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Peter,

I’ve been thinking about your recent photographs.  While using 
everything you knew from painting about form and structure, 
these photographs seem to come from a different place inside your-
self.  What astounds me and moves me about the photographs is 
the joy that I see in them. It’s not a simple joy, it’s a quiet atten-
tiveness to each subject, so that each picture contains pure seeing 
of the beauty made by light or shape or shadow or all of those 
things. I know you are most interested in the whole picture rather 
than the specificity of each subject so it is your whole engagement 
with everything that is going on in the frame that makes the 
pictures compelling.  But really it is more and different than that. 
It’s really about the beauty you see within the narrow boundaries 
of your life. It moves me deeply.

Wendell Berry has written,“ Be joyful though you have considered 
all the facts.”  

What moves me and inspires me in these photographs is the pos-
sibility that one can see the world again at any age as if for the 
first time.

Terry Evans
November 2010



6 7

 Series V, No. 7   –  1979  (Detail)
 Pastel on paper; Spencer Museum of Art

canvases that preceded and they quickly won admirers.  Today 
they are a familiar part of the local artscape, proudly displayed 
in various university venues as well as private and public col-
lections locally and beyond.
 In 2004 a large exhibition of Thompson’s new pho-
tographs at the Lawrence Art Center marked another change 
of direction.  His work revealed discoveries made through the 
camera lens, exploring motifs of formal elegance encountered 
in the quotidian life and familiar landscape of Lawrence.  
Many of Thompson’s memorable images were inspired by a 
chance glance, the accidental effect that arrests the artist.  

Things appear to the artist’s eye that might escape others, 
leading him to think “somebody else ought to see that.”  Hap-
pily for us, Thompson continues to be arrested by things that 
we still ought to see.
 For more than a decade, Thompson has been lured 
by the local, exploring home territory with his camera.  While 
an artist’s orbit may be circumscribed, the imagination need 
not be.  Constable is hailed as the celebrant of the English 
countryside; Monet is revered for impressions of his gardens 
at Giverny.  “Monet makes Giverny, Giverny does not make 
Monet...there must be keen sensitiveness to the beautiful and 
significant in nearby things.”  So wrote Hamlin Garland in 
one of the earliest American defenses of the new impressionist 
style, advising artists to focus on their own surroundings.  The 
novelist-and-critic advised that “art, to be vital, must be local 
in its subject; its universal appeal must be in its working out, 
-- in the way it is done.”  Garland’s advice, first published in 
1894, still seems cogent today and pertinent to Peter Thomp-
son’s accomplishment. For Garland, the artist earns acclaim 
not by painting clichéd subjects such as “Cherubs and Loves 
and floating iron chains. He has no conventional pictures. . . 
. He aims always at freshness and vigor.”  Freshness and vigor 
similarly inform the images captured in Thompson’s work 
with “nearby things”--even when he focused on “floating iron 
chains” in Garage #30, recording the chance effects of tire 
chains and their ghostly shadows.
 Thompson’s pictorial discoveries at home might at 
first seem remote from those recorded by William Least Heat-
Moon in his acclaimed Blue Highways (1983).  Yet the travel 
writer and the stay-at-home artist, who coincidentally are 
nearly exact contemporaries, share more than birth year and 
addresses in the Heartland.  Upon returning from America’s 
byways to his Missouri home, Least Heat-Moon wrote that 
his “migration had been to places and moments of glimpsed 
clarity. Splendid gifts all.”  
 Thompson’s art might more accurately be analogized 
to another of Least Heat-Moon’s publications, PrairyErth 
(1991).  Subtitled (a deep map), that book provides an 
exhaustive natural and human history of a single, and singu-
lar, terrain, Chase County, Kansas.  While his means and his 
medium are different, Thompson likewise delves deeply into 

Charles C. Eldredge

 Peter Thompson is a marvel, at home in the painter’s 
studio, in the dean’s office or at large in the world.  His is a 
unique career, one built on confounding expectations.  He 
went to Yale to do graduate work in printmaking—and im-
mediately began painting.  He stopped in Kansas en route 
to a job in New Mexico—and forty-five years later he is still 
in Kansas.  Professor Thompson was hired to teach drawing 
and painting at the University of Kansas, and evolved into a 
skilled administrator, first as department chair, then Dean of 
the School of Fine Arts.  As dean, he developed important 
new programs and facilities, most notably the Lied Center 
for the Performing Arts and the Bales Organ Recital Hall 
adjacent to it.  For the latter, he became designer of stained 
glass windows and of the decorative casework for the organ.  
And after stepping down from the deanery, the artist-turned-
administrator turned not to the painter’s studio but to a new 
fascination, digital photography.  To every role—painter and 
teacher, administrator and fund raiser, and now artist with a 
camera—he has brought an unerring eye and keen aesthetic 
instincts.
 In a 1982 exhibition at the Spencer Museum of Art, 
Thompson introduced new work in pastels and watercolors, 
demanding media that he adopted and mastered with his 
usual finesse.  The large pastels combined grid and gesture, 
hallmarks of advanced image making in the formative 1960s, 
which he now handled with sureness and power.  (I later 
delighted to see a prime example of the type installed at the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum in Washington, pow-
erfully holding its own adjacent to a bold construction by 
Frank Stella and colorful stripes by Gene Davis, each work 
illuminating the others.)  The watercolors marked another 
departure for Thompson, their vibrant washes flooding the 
large sheets, dripping downward as loaded strokes were casu-
ally or furiously laid upon the sheet.  These large works on 
paper were a departure from the geometric, sometimes shaped 

An Appreciation
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 Many of Thompson’s memorable images are inspired 
by such a serendipitous glance, an accidental effect.  Such was 
the inspiration for the picture of tire chains (p. 54), photo-
graphed in the garage when the slanting light happened to 
bounce off the car and cast shadows of the links in a ghostly 
pattern on the wall.  “I love reflections,” Thompson chuckles.  
They offer special inspiration, for example, their disorienting 
effect on his living room wall.  Reflections appeal because of 
the challenge of focusing on the mirrored image as well as the 
reflective surface, which often requires a long depth of field.
 The chains had hung there unused for years, and 
unseen until the chance moment.   “I’m most interested in 
things that most people don’t see,” Thompson says, modestly 
explaining that his is not a privileged vision, just a habit of 
seeing that which is in plain sight but unnoticed by most.  
Thompson is also enamored of shadows and of transparency.  
In Study Curtain (p. 47), his photograph of a plant silhou-
etted behind a curtain, leaves cast their exquisite calligraphy 

across the surface.  The wayward plant had grown up between 
window and curtain for several months–hardly Cartier-
Bresson’s “decisive moment.”  But it was a winning moment 
when noticed by Thompson.  The detail of the curtain’s weave 
is finely captured by the camera, while the plant, which might 
have been the subject of a more commonplace photo, exists 
only as a shadowed glyph, its absence of detail a reversal of 
usual pictorial effect.
          Outdoors as well as in, he discovers similar inspiration.  
Drive #19 (p. 23) was taken one early spring day, when his 
driveway was covered with melting slush.  The gray field is 
reminiscent of Philip Guston’s paintings of the 1950s, which 
are much admired by Thompson (“I’m a ‘50s guy,” he jokes); 
yet he interrupts its uniformity with little lakes formed where 
meltwater fills his footsteps.  These puddles reflect the over-
head; clouds float across (or beneath?) the pavement under-
foot.   The effect is ambiguous, and captivating.  So too is the 
fragmented image of Glassblocks-Riverfront which splinter 
a glimpse of the Kaw into forty-eight little landscapes.  The 
photograph’s warm-dark palette and gridded format echo the 
pastel lines in his abstract drawings of the 1980s, but now 
discovered serendipitously, not invented in the studio.  “I’m 
just finding things,” Thompson explains.
 The artist directs his attention upward as well as 
outward.  From his backyard Thompson photographs the 
sky above his Lawrence property.  (“I’ve got air rights,” he 
laughs.)  He delights in the overhead, in the drama of Kansas 
light and weather.  In some artists’ works, for example, Alfred 
Stieglitz’s Equivalents, clouds are sublime, but in others, only 
a hackneyed motif.  Thompson’s are closer to the former than 
the latter, despite the fact that he declines to call himself a 
photographer and claims innocence of the medium’s history.
 Although his early paintings and drawings were often 
created in series, a habit of many artists trained in the early 
1960s, Thompson’s cloudscapes were not conceived as such.  
They are numerous, however, and suggest a recurring fasci-
nation--with the formal play of dark cleavage against billowy 
whiteness, with the surprising effect of white shingles across 
a plane of blue, with choreography of cumuli in Thompson’s 
“interesting piece of sky.”   Some also suggest the longstand-
ing interests of the learned and well-read artist.  Three Graces 

Piano  –  2001

his local ground, Douglas County, Kansas, there to discover-
-and uncover--forms and textures and patterns that others 
might blindly pass by.  Without resort to highways, blue or 
otherwise, with focus only on local pavements (see Tarsnakes 
p. 49), on his driveway, yard or home, Peter Thompson, like 
the author, reveals memorable “moments of glimpsed clarity.”  
His too are “splendid gifts all.”
  Initially, Thompson worked with a simple point-
and-shoot camera, which he acquired with the intent of 
documenting the stained glass windows he designed for the 
Bales Organ Recital Hall.  As he recorded the striking chro-
matic effects of the windows, he soon found himself moving 
from taking photographs of the glass to making pictures.  Art 
trumped documentation.  
 Thompson designed the Bales windows using the 
ancient principle of the Golden Rectangle, said by some to 
be the most visually pleasing of all geometric shapes.  This 
Pythagorean form is a rectangle that can be divided into a 
square and a smaller rectangle that has the same aspect ratio 
as the original rectangle, approximately 1.618:1.  These pro-
portions are close to--and a possible inspiration for--the 3:2 
aspect ratio of 35mm film, which was popularized through 
the Leica camera, first released in 1925, and countless other 
instruments since.  And they became the favored format for 
Thompson’s digital prints, most of which use the ratio.  (The 
rest are generally square.)  The images are printed on heavy 
archival stock, a coated paper with a moderate tooth, but not 
so coarse as to disintegrate the image sprayed onto it.
  In Bounty (p. 43), for example, subtle diaphanous 
veils of color suggest Thompson’s own painterly past, and 
recall such various precedents as Georgia O’Keeffe’s organic 
abstractions, or Loren MacIver’s brushy pastels, or Morris 
Louis’s pours.  Yet they are rendered with the camera, taking 
advantage of its close focus capacity to extract abstract design 
from the humblest of materials, a paper towel from whose 
commercial name the image takes its title.  In effecting this 
miracle of transubstantiation, Thompson eschews the com-
puter’s ability to manipulate images.  What the camera sees 
is what you get, even if abstract.  The artist is a demanding 
editor of his own work, and from the large number of shots 
he made of this subject, Bounty is the sole survivor.

 From the same ordinary tasks that inspired Bounty 
came other discoveries of household marvels.  Sponge (p. 40) 
is one of his favorite pictures, he explained, “because it’s so 
stupid.”  The subject, familiar to anyone who’s ever drawn 
KP duty, may be banal, but hardly stupid.  Even its maker 
admits that “there’s a lot to look at in the dumb little picture”: 
the artful juxtaposition of geometry with randomness, the 
rectangular sponge against the irregular mass of bubbles; the 
convex bubbles, some reflecting the lights of the kitchen or of 
the outdoors glimpsed through the window; the contrasting 
concavities of the sponge’s hollows; or the manner in which 
the bubbles thicken to conceal the watery depths, or thin to 
reveal the floating yellow of the sponge.  Out of such “stu-
pid” subjects is sophisticated art composed.  Yet to most dish 
washers, such beauty is unnoticed, invisible.

 Drawing for Right Panel, Stained Glass 
 Bales Organ Recital Hall, University of Kansas
 Ink on Paper  –  1995
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the eye, to restore its primal innocence, to overcome habits of 
seeing, and to discover that which is unseen in plain sight.  
 Among Thompson’s favorite poems is “Thirteen Ways 
of Looking at a Blackbird,” Wallace Stevens’ rumination on 
sight and meaning.  “Among twenty snowy mountains,” it be-
gins, “The only moving thing/Was the eye of the blackbird.”  
At home in Lawrence, the eye of the artist moves with similar 
restlessness, and similar purpose.  Rich in paradox, layered in 
ambiguity, the poet’s thirteen verses celebrate “noble accents/
And lucid, inescapable rhythms.”  Accents and rhythms, sub-
stance and shadow, reality and reflection are similarly the stuff 
of Peter Thompson’s photographic art:  Moments of glimpsed 
clarity.  Splendid gifts all.

The Four Zoas  –  2005

(p. 31), an airborne trio struck by the sun’s setting rays, 
suggests in image and title a subject from classical mythol-
ogy.  Others borrow from William Blake (a particular interest 
from Thompson’s undergraduate years), for instance, Emana-
tion, The Four Zoas and Urizen (p. 33).  The last even evokes 
Blake’s The Ancient of Days, his famous image of a bearded 
figure reaching down with compass, but in Thompson’s case, 
the measure is inscribed in a jet’s contrail.
 Man as well as nature might provide the aerial sub-
ject, such as the contrails of jets passing overhead, their white 
marks scored on the vast blue canvas of the Kansas sky.  One 
of the attractions of the popular Photoshop program mar-
keted by Adobe is its ability to edit out unwanted details, like 
contrails in a landscape subject.  Through the computer, these 
unseemly intrusions can be erased to yield the desired “good” 
photograph.  In Contrail (p. 67), however, the “bad” subject 
is intentional, one that others would erase but which Thomp-
son enjoys.  Ever the delightful contrarian, he laughingly 
proposes an entire series of pictures focused on what many 
other photographers take pains to eliminate.
 Kitchen and garage, driveway and backyard: the orbit 
may seem small, but the eye and the imagination are unlimit-
ed.  And not all subjects are at home or at hand.  His rambles 
with camera took him often to the university campus in quest 
of striking images in plain sight.  A favorite subject is scenic 

Potter’s Lake, which pleases him because “there’s so much crap 
in the water.”  In some views the grasses along its shore trace 
dark lines against the solid blue ground of the water’s surface, 
their contrast as dramatic as the contrails against the empy-
rean.  In the foreground of one, a dragonfly is hard to discern 
as it hovers out of focus among the grasses.  “My Nature 
photograph,” Thompson wryly observes.  In another view, 
Potter’s/Lily (p. 34), floating water hyacinths on the lake’s still 
surface read like strange UFOs hovering in blue-violet space.
 The intensity of hue in the Potter’s Lake portraits, 
as saturated as Ricardo Legorreta’s walls of color, is natural, 
unmanipulated in the computer. Yet color is less a concern 
for Thompson than structure; color might be a preoccupa-
tion in painting (“You can do it all the time,” he says), but 
in Thompson’s photographs it is “mostly incidental, second-
ary to form.”  The artist is motivated by the desire “to use 
photography to put the viewer in the space” depicted.  It is 
a challenge particularly evident in his recent work inspired 
by room interiors, whether the shadowed mysteries of his 
own front hall (Entryway #2, p. 59) or the brightly lighted 
examination rooms of various doctors’ offices.  Consultation 
Room/Surgery (p. 81), from the latter group, represents the 
artist’s interest: not the room per se, but the image of it.  Here 
as elsewhere, subject matter is secondary to formal concerns, 
as Thompson seeks to restore vision.  He aims to un-school 

Francie’s Lamp  –  2008  Waiting  –  2003
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          Peter arrived in Lawrence, Kansas, in the fall of 1965 to 
take a position teaching drawing and painting at the Universi-
ty of Kansas. Only twenty-six years old and having just com-
pleted an MFA at Yale following his earning a BFA in print-
making at the Rhode Island School of Design, he thought his 
stay in Lawrence would be a short one. He was considering 
a similar position at the University of New Mexico that was 
to start in the fall of 1966, so upon arrival in Lawrence he 
was thinking of teaching at KU for only one year. But, to his 
surprise, the University of Kansas was far more congenial and 
interesting than the Connecticut native had anticipated. “I 
loved it here” he told a Lawrence Journal-World reporter in 
2005, forty years after his arrival in Lawrence and upon his 
retirement from the university, “I called my friend in New 
Mexico about six months into it and said I wouldn’t be com-
ing.” As it turned out, the university loved him, too. After 
serving first as a painting instructor, he took the position of 
Chair of the Art Department when a fellow faculty member 
and painter stepped down, and he later served as Associate 
Dean of the School of Fine Arts and finally as dean of that 
school from 1986 to 1999. During that time, he oversaw sig-
nificant expansion of the programs and facilities of the school, 
including the construction of a new Art and Design Building, 
additions to the music and dance facilities and the develop-
ment and construction of the Lied Center for the Performing 
Arts and the attached Bales Organ Recital Hall. It has often 
been noted that Peter’s unique ability to negotiate between 
the disciplines of visual art, music and dance (to say nothing 
of the greater university administration and general public) 
made the expansion of the arts at KU possible. It is true that 
he has a great love of music and staged performance, but 
loving these things alone did not account for his success as an 
administrator. He also possesses a rare combination of skills 
and characteristics that allowed him to master a wide range 
of duties and the ability to disarm and simultaneously inspire 
and demand quality from colleagues in all disciplines. Intel-
ligence, wit, strategic self-deprecation, prescience, attention to 
detail, financial acuity, social facility, generosity and empathy 
joined cannily with a “no BS” attitude to get the best out of 
people. One cannot fully appreciate Peter the artist unless one 
also appreciates the art of administration that he practiced 

ing light that transformed everything inside and outside the 
house continuously. No familiar window, wall or furnishing 
ever froze in appearance; they were transformed ceaselessly by 
changing light and therefore presented to him with each hour 
and day possibilities for making new images. One also finds 
in the work of the last decade images that were made while 
on routine visits to such places as the grocery store, doctors’ 
offices, homes of friends and family members and on other 
occasional outings. But, the type of outing is never the subject 
of a picture; they are never documentary, journalistic, or even 
diaristic. They are insistently formal, displaying always the 
disciplined observation and concern for structure and design 
that have been present in his painting and printmaking from 
the beginning.

Stacked Bananas  –  2000 Living Room Stack  –  2000

The Eye of the Blackbird

Rick Mitchell

          At the time of this writing Peter Thompson is seventy-
one years old. I have known him for forty-one years and am 
tempted to say he hasn’t changed a bit. But he has changed of 
course, as we all have, by becoming more himself as the years 
have passed – more himself in many ways – as an artist, as a 
university professor and dean, as a colleague, as a husband 
and father and as a mentor and friend. I have known him, 
or at least observed him, in all these capacities but I want 
to primarily focus here on his development and work as a 
creative man – an artist – particularly the work he has done 
in photography beginning near the time of his retirement as 
Dean of the School of Fine Arts at the University of Kansas. 
This “beginning,” as we shall see, was more an adaptation or 
pragmatic adjustment than a starting point; the orientations 
and interests of his entire working life can be seen clearly in 
every image as a continuation (or perhaps more accurately, a 
persistence) of his interest in formal design problems.  But the 
new exploration of photography and, particularly and impor-
tantly, digital photography, did add a significant new layer to 
his work. The adaptation was made to accommodate changes 
in his life, including those related to his own health and that 
of his wife Judith who has multiple sclerosis and has for years 
been confined to bed or a wheelchair.  Peter’s commitment 
to Judith’s care is no small part of his story. His later life 
has been, to a significant degree, defined by the limitations 
imposed by Judith’s needs and by his own health. But while 
there have been physical limitations there have been no limits 
on his intellectual curiosity or creative nature. As his physical 
capacities diminished with age, he simultaneously discovered 
and embraced the rapidly developing possibilities in digital 
imaging. The digital camera, computer and printer provided 
him with a complete desktop studio in his home; one in 
which he could work day or night and which allowed him 
always to remain available to Judith. He naturally began to 
explore his own home environment– the rooms of his house, 
his yard, the sky above, and perhaps above all, the ever-chang-
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          Exposure to Gould at an impressionable age dovetailed 
with other encounters and influences during his college years 
including exposure to Alan Watts and Zen Buddhism and 
the rather oblique but enduring influence of poets Wallace 
Stevens and William Carlos Williams.  In a note he wrote to 
me in October, 2010, Peter said,  “Perhaps the major influ-
ence/event that I don’t think we have talked about...when I 
first got to RISD (1959), I went to a lecture (either at RISD 
or Brown) by Alan Watts. Blew me away. I knew nothing 
about Zen until then, and I immediately bought The Way of 
Zen and Nature, Man, and Woman...Watts put me onto D. 
T. Suzuki, and other Zen texts... Nothing I had come across 
before or since had as much to say about issues of seeing/
thinking that affected my art and my teaching.  And perhaps 
it is a Zen notion that (Glenn) Gould is expressing when he 
says ‘The mental imagery involved with pianistic tactilia is not 
related to the striking of individual keys but rather to the rites 
of passage between notes.’  This was quite a time for me, as I 
bought the first Gould Goldberg recording that year, and the 
following year I saw Gould perform in Boston...”  
          Alberto Giacometti, the Swiss painter and sculptor, 
was another important figure in Peter’s development and 
presented to him a model of the artist engaged in the struggle 
for perfection – a Sisyphean task. Giacometti, associated with 
existential philosophers and writers in Europe, was peaking 
in world-wide fame and influence just as Peter was immersed 
in his formal studies in art in the early 1960s.  Giacometti 
explored the relationship of the individual to an indiffer-
ent and often hostile world.  The existential view holds that 
a person is responsible for his/her own actions, and those 
actions have personal meaning outside and regardless of the 
expectations, pressures, or even the complete disregard of the 
world.  Existentialism’s stark insistence on the ultimate isola-
tion of the individual impresses upon an artist the impor-
tance of persistence and integrity even if an action must be 
repeated over and over again.  Author William Barrett wrote 
in Irrational Man: A Study of Existential Philosophy that, “All 
the sculptures of today, like those of the past, will end one 
day in pieces…So it is important to fashion ones work care-
fully in its smallest recess and charge every particle of matter 
with life.” Buried in this grim image of futile enterprise and 

broken objects lies a less depressing thought: Even as coher-
ence is lost as things fall into pieces, there can be sense in the 
pieces themselves. In the same way, in a life that is fractured 
or disjointed, there may be found in the integrated man a 
flow of intentions and actions– through regeneration– that 

 Glass Blocks / Riverfront  –  2008

that have been strong and sustaining.  For example, he has 
spoken on many occasions about classical music and how 
important some composers, works and performers have been 
to his thinking and enjoyment of life.  Among musicians, the 
acclaimed pianist Glenn Gould has been prominent as an 
exemplar of creative genius.  While not wanting to overstate 
his influence, it seems accurate to say that Gould has figura-
tively accompanied Peter on his journey as an artist and been 
a sustaining presence and inspiration since college.  Born in 
1932, Gould was just seven years older and, being renowned 
as a musical prodigy at a young age, was well known to Peter 
by the time he enrolled at the Rhode Island School of De-
sign in 1959 to study printmaking.  Gould’s first recording, 
Bach: The Goldberg Variations, was made in 1955 when Peter 
was sixteen years old.  He has listened to the recording (and 
a second recording of the same material made by Gould in 
1981, among many other recordings) countless times and 
often listened to it in his studio while painting or working on 
photographs at home.  In a series of observations and apho-
risms he prepared for a 1982 publication that accompanied 
an exhibition of his work at the Spencer Museum of Art (just 
six months before Gould’s death at age fifty), Peter wrote: “I 
spend more time listening to music than looking at pictures.  
I never paint or draw without music– I always play and replay 
the same tape during the course of a single painting.”  The 
“tape” was often Gould playing Bach.

LAC Skylight  –  2004

Untitled  –  1966   Charcoal on Paper

with virtuosity and aplomb for over forty years.
          No artist, no matter how seminal, springs from 
nothing, and one can learn a lot about a particular artist by 
studying his creative influences.  In the conversations I have 
had with Peter over time some themes and individuals are 
perennial subjects.  They embody and display attributes that 
he admires and has to a significant degree developed within 
himself.  These attributes may seem disparate – just as creative 
artist and administrator may seem incompatible in one     
person –  but they do combine, the result being orderly works 
rooted in classical composition that also explore methodically 
(or not) multiple possible variations.  This Modernist ap-
proach to image making comes naturally for him.  He creates 
variations on themes without in any way diluting or extenu-
ating the power of the prototype.  No variation is estranged 
from its compositional source, and no compositional source is 
forfeited in the variation.  In fact, the “theme and variations” 
approach may be the central idea in Peter’s work. I can almost 
hear the young professor of forty years ago saying, “Look and 
look again,” and “Now, try it another way.” 
          While acknowledging that on any given day Peter 
might mention a different person or experience that inspired 
him in some way, it is also possible to point to influences 
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evokes some of Peter’s major interests including all of those 
mentioned above– music, Zen Buddhism, existential philoso-
phy, cubist art and the golden section. 
          Imagine Peter Thompson’s cubist life – one that can be 
seen from an infinite number of perspectives, each of which 
provides a particular insight or subtle variation.  While the 
life itself is fluid and borderless, thinking about the life must 
occur in a logical form – a thought or image.  Peter has in the 
camera a tool for examining his world at various intervals and 
from different perspectives. These examinations are geometric, 
formalistic, rigorously proportional and visually opportu-
nistic, and those qualities combine in a way that provides a 
multi-dimensional and integrated interpretation or concept, 
what could be called “a view.”  However, there is no summing                 
up of these images, no building toward a masterpiece or 
ultimate conclusion. Peter’s photographic work is an on-going 
meditation on the surprises of light and the capacity to find 
transcending beauty and wonder in any environment. 

Coffee Table  –  2010

continues to “charge every particle of matter with life.”  In my 
view, Peter’s involvement with photography is existential in a 
related way.  In a later life of physical and geographical limita-
tions – a life that could be thought of as a fragment of his 
former life – he infuses the fragment with his full attention 
and inventiveness.  The pieces – the photographs – contain 
the sense and order of the life as a whole. What a viewer finds 
in the photographs is macrocosmic, magnified and in every 
way designed for close attention. 
        The affinity for musical form and philosophical thought, 
while significant, may be less obvious to a viewer who simply 
encounters Peter’s photographs without benefit of biographi-
cal information than the more obvious visual organization 
one sees in the images themselves.  Throughout his career as 
a painter and continuing in his work in photography, Peter 
has applied principles of classical composition including the 
golden section utilized by the ancient Greeks.  His interest in 
these things is not, he emphasizes, because he feels bound to 
follow a system or set of rules that determine a result. Rather, 
he sees the proportions defined by the golden section ratios to 
be endlessly accommodating to new subject matter – a perfect 
field upon which to devise variations on a theme, perhaps 
analogous to a musical staff.  The limitations of the form 
inspire creative responses in the same way a poet is inspired to 
fit his thought into a poetical form such as quatrain, sestina 
or haiku. 
          The golden section is a ratio based on the number Phi 
(1.618033988749895…), described by Johannes Keplar as 
one of the “two great treasures of geometry” (the other being 
the Theorem of Pythagoras.)  It can be derived in various 
constructions, each of which divides a line segment where the 
ratio of the whole line to the larger segment is the same as the 
ratio of the larger segment to the smaller one.  Understanding 
this is essential to appreciating many of Peter’s photographs, 
which have more in common with geometry than journalism 
or documentation. Images made throughout the day inside 
his home are never intended to show a viewer what his home 
looks like.  A correct formulation of his intent would have 
to emphasize the discipline of looking itself rather than the 
specific qualities of the observed thing for it is how the thing 
is observed that is the foundational content of the image. 

          Some time ago, in a conversation about his forma-
tive years, Peter mentioned Wallace Stevens, the prominent 
twentieth-century poet who made his home in Hartford, 
Connecticut and whose “day job” was as attorney for the 
Hartford Insurance Company.  Reflecting on his education, 
Peter said (with irony), “In high school I work at nothing, I 
do discover that good literature is better than almost anything 
else.  When I graduate, I still have made little art but intend 
to become an artist; therefore, I enroll in college as an English 
literature major.”
          Although Peter did not graduate from college as an 
English literature major, his affinity for Stevens’ work – es-
pecially poems that demonstrate a cubist or imagist sensibil-
ity – attracted him. Stevens’ 1917 poem, “Thirteen Ways of 
Looking at a Blackbird,” – from which the title of this book 
is inspired – offers, to my mind, a cipher for the interlock-
ing influences that combine in Peter’s most distilled images. 
“Blackbird” demonstrates how multiple perspectives and 
fragments of time can be joined to create a composite image 
that has more fidelity to the true nature of a thing or event 
than a single perspective or fragment.  Peter’s early shaped 
canvases had a cubist aspect, although they suggest a tangen-
tial relationship to the Cubism practiced by Picasso, Braque, 
or by Gertrude Stein and Wallace Stevens.  But there is in     
“Blackbird” a clear expression of consciousness that artfully 

The ‘Golden’ Rectangle
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Bales #1  –  2001

 

  I do not know which to prefer,
 The beauty of inflections
 Or the beauty of innuendoes,
 The blackbird whistling
 Or just after.
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Dole Pool  –  2003Bales Glass  –  2001
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Potter’s / scum  –  2009BirDBath #2  –  2001
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Drive #19  –  2002Potter’s / scum #2  –  2009
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Drive eDGe #5  –  2009curB  –  2002
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N. iowa street  –  2002ice / track  –  2007
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lot NumBer two #2  –  2004cliNtoN Dam  –  2003
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three Graces  –  2003

 The river is moving.
 The blackbird must be flying.
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urizeN  –  2004emaNatioN  –  2005
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Potter’s / BoBBer  –  2003Potter’s / lily  –  2003
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GaraGe / Frost  –  2003sNow / twiGs  –  2010
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  suDs #5  –  2001kaNsas Frost  –  2007
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cac’s stuFF  –  2004sPoNGe  –  2001
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BouNty  –  2001tuB eNclosure  –  2011
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DracaeNa  –  2007

 I was of three minds,
 Like a tree
 In which there are three blackbirds.
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  stuDy curtaiN  –  2003olD DracaeNa  –  2007
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tarsNakes / 2600 w27th street  –  2008white orchiD #20  –  2006
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cyclameN #1  –  2004white orchiD #12  –   2006
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calla lily #4  –  2004calla lily #1  –  2004
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cart  –  2007GaraGe #30  –  2002
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sPeNcer m.a.  –  2007market  –  2009
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eNtryway #2  –  2010

 Icicles filled the long window
 With barbaric glass.
 The shadow of the blackbird
 Crossed it, to and fro.
 The mood
 Traced in the shadow
 An indecipherable cause.
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FroNt Door #10  –  2008eNtryway #4  –  2010
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FroNt Door #14  –  2009  FroNt Door #9  –  2008
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FroNt Door #2  –  2003  eNtry wall #4  –  2009
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coNtrail  –  2003slate  –  2005
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 waitiNG room / surGery  –  2010Best Buy  –  2007
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BeDroom ceiliNG  –  2011swatter  –  2006
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liviNG room wall  –  2009

 When the blackbird flew out of sight,
 It marked the edge
 Of one of many circles.
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liviNG room ceiliNG  –  2010liviNG room wall #3  –  2010
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waitiNG room / Primary  –  2010exam room / cliNic  –  2009
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waitiNG room / root caNal   –  2010waitiNG room / root caNal #2  –  2010
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coNsultatioN room / surGery  –  2009waitiNG room / ultrasouND laB  –  2010
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Bathroom Door  –  2010exam room / Primary #2  –  2010
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  stuDio Floor  –  2010Bathroom  –  2009
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Rick Mitchell

Rick Mitchell is an independent artist,
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sas and an MFA in art from Rutgers 
University where he also served on the 
faculty for eighteen years. In addition, 
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to 2009 he was Director of the Exhibition Program at the 
Lawrence Arts Center. Mitchell received grants to further his 
interdisciplinary work from the National Endowment for 
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National Science Foundation, the New Jersey Arts Commis-
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