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Excerpts from Philip Frey: Here and Now

The following excerpts are from Philip Frey: Here and Now (Marshall
Wilkes), a new book by Daniel Kany and Carl Little with an introduction
by George Kinghorn.

Pink Pier combines the logic of Pink and Blue

Flowers and Doors, 2017, oil on canvas, 24 x 24 inches

with Light Comes Through. Six white houses and structures
gather around a working pier at low tide. The white of the
structures appears mostly in shade with a bluish cast, but
the low sun finds its way in from the right and lights up
the center space of the pier in warm pink. Spilling over
the edge from the open pink space in the center is a stable
cascade of green boards that create a flat square punctuating
the image and holding it in place. The reflections of these
boards reach out toward us, acting like a visual bridge so
that we come to think that is where our eyes first entered
the painting, though, of course, they didn’t.
Flowers and Doors is an interior scene, a glimpse down
a shady hallway past and through doors before finding
resting space (not ironically) on a well-made, well-lighted
bed. While it looks so little like Pink Pier or Light Comes
Pink Pier, 2017, oil on canvas, 30 x 40 inches
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Through, the structure unfolds with similar logic and forms:
the vertical, rectangular (i.e., human-shaped) presence of
a doorway. Whether we choose to see this in mystical or
Modernist terms hardly matters: Frey is acknowledging
the viewer’s body and the distinction between his physical
and visual experience of a scene. It’s savvy, but nuanced,
crossing the barriers between traditional modes and the
systems logic of contemporary painting.
When Frey says something shifts from abstraction
to representation as it comes into focus, he tacitly hints
that when something slips back out of focus, it reverts to
abstraction. I see Frey’s project of soft persuasion as his true
goal: We recognize the scene easily enough, but when we
let our experience of the painting slip out of the representational focus, we return to abstraction, the true place of
Frey’s poetry.
Frey often employs the traditional systems of set genres
like landscape, marines, interiors, or, among others, figures.
But he is just as likely to question these systems as adhere
to them. On one hand, this sounds like quintessential
Modernist logic. But his use of systems logic to question
the structural systems is a marker of contemporary art.
That Frey brings this systems approach to work that can
be generally associated with traditional “Maine painting”
places him among some of the strongest voices of active

Pink Perspective, 2017, oil on canvas, 12 x 24 inches

“Maine painters,” such as Colin Page, Linda Packard,
Roy Germon, and Henry Isaacs. And these artists mark a
shift from previous generations. Whereas the boldness of
painting had long been delivered with bravura swagger, we
now see the leading painters appealing more to the viewers’
intelligence. These artists’ painterly marks are more about
skilled effort and perception than about conveying a sense
of their inner personality or outer virtuosity. We might

say the new model seems to be more Cézanne than van
Gogh. And there we find the work of Philip Frey: smart,
sensitive, and skillful.
			

— Daniel Kany
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Frey brings a fearless color sense to his work,
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Proud, 2018, oil on panel, 8 x 10 inches

often referencing the Fauves, those “wild beasts” of earlytwentieth-century French painting, as art-historical heroes.
Not a color-for-color’s-sake painter, he nonetheless always
leans toward a bold palette: brilliant reds, warm lemon and
tangerine hues, rich greens. Frey sometimes includes a color
in the title of a painting—Study in Yellow, Rhapsody in Red,
Chartreuse Spring—setting a visual key.
Frey’s paintings range from representational to abstract,
with various hybrids in between. Some of his abstractions
recall the work of the Synchronists—Stanton MacDonaldWright, Morgan Russell, and company. Others bring to
mind Sir Howard Hodgkin’s expressionist studies.
In recent years, Frey has been exploring interiors. His
bedrooms, kitchens, and parlors are inviting: lamps on
tables, an armchair in a corner, a vintage kitchen stove, a
doorway opening to a deck. At the same time, painting
the interior has allowed Frey to explore abstract-geometric
concepts and, once again, the effects of light.
Frey is also attracted to the geometry of architectural
forms. He finds visual pleasure in the lines of the buildings
in an urban view or the contours of a humble ice-fishing
shack on a Maine lake. He can turn a Portland street into a
kind of tonal symphony, capturing the rich blue-grays of a
rainy day or the yellow of a “slip” of sunlight. His energetic

Chartreuse Spring, 2017, oil on canvas, 12 x 24 inches

brushwork is perfectly suited to the dynamics of busy
streets, but also to a curve in a coastal road in Stonington
or South Bristol.
Philip Frey is one of those lucky ones. Fortunately for
us, he has chosen to stay in that “country of the pointed
firs” that has nurtured him across the decades, creating
canvases that speak to us of place and passion. Frey is, as

he once stated, a “student of aesthetics.” More importantly,
he is a painter who relishes the act of painting, and who
strives to connect with the moment, the here and now.
We gladly partake in the beauty of his revelations.
			

— Carl Little
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Most noteworthy in Frey’s work is his brilliance

Lobsterboat Lemon, 2018, oil on panel, 6 x 6 inches

as a colorist. In Chartreuse Spring, an intense lime green
leads us from object to object in a light-filled sitting room,
while a yellow-green light glows through the rear windows,
balancing the cozy interior. Frey’s representation of natural
light evokes a freshness and optimism, as if we were being
called outside to soak up the sun and the green grass.
Frey has a remarkable ability to simplify complex
environments into dynamic planes of color. Patchwork
Medley is an energetic composition in which he renders
remarkable detail through horizontal and vertical patches
of color. A lobster boat tethered to a pier dissolves into
abstraction through an assortment of bold marks in pale
blue, steely purple, and vivid red.
Here and Now is the first book about Philip Frey’s
artistic journey. His willingness to take risks has kept
his work fresh. And, his steadfast devotion to perceptual
painting—to what lies before him in the here and now—
has yielded an abundance of honest and beautiful paintings.		
			— George Kinghorn
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