
-



CHARLES INTO THE MYSTIC 
/ '\ '\ 

\, / ./ 

VI" '0 ;areer' ;pannlng 'M ,'k0 and a wealth of ephemera th' 
Burchfield retrospective )rganlzed by Robert Gober sheds 
light on the revered watercolonst current curatonal tastes 
and Gober'o C'MIfl artist Inc natlon~ 

BY MICHAEL DUNCAN 
THE VlSIONARY WATERCOLORS of Charles 8u ,cnl'~d 

(18~-IOO7) ha~ 1Or'I\I OCCUPied 8 SpeC.II noeM ,n AmMo· 
ten I" h,stOt1· In ~'blant omag<IS celebtated tor It\eo. p$y­

Cl>OIOQICal depCh. QUlfky romant ,c,sm and "range beauty. 
8o.Irct>t.-klIr. Il5""''''''' II\Imdrum ~ ......... qn M'­
I"'IIS .,to mystIC realms. The emollOfllll ,nt_ly. grepl>oC 
,mmedt3cy and . toryDOok 'Bntasy of his WO<~s set !!>em 
Io,rI from the ",.I,sm olin. A$IK;an &I>00I OIll1e arl-
lui .~pe"menlal,sm of Dove and O'Keefle. Allreo Barr 
.c~r.o ..... ledged Burehl,&I<:I'I qual,ly by sel&ChJl{l a group of 
ll1e .rl.Si 's wale<colofs lor the ~.ry lirsl one-pe<.on exIIibi-
1>01'0 l i llie Museum of MOdem At! In 1930 

Tcxt.y. Ek>cl_", 'III'QII<s -" COIT'IJlIM..ov '" Itep WIth 
001 D""'I tasles ~ more 10 tI>an those by the erosfs 
OIItbr,!I.d Regoon.tI<s1 ~ E<tward 1-IO\lI*. Thomas Hart 
6enton.-.c:l Gr8<lI Wood. HIS ecstabC. ~depoo;bon$ 
of Iore5ts. snowstorms. Ares and ,/IVIf'I8S antoc.pale 1M 
charoed landscapes 01 con!&ITIPO'ar)' artists "ke Sharon EI.s, 
Judflh l..n'\ar8S, Karen ca'lOO. Tom UUech. MeIia&I M,IIer. 
o...d Sal" and Fred T"........ HIS Jilo9rMd e<apI'><W<I S/'Ian­
IoeIIOd fields I'Iunvnng w,th II'IMCIS PO! 1'0& ~locaI 
cIe!'" '" draw>nSP by KII<I Sm,th IOd Heman Bas, and ,.,. 
oIlslas .. oMS IS nor ........ thai 01 "'-vogue 0lJ1~ from 
1"- I'*I1,,.,m as Matton Ram;re" and I-\enr)' Da<ger. 

One cont&ml)O("'Y "'tOS! who doesn'l come 10 fI"W'I(I '" reIa­
t.on 10 Burchfield is AoOer1 Gotler, Yet a t,."...ng •• M"lion 01 
a.er eo walercolots, dfewongs and ooIs, orgar'llZfKl by Gober 

w,m the as""!!,,,,:,, ._......, 
curalOl Cymtloa &.I­
ingham. seeI<s 10 11M' 
a frMh $!)OlIO the 
WO<I< 01 th4 "MIoSIS 
arM!." Gober IS Imowr1 

!or SCUlptUles and ",staliattOnS WIth elliptICal. SymbolIC mean­
ngs ana _~s that seem lar from the direCt ' ..... ,&nC6 
!or,..,...,. exp<es.s-ed'" Burchfield's wor\<$, Yat "- owns a few 
Burch'o!ld dI. " . ogs and euggesled tha exIIbt.on 10 Hammel 
dore(:lCr Ann PIClon, Thougn Gober cIIsarIy aciTw .. t/Ia artlS!. 

he .... ltated that "'" COIo_" ,.,Ih ,.,. (Nin practICe .. 
0If'r/y C8Sl.8I. 'PeopIe arl au..mong that ~ I\IId • long DurtwIQ 
...... 10 get Qoser 10 BurcIlflel(l,' he re<:<!tlItI Mid, -10 under· 
stand and f9Y8aI n;m. iIIId Ihal ..... 1Iv wasn't the cue . It 
was the Challenge 01 inveSbgDItrl\j anothe< "'loSt'S 111e and 
pr..."tong hs story," While on the whole Gotler ~ 8 

COI'I'II/II"IbOfIaIlIISloncal S\IIV9y. al _aI POints hts (Nin con· 
cemt .. In IIrtIS! onterMe1 w Ih tha ""htbmOn on _1 
confusing and dlstract.ong W8'f1. 

A SURVEY OF BURCHFIEt.D has neve< ~ mounled on 
Ihe Well Coast-and nOI lor 16 years'" New York-yet 
he has eonnnued 10 amact" col1age ind ust ry Of SChOlar­
shiP, mostly centered .round hIS .rch",e, at tile au'chl leki 
PlIf1n1)' Arl Center in Bullato, N y, TMt inSI,tuhon r.as 
ceillogued more than 25.000 objects amassed by the art­
lSI and hs WIfe. inCludong VOIu_S jOurne'" sl<etCl>es. 
doodles. lCtapbooks and othat ephemera; the .n,st's 
stVOoo ... as reconSlructed on lhe musaum .tler beong Irans­
ported Irom West Seneca. tM lown outside BullalO """'re 
he .. Wed in 1925 and lived unl' h iS death. 

lOI"rt$l on Burchlield locusas 011 Ihr&e ""IOf bOOIes 
01 YoQ(k the early ""presSNe wate<colotS mao. on 1917. 
.tter he tell tha Cleveland School 01 Art; the more HKlala 
~ Cltyscapes and ondu$lr\al scenoos 01 the llir./O$ 
.-.c:I '3011 that DtoughIIIIm WIdeSptNd accIam. and tna lale 
.. ~ WO<ks. lrom the m.d ·.oa 011. 1I'Ia1 rei",,, 10 hts 
88tIy ""p.-lIsrorostIC 'S!yIe 01 n.Me P8ont"'O. Tile allOw COlI­
.. a 8" t1t,1!ICI P,-,"005 (netudlog 14 WOf~S from Ba,,'. 1930 



BURCHFIELD'S WORLD IS BOTH VISUAL 
AND AURAL, AND IS ENDOWED WITH A 
DARK PSYCHOLOGY IN PARTS REMINISCENT 
OF WORKS BY MUNCH AND HODLER. 

MaMA Vow. along ""th correspondBnCe beI~ Barr and 
8urch1lftld). DuI 8110 n1.OIges ..... straon oI/el4hrSI"; .Burt. 
I",~: .,..senl.ngll11Bphonej>ld 000dIee. oea.gns lor 
CllnSlmas c.tOa. I mag<tll<1fl ed lor Johnnoe Walloor &.ck 
illustrltl(l w,t~ I Bu,c~t,ald pa,nt "" Ind an en! •• gal, 
ie<y plastered ,."tll I Bu'chfoald ~ pallern. Only 
1....- or 111fI1n .. fI JOUrnalS ~ allOwed to ['ave' ,."Ih Itle 
8)(1I11)ot"",; rather strangely .• vrtn" .. ,n til<! IlxM),loon con­
ta,nad a SIOOC~ 01 Ill<! rema,,,",,,, )OUr""I ..... the" arch'YII 
Iokle,s In lacl. these ere f8c$im,18' that. accord ng 10 lhe 
label, "wa," tat)"cated by the RObert Gober SI~doO lor lhe 

e.Ml,hon to doseIy match the "''Il''>II1S 
in sell" aJ'l(! Io<m· en. coukl,n help 
beong ,...,_ '" IP'IfI 1.,.;son'IIIe New 
Yon! T",... ..,. ... par*S 1""1 Gober has 
$Ioockad '" _ '" nos II'ISlalabOnS_ 

TheM pet1P/lefal ,'&nil .-n 10 
Mve '-' CI'IO$en bK ..... 1hIJy sup­
poo-t • curat"'''' pt*lCcupabon w,th 
8OJfctlr .. flt.0UD!e0 ~-Ilis 
.epreased _ or COf'~OC1ed 
HflM at socielalalus. £xemplilylng 
lhe exh,b<\"",' ...... 'tenl &nIphas" on 
ejlhetnefa is lhe ,mag<! cnosen lor the 
calalogue'llront COVI/f, a 8u,chf,eld 
camoullage CleBogn made dunf>g his 
I,H''IOfItll -"0C4I in \he U,S, ArmI in 
1919 The deSogn....-.-hat resembles 

.... aoSt'ICI ""'I' "' I 8ufcI\/oekI land 
~ bu1 'I hw<'Y v.orthy at rapm­
se<II.no nos ....;OfI< '" ,ts t_ty. 

USUALLY CHAAACTtRlUO IS a 
loner, ItIOugII P'IfI was ...... "' .... choI· 
d,.., '80M<:! by • ""'II" molt.< .., 
Salem. 0Il00, 8OJfchloeid 'I , compte>; 
logure whOM MrIiSb ,ty >I not eaSIly 
categor'zed. l'w>g almosl to. enl"8 
II ,n am,lItownl ,n Otuo afId New 

Yorl<, he "' .. ,nlfO$PlCtive and 1"11"1)1 
al odds w,lh ma,nst'eam tastes. The 
conlas .. onal, hearUal! and onhmala 
1Kl\r,1S ,n 8u'chf'eld', )QU,nals, selec· 
ttOll. f,om whoch were pUbI,shed ,n 
I VOlume 01 mora Ihln roo pages 
'" 1993.' charI \he an,SI" dramatoc 
mood ..... ,ng. and lOve 01 nature_ They 
oncIucII PfecoM obHr\'attOll. IIboulthe 
natural world, bul If. Ittuned aloke 10 
Dordsong, cr1c~et dIo'lI""9&. and 1lM\<· 
,11. c~ WIQI'>8I and SobeIius 
Both ...... -Mrahng Ind mol vahona!. 
11>1 ,.,... .... al' I .. ught w th late· 
adoIn<:ent and mod"'e QUlShorW>gS 
The Clescnpl ons 01 ""turl ara com· 
posed ""Ih rtMIlO'oc.1 1I0unshes and 
POetiC II'ghtS WOlthy 01 Emer1ron 0' 
WMman, B5 ,n Ih,' entry lrom No._ 30, 
1930: "The ,a,n beall In my laca. my 
leet s ... ~"' the mill. I am SItCU,e I,om, 
but m'ngl. ,n, tl>l e"lTtIKlts ."' 

AltllOugl'l_ u &o-ct>'oIkI scllOlar 
Nannetle v M~ hes """'ted 

CkJI. cnbCS and curators haY1!IlOO oUen 'iloIlO on the jour. 
.- 10 prorno(e I not"", 01 s..wchl .,od U SO' t...-y arlrst-hero, 
till! ..... "es 9"" """"I _ 01 .. _...-. 01 "lOder, ,. 
'st. I.., de.we .. and ......... an. 01 !"os ~ IriIIndsnop 
and """*Y W'th Hopp. or IiCCIIJIIl'lanceI ,."m Wood and 
~ Wyeth, or 01 tol ~.Iong I)VbIic peroona as a 
weI,known and ,espected Ame"';", "'~S1' Thos .. not 10 
say 11\111 Burct>!leld "'8\1 hOng IKlyttong., his ""'lingS. but 
,ather lhal hrS work grew 01)1 01 • more complex nexus 01 
lorce •. teeI'ngs and .... lluencea than 1118 jOur""IS ChroniCle_ 

Burchlield was hardly 8 SflIHn .. de 8">11. as some have 



IiI<9d 10 bfH,owe. He enle<ed 100 Oeveland SchoOl of Art '" 
1912 ,nlend,ng 10 become a oommerciat all,st , bYl ~'S amb,· 
loons quickly expanded. A SOPh,sticated 9rouP of teac~ers 
and fellow students exposed h,m 10 As,an. Post·tmPfes­
SlOI'''SI and modern.st 3rt. to too w"I'''IIS 01 N'etlsche, and 
!O the eXp"rrments of William Z<~rac~ aOO William Sommer, 
both of whom SPent t,me ,n Cleveland.' In school. BurCh­
tield adopted watercolor as h,S preferred medium, adm"ing 
It as "~iable and quick" as welt as appreciat,ng its SUltab,l ity 
lor wor~'''II Btl (J/9<" a.,.' The Itu,,:lrty of walercolor soflened 
the harsh ..... s of his sometimes clunky rendering aOO stac· 
cato gestures. Too lew eflorts ,n Oit on display in the exh.bO· 
toon seem sW and stolid by comparrsoo. 

Alter his graduat,on ,n 1916 and a broel SI.nt in New York 
C,ty. Burchf,eld relurne" to ~'S ~ome!Own, where he expe· 
rrenced both a psychological breakdown and a styl,sllc 
breakthrough. H.s overwrought emotOO<lS-as chron,cled 
in the journals, he contemplated suicide-tound Ihe" 
expressive corretative ,n works h~e Tile '"secr Chorus 
(1917). w~.Ch dep,cts a spoo~y Side-yard doma,n 01 C'C8-
das and katyd.ds broadcasting lrom shadowy, cavelike 
shrubl)ery. as .ndicated ,n comic-strip-style I,nes sug­
gesting r"",,~rations, BurChfield's WO~d is both ""sual 

0' .. " '9 191 '" ' 
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and aural. and isl!<ldOwed w ith a dark PSYChology in parts 
,em,n.scent 01 works by Munch and Hadler. At the same 
l ime, he taps a vein of gothic t ranSCBrl(j&rltal.sm that.n 
American litaratum can be traced Irom Hawthorne and Mel­
vitle to Sherwood Anoorson, Rob.nson Jellers and Flan.-.ery 
o'Connor. Gene<ally devoid 01 the human form, Burchheld's 
wor~s argua~ invoke a <:leeper senS<l ofloneli.-.ess and iso­
lat,on lhan pa.nt.ngs of a s,milar to.-.e by Hoppe, 

Wh,1e BurChhald'S work is stylistocally rOOloo ,n .. an Gogh 
and Post·lmpresSlon iSm. the charg.ng 01 negatIVe space 
in his compositions and the conuasts tJetween delicate 
inked hnes aOO I"leavily pa.nled black shadows are 1000ebted 
d"ectly to Japa.-.eS<l uk,yo-e woodblOCk p"nts. J, Benjam,n 
Townsaod and otlte< BUfchheid scholars also ha"" lound 
,n JapaneS<l woodtoloc~ ca"caturas-as v;ejl as in Ameri­
can comic strrpS-PfecufSOfs for lhe symbol ootat,ons 
lhal Burchfield developed as a ~.oo of cade for emot'ons .' 
I-Ie Sk.etched and labeled these symbOls in 1917, and COl­
lected lhem late, in an alborn lhal he l itted C<>""""tIOllS to( 
AOstracr TI!otJgfll (1955). A sMpa reS<lmbhng a cartOO<l 
smole IS ident,fied as "fasc ination of evil"; a ca lligraphic 
squ'ggle reS<lm~.ng a blfd ,n flight is "a.mless abSlfaction": 
a proscen,um arc~ Shape denotes "mor!»dness: 



The Hamme< onslaU3lon ~ "",11'1 a galIe<y /NI.ri'Ig 
13 ot these S)'mbol s!<elches. ~M'eld uS&d!>o, eOOols ,n 
earl'; dra""'IlgS • ..en as Churcfl Bells R"'9"'9. RB'II)' W,,,­
ter Mght 119(7). In whoch 8 d,ip-smea,eo90th,e enapel 
Includes tl>& symOOIs lor 'Iase na110n 01 evil: '1 ... : 'mor­
bldness' and 'onNMy: ~M tid" petverH 'WI>ere'. 
waldo' 93n'1f1 dOoIan-, reaDy make much dolter..-.c .... 
worI<s ot SUCh OYefWrougl'll IIXpre$llOO_ As Burenloeid muSI 
I'IIWI reahz"" wilen he assembled the doodlell~' SUlche. 
"'to tha 1955 album, tOO,r prlne'pal ""erast IS 8S ev>dence 
01 the angu>sh and emotionallurmpjl 01 h,s youth, wt'*! 
he was clearly r;l&termioed to lOad n" pa>nl ngs w.th as 
many oangerOUI leel>ngs as POH,bIe Although 01'* earl'; 
~ are more tyncat. •• are 100M. v>{IOfOUS and lormally 
r_I..-e. eurcnloeld presents r:landehons as dOt. 01 wi' Ie 
ps,nl. a rainSTorm as "",tocal st,eaks 01 grll)', lunllO_ 
stalks as tWisted gestures. dlstent crty ,ooftops as strokes 
ot dragonal white '1tC"",n9 >n space_ 

BURCHFIElD'S E~TtONAt.LY RESTRAINED worl<I I,om 
Ille 1920s __ presented a1 "" Hamn- in. ga .... y 
papered with TI'IfI IltCs>mrle 01 a gnestty wallpaper thet I'IfI 
des.gned dUring h" t92t-291enur. 8t the wallpaper ' Ofm 



~ Ioi. IWge and Son •. The etfect was ",rr'ng, The pa"'!'ngl 
Ifom II". perIOd ... poma,,~ '" $I>.ps, helds, and small 
lown Ind IIId"stna! .......... execuled '" a II,a.gnHorward 
relhSI Ill'1f ~D! a~.n 10 lhe Reg"""'''s''' TheH 
works are nard~ one·nole, 01 CO'''le, and amono lnose In 
lheaxnib<loOn a.e. lew WIlt> parllcularty loaded content 
suct> as Pyram>d of Fife (Pyram>d of Flame). 1929. WIth ItS 
IIJhouetied I""oght&rl In actIon at a burnIng hOUse. aoo 
SM life-Scrap Iron (1929), showIng a pile 01 loouslf," 
ref"se. I ~ thet nas become 111100 la~Ia. on OUI own 
lIme, T!'Ie .'POI'>J>O.g wanpaper, by contrast IS cleustro· 
phobocall)' patletnect w 111 orar>08 sunllower1l and vlOrant 
blue WMI·Ie_, Ind emanates a """,OIIC bull 

W,lh Ill .. choice. Gober ar'IiIoChrorbsllCllIy ~ the 
taches'" hIS own II'IStaliahOIll, on wtlId1 he JUXlapOMS 
WIIIpaper dftognI ",,11'1 lacSlfTliles '" odd symbolic ob!Ietl 
G,..., tM payc/IoIoglocaI ornpIIC.atJons 01 GOO.'S wort<. one 
gueIIft lIIat" dec""", 10 diSPlay tl>ese parloculllr paont· 
ongS on 11'01 walipal*' I\'IOOf>t SIled _light on lhe war­
!'Ie Os Ill""""ng .bOOl Bvrchloetd- say. lhel the p!.Imp8d.Uj) 
wallpaper represent. I Fleudlan ",'Iurn '" the r8\lressed"' 
an e<;ho 01 lhe ktye<.l·up emotionalIsm lhet seeml to be 
mIl""" In tile conlemporaneous palntu'Os. Reoa'dieSi o! 

THE PRINCIPAL INTEREST OF THE SYMBOUC 
CODE OF EMOTIONS THAT BURCHFIELD 
SKETCHED IN 1917 IS AS EVIDENCE OF THE 
ANGUISH AND EMOTlONAL TURMOIL OF HIS YOUTH 

how the waljpaper Inslallaloon IS .,t,rpreted, >1 d,.t'8CIS 
Irom pa"'t"'(JS Ihat can. and Should, Illnd on 100;, own 
Wlli>oul lIeavy-handed curalor,at d,SPIay. The exhbloon IS 

oj v>ded "'to named HCtJOr1S. and tile htle tor IhIS room. 
·W~ and M<!fflage,' on ,lseI'_1O conti'" a 
deadpan l<ilonal convnent on BurCllloekfs 1/'1,11 "'to more 
convnonpIacto wort< ""I before """Y'f'g Bettha Kerveoch in 
1922. (Let', nO! Iorgel!hat Gober sewed. weddInO gown 
lor. t989 _. wt.:h included gerht .... ·pfl"led waIpe­
I*' ) Bvrchfoeld once dNcriJed IllS w8IIpap&r desoOnl as 
-hac:kworl<," and he.-no to Mve boNn tIeppiIy married 
'or 45 )'1118'S. There " no.....:lence Ihat lie wn dlSS8tostl8d 
w>!h bourgeoos larrul\l I<le. Indeed, >1 COUld be "\I'J8d tha! 
marfllg.e allowed hIm 10 reatlle hll broader ambotoono and 
,epeatedly lived him lrom psycllOlog.cal br.akdOW~S, 



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. Whi le 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 hilltop 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, 
whi le also evoking one of Gober's jail-ceil 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 

1 Hunter Drohojowska-Philp. "Making Heat Waves." 
Artnet.com magazine. Nov. 6, 2009, 2 J. Benjamin 
Townsend. ed., Charles Burchfield's JournalS: The Poetry 
of Place, BuffalO. State University of New York Press. 
1993. The journals daie from 1912 to 1966. containing 
what Townsend calls -a continuous account of the artist's 
daily activities. encounters. sketching trips. work. and 
reflections over fifty-seven years: p. XVI" 3 John I.H Sauro 
The Inlander: Life and Work of Charies Burchfield 
1893-1967, Newark. University of Delaware Press, 198 ... , 
p . 177. 4 Nannette V. Maciejunes. "BurChfield on Burch 
flcld: An ArtiSt's Journal Reconsidered: The Paintmgs of 
Charles Burchfield: North by Midwest, New York. Harry 
N, Abrams and Columbus Museum of Art. 1997. p. 103. 
5 See William H. Robinson, "Native Sons: Burchfield and 
the Cleveland School of Art: Maciejunes, pp. 62-72. 
6 Cynthia Bur lingham, "A Natural Preference: Burchfield 
and Watercolor," in Cynthia Burlingham and Robert 
Gober. ed., Heat Waves in a Swamp: The Paintings of 
Charles Burchfield, Los Angeles, Hammer Museum, 
and Munich, DelMonico BOOkS' Presta!. 2009. p. 12. 
7 Townsend. p. 437. 8 Baur, p. 128, citing Burchfield's 
unpublished manuscript. My Years 7915, 1919. 7943 

Curatod by Robert Gober with the aSSistance of Cynthia 
Burlingham, "Heat Waves in a Swamp: The Paintings I)f 
Charles Burchfield" opened at the Hammer Museum, 
University of California. Los Angeles IOct. 4. 2009-Jan. 10, 
20101. It travels to the Burchfield Penney Art Center, 
BuffalO (Mar. 5-May 23]. and the Whitney Museum of 
American Art. New York [June 24-September 2010], 
and is accompanied by a catalogue written by Gober 
and Burlingham. with additional contributions by Nancy 
Weekly. Tullis Johnson and Dave Hickey. 

MICHAEL DUN CAN IS a West Coast· based 
critic and curator. 
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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 igni ted 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 p ines 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 
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 
(c. 1966-67); only occaSionally do they evoke Disney cartoon 
effects or sci-fi illustration. 



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, Q'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-

Gateway to September. 
1946-56, watercolor on joined 
paper, 42 by 56 inches. 
Hunter Museum of American Art, 

es to nature today feel Chattanooga. Tenn. 
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 myth making. 0 
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