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Back in the late 1950s, when ambitious painters were obliged to produce big, bold abstractions, 

Lucas Samaras took up pastel, a fragile, intimate medium that had not given rise to history-

making oeuvres since the days of Edgar Degas and Odilon Redon. The maverick Mr. Samaras, 



now 79, went on to forge a singular, nearly 60-year career of eccentric invention and offbeat 

imagination in painting, sculpture and photography. But he periodically returned to pastel to 

create small, vibrantly colorful and poetically captivating images. 

 

 

“Untitled, 7 July 1962,” by Lucas Samaras.Credit...Lucas Samaras, The Morgan Library & Museum 

 

Of the hundreds of pastels Mr. Samaras has made, 48 are on view in “Dreams in Dust: The 

Pastels of Lucas Samaras,” an intensely absorbing exhibition at the Morgan Library & Museum. 

Organized in collaboration with Mr. Samaras by the museum’s curator of drawings, Isabelle 

Dervaux, the framed pastels are presented against wallpaper designed by the artist. The pattern 

covering the walls consists of vertical bands of silvery, blurry, photographic images of spiky, 

organic stuff that suggests a background of unconscious but generative mental space. The 



pictures hang around the room at eye level like gems in a surrealistic jewel box. The whole 

display is a work of installation art in its own right. 

 

 

“Untitled, 28 August 1974,” a pastel in the Morgan exhibition.Credit...Lucas Samaras, The Morgan Library & 
Museum 

 

Mr. Samaras and his dealer, Arne Glimcher of Pace Gallery, made a gift of these pieces to the 

Morgan. The individual works, dating from 1958 to 1983, are arranged in chronological order 

and divided into groups according to periods of intensive work in pastels. With the first set, from 

1958 to 1962, you see Mr. Samaras getting to know his medium with tentative, sometimes 

muddy renderings of faces, a female nude, flowers in a vase at the foot of a striped wall and airy 

abstractions on sheets of colored construction paper. 

Then, in 1961, he catches fire in a series of deftly made pieces on black paper in a mix of 

Impressionist and Expressionist manners that look as if recalled from dreams or experiences of 

hypnagogic reverie. A white, spectral figure of indeterminate sex stands knee deep in dappled 

green water under a red sky. A man with pants down sits on a toilet in a room with walls 



dissolved into a leafy forest with a path leading into the woods; it’s as if he’s dreaming of 

traveling into another world. Against a closer view of the same forest path, a man hangs by the 

arms bleeding from the mouth and from wounds in his side and feet. The crucified Jesus is 

evoked but here turned into a kind of sacrificial, pagan nature god. 

 

 

An installation view of the exhibition “Dreams in Dust: The Pastels of Lucas Samaras.”Credit...Graham S. 

Haber/The Morgan Library & Museum 

 

It’s noteworthy that Mr. Samaras, who was born in Greece and came to the United States at 11, 

was raised Greek Orthodox, and a religious feeling persists in his work. This is most vividly 

seen in 10 pieces from 1974, in which you discover human figures fused, sometimes nearly 

invisibly, into busy wallpaper patterns and in the multicolored waves and whorls of sea 

surfaces. Finding the figures is like playing Where’s Waldo?, but it’s more than just a game. 

These images suggest mystical states of ego dissolution into cosmic flux. In the most exciting 

piece of the series, wind from a small window blows aside a white curtain in a room whose 

walls have turned into a blurry field of unkempt grasses. Below the window, merged into the 

field, a black figure, possibly female, is held from behind in the arms of a blue and red figure. 



You might read this as illustrating a person snatched by a god from ordinary reality and 

abducted into another, transcendental realm. It’s an electrifying rendition of spiritual transport. 

The dozen pieces from 1981-83 in the exhibition’s last section include two pictures of rooms in 

both of which a woman and a shadowy man apparently copulating are embedded in a wall. 

Theirs is an ecstatic union, you might say, of abstract spirit and embodied soul. Here, too, are 

three self-portraits, expressionistic reflections of the artist drawn with van Gogh-like vigor. His 

oversize, staring eyes and thick beard mark him as a visionary wild man. 

The exhibition’s final two works are less overtly dramatic but more tantalizing than the self-

portraits. One shows a pitcher holding a bouquet on a table between two windows looking out 

upon a green sea: The materially present and the extrasensory beyond converge. The other 

depicts the same container up close and without flowers, its egg-shaped body and wide, curvy 

mouth drawn with exacting sensuality against a turbulent background of abstract marks and 

smears. This humble vessel is metaphorically quickened into a magical emblem of creative 

pregnancy, of a body wherein new visions are preparing to be born. 

 

“Dreams in Dust: The Pastels of Lucas Samaras” runs through Aug. 21 at the Morgan Library & 

Museum, 225 Madison Avenue, at 36th Street, Manhattan; 212-685-0008, themorgan.org. 

 


