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THANKS FOR THE MEMORIES

In the depths of the Great Depression, at a time of
physical insecurity and want, a small group of avant-
garde artists tried to create something truly new. Called
Transcendental Painting by its adherents, the form was
striving to develop non-representational paintings
sourced in pure imagination, attending to the spiritual
in a time of deprivation.

A brochure for a group exhibition in 1939 explained,
“The word Transcendental has been chosen as a name
for the group because it best expresses its aim, which is
to carry painting beyond the appearance of the physical
world, through new concepts of space, color, light and
design, to imaginative realms that are idealistic and
spiritual. The work does not concern itself with political,
economic and other social problems.”

The 1939 brochure continued, “The Transcendental
Painting Group is no coterie, no accidental group of
friends. The members are convinced that focal points in
terms of group activity are necessary to present an art
transcending the objective and expressing the cultural
development of our time.”

“Methods may vary. Some approach their plastic
problems by a scientific balancing of the elements in-
volved; others rely upon the initial emotion produced by
the creative urge itself; still others are impelled by a
metaphysical motivation.”

The group assembled a variety of paintings and orga-
nized exhibitions to promote understanding of the new
form. In 1939, a show in San Francisco enumerated the
offerings and included a painting by female artist from
Cathedral City, California.

“Agnes Pelton’s Orbits is a masterly work that pre-
sents a serious of dotted orbits with occasional stars.
There is no hint of esoteric symbolism. One section of
the canvas, the lower, is a starling achievement of purely
flesh-like forms, and the rising to the more spiritual ele-
ments is a logical culmination to an arrangement of a
definite transcendental view of plastic problems.”

Perhaps art could escape earthly concerns, but the
artists themselves certainly could not. Pelton’s life, not
just her art, embodied the movement.

Born in Stuttgart, Germany in 1881, Pelton emigrated
to New York as a child and subsequently traveled to Par-
is, London, Hawaii, Beirut, Syria, Georgia, New Mexico
and California. She had arrived on the desert in 1932 in-
tending a short visit to the unlikely spot. Writing in an
application for a Guggenheim grant she posited the des-
ert reflected the “abstract beauty of the inner vision,
which would be kindled by the inspiration of these rare
and solitary places.”

Cathedral City had been named by the US Army
Corps of Engineers for the steep canyons that resembled
the interior of a great cathedral, and Pelton found it a
place for her own spiritual awakening and worship. Pel-
ton observed, “The vibration of this light, the spacious-
ness of these skies enthralled me. I knew there was a
spirit in nature as in everything else, but here in the des-
ert it was an especially bright spirit.”

Elizabeth Armstrong writing for the Phoenix Art Mu-
seum’s 2019 “Agnes Pelton: Desert Transcendentalist”
exhibition catalog noted, “in the tiny village of Cathedral
City, (Pelton) found an affordable cabin with some of the
valley’s most sweeping views of the two majestic peaks
of San Jacinto and San Gorgonio. Thinking she would
stay for only a year, she found herself lulled by the quiet,
slow pace of the place, and the intense beauty of its des-
ert landscapes….It was her strong belief that by living
away from the distractions of the modern world and in
harmony with what she believed to be an ancient land,
she would be able to practice her art of spiritual aware-
ness….”

Pelton would remain in Cathedral City for the rest of
her life. She scratched out a meager living painting des-
ert landscapes for sale to tourists, while working on her
“Abstractions,” delicate dreamscapes in the Transcen-
dental tradition.

While recognized in the 1930s, Pelton toiled quietly
until her death in 1961. Unappreciated and lost to obscu-
rity, Pelton was resurrected by Michael Zakian’s 1995
seminal show of her work entitled, “Agnes Pelton, Poet

of Nature.” Pelton’s artistic stature since is reflected in
the six-figure prices her canvases now routinely fetch.

Zakian wrote, “Pelton’s works were poetic celebra-
tion of nature that explored the vital forces animating
the physical world. Interested in themes of creation,
growth, and radiance, Pelton translated favorite sub-
jects – a glowing star, an opening flower – into life-af-
firming images of rare beauty and resonance. In many
ways, her paintings resemble the art of her contempo-
rary Georgia O’Keeffe, only more colorful, more spiritual
and more imaginative.”

Peter Palladino and Simeon Den have lovingly pre-
served her F Street house in Cathedral City and founded
the Agnes Pelton Society widening appreciation and her
local recognition. (The house awaits proper historic des-
ignation when Cathedral City finally adopts an historic
preservation ordinance.)

A new show of the work of the Transcendental Paint-
ing Group entitled “Another World” is showing through
June 19 at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and
features Pelton’s Abstractions. It continues the tradition
of the earlier exhibitions and is a moment of quiet re-
pose in a hectic world.

Described online, “In 1938 in New Mexico, a loose
configuration of artists came together to form the Tran-
scendental Painting Group. Led by New Mexico painters
Raymond Jonson and Emil Bisttram, and joined by
painters such as Agnes Pelton and Lawren Harris, the
members of the group sought to explore spiritually
heightened abstraction by employing free-wheeling
symbols and imagery drawn from the collective uncon-
scious. According to their manifesto they strove ‘to carry
painting beyond the appearance of the physical world,
through new concepts of space, color, light and design to
imaginative realms that are idealistic and spiritual.’ Due
to the onset of World War II the group was short-lived.
However, their paintings continue to emphasize how
abstraction can be used in service of the spiritual.”

Tracy Conrad is president of the Palm Springs His-
torical Society. The Thanks for the Memories column ap-
pears Sundays in The Desert Sun. Write to her at
pshstracy@gmail.com.
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Today is Sunday, March 26, the 85th day of 2023.
There are 280 days left in the year. On this date in:
1812: An earthquake devastated Caracas, Venezuela,
causing an estimated 26,000 deaths, according to the
U.S. Geological Survey. 
1945: During World War II, Iwo Jima was fully secured
by U.S. forces following a final, desperate attack by
Japanese soldiers. 
1982: Groundbreaking ceremonies took place in
Washington, D.C., for the Vietnam Veterans Memorial.
1988: Jesse Jackson stunned fellow Democrats by
soundly defeating Michael S. Dukakis in Michigan’s

Democratic presidential caucuses.
1992: A judge in Indianapolis sentenced former
heavyweight boxing champion Mike Tyson to six years
in prison for raping a Miss Black America contestant.
(Tyson ended up serving three years.) 
1997: The bodies of 39 members of the Heaven’s Gate
techno-religious cult who committed suicide were
found inside a rented mansion in Rancho Santa Fe,
California. 
2010: The U.S. and Russia sealed the first major
nuclear weapons treaty in nearly two decades,
agreeing to slash the former Cold War rivals’ warhead

arsenals by nearly one-third.
2013: President Obama named veteran Secret Service
agent Julia Pierson as the agency’s first female
director. 
2014: Osama bin Laden’s son-in-law, Sulaiman Abu
Ghaith, was convicted in New York for his role as
al-Qaida’s fiery chief spokesman after 9/11. (He was
later sentenced to life in prison.)
2020: The U.S. surpassed official Chinese government
numbers to become the country with the most
reported coronavirus infections.
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