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Philip Frey is a teller of the story of place. 
He’s imprinted with it—not merely physical place but 
something more akin to its interiority and the energy that 
illuminates it. And so, therefore, are his paintings, whether 
they be of docks and boats, landscapes, living rooms and 
staircases, or flowers from his meticulously tended garden. 
Moment[um] allows us to wander through a deep Frey 
world. Open and timeless. 

Grounded in draftsman-like skill and moved by what 
he describes as the inventive, playful vision of Matisse, 
Bonnard, Howard Hodgkin, Tom Thompson, aspects of 
Picasso, and Connie Hayes’s early work, Frey plays on the 
edge of abstraction. These days, he’s also exploring how far 
he can push that abstraction and still have it read as cloud 
or ocean, chair, sky, petal.

Balance fairly vibrates with story, sheer gesture of 
landscape pulling us in. Everything is brushstroke angling 
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emotion. A hint of precariousness, just by the mere tilt 
of what I read as ledge and land, uncertainty. The run of 
greens that border the left and right. The bubbling of light 
in the clouds. And then that opening of sky exposes the 
possibility of something more, something deeper if you 
dare to enter. 

Frey always reminds the viewer that there is a brush 
and a stroke, human energy, embedded in the painting, 
that the maker is here—but not here. When he talks about 
the work, he notes the obscurity of his presence, the sense 
that the painting just is, but then there it is, that move-
ment—that laying down.

Color (demanding, sometimes surprising) and light 
(joyful, alive) continue to be his primary characters. But 
the “changingness” quality of place is what he most wants 
to capture—bringing the lived experience at the intersec-
tion of time and place to a painting, and subsequently to 
the viewer.

In Watch Where You Step, we witness Frey as subtle 
guide, his ricocheting angles, unyielding colors, bold lines 
driving us not just down a staircase, with a large fuchsia 
ball at the bottom, but also transitioning us to the lip of 
inner and outer world—and the unknown. All his paint-
ings have openings, and all his interiors have a view of the 
world outside—always in morning or evening, a time he 

favors because, he says, “the middle of the day steals the 
real light.” Watch where you step but please step. Don’t 
miss a single thing. Pay attention. Be present.

Two easily overlooked pivot points in Frey’s evolution 
have enabled him to become a painter with a remarkable 
“voice” you would know anywhere—much like the open-
ing chords of a Herbie Hancock composition or the first 
lines of a Yusef Komunyakaa poem. 

We are, for the most part, rooters or movers. Frey is a 
rooter who grew up in a mover family. Fortunately, for him 
and us, his family did significant stints in coastal, working-
waterfront communities—one in Massachusetts and the 
other in Maine, where he remained even as his mover family 
relocated and relocated and relocated. Years ago, when 
an acupuncturist described him as rootless, he recognized 
something significant in the word and image, and began 
his exploration of rootedness and, with that, Buddhist 
meditation—both of which, it would seem, contribute to 
the palpable, energetic tranquility his paintings convey.

In the ensuing years, he explored, walked, hiked, and 
painted his downeast world—with watercolors and acryl-
ics. Then one day, in the Colby Museum of Art (not his 
first time there nor his last), he was struck by the buttery 
lusciousness, the thick juiciness, of an oil painting in front 
of him. Obviously not his first sighting of oils—but this 
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Meander, 2020, oil on canvas, 8 x 10 inches

time he was overcome by the “aliveness.” Hence his 
transition to oils ten years ago.

These coronavirus times have found Frey inside, a lot, 
in his recently renovated studio, the sound of classical, jazz, 
or techno following the rise and fall of his energy throughout 
the day. Often he works from thumbnail sketches made 
with graphite or grey-scale markers, creating value studies, 
translating the light he carries from a particular moment, 
marking and pushing and moving paint, layering the old 
and the new. What surprises him most, so many paintings 
later, are still the mark making and color. Both are undeniably 
muscular and bold and Frey.

Annaliese Jakimides writes about the arts and life. Her work 

appears in magazines, journals, and anthologies, and has been 

broadcast on NPR. Most recently, she was cited as a finalist for 

the Stephen Dunn Poetry Prize, judged by Reginald Dwayne Betts.  
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Sea of Solitude, 2020, oil on panel, 9 x 12 inches


