Rackstraw Downes, The Plantation: Misty Morning, 1979. Oil on canvas, 13% x 47 % in.

DIRECT RESPONSE: CONTEMPORARY LANDSCAPE PAINTING

This exhibition has been named “Direct
Response” because the painters represented
in it paint the landscape at first hand,
without artifice. We believe that the model
of a landscape painter is an artist who picks
out a special corner of the world, plunks an
easel in front of it and, forgetting about the
media, forgetting about art history, paints
the landscape anew. There are those “land-
scape painters” who say “everything has
already been done” but who still want their
paintings to refer to nature and the open
air. They have read the theories of Ernst
Gombrich who claims that art is always
more about other art than it is about
nature. We have read him too but, loving
art more than we love art history, we try to
prove him wrong.

And why not? The best landscape
painting of the past four or five centuries
has been as much about places as about
ideas. The best landscape painters have
discovered new points of view not merely as
effectively by reading the spoilsport critics
as by stepping out of their studio door and
then using their eyes.

Each generation sees things differently.
This is called the generation gap, as we all
know. But generations not only differ in
their views on politics and pornography,
they also see a difference in, say, clouds.
We look at the masses of piled-up clouds in
a Dutch 17th-century landscape with a
touch of disbelief—surely their rhetoric is
exaggerated! The clouds in a typical
Impressionist landscape are too fluffy and
cottony—we can’t quite believe them either.
What are the permissible clouds of today?
We won’t know until we paint them, or
until we paint them out. It’s quite possible
that clouds are not an issue. Just because
they are there doesn’t mean we are obliged
to paint them. In the past we painted ruined
temples and gnarled oak trees, now we
don’t. Each generation paints what it needs
and understands and leaves the rest alone.

We have plenty of opportunities which
previous painters lacked. We can use
brighter colors and more of them. We can
use huge canvases routinely because there
are trucks to move them all over the
country. We use bigger brushes and more

paint. Above all our visual opportunities
are more varied. We look down on the land-
scape from airplanes or we take the elevator
to the 50th floor and look down on the
street from there. We drive at 65 mph

(in a rural zone, that is) and look through
the windshield at nature. Or, living in

the suburbs, we regard the out-of-doors
through Andersen windows which have

no bars to obstruct the view. We can ape
the camera lens anywhere. There is new
subject matter begging to be painted: night-
time traffic, giant tanks, Tokyo, Long
Island, California! The bulldozer ripping
open a potato field to build condominiums
weighs upon us as much as the heavy haze
coming up on the horizon.

So let us dispense with nostalgia and
fatigue! In our healthy moments we are as
open as ever to the novelty and freshness
that are always available, inviting direct
response.

Wolf Kahn
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