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Born in Staten Island, Wallace Berman moved to Los Angeles as  
a child. He enrolled at the Jepson Art Institute and at Chouinard 
Art Institute, but did not finish studies at either; instead he became 
entrenched in the city’s jazz and Beat scenes. Wallace Berman held 
his first solo show at the Ferus Gallery in 1957, but the exhibition 
was closed prematurely by the L.A. Police Department’s vice squad. 
According to Dennis Hopper, «he affected and influenced everybody 
seriously involved in the arts in Los Angeles in the 1950’s. If there 
was a guru, he was it – the high priest, the holyman, the rabbi.» 
Berman and his family relocated to the Bay Area and between 
1953 and 1965, his small house on Crater Lane was the center 
of a community of artists. He established the makeshift Semina 
Gallery in Larkspur and continued his loose-leaf magazine Semina, 
before returning to L.A. in 1961. In 1964, Berman began to make 
Verifax collages, embarking on a path that he would follow for over 
a decade, until his death in Topanga Canyon in 1976.

Wallace Berman
Born in 1926 in Staten Island, USA. 

Died in 1976 in Topanga, CA.



Wallace Berman
Untitled, 1970

Acrylic paint and verifax collage
32,5 x 35,1 cm

12,8 x 13 7/8 inches
BER1970-1714

In the Shuffles the artist deliberately breaks all the codes he had 
himself put in place in the main Verifax Collages series. While 
carefully laid out next to each other in the grids, the meticulously 
cut-out hand modules are now partially overlapping in a fan shape 
on a colorful background. Aware of Berman’s interest in card games 
and gambling, the onlooker might naturally read this arrangement 
as the stroboscopic motion of a hand swiftly dealing cards. But the 
polysemous title could also be a nod to the dance performed by 
James Brown, whom Berman admired. Moreover, it appropriately 
self-describes the method the artist applied to switch from the strict 
order and quietness of the monochromatic grids to the contrasting 
casual arrangement and vibrancy of the multicolored Shuffles.





This was an important work to the artist, and as such was given 
to his wife as a special personal gift. This untitled Verifax Collage 
has very seldom been exhibited and has hung in Shirley Berman’s 
living room until recently. The large size, the diversity and quantity 
of pasted images (49), the disrupted grid layout in four strata and 
the addition of a line of Hebrew characters at the top, make this a 
major Verifax Collage. As with other pieces containing letters, the 
text doesn’t make sense even though it looks like a sentence that 
might have concealed meaning. The image replicated twenty-eight 
times in the four bottom rows, is a photo of a mountain range that 
Berman found in a magazine and turned on its side, making it 
unrecognizable and puzzling.

Wallace Berman
Untitled, c.1968

Verifax collage and transfer letters, original
wooden frame by the artist

124,5 x 116,8 cm
49 x 46 inches

BERc.1968-1849 



Wallace Berman
Untitled (80.10), c.1970

Stone, acrylic, metal, wood
21,6 x 26,7 x 29,2 cm

8,5 x 10 1/2 x 11,5 inches
BERc.1970-1716

This work literally and metaphorically fuses together the multiple 
meanings of the word ‘stone’ that interested Berman. He used the 
word in reference to altered state of consciousness in his 1960 poem, 
when he confided: «[…] Stoned in black corduroy I continue / To 
separate seeds / From the bulk» («Boxed City,» SEMINA 7) Likewise, 
choosing the name «Stone Brothers» (instead of ‘stoned’) for the 
workshop he opened with Bob Alexander is quite explicit. At the 
same time, it confers holiness to the two associates, as the spelling 
of ‘stone’ in Hebrew combines that of ‘father’ and ‘son’. In the three-
dimensional artworks mixing letters and real stones, Berman might 
have literally followed the instruction found in Deuteronomy 27,7: 
«And thou shalt write upon the stones all the words of this Torah 
very plainly.» Giving the work a solemn and mysterious quality 
like some priceless relic in display, the found rock is laid out on 
a wooden stand bearing a brass plate engraved with its title. The 
numbers 80.10 correspond to the numerical value in Gematria of 
the two Hebrew letters inscribed at the top of the undecipherable 
text. The iron chain that completes the composition is always kept 
loose, with the two ends separated and never attached together, 
perhaps to stress the importance of linkage and transmission 
throughout history.     







Wallace Berman
Untitled I-III, 1975

Negative verifax collage
76,8 x 83,8 cm

30 1/4 x 33 inches
BER1975-1715

Emblematic of Berman’s grid series, the regular pattern of this 
Verifax Collage accentuates the mechanical process, as well as it 
emphasizes the artist’s repetitive creative ritual, akin to a meditative 
trance. In the grids, the material encounters the mystical; repetition 
meets uniqueness; uniformity clashes with disparity; the 
ubiquitous hand holding a radio vies with the varying images it 
frames. The lay out naturally prompts the viewer to «read» the work 
like a book page, like a comic strip, from frame to frame, and to 
examine the details up close. However, frequent black rectangles 
attract the eyes randomly and break the regularity, acting like visual 
pauses similar to silences in music, to punctuation marks in a text. 
The linear reading is further disturbed by arrows pointing nowhere, 
impenetrable scribbles, and Hebrew letters (read from right to left) 
that don’t spell any words.







Wallace Berman
Untitled, c.1974

Negative verifax collage, 
original wooden frame by the artist

33 x 35,6 cm
13 x 14 inches

BERc.1974-1230

This four-hand Verifax Collage is characteristic of the Silent Series, 
in which left hands (negative Verifax photocopies) are neatly 
juxtaposed on a dark background. The mise en abyme of hands 
in the bottom left quarter – one holding a transistor radio inside 
which two dancing female hands are placed – is a formal technique 
often used in this series. Arrows showing opposing directions and 
obscure symbols drawn by the artist, as well as perfectly controlled 
blotches, typically appear throughout these works. The handmade 
wooden frame held in place with screws piercing through the 
composition displaces the mark of the artist’s hand from the center 
to the periphery of the artwork, further questioning the traditional 
classification of the arts and crafts.







Wallace Berman
Verifax collaged mailer, c.1964

Verifax collage on cardstock, stamps, ink
15,2 x 15,2 cm

6 x 6 inches
BERc.1964-1321

The artist sent this piece of mail-art to Dean Stockwell when his 
friend was visiting Paris (c.1964). It bears Berman’s signature 
image of a hand holding a small portable radio, although in this 
case no image was inserted in place of the speaker as in most 
Verifax Collages. As a result, the three postage stamps and the 
handwritten messages on the edges are brought to attention as 
essential elements of the mailed composition. Issued in 1964 the 
stamps labeled “American Music» celebrate the 50th anniversary  
of the founding of the American Society of Composers, Authors, and 
Publishers, and are based on an 18th-century vignette, featuring 
instruments from America’s early days. With these stamps, the artist 
pays homage to American music in a visual work.



Wallace Berman
Hero/Lil, 1972

Collage, Verifax photocopies on cardboard
48,3 x 38,1 cm
19 x 15 inches
BER1972-142

Hero/Lil is one example 
of Berman’s continued 
collaboration with poets, even 
after the last issue of SEMINA in 
1964. This collage was created 
specifically for the cover of Hero/
Lil (1973), a book of poems by 
his friend David Meltzer, who 
acknowledged that Berman’s 
design was in perfect resonance 
with his text. Not unlike a compass 
rose with cardinal directions, 
four oversized flies surround  
a carefully centered Shemhamphorash. These insects are a symbol 
of mortality and the mundane, often associated with dying and 
death, whereas the magical mandala, inscribed with the 72 names 
of God, refers to the dialectically opposed notions of the magical 
and the eternal – thus forming a sort of vanitas or memento mori.

Hero/Lil, Noel Young 
for Black Sparrow Press, 1973



Berman’s early works are rooted in jazz, which offered him a unique 
and genuine source of inspiration and emotion. The artist attended 
Charlie Parker’s famous recording of “Lover Man” in 1946 at Dial’s 
studio in Los Angeles. This great jazz moment might have been the 
inspiration for his surrealistic portrait of Charlie Parker. The drawing 
was featured in several Dial leaflets and on the cover of two albums 
that introduced Be-Bop Jazz to the public.

Wallace Berman
Bebop Jazz, 1947

Album (including original Vinyl records)
31 x 26,5 cm

12 1/4 x 10 3/8 inches
BER1947-865





The Filmmaker’s Festival posters, and other non-commercial 
offset posters such as RETARD PARA.33., OPT.82., and CMN / 
DENOMINATOR, as well as the jazz records or poetry book covers that 
Berman designed show his interest in all categories of visual forms 
and techniques without discriminating between fine or applied 
arts. On the contrary, they manifest an aspiration to collaborate with 
other artists, to blur the boundaries between disciplines, to erase 
any hierarchy of genres and to disregard the distinction between 
high art and low art.

Wallace Berman
Second Los Angeles Film Maker’s Festival, 1963

Offset vintage poster
44,8 x 31,5 cm

17 5/8 x 12 3/8 inches
BER1963-850 



Wallace Berman
Collaged greeting card, 1964

Photo collage on cardstock, stamp, postmark, ink
12,7 x 8,3 cm

5 x 3 1/4 inches
BER1964-1845



Wallace Berman
Poster/Poem, 1967

Offset vintage poster, signed and numbered 90/100
63,5 x 55,9 cm
25 x 22 inches

Edition 90 of 100
BER1967-1844
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