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.: to' me, These nudes look aw-

<" the suggestion of fellow artists

Maine’s rugged and raw baautyhas been a lure to many of Amer-
- ica's foremost landscape artists. Thomas Cole, founder of the
.Hudson River School of art, first visited Mount Desert Island in

‘1844, When he returriéd home to New York, his wealthy patrons

- were astounded by the mix of mountains and séa on his canvases.
‘Man versus the chadtic forces of nature kept Winslow Homer
busy on the boulder-strewn shores of Prouts Neck for more than.
two decades. Ten years after Homer's death, Georgia O’ Keeffe,
Marsden Hartley, and John Marin all mined the Maine coast for

inspiration, changing the landscape to fit their modernist styles.
i‘advent of abstract expressionism in the late
1940s, ]andscape painting met'its demise. The fine-arts com-
munity snickered as landscapes were relegated to commercial
art. The New York scheol desperate]y ‘wanted to put the art-
ist back in the artwork, eschewing pretty pictures for a fren-
zied attack on the canvas, be
- it Jackson: Pollock’s drip paint-
ings or the works of Willem de
Kooning, which flattened the-
canvas and emphasized brush
strokes. This decade had a pro-
found effect on a young artist

named Neil Welliver. -

Welliver had studied under
_ colorist Josef Albers at Yale in
the 1950s. But instead of div-

" ing headfirst into 'abstraction,

Welliver painted sensuous
nudes bathing in shimmer-
-ing ponds. “Albers'would say

fully naked, don't they? ” says
Welliver; now 75, whosits ina -
" wheelchair in his l.wmg room in
- Mainie for this interview.
"' "Welliver was undeterred,

Survwal
Ar tist

" Neil Welhver has used
the tragedles in his hfe
and the woods ‘on his
‘Maine property to bécome one :
of Amencas ﬁnest pamters.

paintings acquired by the Met and MOMA in Manhattan, the
MFA in Boston, the Hirshhorn Museum in D.C.” Welliver began

to reap praise from art critics such as Robert Hughes at Time

magazine, who wrate that his “paintings of the Maine woods are
among the strongest images in modern American art.”

As if Welliver hadn’t faced enough adversity, he would also -

have to deal with the deaths of two-of his five sons and over-
came health problems, including a heart attack and, of late, hy-
drocephalus, more commonly referred to as water on the brain.
Last May, Welliver and his wife, Mimi, moved from the farm to
a new home perched high above his beloved Ducktrap River.
On the mend, he is unable to give elaborate answers to ques-
tions but is sharp enough to shoot off one-liners. “How did you
go about choosing the locales in the woods that you pamted?"

“Wherever I could park my easel and it wouldn't fall down.”

“Were you friends with de
Kooning?” .

“Sure, but he was still a pain
in the ass.”

interfere with his work. He con-

is a large canves of the Duck-

“The ubiquitous forest stands on

either side of the water, loosely

‘painted and more abstract than
~ in his earlier offerings. In Welliv-
‘er's paintings, which have been
..compared to the works of realist

find thick brush stiokes that look

ated-only yesterday, and a limited
palette of green, red; blue, yel-

" bringing his figurative works to .
.. Lincolnville, Maine, in 1962, at

Alex Katz and Lois Dodd. He
summered at a '106-acre farm
and moved there permanently elght years lel:er Graduaily, his
nudes and other figures, ike }us'pamung of one of his young sons
paddling a canoe, grew less important, receding into an over:
growth of forest thick with pines and sparkling with water. In the
mid-1970s, the people in his work disappeared altogethet. -
Three ttagedxes in Welliver's life may have led him to this
decision. The studio in his barn burned, along with many of
his works. Then, in 1976, his only daughter succumbed to sud-
den infant death syndrome, and his wife, Polly, died soon after.

Welliver retreated to his woods, by then totaling 1,600 acres’

and sfretching a mile slong the sintious Ducktrap River and
across the pasture called Briggs Meadow. The result on canvas
was a dark foray into a forest where trees are uprooted, the land
is scarred from fire, and thick bogs are home to submerged and
steely rocks. But light started to seep back into his paintings, es-
pecially in the winter months, when the Maine sky is often crys-

tal clear and snow illuminates the landscape. Welliver would

snowshoe out to some virgin locale and paint for hours.

“He hit his stride and developed his mature style in the late
1970s,” says Phil Alexandre, owner of the Alexandre Gallery in
New York, which represents Welliver. “Those are the large-scale
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laoking at an accurate Maine
lanidscape; but tHenyourealizehis

Chris Crosman, director of the

Famsvmr[h Miseum in nea.rby Rockland. :
Welliver is clearly a landscape artist of the post—abstract ex-

pressionist era, or as Hughes states in his book American Visions,
“he couild only have matured in the 30 years after Pollock.” His .

- “plein-air studies § in the woods are merely sketches for large paint-

ings produced.in his barn, often as grand as 8 feet by 10 feet.

Welliver outlinés the sketch on the canvas and paints from top to 7

bottom until finished, never returning to touch up the work.
There’s only one way to truly immerse yourself in Welliver’s

_woods: Leave the art behind and frolic in the same trees, marsh-

es, bogs, and river that so enrapture him. Welliver recently do-
nated 695 acres of his farm to Maine’s Coastal Mountains Land
Trust, allowing the public to traverse his woods. Many of the
trees seen in paintings like The Birches (1977) at the Metro-

politan Museum of Art have been lost due to ice storms, but a-

thick forest and dense underbrush remain, timber crackling un-

“derfoot, Light splinters through the branches of fallen firs onto™

their newborn cousins, dwatf pines — a cycle of nature, death,
and rebirth that mirrors the ebb and flow of Welliver's hfe

_Stephén Jermanok is a freelance writer living in Newton.

Welliver doesn’t let his malady

tinues to paint every day. Hanging -
from the wall in his new studio’

. trapRiver; viewed from above. ...

painter Gustave Courbet, you'll ..

slick and wet, as if they were cre- - -
- low, and white. “You think you're -

colors are quite unnatural,” says .

morre =~ m O X W
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