
 Michael Kessler is a painter currently based in Santa Fe, New Mexico, originally from 
Hanover, Pennsylvania. Kessler earned a B.F.A from Kutztown University, graduating in 1978. 
After beginning his career as a representational artist, Kessler now explores, in his words, “the 
continuum between gesture and geometry.” This dialogue, between improvisation and order, 
stems from his study of nature, particularly the landscapes of New Mexico and Utah. However, 
rather than distant vistas, Kessler investigates the structure of the natural world, abstractly 
depicting the details of surface and growth within vegetation or rock formations. 

 Kessler’s approach is unique in the variety of ways he applies paint to a composition. He 
employs skimmers and trowels, as well as brushes and masking tape, to pull pigment across the 
surface. He achieves luminosity by layering multiple skims of transparent and translucent acrylic 
onto the canvas or panel. Kessler also uses sandpaper, steel wool, or razorblades to remove areas 
of color, a process that remains both additive and subtractive. This call-and-response is informed 
by surface and tone, as the artist often works on wooden panels to extract haptic details from the 
material. Multiple segments typically comprise a singular painting, a simulated joining of panels 
that furthers Kessler’s aesthetics of repetition and interruption. He often finishes a work by 
pouring epoxy resin across the painting, adding a glossy appearance at odds with the modeled 
texture of his natural forms. 

The paintings have a great deal of hard-edged imagery due to Kessler’s clean execution 
and finish, yet he off-sets this quality through calligraphic lines, saturated colors, and intriguing 
surface patterns. While many of his works originate from the natural world, such as the peeling 
bark of birch trees or winding tendrils of plants, measured calculations produce a dynamic 
tension between the organic and measured. Kessler likens the gestural freedom in his work to “a 
kind of painterly ‘tai chi’—a visible expression of a line of energy,” and the interplay of 
abstraction and representation remain central to his oeuvre. Ultimately, he considers nature “his 
model,” and its transformation the “subject” of his carefully crafted, evocative paintings. 

 Major critics have praised Kessler for decades, likening his work to Wassily Kandinsky, 
Arthur Dove, and Charles Burchfield among others. In Arts Magazine, art historian David 
Carrier called Kessler’s paintings “strikingly original,” while for Art in America, Jonathan 
Weinberg, a visiting scholar at Yale University and the Rhode Island School of Design, noted: “It 
is precisely Kessler’s talent for evoking a wide range of associations while remaining connected 
to the rigors of his craft and tradition that makes his paintings so strong.” Holland Cotter, art 
critic for the New York Times, wrote that Kessler’s ability to render “esthetic artifice and the 
natural process as essentially the same expressive thing…gives his work its meaning and edge.” 

 Over the course of his art career, Kessler has been the recipient of numerous art awards 
and fellowships; the Whitney Independent Study Program in 1977, the Pennsylvania Council on 



the Arts Grant in Painting in 1983, Awards in Visual Arts-Five from the South Eastern Center for 
Contemporary Art in 1985, the prestigious Rome Prize from the American Academy in Rome in 
1990, and a Pollock/Krasner Award in 1992. He has also taught at the College of Santa Fe, 
Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, and Lafayette College in Easton. Since 1983, Kessler 
has held over thirty solo shows, including five at the Jack Tilton Gallery in New York City, as 
well as over fifty group exhibitions. Kessler’s work can be found in more than twenty-five 
museum collections throughout the country, including the Albright-Knox Art Gallery in Buffalo, 
Allentown Art Museum, Brooklyn Museum of Art, Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, New 
Museum of Contemporary Art in New York, Reading Public Museum, and San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art. He is currently represented by Schmidt-Dean Gallery in Philadelphia, 
Callan Contemporary in New Orleans, and Gallery MAR in Park City, Utah. 
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