Pine Stand

AINTER ALAN BRAY'S
home sits on a rural road
that runs through field and
f[orest in the hamlet of
Sangerville, Maine. To Bray, this
land i1s inspivation, solace and
adventure. He walks through the
woods daily, takes his vacations
there. He may hike or climb, fish or
ski, but sometimes he doesn’t move
at all. He just sits, still and alext.
Something always happens. "It
may be the way water moves, trees
branch or little brooks dry out in a
serious drought,” he explamns from
inside his light-filled studio that
looks out over the forest. Eventually
some part of this something — a
shape m distant hills, the discovery
of a hidden foundation — flinds its
way 1nto one ol the dozen or so
landscapes Bray paints each year.
Created by layering delicate
caseln paints on wooden panels,
these pamntngs combine the formali-
ty and luminescent detail of Renais-
sance art with Bray’s modern
sensibility. The result 1s a meditative
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The paintings of Alan
Bray reveal the drama of
struggles between stone
and water, trees and
granite.

view of the landscape that never [ails
to reveal something that’s happen-
ing — though we don’t always know
what 1t 1s. Curator Suzette McAvoy
speaks of Bray’s “extraordinary Ital-
1an Renaissance skill” and his
“quirky wit that always leaves you
with a question”. These questions
are pure Bray. Emerging from his
curiosity, his humour and his con-
nection with the land, they confront
our expectations of the wilderness.
“If I were gomg to be painting a
hill, 1 would want to know what was
on the other side. 1 would walk
around 1t — paint with my feet —

and find something that would
mnfluence the painting,” he explains
with a characteristic wry smile. In his
paintings, trees grow {rom the top ol
a barren heap of slate, smoke rises
from the top of a deared ll. Ave
these the smokestacks of a paper-
mill, or the wood fires [rom a town
just over the hill? We aren’t sure.

AS STATIC AS THESE landscapes mas
be, there are hints of inevitable
change, whether 1t 1s seasonal as 1ce
clings for dear life to the edge of =
field, or social. Forests sheared &
clearcuts may have once been fielas
feeding cows. Subtly, his paintings
reveal the drama of struggles
between stone and water, tree anc
granite.

As a boy, Bray spent his after-
school hours tramping through the
woods, 1n a town not far from wher=
he lives now. With a gang of broi:-
ers and friends, he laid down -
foundations of his future, buildinz
ratts and treehouses, stone forts anc
campsites. He had no art traming
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though he does remember copying
images from his father’s magazines,
the kind, says Bray, “where there
was always a girl in a bikini or in her
underthings, and a caption like,
"‘We'd like to see more of Jill'.” Using
the minimal information he had as
an adolescent, Bray would attempt
to obhige.

Raised with more love than
money, it was only after Bray was
kicked out of business school that he
considered art school. But it was in
graduate school in Italy that his
work coalesced. There, he discov-
ered Gothic and early Renaissance
painting, especially, says Bray, “the
early, more primitive and clunky
painters like Ambrogio Lorenzetti. 1
started trying to emulate them.”
Their obvious spirituality drew Bray
imto considering what mattered to
him, and that, he realized, was
home. Returning to rural Maine, he
turned to the wilderness, to what his
teacher, Juris Ubans calls “the edge
between manmade and wild”.

For all his focus on the wild, Bray

does not work there. Outside, he
gathers information, making factual
studies before coming inside to work
out his design on a black chalk-

board.

THIS DISTANCE IS essential to the
work, which is increasingly in
demand. Ten years ago, his first
show at New York’s Schmidt Bing-
ham Gallery sold nothing. Today, his
paintings are usually bought before
the show 1s hung. The success does
not affect Bray, who works daily
until 3.30pm, then walks his woods
and partakes of the affairs of town
and friends. "I love to hear people
talk about experiences in nature,”
he says. "I like the way memory
reduces the experience and simpli-
fies 1t. Everything that’s extraneous
gets blown away.” Even tragedy
takes on a philosophic acceptance.
Whether i1t’s the muffled one of an
ancient foundation or the visceral
scar of a modern clearcut, Bray ren-
ders it within the equanimity of his
Renaissance light. McAvoy speaks of

his meditativeness, Schmidt of his
mysticism, his ability to return from
the wild to create ever more chal-
lenging work.

For Bray, it’s all about vision. “A
place reveals itself slowly as layer
upon layer of my own self-conscious-
ness dissolves the intricate structures
of phenomena,” he writes. “The
branching of trees, the drifting and
meltung of snow, the meandering of
flowing water — advance and take
precedence.” Such revelations, he
adds, "1mpart to a place its astonish-
ing particularity.”

With each painting, Bray gets
more precise. Scarred by fallen
trees, cut by loggers, trodden by
hunters, the land Bray shows us
has a deep history, deeper mystery
and great revelation. @

Donna Gold is an American writer on the
arts. She lives on Maine's Penobscot river.

The work of Alan Bray can be seen at

Schmidt Bingham Gallery, New York,
tel: 212 888 1122.
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