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Blue Rocks, c.1975, oil on canvas, 50 x 50 inches
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Back Shore, Sunset, 1984, oil on canvas, 38 x 42 inches
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“My beginnings are in cubism and I’m a landscape 
painter, which are contradictory strategies,” Gretna Campbell 
wrote at the time of her 1981 show at the Ingber Gallery. 
This simple statement sheds light on the origin of the 
force that reverberates through her powerful landscapes. 
To look at a Campbell landscape is to feel the pulse of 
nature, a living, breathing amalgam of interacting parts, 
whether she is representing a cascade of rocks tumbling 
toward the sea or an impenetrable thicket of undergrowth 
or a sweeping vista across the reflecting surfaces of tidal 
pools toward a distant shore. Her ceaseless efforts to 
reconcile the contradictions between representation and 
abstract structure keep her paintings charged with an 
enlivening dynamic. This is not an impact that can be 
achieved by meticulously copying onto a canvas what 
the eye sees from a stationary point—it results from the 

artist’s insistence on being immersed in the landscape 
while painting it, exposed to the shifting light, focussing 
her gaze on one point then another, and sensing the 
connectedness of the diverse elements in her surroundings. 
Students and colleagues tell many stories of her fortitude 
as she painted surrounded by snow and ice or held onto 
a canvas buffeted by the wind as she wielded her brush. 
They speak of her tireless energy, the intensity of her 
observation, and her fierce determination to overcome 
all obstacles as if the very life of the painting were at stake.

Although she had no particular exposure to the arts 
while growing up in the East Bronx, Campbell became 
sufficiently determined on a career in art to apply to and 
be accepted at tuition-free Cooper Union after graduation 
from Evander Childs High School. According to her 
daughter Martha Campbell, “she saw what she wanted 
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to do when she was very young and was optimistic about 
being able to do it.” In the 1940s the wartime influx of 
European refugee artists and architects contributed a 
Bauhaus influence to the Cooper Union curriculum. 
Campbell studied for four years with a professor who 
gave her a thorough grounding in cubism. This intensive 
abstract formation later “went underground,” in her 
work, but it profoundly influenced the way she looked 
and painted. “ The methods of cubism served as a 
springboard,” she said, “I learned to look at things in 
a questioning way. I wanted something new and I saw 
painting as a means of discovering something of my own.”

After graduating from Cooper her involvement with 
the Group Theater led to grants from the Clifford Odets 
Foundation which enabled her to paint for several years. 
A few summers of painting in Maine led to the discovery 
of Great Cranberry Island where in 1950 she bought a 
house. In 1953 a Fulbright grant made it possible for 
her to work in southern France where her dedication to 
painting directly from the landscape began. She continued 
to paint the figure, sharing a model with Philip Pearlstein, 
and later was part of a life drawing group, but landscape 
became her central preoccupation.

Although Campbell admired certain artists of the 
past, she mistrusted convention because of the limits 
it imposed and she avoided pre-established modes of 

painting. She told her students that artists are usually 
helped by finding a way of sidestepping intention. One 
student remembers her injunction to “paint as if you 
don’t know what it is.” For Campbell this meant ignoring 
preconceptions and keeping the painting process in tune 
with the seeing process so that each brushstroke would 
be the direct result of a momentary observation and 
often a record of a change in the angle of vision or a shift 
in the light. Light as it hits the surfaces of the subject 
became the animating as well as the unifying element in 
her paintings.

There are landscape paintings that keep the viewer 
on the outside, looking in, others that lure the eye into 
a far distance, and some that hold the gaze on a tactile 
surface, activated by flurries of brushstrokes. Campbell 
held that “there is no one truth for landscape space; the 
painter is both in it and of it.” Her gaze may have been 
directed sharply downward at an encounter of rocks 
and sea, or may have confronted a boulder-strewn path 
into the darkening depths of a forest, or been directed 
across a nearby rock pool and tidal flats to a further shore 
In each instance she conveyed the sensation of being 
immersed in her subject, seeing what is underfoot, on 
either side, and straight ahead, often with access to the 
distance blocked by tangled growth or fallen rocks. As 
she confronted the motif her focus would shift so that 
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Looking Down, 1983, oil on canvas, 46 x 42 inches
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the perceived landscape became a composite of multiple 
viewpoints which the viewer’s eye absorbs in stages, a 
participatory act of looking from near to far, down to up, 
left to right. “Landscape painting,” she said, “Involves 
taking a walk with the mind’s eye, or at least moving the 
eye from a fixed place.”

A good example of such a “walk with the mind’s 
eye” is Looking Down, 1983, a glimpsed segment of the 
juncture of land and sea, linked by an encroaching tidal 
inlet, edged with foam. There is a vertiginous downward 
pull, yet the eye is also drawn upward to the patch of light 
that crowns the cliff and shimmers along the painting’s 
left edge. At the canvas center is the shadowed side of a 
rocky mass, a looming dark contrast to the translucent 
sea surface with its reflections of a cloud-filled sky and 
pale green splashes of light. The tumbling rocks hint 
at geological history, while the rippling waters of the 
inlet suggest the pull of the tide; the interaction of solid 
and fluid conveys the momentum of on-going natural 
processes.

The Pool, 1980, in a different mood, offers a wide-angle 
view over a broad stretch of tidal shorefront toward a 
distant horizon. It is part of an almost landlocked body 
of water adjacent to the artist’s Maine home on Great 
Cranberry Island. The eye is drawn to a scattering of 
rocks on a muddy shore, then moves along a zigzagging 

track toward a sand spit edged by small eddies of cresting 
foam, then beyond, across watery reflections of clouds, 
to the tree-dotted horizontal of the opposite shore below 
a narrow rim of sky. The repeated horizontals and gentle 
diagonals of the composition match the tranquility of the 
Pool’s calm waters, while the combination of shorefront 
detail and the broad reflecting surfaces of the water 
contribute a sense of harmony and completeness.

It is characteristic of even the most stable Campbell 
landscapes to imply ongoing change, thanks to her 
attentiveness to light. Each composition is enlivened and 
woven together by the play of lighter against darker tones, 
stimulating constant adjustment of the eye. She would 
have several canvases going at once, for the changing light 
at different times of day. Her attention to the nuances of 
light is especially effective in Dark Woods where streaks 
of light on blue boulders lead toward a dirt path into 
a shadowy woodland where glinting touches of pale 
yellow flicker among the tree trunks. The highlights are 
painted as separate patches and are often interesting as 
shapes in themselves with strong fully saturated color and 
subtle tonal variations. Although the paint application 
appears loose and spontaneous, a close look at a painted 
rock shows a half dozen color variations as each facet of 
the rough surface reflects light at a different angle. A long
preparation led up to the seeming freedom of her paint 
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handling; it involved close scrutiny of the motif and 
making many on-site drawings, even use of a grid to 
transfer studies to a canvas. From the mid-seventies she 
painted mainly outside, ignoring the preconceived image 
and working in response to whatever engaged her eye and 
directed the hand holding the brush. “I paint directly,” she 
explained. “The top layer is from the motif, the under part 
is getting ready. I like to leave edges for last so I can shift 
the space, then the canvas becomes a single statement.”

Campbell often used the word “painterly,” in relation 
to her work, defining it as follows: “the form is found 
in the paint and inseparable from it.” Her husband, 
artist Louis Finkelstein, used the term in the title of 
an exhibition, accompanied by an essay, “Painterly 
Representation,” (Ingber Gallery, 1975). The term is 
particularly apt for a number of artists of their generation

who aspired to merge aspects of the grand painting tradition 
with an up to date sensibility, to build on a foundation of 
abstract art a record of the perceived world.

The sizable canvases in this exhibition were (with one 
exception from 1976), painted in the last seven years of 
Campbell’s life. She died of cancer in 1987 at age sixty 
five, just at a point when her art was reaching its fullest 
realization. In these last canvases, everything that she had 
been struggling with seemed to fall into place—emerging 
in near perfection. “Words limit and restrict,” she said. 
“the facet of truth revealed by the vision of art is the only 
truth open to us.”

martica Sawin is a critic and art historian who has published widely on contemporary art since the 1950s, 
including Surrealism in Exile and the Beginning of the New York School, and Nell Blaine, Her Art and Life.
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The Pool, 1980, oil on canvas, 40 x 48 inches
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Back Shore, 1985, oil on canvas, 42 x 48 inches
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Cove at Gina’s, 1981, oil on canvas, 38 x 50 inches
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Little Head, Sunset, c.1985, oil on canvas, 40 x 40 inches
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Dark Woods, c. 1982, oil on canvas, 42 x 42 inches
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From the Path, Great Head, 1984, oil on canvas, 42 x 42 inches
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Looking Down II, 1985, oil on canvas, 28 x 35 inches
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