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by Edith Schloss

OME — Until a little while ago, peo-
Rple felt oddly about painters of

watercolors, imagining them as ama-

teurs diddling with little picturesque
views of foreign parts, or fluffy bouquets of
flowers. In their mind's lﬁe. the work was dec-
orative and minor. But all that has changed.
+ ~The-centuries-old technique of diluting pig-
ment with water and it over a white
sheet of paper is no longer for fuddy-duddies,
illustrators or academicians. It has come into
.its own again as one of the most felicitous of
modern mediums. B s %

“In the West, it started in the Renaissance,
when painters applied splotches of cuttle
fish ink or bistre against linear marks in thei
preliminary sketches to indicate where masses
and solids were to move ggainst areas of space
and light in their oils and frescoes. Beiges or
browns were washed over the sheet, and so-
called lavis.

Then Dutch landscape painters — the word
landscape, landsc) itself comes from the
Dutch — employed loose deft washes as stud-
ies for their oils of marvelously deep stretches
of land toward the far, everchanging seas and

Ali:recht Duerer, traveling to the promised
land of art, Italy, began to enhance his small,
graphically detailed views and his closeups of

all that t and crawled in pen and pencil,
with careful areas of varied color, and these
were per! the first watercolors per se.

Later a Swisswoman, Maris Sibylla Merian
(1647-1717), dedicated herself to a patient in-
quiry into the structure of insects and plants
(so0 close 'tl:d her eg:’muqimll,o wi)th anmrc xhgt
wi nested in aintbox). Her poetic
rem'ings, apparent sc&ntific studies, were in
watercolor. ore embarking on their oils,
Poussin and Claude Lorrain also exercised
themselves in lavis of lush vegetation, but in
sépias and other monotones.

But it was in the 18th century and in Eng-
land that the medium came to its greatest
flowering, whether it was because of insularity,
the love of.homey countryside, volatile atmos-
pheric conditions or the predilection for in-
timacy and smaller statements.

When Alexander Cozens, in his treatise on
“a new method of assisting the invention of
drawing” in 1784, explai that “a splash or
blot of paint that happened to fall on the pa-
per be used as a starting point...a s
suggesting an element in a ﬂndscage for
creatklg imagination,” the critics were

For the English — Cozens, Constable, Bon-
ington, Girtin and the greatest watercolorist of
them all, Joseph Mallord William Turner —
watercolor meant landscape, but for the
French, from Delacroix, Cezanne to the Post-
Impressionists, it could be used for any subject
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drenched in sunlight. i carly in this
century employed it for his sideways traveli
glowing abstract impressions; the gemnn Ex-
pressionists for their emotional onslaughts.
In America in the 1920s, the pioneers of
modernism — Dove, Demuth and O’Keefe —
preferred it, but it was most of all John Marin,
in his sparkling, adamantine renderings of the
rough Maine coast and weather, who was a

watercolorist par excellence.

For the Tate Post-Impressionist De Pisis in
Italy, with his passion for the sensuousness of
surfaces, for evanescent sea weather, it was the
perfect foil; while Morandi, in his last years,
painted his simple, monumental still lifes only
n watercolor.

But recently the technique has been used in
walyxnooneoouldevuhavedmnwdof.

n the current exhibition of Turner in Rome,
he can be scen in all his pride
Flaunting some cardinal rules already quite
Imgnio—mmywvmng' a spot with glue
to work comfortably over and around it, and
then removing it to let in the white of the pa-
mllmt ike a sun or a moonbeam — he

whole gamut of blues, rhe preferred color in
watercolors — from cobalt to indigo to ant-
, from cerulean to acquamarine.
ther it was the choice of the Manc
City Art Gallery, which lent these 35 works,
begin with the ones that pleased the
ant in, and though all of them are
technicall inuimmntoﬁghm.ln

many of iC olpllanf' little peo-
ple and cattle in the { or scale, is
puzzling. Only a view of Hei a Swiss

ccgtions

Girti . m.th;u.ll inted Ld
irtin y pain in
R f i real landscapes

Twﬁér’s i@ressim of “Dunstanborough Castle” in Northumberland (1828-9).

Rome Is Awash in Watercolors

tions and of the most divergent styles turning
to watercolor again, I dn’t i i i
hap by chance — there had to be a rea-
son,” says elica Savinio de Chirico, who in
her Roman
ized in exhibitions of watercolorists, from old-

er Abstract Ex%reuionim 1o the youngest

Minimalists and New Image painters.

“Watercolors today aren’t just preliminary’ |
skeiches, but an end in themselves, a conclu- ||
sion. It is a lean and difficult technique, de- |

spite its apparent lightness. A unity is achicved
"’%"‘“‘mﬁ“ﬁ‘ﬁ intmak

apoleone, a young prin -
er, mmcdtopainting,shesﬁowedbctnul,
meticulous, grid abstractions at De Chirico’s

lery. “I preferred watercolor to oils because:

did not want 1o give up working on paper,”
she lains, “1 go ahead with thicknesses,

spr layer over layer of paint. It is like
e_lchi%gworkbecoy:ul inished expres-

sive imng.”

Toti Scialoia, a veteran abstractionist, also
showing his watercolors at Il Segno, was exper-
imenting with the medium as recently as 1978
because, he says, “It fuses psychic automatism
with the provocation of the material. It is
stenographic: The sum of many experiences
can be put down with a single brush stroke. It
is a spiritual technique. It goes along with my
belief in action. Action is the work itself.”

“Each person creates his own matter,” says
Bianchi, a New Image painter at Il Segno. “I
sometimes scratch on the back of the paper, so,
marks come through the color in front.”

Also at De Chirico’s gallery, the American

ning little monuments.

crhaps the secret of the return is the small

format of watercolor paintings. Artists are
turning away from the oversized, the fake he-
roic, to the intimate, 10 statements like diaries

of Manchester, England, is at azion-
ale D'Arte Moderna, Viale Belle Arti 131, wntil
Dec. 15. “Wassili Kandinski” is at the Pinacote-
ca Capitolina Palazzo dei Conservatori, Piazza
Campidoglio, until Jan. 4. “TFoui Scialoia: New
Abstractions in watercolor” is at Galleria 11 Seg-
no, Via Capo Le Case 4, until Dec. 31.
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gallery 11 Segno has lately special-'

T ("7;::31 Ko Waterco-
collection rt Gallery
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