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he casy integration of natural-locking people and outdoor scenes is one of

the hardest-won achievements in the history of are. Lurking in the air are

irascible art obstacles: technical demons ready ro sabotage the artist ar every
swipe of the brush.

Jeffrey T. Larson glides past these devilish difficulties as if his only problem
were selecting the next image for his creamy, rich palerre. And his scope is large:
Larson paints still lifes, landscapes, portraits, and figures. Here, I'll focus on two
of his figure series—ane whase theme [ think of as “sheets™ and the other as "the

river.”

Light and Color

A special artribute of Larson is his unbridled play with all kinds of reflected or
refracted light, and wich cast shadow. In Color of Daylight, the peach-colored sheer
might appear simply to be a gathering of beautiful colars, buc in rruth ir is very
complex—with every color being an artribure of refracted, reflected, or filtered
light. The cool violer fold, which the arrow is pointing to in the detiled view, is
picking up the refracred light from the woman’s white dress, The orange stripe
marks the cast shadow from the sheet behind. Above that boundary is sunlighe fil-
tered through the double layers of the peach sheet. Bur the brighrt gold light under
the woman's arm is a single layer of peach sheet, which is therefore twice as bright.
These areas are like the light filtered through stained-glass windows.

Where does all this immediacy of light and color come from? Larson loves the
early morning light, and his way is simply to take his studio outside and paint di-
rectly from observation for abour ninety minutes each morning. Light, easel, action!
And he is off breathing, feeling the moment, and sensing the energy of the light,
wind, color, and mood all around him. Widh lightning-quick decisions, without
hesitation, he atacks the canvas. His name for this is “Game day!”

Backing up his skill are vears of classical training at the Atclier Lack, an artists'
workshop for drawing and painting established by Richard Lack (1928-). Lack was
one of very few artists who stood proudly against the twentieth century’s embrace
of the nonobjective art of no lighr, no form, no subject mawer, His method was to
teach the demanding skills that are essential to representational art, and so Larson’s
education began with his painstakingly drawing inanimare, plasrer-cast busts. Then
he went on to draw still-life work, graduating rhrough rhe courses until he was
painring live models in oil color,

A profound view of art thar Larson learned from Lack was the significance of
fresh color combinations, as espoused by the American and French Impression-
ists—Monet being one of Larson’s important early influences. My eye (with forty
vears of painting experience behind it) senses immediartely that Larson’s colors come
trom his direct observation of life, not from a hypothedcal, in-studio construct, Ler
me see if | can help you discern this as we look ar River Rock,

In the studio, withour observing colors from life, it is difficult to place bold
colors next to one another without the combinations' seeming arrificial. However,
look ar the more-derailed views from the lower-right corner of the painting, and see
how Larson pairs golden orange, rich browns, purples, and intense blues. Note thar
there is nathing jarring about the color combinations, They give off the nawral,
harmonious feel that is the resulr of direct observation. Notice the peach-pink high-
light on the painting’s main rock, and obscrve that Larson plays with orange, green,
blue—bur again, with no discordant note,

Another thing that plagues an artist not working from life is that it is very diffi-
cult to vary the colors of things, such as gray rocks. Bur every rock in this painting
is made up of differing colors. It excites the eve by never letting it get bored
through repetition,

Below: The cool vinlet fald, which the grrow is pointing
to in the detailed view, is picking up the refracted light
from the woman's white deess. The arange siripe marks
tha cast shadow fram the sheet behind. Above that
bawndary i< sunlight filtared through the doubla layers of
the peach sheet But the bright gobd light under the
woman's aom is a single layer of p2ach shaet, which is
therefore twics as bright.

Bhove: See how Larson pairs golden arange, meh browns,
purpes, and intanse blues. Mote that there is nothing jar-
ring about the color combinations. They give off the natu-
ral, harmanious feel that is the result of direct
oaservation. Below: Notice the peach-pink highlight on the
paintings mam rock, and obsarva that Larsan plays with
orangs, green, blue—but again, with no discordant note
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Below: Anather thing that plagues zn artist not working from life is that it is very difficult to vary the colors of thangs,
such as gray rocks. But very rock in this painting i made up of differing colars, It excites the eye by never letting it gel
bared through repatition,
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Abstraction, Detail,

and Symbolism

Larson creares bold, abstracted
compositions, yet effortlessly merges his
realistic subjects and their surround-
ings. This marks him historically as an
artist coming afrer the influence of the
abstract modernists. Far from doing ab-
straction for its own sake, however, Lar-
san believes in cutting our all
nonessential elements until he arrives ar
the essence of the overall image. “There
must be something abstract to a com
position—Ilike music, or like seeing
something at the end of 4 corridor—
that pulls you into it,” he explained to
me. “The fine details, like those of a

At ful woman's face, come afrer-
wards; they are the icing on the cake.”

Une of the most enjovable things
to do while looking at art is to see if
there are any symbolic connorations in
ir. For instance, Over the Line merges
the abstract composition of the three
clothes lines with a few meraphors:
communicating over the line, as well as
berween the lines. Bur there is also a
nice spiric to it. Instead of communicar-
ing over the telephone, a neighbor has
dropped by w have a real char.

Freud said thar sometimes a cigar is
just a eigar, but looking for symbolism
can I'“.' Qe 1'“"‘]1];1"}’ \1"".]:'.'\ Loy l'.{g'\.l’ul{]P
yvour eye and get more our of a painting,
| find fese Prine loaded wich p:}mﬂﬂc
erotic symbaols: the masculing, bold,
blood-red sheet in the foreground, and
the feminine, delicare, luminescent,
rose-pattern sheet (these are bed sheers,
of course). Note the two horizontal, par-
alle] clothes lines: Horzoneals tend 1o

give a calming feeling o a visual image,
and the parallels are indicative dhac the
two lines, the wo people, sce eve o eve,
We might even imagine thar the delicare
shape of the woman's cast shadow is un-
clothed. Yer her body is screened, as if to
ask gently for privacy. And. of course,
the clothes pins. T find this painting 1o
be one of the most beautiful romantic
works | have ever seen.

It doesn't really macter if the artist
did all this intenrion;

or not, bur |



did ger you to look ar the painting more
closely, to contemplace the colars,
shapes, objects, and their possible
meanings. And [ am fairly cerrain rhar
the artist would be delighted if someone
was looking at his work with this sort of
care, time, and thoughr.

Life As an Arust Sees It

The simple scene in River Walk is
really one of the most complex of the
lot. Larson has managed o pull off a
couple of exrremely difficult oprical ef-
fects, The boy’s ankles and feet are
clearly submerged in the warer. We can
see the racky river bed through the sur-
face of the water, yet we can siill sense
thar there 15 a surtace to the water. But
the most intriguing thing I would like
to share with vou is that Larson has
managed to cast the boy's shadow along

Above; Over pre Line merges the abstract composition of the theee dothes lines with a few metaphors, communicating
over the Big, 25 well as between the lines. Bul there is also a nice sparit 1o i Instead of communicating over the tele-
phane, a neighbor has dropped by 1o have a real chat

Play 2005 THENEWT INDIVIDUALIST 27



The simpl 2 in e Wk is really one of the mast
complex af the lot. Larson has managed to pull off & cow
ple of eetremely difficult optical eff

jad 1o mtha"bw'i:tfuﬂnw

B THE REW INDIVIDUALIST



the river bed, under the surface of the
water—noted in the derailed view with
the “5." Then, in a warm, orange-
brown color, he has painted the reflec-
tiDﬂ D‘F&l{ bﬂ}' on thc surfam EI'F&]C
water, indicated by an "R.” The “C”

marks where the cast shadow and reflec-
tion ovetlap and merge. Amazing stuft.

Jeff Larson's subject marter as light-

weight. In our pestmodern world,
so many people elaborate grandiosely
on what they are against, but so few in-
spire us with whar they are for. Through
his works, Larson shows us a world
worth protecting from terrorisim, cyni-
cism, and senseless anger. "Having kids
has helped me hold special moments—
like playing patty-cake with my daugh-
ter,” he told me. *She may have only
been four years old, but then it seems
that anly weeks before, she was two, We
don't need ro be in church 1o experience
God; we can experience that and won-
derful moments in simple things all
amund I.IS.“

Perhaps sometime this summer, on
a lazy day by the seashore, you can
spend a few hours looking ar the differ-
ences of the reflections and the east
shadows of piers, docks, boats, or chil-
dren playing, When the day is over, you
will know that you did not merely look
at life, but that you really seaw it. Thatis
what it means 1w have an “artiscs 1"

It would be misleading to think of

You can contact Jeff Larson through bis

website: www. jeffreytlarson.com

Recent Jeff Larion shows: Eleanor Er-
tinger Gallery, NYC, March 6-30,
2008; www.eegallery.com

Upcaming: Tree's Place, Orleans, Massa-
chusetts, July 26-31, 2008;
www treesplace.com
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