
	  
 
Elaine Kurtz (1928-2003), Alluvial Painting #9 (Celadon),  
2002, sand, pebbles, mica, bronze and acrylic on vinyl- 
backed cotton, on canvas, 42 x 54 in. Collection of Jerome Kurtz. 
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Two new exhibitions at Woodmere Art Museum celebrate Philadelphia 

artist Elaine Kurtz and nature-inspired art 
FORCE OF NATURE on view February 17 – April 22 

  

PHILADELPHIA — Woodmere Art Museum, Philadelphia's premier institution for interpreting the art and 

culture of the Philadelphia region, presents FORCE OF NATURE, a series of two interrelated exhibitions: 

Elaine Kurtz: A Retrospective celebrates the Philadelphia-born artist’s geometric abstract works and 

her nature-based abstractions, some of which are ethereal and atmospheric, while others are densely 

tactile, made of mud, sand and pulverized minerals. Meanwhile, Elemental: Nature as Language in the 

Works of Philadelphia Artists brings together a diverse group of Kurtz’s peers and colleagues for whom 

nature has spurred creativity in form, style and composition.  

 

FORCE OF NATURE, on view February 17 to April 22 at Woodmere Art Museum (9201 Germantown 

Avenue, Philadelphia), is accompanied by a series of discussions, lectures and tours, as well as the 

exhibition True Nature and Possibilities, through February 26 in the Helen Millard Children’s Gallery. [A 

full calendar of events follows below.]  

 

“An artist’s legacy can be measured by its continuing relevance to subsequent generations of artists and 

their ongoing conversations about the nature of art,” says William R. Valerio, the Patricia Van Burgh 

Allison Director and CEO of Woodmere Art Museum. “Elemental is not only a tribute to Elaine Kurtz that 

accompanies a retrospective of her work, but also an opportunity to tell the stories of Kurtz and other 

artists who share her fascination with incorporating natural substances as elements in the arts, hard-

edged abstraction, and atmospheric painting. This narrative will continue, and it is our hope that Elaine 

Kurtz’s voice will remain an important part of the broad mix of conversations in the arts.”   

 



 

 

Kurtzʼs works from the 1970s are geometric abstractions that explore perception, optical effects and the 

illusions of color. With her Alluvial paintings from the 1990s, Kurtz began creating dense canvases with 

tumultuous surfaces – layers of paint, mud and quartz – conveying the energy and forces of nature and 

possessing an intense physicality.  

 

Elemental: Nature as Language in the Works of Philadelphia Artists brings together works by Philadelphia 

artists for whom nature is an inspiring language of form. Elegant, minimal, controlled and sometimes 

austere, these works of art offer a variety of potent evocations of the natural world. Artists include Elaine 

Kurtz and many of her peers, among them Edna Andrade, Steven Baris, Helen Bershad, Yvonne 

Pacanovsky Bobrowicz, Astrid Bowlby, Frank Bramblett, Diane Burko, Thomas Chimes, Michael Ciervo, 

Murray Dessner, Stephen Estock, Kevin Finklea, John Formicola, Neysa Grassi, Ana B. Hernandez, 

Charles Kaprelian, Samantha Mitchell, Elizabeth Osborne, Keith Ragone, Warren Rohrer, Kevin 

Strickland and Dina Wind. 

 

Woodmere Art Museum is located at 9201 Germantown Avenue. Admission to special exhibitions is $10 

for adults, $7 for seniors, and FREE for students, children and Museum members; exhibitions in the 

Founder’s Gallery and Helen Millard Children’s Gallery are FREE. Museum hours are: Tuesday through 

Thursday, 10 a.m.–5 p.m.; Friday, 10 a.m.–8:45 p.m.; Saturday, 10 a.m.–6 p.m.; and Sunday, 10 a.m.–5 

p.m. For more information, visit www.woodmereartmuseum.org or call 215-247-0476. 

 

About the Artist: Elaine Kurtz 

Born in Philadelphia in 1928, Elaine Kurtz graduated from the Philadelphia Museum School of Industrial 

Art (now the University of the Arts) and studied modernism at the Barnes Foundation in Merion, Pa., 

before enrolling in Washington, D.C.’s Corcoran College of Art and Design. In the 1970s she began 

exhibiting solo works at acclaimed Philadelphia galleries such as the Philadelphia Art Alliance, Gross 

McCleaf Gallery and Locks Gallery, as well as multiple spaces in New York, where she would later 

relocate with her husband, Jerome, in 1988. She died in 2003. 

 

Along with her studies in color theory, grid patterns and ambiguity through atmosphere, Kurtz spent her 

professional career incorporating natural elements into her clean, meticulous works of art. Explains 

Valerio: “For Kurtz and for many artists, there is joy in the density, elegance, crudity and infinite variety of 

natural materials and the treatment of paint as a natural substance. This investigation continues in the 

work of numerous contemporary artists in Philadelphia who are also committed to exploring the degree to 

which nature can be compromised.”   

 

In a December 2011 interview with Kurtzʼs husband, Jerome, Valerio discussed the artistʼs fascination with 

surfaces: “Thereʼs a logic and rigor that is continuous in Elaineʼs work, even though thereʼs also extraordinary 

experimentation and change. Her early paintings are very much a perfect surface and have this optical opening, 



 

 

this shimmer. Then as she moves into the Mineral Series, she uses mica, she uses sand that has a shiny 

surface that also has that same kind of shimmer. … The Alluvials reduce the language of painting back to its 

original form, celebrating and making great drama by engaging with the rough, sometimes gravel-like minerals 

of the earth that paints are made of.” 

 
SCHEDULE 
 
FORCE OF NATURE 
Elaine Kurtz: A Retrospective  
Kuch Gallery and Balcony Gallery 
Elemental: Nature as Language in the Works of Philadelphia Artists 
Antonelli I and II Galleries, Corridor Gallery, and Schnader Gallery 
February 17 – April 22, 2012  
Open House: Saturday, February 25, 1-4 p.m. 
 
True Nature and Possibilities 
Helen Millard Children's Gallery 
Through February 26 
Reception: Sunday, January 22, 2-4 p.m. 
Middle-schoolers from the Waldorf School of Philadelphia focus on color, form, composition, mood and 
personal expression in this exhibition of pastel abstract color studies. The young artists use traditional still 
life as well as landscape and portraiture to explore the “true nature and possibilities” of color as a living 
element.  
 
Lecture: Where Art Meets Nature 
Saturday, March 3, 3-4 p.m., $15 ($10 for members) 
From Romanticism to Robert Smithson to the present, this talk explores the intersections between art and 
nature. Woodmere Art Museum curator Matthew Palczynski, Ph.D., will lead the discussion on nature-
inspired artworks’ relationship with spirituality, sustainability and environmental concerns. Wine and 
cheese will be served. 
 
Lecture: Seeing Is Believing: The Sorcery of Elaine Kurtz 
Saturday, March 10, 3-4 p.m., $15 ($10 for members) 
Former Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts curator Judith Stein walks audiences through Kurtz’s 
artistic career, from shimmering painted abstractions to brilliant op art canvases. 
 
Tour: Director’s Tour with William R. Valerio 
Saturday, March 17, 3-4 p.m., FREE 
William R. Valerio, the Patricia Van Burgh Allison Director and CEO of Woodmere Art Museum, gives a 
free tour of some of his favorite works in the museum’s permanent collection. Wine and cheese will be 
served. 
 
Lecture: A Conversation with Diane Burko 
Saturday, March 24, 3-4 p.m., $15 ($10 for members) 
Artist Diane Burko, whose work is included in Woodmere’s group show Elemental, will discuss her 
methods in creating paintings and photographs that organically express her concerns with global warming. 
Wine and cheese will be served.  
 
Lecture: Gallery Talk: On Elaine Kurtz 
Saturday, March 31, 3-4 p.m., FREE 
Educator and artist Pamela Birmingham, Robert L. McNeil Jr. Curator of Education at Woodmere, gives 
attendees an intimate look at Kurtz’s early geometric color works and her late Alluvial paintings. Wine and 
cheese will be served. 
 



 

 

Panel Discussion: Nature and Materiality 
Saturday, April 21, 3-4:30 p.m., $15 ($10 for members) 
Artists have always been inspired by the natural world, and contemporary artists continue the process of 
referencing nature through materials and content. This panel, featuring artists Frank Bramblett, Ana B. 
Hernandez, Neysa Grassi, Dina Wind and Keith Ragone, focuses on how new combinations of imagery 
and media can yield new visual experiences. 
 

About Woodmere Art Museum 
Housed in a 19th-century stone Victorian mansion on six acres in the Chestnut Hill section of Philadelphia, 
Woodmere first opened its doors to the public in 1940. The building, grounds and the nucleus of the 
Permanent Collection are the benefactions of Charles Knox Smith (1845 – 1916), who wished “to awaken 
the spirit of, the appreciation of, and the knowledge of art … in the City of Philadelphia and surrounding 
territory.” Today, the Permanent Collection consists of more than 3,000 works of art, celebrating the art 
and artists of Philadelphia.  
 
Woodmere’s core collection includes important paintings by renowned artists such as Edward Redfield, 
Daniel Garber, Walter E. Schofield, Benjamin West, Frederic Edwin Church, Violet Oakley, Arthur B. 
Carles and many more. Woodmere’s nine galleries and salons, including a grand rotunda and a uniquely 
designated Helen Millard Children’s Gallery, provide space for exhibitions and programs that serve the 
entire family. In the George D. Widener Studio, a converted carriage house, a year-round roster of 
classes provides outstanding art training to children and adults. The recent addition of the Children’s 
Garden provides participants of Woodmere’s Summer Arts Community Program with outdoor space to 
display and enjoy works of art. The Helen Millard Children’s Gallery also showcases exhibitions of student 
artwork from local schools.  
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