
T he natu ral setting of the prospect
is of crucial importance: the shifting
sands of N ancy Mitchnik's Yellow
Pyramid the "dusty dangerous mou n­
tains of California" as she descr ibes

the m, Pa ul R esika 's idle sailboats in the quiet of the
Provincetown Harbor. Alex Katz 's springtim e Yellow Field or
H elen Mi randa Wilson 's mountain range in N ew Mexico.
In a recent Jetter Wilson descr ibed the importan ce to her of
this southwest landm ark. "the smoke in the image rising from

the field is from fires set by the Taos Pueblo people to renew the soil: it puts
pota sh back into it.The mountain is a sacred place . . . the clouds are Marie's
Tails-cirrus clouds. It was April."

In Alfred Leslie 's Flooded Parld ux Lot one wonders if th is is a painting
of an event or a depiction of the world after the biblical flood . T he richn ess
and texture of the imposing oak tree, the dramatic lighting on the water and
the feeling of awe suggest an event of co lossal proportions. Richard
Artschwager's Volcano can point to a similar catastrophic event bur his repre­
sentation is more a record of something sitting in the landscape, as straight for­
ward as an illustration in this mor ning's newspaper. N onetheless some elem ent
in Artsch wagers ironic take on the world is probably extinct if not dorman t.

Rackstra w D ownes, Rich ard Bosman , and G len Rubsam en are
keen observers too, but their interests are the urban landscape. Down es repor ts
in detail on everything he sees from bu ildings and cars to roadways and sign­
posts in Texas. Bosman turns his attention to the atmosphe re of a foggy N ew
York harbor. Seen from a pier in Brooklyn near his studio, the world is por­
trayed ell grisaille, aU in grays. " I was struck by the decay of the waterfront ,"
Bosman explained, "rotting piers, weeds, piles of abandoned cars and junk
made for a curious j uxtaposition to the city which glowed across the river."
R ubsamen paints an equally seductive view: dusk. a C hinese inspired Victori an
house surrounded by palm trees.T his northern California sight was composed
in the studio three tho usand miles away in N ew York. R elying on photographs
R ubsarn en makes o n his travels, he some times creates his own compositions
out of disparate images.

Verisimilitude even for a landscape paint er is always a qu estion of tech­
nical ab ilities, and the needs and requirements of individual paint ings. For
these painters, Emile Zolas dictu m about the Impressionists view ing the wo rld
"throug h a sensibility" certainly continues to hold true, as with Ke n Aptekar 's
conceptually oriented painti ngs.Aptekar balances painted image with text; he
superimposes the picture with glass that has been etched with sentences
describ ing his world. T he side view glance o f the Bou cher landscape triggers
a remind er of a more personal landscape, a time and a place where his fami ly
met. For Apt ekar, landscape is both a very persona l do main and a psycho logi­
cal phenomenon .Throu gh his text and painti ngs he constructs the process that
all viewers parta ke: the recall of memories of familiar places.

Like Amenoff, Roger Brown, Dona N elson , Kathe rine Por ter ,
J oan Sn yder and R obin Winters create landscapes that are highly personal
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T he Co ntemporary American Landscape

Twent ieth century painters have never lost their infatuation with nature
and the landscape. W hether we look at the provocative abstractions of Paul
Klee's invented wo rlds early in the cent ury, the en igma tic vistas of Balthus or
the ver y contemporary photographically deri ved and impressionistically
detailed paintings of Gerhard R ichter, the fascination with the sub tle CO I11­

plexirics of nature remains a tempti ng and inexhaustible subj ect.
At the end of the cemury Amer ican painters are the inheri to rs of twill

traditi ons. First. the tradition of 19th centu ry painters such as Thomas Cole,
Frederick C hurch and Albert Biersradt, whose absorption with the power and
vastness of the American landscape was translated through realistic and natu­
ralistic images into paintings of mon um ental scale and proportion.T he second
tradition derives from rhe dynamic forces at wo rk in the styles of C ubism,
Surrea lism, Abstract Expressionism. Pop Art and M inimalisrn.The 20th centu­
ry explorations of the character and meanin g o f painting allowed artists to
explore the landscape as a metaphor, filling it with the signs and sym bols of the
American way of life: a way of life that is at once divergent, dramatic, enor­
mo us, rich, fragmented and vibrant, a landscape that is as equally diverse and
contradic tory, and the stage upon which all these characteristics are played out.

T he Amer ican landscape is no different today. Artists still paint in a mul­
tiplicity of styles and from var ied and very personal points of view. All the
artists in this exhibition are transfixed by the effects of light and weather, by
atmosphere and terrain.Thou gh most of these art ists are based in New York,
in a day or less they can be working in the California desert , trekking the
mountains ncar Santa Fe or walking the Atlan tic coast in N ew England.

Back in the studio their work is a distillation of the landscape, images
made from photographs, sketches or memor y. O f the twenty fou r art ists in this
exhi bition , few consider themselves to be landscape painters per se.Yet for each
of them the landscape is cruc ial to their arc-whether in terms of material.
subj ect matter or theory. Further, they recognize a common history and col­
lective experience that is shared at the close of the 20th century and acknowl­
edge a regard for the landscape which we all share. How they choose to

employ the landscape is the subject of this exh ibition.
As a theme the landscape seems almo st too gar­

ganruan to address. Whether portrayed by means of a
thick painterly brush as is the
case in Wayne Thiebaud's
thrilling pictu res of the night
skyline, or the mystical evoca­
tions of Gregory Amenoffs
seascapes, or the domestic gar­
den of Cather ine Murphy's
hypnotic realism, the subjective
recollectio n and depiction of
place is always the produ ct of
great visual creativeness. The
eclectic character of this exhibi­
tion echoes the endless varieties
of paintings sryles today.
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Michael Klein. Gu est C urator

might hear gu nfire)."T his drawing was preceded by a 6-7 mile walk along the
road traversing Pop ham Beach Stare Park . In her description of the terrain she
recalls, " . . . ex tensive marshes to the north flooded by the powerful Kenn ebec
R iver, wooded thickets to the south...sun.. .wind.. .cold- near freezing-raw
unkempr beauty. The drawing started our to be the terror of the deer, but
ended by makin g safe hiding places," In MicheUe Sruarr's multi -p art paintings
each segme nt is made from soil mixed with pigment and oth er fragments. Her
co ncerns cente r on the history of sites and wit h the archeology of the land­
scape, wit h what is covered over time and hidd en from the naked, untrai ned
eye. Later, in her studio, this is sorted out , revealed and becomes the substance
of a newly charged, landscape textu red grid , filled with fragme nts of flowers,
shells and ear th.

Folk Art and art by self-caught artists has had a strong impact on 20 th
century pain ting. T his influence is seen especially in the works of the late
R o ger Brown and Sarah McEeaney. Brown 's MOlli/I.~ DUlles with its herr ing
bon e perspective is a depiction of figures on the dunes somewhere on either
coast.T he small an imated silho uettes are both protected by and thwarted by

the pattern of dunes and
the gray clo uds above.
Na ture is por trayed here as
an ominous presence, play­
109 as it were with
manki nd . McEeaney works
in a tradition of artists such
as Horace Pipp in. Hers is a
narrative imagery of life in
a Philadelph ia neighbor­
hood, underscored by pow­
erful abstracted forms and
seductive color.The settings

are usually domestic and she paints her life, her house, her
garden in a way that makes them familiar and appealing.

The fact that at the end of the 20th Century we can
now see our world and its many landscapes from space does
nor minimize the impact of the craft of painting or these

paint ers' objectives.Through these pictures our senses arc sharpened, our under­
standing of our surroundings increased and the humanity we share honored.

MallY tlmnles 10 Michael Klein for "is efforts 0 1/ bc1JaJj of this project. Milch apprccic­
tion to tlu: artists, collectors and galleries wnogmciollsly lent works to the cxhibtion, 10

the SlaJJ of tlu: Asheville Art Mu seum and to Asheville Sallillgs Bank whose support
mad!' this projea possible.
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and fictive, thou gh based
on the experience of the
landscape and nature.
Snyder's Orchard is a place,
a map, a chart and a recol­
lection of the trees in the
vistas surrounding her
stu dio, hidden 10 the
woods of the H udson River Valley. Nelson's 15 a memory­
scape built with paint and muslin, we look dow n at an island
and the surrounding, turbulent ocean captu red throu gh the
density and textu re of muslin and paint. Porter's BaliNger
Creek is the pictorial memor y of this creek which ran behind
the pain ter's home in Virginia. The creek regularly flooded the surround ing
landscape. Her pain ting is a symbolic and abstract recogni tion o f nature's
power over the land. R obin Win te rs is the mystic of the group. His land­
scape-a spir itual plain-is a place guarded by the ghost of an ancient world,
conj ured up to protect the entrance to this secret landscape. T he same kind
of mystical quality sur rounds R obert Mo skow itz 's Fauve red tree. We see
o nly a distinc t profile on the edge of a forest, a fragment of the visible world,

a minimal and hard edge detail Oat against the
atmosphe re of brushstrok es. The isolated tree
becomes sym bolic of tim e, place and spirit.
Underscored by its borrowed title from the W
Somerset Maugham classic, TIle Raz or's Edge it
is about the search for the right path , the image
of the tree sign ifying the place where that path
may eme rge. Like Moskowitz, Elle n Phelan is
also forem ost a co lor ist and minimalist, but she
sets out to explore the atmosphere of land­
scapes. In her pale blue cloud study the flat,
silent space of her wo rld is punctuated by a sin­
gle white cloud .

From a day out in the field , Susan
Hartnett, Malcolm Morley and Mi chelle
Stuart recreate the adventure inherent in
explorat ion of the landscape. Look at Morley's
view from the small harbor into a Maine fishing
village focusing on the details of the bait drums,
as compared with Susan Hartn ett 's calligraphic
re-creation ofa hike along the Maine coast. Her
pain ting is a visual re-telling of the details o f

w hat she sees. She writes,
" By November's cnd one is
stir-c razy, and risks a Sunday
walk wh en hunting is for­
bidden (even though one
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