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Foreword 

Under the inspirational leadership of University President 

James W. Cleary and the guiding wisdom of Norman Tanis, 

its librarian, the Delmar T. Oviatt library at California State 

University at Northridge has become not only a beautiful 
home for the printed word but a center for the arts which 

includes exhibitions of paintings, prints, sculpture, photo-

graphs, and book art. More than anyone else, the transfor-

mation of the library into a shrine of the visual arts has been 

made possible by the world-famed painter and collector, 

Hans Burkhardt and his wife, Thordis Haaversen Westhassel. 

It was the late Delmar Oviatt who welcomed Burkhardt 

to the campus of which he is now a distinguished Emeritus 

Professor. More than fifty Burkhardt paintings hang there in 

permanent display, inviting students to the Oviatt. These 

works of art and some 750 others by him and a host of other 

artists he has collected are Burkhardt's way of saying thank 

you to Delmar Oviatt, to the University, and to America. 

W.M.K. 



HANS BURKHARDT is in love with America, deeply for 

what it is, and even more profoundly for what it can be-

come. In some ways he almost suppresses his Swiss ori-
gins with a speech that still reflects them. He has been a 

prophet without honor in Switzerland, and though he has 

maintained artistic friendships there, he thinks American. 
He is an American painter and in an artistic sense but cer-

tainly not politically, an America-Firster. "It is the American 

people who have given me a good life." 
Not only has Burkhardt, who is well represented in mu-

seums and private collections by purchase, given some of 
his important works to the University at Northridge and 

elsewhere, but he has also been a patron of the arts, buy-
ing works by fellow artists as well as by his students. 

It has been said of Burkhardt that more than any other 
man he has been responsible for bringing the concepts of 

modern art to the Pacific Slope. I respect that judgment, but 

I think his contribution to the culture of America's West will 

be rather that of a man who has been sensitive to all the 

great periods of art and joined them in the collective mem-

ory of his brush. 
Burkhardt has been in the creative forefront of important 

art movements and at the same time has been able to stand 

back as student, critic and teacher to discriminate amongst 
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them and evolve a personal idiom out of the babble of their 

pictorial speech. 

Burkhardt is Burkhardt's own man. With an assist from 

Deity he is his own creator. He has never been the slavish 

imitator; he has been instead an innovator informed by all 
that has gone before him. 

In the work of Burkhardt there is a learning and a crafts-

manship which undergirds and overarches and therefore 

encompasses painterly truth in an age of schmierkunst in 

which people look for facile ways of doing things and have 

a commitment to themselves as denominated artists, rather 

than to art for the sake of truth and for art's own sake. 

These qualities in Burkhardt properly make him one of the 

triumphant figures of our times. Burkhardt is a man with two 

audiences. His work is alive with social comment that will 

challenge and delight the art historian, and should similarly 

affect the political historian. Curiously, many contemporary 

art historians are more interested in the painter's political 

posture and his work as social commentary than they are 
in his paintings. 

On the other hand, the people who will go to the great 

exhibits to come and who will see Burkhardt's work as it is 

presently assembled in the library gallery of California State 

University at Northridge, will probably not look to the mes-
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sage-will probably be unaware of it-but will look to the 

art and instinct the message as they experience their own 

expanded consciousness activated by the art. Most of to-

morrow's viewers will not know Burkhardt as a painter be-

hind whose work there is often a moral implosion which 
manifests itself as a painterly explosion meant to set the 

world aright by providing love and order where there is eth-

ical disarray. Already the cult has begun which finds in 

Burkhardt's work a visual excitement which goes right to 
body chemistry and is spiritually transforming. 

Burkhardt, who was to teach in the academy at California 
State University at Northridge, was not himself a child of 

the academy. The masculine twin of Heidi, Swiss-born 

Burkhardt was always the laborer having to have daily work 
to support his life's work. 

As he put it, "I had to make a living and so I worked; I 

had to make a life, and so I did my own work on the side." 

As a youth he was a gardener and the flowers taught him 

color. After he came to America in 1924, he got a job in a 
factory where he learned to decorate furniture, and this ex-

perience gave him the control of the craftsman which is 

essential to the real artist. As craftsman-artist, Burkhardt 

developed a fine reputation and made a good living at his 

trade, but it was not enough for him. 
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In the late twenties, he spent time at Cooper Union copy-

ing old masters. His own very earliest works from that per-

iod indicated the direction of his emerging genius. He ab-

stracted the essential forms of representational figures and 
composed them in sculptural fashion so that they made a 

new statement without sacrifice of human origins and hu-

manistic values. Burkhardt had received the tradition from 

the great Gorky, his master and companion-in-studio dur-

ing these formative years, and his beginning work shows 

that influence without being a reflex of it, either imitative or 

repetitive. Burkhardt has painted first-rate Burkhardts, not 

Burkhardt's version of Gorky. 

Later Burkhardt came to California and in what he now 

calls his home state again decorated and finished furniture 

until he had an opportunity to work in an art department in 

a motion picture studio, where he quickly became known 

as a gifted scenic artist who could make illusion serve as 

reality. 

His talents as scenic artist were also used on behalf of the 

new industry of television. During all those years of "paint-

ing to order" Burkhardt said that on his own time "I always 

painted what I pleased and that was my great pleasure." 

Scenic art was a job, it increased his skills for his own art, 

but it remained separate. In Hollywood, lesser artists have 
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dulled their vision by studio work because they found it de-

meaning and the product of their easels has been injured. 

Burkhardt's respect for labor made him grateful for the job 

and for the freedom it gave him for his own work. And his 

production was prodigious. In Los Angeles he went to eve-

ning school in order to supplement his informal education, 

but Burkhardt remains essentially the auto-didact. 

Another important formative experience occurred after 

World War II when the artist went to Mexico, using his 

G.I. educational benefits, and for two years devoted him-

self wholly to painting. 

With these events behind him, Burkhardt was called to 

teach at various institutions, including the University of 

California at Los Angeles, the University of Southern Cali-

fornia, and Chouinard until he was invited to Northridge 

where he continues teaching as a Professor Emeritus. 

In the unfolding years, Burkhardt said, "I slowly got 

away from the Gorky influence and into my own type of 

painting." Form is negotiable for Burkhardt. He moves 

readily from the human image to an abstract, from a figure 

into a still life. He has a gift: he can see in a way that oth-

ers cannot see, and what he does see he can make acces-

sible to others on his canvas. Burkhardt is a man in search 

of something which is his own. Searching for underlying 
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reality, he creates a new reality. He always starts with na-

ture, even as Picasso, and then he presses toward the in-

finite and revolutionizes nature in the process. 

It is beyond the scope of this study to describe any in-

dividual work of Burkhardt's. The pen may be mightier 

than the sword but it is no substitute for the brush. How-

ever it is not improper to speak of one's impressions. His 

work vibrates between the polarities of ballet and archi-

tecture. Yet both his balletic and structural expressions 

evoke a mental imagery of the impossible: sculpture that 

dances and achieves a heightened three-dimensionality 

which seems to arise from a frontal translucence through 

which one can penetrate to the obscure. To attain this, 

Burkhardt starts at the point of interest and from there 

everything becomes diminishingly important. Therefore, 

images take a place within the illusion of the canvas and 

seem to go back farther and farther. 

The narrative element in Burkhardt often seizes the mo-

ment of death and poverty, racial holocaust, or war, and 

makes of it an opportunity not for tragedy or morbidity 

fixed for eternity, but instead, there is a denial of the inev-

itability of evil and a movement from darkness and shadow 

toward a light of rebirth and illumination by which man is 

cleansed for a human potential almost Divine. 
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Burkhardt once said, in explanation of his abstraction of 

the human figure, "because God created male and female 

so beautiful, I cannot copy God. I have to make my own cre-

ation. So I take what God the artist has made-the human-

and from there I make my own. Certainly, I don't improve 

on God, but like him/ make my own." Religious humanist 

Burkhardt abstracts and abstracts but never loses the hu-

man figure; it is always there revealed by its masks and 

disguises. 
In the presence of the spectre of the Thanatos of human 

carnage, Burkhardt celebrates the ennoblement and grati-

fication of Eros. He has a palette for love, for sexual court-

ship and congress. He passions. He is equally impassioned 

for social justice. In one painting the two themes merge 

when he half abstracted the figures of a man and woman 

making love on a New York tenement rooftop, not as the 

place of choice, "but because they had no place else to 

go." And even there he found "that love was still beautiful." 

And he painted it with love's own beauty, not slum-ugliness, 

and reached a heraldic quality, suggesting the biblical "His 

banner over me was love." Love is a triumphal standard 

whose devices are peace and human sexuality in the act 

of conquering war and loneliness. Love is a celebration; 

bodies caress into a communion and in their unification life 

becomes unity and rebirth an inevitability. 
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Hans Burkhardt has also made an important contribu-

tion in printmaking. He sees it as a form of its own, yet 

cognate to more traditional media. He works at it for its 

democratic value as it makes original fine art available to 

the economically less privileged. He also recognizes that 

an edition of prints is a kind of publication and has associ-

ated his printmaking with book art, as for example an art 

and poetry collaboration which he did with Ray Bradbury 

and which was published as a fine, signed, small edition by 

the Santa Susana Press at Northridge. 

The house of Hans Burkhardt is not only a gallery of his 

oils and of his collection of others, but it verily overflows 

with prints. Burkhardt has a need to be a printmaker. It is 

almost as if he is comforted by their presence. Not only 

does he have his own prints but he has purchased whole 

runs of other printmakers to encourage and to support their 

labors and to experience in the collective the uniqueness 

in every multiple original. 

Burkhardt collects compulsively. He is also a compulsive 

artist, a man driven. Unlike most driven compulsives, he 

sets his own course and enjoys the race. He is the grey-

hound and the rabbit, and he is the designer of the track. 

With all this self-propelled pressure to produce, he never 

compromises quality for quantity nor does he demean 
quiddity for quantum. 
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One must always remember with regard to Burkhardt that 

not only his human figures but also his still lifes and ab-

stractions derive from the life class. "God-made man and 

woman are heaven's highest expression of art," and so 

the human figure informs and inspires Burkhardt's highest 

expression of art. In his work the human form is molded 

into an alphabet of creation, a calligraphy that spells out a 

message of a single vitality which permeates and positions 

sticks and stones and flesh and bones. Even in his darkest 

canvas, his most woe-filled, as in the memorial to his mother 

and father, there is a little light which he calls "a guiding 

light where it is peaceful and it stands for eternity. " 

As a cultural historian of art and religion, I am aware that 

my criticism may be shaped by the context of my commit-

ment, so one day I asked Burkhardt, "In a nondenomina-

tional sense, is it fair to describe you as a highly religious, 

spiritual painter?" Burkhardt hesitated for a moment, as if 

he were looking at himself in the way in which his eyes 

address a painting, and then he slowly replied: "It could be. 

Yes, most of my paintings have a spiritual feeling, a promise 

that there is something better thereafter. And that there is 

something of that thereafter in the now." 
Burkhardt never gives up on humanity. He could paint 

the child of the Holocaust with hand outstretched, crisped 
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by the fire of concentration camp oven, and still affirm his 

compassion and his confidence that man can conquer evil. 

That is Burkhardt's way of denying doom and inhuman de-

pravity. The ecstasy of his love vanquishes the agony of his 

intense hatred for the life-destroyers. 

In every generation there are those who speculate about 

the immortal and the eternal, and the portal through which 

their minds pass is Death. Yet, as we learn from Burkhardt, 

it does not have to be macabre, it simply has to be the real-

ization that death itself is a rite of passage in the life of eter-

nity. There is something that Burkhardt gives us that enables 

us to experience death and rebirth and a taste of the time-

less without demise. I find this quality in only one other 

modern painter, Rouault. Both artists have a religiosity 

which does not come from the obvious fact that both easily 

translate into stained glass. 

An optimistic faith is present in all of Burkhardt's work 

and magnificently in his great series of the crucifixion. One 

of his paintings of the crucifixion has Jesus painted in red. 

Burkhardt, with amused annoyance, once told me how a 

museum curator rejected that canvas for a show on the 

grounds that the redness made Jesus a Communist. Foe of 

all authoritarianisms, Burkhardt was shocked, for his red 

Jesus represented "the flowering of the Lord like a rose, the 
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blood of the Christus as a life-force, and even if He died 

on the cross as the red sun that sets He rises again, and so 

He didn't die, He lived." 

When other men see only Good Friday, Hans Burkhardt 

looks ahead to the nearness of Easter. That life is close to 

death makes life more precious to him, and his art shows it; 

that death is part of immortal life makes death a life symbol 

to him, and again his work shows it. The work of Hans 

Burkhardt, university artist and patron, is a touchstone 

which reveals to its appreciators that they affirm life as he 

does. The art of Hans Burkhardt is a jewel in the university's 

treasury of learning. 
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HANS G. BURKHARDT 

Artist and Patron of the Arts 













• .. . 

This portfolio, HANS G. BURKHARDT:Artist and Patron of the Arts, 
is in an edition limited to seventy numbered copies, signed by the 
author and the artist, plus twenty special artist's proofs, not for sale. 
It was designed by Patrick Reagh and Bonnie Thompson Norman 
for the Santa Susana Press, and is printed on Arches paper. Each 
portfolio contains five signed and numbered linoleum block prints. 
The original photograph of Hans Burkhardt in each portfolio is by 
Mark Jordan . 

This is the sixth publication of the California Master Series, 
Norman E. Tanis, Editor. 

This is number 
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