THE
GRAND VALLEY






Three Paintings Trilogy: Volume 3

THE
GRAND VALLEY

On Going to Hell, to France, and Back to Childhood

MORGAN MEIS

SL/. NT

B O O K S



THE GRAND VALLEY
On Going to Hell, to France, and Back to Childhood

Three Paintings Trilogy: Volume 3

Copyright © 2025 Morgan Meis. All rights reserved. Except for
brief quotations in critical publications or reviews, no part of this
book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written
permission from the publisher. Write: Permissions, Slant Books,

P.O. Box 60295, Seattle, WA g8160.

Slant Books
P.O. Box 60205
Seattle, WA 98160

www.slantbooks.com

Cataloguing-in-Publication data:

Names: Meis, Morgan.

Title: The grand valley: on going to hell, to france, and back to
childhood / Morgan Meis.

Description: Seattle, WA: Slant Books, 2025

Identifiers: 1sBN 978-1-63982-200-3 (hardcover) | 1sBN 978-1-63982-199-0
(paperback) | 18BN 978-1-63982-201-0 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Mitchell, Joan, 1925-1992 | Painting, American 20th
century | Abstract expressionism | Monet, Claude, 1840-1926



Contents

Preface ® xi

1. One day in 1983 Joan Mitchell started painting
a bunch of paintings. You could call them land-
scapes. Or are they something else? She painted,
finally, twenty-one versions of this place that wasn’t
quite a place. These great paintings are hard to

understand. © 1

2. We are introduced further to Joan Mitchell and to
the puzzles and mysteries of Joan Mitchell and that
leads to a more general discussion of difficult people

and what makes them also wonderful. ¢ 7

3. The pain and difficulty of Joan Mitchell’s paintings,
which can be very difficult and painful indeed. The
difficulty of people who show things by hiding and
vice versa, people like, for instance, Gertrude Stein

and Alice B. Toklas. ¢ 14

4. Joan Mitchell was an abstract painter, more or less.
But what is that, really? What were mid-twentieth
century abstract painters trying to do? What
was Joan Mitchell, specifically, trying to do with



abstraction and, also, isn’t it interesting to talk about

Clyfford Still sometimes? ® 25

. What is a landscape? What is a crucifixion scene?
And why did John Ashbery know so much about
what Joan Mitchell was doing and why she went to

France? ¢ 38

. A return to Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas and
some reflections on The Making of Americans, Ger-
trude Stein’s most brilliant and unaccountable work.

And are there two Gertrude Steins? * 48

. The critic and personality Dave Hickey enters the
picture. He brings with him the idea, which he re-
pudiates, of there being two Joan Mitchells, Big Joan
and Little Joan. The existence and the nonexistence

of Big Joan and Little Joan. ¢ 56

. Talking about Dave Hickey forces us to talk about
Carl Gustav Jung, the Swiss academic and also, it
turns out, strange mystic or prophet or something.
This Swiss person took a train ride to hell and came

back with some interesting news. ® 62

. More is learned about the travels of Carl Gustav
Jung into hell. Hell is a place that must be encoun-
tered. Down there in hell, you learn to be the person
you had always been in the first place. It’s a paradox.

But a nice one. * 66

vi



IO.

II.

I12.

I3.

4.

15.

Back to Joan Mitchell and the intractable France
problem. And not just France, but a little town

in France in particular. You can’t confront Joan
Mitchell without also confronting Vétheuil, which
also means confronting Monet, which also means
confronting sunflowers, which also means con-

fronting death. ¢ 71
A few more brief thoughts on loss and death. ¢ 84

Going to hell. Lots of people have done it. Odys-
seus did it. He did it because of Circe. And what
does any of this have to do with Poseidon? What
do the depths conceal? ¢ 86

Some further thoughts about Jean-Paul Riopelle.
The beast plays his role and runs off with the dog

walker, as was also necessary. ® g2

The wrongness of Dave Hickey even though he
was also a little bit right. Also, the letter “S” is red.
And the importance of paintbrushes, lots of them.
The way that Joan Mitchell went within herself
and then beyond herself when she was alone with

her brushes. ¢ g7

On the nature of the self, which has no nature. On
the paradox of the self, which isn’t even a paradox,
because it is nothing. The something of a nothing.
The importance of music. The importance of the
sound of certain human voices. The infinity of

certain experiences. ® 100

vii



16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

2I1.

Joan Mitchell sees the direction in which art his-
tory is going and runs in the opposite way. Joan
Mitchell feels sorry for herself after Jean-Paul
Riopelle runs off with the dog walker. Joan listens
to opera. Opera leads to considerations of some of

the great fuckfests of history. ® 115

Another glimpse into history as a test. Another
glimpse into the denials of the great losers. The
way rarely taken: Dido, Carthage, the Suffering

Servant. * 129

We get a little abstract and we make up a bunch of
words and phrases in order to describe what Joan
Mitchell was doing on the canvases she painted in
1964, a kind of annus mirabilis for Joan Mitchell in
which she obliterated herself and therefore also

became most herself. * 133

The ongoing painterly descent of Joan Mitchell
and then the unexpected appearance of Hugo von
Hofmannsthal, Francis Bacon, and The Lord Chan-
dos Letter. The secret that is held within the terrible
dying of the rats. * 141

From the terrors of The Lord Chandos Letter to the
obsessions of Monet and the repetitive nature of
Impressionism at its essence. The fear and desire

that drives Monet forward. e 148

Where we explore the fact that Joan Mitchell, who

not only went to live more or less in Monet’s old

viii



22.

23.

24.

25.

20.

house, also took on large painting projects that
are not unlike what Monet took on in his serial

paintings. ® 155

A little dive into the lives of children and how

they experience special places and then how that
experience might be transferred into a specific style
of painting, a specific style of painting that was of

specific interest to Joan Mitchell. * 159

Why was Monet so obsessed with water lilies?
Why did he paint the same subject matter over
and over? What happened in those final paintings
where the water lilies seem to become unmoored

from any anchor in visual reality? * 164

The unique way that space and distance operates
in the special places where children go. The big
valley is a place you can’t go to. You are either in it
or you aren’t. There’s a way to paint that, it turns

out. °® 173

Joan Mitchell had a relationship with previous
painters and she acknowledges this. But she was
never happy being compared to Monet. And she
was never happy with what anyone said about

her paintings. She was not happy with theories
about art. She was not happy. She preferred to say

no. ° 176

Joan Mitchell and the serpent. ¢ 182

ix



27.

28.

29.

30.

31

Carl Jung and the serpent. * 186
Lord Chandos and the serpent. ® 190
Paintings and words. * 193

The final whirlpool into which Monet descended

in his final paintings of the water lilies. ¢ 195

The final whirlpool of language that eats itself in
the ouroboros of Gertrude Stein’s The Making of

Americans. ® 198

Further Reading * 202



Preface

I DON'T REMEMBER when or where I saw my first
Joan Mitchell painting. I have a vague sense of hav-
ing seen one of the tree paintings many decades ago.
Joan Mitchell painted a lot of paintings that have trees
in them. The color blue often predominates in these
paintings. None of the trees are very well articulated
as trees, at least if you're looking for some image you
could immediately identify as a tree. Much of the time,
Joan Mitchell painted trees as just a few scribbly lines
of paint up and down on the canvas. As [ remember it,
the trees or the landscape or whatever it was bothered
me. The painting seemed so messy. At least, that’s how
I remember it now, though I don’t remember when or
where that was. I don’t remember. I just have a feeling, a
feeling of my own discontent and even disappointment.

But the painting stayed with me, I guess. I have
little notes in files that can be found in forgotten places,
forgotten to me at least, hidden-away spots that go back
into the depths of my Google drive. The kinds of files
that you only find when you open up an old folder and
that folder has other even older files inside and you

keep going back into the murky places, into the corners
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of your Google drive where you are, inevitably, a little
scared to go. Because what’s in there? Who was I then?
How much of myself have I forgotten, even from just a
few years ago?

Anyway there are files. In those files, I seem to
have written ideas about topics I once intended to write
about, books I was planning to write, though, of course,
most of those books will never be written and most of
those books should never be written. Those files should
be deleted. On the other hand, it is good to have those
files. Sooner or later, I stumble upon them and realize
that [ have already forgotten much that at one point, at
one period of my life, seemed of great importance to me.
These forgotten files and lost bits of mental activity are
tremendously sad and deeply disquieting. That’s why
they should stay there. Tombstones and timebombs of
the former self.

There’s a question in one of those files, I guess it
is a question written to myself, though it is fair to ask
who was it really written to? It’s a question that simply
reads, “Why did Joan Mitchell go to France?” For some
reason, instead of many other different books about lots
of different subjects I’'ve often planned to write, or felt
even somewhat compelled to write, that question about
Joan Mitchell has resonated in dark and obscure parts
of my mind, of my self, and has forced me to write this
book. Because beneath that simple question, Why did
Joan Mitchell go to France?, lies the deeper and finally
unfathomable question: Who was Joan Mitchell, really?
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There is something strange about Joan Mitchell
going off to France. This is not merely a surface issue,
not an issue simply of a person’s particular biography.
Joan Mitchell was, at first, an American from Chicago.
She tried her hardest to become a painter in America, a
great painter. She accomplished that, sort of, but in an
incomplete and unsatisfying way. Something was fore-
stalled. A forestalling happened. And then she went to
France. And in doing that, she ruined everything she’d
been trying to create for herself. Or did she?

Joan Mitchell was, indeed, a truly great painter, in
my humble opinion. She was a massive handful of a hu-
man being. She was terrible. She was great and she was
awful. She behaved monstrously. She was a person so
tender, at times, as almost to dissolve. She was a genius,
I suppose, whatever that means. Anyway, more than
coming to judge her or her life, [ have come simply to
love her. And I have come to fear her. By looking at
her paintings, mostly. By learning really how to look
at them, I think. I think I’ve learned to do that. It took
many years and it took genuinely not understanding or
being able to look at first. It took a lot of not-knowing,
not-seeing, not-getting-it. Finally, I started having the
experience of looking at her paintings and really see-
ing what she was putting there on the canvas. Finally
something clicked. It all happened for me because I
wondered, “Why did Joan Mitchell go to France?”

In the end, I can only fail to answer this question
in any fully satisfying way. That leaves these writings as

an interesting document of failing to do something that
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one feels compelled to do even though one knows that
it is futile. The very expression of the futility becomes,
perhaps, worthy of having been expressed, which is not
a bad summary of what Joan Mitchell tried to do with
paint on canvas, which she struggled and labored with
in many lonely hours before giant white stretches of
canvas, in moments when she hovered between being
one thing and being another, in the periods, I want to
think of them almost as holy, when Joan Mitchell unrav-
eled her self and found something else lingering there
in the unaccountable no-space of creation, in the secret
and mysterious moments when she came into contact

with ... what?
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