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•	 A major survey of the work of this important contemporary artist from his first 
works to his most recent paintings

•	 Publication coincides with an exhibition at the Parrish Art Museum, 
Southampton, New York, June 20-August 8, 2010

•	 Features a fascinating new interview with the artist

Rackstraw Downes: Onsite Paintings, 1972–2008 is the first significant survey 
exhibition of the work and methods of the British-born, Texas- and New York-
based “realist” panoramic painter, and features 25 works, from Downes’ earliest 
work, Dunhams Farm Pond (1972) through major examples of painting done in 
Maine, Texas, New York City and along the New Jersey shorelines.

Downes’s panoramic paintings, which he developed by studying seventeenth-
century Dutch landscape painting, possess a unique balance between realism 
and abstraction, timelessness and history. Painted from observation on site, 
they are not “snapshots” of a scene recreated in the studio; rather, they are 
chronicles of the human experience— records of social history as it evolves. 
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16	 Rackstraw	Downes	in	conversation	with	

the	author,	New	York,	August	19,	2009.

17	 “What	the	Sixties	meant	to	me,”	in	Downes,	

In Relation to the Whole,	29.

Like Cole’s, Downes’s paintings chronicle human existence—they are records of social 
history as it evolves. The Dam at Fairfield (plate 2), one of Downes’s earliest panoramic onsite 
paintings, is one of only a few works where he combined two vantage points, which enabled 
him to depict the river disappearing both up- and downstream. Together with its complement, 
The Pulpmills at Madison (figure 2), The Dam at Fairfield depicts the Kennebec River Basin 
in Maine that is populated by pulp and paper mills between Madison and Waterville. Both 
paintings, like Cole’s The Oxbow, are charged with moral significance. At the time Downes 
painted both scenes, the Kennebec River Basin was already embroiled in controversy. Shortly 
after Downes completed his paintings, environmentalists successfully stopped the driving of 
logs from the north downstream to the big pulp mills, which was harming the fish habitat in 

the river. Ironically, this led to more fishing and pleasure-boating and a rising carbon footprint 
due to increased highway traffic. 

It should be noted here that, despite these parallels, Downes dislikes nineteenth-century 
American plein-air landscape painting such as that of the Hudson River School: “I find it 
theatrical in concept and calculated in execution.”16 Among the American painters he admires 
most, aside from Fairfield Porter and others of his circle, he counts George Inness, John Marin, 
and Marsden Hartley. He is also deeply admiring of the sixteenth-century Flemish painter 
Pieter Bruegel the Elder, whose works he discovered while visiting Belgium and Holland in 
1972. In a 1973 essay, he cites from notes made at the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen in 
Rotterdam:

Brueghel’s Toren van Babel reverses the scheme of the Impressionists 
and grand manner painters on whom I was reared. At one foot it is 
densely legible, a thousand stories in every square inch. At one hundred 
feet it is a magnificent abstraction … Up close it is equivalent to two or 
three books of the Odyssey.17

In Bruegel’s The Tower of Babel (figure 3), Downes saw the possibility of a painting in 
which “the minute is the natural component, not enemy, of the grand; the fusing and playing 

Figure 2

Rackstraw	Downes,	

The Pulpmills at Madison,	1974.	Oil	on	canvas,	

12	1/2	×	40	inches.	Private	Collection

Figure 1

Thomas	Cole	(American,	1801–48),	

View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton,  

Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm—The Oxbow,	1836.	

Oil	on	canvas,	51	1/2	×	76	inches.	

The	Metropolitan	Museum	of	Art,	New	York,	

Gift	of	Mrs.	Russell	Sage,	1908.
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Ventilation Tower with Estivating Snow Plows

1988

Oil on canvas

38 ¼ × 50 ¼

Private Collection, Upper Saddle River, N.J.

Figure 10 

Drawing	for	Ventilation Tower with Estivating Snow Plows,	1988.	

Graphite	on	tan	paper,	14	3/4	×	17	7/8	in.	Collection	of	the	Artist
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This volume is a comprehensive compendium of the artist’s career, from 
his current work to pieces that track the growth and development of his 
themes and concepts over three decades, and will contribute to the discourse 
concerning the changing nature of painting in the 21st century.

Klaus Ottmann is Robert Lehman Curator, the Parrish Art Museum. His most 
recent publications include Yves Klein: Works/Writings/Interview (2009) and Thought 
Through My Eyes: Writing About Art 1984–2004 (2005). Sarah Rothenberg is an 
internationally acclaimed solo and chamber pianist and has served as artistic 
director of Da Camera, Houston since 1994. She is a frequent performer on 
Lincoln Center’s Great Performers series in New York. Her productions for Da 
Camera include Epigraph for a Condemned Book, (2006), and St Petersburg Legacy 
performed the New Haven International Festival of Arts (2006). Terrie Sultan is 
Director of the Parrish Art Museum. She was director and chief curator of Blaffer 
Gallery from 2000–8, and curator of contemporary at the Corcoran Gallery of 
Art from 1988-2000. She has organized numerous exhibitions featuring artists 
of national and international scope, including Damaged Romanticism: A Mirror of 
Modern Emotion, Chuck Close Prints: Process and Collaboration, Jessica Stockholder: 
Kissing the Wall, Works 1988–2003, and James Surls: The Splendora Years, 1977–1997.
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