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charlie hewitt’s work is all about 
painting. It’s always been all about painting. 
His prints look and feel like paintings. His sculptures, 
including public-scaled pieces and the neon wall 
works, begin and develop around 2D, painterly forms 
and enter space as though conveyed by a paintbrush. 

But what about his paintings? What drives them?

“My work is about work,” explains Hewitt. How-
ever witty and convenient, this is no flip comment. 
His art—all of it —is about work. Painting requires 
skill, techniques, materials and the awareness of how 
to use them. It takes time and effort. For a professional 
artist, painting is work.

Hewitt is a working man’s artist. He goes all in on 
effort, skill and process. For him, painting is work. 
And Hewitt loves to work.

Charlie Hewitt grew up in a large working-class 
French Canadian family in Lewiston, Maine. (“I am 
still in love with Lewiston,” he admits.) Home was 
a place of family, love and faith. French Canadian 
culture stayed with Hewitt and bits of it crop up 
in his works. Regarding remnants of his childhood 
in the Catholic Church, for example, Hewitt is 
fascinated by the iconography of the stations of the 
cross. While most of his work is insistently abstract, 
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imagery will bubble up, such as three cocks crowing, 
a personal version of what Jesus said to Peter, “Before 
the cock crows, you will deny me three times.”

Well, at least according to Matthew, Luke and 
John. Mark doubles down: “before the cock crows 
twice, you will deny me three times.”

This is a quick leap to questioning a minor math 
detail, but this is the nature of Hewitt’s work and 
imagery. It’s effervescent. It bubbles, pops and floats 
off to another state before you can settle on what 
it was supposed to mean. Overly clear paintings 
leave little for the viewer. Consider the paintings 
of Matisse and Picasso, or the American giants like 
Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning. They 
refuse to sit still. 

Hewitt’s painting is closer to the core of American 
Abstract Expressionism than it might appear at first 
glance. His mentor was Philip Guston (1913–1980), 
and Hewitt sees his own work as based in “automatic 
writing,” practically Surrealism to the word according 
to its founder, Andre Breton, who officially defined 
Surrealism as “Pure psychic automatism.”

Art making in this sense is action as work. The 
common American understanding of Abstract Ex-
pressionism was “action painting,” in which the canvas 
was the theater—or, as Harold Rosenberg called it, the 

“arena,” and the artist was the free-wheeling actor and 
director rolled into one. Or better, maybe, the artist 
was the actor and their subconscious was the director.

Abstract Expressionism grew directly out of 
Surrealism; and they share some fundamental quali-
ties such as elevating the activity of art-making and 
faith in the authenticity of the artist’s pre-conscious 
mind. Official Surrealism implied the idea that the 
unconscious would reveal its messages freely and 
through unguarded forms. The Rosenberg model of 
“action art,” on the other hand, relies on an instinct 
for theatricality. An artist might be “in the zone” or 
letting their pre-conscious impulses guide their hand, 
but their instincts and concerns could hardly be free 
of their combined experiences, education, habits and 
artistic practices that we can call “sensibility soup.”

Rosenberg’s theories fall flat in many ways, but 
the basic idea that postwar American painting 
combined painterly action, subconscious concerns, 
developed sensibilities and a sense of theatrical 
presentation largely holds up in light of our cultural 
experiences, conversations and expectations.

Guston, Hewitt’s mentor, was a major postwar 
figure of the New York School. He was a leading ab-
stract painter but later helped lead the way towards 
Neo-Expressionism with his often bizarre cartoonish 



figurative paintings. One of the few fans of Guston’s 
first forays into figuration was de Kooning who saw 
in the works an unbridled sense of “freedom.” This 
is notable for many reasons, but it possibly reveals 
the key to a healthy understanding of what drew de 
Kooning to struggle as he did with Picasso’s images 
of women. And make no doubt about it: practically 
every 1950s art student in America wanted to paint 
like de Kooning.

In light of the New York School’s and Guston’s 
painterly shifts, Hewitt’s moving between abstract 
and more imagery-oriented work is hardly surprising. 
(And Hewitt’s New York School bona fides are for 
real: His work is in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
the Brooklyn Museum, and the Whitney Museum 
of American Art among others.) When he works, 
Hewitt consciously sets out to make a painting of a 
certain size with specific materials. He is fully aware 
of the possibilities of action and technique that he 
lays out for himself. To expand his options—we 
can assume in the name of freedom of expression 
and the possibility of surprising himself—Hewitt 
prepares a uniquely expansive palette of tools. A 
master printmaker, Hewitt prints myriad thin sheets 
of paper with sweeping colors, nuanced textures, 
popping polka dots or, maybe, severe black stripes. 

These are one part of his palette. And then there is 
the question of texture: Hewitt’s works are extremely 
painterly, but he rarely uses a brush. A favorite tool 
is a ceramics extruder, which he loads with auto 
acrylic—car paint. With that, Hewitt can produce 
unbroken, swirling lines of paint, which he then 
pulls with a palette knife to create internal forms. Of 
course, Hewitt’s clay works are also strongly tethered 
to painting via Peter Voulkos’s brand of Abstract 
Expressionism and Picasso’s free figurative ceramics.

Drawing with the extruder gives Hewitt’s work a 
sense of automatic writing with his free, looping forms. 
This aspect of his work looks a bit like Pollock’s Picasso 
mode, but his fleshed out forms connect more closely 
to French surrealists like Jean Arp or Andre Masson. 
Against the largely flat areas of color created by paint 
and collage, however, these lines help tie Hewitt’s 
paintings to late cubism, also known as synthetic 
cubism, the period where Picasso and Braque sought 
to explore painting’s representational possibilities 
with encyclopedic breadth. It was through synthetic 
cubism that Braque invented the use of collage as an 
aspect of painting.

While Picasso and Braque never crossed the line 
to Abstraction, it was their Cubist work that led 
many artists around the world to simultaneously 
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“invent” Abstraction: While the cubists investigated 
the minimum of what it took for a painting to be 
legible, others saw that it was enough to recognize 
that a painting was a painting.

Hewitt’s works rely on our ability to see them as 
paintings. We follow his process, his sense of design, 
his use of line, texture, flow, rhythm and form. His 
works will often start from observation, a fact made 
clear by his titles. And while recognizable forms appear 
here and there in his works, Hewitt’s standard for his 
work is based completely on whether or not they 
work as paintings. They have to look right. They 
have to feel right; or they never leave the studio. 
Hewitt’s high standard, in other words, is based in 
his sensibilities. 

“This is abstraction as landscape,” Hewitt explains. 
“I work hard to make sure my paintings don’t come 
across as contrived, and that they avoid traps such as 
overly simple figurative compositions. My paintings 
need to have a sense of place when you look at them 
so that it is clear they are paintings and not simply 
pictures. They have to work. They are work.”

DaNiel KaNY is an art historian, art critic, and freelance 
writer. he writes art criticism for the Maine Sunday Telegram 
and Portland Press Herald, and he has authored dozens of 
catalogs, publications, and magazine articles about art and 
artists. an experienced curator, Kany has been a director of 
the center on contemporary art in Seattle, Friesen Gallery, 
william traver Gallery, and the Daniel Kany Gallery. Kany 
lives in cumberland, Maine.
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Charlie Hewitt at his studio in Portland, Maine.

charlie hewitt
Charlie Hewitt (b.1946) is a nationally known Maine-born 
abstract painter, printmaker, and sculptor. His work, which 
is stylistically rooted in expressionism and surrealism, is both 
playful and serious, a quality he shares with artists Alexander 
Calder, Joan Miro, Paul Klee, and his mentor Philip Guston, 
a major postwar figure of the New York School.

Hewitt grew up in a large working-class French Canadian 
family in the mill-working communities of Lewiston/Auburn 
and Brunswick, Maine. Home was a place of family, love, and 
faith. Life revolved around church and work, and the energetic 
culture of these mill towns became the foundation for his imagery 
and symbols.

Hewitt’s work is in numerous private, public, and museum 
collections, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, NY; 
Whitney Museum of American Art, NY; Museum of Modern 
Art, NY; Library of Congress, Washington, DC; and in Maine 
at the Portland Museum of Art, Farnsworth Museum of Art, 
and in the art museums at Bates, Bowdoin, and Colby colleges.

Hewitt maintains studios in Portland, Maine, and New York 
City where his work has been exhibited continuously since 1973. 
Variations from his sculpture series “Urban Rattle” are installed 
on the High Line in Chelsea, New York (the only permanent 
installation on the High Line), and in the Maine cities of 
Lewiston and Portland. Hewitt recently debuted his “Hopeful” 
sign at Speedwell Projects in Portland, Maine.

Hewitt lives in Yarmouth, Maine, with his wife and their 
two children.
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