Drawing is fundamental,
but connecting with the viewer
is what it's all about.

By Philip Smallwood

Faces

of

motion is the most important

element in my pamnng, | want o convey a
feeling and tell a story, bur quiety. The seming,
for me, is the American South and the subject is
often a person who's either very old or young.
Getting a reaction from my viewer is essennal 1o
me, Whether I'm showing at a gallery or a feso-
val, T have only a few minures to rope the view-
er in. | want my work to be admired, bur more
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importantly, 1 want the viewer to relate to the
work. Thacs what its all abaur, as far as I'm con-
cemned, and [ know I've got to do something ro
beckon the viewer and draw him or her closer

I try 1o find the gesrure thar reveals character
and says somerhing abour my subjects’ lives.
My objective is to render a figure’s form in such
a way thar it looks completely narural, When |
place thar narural-dooking figuee in a seting that

The Figure in
Place

Puiriing @ partrait is
muore than drafting o
likaress. In Shadow Play
{watermedia on poper,
284 x 20, far left), the
deep space of the door,
the shadaws roking
across the porch and
the boy eclipse the ght
and evake o somber
mood With ofl thar dark,

penetrating space |




Faces of Feeling

is familiar o them, I convey a mood. Older peo-
ple are expressive anyway. They have a wisdom
that they can share with us, Since they've seen
and lived through so much, they help us put
things in perspective. I'm conscious thar as an
artist, I'm it a fortunate position. There are
many people who are coping with real issues. [
do what I can by trying to be honest when [
paint them and by staying in touch.

1 find my material by driving around the
country. When someone ar something carches
my eye, | stop, take phorographs and do quick,
thumbnail sketches in pencil—mainly to get a
sense of the light and shadow. Back home in my
New Jersey studio, [ consulr the skerches and

photographs to construct the composition on
which the finished painting is based.

A Sense of Place and Time

The clotheslines, the dogs, the this and that—say
something about people everywhere, People who
live in the country and are, for the most part, of
modest means have an old-fashioned sense of
ume. They hang up their wash in the moming
and don’t expect it to dry right away. When |
show my work ar festivals, people will often stop
by and say, “That picture takes me back™ or
“That one reminds me of home.™

Designing a Picture

Sometimes | place my subject near or in front of
a window or door. The rectangular element func-
1ons as an interior frame; it attracts the viewer’s
eye so that the viewer will take in not only the
focal point (the subject) but also the rest of the
picture. I'm always thinking about how space is
heing occupied. I'm concerned with positive and
negative space and the interplay between them.
There must be visual balance, If there’s a fairly
large dark area, it's answered by another dark
area, usually of a different shape. If there's a large
light area, I make sure that there are smaller
areas of light, as well. The goal is to attract the
viewer's eye to the focal poinr and then lure the
eye around the picrure, so the viewer explores
every aspect of the picture. If the viewer's eye pets
trapped, the picture 15 dead. To make sure thar
there’s visual interest throughour the picture
plane, I create paterns of light and dark.

The conventional idea of watercolor—the
loose, splashy effects—doesn’t interest me.
Sometimes you see a painting from 20 feet away
and it looks wondertul, but as you ger closer,
you start 1o see the individual components and
the work flies apart. If it’s visnal chaos up close,
the work isn't as impressive, at least to me.
| want my paintings to look good far away
and up close, [ want them to be crisp 20 feer
away and crisp up close, 1o, | recently ook a
workshop with Stephen Scott Young, whom 1
call the “Michael Jordan of warercolor paint-
ing," The conventional wisdom is to work from
lights to darks, but Young purts his darks in hrst.

Revealing the Subject’s Story

In Anather Morning | Rise watermedia on paper,

30 x 20 | used the white sheet on the clotheshne to throw
the figure in relief, The pines that rise to the top of the peper
suiggest this woman's kngstanding connection ta the south-
em londscape. In addbion, her pesture of puttmg her hands
on her higs says a ot ahout her life of hard worke This paint-
ing fias a spirttual base,
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His paintings have a beauriful surface, and I'm
looking for the same level of execurion in my
awn work. While | was studying wirh him,
Young encotraged me to pamnr exclusively with
round brushes (T use Winsor 8¢ Newton Serics 7
zable, #4, #5 and #6) and ro use small amounts
of casein.

: T “5'3,";""1“!

Casein is an opaque warter medium that
allows you to create a painnng ir: the typical
sense of working and reworking it. If vou painr
exclusively in watercolor you tend 1o worry
abour the surface; you know thar you've gor to
get ir righ ar the start br you'll ruin your paper.
Casein allows vou more laotude to change pas-

Placing the Figure
in Context

I like to phoce my subjects
outside and | try to make

visually, of course, but also
evocative and teling. In Sea

paper, 30 x 20) the subject
is my podson, Santes. With
his eyes closed, he is listen-
ing to sea guls and other
shore birds and smelling the
ocean This is a private
moment, but the painting
may say something about
what it mieans o grow up in
this e and ot this time,




The Prerequisite is Drawing

When [ was a kid, my cousin and [ drew super-
heroes—starting from your basic action heroes
like Captain America, The Incredible Hulk,
Batman, etc., to the more sophisticared, surreal-
istic cover art of Frank Frazetta and Barry
Windsor-Smith, e.g., Conan the Barbarian.
That’s how [ learned to draw—from looking ac
comics and copying illuscrations. Of course, at
12, [ didn’t have an establizhed taste In the pre-
med program at the Universiry of Miami, [ took
fine arts classes becanse they took me away from
the grind of studying biology and chermisry: 1 did
a lot of drawing from the figure (in pencil, char-
coal and Conré) then. | gave some thoughr o
doing medical illustranion, bur my late brother’s
influence led me te pursue a career in fine arts.
He was an amist who did a lor of Agnranve work
and when | saw what he was doing, | knew what
[ wanred. I never painted in watercolor until I
enrolled in a class at the Arts Center of Northern
New Jersey. I've only been painting for four
years, and I guess you could say my rechnique 1s
priminve, | don't have any formulas. Thave never
used salt or alcohol—although I wouldn't mind
learning how. I just use paints and broshes; lare-
ly I've been painting on handmade paper made
by Twinrocker (cold-pressed, 200-1b. 1,

Mistakes are Breakthroughs
When 1 first started painting in watezcolor, the
pencil lines lefr over from the preliminary draw-
ing didn’t bother me. Now they do. ['m more
concerned with the finish—the craftsmanship of
creasing a beautiful surface. Usually T work out
the drawing on a separare piece of paper and
then 1 transfer it onto the wartercolor paper,
resulting in a very light contour line. At this stage
of my career, it’s important for me 1o bz as direct
as possible. When I first started painring, | real-
ized 1 was drawing with the paint. [ admire
artists who can go right ro the paper, and I'm
striving to move in that direction.

Pamting for me is painting in warercolor and
casein, | love watermedia—watercolar, first of all,
because it has a life of its own. Not having

The Beauty of Understatement

Sumiter, South Camling is o histor town | affén visit because
my sisters ifve there. The model here & a gid whom le
painted before. 5 unusual for me to portray a figure that’s
smiling. This child is beautiful but reserved; her expression i
nuanced; "perky”she 5 pot. Again, the shodows, os well as
the patterns of lines and rectangles, make the mood serous
in Sunshine (watermedia on paper, 30 x 20},

absolute control is a good thing. Somenmes I'm
hucky and somenmes F'm not. My mistakes are my
biggest breakthroughs. [ have moments of toral
panic, bur after a night’s sleep, [ come back to
the paintng, and either the problem has worked
itself out or T know suddenly what w do,

“Medicine, carpentry, paint-
ing—the threads that pull
these yocatiops together (s
working with nty hands and
trymg to be the best,” says
Philip Smalloood, Born in
New Jersey, Smallbwood
grew wp in Massachusetts,

wert to college i Florida and wow lives in

New Milford, New Jersey. Last year, one of bis

paintings garnered a medal at the international

exhibition of the American Watercolor Society.

He was also a finalist in The Arnst's Magazine's

2000 Art Competition.
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