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Dawn, Maine
oil on canvas

44 x 32 inches
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Beauty is a word seldom heard in writing about
contemporary art. Maybe the omission is appropriate,
because beauty, after all, is better experienced than dis-
cussed. But why is there so little beauty when one visits a
Chelsea gallery, or an exhibition at a cutting edge private
art museum?

Beauty is a precious commodity, and I look for it
wherever I go, every day. Beauty can be difficult to find
because it is so challenging to see. Sometimes, when one
thinks they see beauty, they are only seeing pretty.

What is the difference? I hasten to say it is not for
me to arbitrate this distinction, but let me take a stab
at explaining the difference for me. Pretty relies on old
solutions, formulas that are predictable and safe. Pretty
does not shoot for the moon.

For beauty, however, think Beethoven symphonies
and Chopin sonatas. In painting think Fairfield Porter,
Richard Diebenkorn, or Wayne Thiebaud. These works
are beautiful because their creators took chances. Their
work is unpredictable yet has a way of making its case; of
telling the viewer this is True. Sometimes truths shout at
you; sometimes they whisper.

In my opinion, beauty is what you see in nature;
truth is what you see in art. To see a painting (or to
hear music), one must make some effort to grasp the
artist’s intention. A painting explains itself through a




Porch Morning, oil on canvas, 15 x 16 inches

visual language. A successful painting does not require a
paragraph of explanation, or a video from a curator. Art
should be self-explanatory.

I am attracted by respectful and modest interactions
between humans and nature, or something hand-made.
Here I find beauty. I don't like highways or high-rises, or
things made of plastic.

I find beauty in a variety of places with light being
the primary subject and motivating force. Light creates
moods and feelings because it colors everything we see.
Light makes a landscape, an interior, or a still life into
something beautiful, or not. If I see it as beautiful, I will
paint it, and if not, I move on.

Most of my landscapes intend to “take you there,”
to give you the feeling of what it was like to be at that
place. Weather On Frenchmen’s Bay is an elaboration of
an oil sketch from a site on top of Cadillac Mountain, a
place I never fail to visit several times every summer. The
blueberry barrens in Sedgwick have become, for me, the
essence of Maine. There is something wild and raw about
these barrens even on the quietest summer afternoon.

In my past two summers in Maine, I went about my
usual rounds between Winter Harbor, Mount Desert
Island, and the Penobscot peninsula. But last summer, I
was given the marvelous opportunity to spend a week at
a summerhouse on Great Spruce Head Island. The house
is a brilliantly and gracefully designed cottage, and my
show includes a number of paintings from inside and
outside the house.

So where did beauty go? It never went away. And
there are no rules for beauty. I give the cutting-edge artists
the benefit of the doubt: They are looking for new and

different kinds of beauty. A small handful will succeed. I
don’t believe that beauty or truth inheres in style. Style is
the product of an artist’s sensibility.

After a day sketching, I am often dismayed to find
the most beautiful sight of the day happens during the
last hours. My painting of Seal Harbor was one of those
moments. Beauty is often an unexpected surprise.

—TJoseph Keiffer

The Colors of Penobscot, oil on canvas, 10 x 10 inches
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JOSEPH KEIFFER (b.1952) is a realist painter who

credits the Hudson River School as an important influence
and source of inspiration. Keiffer’s paintings ignite the senses
with a cornucopia of imagery and emotions—awe, intimacy,
playfulness, wonder, and joy. He takes the viewer from
brilliant sunlight to twilight, from panoramic vista to cozy
interior, and from fields of lavender lupine to cardboard
boxes brimming with splashy annuals.

Keiffer was born in New York City. His father was
a painter, and his mother was a writer, which enabled
the family to spend quite a few years abroad, mainly in
Europe. While living in Paris, Keiffer began painting at
the age of seventeen. The following year he enrolled at
Brandeis University, and after several leaves of absence
to attend the New York Studio School, he graduated with
degrees in philosophy and art history.

Following a year at Sotheby’s “Works of Art” course,
Keiffer was employed by Sotheby’s as a cataloguer and
appraiser of paintings, and after six years there, and three
years at Doyle Galleries, he became a private art dealer

and president of a non-profit art foundation. In his thirties,
Keiffer began painting full time, and for his living. In
retrospect, Keiffer says, “I learned more about art history
from my years in the art trade than I did in college, and
I learned more about painting by looking at reality than
from anything taught in art school.”

In the exhibition catalog for Keiffer’s 2016 solo show
at Courthouse Gallery, author Lynne Barrett, an ardent
collector of Keiffer’s work, says:

“After youve looked long at Keiffers paintings, a strange
thing will happen, or at least it has to me. In a familiar
room, you'll find you're appreciating a corner, its angles
and odd charm. And standing outdoors ar twilight, picking
out the deepening hues of foliage and sky, you'll discover

you're awake in a world waiting to be perceived.”
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Homarus Americanus, oil on canvas, 10 x 12 inches
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