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What compels us to look and look again? When we 
discover art we’re unable to resist, what about it draws us? 
What within us is responding? I’ve asked myself these 
questions through the twenty years that I’ve been looking 
at and being taught to look by Joseph Keiffer’s paintings.

I’m a fiction writer, so you might think I’d invent a 
story when I see Keiffer’s Yard in Wisborough. Whose old 
car is that? Whose laundry hangs on the line? But what 
has happened or will happen we’re not supposed to 
know. Instead, we’re promised that if we hover here we’ll 
absorb the brimming significance of now: the car’s humble 
endurance, the shaggy greenery and rooftop geometry, the 
dappled shadows on the umbrella, open attic windows, 
and everywhere the felt presence of the sun.

Light travels through a Keiffer painting, a messenger of 
time, here but ever-changing. Often it touches something 
that has lasted long and known such light before, an old 
scale, a vase relegated to holding pencils, rocks, a lake. Or 
it catches what’s alive in a moment of transition: Summer 
flowers in their potting soil, displaced inside before they’ll 
be replanted. Diplomatic nasturtiums negotiating their share 
of sunshine. Radishes, uprooted, radiant, enjoying their 
spicy selves, not yet trimmed or tasted. And sometimes, 
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when no one’s there, light finds enamel cups and funnels 
turned acrobatic. Everything has strength. The fragile element 
is us, onlookers who too often rush past and pretend we’ll 
have forever. 

In Keiffer’s paintings, it matters what’s in view and not, 
his choice of edges. At night, in Maid’s Bath, artificial light 
falls from above. In the sink’s shadow, centered, we see the 
pipes that prudishness says not to notice. What’s that blush 
patch on one wall? Why just this slice of tub? We’re left 
to contemplate our own curiosity, our yearning to peek at 
what’s private. In The Kitchen the down-lights, the dishes, 
the oven, even the bushes outside will witness a gathering. 
Don’t we want to stay? Aren’t we all hungry and lonely? 
Immersed in Somes Sound at sunrise, we wish we could 
inhale and store up exhilaration.

After you’ve looked long at Keiffer’s paintings, a 
strange thing will happen, or at least it has to me. In a 
familiar room, you’ll find you’re appreciating a corner, its 
angles and odd charm. And standing outdoors at twilight, 
picking out the deepening hues of foliage and sky, you’ll 
discover you’re awake in a world waiting to be perceived.

Lynne barrett’s most recent story collection, Magpies, received the 
florida book awards fiction gold medal. she teaches in miami, 
edits the Florida Book Review, and writes in maine in the summer.
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Different paintings are motivated by different impulses, 
just as an individual has complex aspects to his or her 
personality and a range of moods. For me the principal, 
overriding motivation is to make a painting communicate 
something. Let me give some examples from this catalogue. 

 I enjoy painting still lifes because they combine and 
intertwine several motivating features. The subjects—
whether they are weapons or flowers—come with their 
own psychological associations. They also have individual 
intrinsic forms and colors. The still-life painting composes 
these “given” features into a work that should be more than 
the sum of its parts. The “successful” still life may evoke 
memory (kitchens), it may amuse (radishes), it might 
amuse and create tension (enamel cups), or it may enable a 
color scheme so charming or beautiful that it stays in your 
heart like a melody. 

The enamel cups are a good example. I bought my first 
one about thirty years ago in a flea market. Such a humble 
object, and so old! What was its history, I wondered? It had a 
poignancy and a dignity, a proportion that somehow evoked 
feelings. I was so pleased with this purchase I started to 
buy more enamel objects until I had many dozens, and 
they were taking up significant space. My general theme 
of “Tipsy Cups” evolved from this obsession. My first few 
compositions of enameled objects comprised five to seven 
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coffee cups, measuring cups, flasks, and picnic cups. And, 
now, as you can see from the catalogue, I have embraced 
fantasy with paintings like Not-So Still Life.

Flowers intrigue me as a still-life subject because they 
seem to have a will of their own, their own society, even 
in captivity, as this group from Surry Gardens does. They 
seem to make room for each other, and they somehow 
compose themselves in ways that compel me to stop doing 
whatever I might have planned and start a new painting—
of them. These auto-compositions are better than anything 
I could make up intentionally. And like a great and beautiful 
landscape, my goal with paintings flowers is to convey the 
excitement I felt when I put the box down on the dining 
room table, turned my back for a minute, and then beheld 
the experience. 

With landscape painting my objective is to capture the 
light as it falls across the landscape. At the beginning of 
the American landscape tradition, an important goal of the 
painter was simply reportorial, to show what a previously 
unseen part of the American landscape looked like. In the 
modern era, this information is readily available through 
photography, so my intention has shifted to re-present a 
given landscape in a certain light—to bring the experience 
of being there to the viewer.

My general practice is to paint an oil sketch of the 
place, one or more times, and get to know how the sun (or 
lack of it) behaves on the subject, and then decide on any 
compositional changes during the course of the sketch. 
Later, I may decide to do a larger, more finished painting.

Last summer, I experienced a wonderful morning 
painting in a blueberry barren near Sedgwick, Maine. The 
rocks and boulders in these fields reminded me of grains 
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of salt hurled down from the heavens, and they fascinated 
me. In this case, the scene began overcast, and after about 
two hours a fog bank moved in off the water. I didn’t want to 
lose all the work I had done describing the distance, but I also 
found the fog and wind very dramatic, so I incorporated both.

On a very different order of magnitude are paintings like 
Castine Bay. I absolutely love long panoramic views, and I 
love studying the details of these views. Especially deciding 
what makes the scene interesting—the warmth of the sun, 
the gentle breeze, the quiet, 
the occasional passage of a 
bumblebee. My goal with 
these large paintings is to 
convey how I felt when I 
stood there—how exhilarat-
ing it was to stand before 
that particular view, at that 
time.

Interiors are the most 
difficult of the three subjects 
I paint. For all the homes I 
visit, very few are beautiful. 
Functional, probably . . . 
but seldom organized with 
beauty as a priority. And, 
of course, the drawing of 
the architecture can be unforgiving—one mistake, and the 
entire painting is out of control. In addition, light can 
change the mood, shadows can change the lines . . . . Despite 
the challenges, I would paint more interiors if I could find 
subjects worthy of the effort. Blue Stair, Somesville is a house
I know well. I have painted all of its principal rooms, partly 
because of its attractive architectural lines, and surely because 
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of the bold and jolly colors. Kitchens are bustling places 
at the heart of any house. This one attracted me because 
of the colors, the interior architecture, and the pleasant 
association of an autumn dusk. A meal soon to be enjoyed. 
But where are the people? That is for viewers to imagine for 
themselves. 

In general my goal is to “take you there.” An equally 
important motivation is to manipulate colors. I only want 
to paint things I consider to be beautiful in some way. 
Musicians like sounds, painters like color. Seldom does one 
ask a musician why he makes music. It is understood that he 
enjoys sounds, at least when properly orchestrated. Painters, 
on the other hand, are thought to be a little eccentric.

It is true that over the centuries there have been changing 
reasons and purposes for paintings to exist. Speaking only 
for myself, my strongest motivation for doing any given 
painting is to communicate my joy and pleasure in look-
ing at the subject at hand. It’s about the joy of color, the 
pleasure of looking. I like a painting to communicate that 
pleasure using the language of line and color—without the 
aid of a lot of explanatory verbiage, hype, or explication. 
Each color “behaves” or “looks” different according to the 
context in which you see it. So the “art” of color is to use 
color—or to place color—in a context where it looks and 
feels “right.” Just as a composer uses the highest or lowest 
notes to communicate the crescendo of his composition, 
a painter is aware of the high points, the rhythms, tones, 
resonances, and even the “volume” within his composition.
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