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HEC TOR LEONARDI 

On a bright morning this March, Hector Leonardi talked with the 

artist and curator Janet Goleas in his Bridgehampton studio

Janet Goleas: We’re here in your Long Island studio surrounded by so many beautiful paintings. Let’s begin by 
talking about your early life as an artist.

Hector Leonardi: It all began with the story of my father’s birthplace, which was Rome. He spoke always of his 
love of art and he showed me books filled with paintings and art that he knew and had been surrounded by. He 
grew up in the old section of Campo de’ Fiori – there was actually a Roman column in the basement of his family 
home. He came to this country with his mother, my grandmother, on the SS Rex – the same boat in the Fellini 
film, Amarcord. He always said, “I’m not going to stay here – I’m a Roman.” But, of course, he did stay.

JG: Was he an artist?

HL: He was a very talented portrait photographer and a true bon vivant. We always had a house full of people 
– my mother was a great cook. My father taught me how to draw, and I drew constantly. I learned the traditions 
of fine art from him, and he never criticized me. Like most Italians, I went to parochial school with the nuns. 
On rare occasions, we had art. One day, the teacher began to try to teach us perspective. I raised my hand and 
said, “Teacher, that’s not right.” I was 12, probably. My friends were whispering to me to shut up. “Oh,” she said, 
“well if that’s the case, come up and show us.” And up I go. She didn’t understand that my father had taught me 
one-point, two-point, three-point perspective. Eventually she said, “Since you’re so good at it, from now on you 
will teach art.”It was my first teaching job. 

JG: That’s a wonderful story. Did you perceive yourself as an artist then? 

HL: No, I was just a kid. But I wasn’t good at sports and I found that I made friends through drawing. I used to 
draw the Vargas Girls – pin-up models that were popular back then. I was big man on campus! In high school I 
joined the art club, and that became my life. In 1948 I enrolled in the Rhode Island School of Design, which was 
quite the place to be back then. I was 18 and found myself surrounded by a lot of older students on the G.I. Bill. 
There were no dorms, so we lived together in rooming houses – me and a bunch of 30-year-olds. Boy, did I grow 
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up fast. It was wonderful. Back then, RISD was highly academic. In the morning we’d draw the figure for three 
hours; then we’d paint the figure for three hours. The next day we’d draw landscapes for three hours; then paint 
them, and so on. By the time I graduated, I knew I wanted to be an artist.

JG: Were your parents supportive?

HL: I’m blessed. My dad took me to his desk and showed me all the canceled checks. He said, “You could be a 
doctor. But, we love you and we want you to be happy.” I applied to graduate school at Yale and was accepted to 
have an interview with Josef Albers. He met with me and he was unlike anyone I had ever known. Very German  
and very monochromatic. He wore only gray. We talked, and then he said, “Thank you,” and left. Some time later 
I got a letter saying I had been accepted. I was one of maybe twelve graduate students from all over the world. 

The first day of class Albers walked in without saying a word. He went up to the blackboard, took two pieces of 
chalk, and with both hands simultaneously drew two perfect circles – one from right to left, the other from left  
to right. Then he wrote his name both forward and backward, turned, and walked out of the room.  I knew at  
that moment, “This is where I want to live.”

JG: What a powerful memory. 

HL: Yes. I knew I wanted to move forward, to discover a new way of seeing. 

JG: You wanted to move beyond representation?

HL: Yes, and we were all trained academically, so we were all in the same boat. I wanted to know how it happens 
– how would I get from here to there – wherever “there” was. When it happens, it changes your life forever. You 
think in a completely new way. You’re not just in a foreign country…

JG: You’re in another solar system.

HL: Exactly. And I learned, as Albers taught me, that it’s simple – it’s this (he points to his eyes), connected with 
this (he raises his hands), connected to this (he points to his brain). 

JG: Except it’s not so simple. This was the height of Abstract Expressionism, a concept contrary to Albers’s 
thinking. Did he discuss it?

HL: Albers was a Master teacher. His crits were like theater, and people would come from all over to hear them 
– however many could fit in on the Tuesday he was critiquing. He never said to a student, “Don’t do this.” But his 
own thinking was structured around intuition as opposed to spontaneity. We had many visiting critics and artists 
that came every week, and Yale had a magnificent library, so we were exposed to everything. Ad Reinhardt 
visited. I’ve always thought that Albers influenced Reinhardt into doing the black paintings. 
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Raffa, 2009  acrylic on canvas over wood panel 36 x 48 inches 
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JG: That’s very interesting. As artists, they’re so similar on the surface but antithetical to one another in 
substance.

HL: Yes, just before the black period he was doing calligraphic paintings. He was so brilliant and we all knew his 
writings, but as a visiting critic he never said a word. He’d come into your studio and say “Yep.” That was his way.

JG: So, you entered Yale a figurative, representational artist. How did you leave?

HL: Well, the magic is the color study we did. We had to do specific studies with Color-aid paper. You begin to 
use abstract shapes – lines, squares, triangles – and in the middle of it I’d think to myself, “Look, it’s a painting.” 
Albers would never say “Why are you doing that.” He’d say, “Have you ever considered the relationship between 
these things?” The breakthrough for me came out of that. And probably, subconsciously, the color studies 
themselves. 

A classmate of mine was painting imaginary barn scenes when he arrived, but Albers never discouraged him.  
The student had this ability to construct things in the color studies, and they were brilliant. This was eight years 
before Albers’ book, Interaction of Color was published, which did not follow the academic conception of 
“theory and practice,” but reversed the order, placing practice before theory. One day Albers said to him, “Have 
you ever considered painting these images?” He said, “No, sir.” “Try it,” Albers said. And that was it. He became a 
very successful artist.

JG: (We turn to the painting Raffa, 2009). Your palette here is so stunning – it’s as if these colors have never been  
used together before. It’s unlike any acrylic palette I’ve seen.

HL: Good. That’s exactly my point. They’re not even colors you would think could be in a painting. That is the 
interaction of color. It’s all mixed in the eye – it’s not mixed on the palette.

JG: Your friend, the artist Kit White, has written so succinctly about your work, discussing the idea of “light as 
subject matter,” “color as the thinking agent, the form-giver, the catalyst.” After painting in New York City for all 
those years, it must have been a revelation to move into this light-filled studio. 

HL: Yes. It enlarged my palette considerably, but I wasn’t aware of it at the time. In New York, there was a red 
brick wall on one side and a gray one on the other. The magic of natural light – it changes every day – every 
minute, and it teaches me about color on canvas. 

JG: Albers came from a Constructivist background. It’s clear that your early knowledge of color came from him,  
but did your concept of structure come from him, also?
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HL: I think so. He sometimes talked about Kandinsky, Cézanne – other artists, and he imparted the idea that 
it’s not color in and of itself – color in the tube isn’t the same as color in a painting. In other words, there’s a 
difference between physical fact and psychic effect. He’d talk about Fra Angelico with someone doing a modern 
painting, to remind you, I think, that everybody has the same tools. It’s what you do with them.

JG: Do you remember when you departed from representational art?

HL: Yes, it was almost immediate. Because it became clear to me that I had learned my craft and it was time to 
move on.

JG: The experience of the artist is quite different from the public’s experience. When you’re on top of a painting, 
painting it, the imagery consumes all your peripheral vision.

HL: Exactly. Every painter I know looks at a painting like this (he stands inches away from a canvas) – to be 
completely occupied by the imagery – that’s the way you look at a Rothko. A French painter friend of mine and 
I saw a Rothko exhibition together and he said – “That’s what it’s about – wrap yourself in color – get lost in the 
mist.”

JG: Perfect, yes. Your process is largely invisible until one is inches away from the canvas and even then, the 
technique remains a mystery. When I think of Bonnard and Monet, Signac - I think of the atomization of color.  
In some ways, as your paintings coalesce on the surface it effects a macro version of that atomization. 

Tell me about this painting, (we’re looking at Inverno, 2009). The palette is so subtle – it looks as if it’s iridescent. 

HL: There’s no iridescence – it’s achromatic – a gradation from light to dark. The title, Inverno, is the Italian word 
for winter. What you’re reading is the absence of color. 

JG: Yes, I see what you mean.

HL: Look at this painting from the side. (he walks over to the painting, Timor, 2006). What do you see? I see a 19th 
century landscape. It’s because there is dimension in the layers of the canvas, so when I view it obliquely I see 
distance and foreground. Painting is a language. Here, the language is color as form.

JG: There’s a physical structure in Timor – an ambient grid – but it largely recedes into the picture plane. So, is it 
the color or the structure that creates that pictorial gestalt – because it’s not the “imagery,” so to speak.

HL: It’s both. It’s everything. I’m searching for honesty. I abandoned the idea of style a long time ago – everything 
is happening in the moment. Approach a canvas and make a mark. If you’re making art with a prescription, you’re 
making a facsimile – it’s camouflage. You don’t need ideas – the painting presents ideas. So, if form emerges, why 
not? I trust – I think everything is usable. So long as it’s true. 
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Gennaio, 2009 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 48 x 60 inches
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Between Blue, 2009 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 36 x 48 inches 
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Finestra, 2018 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 24 x 24 inches 
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Coloro, 2008 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 48 x 60 inches
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Inverno, 2009 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 48 x 60 inches 
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Memoria, 2018 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 24 x 24 inches 
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Lumina, 2017 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 24 x 24 inches 
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Ibiza, 2005 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 48 x 48 inches
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Vienne, 2007 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 42 x 42 inches 
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Mercier, 2005 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 24 x 24 inches 
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Timor, 2006 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 24 x 24 inches 
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A-24, 2008 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 46 x 46 inches
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Sienese, 2014 acrylic on canvas over wood panel 36 x 48 inches 
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