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"Look, the trees”

By Janice McNab

ns

Look, the trees
are turning

their own bodies
into pillars

of light,

are giving off the rich
fragrance of cinnamon
and fulfillment,

the long tapers

of cattails

are bursting, and floating away over
the blue shoulders

of the ponds,

and every pond,
no matter what its
name is,

is nameless now.
Every year
everything

I have ever learned

in my lifetime

leads back to this: the fires
and the black river of loss
whose other side

is salvation,

whose meaning

none of us will ever know.
To live in this world

you must be able

to do three things:

to love what is mortal;
to hold it

against your bones knowing

your own life depends onit;
and, when the time comes to let it 9
to let it go.

In Blackwater Woods
Mary Oliver
American Primitive
(Back Bay Books, 1983)

o Maple (2013)scoletleaves I ofbranc
“peen captured in a painting that says, in
s water Woods, “look, the trees!” Lois D
n Blafin time, a flow of images that has reco
hat she sees: She paints quickly, in single se
wi 1 allow the white gesso ground to illymi
fhafhe image that proposes, while not entirely fu|f‘|lling, acom
iod illusion. In Dodd'’s work, recognizable places ang thing
a;sfracﬁng vision of the landscapes of Maine, the Delawar
aroU"d her New York studio. She has said that “you could s
Zne place, watching things f:hange,"‘ but over her lifetime
tobe these three places, which she has spent that life migra
o the habitat from which she has drawn her art.
. In Mary Oliver's poem, autumn trees turn themselves into “
Blackwater Woods are on Cape Cod, where the poet lived for many years, walk-
ingits low-slung land. The ponds and clapb,oard architecture of Maine are quite
like the Cape, but we can almost see Dodd's painting as we read Oliver's poem
pecause both women share a commitment to the glimpsing sort of vision that can
only be released through close, repeated looking. Both are also committed to
abrevity of remark. Oliver’s short, spacious lines guide us inward from our own
imagined view of “the blue shoulders/of the ponds"” to the heart of the poem, an
insight into her own mortality and the fundamental strangeness of other living
things “whose meaning/ none of us will ever know.” When .Do.dd sets out to
painta tree in an afternoon, it is to capture a similarly.ﬂeehng insight, a moment
deeply seen but noted down with the simplest poss1ble. sfrolfes. '
The fundamental strangeness that Oliver descn.bes is even clear:r in
Winter Sunset, Blair Pond (2008) [p. 120]. The light here is |OV\.I an? c:ld,banm:::
are both drawn in andTushed away by the su.n’.s harsh reﬂ?;hon. nfd :;af?s o
anunblinking eye, staring us out. An aus-fere vision Ef affa:lt::'sz':;y el
denly quite apart. Time itself is being palnfed,.as a. short wi jolbin i L
the artist's bones. Time is a limited resource; it dlisatzgerf;rr:ains e
sun. Here, it stares back as it goes, one of the p:l: e iloer et
spent recording its flickering brightness on water,

hes as if the w

an echo onM::; ﬂ"?-AmOTT\en'
odd's work slides o
rded a lifetime of C
ssions, and with thi
nate from within. |

ments onnection with

nlayers of color
tis an approach
mitment to depth
s waver within an
e Water Gap, and
pend forever in just
that has turned out
ting between. They

pillars of light.”

[p-123] Red Maple, 2013
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. recorded through things. He hoped the ae
_ ght lluminate some aspect of inner life. In the 19205 and
a modernist grouping ‘,Nho exhibited with Arthyr Stieglitzin
first encountered the ideas that drove these artists through h
o the Bauhaus at art s.cl.wool. In 1945, aged seventeen sghe fer eacul-ly exposufe
fine with the democratizing ideals of Modernism, Coopler Uniz:noﬁ:lrjef;f:aft o

ree

i those who passed its ent
education to enfrance exam. Sh
os and, years later, recalled that: Sies adcepted 1oistudy

: produced by this
30s he was part of
New York, but Dodd

fexﬁl

They had a basic design course and it was bas

out of school with a vocabulary about line, Shazi'c;gft:zﬁzliZT:Z' Y:;; :;me
things have been separated out now so it is more difficult tor;fud :e
vocabulary of art and put it together into a painting. The Bauhaus eyo |e
invented this wonderfully useful thing to study, this visual vocabulF;r),EJ e

The German Bauhaus had only existed for fourteen brief years between the
wars, but the school effectively condensed many of the political experiments of
the European avant-garde into a teaching method that explored aesthetics and
functional purpose as unified goals jointly founded on democratizing ideals.
In breaking down the cultural barriers between artist and artisan, the Bauhaus
proposed creative projects that might bring beauty and more pleasant living
conditions to all people.
One of those bringing such ideas to Cooper Union’s textile department
\ S 4 2 s was painter and designer Ruth Reeves. It was rare for a woman to have such
s A ateaching position, but after studying with artist Robert Henri in the US, Reeves
7 had worked under Ferdinand Léger at the Académie Moderne in 1920s Paris.

The arti i ; . Henri also taught Edward Hopper and urged his students to paint the everyday
e artist has often cited American landscape painter Arthur Dove as an conditions of their own world. These ideas would have been further worked

ICTOF;:W?Z;i:]gﬂ:fﬁiir::,:j:ayork. His di.sﬁlled earihine'ss was also drawn from through in France. By 1945, Reeves was back in the US and one of the most influ-
this et ot e e s:rrolt:urf\dmgs. In a 1942 diary entry, he described ential textile designers in the country. She was known for fabrics that depicted
a “point where abstraction racdlng I e Wh,a,f he saw until his work ’ea'Chfd confemporary American life and, latterly, for her commitment to education.?
search for “underlyin eomar; | reality meet.” Dodd has described 2 simila Dodd readily notes the importance of her time in the textile d.epar'rment,
description... |ooking%3r he ;? r}::,,s:wdure o not looking for details or.surface especially in her approach to pattern.” And within the Bauhaus, this d|d not mean
lins dlowins il ight/? In Do?/es Haystack (1931), such light is found onament. Form rigorously followed function, so when the artist’s |nSIster.1ce on
o anautumn tree. The image value of this yellow orb; like the ano-frills approach to the mark leads to her work being called “the painterly

white and yellow eye in Wint m .

erS i i i ‘ . . :
LS T tr:;’s:fga'a—f' Pond, is on|?' al.'gma.”)’ tefhe:?n equivalent of plain speech,”® so ething of this underlYlng PC;hLch:?:;ea:
material, terms. nd painted lake radiate light in their o™ naturalized, and goes unnoticed. Dodd’s artistic education was $1e¢P litarian

about accessibility, and her formal approach to the image has an ega

Winter Sunset, Blair Pond, 2008

Arthur Dove, Haystack, 1931
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[p.124] Men’s Shelter, Winter - April, 1967-68

vity. This is its real connection to the poet, "
; - poe .

Oliver, and it is too easily overlooked. Mefapho'r lies coiled Y":"hln i ams;y

|\;u;:iion and today, as our distorted connec'm:m to other |lVIng 'hings b:

Ec:?nes increasingly volatile, Dodd'’s bare observations reveal a set of Valug w;
might usefully revisit.

In Oliver's poem,

discipline within its bre

the woods in winter become the poetic Materia)|
which she curls thoughts about living an'd in"'9~ Dodd also looks out
in, and apertures—doors, tunnels, holes in the |ce;—areT:-mbedded inm
her paintings. Their counterpoint is the house on fire. This group of p,;
do not record real disasters, but staged burns set by the fire ‘!epaﬁm
training exercises. They rehearse the drama f)f abse.nce. Dodd is a Painter of
stillness, like Hopper and Dove, and these high-action fire scenes are almogt
an anomaly within her life’s work. They make sense, however, as a burning core
within a more diffuse sense of vacated presence that Amy Sherlock noted
a sense of waiting in her many window paintings.’? When these frame the View
from her New York studio, mortality is directly addressed, as the vacant |ot in
Men’s Shelter, Winter - April (1967-68),and in the many other paintings of thst
view, is the unmarked graveyard attached to a hostel on the Bowery.

Dodd once described how, as child, she often slept in the porch in summer,
“My oldest sister and |—I'm the youngest—slept in a porch with eight windows
and eight black window shades, or green, with all the little pinpricks and all the
images you think you can see."°

In the dreamy space between being awake and asleep, the outdoors be-
came transformed into shadows falling on the walls of a warm cave. The blank
canvas of blinds turning into magical paintings filled with fugitive pictures that
“you think you can see”” In a life lived under weather, in the scruffy architec-
ture of Robert Henri's “ordinary life,” Dodd has kept looking for such flickering
glimpses. She has painted a world in which glass still mists up in winterand laun-
dry lingers on the line. The accumulative excess, the emphasis on consumerism
and leisure that is reified in much postwar American figuration, is entirely absent.
Her paintings sidestep a half century of baroque overconsumption to recognize
instead the things we never really possess—time, light, and other living things.
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Lois Dodd: Natural Order, exh. cat (Greenwich, CT: Th
, exh. cat. , CT: The Bruce Museum, 2023), 7.
Gnhuvr o:v: (1880-1946), 1942 diary entry, Archives of American Art, The M)eiropoma" Mustiy
N Cow ork. ‘ﬂps:.//ww}v.metmuseum.org/foah/hd/dove/hd_dove.him
h"'om.llo)rsa.ho‘n with Lois Podd,” interview by Larry Groff, Painting Perceptions, March15, 2015
i g:‘ ’palnhngpu. P com/conversation-with-lois-dodd/ f the
ic:b also seems to have been influenced by the Luminists. She has remarked on her love © ell-
= ;;gp;;?:;::g:ﬁ; Fr;d:rl: Edward Church (1826-1900). Church was also one of the mos:‘:
e ” . . Y yes:
SGm“}/;c%versaﬁon wiil;m Ls:i: g:;;%‘hool, which in turn influenced the work of Ruth Re¢ tile
ee Whitney Blausen, Ruth Reeves"’l;erxonal Prints” il d40s T
<t vsen, > ints” Printed Textiles from the 1930s an !
::c:f/ylgfénger-ca Symposium (1992) University of Nebraska, incoln. ¢
C unl.edu/cgi/view: i?article=1559 &context=tsacon
gerz\:‘s PI: sr:::\:mbered for the carpets of New YorkglR:dio City Musf: ﬂ:ﬁ, but she also d exl
Eitod e Sp,:i;;:'e;npt;’rlary toile de jouy inspired by the Hudson River Sch°°|.‘ Sheofter
7 Bosruith b 98 as the source material for her more widely available fabrics-

ter” i L X
https:/| hyperallzrzl}g_:‘;;?;:: by Jennifer Samet, Hyperallergic, March 28, 2015.
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