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There is a rare quality that some artworks contain: 

they emanate happiness. Mimi Gross’s early paintings 

and works on paper, exhibited, many for the first time 

since they were created, in “Mimi Gross: Among Friends, 

1958–1963,” have this quality. 

The viewer enters a world that is radiant with brilliant 

saturated color, bold confident drawing, and alive  

with the presence of people the artist has portrayed—

friends, neighbors, and dwellers of the city of New York 

and Florence and of small towns in Northern Italy. 

The earliest works in the exhibition, from 1958–59, 

when the artist was still in her teens, are a group of 

small oil crayon on paper portraits. Most are of friends: 

the artist Bob Thompson lost in thought, his dark face 

almost merging with the dark red ground, while his 

clasped hands lock our gaze into the center. In the 

portrait of Joan, a young woman sits at a yellow table 

with a piece of paper floating on it, she rests her face 

on her hands, deep in thought and communion with her 

portraitist: the placement and the expression palpably 

placing the viewer in the seat of the portraitist. 

These works on paper are done very much as  

one would paint, the psychological atmosphere 

achieved through the saturated color and the paint-

erly directionality of the oil crayon marks within  

each color area. The figures swim in a sea of color. 

The color and its directional movement set a mood 

and express a rich emotion of the experience of 

feeling a human being’s essence, or emotional life, 

even when they are at rest. 

Slightly larger oil crayon portraits, from 1962–63, 

have more developed and complex detail and  

expression—the artist has gained confidence and the 

subjects themselves are more mature and intensely 

involved in their own creative work. In the portrait of 

artist and illustrator Cabell Brussell, the subject wears 

a beautifully patterned hat and scarf in tones of olive 

green against a yellow ground that is picked up in his 

yellow eye glass frames. An almost cubistic play of 

shadows emphasizes the angularity of artist Red 

Groom’s face, as, in a dark blue beret, olive green 

scarf, and yellow shirt, he reads a book on Assemblage 

against a dark red background which contrasts with 

his hair, painted a rich dark earthy orange. If you talk 

to Gross about these works, each portrait is a short 

story—a clean cut young man, “burned all those 

buildings down.” Why? “He was an arsonist!” But  

“he made the most beautiful art works, architectural 

models based on Italian paintings.” 1 This anecdote is 

characteristic of Gross’s joyful appreciation of the 

complexity of human character.

Gross’s engagement with portraiture is democratic 

and humanist in nature. She has a tremendous 

appreciation for the individuality of all the people she 

meets and sees. As she says, she’s “not interested in 

judgement . . . the psychology is natural,” stemming 

for her infinite curiosity about people. Drawing people 

is an intimate connection—and Gross wraps each 

subject in an atmosphere of respect and the privacy of 

their own thoughts. This is as true for large canvases 

depicting groups of people as it is for the individual 

portraits. Each person is alone yet also together in 

multiple-figure large oil paintings such Grand Street 

Boys and Grand Street Girls from 1963 which depict 
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Mimi Gross (seated on cardboard box) 

with her painting and the subjects of 

Grand Street Girls. Photo from a contact 

sheet by Rudy Burckhardt, 1963
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teenagers from the Italian neighborhood around 

Grand, Thompson, and Sullivan streets, now part of 

Soho where Gross had her studio in the early 60s. 

Very few look directly at her, that is to say, at us, the 

viewer; they look to the side, as people do when they 

are at rest or thinking. 

Two subway scenes also give a pulsating sense of 

city life, each person alone in a crowd but completely 

themselves. Subway (1962) is an unfinished work—

unfinished from the point of view of the artist though 

to a contemporary eye its rough edges add to the 

vibrancy. At the bottom of the work is a self-portrait of 

Gross sketching—like most of Gross’s large paintings, 

this is a studio painting based on sketches made from 

life. That little area of “unfinished” white space where 

her hand holds a pen is a wonderful vignette of 

creativity: the painting springs from the unfinished 

page of the sketchbook. 

In many of these works there is no chromatically 

neutral zone, the entire field of the painting or oil 

crayon drawing is richly pigmented. The effect of 

Gross’s use of brilliant hues, from earth tones to rich 

reds and yellows, to bright pinks combined with a 

dynamic use of black as well as brightly colored 

outline is a tremendous sign of artistic confidence, 

which in the work of an artist age 17 or 18 or even 23  

is astounding. Such painterly assurance at an early 

age is one component of the happiness factor con-

tained in the work. Doubt is not part of the package. 

Gross was driven in her process and she was freshly 

engaged in the world and with the art she knew. 

The natural quality of Gross’s approach to painting 

and figuration nevertheless is rooted in many histories 

of art—the historical art she saw, and the contempo-

rary art worlds she was born into and lived through.

Ernst Kirchner was one of her favorites and one 

perceives his influence in Gross’s use of bright hues 

and in the way figures in a crowd sit on the canvas 

surface. A major exhibition of “German Art of the 

Twentieth Century” at MoMA in 1957 had an enormous 

impact on her. She loved Soutine and also Rajput 

Painting and Matisse. She had visited the Barnes 

Collection before going to Europe in 1959. By age  

18, her courage as an artist, her form, love of line  

and color were fully fledged. 

A few of Gross’s works from this period were 

included in New York University’s Grey Art Gallery 

2017 exhibition, Inventing Downtown: Artist-run 

Galleries in New York City, 1952–1965. Included  

was an oil crayon sketch from 1958, from the same 

trove of oil crayons in “Mimi Gross: Among Friends,” 

representing figures dressed in red, blue and yellow, 

surrounded by the entire swirl of energy of the New 

York street sketched loosely and confidently—a work 

marking Gross’s involvement in City Gallery, a short 

lived artist-run exhibition space founded by Jay Milder  

and Red Grooms. 

Among the artists included in Inventing Downtown 

were a number of painters interested in reintroducing 

figuration into painting while retaining the painterly 

freedom associated with what had been the dominant 

art form of the 1950s, abstraction, whether expression-

ist or minimalist. They adapted the painterly brushwork 

of expressionism to a more contemporary, casual 

approach to New York City life and subcultures. As 

young artists working today turn away from the reprise 

of abstraction termed “zombie formalism” to all manner 

of figuration in painting, there is renewed significance 

to revisiting the figurative painters working in the late 

50s and early 60s, among these Alex Katz, Jane Wilson, 

Robert Beauchamp, Jan Muller, Gandy Brodie, Bob 

Thompson, Yvonne Andersen, Marcia Marcus. Other 

artists working in a similar vein or who also melded 

representation with painterly abstraction included 

artists such as Alice Neel and Fairfield Porter as well  

as David Park in San Francisco. “Among Friends” 

highlights Gross’s rightful place at the forefront of  

this important movement of American post-War art.

Gross grew up at a moment when the center of art 

had shifted from Paris to New York, where an epic 

battle took place over how art should respond to the 

horrors of the Second World War and at the same time 

to the consolidation of American capitalism. To be a 

representational artist or an abstract one was to enter 

as pitched a battle as between the Huguenots and  

the Catholics in Sixteenth-century France. The period 

was so fruitful artistically in part because it emerged 

initially from a fairly small group of people with many 

interconnections going back to the even smaller New 

York art scene of the 1920s and 30s, with many having 

participated in the WPA. 

This rich artistic atmosphere was Gross’s birthright, 

as the daughter of noted sculptor Chaim Gross. Chaim 

and his wife Renée collected art including the art of 

their time and also built an impressive collection of 

African Art. They entertained frequently, assembling  

a wide circle of artists and luminaries from politics, 

theater, and film. A treat of visiting the Gross’s final 

home in New York City, now the Chaim and Renée 

Gross Foundation, is viewing a floor-to-ceiling installa-

tion of pictures from their parties which included 

guests such as Marilyn Monroe and Anthony Quinn, 

who took sculpture lessons with Chaim and purchased 

one of Mimi’s early paintings. Lifelong influences 

included family friend Raphael Soyer who was very 

supportive of Gross as an artist in her own right.  

Thus, she grew up surrounded by serious artists, 

brilliant people, and characters. Art world socializing 

in bars like The Cedar is well-known, but there was 

also a vibrant social life in artists’ homes and studios, 

expanding to include performances, happenings, and 

film showings. It was a rich and generative artistic 

environment at every level.

The work in “Among Friends” emerges from a 

special type of moment that occasionally occurs in  

Mimi Gross outside terrace space, 

west Grand Street studio, 1963

Mimi Gross painting outdoors on the 

roof at Bagno a Ripoli (Firenze), 1961
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the history of art, when a constellation of creative 

friendships among visual artists, writers, musicians, 

and dancers, often in their youth, at a point in their 

lives when they are still relatively carefree and 

sometimes also in love, coalesce into an explosion of 

cross-disciplinary artistic work, individual and collab-

orative, that later becomes the subject of legend. 

These moments take place outside of the frame of the 

art market, before each individual’s path is fixed and 

their fate is determined. Such moments are impossible 

to sustain, but it can be conclusively proven that these 

are often the happiest times in the lives of these artists 

and often too those artworks that later are seen to 

have the greatest market value emerge from just these 

moments of friendships and creative projects under-

taken in relative conditions of anonymity, for the sheer 

joy of making and the pleasure in shared ideas. We  

can look to the short moment of Diaghilev’s Ballet 

Russes in Paris before World War I, or the now legend-

ary summers at Black Mountain College and the early 

days of the Club in New York. Every person in such 

circles contributes to its vitality, though art history 

tends to make these moments act as background for 

the individual genius narrative. 

One such moment is the source for some of the 

most notable works in “Among Friends.” In 1959 Gross 

and her college friend Katharine Kean, known as  

KK, met up in Europe and traveled to Florence. They 

painted and drew, studied art at the Uffizi, and made 

friends with other young Americans. In the summer  

of 1960 Mimi briefly studied with Oskar Kokoschka  

in Salzburg, where, she recalls, Kokoschka criticized 

her sloppy New York style and never accorded her  

his daily mark of approval—a candy and an “OK”! Red 

Grooms joined her in Florence and in the summer  

of 1961, a small group including Gross, KK, KK’s 

Florentine boyfriend Nello Falteri, known as Paperino, 

Grooms, and blue grass musician Pete Stanley, set  

out on an artistic adventure to fulfill Gross’s idea of 

traveling by horse and cart through the small villages 

of Northern Italy while giving shadow puppet perfor-

mances at night in small village squares—a tribute to 

Fellini’s La Strada. Preparations were made, a horse 

was found and leased for the trip, a cart was pur-

chased and painted with vignettes of the life of St. 

Usignolo, an invented saint of circus performers. 

Gross painted the cart herself using enamel paints— 

every night Grooms had to wash her down with 

turpentine. Stanley painted the name of the travelling 

theater on roll-up curtains on both sides of the cart:  

“Il Piccolo Circo d’Ombra di Firenze”—“The Little 

Shadow Circus of Florence.” They traveled for seven 

weeks during July and August following a route from 

Florence North East through Parma, Verona, Padua, 

and small hill towns on the way to Venice and back 

down to Florence along the Adriatic Coast passing 

through Ravenna.

This mythic midsummer trip is memorialized in 

three remarkable sketchbooks containing a glorious 

daily record of what they saw on their trip, often 

drawn from the vantage point of the cart as it moved 

slowly along: the pages are filled with drawings, some 

ink line drawings, many fully developed oil crayon 

works, depicting the people, landscape, and magnifi-

cent art and architecture encountered during the  

trip, magnificent Romanesque and brightly patterned 

Gothic churches, Church paintings and sculptures, at 

the same time as circus performers, geese on a town 

green, far-off hills layered with different colors, and 

the contemporary cast of characters encountered in 

bars and cafes along the route. Occasionally one page 

of the spread is haunted by the imprint of the crayon 

drawing on the other page, a kind of pentimento of  

her line, color, and process. 

Raphael Soyer visited Gross at her studio in 

Florence and reported that “On the wall hung her 

Red Grooms, Mimi Gross, and 

Pete Stanley (playing the banjo), 

with the horse-drawn cart.

Roo Dane, Mimi Gross, and Katharine 

Kean, with the horse-drawn cart at 

Bagno a Ripoli, 1961 

Mimi Gross in costume. She made the poster 

behind her to advertise the Adami Family 

Circus encountered during the 1961 trip
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exuberant, completely uninhibited paintings.” 2 Perhaps 

he saw Gross’ bold self-portrait The Arab Dress, an 

almost impossibly effulgent vision of the young artist, 

with huge bright eyes outlined in black line, crowned 

by flowers, wearing a dress whose embroidered red 

and orange front stands out from the dark ground. 

Gross saw an exhibition of Hans Hofmann at the 

Venice Biennale while she was in Italy and she was 

very impressed by Hofmann’s characteristic articula-

tion of floating rectangles of bold color.

Via Guelfa Visitors (Firenze) is an impressive large 

group portrait, unusual in its relatively subdued color 

scheme, a whited-out ground, darks and blacks of the 

winter coats people are wearing indoors, each person’s 

elegance and eccentricity delineated from head to toe 

with the painting framed on one side by the elongated 

body of a woman whose head is cut off at the top of the 

painting as are her black stockinged feet at the bottom. 

Each figure is nestled into the eccentric outlines of  

the person next to her and at the center is a more 

richly painted, more colorful character, dark skinned,  

an expressive face with darkly outlined eyes, holding  

a cigarette in a holder, a very elegant European!

Gross also painted two exceptional and complex 

portraits of the two people dearest to her at the time: 

Katharine Under the Persimmon Tree and Tuscan 

Afternoon, a portrait of Red Grooms, both from 1961. 

KK is a very still and thoughtful figure, her features 

very delicately limned, framed and encompassed by 

the differently scaled patterns of the persimmon tree 

on a white ground, a darkly colored patchwork quilt, 

and a delicately embroidered shirt. There is an 

exquisite balance of painterliness and painterly detail 

accomplished with a light hand and precision, recall-

ing the way Velázquez establishes a pattern with 

precision yet loosely abstract markmaking.

The portrait of Grooms has a different pictorial 

feeling, bolder yet more sober in composition and 

scale. Grooms’ figure bisects a patterned hill rising up 

behind him, red and black striped fields pointing our 

eye in towards the figure to the right of the composi-

tion, dark green and deep red fields and road leading 

our eye back to the left. In the center Grooms’ big 

dome of orange hair nearly dwarfs his delicately 

painted, thoughtful features, mirrored in the reproduc-

tion of a folk-art mask in the book he holds on his lap 

in the foreground.

Bagno a Ripoli (Firenze) (1961) is the deliriously 

joyful summation of this work done in that mythic 

summer: it is a dense, very colorful, richly patterned 

composition that expands similar scenes from the 

sketchbook to a large square canvas, depicting four 

happy figures relaxing at a table, set like a Nabis still 

life, little black espresso cups and coffeepot on a 

white table cloth, set off by a simple bouquet of red 

flowers in the immediate foreground. Gross herself 

points her finger to the extraordinary early evening 

landscape behind them, a ziggurat of color with the 

Baptistry of Florence in the distance, a dream vision 

set against horizontal bands of orange, black, white, 

and red, reflecting the setting sun.

Gross has continued her engagement with portrai-

ture, including major multifigure portraits such as 

Arlene Raven’s Ladies Art Group (2011) and the recent 

Genny’s Anatomy Class/ after Dr. Nicolaes Tulp’s 

Anatomy Lesson (2016), whose composition is based 

on Rembrandt’s painting from 1632, in Gross’s version 

with an all-female class of anatomy students and 

teacher. She has also worked on major public commis-

sions including a characteristically brightly hued 

playground in Robert Venable Park in Brooklyn. Her 

sketchbooks have grown into a consistent practice, 

recording her travels in China, Japan, Haiti, India, and 

Mexico. Some of These Daze is a moving collaboration 

with poet Charles Bernstein, with selections from 

Gross’s five notebooks of drawings made at Ground 

Zero in the days after 9/11.

Gross’s long-term work as costume and set 

designer with Douglas Dunn Dance Company has 

allowed her to pursue her interest in the human 

body—for the past forty years Gross has been a 

student of anatomy, of Craniosacral therapy, and of 

the Alexander Technique. In her costume designs  

for the dance, she has developed her love of color into 

an encyclopedic interest in the chemical properties of 

pigments and dyes, to produce bird of paradise-like 

colored costumes for the dancers. The set designs 

have afforded Gross an architectural scale for colorful 

set design. She is able to work directly with the human 

body in movement and with color in a kinetic, dynamic 

manner at a large scale.

The work continues, and, as always, among friends.

Mimi Gross (left) and helper 

building the set designed by Mimi 

for Douglas Dunn’s dance, Sky 

Eye, Attorney Street studio, 1989

Mimi Gross painting the set for the 

studio performance of Douglas 

Dunn’s Secret of the Waterfall, 1983

		  Notes

	 1	  Quotes are from a conversation between Mimi Gross and Mira Schor 

held at Eric Firestone Gallery, March 20, 2019.

	 2	 Raphael Soyer, quoted in Liza Kirwin, “Il Piccolo Circo d’Ombra di 

Firenze: Travels in Northern Italy with Mimi Gross, Red Grooms, 

Katharine Kean, Nello Falteri, and Pete Stanley,” Archives of 

American Art Journal 52: 1–2, 9.



All installation images are views of the exhibition Mimi Gross: 

Among Friends, 1958–1963, February 28–April 20, 2019 at  

Eric Firestone Gallery 4 Great Jones Street, New York, NY
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Grand Street Girls  1963

Oil on canvas

60 x 70 ¼ inches

Grand Street Boys  1963

Oil on canvas

60 x 70 inches
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The Jewish Wedding  1963

Oil on canvas

47 ⅛ x 60 inches
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Subway  1962

Oil on canvas

60 x 60 inches
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Subway Rider  1963

Oil pastel on paper

24 x 29 inches

Subway Sleeper  1962–63

Oil pastel on paper

22 ½ x 28 ½ inches
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On the Subway  1962–63

Oil on canvas

38 x 65 inches 
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Joan  1958–59

Oil crayon on paper

14 x 11 inches

Bob Thompson  1959

Oil crayon on paper

14 x 11 inches

My Friend Gwinnie  1962

Oil pastel on paper

18 ¼ x 13 ½ inches
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Portrait of Cabell Brussell  1962

Oil crayon on paper

27 ½ x 21 ½ inches

Naomi Schor  1962–63

Oil crayon on paper

28 ½ x 22 ½ inches

Red  1962–63

Oil crayon on paper

28 x 22 inches
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Edmund Leites  1962–63

Oil pastel on paper

28 ¼ x 22 ½ inches

Henrietta  1962–63

Oil crayon on paper

28 ½ x 22 ½ inches

Kent Hodges  1962–63

Oil crayon on paper

28 ½ x 22 ½ inches
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The Arab Dress  1960

Oil on canvas

64 ⅝ x 49 ¼ inches
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Via Guelfa Visitors (Firenze)  1959–60

Oil on canvas

77 x 77 inches
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Katharine Under the Persimmon Tree  1961

Oil on canvas

47 x 51 ¾ inches

Tuscan Afternoon  1961

Oil on canvas

39 x 59 inches
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Bagno a Ripoli (Firenze)  1961

Oil on canvas

78 x 78 inches
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Bagno a Ripoli Sketchbook  1961

All works are oil crayon on paper, with a  

sheet size of 9 ½ x 12 ¾ inches

81 sheets

Visit to the Pinocoteca, Siena, sheet 60 

View from Bagno a Ripoli (Firenze), sheet 6 

Palio Parade, sheet 47 

Pistoia, sheet 36
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Bagno a Ripoli Sketchbook  1961

Sienese Mother and Daughter, sheet 73

Morning Paper, sheet 22 

Contadino with Baby, sheet 15

The Big Sister, sheet 17

Visitor (The Black Saint), sheet 31

Hey, the Cop! (Carabinieri), sheet 25 
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Bagno a Ripoli Sketchbook  1961

Rainy Vespa Ride, sheet 8 

The Accident, sheet 1 

Summer Lunch, sheet 64 

Marcia Painting Red in Firenze, sheet 59 
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