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Janet Monafo is a curious combination of 
an artist with a contemporary vision, and 
one who has direct links with the Boston 
School of the late 19th and early 20th cen-
turies, as represented by figures like Frank 
Benson, Edmund Tarbell and William Pax-
ton, who saw themselves as heirs to the 
work of old masters such as Johannes Ver-
meer. A few decades ago, this Boston tradi-
tion was viewed as outmoded, and lacking 
in the conceptual, philosophical qualities 
that were associated with avant-garde 
modern art. Yet in its own way, realistic 
painting inherently grapples with concep-
tual and metaphysical issues. Don’t we 
sense that in some way there’s something 
metaphysical about the work of painters 
such as Vermeer and Diego Velázquez, in-
tent as they were on accurately represent-
ing what they saw?

What is it that we see when we see the 
world around us? How do we know that 
it’s real? How can we create an artistic il-
lusion that seems “real,” that provides as 
rich and convincing an experience as the 
real world itself? Oddly, the most convinc-
ing effect of realism is often created not 
through direct imitation, but by creating a 
sort of harmonic organization of color and 
form that’s not the same as reality, but in 
dialogue with it. Continuing on this line of 
thought, to me it seems that Janet’s work is 
not just beautiful but metaphysically fasci-
nating. And even if you’re not a metaphys-
icist, there’s something arresting about her 
work in purely visual terms that will hold 
your attention for hour after hour. 

Janet’s father died when she was quite 
young, and pursuing an artistic career was 

clearly a challenge. She never attended a 
formal art school, but nonetheless got very 
solid training from one of the last practi-
tioners of the Boston School, an elderly 
chain-smoking portraitist named Margaret 
Fitzhugh Browne. 

A formidable early foreshadowing of the 
modern woman, Miss Browne had pursued 
a professional career at a time when it was 
not standard practice to do so, had once 
painted a portrait of the King of Spain that 
got her a good deal of attention, and had 
gone on to paint a good many members of 
the staff and faculty at MIT. Miss Browne 
had a figure and portrait rendering class in 
the Fenway Studios building, where many 
of the notables of the Boston School had 
their studios. There was not much formal 
instruction, but the opportunity to work 
away diligently from the model for many 
hours at a time. In spirit it was very much 
a 19th century atelier. Unlike art teaching 
today, which tends to stress ideas, and is 
not much concerned with the challenges 
of actually making things, the emphasis 
was on mastering the technical skills that 
go into making a representational paint-
ing. Though her studio was down on the 
ground level, there was good north light, 
and though she probably would not have 
expressed it in this way, close attention to 
light stood at the heart of Miss Browne’s 
artistic approach. 

Janet cheerfully admits that her attach-
ment to pastels came about through prac-
tical necessity. After she got married (to 
a fellow artist), she woke up one day and 
discovered that she had two children to 
raise and that this was quite demanding. 
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When working on her art she never knew 
when she might be interrupted nor when 
she would be able to return to work. Since 
oil paint dries, it generally needs to be laid 
out and mixed up fresh every time you 
start work, and it’s obviously frustrating 
to spend an hour or so mixing up colors 
only to be interrupted and to never actu-
ally get started doing anything to the work 
itself. With pastel, on the other hand, once 
you’ve lined up your sticks of color in the 
right sequence, you can go to work instant-
ly whenever there’s a moment free. Pastel 
is the ideal medium for an artist who is 
constantly interrupted.

That said, I think there’s something about 
the velvety quality of pastel that Janet con-
nected with at some deep level, and as a 
consequence, she stuck with it even after 
her children had grown and it would have 
been perfectly feasible to take up oil paint 
instead. Pastel allows you to draw crisp 
lines, but also allows you to achieve effects 
of blending that are somewhat different 
from what you can do with paint—effects 
which resemble the sfumato, the myste-
rious ‘smoky’ quality, which we find in the 
paintings of Leonardo da Vinci. The colors 
have a richness and intensity beside which 
oil paint seems dull, and yet, as indicated, 
also has a sort of mysterious, dusky quality, 
which is rather different from watercolor. 

We tend to think of pastels as fragile. In 
fact, pastel is one of the most durable of 
mediums. To be sure, if you rub the surface 
it will come off, but most people (hope-
fully!) don’t rub the surface of their draw-
ings and paintings, and a sheet of glass or 
Plexiglas will provide good protection. The 
colors of pastels don’t easily fade: they’re 
just as durable as oil paint. If spared vio-
lent handling, a pastel made today will still 
look fresh hundreds of years from now. 

Like the choice of pastel as a medium, the 
decision of focusing on still life was also 
a practical one for a mother. Live models 
need to be scheduled. It’s hard to get them 
to pose for weeks at a time. A still life will 
sit on a table happily as long as you want it 
to. “I was never interested in still life at all,” 
Janet comments. “But when I started to do 
some still life I found out that there were 
a lot of problems in the picture, and I like 
solving problems and reaching some sort 
of solution.” 

Oddly, while it seems perfectly suited to 
such subject matter, for most of its history, 
artists in pastel have focused on portraits 
rather than still life. Even the famous still 
life painter Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Char-
din, who took it up late in life, used it for 
portraits. And when pastel artists have fo-
cused on still life, they concentrated prin-
cipally on flowers. It’s often the case that 
when you take up a new medium, you can 
approach even rather traditional subjects 
in a fresh and original way. When she took 
on the challenge of recording still life in 
pastel, Janet ventured into territory that 
was surprisingly unexplored. 

Janet Monafo’s paintings have such a pro-
fusion of objects that it becomes hard to 
grasp the series of steps that go into put-
ting them together. To do so, it’s helpful to 
look at small examples of her work, or at 
just a few objects within a larger piece. The 
basic trick of “realistic” painting is that you 
don’t represent the object as you know it 
exists, but rather the ever-changing ways 
in which it’s hit by light. You try to repre-
sent the light, not the object itself. Most of 
us are familiar with the idea that objects 
are defined by light and shadow—that the 
light hits an object on one side and the 
other side is in shadow. A basic principle of 
realistic painting is that you try to render 
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the direction of the light with reasonable 
accuracy, so that the objects all seem to 
exist in the same space, to harmonize with 
each other. This seemingly simple princi-
ple, however, is more complicated than it 
seems, for light bounces off the different 
objects in a room in complicated ways. 

Interestingly, the object that’s used in art 
classes to demonstrate as clearly as pos-
sible how light falls is an egg. But look 
closely at the eggs in Janet’s painting Sum-
mer Squash and Flowers of 1997 (p. 28) 
and you’ll quickly realize that painting a 
simple egg is pretty complicated. In very 
simplified terms, most of the lighted side 
of the object is the color of the object, but 
there’s generally a little dash of white—the 
highlight—where the object is hit by light 
most sharply. The shadows start very soft 
but then progressively darken as we move 
around the object and away from the light. 
On the very far side of the egg, however, 
where we would expect to find deepest 
shadow, there’s generally a “reflected high-
light,” a slightly lighter place where a bit of 
light is illuminating the shaded area, be-
cause it’s bouncing off other objects. Final-
ly, there’s the cast shadow, which usually is 
a little darker than the shaded side of the 
object, and which also is modulated by re-
flected highlights. 

One of the many things that’s wonderful 
about Summer Squash and Flowers (p. 28) 
is that Janet is not just rendering according 
to a mechanical formula, but is very intent-
ly studying every egg, and as a result, the 
way each egg is modeled by light, high-
light, shade, reflected highlight, and shad-
ow is very different. Each egg is the same 
geometric shape; but becomes something 
entirely different each time because of the 
way it’s hit by light. Janet’s pastels make 
us realize that the world is more complex 

and mysterious than we knew.  Every sub-
stance responds to light in a slightly differ-
ent way, and as a consequence if you accu-
rately record the fall of light you’ll be able 
to capture the distinctive quality of each 
individual thing. Paintings like Tapestry (p. 
5), Paradise Found (p. 21), and Fruit and 
Flowers (p. 15), provide an amazing variety 
of substances: a piece of paper, a piece of 
cloth, porcelain, brass, a knife-blade, the 
skin or the cut-open flesh of a piece of fruit. 

Essentially you need to record whether a 
surface is matte, like cloth, and absorbs 
a good deal of light, or shiny, and reflects 
it back to us. In extremely shiny surfaces 
like silver or brass, the surface acts like a 
mirror, and creates shimmering highlights 
which flicker across the object and change 
their configurations every time you move 
your viewpoint even slightly. This effect 
is extremely difficult to capture. Some of 
Janet’s clusterings of shiny objects, such 
as her rendering of copper pans and silver 
vessels, Copper Cluster (p. 10) and Silver 
Cluster (East) (p. 26) are a tour de force 
of technical ability in mastering this chal-
lenge. So is the seemingly modest little still 
life of Grapes on Gold of 2009 (p. 14), with 
its masterful rendering of the gold foil on 
which the bowl is set. 

What’s extraordinary in Janet’s work is not 
only the rendering of each individual ob-
ject, but the way in which the objects are 
all “in key” with each other. The challenge 
is not unlike that of getting sixty members 
of an orchestra to all play together in tune. 
When we start to look closely at objects we 
start to realize that they all have a story to 
tell, and Janet’s work often explores this 
fact. For example, Prime and Gone-By (p. 32) 
of 2009 invite us to look closely at the way 
light falls and discern that the fresh mush-
rooms have moist smooth surfaces and 
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Repulse the Monkey, 2008
Pastel on paper,  

39 5/8 x 51 5/8 inches
Signed lower left:  

Monafo ‘08
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Buds, 2010
Pastel on paper, 57 3/8 x 45 inches, signed upper left: Monafo ‘10

5 6

Tapestry, 2016
Pastel on paper, 49 5/8 x 39 1/8 inches, signed lower left: Monafo 16
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that the wilted mushrooms are drier, more 
wrinkled, more puckered. 

What makes Janet’s work “modern,” and 
not just a rehash of the work of the tradi-
tional Boston School? Several things stand 
out, but one is her mastery of flat surfac-
es and geometric pattern. Again, Sum-
mer Squash and Flowers (p. 28) provides a 
striking example. As we look at the design, 
there’s a feeling of push-pull between the 
three-dimensional objects—the eggs, egg 
cups, teapots, boxes, and summer squash—
and the floral pattern on which they float. 
It’s hard to read the design in two ways at 
once, that is as both three-dimensional and 
flat: we find ourselves asking which mode 
of interpretation is the right one, “Which 
one is real?” On occasion, Janet will even 
turn the paper on which she’s working, so 
that it becomes a diamond rather than a 
square, as in her remarkable Vanitas piece 
Self-Portrait with Rose (back cover). A few 
of the designs, such as Blue with Lilies, 1999 
(p. 8), have a boldness of design and un-
usual harmonies of color that remind me 
a bit of David Hockney. One of my favor-
ites is Paradise Found of 1995 (p. 21), a truly 
masterful design, worth studying closely, 
which combines seemingly chaotic sec-
tions, such as the wonderful rendering of 

crumpled paper, with subtle rhythms from 
the ornament on the tablecloth which sub-
tly tie all the disparate parts of the design 
into a unity. “You need to organize things,” 
Janet comments, “to help people see.” 

Another modern trait I sense in these 
works, though this is perhaps a bit more 
arguable, and certainly less easy to de-
scribe, is a feminist quality, though in a way 
that’s intriguingly self-reflective rather 
than strident. Eggs, cooking, flowers, flo-
ral patterns, pots and pans. This is a world 
of feminine tasks to be dealt with. But the 
scale, the confidence, the boldness with 
which they’re rendered also speaks of a 
woman’s ability to accomplish something 
fully at the level of men but on her own 
terms. The woman in the brooding Vanitas 
Self-Portrait with Rose (back cover) is an 
impressively forceful figure, whose brood-
ing may perhaps have something to do 
with gender issues, but more deeply seems 
to reflect a determination to take on the 
big issues of life and art—and to produce 
something in her art that will endure. To 
me it’s an intriguing record of something 
peculiar about the cultural moment we 
live in today. As we look at the woman in 
this pastel, we feel that this is someone to 
be reckoned with.

Henry Adams is the Ruth Coulter Heede Professor of Art History at Case West-
ern Reserve University, in Cleveland, Ohio. Among his numerous published works are 
Eakins Revealed and Tom and Jack: The Intertwined Lives of Thomas Hart Benton and Jack-
son Pollock. His writing on American Art has also been published in The Burlington Maga-
zine, The Art Bulletin, Art in America, American Art Review, Smithsonian Magazine, and Art 
and Antiques. We would like to extend our deep thanks to Dr. Adams for his contribution 
to this catalogue. In reading his essay, we’ve discovered new lenses through which Janet 
Monafo’s works can be viewed, discussed and thoroughly enjoyed.

YZ
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Blue with Lilies, 1999
Pastel on paper, 58 x 39 inches, signed upper right: Monafo 99
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Trinities, 1988
Pastel on paper, 45 7/8 x 45 7/8 inches, signed upper left: Monafo 88
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Copper Cluster, 2008
Pastel on paper, 37 x 49 inches, signed lower left: Monafo ‘08
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The Egg, 2003
Pastel on paper, 50 3/4 x 48 3/8 inches, signed center right: Monafo 03
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White Eggs, White Eggplants, 2007
Pastel on paper

51 5/8 x 39 5/8 inches
Signed upper right: Monafo ‘07
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Sweets, 2006
Pastel on paper, 13 x 16 1/2 inches, signed upper right: Monafo ‘06

Grapes on Gold, 2009
Pastel on paper, 14 x 16 inches, signed lower right: Monafo ‘09
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Fruit and Flowers, 2018
Pastel on paper, 35 1/4 x 35 3/4 inches, signed lower left: Monafo ‘18
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Iris and Sunlight, 2000
Pastel on paper

49 x 39 1/8 inches
Signed upper left: Monafo 00
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Passage, 1997
Pastel on paper, 21 7/8 x 29 3/4 inches, signed lower left: Monafo 1997

Dropped on Toast, 1995
Pastel on paper, 12 1/2 x 16 1/2 inches, signed lower right: Janet Monafo ‘95
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Eggs, 1995
Pastel on paper, 24 x 37 inches, signed upper left: Monafo 95
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Paradise Found, 1995
Pastel on paper
58 x 49 inches

Signed upper left: Monafo 95
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Robin’s Hat, 1995
Pastel on paper, 17 3/4 x 12 1/2 inches, signed upper left: Monafo 95
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Persimmons and Peppers, 1999
Pastel on paper, 32 7/8 x 32 1/8 inches, signed lower right: Monafo 99
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Sweet Williams, 2016
Pastel on paper, 25 3/4 x 28 5/8 inches, signed upper right: Monafo ‘16
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Janet in the Age of Polyester, 2001
Pastel on paper, 50 x 37 3/8 inches, signed upper right: Monafo ‘01
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Blue Bowl and Bone, 2004
Pastel on paper, 18 1/4 x 23 3/4 inches, signed lower right: Monafo / ‘04

Butterfish on Blue
Pastel on paper, 17 x 20 inches, signed lower right: Monafo
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Silver Cluster (East), 2007
Pastel on paper, 49 x 37 inches, signed upper left: Monafo ‘07
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Garlic Reflected, 2016
Pastel on paper, 15 x 18 inches, signed lower left: Monafo ‘16

Still Life with Garlic, 2016
Pastel on paper, 37 x 49 inches, signed lower right: Monafo ‘16
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Summer Squash and Flowers, 1997
Pastel on paper, 28 3/4 x 25 inches, signed upper left: Monafo 1997
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Shasta, 2004
Pastel on paper, 20 3/4 x 25 3/4 inches, signed lower right: Monafo ‘04
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Pile with Dippers, 2003
Pastel on paper, 21 3/4 x 20 3/4 inches, signed upper right: Monafo 03

Molex with Shastas, 2001
Pastel on paper, 27 3/8 x 24 3/4 inches, signed lower right: Monafo 01
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Colorfield II, 1998
Pastel on paper, 37 x 49 inches, signed upper right: Monafo 98
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Gone-By, 2009
Pastel on paper, 8 7/8 x 10 1/2 inches, signed lower right: Monafo ‘09

Prime, 2009
Pastel on paper, 10 1/8 x 11 3/8 inches, signed lower right: Monafo ‘09
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Perched Parakeet, 2009
Pastel on paper, 51 3/4 x 38 1/4 inches, signed lower center: Monafo ‘09
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Enamel and Eggs:
In North Light, 2015
Pastel on paper 
17 1/4 x 25 1/4 inches
Signed upper right: Monafo / $20.15

Enamel and Eggs:
In Sunlight, 2015
Pastel on paper
17 1/4 x 25 1/4 inches
Signed upper right: Monafo / $20.15

Enamel and Eggs:
In Overhead Light, 2015
Pastel on paper
17 1/4 x 25 1/4 inches
Signed upper right: Monafo / $20.15
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Janet Monafo: Curriculum Vitae
Carey L. Vose

Vose Galleries is pleased to showcase over forty works by Janet Monafo. It has been ten years since her first 
exhibition at Vose, and my family and the gallery staff have come to treasure our relationship with Janet. 
Her visits to the gallery, accompanied by her husband Paul, are always something to look forward to, and I 
cherish my own example of her work, which hangs over the living room mantel in my home.

Since her first major exhibition at the George Walter Vincent Smith Art Museum in 1977, Janet Monafo has 
used pastel to create masterful figural works, brilliant self-portraits and elaborately choreographed still 
lifes. She has been the recipient of numerous honors throughout her career, including awards from the 
National Academy of Design, the Adolph and Esther Gottlieb Foundation and the National Endowment 
for the Arts. Janet’s induction into the Pastel Society of America’s Hall of Fame in 2002 placed her in the 
company of such artists as William Merritt Chase and Mary Cassatt.
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 Boston 1990: The Sixth Triennial Exhibition
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1990 Los Angeles Convention Center, L.A., CA  
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1990 Sherry French Gallery, New York, NY
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1989 Sherry French Gallery, New York, NY
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 Annual Exhibition 
1988 Brockton Art Museum, Brockton, MA 
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 Group Exhibition 
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 Contemporary Pastel
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1977 Nasrudin Gallery, Boston, MA
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