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HOurs of the day
On the longest day of the year, the summer solstice, I spent the day painting
and studying light. The sun rises before five o’clock on the solstice and sets well
after eight at night on the peak summer day in Maine. I have observed the solstice
the past two years on the Blue Hill Peninsula. These paintings are the result of
solstice plein air painting.
What makes dawn light differ from dusk? What visual decisions do I make as
I capture this light? How does interior light differ from outdoor light? I explore
with paint these questions: how the longest day of the year differs from the shortest
day, how summer light shifts and changes.
Making these paintings took me to some magical places. “Hours of the Day”
depicts locations in Newbury Neck, Eggemoggin Reach, Stonington, Brooksville,
Blue Hill, Bayside and as far north as the Bay of Fundy.
						
						

— Alison Rector 2020
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On a bright and balmy August day in 2002,
just after lunch, I wandered into an art gallery
in Castine, Maine. It was an idle activity—what
I really had on my mind was the ice cream store
nearby and I was about to leave when I saw
stairs going down to another level. I decided to
descend.
There was a small, dark room, the walls
covered in paintings. As I was making a quick,
perfunctory tour, I stopped in front of a painting
in the back corner. I couldn’t seem to move away.
I was staring at a fairly large painting of a corridor
in what clearly looked like a municipal building
of some sort—a checkered floor, a stairwell, a
coat hanger and umbrella dangling from a rack,
and an Exit sign at the end of the hall. The door
to the ladies’ room was ajar, allowing the light
Election Eve, 2020, oil on linen, 41 x 41 inches

to spill out. Years evaporated. I was no longer in
Castine—I was back in college, lost upstairs in
the huge stone administration building. I could
hear the faint clack of typewriters, I could smell
the old wood of the walls, I could feel a faint
homesickness, a pride in my new freedom. The
ineffable lightness and happiness of youth.
I could not not have this painting.
The work was titled Exit, and it was by
Alison Rector. It was the first painting that I
ever bought.
I have followed Rector ever since, and her
work never fails to evoke a specific time and
mood, a story of joy or melancholy, or yearning
that is unique to every viewer. This exhibition,
“The Hours of the Day,” continues the artist’s
quest to find meaning and beauty in everyday
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places and objects. Precisely how does Rector
accomplish what she does? First, she is drawn to
a subject—a doorknob or a laundromat, a hallway
alcove or a train station. Once that decision
is made, she follows a rigorous process: a pencil
drawing, a small black and white painting, and
the transition to putting color on canvas. Rector
chooses her palette assiduously, measuring each
hue: a grayer blue for a sky at dawn, say against

her color value strip. Each painting may have five
or six layers of paint before the canvas is finished.
Rector says that she is eternally fascinated by the
miracle of “brushing the opaque emulsion of
paint on canvas and creating the illusion of light.”
Light. Light illuminates, that is its job. But
it also creates intimacy, startles, warms, awakens
the senses. What, for instance, does one feel as
one gazes at Rector’s Election Eve? The polished,

cool emptiness, the warmth of midday, the hush
of anticipation, the hopes and fears of a coming
election? All of these things? Or—and this is the
wonder—something else entirely?
Rector, working with color and light on
canvas, opens the murky mysteries of the heart
in much the same the way that the finest authors
do with words on the page. In that vein, it can
feel as though Rector channeled Virginia Woolf
as she worked on some of the paintings in this
exhibition. Take, for instance, Fisherman’s Cove.
Let’s say it is late in the summer and the day is
drawing to a close and you stand on your front
lawn and look over, for the millionth time,
to the house on the corner, the one with the
pretty flowers. A place very much like the one
in Rector’s Fisherman’s Cove. That scene, that
precise moment in time, is evoked in Woolf ’s
To the Lighthouse, as she describes Mrs. Ramsay’s
summer home:
“…it was bright enough, the grass still a soft
deep green, the house starred in its greenery with
purple passion flowers, and rooks dropping cool

cries from the high blue. But something moved,
flashed, turned a silver wing in the air. It was
September, after all, the middle of September,
and past six in the evening.”
You are lucky. This exhibition offers not
just a grouping of paintings, but a transcendent
experience. You will find, almost certainly, that at
least one of these works carries you to a special
place and time, perhaps one long forgotten. And
you will walk away with a profound sense of
the way our feelings change in subtle and secret
ways, depending, though we may not be aware
of it, on the changing light through all the hours
of the day.

Laurel Davis Huber, author of The Velveteen Daughter (a novel about the woman who wrote The Velveteen Rabbit and her
daughter, a world-famous child prodigy artist). She has a home in Surry, Maine.
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