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If a visitor walks into Bill Pangburn’s comfortable studio and home in Tribeca, 
downtown New York, he will see a large table running down the middle of the kitchen 
and subsequent open space.  Pangburn is well known for his excellent parties, hosting 
artists and curators and writers from throughout the city. But Pangburn’s studio, complete 
with printing press, is equally prominent; he graduated with an M.F.A. from Pratt 
Institute in printmaking—his professor there was Walter Rogalski—in 1981. Before that, 
he studied printmaking and German at Tulane University, where he received his B.A. in 
1976. Given his interest in printmaking and German art—Pangburn spent two years 
(1973-75) in Germany, mastering the language and then, from 1976 to 1978 overseeing 
the print shop at Philipps-Universitaet, Marburg an der Lahn, after his stint at Pratt—it is 
not difficult, for a cultivated audience, to see how he has followed a recognizable path, 
albeit one of his own. 
 
In 1978, Pangburn returned to New York, where he sublet a loft on Grand Street, living 
in tipis within the space. In 1985 he married the artist Renee Magnanti, who orients her 
art toward the social status of women, working with encaustic and textiles. Pangburn and 
his wife have successfully raised three children in New York City, where they have 
studied at public schools. Part of Pangburn’s success as a person and artist depends on his 
patience, surely learned as a father for more than two decades! Along with his wife, 
Pangburn is currently affiliated with Art Mora, a Chelsea-based gallery, where he showed 
last year. One of the more powerful works seen at the exhibition is a kind of running 
water imagery imprinted on dark blue; it sets the tone for the artist’s current interest in 
Asian imagery—he has recently traveled both to China and Korea, whose arts he 
maintains a strong interest in. 
 
To return to Pangburn’s early work: one of the benefits the artist took away from his time 
in Germany was an interest in expressionism and in woodblock prints—traditionally, a 
German art specialty. His self-portrait in a woodcut design, done in 1976, when he was in 
early to middle twenties, is a classic example of the artist as a young man. In this image, 
Pangburn is all youthful, brooding intensity; he gazes intently back at the viewer, wearing 
black-and-white clothing and holding an image, likely a woodcut, he is working on. The 
work is particularly interesting for its esthetic and psychological independence; rather 
than succumbing to the blandishments of the New York School and its abstractly 
expressive hierarchies, Pangburn is searching for a more profound rhetoric—a kind of 
Mittel-Europa vision of the high seriousness of the artist, who is deeply divided about the 
particularities of his social position and his creativity’s development. 
 



This work is particularly interesting because it puts forth a European understanding of 
fine art—as opposed to an American one emphasizing raw creativity over formal design 
and historically aware intelligence. At the same time, Pangburn’s proclivities would take 
him back, physically and metaphysically, to America, where he would move away from 
figurative expressionism, toward a belief in the abstract capabilities of art, surely an 
American position given the art history preceding him by a generation or two in New 
York. Yet Pangburn’s experience in Germany would render him a bit indifferent to 
experiencing his creativity in ways that were entirely American; hence the sense of 
autonomy and inner regard for independence so important to the artist’s work and person. 
This would be seen in the important suite of abstract woodcuts Pangburn did for Pratt in 
1981, as well as the more Asian-oriented art he has turned to in recent years. It becomes 
clear that Pangburn’s independence has not only been earned, it has also been an innate 
part of his motivation and expressiveness for a long time. 
 
Given Pangburn’s interest in German art and woodprints, as well as his inevitable 
saturation in the New York school, beginning with his return to New York in 1978 and 
his completion of a master’s degree from Pratt in 1981, the untitled sequence of prints 
done for his graduation then make sense imagistically. It is a holistic rendering of 
patterns and designs, including a nod to the Chinese lattice motifs, that is continuously 
intriguing and compelling for the viewer. Meant to be seen as a complete group, the 
prints show us how abstraction can be used in ways that begin with the traditional 
American expressiveness, but then move on. Here patterns occur and reform in gray and 
black and white; consisting of crosses and checkerboard designs, they repeat and change 
across six different 48 by 32 inch compositions. So the grand American manner possesses 
Pangburn, at least in dimension, although his imagery here is as much European as it is 
New World. Thus, the artist merges his interest in different cultures with an ongoing 
feeling for nonobjectivity that makes the work feel new and exciting—not despite but 
because of its influences. 
 
In the Untitled (China) (2015) group of six woodcut banners, Pangburn nearly abandons 
himself to Chinese influence. Consisting of two patterns, of light imagery (two banners in 
the middle and one on either end) and dark imagery (two banners, one each next to the 
end panel on either side), the group communicates a love of Eastern-influenced 
abstraction. The imagery consists of small organic patches spaced equally from each 
other; the patterns relate to natural forms. Pangburn is highly original here in his 
treatment of abstraction, in ways that emphasize the difference of Asian culture and its 
orientation toward nature.  
 
As it turns out, each of the three works mentioned here demonstrate experience with 
differing backgrounds: the self-portrait, with German art; the Pratt sequence, with the 
New York School and European graphic heritage; and the China piece, with Asian 
traditions. Pangburn is an independent in visual art, but he remains contemporary in the 
extensiveness of his allusions and internalization of visual records. As a result, his 
eclecticism makes him feel entirely new, not a small achievement at a time in New York 
when so much art feels like a quotation of the past. We can look at his output and feel 



that this is someone who is genuinely maintaining—but also transforming—the graphic 
art of New York. 
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