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With career-spanning works and a

wealth of ephemera, the

Burchfield retrospective organized by Robert Gober sheds
light on the revered watercolorist, current curatorial tastes
and Gober's own artistic Inclinations

BY MICHAEL DUNCAN

THE VISIONARY WATERCOLORS of Charles Burchfield
(1883-1967) have long occupled a special niche in Ameri-
can art history. In vibrant images celebrated for their psy-
chological depth, quirky romanticism and strange baauty,
Burchligld transformed humdrum middie American set-
tings into mystic reaims. The emotional intensily. graphic
immadiacy and starybook fantasy of his works set them
apart from the realism of the Ashcan School or the art-

ful experimentalism of Dove and O'Keeffe. Alfred Barr
acknowledged Burchfield's quality by selecting a group of
the artist’s watercolors for the very firsi one-person exhibi-
tion at the Museum of Modern Art in 1930.

Today, Burchfield's works seem completely in step with
our own tastes—parhaps more so than those by the artist's
celebrated Regionalist peers Edward Hopper, Thomas Hart
Banton and Grant Wood. His ecstatic, tremulous depictions
of loresls, snowstorms, fires and ravines anticipate the
charged landscapes of contamporary artists like Sharon Ellis,
Judith Linhares, Karen Carson, Tom Uttech, Malissa Miller,
David Bates and Fred Tomaselli. His filigreed clapboard shan-
ties and fields humming with insecls presage fantastical
details in drawings by Kiki Smith and Heman Bas, and his
obsassiveness is nol unlike that of in-vogue outsiders from
the past, such as Martin Ramirez and Henry Darger.

One contemporary artist who doesn't come 1o mind in rela-
tion to Burchfield is Robert Gober. Yet a traveling exhibition of
over BO watercolors, drawings and oils, organized by Gober
with the assistance
of Hammer Museum
curator Cynthia Burl-

OPENING SOON e, wadie g
Haal Vvawes M 2 owamp. [ha

Paintings of Charles Burchiial® at a fragh spin 1o :r_:e'
the Burchfiald Pannay Art Cantir, work of this “artist’s

Butfalo, NY,. Mar, 5-May 23 artist.” Gober is known

for sculptures and installations with elliptical, symbolic mean-
ings and references that seam lar from the direct raverence
for nature expressed in Burchfield's works. Yet he owns a few
Burchfield drawings and suggested the exhibition 1o Hammer
director Ann Philbin. Though Gober clearly admires the artist.
ha has stated that any connections with his own praclice are
only casual, “People are assuming that I've had a long buming
desire o get closer to Burchfield,” he recently said, “to under-
stand and reveal him. And that really wasn't the case, . . . It
was the challenge of invastigating another artist's life and
presenting his story.”' While on the whole Gober presents a
conventional historical survey, al several points his own con-
cerms as an artist intersecl with the exhibition in somewhat
confusing and distracting ways.

A SURVEY OF BURCHFIELD has never bean mounted on
the Wast Coast—and not for 16 years in New York—yet
he has continued to attract a cottage industry of scholar-
ship, mostly centered around his archivas at the Burchfield
Penney Art Center in Buffalo, M.Y. That institution has
catalogued more than 25,000 objects amassed by the art-
ist and his wife, including voluminous journals, skatches,
doodles, scrapbooks and other ephemera; the artist’s
studio was reconstructed in the museum after being trans-
portad from West Seneca, the lown outside Bulfalo where
he settled in 1925 and lived until his death.

Intarest in Burchfield locuses on three major bodles
of work: the early expressive watercolors made In 1817,
after ha left the Cleveland School of Art; the more sadate
Regionalist cityscapes and industrial scenes of the 1820s
and "30s that brought him widespread acclaim; and the late
explosive works, from the mid "40s on, that return o his
aarly exprassionistic style of nature painting. The show cov-
ars all three periods (including 14 works from Barr's 1930
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GIVEN THE CONTEMPORARY CONCERN FOR

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES—NOT TO MENTION THE
VOGUE FOR ECCENTRIC VISIONARIES—BURCHFIELD'S
NATURE PAINTINGS FEEL NEWLY RELEVANT TODAY.

Success in several New York gallery shows enabled
Burchfield to leave his day job in 1929 and work full-
time as an artist. While his career continued to blossom
during the Depression, his paintings acknowledged
the economic hardships around him. End of the Day
(1938) records in a widescreen hilitop perspective the
journey of bedraggled factory workers plodding toward
dilapidated shantytown homes. Other works present the
oppressive aspects of industrialization more obliquely.
Black Iron (1935) is a low-angle depiction of a bleakly
monstrous drawbridge over the Buffalo River that seems
ready to crush all who approach. View of Garden Plants
Beyond Fence (1937) shows a patch of spring growth
seen through the slats of a fence—a framing device that
reflects Burchfield’s reputation as a penned-in loner,
while also evoking one of Gober's jail-cell windows.

In 1943, with the wartime lull in artworld activity,
Burchfield took some time to reassess his practice,
which he felt had grown somewhat stale. He began
literally to expand some of his watercolors from 1917
by joining blank strips of paper along the paintings’
edges and augmenting the scenes. The resultant works
are bolder, more fanciful panoramic landscapes. In the
breakthrough woodland scene The Coming of Spring
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(1917-43), the light on a high
hillside horizon is relayed by
reflection through a cascad-
ing stream that empties into a
mysteriously dark icy pond. In
the companion Two Ravines
(1934-43), a fairy-tale forest
showcases similar contrasts
of light and dark with a more
lateral, cinematic scope.
Burchfield had achieved the
technical skill to transform the
heightened emotional settings
in his youthful work, regenerat-
ing them with more complex
modulations of light, an even
freer hand and a greater sense
of volumetric space. The larger
scale fosters more elaborate
and fanciful contrasts of earth
and sky, forest and stream.
In The Sphinx and the Milky
Way (1946), the artist remade a
1917 watercolor of shrubbery
as a rural nocturne, in which
a cosmic vision of the night
sky is seemingly ignited by a
mysterious sphinx moth pol-
linating a flower in the fore-
ground. Especially untamed
and agitated is Sun and Rocks
(1918-50), in which Burchfield
illuminates a gnarly precipice
of rocks and scrub pines with
a crucifix-shaped sun.
Burchfield's late, reconfigured
works spin into all-new com-
positions ripe with emotion,
gesture and fancy. Loose, vigor-
ous brushwork in Gateway to
September (1946-56) describes,
at the center, a golden-hued
portal in a flowering grove
inhabited by a giant grasshop-
per and moth, and seemingly
abuzz with insects. There is no
holding back in works like The

Four Seasons (1949-60), which contains within its cathedral-like
arbor an entire life cycle of growth and decay. Delicate insects

can Art, N .::.‘I- . 4- r 2010], reminiscent of Florine Stettheimer’s “flutterbys” fly through

\ the silvery night sky of Dandelion Seed Heads and the Moon
(1961-65). The late works have a kind of toughness, evident in
the core of blackness within the budding woods of Early Spring
MICHAEL DUNCAN s a West Coast-based (c. 1966-67); only occasionally do they evoke Disney cartoon
el o e effects or sci-fi illustration.

and Burlingham, with additio
Weekly, Tullis Johnson and Dave Hickey.
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Although today rarely examined, ecstatic nature painting
remains a significant tradition in American art. Powerful
works of the last century by the likes of Dove, O'Keeffe,
Pavel Tchelitchew, Agnes Pelton, Raymond Jonson, Peter
Blume, Hyman Bloom and Frederick Wight still exert a
strong influence. Given the contemporary concern for
environmental issues—not to mention the vogue for
eccentric visionaries—Burchfield's individualistic respons-

es to nature today feel

newly relevant. At once

bold and tenebrous, vig-

orous and hyper-esthetic,

Burchfield’s landscapes speak intimately to our fragile
relationship with nature and spirit, darkness and light,
transcending all attempts to pigeonhole the artist through
speculative psychoanalysis or mythmaking.
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