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Home Is Where the Art Is:  
The Ryman Family  
 

Minimalist master Robert Ryman, famous for his all-white canvases—on show 

soon at New York art space Dia: Chelsea—raised three artists in a colorful home 
 

 
 
BAND OF BROTHERS | Ethan, Will and Cordy Ryman, with their father, Robert Ryman, at his home in New York  City. 
PHOTO: TINA BARNEY FOR WSJ. MAGAZINE 
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ALMOST TWO YEARS AGO, when the Hallen für Neue Kunst, a pioneering contemporary art 
museum in Schaffhausen, Switzerland, closed after a decade of legal strife, nearly two dozen 
works by the 85-year-old minimalist painter Robert Rymanneeded to find their way back home to 
New York City. The paintings, which, like his other pieces, feature tonal variations of the color 
white on surfaces from unprimed canvases to fiberglass panels, had been installed since the early 
’80s in the converted factory, where each 15,000-square-foot floor was dedicated to just a few 
artists, including other 20th-century icons like Sol LeWitt, Carl Andre and Robert Mangold. 
Ryman’s sons Cordy, 43, and Ethan, 51, soon flew to Switzerland to “repatriate Dad’s paintings.” 
 
“The downside of the museum closing,” continues Ethan, sitting in his Brooklyn studio with Cordy 
and their 45-year-old brother, Will, “is that it was supposed to be a permanent exhibition of Dad’s 
work.” 

 
When Jessica Morgan, a former curator at London’s Tate Modern, took over as director of the Dia 
Art Foundation in New York City last January, she instantly found the upside. “All of a sudden,” 
she says, “there was a chance to show this incredible body of work.” As Cordy points out, “Most 
of what we brought back hasn’t ever been seen in the United States.” 
 
Opening December 9, the exhibit, Robert Ryman, represents Dia’s first solo show in Chelsea since 
1998 and will showcase 22 of Ryman’s works, the majority of which hung at Schaffhausen. It’s 
the first time since Ryman’s retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art in 1993 that there has 
been a comprehensive look at his work in New York City, though Dia: Beacon, the foundation’s 
museum inside of a converted Nabisco factory 65 miles north of Manhattan—a spiritual cousin of 
the Hallen für Neue Kunst—displays 22 additional works by Robert Ryman on a full-time basis. 
“It seemed completely illogical to me that we had spaces we were renting out in Chelsea and not 
using ourselves, so I immediately reversed that,” says Morgan. 

 
Established in 1974, Dia has served artists and the public by launching exhibitions and 
commissioning and maintaining works around the world—“things that are dreams rather than 
projects,” by Morgan’s definition. Walter De Maria’s The Lightning Field (1977), in rural New 
Mexico, and Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970), on the shores of Utah’s Great Salt Lake, both 
fall under Dia’s administration, as does Puerto Rican Light, a recent work by the duo Allora & 
Calzadilla, situated in a cave on Puerto Rico’s southern coast. 
Morgan sees the Ryman exhibition as a kind of homecoming, both for Dia as its neighborhood’s 
nonprofit, visual arts anchor and, in a sense, for the artist himself. Despite suffering a fall and a 
stroke four years ago, which compromised his mobility and language skills, Ryman is now in his 
seventh decade of making paintings in New York City. Though he set a personal auction record of 
$20.6 million in May, for his 1980 painting Bridge, Ryman’s work does not, according to Morgan, 
garner popular attention like that of some of his contemporaries, such as Jasper 
Johns and Ellsworth Kelly. 
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Still, Ryman’s cultural contributions are 
deeply felt. “Posters of his paintings may not 
be hanging on dormitory walls,” says Arne 
Glimcher, founder of Manhattan’s Pace 
gallery and Ryman’s gallerist for the past 28 
years, “but he’s a hugely successful artist in 
the art world.” Glimcher groups Ryman with 
other visionaries of his era such as Donald 
Judd,Agnes Martin and Louise Nevelson. 
“Only a few times do we see artists whose 
work is completely referential to itself,” 
Glimcher says. “There’s this whole group of 
artists this past century who have been 
shocking, and he’s one of them.” 

 
The artist Roni Horn, who met Ryman when he visited her M.F.A. studio at Yale for a critique in 
the late ’70s, describes her own relationship to his canvases as critical. “The work’s a combination 
of radicalism and humanism,” she says. “When I stand in front of these paintings, it forces me to 
be there in a way I recognize as essential to my well-being.” 

 
ROBERT RYMAN MOVED from his native Tennessee to New York City in 1952 to pursue a 
career as a jazz musician. He’d been enlisted in the Army Reserve during the Korean War, and 
after being stationed in Alabama, playing the saxophone in the Camp Rucker band, he took a bus 
to Manhattan, where he rented a room from a Russian cellist on 60th Street, across from 
Bloomingdale’s. Wanting the flexibility to practice his music, Ryman worked a series of odd jobs: 
as a messenger for an insurance company, as a mailroom attendant, as a traffic manager for a 
chinaware importer. A couple of years later, while working as a security guard at the Museum of 
Modern Art, spending days on end with the Matisses, Picassos and Pollocks—and with co-workers 
(and future art stars) Sol LeWitt and Dan Flavin—Ryman abandoned his musical pursuits to paint. 
Almost entirely self-taught, he signed up for a figure drawing class but quit after six weeks. He sat 
through another course called Experimental Painting, where he learned the fundamentals of 
watercolor and pastel. One of Ryman’s first exhibited works hung in the MoMA staff exhibition in 
1958. 

 
The color white appealed to Ryman from the beginning, and he worked for about 13 years on his 
quiet canvases before the art world finally took note. In April 1967, gallerist Paul Bianchini, 
known for showing early works by Andy Warhol, Claes Oldenburg and Roy Lichtenstein, gave 
him his first one-man show. Still, other monochromatic works have been more talked about than 
his own: white paintings by Robert Rauschenberg, black ones by Ad Reinhardt. “Dad started 
working in the mid-’50s and no one cared, and in the ’60s no one cared, and then in the ’70s 
maybe a couple people cared,” says Cordy Ryman.“He worked on his own style of painting for a 
long time before they blew up.” In 1972, Ryman had his first museum show, at New York City’s 
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Guggenheim. After its run, he was interviewed for the Smithsonian’s Archives of American Art, 
where he explained his early process. “I would begin by putting down a lot of color,” he said, “and 
then it was always a matter of taking out, painting out the color; painting out the painting to where 
I ended up with very little color left.” 
 
The Ryman household, however, just off Union Square, was a more obviously vivid place. 
European curators were always staying in the guest room. Will and Cordy’s mother, the 
multimedia artist Merrill Wagner, frequently took her boys around the city to scavenge 
construction sites for materials—the slabs of concrete and boulders she’d use as her canvases—in 
an old Volkswagen van. Ethan—who grew up in SoHo with his mother, the writer and art critic 
Lucy Lippard, Ryman’s first wife—would stay over on weekends. Plants were everywhere. So 
were works by Ryman’s contemporaries Mangold, LeWitt and Andre. “The place was jammed 
with art,” says Cordy. At the age of 10, Will Ryman added a line of Wite-Out to one of his father’s 
paintings just to see if he’d notice. Of course, he did, and then he took it to his Greenwich Street 
studio for repair. The Rymans owned four dogs, seven cats and a bird. Taking cues from Cordy 
and Will’s childhood hobby, the bird squawked video-game noises. Two of the dogs, a mutt named 
Captain Midnight and an Irish terrier named Fred, had to remain on separate floors of the family 
townhouse because of their disdain for each other. A pet psychologist was called in to resolve their 
differences. 
 

 
Will Ryman’s 2015 installation ‘Classroom’ PHOTO: CHRISTOPHER BURKE 
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All three Ryman brothers speak about their father with tenderness. “He’s a family man,” says Will. 
“He still lights up when his wife walks into the room, and that’s after 46 years of marriage.” 
Glimcher, who frequented the Ryman residence, observes, “I don’t think a family of artists like 
this exists anywhere else in history.” 
 
Cordy, the youngest Ryman, was the first of the brothers who knew he’d become an artist. “I knew 
when I was 11 or 12,” he says. It started with work in the style of comics. By 15, Cordy says, he 
was making “figure-based carvings from stone, wood and plaster.” His most recent exhibition, at 
Manhattan’s Zürcher Gallery in March (his show at Zürcher’s Paris location runs until just before 
Christmas), featured an array of abstract, wall-hung works made from enamel and acrylic paints, as 
well as found objects applied to wood, metal and cardboard. The largest of the pieces, Chimera 
45, occupied the full length and height of the gallery’s 11-by-70-foot wall. Made from wooden 
battens mounted at right angles and painted pink, orange, red or white, Chimera forms a series of 
concentric squares, tilted 45 degrees. Some sections of the piece are saturated with color; others 
are almost entirely white. “I’ve come full circle about any comparison to my parents’ work,” 
Cordy says. “I used to be very defensive about it, but the language I’m working with is an 
inherited language. Between my parents, all of their friends and that whole generation, it’s a primal 
connection. It’s always been around me.” 

 

 
 
 

Will Ryman, quieter than his gregarious 
brothers, worked as a writer throughout his 
20s and shifted to visual art at the age of 32. 
“I wrote plays and screenplays and built 
theater sets,” he says. “My work was 
disjointed and not doing well either. So I 
started to sculpt my characters to see if that 
would change things.” Will began life as an 
artist working in the basement of his parents’ 
townhouse. “My dad would come downstairs 
and ask what I was doing,” he recalls. “He 
told me, ‘What I do is make paintings. All I 
need is a brush, some paint and a surface, and 
I can do anything I want. All you need is 
something to put together.’ 

Will now works out of two studios, one in Manhattan, on Spring and Bowery, and the other, for 
heavy fabricating and building, in East Williamsburg. Using materials as varied as coal, computer 
parts and bullets, he has developed an increasingly ambitious large-scale sculpture practice, with 
public installations on the Park Avenue Mall (38 enormous steel roses) and in the Flatiron District 
(a giant steel bird) as well as solo exhibitions at the Saatchi Gallery in London and the 
Marlborough and Paul Kasmin galleries in New York. His most recent show, this fall at Paul 
Kasmin, continued the thread of his earliest figurative work, only now he wasn’t making 
characters from his absurdist plays three-dimensional, he was sculpting from even greater drama: a 
life-size rendering featuring Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton and other key White House and 
military personnel watching the raid on Osama bin Laden’s Pakistani compound. 
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Ethan Ryman remembers telling his father he was leaving his career as a sound engineer, most 
notably for rap collective Wu-Tang Clan, to become an artist eight years ago: “Dad said, ‘Ethan, 
nothing bad can come of this.’ That was his endorsement.” Walking around his duplex studio on 
Court Street in Brooklyn, Ethan looks up at a maquette for a piece called Flat Perfect Wall 
Construction #1, hung high above the room’s entrance. The piece is composed of a series of white 
square panels from which grids of even smaller squares lunge out at an angle toward the viewer. 
“As you can see, I’m not afraid of that shape or that color,” Ethan jests. “That’s a good piece,” 
says Cordy. Though it looks like an exercise in symmetry, Ethan affirms that this isn’t the case. 
“It’s about imperfection, what we see as opposed to what’s really there,” he says. “All the squares 
are different.” 
 
All three brothers own work by their father. Discussing his oeuvre, they get most excited about a 
series of large-scale paintings made during a particularly lush period from the ’60s. “We call them 
‘Big Creamies’ because they have so much motion and depth,” says Ethan. But the brothers rarely 
had the chance to watch their father at work.“He was in his studio every day, nine to five, by 
himself,” says Cordy. “Now that he’s older, he’ll work in front of people, but for 99.9 percent of 
his career he did not want people seeing him work.” He adds, “When I’d ask him about his 
process, he’d tell me, ‘Think before you work and never while you’re working.’ Then he’d tell me, 
trying to put it in Star Wars language I’d understand, to ‘use the Force.’ He told me to use the 
Force many, many times.” 
 

 
Cordy Ryman’s 2015 piece ‘Pixie Spider’ PHOTO: COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND  

ZÜRCHER GALLERY, NYC-PARIS 
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IN ADVANCE OF this month’s Dia: Chelsea show, I met its curator, Courtney J. Martin, who 
gave a tour of a room full of Robert Ryman paintings at Dia: Beacon on a rainy fall morning. 
“Come here,” says Martin. “Just look at the light this casts off.” She takes a step back. Then 
forward again. “You get to the internal geometry, the texture—look at these lines here. The 
graphic qualities of it.” As Martin continues through the high-ceilinged room, she points out flecks 
of exposed paint in cool and rich shades of blue. “We have two with red underpainting in the 
show,” she says. 
 
“With Ryman, you find yourself walking very close to the wall,” says Dia director Jessica Morgan. 
“It’s a very intense relationship. You want to be close to the work.” Given the chance to study the 
gathered paintings slowly and quietly, you stop reading them as merely white. “If there’s a lot of 
noise around them,” says Cordy Ryman, “you’re not gonna feel it.” In silence, though, each one 
offers something experiential, meditative and moving. A single color, in Ryman’s hands, becomes 
a multitude. “White is what everyone thinks of when they think of Ryman,” Martin says. “I’m 
hoping we’ll disturb that.” 

 


