, 1973) , 
p, 2 3; and No. 121r-PWAP2a-5 -appears in Edward Laning, "Memoirs of a 
WPA Painter," American Heritage, 21 (October 1970) , p. 41. Figure 4 
is a reproduction of No, 121-PWAP-2a-4.
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Figure 4. Untitled abstraction by Burgoyne Oilier done for the Public 
Works of Art Project, 1934 —  Photograph courtesy of the 
National Archives, Washington, D. C.
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contrast to any other work by Diller, these abstractions have some 
affinity to surrealist art.

The nonobjectivity of these works is all the more remarkable in 
view of the emphasis the PWAP placed on representational styles. In 
addition, as employees of the government .artists were required, accord
ing to Francis V. O’Connor, to stress the American Scene insofar as
possible in their subject matter. Experimental work was strongly dis-

, 33courage d.

Prescriptions regarding subject matter and experimentation were 
particularly loathesome to innovative artists, who were refused employ
ment with the PWAP or sometimes lost their jobs if they did not conform. 
Byron BrowneV a founding member of the American Abstract Artists who 
painted in a semi-abstract style, wrote bitterly about this situation:

The PWAP does not help the real creative artist.: In the first
place'the subject matter is dictated to the artist. As my 
work contains little or no emphasis on recognizable subject 
matter, I was ignored for a long time after the PWAP began to 
function and then cut off after a period of four weeks, This 
has also happened in many other cases» So here we have a 
great art: move ire n t in the country with the -idea of aiding the 
artist. As far as I and many others are concerned, we might 
be at the north pole.

Although the PWAP continued in operation through June, 1934, 
Diller’s association with the Project ended in April. Whether he was 
terminated involuntarily because his work did not conform to PWAP guide

lines, or whether he quit in order to take another position more to his

33. O’Connor, Federal Support, p. 20.

34. Browne’s protest, excerpted from an undated letter to the 
New York Office of the PWAP, is quoted in O’Connor, Federal Support, 
p. 33,
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liking is not known. It is f however, a matter of public record that

none of his work was included in the extensive "National Exhibition of

Art by the Public Works of Art Project” held at the Corcoran Gallery 'of
35Art in Washington, D, C* from April 24 through May 20 , 1943* It 

appears that this exhibition was organized primarily for public rela
tions purposes, and Dillef1 s nonobjective series of abstractions may not 
have been viewed by PWAP officials <as likely to curry public favor.

After leaving the PWAP, Diller found employment with the 

Federal Temporary Emergency Belief Administration (Federal TERA) , which 
had organized a relief program for artists in December, 1933, on a 

foundation laid earlier by the College Art Association, the privately 
funded Gibson Committee, and the New York State base# TERA. ̂  Diller 
was hired by the Federal TERA on April 28., 1934, as a mural assistant. 
There is no evidence that he had had any prior experience in mural 
painting, and only one document relating to this period of Diller*s 
career has surfaced. A 1935 New York Times review by Edward Alden 

Jewell of diverse mural projects- directed by the College Art Association 
includes an illustration of a mural panel credited to Eric Mose and 
Burgoyne Diller. The panel, entitled Abstraction of the Machine Age, 
was installed in the Samuel Gompers High School, a trade school in the 
Bronx. According to Jewell ”, . . these murals dramatize energy, as

35. See Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D. C. , National 
Exhibition of Art by the Public Works of Art Project, April 24 to May 
20, 1934 (Washington, D. C, : "U, S, Government Printing Office, 1934).

36. For details of the different relief programs that pre
ceded the, WPA Federal Art Project, see O'Connor, Federal Support, 
pp. 30-31.
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harnessed and transmuted into power by the genius of man. The well-
integrated design , . .is intelligently, imaginatively and never

37egregiously abstract in its use of symbols."
Figure 5 is a photograph from the Archives of American Art of a 

section of this mural in the= process of execution. Mose and Diller may 
be the artists at work. The credits on the photograph in the Archives 
attribute the work exclusively to Mose, and Jewell reported that the 

mural was begun under the PWAP. These indications, and the sharply 
contrasting nature of Diller1 s series of abstractions for the PWAP, 
would seem to suggest that Mose alone conceived the work while working 
for the PWAP, continued working oil it under the auspices of the Federal 
TERA following the demise of the PWAP, and then received Diller as a 

mural assistant. Neither subject matter nor the style of the mural 
conforms in any respect to Diller’s late work at the Art Students 

League, nor to his PWAP abstractions. When asked about this matter, 
Harry Holtzman wrote

Diller was indeed assigned to Eric Mose as -an assistant, and, 
emphatically, would not .associate himself as responsible as 
co-creator, I knew Mose subsequently, and. he became a great 
admirer of Diller. Perhaps Diller may have had some influence 
upon the "plastic structure” of the design? but I have no 
proof of anything beyond my recollection of Diller1 s own work 
attthe time, and his occasional caustic comments on the ir
relevance of the mural to his own concerns. 38

Besides his PWAP abstractions, evidence that Diller-s artistic 

concerns were elsewhere also appears in some relief constructions that

37- Edward Alden Jewell, "Diverse Mural Projects: A Survey of 
Some Enterprises Directed by the College Art Association," New York 
Times, May 19, 1935, sec. 9, p. 9., col. 1,

38, Correspondence from Holtzman, August 12, 1977.
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Figure 5. Artists at work on Eric Mose's mural Abstract of the Machine 
Age, c. 1934-35 —  Samuel Gompers High School, Bronx, New 
York. Photograph courtesy of the Archives of American Art, 
Washington, D. C.
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he began at this time f despite the bias against innovation on the part 

of his employers. An early one of these, Construction, 1934 (Figure 6) , 

now in the Hirshhom Museum and Sculpture Garden, has some stylistic 
features in common with his PWAP abstractions (see Figure 4) and must 
have been done at about the same time. The most obvious common feature 
is open undefined space with free-floating forms. In comparison to the 
PWAP works, spatial ambiguity is even greater in the construction with 
the addition of shallow relief elements and their attendant shadows.
On thecother hand, the limited number of figural elements in the con

struction results in a much less active composition than characterizes 
the PWAP abstractions. ... . . ...
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Burgoyne Diller, Construction, 1934; painted wood and 
masonite, 24 x 24 x 2 inches —  Collection, Hirshhorn 
Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D. C.

Figure 6.



CHAPTER 2

DISCOVERY OF DE STIJL AND NEOPLASTICISM

Early Influence of van Does burg
In a 1959 interview Diller told Sidney TiHim that it was van

Doesburg, whose work he had seen in reproduction in 1933,- who first
drew him to de Sti jl. ̂  Other reviewers and acquaintances of Diller have
also reported that van Doesburg,was an earlier influence on Diller than 

2was Mondrian. According to Charmion von Wiegand, "when Diller dis
covered van Doesburg's work, he found that he -had'-been moving in the 
same direction. He was inspired by van Doesburg's use of intense 1

1. Sidney Tillim, "What Happened to Geometry?" Arts, 33 (June' 
1959) , p. 41. Harry Holtzman wrote that Diller saw van Doesburg's work 
reproduced in Cahiers d'Art. Correspondence from Holtzman, December 21, 
1976, p. 4~ Carl Holty claimed Diller saw van Doesburg's work in an 
issue of de Stijl. See Virginia Pitts Rembert, "Mondrian, America, and 
American Painting" (unpublished Ph. D, dissertation, Columbia University,
1970) , p. 36. . Documents not available for this research but referred
to in writing about Diller might clarify questions) like this one. For 
example, Campbell cites a notebook begun by Diller in 1924, and the 
preface to the catalogue of the New Jersey State Museum retrospective 
of Diller's work in 1966 includes quotes from Diller's personal papers. 
Also, Anita Ellis wrote . , two unpublished notebooks by the artist
from the early 1930s were unavailable during the course of my research." 
See Campbell, "The Rule," p. 34; New Jersey State Museum, Trenton, 
Burgoyne Diller: 1906-1965, preface by Kenneth W. Prescott (Trenton,
N.J. s New Jersey State Museum, 1966) , n.p.; and Anita J. Ellis,
"Burgoyne Diller: A Neo-Plasticict" (unpublished master's thesis, 
University of Cincinnati, 19 75), p. 3.

2. See Campbell, "The Rule," p. 56; and correspondence from 
Ilya Bolotowsky, July 28, 1977.

23
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oppositions, and was influenced to purify his colors and to compose in

3straight lines and curves."
Dillef rs Composition [First Theme] , 1933-34 (Figure 7)

reveals the immediate impact van Doesburg and the principles of de Stijl 
4had on him. This austere, reductivist abstraction conforms in all its 

features to the tenets of de Stijl, Its elements relate to each other 
at right angles, and the colors used are limited to primaries z plus 
black and white e In addition, harmonious relationships are stressed 
and individualism is suppressed, in favor of the universal, in 
accordance with de Stijl principles. ̂

Certain features of Diller's Composition [First Theme]., 1933-34,
corroborate the identification of van Doesburg as.an earlier_influence
than Mondrian on Diller, Both van Doesburg and Mondrian did early de 
Stijl paintings with rectangles of primary colors poised in rhythmic 
right-angle relationships, but Mondrian used a white or gray background, 
while van Doesburg sometimes used black. Composition #7, 1917 (Figure

3. The Pinacotheca, New York, "Burgoyne Diller: Paintings —  
Constructions, 19 34-46," essay by Charmion [von] Wiegand. Exhibition 
December 16, 1946-January 18, 1947 (four-page prospectus) .

4. Titles for Diller's works are cause for considerable confu
sion. Many works were apparently never titled. Others were exhibited 
with generic titles, such as Composition or Construction. Later in his 
career, Diller classified all of his work on the basis of three visual 
themes' ('see Figure 13, p. 58) and .assigned titles accordingly, even to 
work created several years earlier.

In the interest of clarity, the designation given a work when it 
was first exhibited or reproduced in print will be used here. In addi
tion, where a theme title was applied at a later date, it will appear in 
brackets, as in the case of Composition [First T h e m e 1933-34.

5. For the de Stijl credo, see Hans L. C. Jaffe, De Stijl, 
trans. by R. R. Symonds and Mary Whitall (New York: Abrams, 1971), 
pp. 11-12.
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Figure 7 Burgoyne Oilier, Composition [First Theme], 1933-34 - 
on canvas, 30 x 30 inches.

- Oil
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8) , provides an example of van Doesburg's use of a black background.

In contrast to the planar surface effect of Mondrian 1 s white ground, 

van Doesburg's black ground suggests a spatial void.̂  In Composition 
[First Theme] , 1933-34, Biller's use of intense primaries, plus white, 

oh a black ground results in something of the same spatial effect.*6 7 8
An interesting question concerns therpossible influence of Hans 

Hofmann in the creation of" Composition [Firs t Theme] , 1933-34, and other 
works like it. Direct inspiration for this work probably came from 
van Doesburg, however Biller had been very greatly impressed the pre
ceding year by Hofmann's concern with plastic depth without the use of 
perspective. In "Plastic Creation" Hofmann-had argued

The form problem is a space problem. Form ̂ exists through 
space and space through form, . . . Space discloses itself 
to us through volumes. The "objects" are positive volumes 
and the "vacancies" are negative volumes. , . . There are
movements that swing into the depths of space, and there 
are movements that swing back out of the depths of space.^

These postulations came ultimately, to be known as Hofmann's "push-pull"

theory of plastic depth and are commonly associated with the bold
rectangles of pure color that be cane something of a Hofmann trade-mark.

The yellow and red rectangles of pure color in Biller's
Composition [First Theme], 1933-34, may at first appear similar to ones

6, On this point, see Maurice Aggis and Peter Jones, "Van 
Doesburg; A Continuing Inspiration," Studio International^ 177 (March 
1969), p, 116.

7. Anita Ellis first pointed out this possible influence of 
van Doesburg on Billers "The notable difference here is the spatial 
quality that the black ground gives the rectangles. For this influence 
van Doesburg and not Mondrian should be singled out," Ellis, "Burgoyne 
Biller," pp. 6-7,

8. Hofmann, "Plastic Creation," pp . 22-23,
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Figure 8. Theo van Doesburg, Composition #7 , .1917.
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in some of Hofmann's best known works f and a link between the work of 

these two artists might be presumed. However, it should be noted that 

Hofmann's work was consciously representational through the ' 30s and 

that Hofmann did not begin painting nonobjectively until the early 
'40s. Moreover, the push-pull rectangles of color for which Hofmann is 
best known did not begin to appear in his paintings until the 1950s.
So if either Diller or Hofmann influenced the other in choosing the 

rectangular motif of pure color, it was more likely Diller who in- 
fluenced Hofmann. Even then f such an influence is unlikely, for 
Hofmann's work with rectangles of color displays a loose painterly style 
that contrasts markedly to the austere de Stijl manner that Diller 
began experimenting with in 1933-34 =

A construction by Diller that dates from this same period 
derives even more obviously from van Doesburg's example. Construction, 

1934 (Figure 9) , conforms compositionally to van Doesburg's theory of 
Elementarism, in which the oblique counter-movement of forty-five , degree

9angles is chosen in preference to horizontal-vertical structure. In 
this handsome relief construction, the picture plane is divided diagon

ally between black and white fields of approximately equal prominence, 
with rectangular relief elements superimposed, Black and white are 

interchanged on respective divisions of the picture plane and set in 
contrast to a higher rectangular relief painted yellow. The edges of 9

9, For a discussion of the origins and distinguishing features 
of Elementarism, see Joost Baljeu,. Theo van Doesburg (New York: 
Macmillan, 1974) , pp. 66-70,
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Burgoyne Oilier, Construction, 1934; painted wood, 24 x 24 x 
2 inches —  Collection, Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden, Washington, D. C.

Figure 9.
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the projecting rectangles range diagonally in contradistinction to the 

vertical and horizontal edges of the picture plane „

The two-dimensional design of this construction is quite similar 
to that in van Doesburg1 s counter-composition paintings of the mid- 
1920s. However the assembled relief features represent something of an 
innovation on Diller’s part, at least in American art. Van Doesburg 
created some fully three-dimensional, free-standing architectural 

models, but he did not work in the realm of relief between architec

tural modeling and two-dimensional design. That challenge was taken up 
in Europe in the late 1920s by Cesar Dome la and Jean Gorin, who created 

relief constructions in the painbing styles _of van Doesburg and 
M o n d r i a n I n  the United States, Diller's 19-34. constructions appear
to have been the earliest reliefs by an American artist, followed in

1119 35 by Charles Biederman*s first reliefs.

Predominant Influence of Mondrian

The first Neoplastic painting that DiHer saw exhibited was very

probably Mondrian's Composition with Blue and Yellow, 1932 (Figure 10) .
This work was purchased in 1933 by Albert E . Gallatin and exhibited in

12Gallatin's Gallery of Living Art at New York University. When Diller * 11

10. See John Elderfield, "The Paris-New York Axis: Geometric 
Abstract Painting in the Thirties," in Geometric Abstraction: 1926- 
1942 (Dallas : Museum of Fine Arts, 1972) , n.p.

11. For Biederman's early reliefs, see Minneapolis Institute 
of Arts, Charles- Biederman; A Petrospective (Minneapolis: Minneapolis 
.Institute of Arts, 1976), p. 16

12. New York University, Gallery of Living Art, Gallery of 
Living Art: A. E. Gallatin Collection (New York: printed privately,
1933) , p. 2.
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Piet Mondrian, Composition with Blue and Yellow, 1932 —  Oil 
on canvas, 16-1/4 x 13 inches. Collection, Albert E. 
Gallatin, Philadelphia Museum of Art.

Figure 10.
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first saw this painting it evidently made a strong impression on him.

For early in 1934, when he saw some rectilinear works that Holtzman: was

involved in, he suggested to Holtzman that he go see Mondrian1 s painting

in the Gallatin Collection. Holtzman went to see the Mondrian painting
the next day and was so moved by the experience of viewing it that he in
turn determined to visit Mondrian in Paris that year. ̂

Diller's painting style was* immediately and profoundly altered
by his exposure to work by van Doesburg and Mondrian in 1933-34. From
that date, he adopted the principles of de Stijl and Neoplasticism in

14his work, becoming the first American to paint in these styles. How
ever, while conforming to the fundamentals of de Stigl and Neoplas ticism 
Filler varied his work in significant ways from that of van Doesburg and 
Mondrian from the start. Composition [First Theme], 1933-34 (Figure.7), 
has only three rectangles poised in a field of black, whereas van 
Doesburg*s Composition #7, 1917 (Figure 8) , deploys more than a score, 

and in Construetion, 1934 (Figure 9) , inspired by van Doesburg*s Elemen- 

tarism. Filler's rectangles are raised in relief and are neither con
tiguous nor tangential, as is the case in van Doesburg*s counter- 
compos i ti on s •*

13, Correspondence from Holtzmann, December 21, 1976, p. 4. 
See also Tillim, "What Happened?" p. 44. Ultimately, Holtzman was in
strumental in arranging Mondrian's immigration to the United States.

14, Filler is credited with this distinction in several 
sources. See, for example, Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., 
The New Tradition: Modern American Before 1940 (Washington, D.C.'s 
Corcoran Gallery of Art, 1963), p. 58? George Rickey, Constructivism: 
Origins and Evolution (New York: George Braziller, 1967) , p. 95; and 
Tillim, "What Happened?" p. 41.
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In comparison to Mondrian1 s Composition with Blue and Yellow,
1932 (Figure 10) , Diller’s early Geometric Composition, 1934 (Figure 11) , 
displays two features that distinguish it from Mondrian*s work up to 
1 9 4 1 . In the Filler painting (Figure 11) , color: appears unbounded by 
black in the red square in the lower left corner. Secondly, color is 
used lineally in the vertical blue bar. In addition, the color yellow 

appears to traverse the entire picture plane, whether read as two 

adjoining rectangles or as a single rectangle overlapped by the black 
horizontal. Moreover this yellow rectangle ranges up through the center 
of the composition, rather than share an edge of the picture plane, as 
is the case in Mondrian*s compositions with adjoining rectangles of 
color.

The consequence of these variations by Filler on Mondrian*s 
theme is the appearance of illusion ary space, which Mondrian tried to 
deny in his work up until his New York experiments of 1941-44. By con
trast,iin Filler’s Geometric Composition, 1934 (Figure 11), the blue 
vertical, black horizontal, and yellow rectangle clearly overlap, or 
else exist in three different, receding planes, with the red square in 
none, some, or all of these. In fact, besides allowing the spatial 

allusions created by overlapping, Filler consciously sought the effect 
of volume in the selection and deployment of color in his paintings, 
as well as in his relief works. * 11

15. Filler’s Geometric Composition, 1934, has not been pub-- 
lished, and neither Goldowsky Gallery nor Grace Filler responded to 
requests for a photograph of this qarly Mondrian inspired work. Figure
11 is a photograph of a sketch of Geometric Composition, 1934, which was 
made by Philip Larson in preparation for the 1971 Walker Art Center 
retrospective of Diller's work.
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Figure 11. Sketch by Philip Larson of Burgoyne Oilier's Geometric 
Composition, 1934 —  Courtesy of the Walker Art Center, 
Minneapolis.
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While Diller1 s paintings and constructions differed':.from 

Mondrian's practice of Neoplasticism from the time that Diller first 
began painting in this style, it was Mondrian's work f rather than van 
Doesburg's that continued as the major source of inspiration for Diller 
through his early career. At no time after 1934 did Diller produce work 
displaying diagonal figural arrangements in the manner of van Doesburg's 

Elementarism. In addition, linear elements gained a prominence in 
Diller's work comparable to the role they play in Mondrian's f that 

contrasts to the predominance of planar elements in van Doesburg's work, 
It was not until late in his career that Diller returned to extremely 

reductivist (First Theme), works that may possibly derive more from van 
Doesburg's practice of de Stijl than from Mondrian's Neoplas ticism.



CHAPTER 3

WORK ON THE NEW YORK CITY WPA/FAP

Apart from his assignement as a mural assistant to Eric Mose on 

the project for Samuel Gompers High School in the Bronx, little is 
known of Diller1 s activities while he was in the employ of the Temporary 
Emergency Relief Administration. There is no evidence that he worked on 
other murals or conceived any himself. Rather, he appears to have been 
given an administrative assignment that involved supervising mural 
painting.

Audrey McMahon, who directed the TERA relief programs for 
artists along with Frances Poliak and Harry Knight, has written in a 

memoir of this period that Diller was the earliest supervisor for mural 
painting for the TERA. It is possible that he assumed that role as 
early as December, 19 34, for Harry Holtzman remembered that Diller was 
trying to decide whether to accept a proposed administrative task in 
late November, 19 34, when Holtzman was preparing to leave for Paris to 
see Mondrian.

According to Holtzman, Diller had a friendly relationship with 

Harry Knight, ". . . who must have been impressed by his intelligence —

1. Audrey McMahon, "A General View of the WPA Federal Art 
Project in New York City and State," in The New Deal Art Projects :
An Anthology of Memoirs, Francis V. O'Connor, ed. (Washington, D.C» s 
Smithsonian Institution, 1972), pp. 52-53.

36
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2as everyone else must have been, as well as by his handsome physique." 

That friendship may explain in part how the relatively young, in
experienced, and professionally unknown Diller was assigned a super

visory position so early.
Public records reveal that Diller’s title with the TERA was

v 3changed from "mural assistant" to "artist" on Feburary 27, 1935. These 
titles tell little of his activities except that he obtained some 
practical experience in mural painting. In addition, the recollections 
of McMahon and Holtzman suggest that, he also acquired some experience 
supervising mural work on the TERA prior to the organization of the New 
York City Works Progress Administration Federal Art Project (WPA/FAP) .

Record on the Federal Art Project.
When the WPA/FAP was begun in New York City on August 1, 1935, 

Diller was continued on as an "artist." However in little more than a 
month!s time, he was promoted to "assistant project supervisor." It is 
likely that his experience and performance as supervisor for mural 
painting for the TERA were factors in his early promotion on the WPA/ r 
FAP.

Diller evidently felt some ambivalence about accepting an 
•administrative position. According to Holtzman, he knew full well that 

it would require the sacrifice of his own art. "On the other hand,

2. Correspondence from Holtzman, December 21, 1976, pp. 2, 5.
3, Transcript of Employment for Burgoyne Andrew Diller,

Civilian Personnel Records, National Personnel Records Center, General 
Services Administration, St. Louis, Missouri, n.d.
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someone with his capacity and knowledge was essential to share the
administration, to assure the opportunity for abstract artists to 

4participate»" There were few abstract artists in the United States in 
the mid-thirties, and the unpopularity of their work, even among critics 
and the staff of the Museum of Modem Art, required their protection. 
Diller had himself made a commitment to abstraction in his own work, 
and he appreciated the dilemma facing like-minded artists, who would 
have been hard-pressed economically in the best of times. With Depres
sion conditions in the economy and prescriptions regarding appropriate 
subject matter for government-funded art, prospects for abstract artists 
were not good. Diller recalled these conditions later: "Let's put it
this way: in the WPA program, when it was set up with the attitude
toward abstract painting, I would not have been acceptable, lo. couldn't 

have found my place unless I was an assistant to somebody on a mural or 
something. No doubt, these circumstances played a part in persuading 
Diller to accept supervisory responsibilities on the Federal Art Project 
in New York. '

His first assignment was as coordinator with Lou Bloch of the 
Mural Division. biller was in charge of abstract artists, while Bloch 
was responsible for representational painters. Given the general 
hostility to abstraction, Diller's task was the more difficult of the 
two, for he had to find sponsors and architects who would accept 
abstract work.

4« Correspondence from Holtzman, December 21, 1976, p. 6.
5. Cummings, "Interview," p. 20.
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Within two months of this first assignment, Diller was promoted 

to "project supervisor," then in a little more than a month, to "senior 

project supervisor," and finally, on the first anniversary of the in
ception of the New York WPA/FAP, to "managing supervisor." In this 
latter capacity, he had full responsibility for the operation of the 
Mural Division.

As it turned out, Diller1 s most difficult task was not in 
supervising artists but rather in'obtaining commissions for murals in 
public institutions for artists to work on. No work could be assigned 

to the artists of his division until public officials requested or could 
be persuaded to sponsor murals in their buildings e Diller spent half 
or more of his time going around to government agencies seeking sponsor

ship for mural projects. Even after a mural was requested, successive 
authorizations had still to be obtained in order to keep the artists of 
the project working. Illustrating the arduous course of this process , 
Diller recounted the following instance:

The principal [of a high school]rrequested ‘a mural. There was 
a regular form made up. He passed that on to the Board of 
Architects. They would approve it only in architectural terms 
— within architectural limitations. It was then passed to the 
Board of Superintendents of the New York City school system.
If they approved— this was only preliminary sketches— [it was] 
passed on to the Board of Education. Now, if the Board of 
Education approved, it was then submitted to the New York Art 
Commission. If the New York City Art Commission approved, it 
was given preliminary approval, which meant you had permission 
to start work. The work would have to be viewed periodically 
by the New York City Art Commissioner to make certain that it 
was the same thing as [had been] presented in the original 
sketch form. When the mural was completed, you still had no 
right to it because when [it] was completed, the principal had 
to make out another form requesting final approval. It then
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went to the Board of Education for their approval. It then 
went back to the New York City Art Commission for their final 
approval and the mural was in

According to Audrey McMahon, who headed the WPA/FAP for New York
State and City, Diller was 11 talented and indefatigable" in meeting the

7challenges presented him as head of the Mural Division, An incident 
illustrating the talent and determination Diller took to his job is 
related by Edward Laningf a Project, muralist who later became president 
of the National Society of Mural Painters . In the autumn of 1937, 
McMahon, Harry Knight, and Diller called Laning into the Project office 
and explained to him that

. . . they had for a long time tried unsuccessfully to secure 
the walls of New York's public libraries' as locations for 
mural decoration, but the library board had steadfastly declined 
to cooperate. They had decided on a frontal assault. If they 
could succeed in securing the main building on 5th Avenue, and 
42nd Street, the branches should fall into their hands without 
trouble. With this aim, Diller had approached Mr. Isaac Newton 
Phelps Stokes, a member of the Board of Trustees of the Library 
and Chairman of the Art Commission of the City of New York, and 
had told him bluntly that it appeared that Mr. Stokes was 
hostile to young artists and indifferent to their fate. Mr. 
Stokes had been shocked by the charge and had denied it, Diller 
said that Mr. Stokes should prove his good -faith by agreeing 
at least to look at sketches for those big empty spaces in the 
library's third-floor hall. . . . Stokes agreed.

It must have been an interesting confrontation, Burgoyne 
Diller . . , was a dark, intense young man, utterly serious 
and dedicated. . , . Perhaps Stokes saw something of himself in 
Diller. As an old man, Stokes resembled (as Time magazine put 
it) an El Greco cardinal. In the background of Sargent's

6, Cummings, "Interview," p. 18, In Figure 12, Diller appears 
with a number of officials and guests at a mural dedication, the event 
which finally marked the'oend of the long-.-and often uncertain— course 
of many mural projects.

7. McMahon, "A General View," p. 59,
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Figure 12. Officials gathered at the dedication of James Michael
Newell's mural The Evolution of Western Civilization in the 
library of the Evander Childs High School in New York City, 
November 1938 —  From left to right: Mrs. Ellen S. Woodward 
(?), Assistant Administrator, WPA Federal Project No. 1; 
High School principal (?); Holger Cahill, WPA/FAP National 
Director; Audrey McMahon, New York City WPA/FAP Director; 
James Michael Newell; Mrs. Burgoyne Diller; Dorothy C. 
Miller; Mrs. James Michael Newell; and Burgoyne Diller, 
Supervisor of the New York City WPA/FAP Mural Division.
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portrait of Mrs. Stokes, in the Metropolitan Museum, the young 
I. N. Phelps Stokes is a lot like Diller— dark, intense, 
and humorless. ̂

One of Diller1 s qualities as a supervisor was his ability to

recognize talent quickly regardless of stylee As a result, he was
instrumental in providing regular work on the Federal .Art Project in
New York for a number of artists early in their careers. Laning, who
painted illustrations of historical events, was a case in point.
Another, who painted more experimentally, was Willem de Kooning. The
year de Kooning spent working on mural projects for the WPA/FAP in 1935

was particularly important in his development, because it was the first
time in his life he was able to commit all of his energies to painting.
As an alien, he eventually had to resign

. . . but even the year I was on gave me such a terrific 
feeling; that I gave up painting on the side and took, a 
different attitude. After the Project I decided to paint 
and do odd jobs on the side. The situation was the same, 
but I had a different attitude.^

Philip Guston was another artist for whom work in the Mural 

Division of the New York Project was important -in his artistic develop

ment. By 1938, Guston’s self-questioning about his commitment to the 
Renaissance vision was deepened by contact with New York artists who 
had chosen to work in modem modes, As supervisor of the Mural 
Division, Diller tried to encourage his younger colleagues, Guston among 
them, to experiment. Diller and Guston reportedly had endless

8, Edward Laning, "The New Deal Mural Projects ," in Francis V, 
O'Connor, ed. , The New Deal Art Projects: An Anthology of Memoirs 
(Washington, D.C,: Smithsonian Institution, 1972}, p. 100,

9. Thomas B. Hess, Willem de Kooning (New York: Museum of 
Modem Art, 1968) , p. 17,
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discussions about modern art and, according to Dore Ashton, Diller was 

a magnetic, force for Guston.

Support of Abstract Artists
As an artist himself, Diller was keenly aware of the needs and 

aspirations of the artists he supervised, Francis V. O'Connor has 
written that Diller showed an almost fatherly concern for the artists 
under him and demonstrated great skill at turning bureaucratic regula

tions and restrictions to their best advantage. For example, when 

Jackson Pollock left the Project in despair for a short time because his 
freely imagistic "psychic automatist" st̂ .le was not acceptable to mosti •
officials, it was Diller who persuaded him to return to work.

Given his own commitment to abstraction in a decade “ dominated by 
"socially conscious" art, Diller was especially sensitive to the prob
lems of abstract artists and did his best to help and protect them. In 

the case of Pollock, Diller1s concern extended beyond his own division, 

for Pollock was employed in the Easel Division, not in Diller.:'s. In 
having Diller for their supervisor, abstract artists working in New York
in the Mural Division were considerably better off than were abstraction-

12ists working in other divisions and other parts of the country. * 11

10. Dore Ashton, Yes, But , , . A Critical Study of Philip
Gus ton (New York: Viking, 1976), pp. 38-39.

11. See Francis V, O'Connor, "New Deal Murals in New York," 
p. 44; and O'Connor, Federal Support of the Visual Arts, p. 101.

12„ Regarding the better treatment abstract artists received 
in New York, especially under Diller, see Michele Cone, The Roots and 
Routes of Art in the 20th Century (New York: Horizon, 1975) , p. 170; 
and Harry Rand, "The 1930s and Abstract Expressionism," in John
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During the course of his tenure, Diller arranged work and often 
individual commissions for many abstract artists. The better known of 
these were Ilya Bolotowsky f Rosiland Benge Is dorf, Harry Bowden r James 
Brooks, Byron Browne f Francis Griss , Stuart Davis, Willem de Kooning,
Archile Gorky, Balcombe Greene, Gertrude Greene, Paul Kelpe, Ibram 

Lassaw, Jan Matulka, George McNeil, Eugene Morley, Ad Reinhardt, Louis 
Schanker, Albert Swinden, and John .von Wicht» Today some of these 

artists are recognized as important historical figures in the develop
ment of abstract art in America, but with the exception of Stuard Davis , 
they received scant attention in the 19 30s.

In arranging sponsorship for abstract murals Diller and the
artists involved were usually obliged to keep to themselves attitudes
favoring art for art's sake, Diller later explained that in presenting

abstract murals, "they could be called decoration if nothing else. They
13did'nt have to be called art— abstract or anything." Another approach 

was to justify abstract murals on psychological grounds , as was done in 
the case of murals for the recreation areas of" the Williamsburg Housing 
Project:

The decision to place abstract murals in these rooms was 
made because these areas were intended to provide a place 
of relaxation and entertainment for the tenants. The more 
arbitrary color, possible when not determined by the * 13

Wilmerding, ed. , The Genius of American Painting (New York: William 
Morrow, 1973) , p. 261.

13. Cummings, "Interview," p. 20. For Diller*s own espousal 
of art for art's sake,and the problems attending that attitude, see 
pp. V 7 and 20 of the same interview.
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description of objects, enables the artist to place an 
emphasis on its psychological potential to stimulate 
relaxation.1^

However, in the same statement Diller revealed deeper motiva
tions for the abstract murals of the Williamsburg Housing Projects 

"These murals, as well as many others, symbolize the effort that is 
being made by the WPA/FAP to stimulate rather than to restrict the
direction of painting, which, in the last analysis, should be the

15artist's prerogative *"

Unfortunately for Diller and abstract,artists, few sponsors and
critics of WPA/FAP mural projects saw the choice of subject matter and
style as the artist's .prerogative at all, and Diller's decoration ploy
did not always work. A case in point involved the presentation of a

model of Afchille Gorky 's murals for ,the Newark Airport to members of
the City Art Commission. Diller recalled:

The Commission was made up of rather elderly gentlemen... I'm 
sure they were of some prestige socially and economically,.
I'm sure they fit into the upper echelons of Newark society—  
rather cool, forbidding characters» They were the sort of 
people you would see sitting in the windows of the Princeton 
Club, or the Yale Club. When we presented the mural [model]
I deliberately presented it as decoration so they wouldn't 
quibble about art. But one of them, probably brighter than 
the rest, said, "Well, that's abstract art,iisn't it?" That 
unleashed the devil. They started, of course, a tirade of 
questions and cross-questions and accusations and statements 
about modem art. ̂

14. Burgoyne Diller, "Abstract Murals," in FrancisoV, O'Connor, 
ede , Art for the Millions (Greenwich, Conn.: New York Graphic Society, 15 16
1973) , p. 69.

15. Diller, "Abstract Murals," p. 71.

16. Garnett McCoy, ed, , "The Artist Speaks : Burgoyne Diller," 
Art in America, 53 (August-September 1965) , p. 99.
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Despite persistent public and official disapproval Diller was 

not dissuaded from his, commitment to abstract art and to the artists 

who wanted to work abstractly' on the Project. Both in recruiting 

abstract artists and in working to insure artistic freedom in the 
planning and execution of individual projects, Diller made some coura
geous decisions, and abstract artists, for their part, appreciated the 
risk he took in supporting them. "At this time it was a very daring 
thing to do. I think there was a certain amount of risk to his job to
do so," remembered Ilya Bolotowsky. "And so it began that we were doing

17the very first abstract murals anywhere in the world."
The sense of accomplishment expressed by Bolotowsky was very 

important for abstract artists at this time. Just having work during 
the Depression was a blessing for most of them. Having their art 
displayed publicly was almost more than they could have hoped for..

Of equal importance, the Mural Division under Diller brought 

abstract artists out of isolation and gave them a sense of community, 
along with the excitement of having their work -exhibited. Diller said 
himself:

There's something that's unforgettable about that period.
There was a sense of belonging to something, even if it was 
an underprivileged and downhearted time. It was exciting.

We worked day and night and weekends and believe me, we 
were not well paid for it, but we thought it was the most 
wonderful thing that could be happening. ̂  17 18

17. Susan Carol Larsen, "Going Abstract in the '30s: An Inter
view with Ilya Bolotowsky," Art in America, 64 (Septeiriber-October 1976) , 
p. 73.

18. McCoy, "The Artist speaks," p. 96.
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In looking back on this period, scholars and abstract artists

have attached a measure of historical significance to Diller1 s role in
promoting abstract art. In a history of the American Abstract Artists
group, Susan Carol Larsen has written:

In recruiting artists for the Mural Division and making 
assignments, Diller rejected, or more precisely, ignored the 
arguments put forth by fellow supervisors and administrators 
that the W.P.A./F.A.P. was perhaps more of a public service 
project than a creative one. Diller*s concept of public 
service was to use his extensive knowledge of the artistic 
community of New York in recruiting the most dynamic and - 
progressive artists of his own generation, setting his 
standards for the Mural Division no lower, and often higher 
than those of the New York galleries and museums

In reviewing Diller's role, Paul Cummings has noted Diller1 s
ability not only to understand the artist's point of view, but to
accommodate it to the needs of the political and governmental figures
of the time. According to Cummings ,

It could be argued that Diller's greatest influence was not as 
a painter, but in his capacity as head of the Mural Division 
in the New York City section of the WPA„ From 1935 to 1942 , 
he was in a position, as the exponent of the most vanguard 
thinking, to successfully insinuate [his ideas} into the 
general cultural murals by some of the leading modern artists 
of the time . ̂

-.Three artists who worked in the Mural Division under Diller's 
direction have corroborated Cummings' judgment, while attributing even 
greater significance to Diller's role. One of these, Rosalind 
Ben gels dorf Browne, was a student at the Art Students League in the 19 20

19. Susan Carol Larsen, "The American Abstract Artists Groups 
A History and Evaluation of Its Impact Upon American Art," unpublished 
Ph. D. dissertation, Northwestern University, 1975, p. 196.

20. Cummings, "Interview," p. 14.
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early thirties and first knew Diller there, Later she married the 

abstract painter Byron Browne and became a muralist in Diller's divi

sion of the New York Project. In a memoir of this period, she claimed 
that Diller, in his capacity as head of the New York WPA/FAP Mural 
Division, ”. . , almost single-handedly achieved the first concrete
public recognition and dissemination of abstract art in New York 
City. . .

George McNeil, another abstract artist who worked on the New
York Project, saw similar far-reaching consequences resulting from

Diller*s direction of the Mural Division:
Burgoyne Diller*s direction of one of the W.P-.A-, -mural projects 
had far-reaching ̂ consequences. Here was exemplified the in
fluence, following Carlyle* s theory, of an-individual-on 
history. If, instead of the five years* -day-by-day develop
ment especially needed by artists in their twenties,
Bolotowsky, Browne, Davis, de Kooning, Greene, Gorky, Lassaw, 
McNeil and Shanker [sic] had had to teach or otherwise divert 
their talent, it is probable that the sudden upsurge of 
abstract art after World War II would have occurred much 
later.21 22

Ilya Bolotowsky, a third artist and perhaps the best known of
American Neoplasticists, has also rendered Diller high praise for his
role in promoting abstract art and artists through this era:

•fhis was the beginning of something new. And I don't think 
people realize that at the time Diller was instrumental in 
something historical. . . e He played a most important role 
in the development of abstract art in this country as mural 
project administrator even giving up his own painting for 
quite a while. . . .  He was totally dedicated to promoting 
abstract style in murals before abstract art was accepted in

21. Browne, "The American Abstract Artists," p. 227,
22. George McNeil, "American Abstractionists Venerable at 

Twenty," Art News, 55 (May 1956), 64.
/
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the U, S. He deserves absolute full credit for his work in all 
the future art history books. ̂

Diller himself never made any great claims for his role in the 

New York Project, but he did take pride in the fact that he was able to 
help fellow abstractionists. He knew from his experience on the Public 
Works of Art Project and the Temporary Emergency Relief Administration 
that his own art was not acceptable to most public officials and thati 

the best that abstract artists could hope for from the WPA when it was 

being organized was to become assistants to somebody, as he had been to 
Eric Mose. So when the opportunity arose for him to fill an administra
tive position, he determined to do whatever he could for fellow 
abstractionists „ In later years he derived satisfaction from that 
accoirplishment: ^

. I knew, I made it a proved fact [that if] T did get in 
there I could get jobs for other abstract painters . You see 
what I mean'— it made it possible, and to me [that was 
important]— after .all, you can't dissociate your art as some
thing separate from life and living, and responsibility.
After all, what is art? Something that exists in you, a 
sense of awareness or something. It was a wonderful oppor
tunity. . . .24

23. Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, Ilya Bolotowsky 
(New York: Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 1974) , p. 17.

24. Cummings, "Interview," p. 20.



CHAPTER 4

PARTICIPATION IN THE AMERICAN ABSTRACT 
ARTISTS GROUP

A sense of community began to develop among abstract artists as 

a result of the opportunity afforded them by the Mural Division of the 
WPA/FAP to work together and have their art on public display. Though 
their work was not generally we 11-received and their exhibition oppor

tunities were essentially limited to the Project, they took their 
calling seriously. The newly organized Museum of Modem Art ignored 
them, and most commentators found their work irrelevant— if not amoral, 
given the hard economic times and the disinclination of these artists 
to join in producing "socially conscious art." Faced with limited 
opportunities to exhibit their work, abstract artists felt increasingly 
a need to organize.

AAA Beginnings
Partly to protect themselves within the artistic community and 

partly to confront their detractors, a small group of abstract artists 
met in Ibram Lass aw's studio early in'. 19 36 to form a cooperative exhibi
tion society. Besides Lassaw, this group included Rosalind Bengelsdorf, 
Byron Browne, Diller, Balcomb Greene, Gertrude Greene, Harry Holtzman, *
George McNeil, and Albert Swinden. Little of a concrete nature came of 

this initial meeting, but historically it represented the first meeting

50
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1of the group that became known as the American Abstract Artists. As a 

participant in this original gathering, Diller is usually credited as 

having been a founding member of the organization.

With more participants at subsequent meetings , disagreements 
arose regarding the desired nature of the structure and activities of 
the organization proposed. Diller was -evidently not present at these 
sessions in the fall of 1936. His "absence was probably not due to lack 
of interest or disposition to participate in the debates involved, but 
rather because he did not have time, as supervisor of a WPA program on 
public trial, to attend. However, Harry Holtzman, Diller8s assistant in 

charge of abstract mural painters on the Project, did attend and cam
paigned actively for a broad-based organization. As it turned out,
Holtzman1 s proposals were not adopted, but his efforts in advancing them

2provided the major impetus for the formalization of the organization.
Besides not having time enough to participate, another reason 

for Diller1 s non-involvement in the meetings to formalize the organiza
tion may have been political'. George McNeil has suggested that " . . .  
because so many of the people worked with him, it would not have been 1 2

1. For accounts of the founding of the AAA, see Browne, "The 
American Abstract Artists," pp. 228-230; Susan C. Larsen, "The American 
Abstract Artists Group: A Documentary History 1936-1941," Archives of 
American Aft Journal, 14, No. 1 (1974), pp. 2-7; Larsen, "The American 
Abstract Artists Group: A History and Evaluation," pp. 218-229; and 
Tritschler, "The American Abstract Artists," pp. 8-59.

2. Correspondence from Holtzman, pecember 21, 1976, p. 8„
For two,^accounts of reactions to Holtzman*s proposals, see Browne,
"The American Abstract Artists," pp. 228-229; and Larsen, "The American 
Abstract Artists Group: A History and Evaluation," pp. 226-228.
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3wise [for Diller] to be too involved." Also, from the perspective of 

an administrator, needing to be sensitive to the biases of his different 
publics, it would not have been politic for Diller to, have participated 
actively in founding an organization whose purposes were suspect within 
the art community, as well as by the public at large.

Early AAA Exhibitions

Early in 19 37, the group succeeded in formalizing an organiza
tional structure and in choosing a name, the American Abstract Artists , 
that was broad enough to include them all. Procedures for regulating 
membership were formulated, a prospectus outlining the aims of the new 
organization was drafted, and a chairman, Balcomb Greene, was selected. 
Then the group set actively about realizing its primary objective, a 
major exhibition of abstract art,, denied them by New York museums and 
galleries.

The economic welfare of most founding members of the new organ
ization was tied directly to their participation on the Federal Art 
Project, and mostly in the Mural Division, where many of them first met.
According to McNeil, "if Diller hadn't been on the Project we would have

4been in a very bad situation. " Rosalind Benge Is dor f Browne applied that

assessment to the entire group, as well as to members individually:
At least half of the AAA membership was employed by 1 the 
Project— a very active half. It was impossible to separate 3 4

3. Larsen, "The American Abstract Artists Group: A History 
and Evaluation," Appendix, Interview with George McNeil, p. 567.

(

4. Larsen, "The American Abstract Artists Group: A History 
and Evaluation," p, 564,
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their welfare on the Project from the welfare of the AAA. * . .
Most of us landed on the mural division sooner or later.
Though started there as assistants z Diller eventually 
located sponsors for each of us to do our own abstract 
mural.5

Given Diller1s role where their economic survival individually 

and collectively was concerned, many of the founding members of the AAA 
were anxious to have him participate in their organization. Not only 
did they admire him for the way in which he supervised the Mural Divi
sion, most were aware of his intense commitment to his own art, despite 
the long hours he put in as an administrator. In fact, it was during 
the early years of the Project that Diller gained a reputation as an 

abstract artistts abstract artist, because of the extreme reductivist' 

nature of his art. Something of this reputation is revealed in an 
anecdote Edward Laning related about Diller and Philip Guston,
According to Laning, Guston told him, "Max Beckman says, 'Some painters 
paint to make the visible visible. I_ paint to make - the invisible

visible. ' And Guston went on, Burgoyne Diller paints to make the in-
6visible invisible." ■ *

In any case, Diller was respected as an artis t as well as an 

administrator, and for many founding members of the AAA, the idea of 
holding their first exhibition without him was unthinkable. So early 
in March, 1937, they decided to waive the membership application pro
cedure and invite Diller to join the organization with the expressed 

hope that he would participate in their first exhibition „ On March 12,

5. Browne, "The American Abstract Artists," p . 232.

6. Laning, "The New Deal Mural Projectsp.  100,
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19 37, Diller accepted the AAA invitation and began participating in
7preparations for the first AAA show.

The first exhibition of the American Abstract Artists was held 

in the Squibb Galleries and lasted for two weeks only, from April 3-17, 

1937. Despite its short duration, the show was well attended and 
widely reviewed. It included paintings and sculptures by thirty-nine 
AAA members and was accompanied by a portfolio of twenty-seven litho
graphs prepared under the direction of Vaclav Vytlacyl. While Diller 

was one of the thirty-nine exhibitors , there is not record of what he 
exhibited, and the portfolio of prints did not include a lithograph of 
his design.

Public reaction to the show was more favorable than that of the 
art critics. But despite tiie generally negative response of the critics, 
AAA members were delighted with their first exhibition and decided to 

make it an annual event. In addition to a show of their work, . in 1938 
and 1939 they published yearbooks for public distribution. In each of 
these yearbooks Diller was listed as an AAA member, but there were/mo 

illustrations of his work nor biographical entries about him, because 
he did not exhibit or attend meetings of the group either of those

gyears. It was not until 1940 that Diller exhibited again with the

7. Records of these proceedings are contained in the Archives 
of American Art, Microfilm Roll N/69-72, For an account of important 
events, see Larsen, "The American Abstract Artists Group: A History 
and Evaluation,” pp. 241-249.

8. See American Abstract Artists, eds., Three Yearbooks: 1938, 
1939, 1946 '(New York: A m o  Press [facsimile reprints] , 1969) .



55

AAA. That year he showed work with the group on two occasions, first
9at the Fine Arts Galleries and then at the Galerie St. Etienne.

If Diller was not active in the AAA, it was probably because 
he simply did not have time to participate and, secondly, because it 

was not altogether politic for him to do so. It would have been diffi
cult for him to enter into the internal debates of the group when he 

was supervising many of its members* in the Mural Division. Perhaps' 
more isignificantly, the preponderant majority of the artists he super
vised and the officials he had to deal with were not sympathetic to 
abstract art, and he was obliged to try to maintain their confidence 
and goodwill in order to retain his position and obtain new commissions 

ffor his division. Given these considerations, it is notable that 
Diller participated to the extent that he did in early activities of 

the organization.

9. Diller did not exhibit again with the AAA until 1948. Then 
he participated in four annual shows, from 1948-1951. Nineteen fifty- 
one was the last year in which he exhibited with the AAA, although the 
organization was still active at the time of his death in 1965. See 
Larsen, "The American Abstract Artists Group: A History and Evaluation," 
p. 458 ff.; and Tritschler, "The American Abstract Artists, 1937-1941,” 
p. 141 ff.



CHAPTER 5

PAINTINGS AND CONSTRUCTIONS, 1935-41

Diller's art was profoundly influenced by his discovery of de 
Stijl and Neoplasticism in 1933-34. However, barely a year elapsed 
between the time when he first saw an example of Mondrian*s work early 
in 1934 and the date when he assumed full-time administrative responsi
bilities on the New York Federal Art Project in 19 35. Very few 

examples of his work from this year of transition exist. Just as he
had feared when considering whether to accept a supervisory role, his 
own art seems to have suffered, at least in quantity,

. . . I tried desperately, and no matter how many hours I 
worked [on the Project], I managed to sweat out a few hours 
of my own [art] . I didntt stop producing, although God • 
knows I was limited. . . . This other was not a full-time 
job, it was two full-time;:jobs. You'd be at a committee 
meeting and things that could last till the middle of the 
night and you'd be expected to be some place at eight o'clock 
the next morning for another round.

Despite these circumstances , Duller produced an important body of art 
from 1935-43, when he was employed full-time on the WPA/FAP.

Visual Themes
A discussion of Filler's paintings of this period first requires 

an explanation of their titles. Late in his career, Filler titled all 

of his paintings in terms of three visual themes. Exactly when he con

ceived this schematization is not certain. However, it had to have been 1

1. Cummings, "Interview," p. 20.
56
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after 1945, for a painting of that date purchased by Katherine S. Dreier 

for the Collection Societe Anonyme was inscribed by Diller on the 
stretcher ”1945-#21-11 The painting was then catalogued by the Yale 
University Art Gallery as Composition #21, 1945 (see Figure 30, p. 102) , 
for lack of a more specific designation by Diller. In fact, Diller 
probably did not come up with the theme schematization until the late 

'50s, or even the early '60s, when the Galerie Chalette began promoting 
his work. Then each of his paintings from 1933 to 1961, the year of 
his first one-artist show at the Galerie Chalette, was titled and 
catalogued according to one of three themes,

Composition [First Theme] , 1933-34 (Figure 7) , was exhibited in 
an important survey show titled "Construction and Geometry in Painting: 
From Malevitch [sic] to Tomorrow" at the Galerie Chalette in 1960. In 

the cataloge of that show Diller's painting was illustrated and identi

fied by the simple title Composition, 1933-34, The following year in 

the catalogue of a retrospective exhibition of Diller's work at the 
sane gallery, the same painting was illustrated and identified by the 
title First Theme, 1933-34. Every other painting in the retrospective 
was also catalogued with a theme title.

Two pages of notes by Diller that were reproduced in the 

catalogue of the retrospective at the Galerie Chalette in 1961 are 
illustrated in Figure 13, These notes constitute Diller's own explana
tion of the three visual themes. He wrote that the work presented in 
1961 had not been developed on a basis of a regular progression from 
one stage to the next, but rather tangentially, based on three visual 
themes. However, it should be noted that the three themes were
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Figure 13. Diller1s notes on the three visual themes of his paintings.
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developed in succession over a period of approximately ten years, from 
1933-43. With the development of each succeeding theme, the one pre
ceding became less prominent without: being dropped from Biller's 
repertory, until all three themes: had been developed. From 1943, each 
was present in Biller's production in varying degrees of prominence,

The three themes display at least three features in common, all 

of which derive from Neoplasticisitu The basic plane is retained as an 
essentially flat surface. Vertical and horizontal motifs create a 
constant opposition of compositional elements, which always parallel 
the edges of the picture plane. And finally, color is limited to 
primary hues with the addition of black and white elements. Variations 
within these limits create the respective themes.

The First Theme f illustrated in Figure 7, is characterized by a 
limited number of "free" elements— rectangles of varying sizes and 
primary hues, or black or white. By contrast, the Second Theme 
features rectangular elements that are generated by lines that traverse 
the picture plane, make right angles, or discontinue at their inter
section. The rectangles enclosed within these lines in Second Theme 
paintings are not free, in contrast to the rectangular elements of the 
First Theme. Instead, they are engaged by lines and ranged contiguously

Early Second Theme Paintings
Figure 14 illustrates an early Second Theme painting in which 

vertical and horizontal lines intersect and stop or cross and traverse 

the picture plane, generating five rectangular planes» By comparison 

to the free elements of Composition [First Theme]^, 1933-34 (Figure 7),



Figure 14. Burgoyne Oilier, Second Theme, 1938 —  Oil on canvas, 
34 x 34 inches.
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the rectangles of this Second Themef 1938 (Figure 14) , are fixed within 
a linear grid.

Stylistically, this painting displays affinities to Mondrian1s 
simplest 1930-31 compositions with broad crossed lines. However 

Diller's Second Theme, 1938, differs significantly from the Mondrian 
prototype. The upper right corner rectangle is bounded on all sides by 
lines, whereas in Mondrian1 s work corner planes are not bounded by lines 
on their outside edges,

Second Theme, 1937-38 (Figure 15) / is a considerably more 
complicated version of the same theme. Its relation to the preceding 
work and to Mondrian's compositions with broad crossed lines is 
apparent when the underlying blue and overlapping.red elements are dis
regarded, leaving only the black grid work and yellow rectangle. Then 
this painting, along with Second Theme, 1938 (Figure 14),, demonstrates 
Diller's command of the Neoplastic concept of dynamic equilibrium within 

the parameters of asymmetrical, horizontal-vertical design. In contrast 
to his somewhat static early experiments with Neoplasticism (see Figure 

11), these two Second. Theme paintings reveal Diller's mastery of the 
essentials of Mondrian's system.

It is worth noting that Diller achieved this mastery within a 
four-year period when he was spending most of his time and energies 
administering the Mural Division of the New York WPA/FAP. Moreover, un

like Harry Holtzman, Charles Biederman, and others, Diller achieved his 
grasp of Neoplasticism without the benefit of meeting Mondrian and 
viewing a body of work in Mondrian's studio.
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Burgoyne Oilier, Second Theme, 1937-38 —  Oil on canvas, 
30-1/8 x 30 inches. Collection, Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York.

Figure 15.
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The deviations from orthodox Neoplasticism in Second Theme, 

1937-38 (Figure 15), are as important as is the evidence of Diller's 
mastery of Mondrian’s system. With the single exception of Composition 
with Yellow Lines, 1933, the linear elements in Mondrian’s paintings, 
up to 1941, were black only. Moreover, wherever color appeared in 
Mondrian’s work until that date, it was bounded by black or the edge of 
the;picture plane. In Second Theme, 1937-38 (Figure 15), Diller broke 

with these precedents, using color for linear elements and using color 

unbounded by black. In addition, the red motif in this painting makes 
a ninety degree angle rather than end at the intersection of another 
line or at the picture edge e The effect of these three deviations Vis an 
unequivocal allusion to spatial depth, -however shallow, in the picture 
plane.

As early as the 1920s, Mondrian created some spatial ambiguity 

in his paintings by bisecting bounded areas of color with black lines. 

Adjoining colored rectangles were then read as separate planes, rather 
than as a single rectangle overlapped by a linear element, in deference 
to the Neoplastic dogma of flatness. By contrast, in Diller* s Second 
Theme, 1937-38 (Figure 15), there is little question about the rela

tionships of different elements. Red appears to overlap black, and both 
in turn appear to overlap blue. While it is possible to read the 

separated black and blue linear elements as unconnected, lying in 
exactly the same plane as the red and yellow elements, their lineal 
alignment undermines such a reading. Instead, they appear to be in 
different, overlapping planes, with the only ambiguity being which, if 

any, of these planes contains the yellow rectangle.
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Other Second Theme paintings of 1938-39 contain similar un

bounded and linear elements of color that overlap each other and black
2counterparts or that are themselves overlapped by black. This over

lapping creates a three-dimensional tension that competes with the 
lateral movement of orthodox Neoplasticism. In fact, the sensation of 
advancing and receding elements is so strong that figure-field rela

tionships, which Mondrian tried systematically to suppress, re-emerge 
in these works by Diller. Ihe figure-field dichotomy is most apparent 
where a linear element does not completely traverse the picture plane 
or end at an intersection but instead makes a ninety degree turn and 
continues in another direction. The red figure in Second Theme, 1937- 
38, (Figure 15) , illustrates this effect.

If we look back to early influences on Diller's artistic 
development, the spatial component of these Second Theme paintings 
appears logical. While a college student in the Midwest, Diller re
portedly first noticed and became interested in the dimensionality of 
color when he visited the Art Institute of Chicago and discovered the 

sensation of volume in c£zanne-'js use of color. Then as a student of 
Hans Hofmann at the Art Students League of New York in 1932-33, he 

worked at creating plastic depth without the use of illusionistic per
spective. His earliest experiments with painting in the style of van 
Doesburg and Mondrian (see Figures 7, 9, and 11) either alluded to or 
exhibited spatial depth in his use of color, relief, or overlapping.

2. See Galerie Chalette, New York, Diller, 1961, n.p.; and 
Deborah Rosenthal’s comments on a Diller painting of this period in 
"American Abstraction," Arts Magazine, 51 (December 1976), p, 9.
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So it is not surprising that this interest should have found expression 
in his later variations on Neoplastic themes.

As Diller deviated from Neoplastic precedents he achieved 
stylistic independence. He did not reject the tradition of Mondrian; 
he explored the idiom further and extended it. At the timef Mondrian 
would probably have objected to Diller1 s solution to issues he, 

Mondrian, had. left unresolved. Yet after his arrival in New York in 
1940, Mondrian himself began exploring the directions Diller had taken 
a few years earlier. In New York City 1 , 1941-42 (Figure 16) , Mondrian 
used unbounded color accents and colored linear elements for the first 
time. The effect of these variations in Mondrian's work is comparable 

to that in Diller's. . The lateral tension is lessened and the composi
tion begins to take on a third dimension as color is given greater 
expression.

The possibility arises that Diller's use of color independently 
of black and experimentation with spatial depth may have influenced 
Mondrian in the new directions the latter pursued in his work in New 

York .from 1940-44. However it would be nigh impossible to demonstrate 
such a relationship, and a direct influence by Diller on Mondrian is 
not posited here. The two artists may very well have explored com
parable directions independently.

Diller's Third Theme paintings began to emerge in 1943 and 
will be considered below in Chapter 6 in relation to later Second 
Theme paintings and the radical changes that .characterized Mondrian's 
last paintings.
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t

Figure 16. Piet Mondrian, New York City I, 1941-42 —  Oil on canvas, 
37-1/2 x 36-1/4 inches. Collection, Harold Diamond, New 
York.



67
Cons tractions

In addition to his painting in the manner of de Stijl and Neo- 
plasticism, Diller actively explored the realm of Constructivist art 

from 1934-41, -and often combined features of these different traditions 
in a single work. He had been attracted to the work of Constructivist 
artists in the early 1930s, before his discovery of van Doesburg and 
Mondrian. ̂ However he did not produce any constructions until 1934, 

after he had begun painting in the style of van Doesburg. One of his 
earliest Constructivist pieces, Construction, 1934 (see Figure 9) , was 
a straightforward translation of an Elementarist composition after van 
Doesburg into relief.

Constructipn, 1937 (Figure 17) , is an equally derivative trans
position into relief of a Mondrian-type composi tion c It represents 
Filler's first attempt to apply tenets of Neoplasticism to Constructivist 
art. This effort involved an apparent contradiction, given the Neo
plas ti cist dogma of flatness. However the Neoplasticist injunction was 
against illusionist space and not against physical dimensionality. 

Mondiran himself built up the surfaces of the planes of his paintings 
so that the linear elements were recessed as "ditches," and Cesar 
Dome la and Jean Gorin, two early followers of Mondrian, created Neo- 

plasticist reliefs and free-standing sculptures in the late 1920s.
Filler's Cons tructipn^, 1937 (Figure 17) , has a proportionally 

greater vertical dimension than the work of Mondrian that inspired it, 
and rectangles of grained wood appear along with painted surfaces e The

3. See Tillim, "What Happened to Geometry?" p „ 4It
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Burgoyne Oilier, Construction, 1937 —  Oil on wood, 11-3/4 
x 7-7/8 inches. Collection, MeCory Corporation, New York.

Figure 17.
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exposed wood grain was probably inspired by simulated and collaged 
surfaces in Cubist work, especially that of Braque f that Diller admired. 
The black.linear elements delineating the various planes are physically 
recessed, even more like ditches than was the case in Mondrian's work.

From 1935 to 19 37, work by Ben Nicholson was prominently 

featured in a British journal of abstract art titled Axis, and in 1937, 
Nicholson, J. L. Martin, and Naum Gabo edited Circle: International

4Survey of Constructive Art. It is likely that Diller studied these 
publications in his effort to keep abreast of European art and to 

understand Constructivism^ in particular.
The circles and tiered planes of Diller's Painting-Construction, 

1938 (Figure 18) , suggest a temporary influence from Ben Nicholson. 
Diller had used circles in his earliest non-objective work (see Figures 
4 and 5) . Floating freely as if in space, they have the effect of 
affirming a figure-field dichotomy, which probably explains why Mondrian 

never used circular motifs in Neoplasticism. The discontinuous hori
zontal linear element in Painting-Construction / 1938' (Figure 18) , repre
sents yet another deviation from Neoplastic orthodoxy. It does not 
traverse the entire picture plane norzend by intersecting another linear 
element. Instead',' it ends in space, opening the composition still 

further.

4. See Myfanwy Evans, ed. , Axis: A Quarterly Review of Con
temporary "Abstract" Painting and Sculpture (New York: Arno [reprint] , 
1968); and J. L. Martin, Ben Nicholson, and N. Gabo, eds. , Circle s 
International Survey of Constructive Art (New York: Praeger [reprint] ,
1971).



Burgoyne Diller, Painting-Construction, 1938 —  Oil on 
wood, 12 x 10 inches. Collection, Lillian H. Florsheim.

Figure 18.
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The most notable quality of this work is the wedding of Neo- 

plasticism and Nicholson-style Constructivism, However, Diller evi

dently did not find the union satisfactory, for he did not make further 
attempts to join the two styles. Circles do not appear in any of his 
later work, and planes are completely separated, rather than tiered, 
in the constructions that followed.

Questions regarding Diller's intent in alluding to spatial depth 
in his Second Theme paintings are effectively dispelled in some closely 
related relief constructions that he executed from 1938-40. Construc
tion, 1938 (Figure 19), in the collection of the Museum of Modern Art, 

New York, displays many of the features of the Metropolitan's Second 
Theme, 1937-38, painting (Figure 15)-, rendereft—in relief, A larger, 
slightly later, Construction, 1940' (Figure 20) , in the Collection 
Societe Anonyme at Yale University, provides a second example of 
Diller's effort to employ the third dimension within the framework of 
Neoplasticism.

In these two relief constructions , both of which were executed 
when Diller was heading the Mural Division of the New York WPA/FAP , 
color is used in linear elements and black is overlapped. In the 
earlier Cons truction, 1938 (Figure 19) , as in Second Theme, 1937-38 
XFigure 15) , a broad blue bar is overlapped by other compositional 

elements. In addition, in the later Construction, 1940 (Figure 20) , 
one of the colored linear elements makes a ninety degree angle, as 
happens in the painting Second Theme, 1937-38 (Figure 15) .

What these constructions do hot exhibit in common with the 

Second Theme paintings is any ambiguity regarding depth relationships.
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Burgoyne Diller, Construction, 1938 —  Painted wood, 
14-5/8 x 12-1/2 x 2-5/8 inches. Collection, Museum of 
Modern Art, New York.

Figure 19.
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Figure 20. Burgoyne Oilier, Construction, 1940 —  Painted wood, 24 x 24 
inches. Collection, Societe Anonyme, Yale University Art 
Gallery, New Haven.
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In the constructions , planes and linear elements are separate and 
distinct. They share no space— with the possible exception of one 
painted line in Construction, 19 38 (Figure 19) , which actually serves 
to accentuate the spatially disereteunature of all other relationships.

Construction, 1938 (Figure 19) , exhibits one of Diller*s boldest 
innovations in this period of his work. He completely displaced the 
conventional picture plane in this .piece so that areas of the supporting 
wall show through and become active parts of the composition. With the 
frame remaining, he constructed an alternative of multiple planes, 

behind, within, and in front of the conventional picture plane, so the 
composition is neither a window of illusions nor a planar surface of 
only two dimensions.

With the transposition into three dimensions, shadows become 
compositional elements along with the integrated wall surface, and 
because the major plane of the composition lies well in front of the 
supporting wall, at least one shadow falls in a truncated cadence.

Also,'in contrast to Mondrian's pre-1941 compositions in which visual 
activity is generated primarily by black linear elements, in Diller's- 
Construction, 19 38 (Figure 19) , planar elements relate directly to 

each other, as well as to linear elements without being completely 
dominated by the latter.

Diller continued his experiments with constructions through 
1941, producing other pieces with penetrations and linear elements 

extending out from and beyond the edges of the picture plane. One, of 

equal dimensions at right angles, was designed to be displayed in a
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room comer at the intersection of two walls . Another f dating from 
1941 and probably one of the last of this period, was eexhibited at 
Helena Rubinstein's New Art Center in a show titled "Masters of Abstract 
Art." Diller was photographed on this occasion with other exhibitors, 
among them Mondrian (see Figure 21) . . Unfortunately, the date of 

Diller's work, 1941, was the only catalogue information provided for 

this piece.̂  Part of the construction in question may appear behind 
Mondrian and van Wiegand in the group photograph,

5

5. This right-angle piece is illustrated in John Gordon, 
Geometric Abstraction in America (New York: Whitney Museum of American 
Art, 1962) , p. 26, Fig. 9.

6. See^Helena Rubinstein's New Art Center, New York, Masters 
of Abstract Art* An^Exhibition for the Benefit of the American Red ' 
Cross; (assembled by Stephan C Lion, April 1-May 15, 1942) , p. 22,
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Figure 21. Burgoyne Oilier, Fritz Glarner, Carl Holty, Piet Mondrian, 
and Charmion von Wiegand at Helena Rubinstein's New Art 
Center, New York, 1942.



CHAPTER 6

PAINTINGS ON THREE THEMES, 1942-45

With the liquidation of the New York Art Project in January- 
February, 1943, Diller was somehow persuaded, at age 37, to enlist in 
the Navy. He must have felt a need for a secure income, and it is 

possible that he was assured at the time of his enlistment that he 
would be assigned to the newly established Navy Training Aids Develop
ment Center in New York City. For after a brief period of basic train
ing in Sampson, New York, he was transferred to that :Center back in 
New York City."*"

According to Robert Jay Wolff, a co-worker and fellow member of
the American Abstract. Artists, Diller was recommended for appointment

to the Training Aids Development Center by Holger Cahill, national
director of the Federal Art Project, There he was to supervise the

production of two and three dimensional visual aids for, training Navy 
2personnel. Wolff wrote that of five artists chosen for this job, only

Diller was refused a commission,
not because he was less qualified than the others but for 
political reasons. Although Diller was not a political 
person and was in no way connected with the large and active 1 2

1. Dates of Diller1 s induction, transfers, and promotions were 
provided by the National Personnel Records Center, Military Personnel 
Records, St. Louis, Missouri,

2. Robert Jay Wolff, "Recollections of Burgoyne Diller" (un
published manuscript, July, 1977, in this author1 s possession) , p. 2,

77
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radical movement among the artists of the New York Federal Art 
Project, his prominent position on the Project . , , left him
suspect of radical sympathies and connections which:, caused the 
Navy bureaucracy to refuse to bring him into the service as an 
officer, although by some strange reasoning they found him 
quite fit for the same service as an enlisted man. ̂

,Wolff recalled further that Diller accepted this situation 
philosophically and proceeded to produce, among other things, an in
vention for training signal men that won him a commendation from 

Washington and a sum of money from a commercial firm which was per
mitted to market the device:

It was an ingenious device consisting of two small squares of 
cardboard, one with black and the other with white stripes, 
cut and slotted so the resulting flat object could be held 
in the palm of the hand and manipulated from an all white 
to an all black surface by pressure of the fingers, s i m u 
lating the on-off flashing of a signal light. The conven
ience of this simple device enormously accelerated the 
learning rate of the trainee

After serving for nearly three years, Diller was promoted to 
Lieutenant Junior Grade in the fall of 1945 just before he was released 

from active duty. Apart from two months of basic training, it was his 
good fortune, so far as his art work was concerned, to be stationed in 
New York City for most of the period of his service and to be engaged 
in duties that were sometimes art-related. Moreover, the Training Aids 
Development Center was located just off Columbus Circle in New York 

City, and Diller was living at this tire on 58th Street, a few blocks 
away. 3 4

3. Wolff, "Recollections," p „ 2.
4. Wolff, "Recollections," p . 2.
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The combination of these circumstances may help explain Diller1 s 

continuing productivity in his own art while he was serving in the 
Navy. Further explanation ;may be found in the fact that he had had 

more than seven years of experience working one job full-time and over
time , then making time to work on his own art. In any case, from 

1942 to 1945, he completed a number of First Theme works f a series of 
Second Theme paintings z and the earliest examples of a body of Third 
Theme compositions.

x First Theme Paintings^
Two First Theme paintings dating from this period are comparable 

to the early van Doe sburg-in spired Composition [First Theme] , 1933-34 

- (Figure 7), in their use of de Stijl design, .primary colors, and the
First Theme free element. However the later works differ from Composi-

x
tion [First Theme] , 19 33-34, in a number of ways. First of all, the 
fields of First Theme, 1942-43, (Figure 22) , and First Theme, 1943 
(Figure 23) , are white, rather than black, and movement is directed 
along the vertical axis as a result of the elongation and vertical 
orientation of all but one of the rectangular figures. In fact, some 
of these rectangles are so attenuated that they read as lines. In 

addition, three of the figures in each of the later paintings are 

anchored to an edge of the picture plane, and in First Theme, 1943 
(Figure 23), some figures are contiguous.

Interesting contrasts to Composition [First Theme], 1933-34 
KFigure 7) , result from the variations. The sense of depth generated by 
the black field and the completely free-floating rectangles of the early



Figure 22. Burgoyne Diller, First Theme, 1942-43 —  Oil on 
42 x 43 inches.

canvas,
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Figure 23. Burgoyne Oilier, First Theme, 1943 —  Oil on canvas, 33 x 34 
inches.
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work is somewhat reduced in First iheme, 1942-43, and First Theme, 1943. 
As Mondrian demonstrated in his early work, the white picture plane is 
the flatest possible, and allusions to spatial depth can be minimized 
by extending motifs to the edge of the picture plane and relating those 

remaining tangentially. By anchoring rectangles to the picture's edge 
and to each other, Diller reduced their potential movement laterally 
or forward and backward, as Mondrian had done before him.

While these First Theme paintings of the early 1940sconform in 
all essential respects to the tenets of Neoplasticism, they are quite 
unlike anything in Mondrian's oeuvre. Mondrian's grid structure is 
absent and color elements are not bounded by black.

It is interesting to note that Mondrian began experimenting 
with comparable modifications in his work at this same time in New 
York, when he and Diller were most likely to have interacted. However, 
Tin like other painters in New York whose work was greatly influenced by 

Mondrian (e.g., Fritz Glamer, Carl Holty, Harry Holtzman, and Charmion 
van Wiegand) , Diller never developed a personal"'relationship with 

Mondrian. Diller's full-time employment with the .WPA/FAP, immediately 
followed by his service in the Navy, probably made it difficult for him 
to pursue contacts outside his work. In any case, contact between 
Diller and Mondrian seems essentially to have been limited to public 
art events .

Later Second Theme Paintings 

At the . sane time that Diller was working on First Theme 

paintings, he was also experimenting with a new series of Second Theme
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works, begun as early as 1940, that were to occupy him intermittently 
through 1945, Second Theme, 1942 (Figure 24) , is one of five paintings 

in this series and displays an exaggerated vertical format and de- 

emphasized black lines, distinguishing these compositions from other 
Second Theme works.^

These Second Theme paintings were in process at the same time 
that Diller was producing the First- Theme paintings of 1942-43 (see 
Figures 22 and 23) , so it is interesting to note some contrasts between 
them. While the First Theme paintings are nearly square, with the 
horizontal dimension exceeding the vertical by only one inch, the five 
paintings of the series of which Second Theme, 1942 (Figure 24) , is one 
are characterized by a vertical dimension which is approximately four 
times that of the horizontal. In addition, all:of the color motifs of 
the Second Theme paintings of this series are ranged horizontally, 
rather than vertically, and are so attenuated that they read more as 

lines than as rectangles. Finally, the color motifs of the Second Theme 
paintings are delimited in every instance by the edge of the picture 
plane and a fine black line that extends the length of the vertical 
dimension or by two such verticals instead of by an edge of the picture, 
and none extends into or floats freely in pictorial space :as happens in 
the First Theme paintings of this period (see Figures 22 and 23) .,and in 
some earlier constructions (see Figure 18) .

5. Some details of this series appear in the archives of the 
Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, Notes and Sketches by Philip Larson 
for the Burgoyne Diller Retrospective, 19 71, n^pV , '



Burgoyne Oilier, Second Theme, 1942 —  Oil on canvas 
48 x 12 inches. Collection, Silvia Pizitz, New York

Figure 24.
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This last feature, in which all elements are in some way engaged 

by others so that the overall picture plane is divided into a number of 
rectangles, is in fact what distinguishes Second Theme from First Theme 
paintings. In Diller1 s words , the elements of Second Theme paintings 
are " . . .  generated by continuous l i n e s ( s e e  Figure 13).

Similar features suggest a relationship between this 1940-45

series of five vertical Second Theme paintings by Diller and a series by
Mondrian referred to by Michel Seuphor as "compositions with two

- 7complete verticals f not crossed by horizontals1! (for an example, see 
Figure 25). Mondrian began the paintings of the series in question in 
Paris in the mid-thirties, continued work on them in London from 1938- 
40, but did not complete them until 1942 in New York. In comparison to 

Mondrian's other work of this period, they have a greater vertical 
dimension and begin to reveal the increased linear activity that 

characterized Mondrian's work in Paris and iii London during the war 
years. In addition, they display some color elements unbounded by 
black, which did not appear in Mondrian's work 'until after his arrival 
.:in. New York in the fall of 1940.

The elongated Second Theme series by Diller was begun in 1940 

and was likely inspired, at least in part, by Mondrian's work. The 
emphasized vertical format, black vertical armature, and counterpoised 
color motifs present in both artists' work strongly suggest a kinship.
On the other hand, there are three fundamental differences between the

6. Galerie Chalette, Diller, n.p.

7. Michel Seuphor, Piet Mondrian; Life and Work .(New York:
Abrams, n.d.):, p. 356.
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Piet Mondrian, Composition with Redf Yellow and Blue, 
1935-42 —  Oil on canvas, 39 x 20 inches. Collection, 
Mrs. and Mrs. James H. Clark, Dallas.

Figure 25.



87

series that suggest independent explorations on Biller's part. First 

of all, the vertical dimension in Biller's work is pushed to the 
limit, while, in contrast to the Mondrian precedent, the black vertical 
armature is de-emphasized. Secondly, the uninterrupted vertical space 
in Mondrian's work; (Figure 25) is not allowed in Biller's (Figure 24) . 
Instead, it is traversed alternately from left and right by linear 
motifs which are quite distinct from anything in Mondrian's work to this 
date. This third difference, linear color motifs unbounded by black, 

which first appeared in Biller's work in 19 34 (see Figure 11) , may very 
well have inspired Mondrian's use of unbounded color in his New York 
paintings.

In 1943, when Biller produced First Theme, 1943 (Figure 2 3) -and 

was working on the series of elongated Second Theme paintings (see 

Figure 24) , he also began work on a number of large square canvases.
The color and structural features of one of these, Second Theme, 1943- 

45 (Figure 26) , reveal the beginnings of the increased pictorial 
activity that characterized Biller's work for the succeeding decade and 

afford some very interesting comparisons to other paintings executed by 
Biller contemporaneously.

In First Theme, 1943 (Figure 23), there are no certain linear 
elements. The thin blue rectangle descending from the top edge of the 
picture plane and the thin black rectangle anchored to the right edge 
have linear qualities due to their attenuated nature > however, they 
do not read as lines to the extent that the much thinner black stripes 
do in Second Theme_, 1942 (Figure 24) , and in Second Theme, 1943-45 
(Figure 26) . In the latter, the black lines appear as girders and
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Figure 26. Burgoyne Oilier, Second Theme, 1943-45 —  Oil on 
42 x 42 inches.

canvas,
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joists f with the color elements comparable to floor boards or ceiling 
-laths. In the former, the long thin verticals might be compared to 

piles of an expansion bridge, with the color elements suspended from 
them. Whatever the comparison, a distinct superstructure of continuous 
black lines exists in the Second Theme works which is not present in the 
First Theme paintings.

Biller's Second Theme, 1943-45 (Figure 26), with its increased 
number of black horizontal and vertical lines, is similar to Mondrian's 
compositions of multiplied lines and small colored rectangles of the 
late thirties and early forties. However, in contrast to Mondrian's 
work of this period, Biller's lines are more varied in width and spacing 

and, in this respect, are more like the linear configurations in 
Mondrian's work of the early and mid-thirties.̂

A second interesting comparison among the different works that 
Biller was producing in 1943 involves the placement and dimensions of 
color elements. In First Theme, 1943 (Figure 23), and Second Theme, 
1943-45 (Figure 26) , color elements are ranged vertically and vary in 
width, as well as in height. In Second Theme, 1942 (Figure 24) , they 
are positioned horizontally and vary in one dimension only. In all 
three cases, the greater dimension of each color element within a single 

painting is parallel to that of others, be it horizontal or vertical, 
in marked contrast to the multi-directional color elements of Biller's 
Second Theme paintings of 1938-40 (see Figure 15) . This uni-directional 
parallel placement by Biller of the color elements in his paintings

8. See Seuphor, Piet Mondrian: Life, and Work, pp. 393 and 
3892-391, respectively.
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through the 1940s not only contrasts to his earlier practice r it is 

also a feature that distinguishes his use of color from Mondrian1s 
late color syncopations done in - New York, at the same time (Figure 16 
and Figure 25) .

The fact that the color elements of Second Theme, 1942 (Figure 
24), and Second Themef 1943-45 (Figure 26), are engaged by continuous 

lines or the edge of the picture plane distinguishes these paintings 
from their First Theme predecessors (see, e .g. , Figure 7 and Figures 22 
and 2 3) and accounts for their different title.

It is also worth noting that the color elements of Second Theme, 
1943-45 (Figure 26), connect with, but do not cross or continue under, 
any black lines as happens in Geometric Composition, 1934 (Figure 11) , 
Second Theme, 19 37-38 (Figure 15) , and in Second Theme, 1942 (Figure 
2 4) . This practice of stopping counterpoised color elements at black 
lines conforms more completely with the original Neoplastic dogma of 
flatness. At the same time, it increases the ambiguity concerning 
spatial depth in Diller's work, for the color elements are not in

disputably in front of or behind, nor in the same plane as, the black 
lines.

In fact, the question of spatial allusion— a life-long pre
occupation for Diller— prompts a third comparison among the works of 
this period. The color elements in all three paintings in question, 
First Theme, 1943 (Figure 23), Second Theme, 1942 (Figure 24), and 

Second Theme, 1943-45 (Figure 26) , are engaged in some way, either to 
each other, to black lines, or to the edge of .the picture plane. None 

floats completely free, as happens in earlier First Theme works (eeg» ,

v
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see Figures 7 and 22) _and in some constructions (see Figures 6 and 9),
Even so, some observers perceive advancing and recessive qualities in the
color elements of Second Iherne,' 1943-45 (Figure 26) , and we know that
Diller was intent throughout his career on demonstrating the volumetric

9dimensions of color in his work. The blue and red rectangles seem to 
advance while the yellow one appears to recede. True to Neoplastic doc^ 
trine, Diller employed primary colors exclusively in his paintings, be
cause they display maximum recessive contrast. However, the spatial \ 
ambiguity present in Second Theme, 1943-45 (Figure 26) , is probably 
created as much by the variations in the dimensions of the rectangles and in 
the widths of the black lines as by any spatial dimensions of the colors,

A final, fourth feature worth comparing in the paintings of this 
period relates to visual or pictorial activity, which increases from 
simple in Second Theme, 1942 ' (Figure 24) , to moderate in First Theme, 
1943 (Figure 23), to complex in Second Theme, 1943-45 (Figure 26) . The 

latter and Nlatest painting was, in fact, one of Diller's last Second 

Theme creations and reveals signs of new directions in his work.
Before considering those new directions, some events and activi

ties apart from Diller’s artistic production warrant review, It should 
always be remembered that Diller was employed full-time at other work 
from :the day in January, 1934, when he was first hired on the Public 

Works of Art Project, until his death in 1965. With the termination of 

the Federal Art Project in 1943, Filler’s responsibilities as director 

of the New York City War Service Art Section were officially

9e See Ellis, "Burgoyne Diller,” p. 10; and Campbell, "The 
Rule," pp. 34, 56-57, and "Diller,” pp. 59-61. .
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terminated on February 4 e However, five days earlier, on January 31, 
he was inducted into the United States Navy and transferred to a train
ing station, in Sampson, New York. Then in April, he had the good 
fortune to be transferred back to New York City, where he spent most of 
the remainder of his period of active duty. Given his full-time service 
in the military and lack of studio space outside his apartment. Biller's 
artistic production from 1943-45 represents a feat of extraordinary 
determination and application, but he had in fact worked under com
parable conditions since 1935, when he was first promoted to a super
visory position in the New York Federal Art Project.

Robert Jay Wolff recalled that Biller, was living and working at 
this time in a walk-up apartment in an old building on 58th Street, a 

few doors west of Fifth Avenue, across the street from the Plaza Hotel. 

His quarters, which he shared with his working wife but no children, 
consisted of a living room flanked on either side by two bedrooms which 
overlooked backyards and alley-ways. According to Wolff, Biller used 
one of these bedrooms, where the light was bad and there was hardly room 
to turn around, as a studio.*1'0

In 194 3 or 1944, Alfred H. Barr, Jr,, director of the Museum 

of Modern Art, and his assistant, Borothy C, Miller, visited Biller in 

this 58th Street apartment, which combined as a studio, to look at 
Biller's work, possibly for purchase and/or inclusion in a show of New 
York abstractionists. Wolff provided the following account, given him 
by Biller, of this visit:

10. Wolff, "Recollections," p . 4.
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Diller told how Barr, after studying his highly disciplined 
paintings, purposefully limited to straight lines, right 
angles, and the three primary colors, suggested that if 
Diller would depart in some small way from the Mondrian 
concept of painting and, for example, relax the insistence 
on right angular design and perhaps introduce lines if only 
slightly on the diagonal or some such innovation, that he,
Barr, might be persuaded to sponsor the new direction. He 
was looking, he said, for something that could be inter
preted as a fresh development beyond the Mondrian prototype 
which, according to Diller, Barr found quite boring„ Diller 
finally became so infuriated that he asked Barr to leave.
Whether as a result of this incident or not, Diller was 
shut out from the Museum of Modem Art for the remainder 
of his life.-Ll

Wolff also wrote that Carl Holty, who knew Diller well, told him that 
Diller had recounted the same incident to him.

Unfortunately, Alfred Barr did not respond to a request for his 
account of the visit. However an assistant at the Museum of Modern Art
who did reply to the inquiry pointed out that the Museum collection -

,included two works by Diller; Construetion, 1938 (Figure 19) and First 
Theme, 1942,. but it should be noted that neither of these works was 

purchased by the Museum. Each was a gift from the private collections 
of individual benefactors. -

For her part, Dorothy C. Miller remembered distinctly the 
occasion when Barr asked Diller if he might visit his studio, and she 
accompanied Barr there:

It is very unlikely that Barr said something about using 
Mondrian's work as a point of departure instead of adhering 
rigidly to the principles of straight lines , right angles 
and primary colors. What he would not have said was that if 
Diller would vary the Mondrian principles he, Barr, "might be 
persuaded to sponsor the new direction. " Nor would he have 
said that he found the Mondrian prototype quite boring. What 11

11. Wolff, "Recollections ," p . 5.
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he found boring was the insistence on the part of a number of 
American artists on following Mondrian so very closely. . . ,

I certainly do not remember, and I certainly would have, 
that Diller asked Barr to leave. We left when he had 
finished showing us the work he had there „ He was probably 
angry and may have wanted to ask him to leave, but I surely 
would have remembered his doing so, if he had*

It is absolutely untrue that "Diller was shut out of the 
Museum of Modern Art for the remainder of his life." Barr 
became interested in a painting that Miss Sylvia Pizitz bought 
and this resulted in Miss Pizitz promising it as a future gift 
to the Museum of Modern Art. In 1959 she gave it, and Barr 
hung it in a gallery of American abstract work in the new 
installation of the Museum Collections in enlarged galleries 
in 1964. It remained on view there until Barr’s retirement 
in 1967 when his installation was changed.**-2

In 1951, when the Museum of Modern Art did finally mount a major
exhibition of abstract art by American artists, work by Diller was
included alongside that of Albers, Cavallon, Glamer, Holty, and 

13Pereira. Ironically, the painting by Diller chosen for inclusion in 
this exhibition dated 1943-44, coinciding with the date of the visit by 

. Barr and Miller to Diller’s apartment studio.

Third Theme Paintings^

Composition [Third Theme], 1943-44 (Figure 27) , which was in

cluded in the exhibition "Abstract Painting and Sculpture in America" 
at the Museum of Modem Art in 1951, is another of the 42-inch square 
paintings that Diller began in 1943-44. Its grid structure of black 
lines occasionally connected by thin line-like rectangles of color is

12. Correspondence from Dorothy C. Miller, October 19, 1977.
13, See Andrew Cam duff Ritchie , Abstract Painting and 

Sculpture in America (New York5 Museum of Modem Art, 1951) , p , 72,
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Figure 27. Burgoyne Diller, Composition [Third Theme] , 1943-44 —  Oil 
on canvas, 42 x 42 inches; color reproduction not 
available.
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similar to that of Second Theme, 1943-45 (Figure 26) f which was also 
begun in 1943 and also measures 42 inches square. However, Composition 
[Third Theme], 1943-44, differs in some significant respects from Second 

Theme, 1943-45. First of all, it is considerably more active pictori
al lyj Tiny color elements at the intersections of some black lines and 
at points along and within line segments generate considerable surface 
activity. Secondly, the greater incidence of color elements, plus 
connecting black bars, distinct from traversing black lines, creates a 

cadence that is not present in Second Theme, 1943-45. In Composition 

[Third Theme], 1943-44, the supporting picture plane is divided into 

thirty-seven rectangular components, and the original "free element" is 
now "submerged in activity",, (see Figure 13Ĵ -, ,_In Diller's mind this 
greater activity marked a new, third, theme, distinct from the two 
preceding, simpler themes.

In addition to the greater pictorial complexity, the focus of 
Composition [Third Theme] , 1943-44 (Figure 27) , is centralized by the 
tick-tack-toe grid of intersecting horizontal and vertical black lines . 

Also, the color elements are again oriented horizontally, as in the 
earlier Second Theme, 1942 (Figure 24) .

While the evolution of the Third Theme from the Second appears 
obvious and logical, certain features of this latest direction in 
Diller's work were likely inspired by Mondrian's final Boogie Woogie 

paintings of 1942-44. After Mondrian began employing color in the 

linear elements of his compositions (£ee Figure 16) , he attempted to 
reduced depth allusions by pinning down lines at crossings with squares 
of contrasting colors. To further unify, and at the same time activate,
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the canvas surface, he later extended the tiny squares of contrasting

color into line segments between crossings as in Broadway Boogie Woogie,
141942-43 (Figure 28). The optical flicker that previously attended the 

intersection of Mondrian’s black lines was lost in these changes. On 
the other hand, the movement basic to boogie woogie, and constant 
opposition, which was specified by Diller as fundamental (see Figure 
13), are enhanced. ~

In Composition [Third Theme], 1943-44 (Figure 27), Diller also 

deployed color elements at the intersection of black lines and in inter
vening segments, much as Mondrian had done in Broadway Boogie Woogie, 
1942-43 (Figure 28). However Mondrian’s tiny "squares" of contrasting 
color are more nearly square, while Diller’s are distinctly rectangular 
in places. Also, in Filler’s Composition [Ihird Theme], 1943-44, the 
traversing lines are all still black, in contrast to Mondrian’s willing

ness to drop black completely from some of his last paintings (e.ge, 
Broadway Boogie Woogie, 1942-43). For his part, Diller continued to 
give black an active, if sometimes counter, role in his Third Theme 
works into the mid-fifties, In addition, the figural elements of 
Diller’s- Composition [Third Theme] , 1943-44, are distinctly linear.

There are no planar elements interspersed within the rectangular en

closures of intersecting or connecting perpendicular lines, as appear 
in Mondrian’s Boogie Woogie paintings.

Third Theme, 1944-45 (Figure 29), is another of the 42-inch 
square canvases that Diller began in 1943-44. By comparison to

14. These intents are attributed to Mondrian by Rembert in 
"Mondrian," pp. vii and 33.
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Figure 28. Piet Mondrian, Broadway Boogie Woogie, 1942-43 —  Oil on 
canvas, 50 x 50 inches. Collection, Museum of Modern 
Art, New York.



Figure 29. Burgoyne Oilier, Third Theme, 1944-45 —  Oil on canvas, 
42 x 42 inches. Collection, CIBA-GEIGY Corporation, 
Ardsley, New York.
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Composition [Third Theme]y 1943-44 (Figure 27), it is less centralized 
compositionally, with figural elements dispersed about equally over all 
areas of the picture plane. In addition, there are about double the 
number of horizontal color elements and color modules and white "gaps" 
in the black lines of Third Theme, 1944-45, than appear in Composition 

[Third Theme], 1943-44. Together the overall design, step-ladder rhythm 

of the horizontal color elements , and percolating movement of color 
modules within the black verticals create even more pictorial activity 
in Third Theme, 1944-45, than exists in Composition [Third Theme] ,
1943- 44.

In contrast to Composition [Third Theme], 1943-44 (Figure 27), 
the traversing black lines of Third Theme, 1944-45 (Figure 29), are 

exclusively vertical. Also, the horizontal color elements in the 
latter painting sometimes overlap a vertical black line on one side, 
contradicting the otherwise resolute flatness of the composition. In 

Robert Pincus-Witten1s view, "the color induces a spatial visual 
activity denied by the black vertical but corroborated by the white 
rectangles which in these paintings function less as impenetrable sur
face and more as a metaphor of space or air."

In comparison to the criss-cross conposition of Mondrian's 
Broadway Boogie Woogie, 1942-43 (Figure 28), Diller's Third Theme,
1944- 45 (Figure 29), is a leaner composition with distinct horizontal 
and vertical rhythms. Its sparser nature is also explained by the 
absence of the counterpoised, relatively large rectangular planes of

15. Robert Pincus-Witten, "Minneapolis: Burgoyne Oilier," 
Artforum, 10 (February 1972), p. 60.
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color that appear within some of the enclosures created by intersecting 

and/or connecting lines in the Mondrian precedent.

Another difference between the work of Mondrian and Diller that 

has been commented upon by colleagues of both artists concerns the paint 
and brush qualities of their paintings. In comparing work of the two, 
Ilya Bolotowsky claimed: "In Mondrian, paint quality is very rich,
whereas in Diller, it is very dry. . He shows an American primitive 
quality— -a denial of the sensual quality of the paint. Diller, who 
could paint, but didn't want to, outdid the master in that way. in 
a similar vein, Carl Holty, who knew Diller well and was himself in

fluenced in his work by Mondrian, defended Diller' s sparser style by 

saying: "Good painters use thin paint, as good ones use thick paint.
In a final example, Composition #21 [Third Theme ] , 1945 (Figure 

30), the assignment of color elements and black lines is reversed.
Color is now ranged in traversing verticals, while black is deployed in . 
discontinuous horizontal lines. Also, the area covered by color 
elements and black lines is more nearly equal to the area of white 
ground. As a result, the figure-ground dichotomy is less pronounced, 

with the colored and white verticals becoming nearly interchangeable.
Now the color elements read as planar lines and the ground as linear 
planes, with the two interacting in somewhat the same manner as happens

16. Bolotowsky, is quoted in Rembert, "Mondrian," p , 160,
17. Holty is quoted in Rembert, "Mondrian," p. 173,



Figure 30. Burgoyne Oilier, Composition #21 [Third Theme], 
on canvas, 36-1/2 x 42-1/8 inches. Collection, 
Anonyme, Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven

1945 —  
Societe
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18in Mondrian1 s last paintingf Victory Boogie Woogie, 1943-44, In 

effect, pictorial activity no longer resides exclusively in figural 
elements„

This and other extensions of directions first taken by Mondrian
prompted the following speculation by Jack Burnham: "Diller was a
highly intelligent painter who quite possibly had the best grasp of

19Mondrian's evolutionary i n t e n t i o n s I n  a similar vein, Robert
Pincus-Witten argued that "Diller, even more than Mondrian himself,

illuminates the possibilities of Mondrian's substitutions of color
20grids for the earlier arrangements of black lines."

The discontinuous, horizontal .iilack lines of Composition #21 
[Third Theme] , 1945, play an important role an dispersing rhythm 
throughout the composition. Where they overlap both ground and color 
elements, they generate lateral movement to counter the colored 
verticals , creating an overall rhythm more like that of the criss-cross 

cadence of Mondrian's Broadway Boogie Woogie, 1942-43 (Figure 28) „ How
ever, where Mondrian added syncopation with the irregular placement of 
larger rectangles of color, Diller complicated the beat by irregularly 
starting and stopping black lines of varying dimensions.

18. Rembert makes this comparison in reference to another 
Third Theme work by Diller in "Mondrian," p . 171.

19. Jack Burnham, "Mondrian's American Circle," Arts Magazine, 
48 (September-October 1973) , p. 37e

20. Robert Pincus-Wittin, Post-Mondrian Abstraction in America, 
(Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1973) , catalogue of the exhibi
tion, March 31-May 13, 1973.
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As in Third Theme, 1944-45 (Figure 29) , there is both vertical 

and lateral movement in Composition #21 [Third Theme], 1945 (Figure 30), 

but in the latter painting there is also a pronounced sense of pro
jection and recession. In the center of Composition #21 [Third Theme3̂, 
1945, the blue vertical stands out in front of the yellow and red 
verticals, which occupy indeterminate space farther back. As in Second 
Theme, 1943-45 (Figure 26) , this sensation of differential placement in 

depth probably derives from three sources. First of all, the center 

placement of the blue vertical makes it more prominent. Secondly, its 
greater width is more imposing; and thirdly, blue has a greater capacity 
to project because of its darker value relative to yellow and red,

Diller's interest in this last variable, the spatial dimension 

of color, found expression in his work for the remainder of his career. 
However, with the exploration and definition of the Third Theme from 

1943-45, the design parameters of his compositions were set. He did 
not develop other themes. , Instead, he explored and extended these 
three themes for :the remaining twenty years of his career.



CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION

While theme designations may not have been used in Biller's 

titles or in explanations of his work before 1945, each theme was well 
defined in his work by that date. The First appeared in 1933-34 in his 
earliest de Stijl painting (Figure 7). The Second • emerged almost 
simultaneously in 1934 in his earliest work in the style of Mondrian 
(see Figure 11) . Then nine years, coinciding roughly with the period 

of his employment with the Federal Art Project, elapsed before the 
appearance of the Third Theme in 1943-44 (see Figure 27).

As for exhibitions of his work,. the period before 1945 was 
practically barren; In 19 33, the last year that Biller was enrolled at 
the Art Students League of New York, he had his first solo exhibition f 
but it consisted exclusively of older work with representational subject 
elements. In January," 1934, he began work on a public assistance pro
ject, continued in various capacities in public service to 1943, and - * • 

then entered the U.-S. Navy. He was released from active duty in the 
Navy on November 15, 1945. So it turned out that during the twelve 
year period'from 1934-45, Biller did not have a single solo exhibition „ 

In fact, apart from his participation in three groups shows of the 
American Abstract Artists and in another group show at Helena 

Rubinstein1 s in 1942, he is only known to have exhibited once, in 1945

105
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with Jose de Rivera at the Graduate School of Design at Harvard 
University.

However, despite the heavy demands of full-time employment and 
active military service from 1934-45, Diller discovered the work of 
Mondrian, became the first American to paint in the style of Neo- 
plasticism, participated in the founding of the American Abstract 
Artists, promoted abstract art'and artists on the New York Federal Art 
Project, and defined three visual themes in a steady output of his own 
artl

For several reasons the year 1945 represents a convenient cut
off date for Diller”s early career. It marks the end of his twelve 
years of public and military service, the end of. the delimiting process 
in the development of his visual themes, and the end of his absence 
from the exhibition scene. In 1946, he began a new career In teaching 

at Brooklyn College, where he remained employed until his death in 1965 e 
Also in 1946, he held his first solo exhibition since 1933 at the School 
of Art of the Munson-Williams-Proctor institute and arranged commercial 
representation and mounted a retrospective show at Rose Fried” s 
Pinacotheca in New York.

In reviewing Diller”s career from 1925-45, four accomplishments
stand out. Not only was he open as a student to the ideas of European

Modernism, when painting in the United States was dominated by social
realism and the American Scene, by 1933 ,Diller was himself working in

ia totally abstract, non-objective style. Secondly, in 1934, after his

1. Do re Ashton writes that , . by 1932 he had become
permanently committed to total abstraction.1 11 (See Ashton, Yes, But,
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discovery of work by Mondrian in Albert E. Gallatin Ts Museum, of Living 

Art, Diller became the first American to essay the principles of Neo- 
plasticism. Thirdly, Diller's support of abstract artists on the 
Federal Art Project in New York City is widely credited with having 
nurtured the development and public acceptance of abstract painting in 
the United States» In addition, Henry Geldzahler, curator of twentieth 

century art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, has made a similar claim 
for Diller as an artist:

Diller is one of the American artists who kept alive through 
the thirties the possibility of a significant native art of 
abstraction in a climate that was hostile to an art apparently 
so self-referential, so much out of the arena of social 
activity and potential social change.2

Finally, Diller*s early participation in the formation of the American
Abstract Artists group represented still another contribution to the
cause of abstraction in American art.

Evaluating Diller*s artistic production through his early
career is more difficult than identifying his contribution to the
general cause of abstract art in the United States. As an orthodox

disciple of an artistic style that was well formulated prior to his

conversion, Diller will always be viewed at best as a synthesizer and/or
3e lab orator, rather than as an innovator, And inasmuch as art history

p. 39.) While this earlier date may be correct, I have not been able 
to corroborate it with an example of Diller * s work e

2. Geldzahler, American Painting in the Twentieth Century,
p. 148.

3. On this point, see JohnJElderfield, "American Geometric 
Abstraction in the Late Thirties," Art forum, 11 (December 1972) , p. 39.
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is first a record of innovation and only secondly of synthesis, Biller's 
contribution will not likely gain wide-spread appreciation „ That fact 
does not however detract from the intrinsic quality of his production .

Clearly, the period from 1925 to 1945 was for Biller a time of 
searching, discovery, and then experimentation. The influences in his 
work of Hofmann, van Does burg, and Mondrian during the early thirties 
are obvious. Then Mondrian's example took precedence, and slowly 
through systematic experimentation and elaboration Biller defined a 
personal style within the tradition of Neoplasticism,

It is to Mondrian's credit that he did not expect nor inspire 

slavish adherence to his example from his American disciples. In his 
words,

In neoplastic, it is a matter of perfecting the work. While 
remaining within the 1 limits of its esthetic, neoplastic work 
can reappear in different ways, each time clothed and renewed 
by the personality of the artist, to which it owes, its 
strength.^

According to most critics , Biller’s distinction as an artist is 
not limited to his having been the first American Me op las ti cist. In 

addition, he is usually regarded as- having been the strongest, most 

innovative, and yet most orthodox, of the American painters who chose 
to work within this . tradition, For example , Lawrence Campbell has 
written: " . . .  Biller was the strongest and most individual of that
international company working in the tradition of the philosophy founded 4

4. This quote appears in Bore ..Ashton, "Fifty-seventh Street 
in Review: Burgoyne Biller," Art Digest, 26 (November 15, 1951) , p. 20,
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5by Mondrian and van Doesburg." Hilton Kramer has made the following •

comparison:

Mondrian succeeded brilliantly in his own work, but it is a 
question whether he actually did succeed in setting up a 
viable convention for his followers. Looking at the three 
examples [dating 1933-34 (Figure 7 above) , 1938 (Figure 18 
above) , and 1943 (Figure 23 above) ] of Burgoyne DiHer in 
the Chalette exhibition ["Construction and Geometry in 
Painting," 1960] , one feels for a moment that he did succeed 
completely; for in Diller’s art the relation of convention 
to personal vision strikes one as absolutely perfect. One 
sees the authority for everything in the older artist, yet * 
the younger has absorbed and perfected the language to a 
point where it is all his own.5 6

Susan Carol Larsen, historian of the American Abstract Artists / made
the following judgment regarding Diller;

Of all the American Neoplasticists, Burgoyne Diller was the 
most logical, strongest and most consistent. . . . Remarkably,
Diller both understood the dynamics and possibilities of Neo- 
pi as ticism at this early date [the early 1930s] and began to 
find his own way of handling, the traditional elements of this 
idiom.7 8

Other critics and historians who confirm the judgments of Campbell,
Kramer, and Larsen are Jack Burnham, Robert P incus -Witten, Barbara Rose,

8Irving H. Sandler, and Sidney Tillim. ~

5. Campbell, "Diller," pp. 36-37.
6. Hilton Kramer, "Constructing the Absolute," Arts Magazine, 

34 (May 1960) , pp. 41-42.

7. Larsen, "Mie'.American Abstract Artists Group: A History and 
Evaluation," p. 372 .

8. See Burnham, "Mondrian's American Circle,” p. 37; Pincus- 
Witten,. "Minneapolis," p. 58; Barbara Rose, "Mondrian in New York," 
Artforum, 10 (December 1971) , p , 55; Irving H, Sandler, "New York 
Letter [Burgoyne Diller Exhibition at the Galerie Chalette] ," Quadrum, 
14 (1963), p. 116; and Tillim, "What Happened to Geometry?" p. 41.
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In contrast to Mondrian 1s obsession with flatness and per

sistent effort to confound figure-field relationships, Diller was more 

interested in non-perspectival allusions to space— in figure-to-figure , 
figure-to-field, and color-to-color relationships, and his work was most 
distinctive and most innovative in dealing with the spatial dimensions 
of these relationships.

By the end of his careerz Diller had produced an oeuvre that

prompted Robert Pincus-"Witten to refer to him as "an artist of extra-
9ordinary stature." Yet Diller * s work as a mature artist is possibly 

less known than his early experiments in Ne op las tic ism and is usually 
given less attention in surveys of American art than is his role in 
the Federal Art Project*

It may be hoped, and the outlook is promising, this neglect 
will soon be redressed, and along with this study of his early career, 

Diller* s later work will be given the critical and historial review it 
warrants.

9. Pincus-Witten, "Minneapolis," p. 60.



APPENDIX A

1906

1925

1928

1934

1935

1936 
1941

1943

1943
1944
1945

1946

1950
1954

BIOGRAPHICAL SUMMARY

January 13, born in New York City, spent youth in Battle 
Creek, Michigan

-27 Attended Michigan State College, Lansing

■33 Attended classes with a job scholarship at the Art Students 
League of New York; saw work by van Doesburg in reproduction 
and did first paintings in the style of de Stijl
January, hired on the Public Works of Art Project; April 28, 
promoted to mural assistant on Temporary Emergency Relief 
Administration project; saw work by Mondrian in the Museum of 
Living Art and began painting in the style of Neoplasticism
August 1, transferred to the New York City WPA/FAP at its in
ception; September 9, promoted to assistant project supervisor; 
October 28, promoted to project supervisor
January 1, promoted to senior project supervisor
July 20, named director of the New York City War Service Art 
Section of the WPA
January 31, inducted into the U, S. Navy and transferred to 
training station at Sampson, New York; February 4, officially 
separated from the WPA at its termination; April 18, trans
ferred to the Training Aids Development' Center in New York City

or Received studio visit from Alfred H , Barr, Jr., and Dorothy 
C. Miller of the Museum of Modern Art
October 1, promoted to Lieutenant Junior Grade, U. S „ Navy; 
November 15, released from active duty, U. S. Navy
September 1, hired to teach in the Design Department of 
Brooklyn College
July 1, promoted to Lieutenant, U, S. Navy

Named visiting critic in the School of Art and Architecture^ 
Yale University; October 15, discharged from U e S , Navy
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1963 Received Ford Foundation Purchase Award, Corcoran Gallery 

Biennial Exhibition of American Painting
January 30, died in New York City1965



APPENDIX B

SOLO EXHIBITIONS

1933 February 2 8-Mar eh 18, Contemporary Arts Gallery, New York;
August 28-September 29, Theodore A .TKohn Gallery, New York

1946 February 5-23, Munson-Williams-Proctor Institute, School of 
Art, Utica, New York

1946 December 16-January 18, 1947, The Pinacotheca, New York 
1949 December, The Pinacotheca, New York
1951 • December, Rose Fried Gallery, New York
1961 May, Galerie Chalette, New York
1962 Galerie Chalette, New York
1963 Galerie Chalette, New York
1964 March22-31, Galerie Chalette, New York
1966 February 11-April 3, New Jersey State Museum, Trenton
1968 April 16-March 25, Noah Go Mows ky Gallery, New York ; June 18- 

July 21, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles
197It- December 12-January 16, 1972, Walker Art Center, Minneapolis ;
1972 February 16-March 26, Dallas Museum of Fine Arts; May 9-

July 2, Pasadena Art Museum; November, Noah Goldowsky Gallery, 
New York

1978 April 18-May 20, Washburn Gallery, New York
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APPENDIX C

IMPORTANT GROUP EXHIBITIONS

1932 or Exhibition of Abstract Art, Art Students League of New York
1933

1937 April 3-17, American Abstract Artists, Squibb Galleries, New 
York

1940 May 22-June 12, "Abstract Art in America," Galerie St, Etienne, 
New York ? June 3-16, American Abstract Artists, Fine Arts 
Gallery, New York

1942 April 1-May 15, "Masters of Abstract Aft," Helena Rubinstein 
Gallery, New Art Center, New York"

1945 Two-artist Exhibition with Jose de Rivera, Graduate School 
of Design, Harvard University

1946 "Contemporary Sculpture,, Objects, Constructions," Yale 
University Art Gallery

1947 March 19-April 12, "The White Plane," The Pinacotheca, New 
York; November 6-January 11, 1948, "Abstract and Surrealist 
American Art," Art Institute of Chicago

1948 May 29-June 18, American Abstract Artists , Chinese Gallery 
Ltd., New York-

1949 March 29-April 17, Airerican Abstract Artists, Riverside 
Museum, New York

1950 March 15-31, American Abstract Artists, New School for Social 
Research, New York; October 10-28, American Abstract Artists, 
Pinacotheca, New York

1951 January 23-March 25, "Abstract Painting and Sculpture in 
America, ” Museum of Modern Art, New York; March 12-April 1, 
American Abstract Artists, American-British Art Center, New 
York

1952 "Annual Exhibition of Contemporary American Painting," Whitney 
Museum of American Art, New York
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1953

1957

1960

1962

1963

1964

..:1LB64-
1965

1965

1967-
1968

1968

1969- 
1970:.
1971

1973

April 24-June 28, ’’The Classic Tradition in Contemporary Art,” 
Walker Art Center, Minneapolis

"The 19 30.,:s : Pain ting‘.in'New York," Poindexter Gallery,
New York; February 27-March 24, "The Sphere of Mondrian," 
Contemporary Arts Museum, Houston

March'31-June 4, "Construction and Geometry in Painting,"
Galerie Chalette, New York? June 8-Augutt 14, "Konkrete Kunst," 
Helmhaus, Zurich
March 20-May 13, "Ge one trie Abstraction in America.," Whitney 
Museum of American Art, New- York
Biennial Exhibition of American Painting, Corcoran Gallery of 
Art, Washington, D.C, ? April 27-June 2, "The New Tradition: 
Modem Americans before 1940," Corcoran Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C.? Biennial VII, Sao Paulo, Brazil
February 4-29, "The Classic Spirit in 20th Century Art,"
Sidney Janis Gallery, New York
October 30-January 10, 1965, "International Exhibition of 
Contemporary Painting and Sculpture," Carnegie Institute, 
Pittsburgh? December 9-January 31, 1965, Annual Exhibition of 
Con te mp or ary American Sculpture, Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York
October 15-November 21, "Colorists: 1950-1965," San Francisco 
Museum of Art
October 20-February 4, 1968, "International Exhibition, 1967: 
Sculpture from Twenty Nations," Solomon' R. Guggenheim Museum, 
New York
June 27-October 6, "Documenta IV," Kassel? October 15-December 
1, "The 1930's: Painting and Sculpture in America," Whitney 
Museum of American Art, New York

i

October 18-February, "New York Painting and Sculpture, 1940-70 ," 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
October, "Masters of Early Constructive Abstract Art,"
Galerie Denise Rene, New'..'York
March 31-May 13, "Post-Mondrian Abstraction in America,"
Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago



1976
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September 9-October 2, nAmerican Abstract Painting from the 
1930s and 1940s f" Washburn Gallery, New York

1977 February 27-April 3, "American Abstract Artists f " University 
of New Mexico Art Museum, Albuquerque; September 13-0ctober 
8, "Brooklyn College Art Department, Past and Present: 1942- 
1977," Davis & Long Company and Robert Schoelkopf Gallery,
New York; October 4-29, "American Geometric Abstract Painting 
of the 1950\s," Marilyn Pearl Gallery, New York
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