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Parker Gallery is proud to present a solo presentation of monumental black 
paintings by the iconoclastic California artist Wally Hedrick (1928 – 2003). 
A key figure in the postwar San Francisco Beat Generation, Hedrick began 
painting over his own paintings with black oil paint in 1957 as a protest against 
the United States’ escalation of the conflict in Vietnam. Parker Gallery’s pre-
sentation will include black paintings from throughout Hedrick’s career, high-
lighting his commitment to activism and the evolving resonance of the works 
in relation to 20th century avant-garde art movements.

A veteran of the Korean War, Wally Hedrick was the first American artist 
to publicly protest the United States’ involvement in South Vietnam. His an-
ti-war activism remained a vital concern throughout his career, turning atten-
tion towards wars in the Persian Gulf, Iraq, and Afghanistan towards the end 
of his life.

Hedrick created his first black painting in 1957, by painting over one of his own 
paintings in thick, viscous layers of oil paint. The negation and destruction of 

his previous work was an act of political protest, yielding a new urgent art-
work in place of another. In the black paintings, Hedrick is at once withdraw-
ing his contribution to culture while simultaneously creating a monument of 
mourning. As the artist noted: “Since there is no way for me to affect any po-
litical decision, what I’ll do is I’ll deny Western Culture my contribution.”

Hedrick continued to paint over his works in black throughout his career, 
using this ongoing series as a vehicle to address timely, urgent and uncom-
fortable realties. On occasion, the artist would paint over a painting that had 
already been painted black, marking a subsequent alteration to the artwork, 
which would be recorded by a new date and an amendment to its title. These 
further demarcations speak to the never-ending cycle of armed conflict across 
the globe, and in particular, to the United States’ perceived role as interna-
tional mediator.

The black paintings can be seen as anti-war activism and political protest, as 
well as an act of performative, conceptual art. The success of Hedrick’s black 
paintings as both an artwork and as an act of protest remain singular in the 
history of 20th century art. Furthermore, the series critiques the prevalent 
“action painting” of the 1950s and subsequent movements of monochromatic 
painting and minimalism. Throughout his career, Hedrick anticipated myriad 
practices of the avant-garde, with his own work often overlooked, as he had 
already moved on to something else. For an artist indifferent to performing a 
prescribed role within the proverbial art world, Hedrick’s significant contri-
butions remain obscure and vastly under-appreciated.



Wally Hedrick (b. 1928 Pasadena, CA — d. 2003 Bodega Bay, CA) played a pivotal role in the San Fran-

cisco Beat Generation. In 1954, he co-founded the legendary Six Gallery in San Francisco. Hedrick 

conceived an important poetry event at the gallery, held on October 7, 1955, in which Allen Ginsberg 

publicly read “Howl” for the very first time, heralding the San Francisco Renaissance and West Coast 

literary revolution. In 1959, Hedrick and his wife, Jay DeFeo, were included in Sixteen Americans at The 

Museum of Modern Art in New York City, alongside Jasper Johns, Ellsworth Kelly, Robert Rauschenberg 

and Frank Stella. Hedrick’s work is included in the permanent collections of The Museum of Modern Art, 

New York, NY; San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, San Francisco, CA; Oakland Museum, Oakland, 

CA; San Jose Museum of Art, San Jose, CA; Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive, Berkeley, 

CA; and the de Young Museum, San Francisco, CA among others.

Portrait of Wally Hedrick, c. 1957



“[The color] black might have something to do with our conscience or soul, 
but that is not what I had in mind. Black to me is the absence of light, and I’m 
very concerned with light. And so black paintings were not so much that they 
were black, but that they weren’t light.” 

— Wally Hedrick





Wally Hedrick

Vietnam Series XXVI: You Have Nothing 2 Lose but Your Life!, 

1970

Oil on canvas

62 × 101 inches (158 × 257 cm)

$150,000
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“The tarlike oil surfaces of Hedrick’s paintings are heavy —in multiple senses of 
the word: They are visually weighty, dense, slow; they signify death. Hedrick’s 
willingness and stated desire to have the paintings signify in this way — explic-
itly indicated in his titles, which frequently refer to specific wars or politi-
cal figures — suggest that these monochromes are not ‘pure’ in the teleological 
sense of the modernist project; rather, the accumulated black surfaces cover 
over and negate existing images … Despite their variety of formats, the paint-
ings maintain their solemnity; unlike so much political art, the black mono-
chromes seem to acknowledge the inability of art to change the world. But in 
their negation, the paintings register their protest.”

— Michael Ned Holte,  
“Reviews: Wally Hedrick.” Artforum (Summer 2008)



Still from Wally’s Pad: Visit One, uncut tape, April 15, 1991, fea-

turing Between Iraq and a Hard-on 2002 > So Damn, Who’s 

Sane? 4 A Kinder Gentler Nation (in progress), before the art-

ist covered it in black paint.



Wally Hedrick

Between Iraq and a Hard-on 2002 > So Damn, Who’s Sane?

4 A Kinder Gentler Nation, 1991 /2002

Oil on canvas

94 × 67 ½ inches (239 × 171 cm)

$150,000



“People say, ‘Why were you getting upset about Vietnam in 1957?’ I was up-
set about Vietnam in 1954, when the French were in there. I painted out this 
painting, and this was when I said to myself that since there’s no way for me to 
affect any political decisions, what I’ll do is I’ll deny Western Culture my con-
tribution … So I started taking [my] old paintings … and painting them out. At 
the beginning I used old paintings because I was obsessed with the idea that 
I was going to deny humanity these world-shaking images. It’s just like holding 
my breath ‘you’ll be sorry.’ And it was as simple as that. I believed it and I did it.”

— Wally Hedrick



Wally Hedrick

WWI WWII / Vietnam War IIII / Iraq It’s For Jobs / Iraq War  

ad Naseum, 1954 / 1992 / 2002 / 2003

Oil on canvas

73 × 66 inches (185 × 168 cm)

$150,000
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“The Absence of Light: Black Paintings (1957– 2003)”

at The Box, Los Angeles, 2016
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Bruce Conner, Wally Hedrick, Deborah Remington,  

Franklin Williams

“Karma Presents Works by Four Bay Area Artists”  

at Karma, New York, 2017
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