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MADISON, WI— To celebrate Mark and Judy Bednar’s transformative gift of Chicago Imagist art from 
their collection to the Madison Museum of Contemporary Art, MMoCA will bring together the works in 
the museum’s main galleries with the exhibition Uncommon Accumulation: The Mark and Judy Bednar 
Collection of Chicago Imagism. From March 14 through July 19, 2020, Uncommon Accumulation will 
showcase the works that have already been gifted to the museum alongside the promised gifts that 
have been collected by the Bednars over the past 45 years.  

The gift from the Bednars complements the museum’s existing collection of Chicago Imagism through its 
inclusion of artworks produced very early in the careers of several of the artists. Formative works by 
Roger Brown, Robert Lostutter, Gladys Nilsson, Jim Nutt, Ed Paschke, Christina Ramberg, Barbara Rossi, 
Karl Wirsum, and Ray Yoshida from the 1960s and 70s—a period when some of the Imagists were still in 
graduate school at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC)—are part of this extraordinary gift. 
These new additions uphold MMoCA as having one of the largest, and now one of the most 
comprehensive, collections of Chicago Imagism.  

The Chicago Imagists were a group of figurative artists who emerged in Chicago in the mid-1960s. Using 
vibrant color and bold lines, they depicted the human body as grossly distorted and highly stylized. As 
students of SAIC, the Imagists passed by iconic paintings and the extraordinary collection of Surrealism 
on display at the Art Institute on their way to classes. Although influenced by the encyclopedic collection 



 

 

of the museum, the Imagists were equally inspired by ethnographic collections at the Field Museum, 
self-taught artists, comic books, storefront window displays, and advertisements in magazines, resulting 
in works of art that dazzle the eye and delight the mind. 

Just a few miles south of the Art Institute, Mark Bednar grew up on the Southeast side of Chicago near 
an industrialized area of the Calumet River, where austere factories and steel mills dot the terrain. With 
no real introduction to art through his public education, it wasn’t until he heard the sonorous musings of 
art critic Harry Bouras on Chicago public radio station WFMT that he was introduced to the subject. 
Although Bednar initially was tuning in for the classical music programs, Bouras’s weekly program, Art 
and Artists, was incorporated into the station’s schedule, and he soon became a regular listener. 
Bouras’s fast-paced radio segment detailed his observations and reflections on various exhibitions 
around the city, which often were focused on a single artist. As a teenager with little experience viewing 
works of art, Bednar was intrigued by the critic’s vivid descriptions. It wasn’t until Bednar graduated 
from the University of Chicago with a degree in physics that the young scientist with a penchant for art 
began visiting galleries in downtown Chicago in earnest. Bolstered by the soundtrack of Bouras’s 
animated commentary, and with a list of Chicago’s exhibiting artists in mind, he soon was introduced to 
works by several of the artists that he would spend a lifetime collecting. As a young, enthusiastic 
collector, gallerists agreed to let Bednar pay off his purchases in installments, affording him the ability to 
carefully amass the foundation of his astounding collection of Chicago Imagism. Eventually, Bednar 
obtained his MBA and started his career in finance, affording him the ability to make larger purchases to 
fill gaps in his growing collection. 

The Bednars’ gift also reveals the profound friendships the couple has developed with the group of 
artists over the years. From dinners at their home to trips to the Lyric Opera, the support and 
admiration bestowed upon the artists is heartwarming and reciprocated. These sincere friendships are 
revealed in some of the inscriptions on the works of art—below one drawing reads “Happy Birthday 
Judy / From Your Friend / Robert Lostutter.” 

The opening event on Friday, March 13 will include a conversation in the auditorium between two of the 
artists, Gladys Nilsson and Robert Losttuter, that will be moderated by curator Mel Becker Solomon. 
Accompanying the exhibition is a generously illustrated 166-page catalogue that contains dialogue from 
interviews conducted with the artists. The resulting catalogue reveals insights into both their artistic 
processes and their influences through detailed essays on individual works of art from the gift. 

  



 

 

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE BEDNAR GIFT 

 

Roger Brown (American, 1941–1997) 
City Nights: All-You-Wanted-to-Know-or-Don’t-Want-to-Know-and-Were-
Afraid-to-Ask-a-Closet-Painting (subtitle supplied by Barbara Bowman), 
1978 
Oil on canvas, 72 x 48 in. 
Promised gift of Mark and Judy Bednar 

Expansive, apocalyptic skyscapes that loom over a quotidian city space 
dominate several of Roger Brown’s paintings from the 1970s. Brown 
provokes the viewer’s voyeuristic inclinations—What could be so 
incredibly wrong to incur God’s wrath? Upon closer inspection, it’s evident 
that throughout the painting men are engaging in various sex acts. This 

painting was made in 1978, a time when Chicago witnessed a new generation of acceptance and 
transparency in the LGBTQ community. For Brown, the painting was also personal. The long subtitle of 
the painting was supplied by Barbara Bowman after she saw the painting in Brown’s studio and wittily 
remarked, “all you wanted to know or don’t want to know and were afraid to ask . . . a closet painting!” 
They discussed the double meaning of “closet painting”: the work may have illuminated this community, 
but because of the risqué narrative, City Nights might end up in a closet, off view. City Nights was one of 
the first paintings in which Brown alluded to his identity as a gay man; he would go on to subtly 
reference his sexuality throughout his oeuvre, and in later years went on to directly address the AIDS 
crisis. 

 

Robert Lostutter (b. 1939) 
The Man Who Remembers What Birds Once Looked Like, 1973 
Oil on canvas, 58 x 41 in. 
Promised gift of Mark and Judy Bednar 

Interwoven between the ropes covering the body in this painting are 
shiny, metallic images of birds. As a young boy, Lostutter was introduced 
to birds by his grandfather, and they have remained crucial to his artistic 
practice. They are seen throughout his oeuvre, often as hybrid man-bird 
forms. Lostutter believes that, “We are these birds. They’re a part of us.” 
This painting first gained attention when on display in 1973 at the Art 
Institute of Chicago. It was at this exhibition that the young, enterprising 

collector Mark Bednar first laid eyes on the painting. A few years later, during an afternoon of taking in 
the latest exhibitions, Bednar would come across it again when it was leaning against the wall at the 
Deson-Zaks Gallery in downtown Chicago. Delighted to have crossed paths with the canvas after so 



 

 

many years, Bednar blurted out that he “had to have that painting!” This was Bednar’s first major art 
purchase, first painting, and first work by Lostutter. Shortly thereafter, Zaks introduced Bednar and 
Lostutter to each other and their friendship developed over the course of the next forty years. 

 

Gladys Nilsson (American, b. 1940) 
Duck Troops, 1966 
Watercolor on paper, 15 x 22 in. 
Promised gift of Mark and Judy Bednar 

In Duck Troops, a festive and colorful group of ducks 
wearing full dress uniform—the formal garb worn by 
military and service personnel for public events—gather 
for what appears to be a parade or official procession. 

Amidst the waving flags and tooting horns, viewers can imagine the cacophonous quacks, honks, and 
chatter of the assembled ducks. Gladys Nilsson describes the scene as “a lot of folderol.” Humorously 
depicting the lavish ornamentation and decorative, yet impractical, uniforms, replete with berets and 
ribbons, Nilsson uses vibrant pinks, polka dots, and aqueous washes of color to playfully parody this 
manner of dress.  

 

Jim Nutt (American, b. 1938) 
Fret, 1990 
Acrylic on linen with stained wood frame, 26 x 26 in. 
Promised gift of Mark and Judy Bednar 

For the past thirty years, Jim Nutt has painted his rather curious 
portrait busts of women on a monochromatic background. Each of 
these intricately detailed and delightfully glossy works takes Nutt 
around a year to paint, making them exceedingly rare. Nutt 
approaches each of his portraits by eliciting “a female personage 
that might have a certain attitude or a certain character.” This type 

of deep characterization is often expressed through vivid colors and atypical features on the face. In 
Fret, these visualization techniques, alongside the title, lend insight into the sitter’s psychology.  The 
word fret has several definitions, including one that is associated with the emotional act of worry, of 
suffering emotional strain. In the painting, one side of the woman’s face is mottled with fleshy tones of 
red and green as if worry has visually manifested itself on her skin. 

 



 

 

Ed Paschke (American, 1939–2004) 
Stunted Stardom, 1969 
Oil on canvas, 45 7/8 x 29 7/8 in. 
Promised gift of Mark and Judy Bednar 

Stunted Stardom was painted when Paschke was a graduate student at 
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago—and only four years after he 
was discharged from the military. The work is layered with Chinese 
characters, which he very likely copied from the many printed materials 
he collected. 1968, the year prior to the completion of this piece, had 
been particularly tumultuous for the city of Chicago, largely due to the 
violence that unfolded during the Vietnam protests at the Democratic 
National Convention. At the very top of the painting, in the right-hand 
corner, are the Chinese characters for “Vietnam.” The whole world was 
watching and affected by the crisis in Vietnam. Both in the U.S. and the 

Chinese media, alongside the overwhelming number of advertisements for conspicuous consumption, 
there remained the harsh realities of the mess on the world’s stage. 

 

Christina Ramberg (American, 1946–1995) 
Lizard Hair and Shoe, 1969–70 
Acrylic on Masonite, diptych; 12 x 12 in. (each), 12 3/4 
x 25 1/4 in. (framed) 
Collection of the Madison Museum of Contemporary 
Art 
Gift of Mark and Judy Bednar 

Lizard Hair and Shoe was created when Christina Ramberg was a mere 23 years old, and just one year 
removed from her BFA from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. The woman’s hair mimics the skin 
of a lizard, which in turn matches the high-heeled shoe with which it is paired. From early on, Ramberg 
scrutinized the exteriority of the body and specifically how clothes and accessories can alter and 
conceal. She produced a series of false images like hair made from lizard skin or a box of chocolates 
made of hair. The hair and the shoe highlight Ramberg’s interest in the psychological predicaments to 
which women are subjected; accessories such as shoes, lingerie, and hair that is turned into garment are 
used as metaphors for the perceived need to transform one’s body into the ideal. These surreal 
amalgamations are exaggerations of the lengths to which an individual will go in order to be perceived 
as desirable. Ramberg’s shoes are often impossible representations of a foot: diminutive high heels hold 
a thick ankle, the foot bound and crammed into a tiny and uncomfortable container. Always without a 
face, her figures and heads do not express their identity, instead conveying their presence only through 
their outward appearance.  

 

 



 

 

--- 

Housed in a soaring, Cesar Pelli-designed building, the Madison Museum of Contemporary Art provides 
free exhibitions and education programs that engage people in modern and contemporary art. The 
museum’s four galleries offer changing exhibitions that feature established and emerging artists. The 
Rooftop Sculpture Garden provides an urban oasis with an incredible view. The museum is open: Tuesday 
through Thursday, noon–5 pm; Friday, noon–8 pm; Saturday, 10 am–8 pm; Sunday, noon–5 pm; and is 
closed on Mondays.  
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