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Art in Review 
April 7, 1995 

June Leaf  

Edward Thorp Gallery 103 Prince Street SoHo Through April 22 

Sometimes all an artist needs is touch, a distinctive yet ineffable way with 
materials, to get away with anything. June Leaf, an underrated member of the 
rich tradition of figurative art that came out of Abstract Expressionism, is such an 
artist. A feminist of the old school, she equates women's bodies with the frets of 
guitars, attaching them in both paintings and sculpture to swelling boatlike 
shapes that also cast them as figureheads. Her paintings are infused with a 
vague primordial narrative in which these figures and others inhabit abstract 
landscapes whose wavering, shifting surfaces are as much scratched into 
existence as painted. 

She also makes small sculptures, mostly cut-out figures whose silhouettes evoke 
the figures on a Greek vase one minute and your next-door neighbor the next, 
and whose moving parts exude the simple mechanical wizardry of old toys. The 
everyday energy of the sculptures, more than one of which depicts a fighting 
couple, tone down the Amazonian intimations of the canvases, but ultimately it is 
the painting surfaces themselves, fluctuating fields of color and feeling, at once 
refined and raw, that do the convincing. ROBERTA SMITH 
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ART IN REVIEW

By Ken Johnson

March 26, 2004

Edward Thorp

210 11th Avenue, near 24th Street

Chelsea

Through April 10

The estimable painter and sculptor June Leaf came of age in Chicago in the 1950's and has lived in
New York since the early 60's. This extensive drawing retrospective says much about why she
deserves to be better known and why she is not.

Though she draws with virtuoso skill, she has never committed to one readily recognizable style.
And while she has persistently focused on humanist themes, and women in particular, her
enigmatic ways with narrative and symbolism tend to discourage critical sound bites. Yet it is just
that resistance to formal and thematic pigeonholing that makes a patient perusal of Ms. Leaf's
exhibition worthwhile.

Already in her work from the 1940's and 50's, Ms. Leaf's versatility was evident in primitivistic
images of totemic female figures, surrealistic graphite drawings of women on operating tables and
finely hatched ink drawings of mechanical structures that might have been found in Leonardo's
notebooks.

Ms. Leaf would go on to produce haunting images of a huge grandmotherly figure, funky cartoons
of suburban domestic life, autobiographical photographic collages with expressionistic painting
added, sketches for absurdist machines (like a female figure with legs made from pencils) and,
most recently, a painterly study for a nightmarish bird feeder made of wire bent in the shape of a
human head with an elongated tongue for a perch. (That bizarre object is itself also on view.)

But whatever the style or form, Ms. Leaf's visionary ideas always emerge from a compellingly
sensuous engagement with processes and materials. KEN JOHNSON

A version of this article appears in print on March 26, 2004, Section E, Page 36 of the National edition with the headline: ART IN REVIEW; June Leaf --
'Drawings: Past and Present'

ART IN REVIEW; June Leaf --
'Drawings: Past and Present'
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"Man as Gutter Spout" , 2007, Tin, 16.5h x 14.5w x 11d
in.

ArtSeen April 4th, 2008

June Leaf 

Edward Thorp Gallery February 29 – April 5, 2008

Has anyone ever thought about the fact that June Leaf helped pave the
way for a generation of women artists, including Kiki Smith and Daisy
Youngblood, among others, and has never received an ounce of
acknowledgment for it? These days you would think that the only
woman artist over seventy-five is Louise Bourgeois. And yet, even if
Leaf didn’t pave anyone’s way, and was in fact a completely isolated
figure, as she has been called by some observers, her work—she paints,
draws, and makes sculptures—demands far more attention than it has
received. Perhaps the neglect is because she is a painter. Perhaps it is
because her work doesn’t fit into any the narratives routinely used to
prop up far less interesting artists (like the ones that validate Jeff Koons
instead of tagging him as a dumbed-down version of Claes Oldenburg
and James Rosenquist). Perhaps it is because critics think her subject
matter isn’t hip enough, cool enough, obvious enough, or predigested
enough. Or finally, perhaps it is because she is one of the only painters
to take the sketchiness we associate with French painting, its roots in
Impressionism and culmination in Pierre Bonnard, and make it gritty
and undomesticated.

Only an artist of real imagination and verve could have done what she has done, which is synthesize the whimsy of
Fragonard with the poignant bluntness of primitive art, and do so in a way that is neither nostalgic or a form of
pastiche. In her recent exhibition, which consists of paintings of very different sizes as well as constructions
involving a piece of fabric stretched between gears and handles, implying an endless, moving screen, and a number
of figurative sculptures, including  (2007), in which whimsy and wretchedness embrace as
tightly as lovers spending their last night together. It is this embrace of opposites that animates her work, as well as
elevates it to a realm far more worthy of poetry (connotation) than criticism (denotation).  is a
little more than a foot tall, made of hammered sections of tin, and with the gutter spout, his penis, sticking straight
out. With arms pointing in opposite directions, and head tilted slightly up, he looks as if he is about to jump from
his narrow perch (is he headed for water or for solid ground?).

For years, Leaf, who developed an allergic reaction to oil paint, has been using acrylic in ways that are nothing short
of astonishing. She is able to imbue her paintings with an airy transparency, at once wet and full of light, that serves
her purposes: to evoke an empty, primal landscape of grass, sand, and sky that is reminiscent of the Nova Scotia

~BROOKLYN RAIL 
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Paintings & Sculpture 
by John Yau 

Man as Cutter Spout 

Man as Cutter Spout 
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countryside where she and her husband, Robert Frank, spend a considerable amount of time. Leaf’s bleak but not 
necessarily abject landscape is the opposite of Fragonard’s parks and gardens. Her paintings tend to be of a single, 
naked figure, who is often in a state that is simultaneously joyous and tormented. In the painting 
(2006), a naked red man is hanging just above the ground, a rope tied around his wrist. There is no indication of 
who or what has put him in this predicament. This deliberate absence of information, of what preceded or what will 
follow, endows the situation with a feeling of permanence. At the same time, the pose suggests that the man isn’t 
completely ill-at-ease, that in fact he may be dancing or trying to gambol across the field.

In  (2006-2007), a naked man is seen from a distance, the rope seemingly draped 
around his chest. Is he being hoisted in the air, about to be received by the elements? Or is he being lowered to the 
ground? The man is turned away from us, and one leg is in front of the other, as if he is running. Is he running from 
us? And if so, what threat do we represent? Again, the artist offers no clue to the outcome of what we are looking at.

It is extremely difficult to work in an allegorical vein and not descend into obviousness. The whimsy that Leaf is 
able to meld with her otherwise disturbing predicaments give her work an emotional edge and poignancy that is 
exceedingly rare in contemporary art. The most ordinary event— (1989), a mixed media 
construction—becomes painful in its evocation of finality. In  (2008), Leaf depicts figures 
on or near a tightrope, which she stretches between two cylindrical posts via gears and handles, suggesting that they 
will stay suspended forever. Time’s winged chariot isn’t hurrying near; it’s carrying us toward our destination.

One senses that Leaf recognizes that fancifulness is a necessary and even practical antidote to the worry that 
routinely envelops us. At the same time, I had the nagging feeling that the hanging figures might have had their 
origins in something all too real and now largely unspoken of, what happened at Abu Ghraib. One of the strengths 
of Leaf’s work is her ability to lead us to such a disturbing place without following any of the proscribed or 
institutionalized routes. This is not an artist who finds contentment in pointing the finger at others, because that’s 
too easy and self-satisfied. Leaf isn’t trying to prove herself exemplary, which is a posture after all. She knows that 
we are all hanging by our wrists, and that the lucky ones will be let down gently.

CONTRIBUTOR

John Yau

Landscape with Hanging Figure 

Man Turning Out a Light 
Green Scroll with Figures 

Hanging Figure 
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Precision Drawing 
and Useless Categories

by Dan Nadel

THERE WAS A provisional quality to June Leaf ’s remark-
able solo exhibition on view this summer at the Whitney 
Museum of American Art in New York. In a small gallery 
off the lobby, more than 130 of Leaf ’s expressive figura-
tive drawings were affixed to the walls with magnets. The 
individual works on paper, hung together in dense clusters, 
showed signs of rough handling, as if they had been stored 
in piles for years. The groupings were chronological, with a 
sweep around the room covering seven decades. Yet because 
motifs and forms repeat from drawing to drawing, it was 
easy to imagine how the entire installation could have been 
reordered to highlight recurring imagery, or to underscore 
the sense of kinetic energy that pulses through her oeuvre, 
animating her loosely rendered impressions of urban envi-

ronments from the 1960s and bringing to life her machine-
like figures of the late ’70s. 

“June Leaf: Thought Is Infinite” showcased the work of 
a skilled draftsman who has been relentlessly tinkering with 
ideas for decades, turning over concepts, testing hypotheses. 
The apt title, borrowed from that of a 1975 drawing, evokes 
Leaf ’s inventive visual metaphors for the mind. These are 
most explicit in a group of drawings from the mid-1970s in 
which a human head, sometimes appearing with the top of 
the skull flipped open like a car hood, is portrayed as a vessel 
for various kinds of speculative activities. A geodesic dome 
rises above a tranquil face (Head, 1975); tiny humanoids 
dance around a face exploding with bright abstract forms 
(Figures Coming Out of Hand and Head, 1976); a figure sews 

June Leaf: Head, 
1975, pen and ink 
and colored pencil 
on paper, 13⅞ by 
19⅞ inches. 

All images this 
article courtesy 
Whitney Museum  
of American Art, 
New York.
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Punished! (ca. 1962–63), which employs the loosest of crayon 
lines to give life to a cranky taskmaster figure. 

In this sense, Leaf ’s modest but ambitious work 
exemplifies what critic Manny Farber called Termite Art, in 
which artists convey idiosyncratic visions seemingly without 
concern for dominant aesthetic trends. As Farber wrote, such 
work “feels its way through walls of particularization, with 
no sign that the artist has any object in mind other than 
eating away the immediate boundaries of his art, and turning 
these boundaries into conditions of the next achievement.”1 
Termite Art doesn’t strive for grand statements—or at least 
not ones that are legible in terms of fixed art historical 
categories—and that may be one reason why it doesn’t often 
appear as the subject of a museum exhibition.  

Leaf ’s Whitney retrospective arrived at a time when her 
work, and that of her termite peers, is being rediscovered, 
though there are reasons to be wary of such a narrative. Many 
of these “rediscoveries” are female artists who received little 
recognition, much less financial support, during the most 
active periods in their careers. It’s a dubious claim to make 
about Leaf (b. 1929), an artist who never went away. In the 
late 1940s, and again in the 1950s, she studied at Chicago’s 
Institute of Design, formerly the New Bauhaus. The work she 
produced during this period, such as the ink drawing Woman 
Machines (1949–50), in which bulbous forms balloon outward 

from sharp, spindly legs, contain the aesthetic kernels she 
would develop for the next sixty-five years in drawings that 
meld mechanical precision with expressive, and sometimes 
grotesque, figures. Leaf began showing publicly in 1948, and 
she participated in Chicago’s famed Exhibition Momentum, 
a series of juried shows in the 1950s organized to counter the 
Art Institute of Chicago’s stuffy regional surveys. Her col-
leagues in Chicago included figurative artists such as Seymour 
Rosofsky, Leon Golub, and Nancy Spero. As their careers 
developed in the Chicago art world they were dubbed the 
“Monster Roster,” a term propagated by critic Franz Schulze 
in 1959 to describe artists working with expressive, surface-
heavy, Surrealist-inflected figuration.

Most of the artists under this umbrella have long  
chafed at the term—which is really more like a marketing 
slogan—and Whitney curator Carter E. Foster studiously 
avoids it in his thoughtful essay accompanying the Leaf  
retrospective. But Schulze’s label persists, providing the 
intellectual framework for this past winter’s “Monster Roster: 
Existentialist Art in Postwar Chicago,” at the University of 
Chicago’s Smart Museum of Art. Schulze’s label had a pop 
appeal, equating the bodily distortions envisioned by certain 
painters heavily inspired by Dubuffet with horror films and 
the Chicago Bears, who were known as the Monsters of the 
Midway. To this vernacular mix, Schulze added a dubious 
grab bag of philosophical ideas, blending tenets of Surreal-

or knits her own head together (Findings, 1975); a wide-eyed 
face appears to be in motion, spinning on a bizarre mechani-
cal device (Mother/Ballroom, ca. 1978).

Many of the works are adorned with marginalia, stray 
marks, and the occasional inscription, and none could be 
characterized as an individual “masterpiece.” There’s a 
searching, probing quality to the selection, as if Leaf were 
constantly testing the parameters of her own practice. Early 
on she was trained in technical drawing, and her precise 
lines can delineate complex machine parts. Some of the 
drawings on view can be read as schematic diagrams for the 
metal kinetic sculptures she has been constructing since the 
1980s, a small group of which were arranged on a table in 
the center of the gallery. But Leaf also can go to another 
extreme with equal confidence, as she does in numerous 
drawn vignettes, such as If You Take Too Much You Will Be 

Figures Coming  
Out of Hand and 
Head, 1976, acrylic, 
pen and ink, and 
graphite on paper,  
18 by 24 inches.

View of the 
exhibition “June 
Leaf: Thought Is 
Infinite,” 2016, at  
the Whitney 
Museum of 
American Art,  
New York. Photo 
Bill Orcutt.

Leaf remained true to her 
own project no matter 
what was happening in the 
broader art world.

Study for Woman 
Monument, 1975, 
pen and ink, 
watercolor, colored 
pencil, and graphite 
on paper, 17 by 14 
inches.
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gender. Woman Monument (1975), rendered in hot yellows 
and reds, depicts a seated humanoid, apparently gender-
less, reaching out to the viewer. Study for Woman Monument 
(1975) portrays a metal torsolike form with broken stove-
pipe legs. Another study envisions jets of water pouring  
out of a female figure’s head. Here, as in most of her  
drawings, machine imagery has a double valence. It suggests 
a sharp criticism of fixed social roles—the woman  
as automaton—while simultaneously demonstrating the  
artist’s own detailed  draftsmanship. 

Leaf ’s drawings refuse an easy summation, and they 
can’t be located in a single passing moment in which Sur-
realism, Pop, or Minimalism defined what art can be. Her 
oeuvre embodies a certain kind of grit, and Leaf undoubt-
edly remained true to her own project no matter what was 
happening in the broader art world. This quality is likely 
what makes Leaf ’s body of work attractive today. It sug-
gests an art historical counter-narrative in which personal, 
idiosyncratic, maximalist aesthetics thrived during the cool 
1960s and Conceptual ’70s. Here we have work that was 
made on its own terms, developing, changing, expanding, 
and thriving in a way that seems potentially endless.     

1. Manny Farber, “White Elephant Art vs. Termite Art,” in Negative Space: Manny 
Farber on the Movies, New York, Praeger, 1971, p. 135.

ism and Existentialism. In an area of art history that has 
generated little scholarship, the Monster Roster moniker 
continues to dominate.

 Foster’s decision to marginalize the term also makes 
sense because, in any case, Leaf ’s affiliation with the Chi-
cago group accounts for a very brief portion of her career. 
After a stay in Paris, she settled in New York, where she later 
married photographer Robert Frank. It was in New York in 
the 1960s that she started to define the range of her work, 
the boundaries of her art that she would constantly chew 
up, as it were. The city itself proved to be a rich subject. In 
Coney Island (1968), she corralled a tense, active line into a 
scene of calm and repose: a realistic depiction of spectators 
watching a carousel at the amusement park. Art histori-
cal references also became more explicit in Leaf ’s work of 
the ’60s, with Vermeer providing a model for a psychedelic 
interior scene, After Vermeer (ca. 1965).  

One subject that remained consistent throughout her 
career, spanning the 1940s through the present, is the female 
body. As the inscription on one 1975 drawing exhorts: 
women should build a monument for themselves.  
Leaf produced dozens of works on this theme in the mid-
1970s. These ambiguous images, which might be interpreted 
as speculative sketches for public sculptures, offer nuanced 
and sometimes contradictory depictions of femininity and 

Robert Enters the 
Room, 1973, acrylic, 
collage, gelatin silver 
prints, and pen and 
ink on paper, 22 by 
28 inches.

0 



 
Interview: June Leaf 
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April 23, 2016 

June Leaf, “Second Skeleton” (2009-10), mixed media and paper on canvas on tin, 36 x 47 1/2 inches (all 
images courtesy Edward Thorp Gallery, New York, unless noted otherwise) (click to enlarge) 

Walking through the green door into June Leaf’s old-school New York studio — a street-level 

space downtown — is a bit like entering a Willy Wonka world. Whimsical sculptural inventions, 

fragments, and materials of metal, wood, and wire are everywhere: on a long table by the front 

windows, strewn about the rough, wide-plank wood floor, leaning against a pressed-tin wall, and 

resting on easels. Leaf, at age 86, deftly moves through it all. 

She sits on a workbench that she designed and made. It can be straddled so that she can easily 

hammer and tinker with objects on its well-worn work surface. She adjusts a figural relief element 
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on a painting, and one limb falls off. “Never mind,” she says, “I always lose and find things.” Then 

she takes a blowtorch to bend a metal sculpture. 

Later we both try on her eyeglass sculptures. “How beautiful you look, Jennifer!” she exclaims, 

while I laugh at how weird the world looks. With one pair, I only see what’s in front of me; with the 

other, I only see what’s behind. She enjoys how much fun I’m having, so we test out another piece. 

We take turns blowing soap through a woman-shaped pipe, bubbles landing on the torso to form, 

temporarily, her full abdomen. 

Leaf’s narrative — of family, childhood, and true love — is inseparable from her work. Across the 

mediums of drawing, painting, and sculpture, a cast of characters and dramas weave and return. The 

scenes depicted are equal parts fantastical and existentialist: a woman carries a heavy child up 

stairs; a couple gazes at invisible forces in the distance; a man and woman are mobilized by 

mechanical gears; skeletons and skulls join the feast. Her touch is somehow both muscular and 

nimble, so that images have a solid footing, but are also laced with mystery. People, and forms, are 

on the verge of becoming. 

Leaf and her husband, the photographer and filmmaker Robert Frank, divide their time between 

New York and Mabou, Nova Scotia. Leaf was born in Chicago in 1929, and studied briefly at the 

Institute of Design (formerly the New Bauhaus), Chicago, in 1947-48. She returned to the school 

for her M.A. in Art Education in 1954. Her first solo exhibition was held in 1948 at the Sam 

Bordelon Gallery, Chicago. In the 1960s and 1970, she showed at Allan Frumkin Gallery, in both 

its New York and Chicago locations. The Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, held a 

retrospective of her work in 1978. Since 1985, she has been represented by Edward Thorp Gallery, 

where she has had regular solo exhibitions. In 1991, an exhibition of sculpture and works on paper 

was organized by the Washington Project for the Arts, Washington, D.C., and traveled to the 

Addison Gallery of American Art, Phillips Academy, Andover, Massachusetts. She has also been 

the subject of exhibitions at the Freedman Gallery, Albright College, Reading, Pennsylvania; Mount 

Saint Vincent University Art Gallery, Halifax, Nova Scotia; and the Tinguely Museum, Basel, 

Switzerland. 

A survey exhibition of Leaf’s drawings, June Leaf: Thought is Infinite, opens at the Whitney 

Museum of American Art, on April 27, 2016. 

* *  *



Jennifer Samet: I know you have memories from your early childhood, which informed how you 

think about art. Can you share some of these experiences? 

June Leaf: I have a memory from when I was about 3½ years old. My mother was sewing and I 

was under the table. She handed me some fabric to play with; it was transparent blue with little 

white dots. I wrapped it around my face and my hands and I thought, “Someday, I’m going to make 

everything with my hands.” I looked at my mother’s beautiful shoes. Finally, I cautiously asked her, 

“Will you draw me a high heeled shoe?” She took a pencil and made me the drawing, which I 

remember to this day. 

I looked and I thought, “Oh! That is wrong.” She didn’t put the toe on the ground. The toe was up in 

the air. To me, that was very important. How could anybody not know that about the foot and the 

shoe? I took the paper and I thought I’m never going to ask my mother ever about these things. I 

could perceive she was different from me. 

June Leaf, “Untitled” (1951), ink on Paper, 7 x 9.5 inches (click to enlarge) 

I loved to draw, and in the third grade, I drew just as I do now, which is that I rub and erase and 

suddenly I see entire scenes. So, one day, I looked at my drawing and could see a Biblical scene, of 

Joseph and his brothers. I loved that story as a child: when Joseph has become a leader of Egypt and 



his brothers come to ask for help. I saw the story in my drawing as if it had dropped from the skies. 

That was probably my first experience with imagination. I was ecstatic. 

I raised my hand to show it to the teacher. I approached her desk, carrying the drawing in the palms 

of my hands. Ms. Anderson had her head down. I said, “Miss Anderson…” And she gestured at me 

and said, “Yes, you can go to the bathroom. I looked at her, and I looked in my hands, and I 

thought, “Oh. That’s how it is. You can make something and you see it. But then you have to spend 

your life to get the world to see it.” 

JS: Where did you study? 

JL: When I was 18, I went to the Institute of Design, Illinois Institute of Technology (originally 

founded by Moholy-Nagy in 1937 as the New Bauhaus). I was the youngest person in the school, 

and I think there was only one other girl. It was during the GI Bill years, so it was hard to get into 

schools. I was a token Chicago high school student. 

Hugo Weber, a wonderful man, taught “Visual Fundamentals.” He had recently arrived in the 

United States from Switzerland and hardly spoke English. He said, “Tomorrow I want you to bring 

in the biggest sheet of paper you can find.” Well, my parents had a liquor store, and they had rolls 

of brown paper, so I came in with the biggest sheet of brown paper that they’d ever seen. 



June Leaf, “Robert Enters the Room” (1973), acrylic, collage, gelatin silver prints, and pen and ink on 
paper, 22 × 28 inches. Collection of the artist (Photo by Alice Attie. Courtesy Whitney Museum of 
American Art) (click to enlarge) 

Weber said, “What I want everyone to do is take a big piece of chalk and just run it, up and back, 

along the paper.” That was called motor control drawing. It was based on the ideas of Moholy-

Nagy, who had students start like there was no art training. It was about making a line with one’s 

body instead of anything else – without knowledge, without history. When we were done, Weber 

pointed to my thing and said, “This is good.” It was the most wonderful way to begin. 

I sometimes still work with brown paper, which I love, because it has a beautiful glow, and more 

space and air than white paper. In my later years, I put tin behind the paper or canvas, which allows 

me to attach metal elements to the front with magnets. 

JS: What did you do after leaving school? 



JL: I was in school for three months and then I thought, I don’t want to go to art school. I admired 

the “visiting artists” who came to school, and I wanted to be one of them. I went to Paris in 1948. I 

spent my time with my head down, looking at textures, and patterns in the sidewalks. I was thinking 

about Mark Tobey and Paul Klee. I was still rooted in the abstract tradition. I made a small painting 

of cobblestones. 

I returned to Paris ten years later, in 1958, on a Fulbright Grant. By then, I wanted to really learn 

how to draw. I saw that I had to put things in space. I wanted to learn how to make space, vapor, 

and atmosphere. 

June Leaf, “Head” (1975), pen and ink and colored pencil on paper, 13 7/8 × 19 7/8 inches. Collection of 
the artist (Photo by Alice Attie. Courtesy Whitney Museum of American Art) (click to enlarge) 

In Paris, I went to life classes, and I went to the Louvre to copy artists like Goya or Chardin. I gave 

up my volatile imagery in that period. One day, I was in the Louvre, copying a beautiful Goya 

painting. I would go to quiet rooms so that I wasn’t disturbed. The room was very cold. I got the 

eyes just right, and the drawing locked in. Then, all of a sudden, I felt like someone had slapped my 

hand. I heard my voice say, “Go home. This is Goya’s dream. You’ll never reach across centuries 

like Goya. You’re just a girl from Chicago.” 



I was exhausted. I stayed at a friend’s house, because I felt so ill. I didn’t sleep the whole night. I 

thought, “If I can get through this night, I can get through any night in my life.” I woke up in the 

morning and I took a sketchbook, and I made drawings that were just waiting to be made. I made a 

horse whose head explodes. And then I started to draw these things from my childhood, drawings of 

women that are a child’s point of view, carousels, merry-go-rounds. 

JS: How would you describe your relationship to the Chicago Imagists? 

JL: I was never fully part of the Chicago circle because I didn’t go to the Art Institute. But, my 

work was in a big exhibition called Exhibition Momentum (an artist group founded in Chicago in 

1948). Leon Golub saw my work there and wanted to meet me. He asked me, “Is there anything I 

can do for you?” I said, “Yes, there is something. You can come with me to my mother’s and tell 

her that I am a good artist.” 

June Leaf, “Northern Bird” (1985), mixed media on canvas, 50 x 70 inches (click to enlarge) 

So we took a long bus ride — seventy-six blocks through Chicago — and he sat down with my 

mother. He said, “Mrs. Leaf, I came to tell you that your daughter is a great artist.” That was the 

language that worked to reassure her about my path as an artist, a path totally unknown to her. He 



was about ten years older than I, so he had authority, and he soon was successful. So my mother 

would often say, “Leon Golub told me my daughter’s a great artist.” 

Seymour Rosofsky seemed to be the only one who wanted to do master drawing. Once he said, “I’m 

not interested in contemporary art. I want to wrestle with the angels.” I thought that was wonderful. 

I also loved the work of Cosmo Campoli. 

June Leaf, “Astonished” (1997), acrylic and paper on canvas, 54 x 64 inches (click to enlarge) 

When I went to Paris in the 1950s, Leon and Nancy Spero were living there. Nancy was raising her 

sons in that period, and did not have her own studio space. Then, in the 1960s, she made these 

incredible drawings – penises with heads on them and tongues coming out of them, and helicopters, 

and people killing people in Vietnam. She was amazing – way up there. Looking back, I see that 

work as masterpieces. She and I talked about drawings that make themselves – how the artist who is 

making them is just as surprised as anybody else, in terms of what comes out. 

JS: There is a recurring cast of characters in your work. Can you tell me about them, and why you 

think they recur in your drawings, sculptures, and paintings? 



June Leaf, “The Ball” (1984), mixed media on canvas, 70 x 56 inches (click to enlarge) 

JL: My cast of characters started to emerge in the mid-1950s. I’ve worked on the ballroom motif 

for a long time. Sometimes I worked for ten years on a ballroom painting, and then I’d throw it out. 

I couldn’t figure it out. I still don’t understand what goes on in the head that makes that happen to 

you. 

I work with these figures until I am released from them. At least, I think that is how it goes. I’ve 

been making art since 1948, and I haven’t got a smooth theory. I am just grateful when I can be 

liberated from these creatures that come and stop me dead in my tracks. 

There is a figure of a woman on a hobbyhorse, which has been a terrible obsession. I feel that I have 

finally been released from her. Just recently I added a male figure to the painting of the woman – 

who evolved into being seated on a barrel, rather than a hobbyhorse. He is engaging and relating to 

her, and it changes the dynamic. She is released from being completely indolent. It could be titled, 

“At Last She is Conversant.” 



Although she is a woman in that painting, I have also thought of the figure on the horse or barrel as 

my father. It is a person who never woke up, and my father was a man who never woke up. He was 

a gambler and very charming, but he was always in a dream. He said he was going to make a movie 

about a man that could solve all the world’s problems. He would have Bing Crosby play the lead, 

but there would be a man behind Bing Crosby who knew all the answers and would tell people what 

to do. Now what are you going to do with a father like that? 

June Leaf, “White Scroll with Dancing Figures” (2008), mixed media, 17 x 17 x 11.25 inches (click to 
enlarge) 

My mother was the one who had to make a living. My father’s example of self-indulgence was 

important to me. Whenever I had any illusions that I could do something, I would think about my 



father’s failed dreams. I realized that dreams and imagination are just the start, and then your life’s 

work begins. 

I had to be careful to not be lazy. For instance, there is a painting I made while teaching at the Art 

Institute of Chicago. When I think back on it now, my mentality was that I was going to stand there 

until the wall fell down. I wanted something to come out that was undeniable. It turned out that the 

block-like forms in the painting evolved into the image of a man’s chest; it was a surprise when that 

happened. 

JS: Is this “release” related to feeling like a work is finished, or is it something else? 

JL: When a piece is ready, it says, “Okay. It’s not as good as you thought, but just go.” I don’t 

know what it is. That would be a really good thing to try to figure out: what releases the artist. What 

is that click that says, “We are through with you”? I think the secret is honesty. The image has to hit 

you back, for all of your gesticulating and fighting and stabbing and jabbing, being courageous or 

weak, or soft or hard. Something tells you when you’ve told the truth. 



June Leaf, “Woman Carrying Child Up the Stairs” ( 2011), acrylic on paper on tinplate, 13 x 11 inches 
(click to enlarge) 

It is a little like falling in love, not that it is equal to that. But, it is a similar moment, where you 

can’t argue with it; you can’t fake being in love. There is a beautiful story by James Joyce in The 

Dubliners — “The Dead” — in which the character Gabriel finds out by accident that his wife had 

loved someone when she was 17. There is a long section at the end of the story where he ruminates 

about that. The thing that surprised me most was when he said, “I never loved like that.” I find that 

chilling; I can’t imagine living without that. 

JS: In addition to painting, you make sculptural objects, some quite large and complex, with 

multiple elements and characters, mechanical elements and moving parts. How did this become 

part of your work? 

JL: When I was very young, somebody came to visit and gave me a miniature grass cutter, with 

wheels that turned. I saw it and I got so excited. When the people left the room, I took it and threw 

.-



it out the third floor window. I wanted it to fall apart, so that I could see inside it, and how it 

worked. The next morning I went downstairs to see it and of course it was gone, it had been cleaned 

up. I still have that instinct; I will break anything in order to figure out how it works. 

I use the mechanics of eggbeaters in some of the objects I make. I can look at the movement and 

mechanics of an eggbeater all day long. I have learned how to reverse the mechanism, so that I can 

make it move slowly, instead of fast. 

I have made eyeglasses. There is one pair with cone-shaped lenses, which block everything in the 

periphery, so that you only see out of the small opening in the front. They are about the pleasures of 

focusing, and not being distracted. Another pair of glasses has a mirror attached, like a rear-view 

mirror, so that you only see what is behind you. It is just the most wonderful thing. Who needs to 

paint? Who needs to take photographs? You can just go around loving everything.



June Leaf, “Making #1” (2013-2014), acrylic on paper on canvas, 43.75 x 40 inches (click to enlarge) 

JS: Do you think of yourself as a painter or a sculptor? 

JL: I think of myself as an inventor. Even though I’ve never really invented anything, except 

maybe the glasses. And I can make figures work on a treadle. 

It was always impossible for me to ignore the real world, of people, in my work. Drawing was not 

just about developing draughtsman skills, but also about building muscles to deal with life, and 

relationships. I don’t think anything I’ve done in my life equals winning the love of my husband. 

And I think women have to work double time to maintain relationships and their work. 

I understood Cubism to be about the reflections of the inside of a human. I feel this way about 

Cézanne too – his watercolors are about something more than what you see. 

In the early 1960s I made many interpretations of Vermeer’s rooms. I was gripped by Dutch 

interiors. I liked the window, the glass held by the woman, the gentleman behind her, the painting 

on the wall and the tiles. But I kept trying to paint the woman. 



June Leaf, “The Tin Barrel” (2015), acrylic, charcoal, and collage on paper, 30 × 22 inches. Collection of 
the artist (Photo by Alice Attie. Courtesy Whitney Museum of American Art) (click to enlarge) 

I couldn’t paint her. I thought, I can’t paint what I imagine, so, I am going to make her instead. That 

led to the “Vermeer Box” (1965). I made the woman out of mirrors. I wanted to show how she did 

exist, but she didn’t exist. She sits on a wooden chair, and I made her hips out of mirrors. 

I put a little dime on her chair so you see a dime going around her hips. That brought me back to 

seeing penny arcades as a child. I am sure many painters have been influenced by that experience — 

the claw that comes down, which you hold to try to get a prize — and then you don’t. 

I couldn’t make that in painting, so I had to try to use some other dimension. That defines why I 

work with materials. I am a painter who had to have a tactile experience with the world. I had to go 

a circuitous route to get to what I am – a painter. 
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