Dellard Cassity (1926-2008)

“A Hard-Edge and Op Art Obsession”
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Show Opens Friday, July 31st
WHEN: Show runs July 31st – October 15th, 2009

OPENING RECEPTION: Friday, July 31st, from 5:30-8:30pm - free and open to the public
WHO: Dellard Cassity (1926 - 2008)

WHAT: While internationally recognized artists such as Frank Stella and Victor Vasarely were pioneering the styles of Hard-Edge abstraction and Optical Art in the world’s big cities, Dellard Cassity was quietly doing the same in his small town of Litchfield, Illinois. During the 1960s, 70s, and 80s Cassity created an enormous body of work, few examples of which would ever be seen by the public. In his small town, people knew of Dellard Cassity, and upon hearing that he painted, surely expected a certain something from him as an artist. In a letter to a friend in St. Louis Cassity wrote, “I suppose if I had it to do over, I would paint flowers and the old red barn.  People run like rabbits from anything with any originality to it.  I expect a book of my work will have to be published posthumously." Cassity had a very difficult time relating socially and became increasingly isolated over the decades. He essentially lived and died alone, making art. When he passed away in his home in 2008, he had filled it with hundreds of finished works. The only livable area left in the house was his tiny kitchen. Cassity died of hypothermia, sleeping on his kitchen floor, using the oven as a heater.

IMAGES:  Available for publication on request.

WHERE: Lost Art Salon; 245 S. Van Ness #303 at 13th, San Francisco, CA 94103

PUBLIC INFO: 415.861.1530  / www.lostartsalon.com
CONTACT: Rob Delamater 415.861.1530 / partners@lostartsalon.com
About Dellard Cassity: 

While internationally recognized artists such as Frank Stella, Ellsworth Kelly and Victor Vasarely were pioneering the styles of Hard-Edge abstraction and Optical Art in the world’s big cities, Dellard Cassity was quietly doing the same in his small town of Litchfield, Illinois.

During the 1960s, 70s, and 80s Cassity was prolific in creating an enormous body of work, few examples of which would ever be seen by the public. In his small town, people knew of Dellard Cassity, and upon hearing that he painted, surely expected a certain something from him as an artist. In a letter to a friend in St. Louis Cassity wrote, “I suppose if I had it to do over, I would paint flowers and the old red barn.  People run like rabbits from anything with any originality to it.  I expect a book of my work will have to be published posthumously." Cassity had a very difficult time relating socially and became increasingly isolated over the decades. He essentially lived and died alone, making art. When he passed away in his home in 2008, he had filled it with hundreds of finished works. The only livable area left in the house was his tiny kitchen. The house inevitably had to be bulldozed, as it was in such shambles.

Cassity’s body of work can be divided into two categories. His early academic and post-academic pieces of the 1940s and 1950s show a sure drawing hand, a passion for color and a love for art history. The pieces are charming, nostalgic and technically beautiful. His second movement of work from the early 1960s through his death in 2008 was thoroughly modern and extremely avant garde. In spite of having very little connection with the outside art world, Cassity pursued a personal vision of Hard-Edge Abstraction and Optical Art. With his home and personal life in disarray, it would seem that Cassity poured all of his order and clarity into the making of his art.

Hard Edge Abstraction and Optical Art were both Mid 20th Century movements that reacted against the painterly texture and explosion of forms inherent in Abstract Expressionism. Hard edge painters were searching for the “still center” of color and shape. For them, the canvas itself became an object that did not need to refer to anything else. Painting with a knife-edge clarity, they used the direct experience of color and form, eliminating all other associations, to create a single dominant experience. Optical artists sought to create an experience of the painting in the mind itself, by playing tricks on the eye. Artists associated with Hard-Edge, Op Art, and Color-Field painting include: Barnett Newman, Sol LeWitt, Kenneth Noland, Frank Stella, Ellsworth Kelly, and Victory Vasarely, amongst others.

The work of Dellard Cassity is featured in these collections:

Illinois State Museum Permanent Collection

Aluminum Corp. of America, St. Louis

United Bank and Trust, St. Louis

Labarge Incorporated, St. Louis

His Personal Story:

Dellard Cassity Jr. was born in Litchfield, Illinois, on June 26, 1926. He died in the same small town outside of St. Louis on February, 21st, 2008 from hypothermia. He was supported most his life, both emotionally and financially by his brother William (“Bill”) and sister-in-law, Martha.

Cassity graduated in 1951 from Washington University in St. Louis with a degree in Fine Art. His eye was further sharpened while serving the US Air Force drawing maps. After leaving the military he returned to Litchfield to care for his ailing mother.

Cassity exhibited in a few group shows during the 1960s and 70s, including the 1973 Illinois Invitational Exhibit at the Illinois State Museum. And in 1971 he had a one-man show at the Chirst Church Cathedral in St Louis. His friend, noted architect, Kurt Landberg was helpful in putting together this show and others at the Shell Oil Building and another building that Landberg designed. His sister-in-law Martha said, “He wasn’t interested in trying to sell his work, only to express and create.”

Dellard was a very shy and quiet person.  He was only close to his family, who described him as “reclusive”, and was never married. Cassity was an avid reader and had a large collection of art history books. He was extremely protective of his work, and had very little working space. Martha described him as nearly painting himself out of each room of the house, including his bedroom. The kitchen was the final room for living space.  During his last years he made smaller pieces with fewer colors.  These Matisse-like works were either painted or collaged on masonite board vs. hand stretched canvases. At the end of his life he would stay awake, running water to keep the water pipes from freezing and flooding the house and therefore destroying his paintings. Dellard died sleeping on his kitchen floor, using the oven as a heater.

One person in the family that was especially appreciative of Cassity’s art, was his niece-in-law, Lisa McHenry. And it’s through Lisa that his story was brought to the attention of Lost Art Salon. Upon his death, Lisa flew to Illinois and saved a group of pieces, co-curating a selection that represents his major genres.

