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PHILIP BARTEr Mainescapes
Excerpt by Carl Little from Philip Barter: Forever Maine

In the late 1980s and into the 1990s and beyond, 
Barter’s work became more sophisticated without losing 
its authenticity. He turned almost exclusively to the 
landscape, developing a repertoire that included subjects 
that would become his signature themes: the blueberry 
barrens, Mount Katahdin, harbors and houses, and the sea. 

While he has painted all over the state—Rangeley, 
the Androscoggin River, the Western Mountains, 
Portland—Barter returned again and again to favorite 
motifs in his neck of the woods, his “turf” as he calls it: 
the Carrying Place, Egypt Stream, and Schoodic Point, 
near his home in Franklin, and Long Pond in Aurora 
where his family has a camp. He has painted a yellow 
house in Stonington dozens of times. He also seizes 
the opportunity to paint new subjects: a boat trip with 

photographer Gifford Ewing around Ironbound in 
Frenchman Bay led to a remarkable series of paintings of 
the island’s dramatic cliffs. 

Barter once noted that he had been born with sea legs. 
He loves the ocean’s calmness and respects its anger. “I 
always feel trapped away from the sea—and my nose dries 
up.” His images of the sea are diverse, poetic, inventive, and 
powerful. Waves are transformed into abstract forms; the 
surface of the sea changes from canvas to canvas, sometimes 
brushy, sometimes mottled, sometimes smooth.

Over time, Barter developed a fearless approach to 
color.15 He had always embraced the expressive palette of 
the German Expressionists, the Fauves, van Gogh, and 
other daring colorists. Now he upped the ante, becoming 
bolder in his choice of hues. 

Around 1990, Barter started to create relief paintings. . . . Since then, the painter has 
employed the relief to add depth and illusion to his images. His landscapes become three-
dimensional, standing out from the wall where they hang. Cactus plants from his trips 
to the Southwest are sculptural. Sailboats bounce playfully above the “seesaw sea.”
							       	 — Carl Little

Hog Bay with Sailboat, acrylic on wood relief, 36 x 41 inches



Chipper, acrylic on board, 24 x 30 inches Hillside with Trailer, acrylic on board, 24 x 28 inches



Barter is the quintessential four-season painter. 
His palette is tuned to the changes in the landscape, 
from the bright yellow of a grove of poplars in the fall 
to the white radiance of a snowbank from which a black 
tree raises branches that resemble bars of music. In the case 
of the vivid red of blueberry fields in the fall, he kept a 
photograph of them in his gallery to prove to visitors 
that his choice of color was no exaggeration.

In late winter/early spring when Maine undergoes 
its muddy transition, Barter is apt to turn to still lifes, 
creating floral and tabletop compositions mostly out of 
his head. He finds himself craving color and is apt to 
paint a bouquet of flowers, setting them in a vase that 
may be based on one of the pottery pieces from the 
family’s vast collection. 

Starting out as a plein air painter, Barter eventually 
shifted to using sketches and photography as sources for 
his paintings. He got the idea to carry a small sketchbook 
from the sculptor Edwin Gamble (1922–2006), who 
carried one in a leather pouch.16 The older artist pointed 
out that in addition to being easy to carry and always 
close at hand, the small sketchbook forced him to be 
brief in his notations, to eliminate details.

Barter traded in his “gawmy” sketchbook for a 
smaller one and began to work almost exclusively from the 
thumbnail sketches he made. “You’ve got this wonderful 
bold strong composition,” he explains, “from which 
to make your paintings.” He doesn’t feel burdened by 
reality. “You hope [the painting] has its own reality,” he 

says, adding, “As long as it’s true to itself, it doesn’t matter 
how it relates to anything around it.”17

Around 1990, Barter started to create relief paintings. 
He traces this development to a trip to Boston with his 
friend, sculptor Leo Osborne. They were touring galleries 
when they came across a painting by a South American 
artist who had carved a landscape out of a two-inch-thick 
wooden panel. Barter thought there must be a simpler 
way to create a relief. Returning to Maine, he cut out 
some wood pieces, molded and shaped them, glued them 
on a larger backing panel, then primed and painted them. 
The Barter relief painting was born.

Since then, the painter has employed the relief to 
add depth and illusion to his images. His landscapes 
become three-dimensional, standing out from the wall 
where they hang. Cactus plants from his trips to the 
Southwest are sculptural. Sailboats bounce playfully above 
the “seesaw sea.”18 Some pieces are wholly abstract and 
feature painted frames, an element Barter borrowed from 
John Marin’s oils.
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Floral with Painted Flowers, acrylic on board, 29 x 33 inches Carrying Place, acrylic on board, 24 x 30 inches



Ironbound with Sailboat, acrylic on wood relief, 38 x 33 inchesThree Dories III, acrylic on wood relief, 12.5 x 51 inches



Northern Kingdom, acrylic on board, 24 x 30 inches On the Magalloway IV, acrylic on board, 24 x 30 inches
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acrylic on board

30 x 24 inches

Magalloway III, acrylic on board, 24 x 30 inches



On the Magalloway River, acrylic on board, 24 x 30 inchesGreen Hillside, acrylic on board, 24 x 24 inches



above Shag Totem (detail), 32 x 48 inches     right Shag Totem, acrylic on wood relief, 102 x 69 inches  



Moosehead Overlook, acrylic on board, 24 x 30 inchesHillside III, acrylic on board, 24 x 30 inches



Four Boats in a Row
acrylic on wood relief
22 x 48 inches
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Hillside Pleasant River, acrylic on board, 24 x 30 inches
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Frenchman Bay, acrylic on board, 16 x 20 inches


