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“Logic doesn't get in the way exactly. I try not to let it.” 

–Cora Cohen

 

I met Cora Cohen about a decade ago through the artist Bill Jensen. I really

needed a job, and I was currently homeless because my building in Brooklyn

had broken in half, and I’d been evicted by the Red Cross. Bill thought Cora

and I would be a good fit because she’d also had a loft in a building that was

condemned and was forced out. Bill set up a call, and she hired me over the

phone. My takeaway from that first impression of Cora was one of fierceness.

After I became her employee I would help her in her studio stretching

paintings and un-stretching paintings somewhat endlessly. She would always

be playing NPR and we would talk about art and poetry throughout the day.

Some days she wouldn’t want to paint, so she would get wine and cheese and

invite an assortment of people to the studio to discuss painting. 

Cora was a relentless and ambitious maverick. She was constantly

reinventing her work. She wouldn’t settle, wouldn’t stop exploring

abstraction. The paintings always seemed to lead her. 

I stopped working for Cora after a couple years, and we would connect to walk

through exhibitions in the Lower East Side together. She always wanted to

see what young artists were doing. She harbored real generosity and

commitment toward younger generations. 

Cora had a way of saying exactly what she thought unedited. When she didn’t

like a work or a show she would usually say so somewhat loudly on exiting the

gallery. Cora once wrote to me that she was with a group of artists who all

loved a painting of mine hanging in the back room of a gallery, and she felt

the need to tell me she didn’t like that painting whatsoever. 

The last time I was in the studio with Cora was when I brought over Morgan

Aguiar-Lucander to see her paintings. We pulled out works from the 1980s

and ’90s that hadn’t been unboxed in decades. After the visit we spoke on the

phone, and she was convinced Morgan was not going to offer her a show.

Morgan wrote to her the next day and offered her his September slot. She was

blown away by the enthusiastic response to her work. We had lunch after her

show sold out and she was in disbelief. Cora’s modesty and thoughtfulness will

always stick out in my memory. 

After Cora found out she was sick, she asked me to help run her trust and

estate with her partner Jeffrey Jones. I was very surprised by her illness, and I

am honored to help bring her work forward for people to discover and

rediscover.

I worked with the editors Phong Bui and Charlie Schultz at the Rail to invite

writers, gallerists, and artists for this tribute to offer a perspective of the

different eras of Cora’s life, practice, and career. 

–Sam Jablon

Morgan Aguiar-Lucander

Cora Cohen cared little for looking back at the past. To my eye, she found it

slightly indulgent, and in opposition to her unwavering engagement with the

present and new work. For in Cora’s mind there was always new work

requiring attention—attention that could therefore not be squandered on the

past. 

Together, Cora and I staged the last exhibition of her work as a living artist. I

was introduced to Cohen by fellow artist Sam Jablon, as a colleague and close

friend to us both. Our meeting was warm and respectful. As she began to

speak about her work, it became clear that Cora was interested in the puzzle

of painting, both in terms of process and as an independent object. 

She did not strive to reach the finish line of each painting, but rather lingered

and enjoyed the discovery and challenge in the reworking of pictures, until

they reached a point of completion—whether they resolved themselves or

not, that was not Cora’s primary concern. Once paintings were finished she of

course enjoyed them, but more as old acquaintances rather than as points of

pride, for she was consistently preoccupied and excited by new work. 

As we pulled out a selection of historical works, from

close to forty years prior, Cora recalled intimate details

about each painting, yet always with a mind to the use of

material in each, rather than her feelings at the time of

creating them. The elements that gripped her were of the

present, the orientation they would hang in, and how

they could inspire, or more accurately modulate, the

paintings she was currently working on.

I recall a slight nervousness when I sent the draft for the

exhibition text of Cora Cohen: Works from the 1980’s to

her. For one of the first things one learned in any

conversation about painting with Cora, was that she was

very precise in her use of language. She would challenge

the selection of a word such as lyrical—not through the

lens of criticism, but rather due to a sincere curiosity of

what had led you to this word, and why you had chosen it

in particular, rather than melodic, rhythmic or

expressive. 

Cora was incredibly intentional. She insisted that each

painting be considered under the integrity of its own

internal logic: consistently refuting the grouping of her

work, or herself as an artist for that matter, under any

larger conceptual system or movement. 

In a 2013 Hyperallergic interview with Sam Jablon, Cora

asserted: 

Although I don’t know formalism on any deep art critical level, I do

know that it has been utilized to remove a sense of the world from the

practice of painting, and has enabled the consideration of a painting

as an autonomous object, often outside of any social system. I refute

this obliquely and explicitly.  

This certain refutation makes me smile, for on painting Cora never trembled.

In recognition of Cora’s unwavering dedication to the present, we should

consider how we could best use the past to inspire the new. There is no

question that Cora’s work is her resounding legacy, and while we should

certainly recognize that this work was at times overlooked in comparison to

the caliber it bore, it is more important, and would certainly be more

appreciated by Cora, to ask how we carry it forward with us.

To allow an indulgence which Cora would have never permitted, or at least

squirmed uncomfortably in its utterance: I am proud to be friends with Cora

Cohen, honored to have had a part in stewarding her work, and miss her

greatly. 

1. Sam Jablon, Hyperallergic, “The Formative Formlessness of Cora Cohen,”

August 22  2013. https://hyperallergic.com/80124/the-formative-

formlessness-of-cora-cohen/

Barbara MacAdam

Cora Cohen was a standout artist—contradictory in a rather droll, low-key

way. She modestly yet assertively generated her own abstract painted

gestures to produce an up-to-date version of expressionism, one capable of

penetrating surfaces and probing thickly painted depths. She showed how a

genre could remain in play indefinitely despite critics who tried to suggest its

demise. 

Working in a variety of media, including painting, drawing, photography, and

altered x-rays, she developed a distinctive expressive style—wild yet

controlled. A real New Yorker in fact and spirit, she attended the High School

of Music and Art and went on to Bennington College, where she earned a B.A.

and M.A., studying with the likes of Paul Feeley and Lawrence Alloway. The

independent attitude of her work, borderless with an international bent, calls

to mind that of Joan Mitchell, with whom she spent considerable time in

France. Her intensity had an orchestral quality, whereby we, as viewers, can

get caught up in the rhythm of her paintings and almost hear their sounds

and sense the weight of their various passages as if they could tumble into one

another. At the same time, there was a talky quality to her painting, hinting

at the poetic nature of her thinking, which enabled her to communicate with

the audience, not in a pretentious way, but in a spontaneous, albeit

complicated one. 

She was in no way locked in time. Her paintings take us back to the

Impressionist landscape painters and to the dense frenzy of Chaim Soutine as

well as into the deep reaches of Constable’s investigations of nature, and to

the ominous darkness of Caspar David Friedrich’s German Romanticism and

yet also to the gestural warmth and lyricism of some of Helen Frankenthaler’s

canvases and contrastingly, to the heaviness of Hedda Sterne’s anxious

Abstract Expressionist inflected paintings. 

Cohen’s paintings from the 1980s, which made a brilliantly orchestrated

surprise post-pandemic exhibition last September at Morgan Presents on the

Lower East Side, demonstrated her reach and exciting embrace of materials,

art history, and of her own history. They appeared as particularly fresh and

new—marking a re-debut. 

As the critic Michael Brenson wrote in the New York Times about her 1984

show at SoHo’s Max Hutchinson Gallery exhibition “Portraits of Women”:

"The works are dense, brooding and yet elated. The turbulence of the paint

not only looks but also feels like freedom.” Such is an assessment that

remained apt throughout her intense and varied art, which the late Linda

Nochlin described as “‘hot’ art rather than cool: it is multifarious in its motifs

and polymorphous in its pigmentation, deploying the most varied range of

media.” It also revealed, Nochlin wrote, “how much intelligence has gone into

the construction of these works: how much knowledge of and engagement

with the history of abstraction itself.” [Cohen’s], Nochlin continued, “is an

art, a sense of form which is the opposite of minimalist or reductive.

Imperiously rejecting reductivism as a goal of abstraction, these canvases

might be thought of as “maximalist” if the term could suggest the

inclusiveness of vision and the expansiveness of formal reach the artist

achieves in them.”

But the works—poetic and muscular—are also in continual self-referential

flux taking us back and forth through Cohen’s own trajectory, as she was

thinking and rethinking her output. The Bennington College magazine quotes

her as revealing, “My sense that life was not infinite, and that what I had not

finished might never get finished unless I finished it right away, took over.” 

She further, tragically, explained, “Because they had been begun at different

periods, I saw them as bridges between past and present, between the past

and a radically uncertain future.” 

Mary Boone

I believe I met Cora when she came to the gallery. Usually, if an artist came to

the gallery the first step was that Ron Warren or Susan Inglett would look at

their slides and, if they thought they were a fit, we would sit down and have a

discussion. Sometimes though, I was at the front desk and if an artist came in

and I liked the work, I’d go to the studio. I believe I went to Cora’s studio for

the first time in the early 1980s. She had a shy but demonstrative manner, so

while she was very quiet she was very self possessed and had the kind of

presence you don’t see very often. I remember seeing that in her work too, it

stuck with you, and it was unmistakably hers. In the late seventies, when this

was happening, I had made commitments to a number of different artists

already and was just opening my gallery. It was for that reason that Cora and I

didn’t end up working together. But, as time passed, I would see Cora’s work

and every time I was struck by its presence—the same way I was the first

time. She explored a lot in her career, as all great artists who live long lives

do, but each painting had the same quiet, but unmistakable presence and

intensity that she herself had. I regret that we never worked together, and

that I didn’t get to know her as well as I might have, but I think we are all

fortunate for Cora’s life and career.

Sharon Butler

When I Met Cora Cohen

In 2013, Cora invited me for a studio visit. She was working in an austere

industrial space in Long Island City with few comforts and barely any heat.

Several large paintings hung on the walls, punctuated by a few small ones

reflecting the same dark, gauzy paint handling. They reminded me of color

field painters like Helen Frankenthaler and Morris Louis, except with more

layering and less color. 

Cora, whom I had never met before, was beguilingly reticent about her

process and meaning. I wasn’t sure what her criteria for a successful painting

were, so it was hard for me to talk about her work on its own terms. But it

soon became clear that the paintings didn’t need explanation. They had a

distinct presence—a quiet sullenness that lent gravity to the unlit space. 

She sat down and pulled a small silver thermos of coffee out of her bag. She

gave me the palm-sized cup and filled it with coffee while she drank straight

out of the thermos. We talked, but what we said wasn’t as important as the

transcendent aesthetic moment that Cora, in her quietness, allowed her work

to create. I’ll never forget the morning I spent looking at those powerful

paintings and drinking coffee with their warmly enigmatic maker. A few

months later, I was delighted to learn that Cora had received a Guggenheim

Fellowship.

Heidi Howard

Dear Cora,

My mother absorbed your attraction to contradictions before I was born

So when we met the sprayed paint tangled into oil seemed like it had always

been there

You were another New York lonely girl, only child, feeling the organism of the

city closer than a close friend, more constant than any lover

I can’t wait to see the paintings grow, beyond your body, marks of our brief

time on this earth

Benjamin Langford

I interviewed with Cora for a studio assistant position in 2020, when COVID

was still at its peak. I remember a somewhat quiet, socially distanced

conversation during which she asked me, just a couple minutes in, “So, what

do you think? Do you want to work here?”—I was caught off guard by how

quickly the question seemed to come up, saying something like “Oh, don’t you

need to think about it or meet other candidates?” She simply replied: “That

isn’t how I do things.”

Her confidence after such a limited interaction struck me as unexpectedly

hasty; but—as was often Cora’s way—I believe she simply trusted her

intuition and knew we would get along. She was right; Cora soon became for

me a receptive and caring mentor and eventually came to feel like family to

me. 

In Memoriam

A Tribute to Cora
Cohen
(1943–2023)
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Cora Cohen, 2008. Photo: Paula Gillen.

Installation view: Cora Cohen, 'Original' Meanings Subsequent Interpretations, 1994. Copper, graphite, iron oxide,
marble dust, oil, spray enamel on linen, 106 x 110 inches. Photo: Alex Yudzon.

Cora Cohen, Tropological Painting, 1991. Copper powder, marble
dust, oil, oil mediums, pastel and watercolor on linen, 75 x 47
inches. Photo: Alex Yudzon.
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Cora Cohen, To The Listener, Who Is Almost Lost, 1995. Acrylic, aluminum, charcoal, enamel, graphite, iron oxide,
pigment, polyurethane on drop cloth, 52 x 59 inches. Photo: Alex Yudzon.

Cora Cohen, Complicity and Resistance, 2004. Acrylic, charcoal, copper, oil pastel, pigment on muslin, 71 x 69
inches. Photo: Alex Yudzon.

Cora Cohen, Blue Horizontal, 2008. Graphite, oil on linen, 32 x 48 inches. Photo: Alex Yudzon.

Cora Cohen, 2008. Photo: Paula Gillen.

Cora Cohen, Drawing 5 Matte, 2011. Acrylic, Flashe, pigment on drop cloth, 36 x 53 inches. Photo: Alex Yudzon.

Cora Cohen, 2008. Photo: Paula Gillen.
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