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MOMENTS

Alan Bray captures the intricate subtleties and structures of the

natural world in an intimate body of work on view in New York.
BY JOHN O'HERN

lifetime of living in and experiencing
rural Maine, a book by a French
phenomenologist, and 14%- and
15%-century paintings he saw while
studying in Florence have shaped Alan Bray into
an artist who paints the unseen essence of the
perceived landscape. The Maine essayist and art
critic, Edgar Alan Beem declared, “Alan Bray is the
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visual poet laureate of nature, reclaiming central
Maine even as man attempts to suburbanize it. His
vision of Maine is the best and the purest I have
seen.”

The Poetics of Space by Gaston Bachelard (1884-
1962) is one of Bray’s favorite books (and was my
favorite in architecture school). Bray remarks that
it “just totally turned me upside down and changed
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my life in the sense that it gave me a way to look at
the natural world that didn’t have much to do with
scenery, and it wasn’t about finding a pretty scene.
Instead, it was like looking at natural phenomena,
and studying that, and finding the form and the
structure and the processes that are involved in
what you're actually looking at. That just completely
opened me up..I'm not looking at scenes. I'm looking
at natural phenomena, and then I either find or invent
a scene that will help me to explicate that”

Bachelard wrote, “For our house is our corner of the
world. As has often been said, it is our first universe,
a real cosmos in every sense of the word. If we look
at it intimately, the humblest dwelling has beauty.”

Bird nests, mouse burrows and farmhouses are all
part of the landscape, and all are worthy of observation
and study. All appear in Bray’s paintings. Alan Bray:
Inhabited Landscapes, is an exhibition of his recent
paintings that opens at DFN Projects in New York
City on April 30. It is Bray’s fourth solo exhibition
with Garvey | Simon. Elizabeth Garvey and her sister
Catherine Simon founded the gallery in 2010. Garvey
was co-director with Penny Schmidt of Schmidt-
Bingham Gallery in New York when I borrowed a Bray
painting for an exhibition at the Arnot Art Museum
in 1997. In 2001 we were able to purchase one of his
paintings for the permanent collection.

Bray grew up in Monson, Maine, immersed in

the life of the outdoors—camping, hiking, fishing,
climbing. He recalls being a “prodigious builder of
things,” like rafts and lean-tos. “If you didn’t have it,”
he says, “you made it” He and his friends even built
their own baseball field. He often spent summers in
Hyde Park, Massachusetts, a suburb of Boston where
he could attend Red Sox games at Fenway Park and
visit the Museum of Fine Arts. “It was the first time
I saw real art,” he says. “I was blown away by Monet.

Refuge, 2024, casein on panel,
16 x 20"

2
A Whisper Breaks the Silence,
2024, casein on panel, 15 x 20"

3

Alan Bray working on his
painting Hermit Thrush. Photo
by David Etnier. Courtesy the
photographer.
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[ started making drawings and copying things bt
thera was no reason ko pursua art 28 & carear”

He was good anough at basaball to racaiva a
scholamship to Thomas Collage in neatby Watarrilla,
Maina. Whan ha told the president of tha collage
that ha really wanted to go to art school daspite the
fact that his friends thought it was a stupid idas, the
collage prasidant thought it was a graat idaa. His
girlfriend, now his wife of 80 years, Dians, “applied
to schools on my bahalf [ was accepted to the Art
Instituta of Boston, which was then tha School
of Practical Arts, which we called tha ‘Schocol of
Practically Arts” It gave ma a chanes to catch up
om basic things like perspective and bgum dmwing”

Ha Llatar received his bachelorof arts in art aduca-
tion at the University of Southam Maina. While tham,
ha was encouraged to attend the Villa Schifancia
gracuata school of fine arts in Floranca, [taly, whene
ha later recaived o mastar of fine arts in paioting

“WWa ware young and stupid and just up and want
with cna-way tickets,” ha mcalls. “But I fall in love
with Gothic painting and the work of Lotarzatti, Fra
Angalico, 5imone Martini, Giotto and others of that
tims. It was parthy tha unsxpacted qualities of purs

primary colors, hard edges, the nodimentary perspec-
tiva aod tha rasulting compositional imvantivanass
that lookad 20 modern and so alluring to ma” Ha
also began paioting in casein on panal. Casain is &
milke-based tampera that dries quickly and damands
short quick brushstrokas built up in Layers.

He hasindudad several birds” nests from his collee-
tion in tha curmnt axhibiton, tha brushstrokas oftan
amulating the delicats comtnction of the nests. Io
Maighbors, 2025, he depicts nasts in o magnolia traa
ledt is @ robin's nast, and 1 watched it being built this
past sprmg. Thava a chairundar the trea and tha obin
mada & fuss avery tima 1 sat thara bt did not abandon
it. The othar nest is only 24 inchas from the window,
but I oohy berama swara of it whan tha lasves dopped
awmy. It is eithar a vineo nast or & mdstart. They am
very clevar and secrative buildars. The robin's nest is
cnide, mada by o poumg robin. After a soowstorm, two
tall peaks pilad up oo the nests.”

*Rafuge is a brush pils in tha deap winter” he says.
“A fox had chackad it cut and scared off & squirre]
and had given chasa (st least that was my assess-
ment of tha scans).” Tha scena is an aarial viaw,

4
Nalghbars, 205, csain
on paral, 11 1 147

5
Firt Light, 2024, cassin
on parel, 15 x 24°

Larch, 2021, cassin on
paral 16 x 20"
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Windblown, 2023, casein
on panel, 12x 9"

8
Nest in a Nest, 2023,
casein on panel, 12x9"

9
Hermit Thrush, 2022,
casein on panel, 16 x 20"

10
Relic, 2023, casein on
panel, 16 x 20"
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locking down from above, his favcrite point of wiaw.
Thera are sphameral momants in nature that bacoms
lasting mamorias and, io the case of artists of all kinds,
& bit of postry, & passaga of music or a painting. A
Whispar Breaks the Silance 15 one of thosa peintings.

“Tha snowy painting” ba commants, “is from a
magical moment whan after a big storm 1 was snow-
shosing on a woods” road and & binch tree suddanly shed
its loed of snow and sprang back ioto tha sir. b made the
faintast scund in the ctherwisa silent woods.”

He sxplains, “A reflaction is not simply & mirmer
image.” In Larch, 021, the yallow treas, evergmens
and blus sky are reduced to fialds of color in the
rippling water. In First Light, 2024, a scena oo his
balowved Spencer Pond whera ha escapas with his
buddias of many decadas, he has allowad the reflac-
tion to dissclve Into pizels.

Watar appears often in his paiotings. Ha reitaratas
that Bachalard gava him “a different way to thiok
about tha landscaps, locking at natural phenomena. I
could sit and watch watar for a day”

Tha French writer recorded his own similar
Tarponsa towatss, in “Water and D'mams: An Essay on
the Imegination of Matter” “1 was born in a country of

brooks aod rivers, in & comer of Champagna, called
La Vallaga for tha great cumbar of its valleys. The
most besutiful of its placas for ma was the hollow
of a valley by the sida of frash watar, in tha shada
of willows...My pleasura still is to follow the stmam,
to walk along its banks in the right direction, in tha
diraction of the flowing water, the watar that leeds
lifa towards tha paxt villagae.. .Dreaming baside the
fvar.."

Eray ackoowladges “a great revamence for natuns
in a genaral sort of way—not philosophical or intel-
lectual”® Ha agreas with Bachalard who wrots, “Themns
is poword for the sansa that you are a part of what you
are locking at." i

Alan Bra:
Inhabited Landscape

April 30-May 30, 2025

Gareey| Simanat DFH Projects

16 E 79 Stret New fork, NY 10075
(917) 796-2145, wew w.gareysimon.cam
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