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BENNETT VADNAIS

Unexpected beauty

lassically trained in the techniques of observation

and traditional painting, Bennett Vadnais is truly
a contemporary realist. He sees the complex beauty in
unexpected places, he experiments with how he applies
the paint and he admires the insights of the artists who
came after the classical realists,

Vadnais spends time in the environment making
detailed drawings of a scene as well as color studies
with a pared down palette. Back at his studio he follows
the traditional method of completing a compositional
drawing, transferring it to his panel and making a fully
rendered monochromatic underpainting.

Occasionally he will come to a bit of information that
he doesn’t fully understand and he will go back to the
site to look again and to make more studies, He does
that not to create paintings of great verisimilitude but
because the painting has to work. Vadnais owes part
of his point of view to the surrealists.

His unoccupied spaces call to mind the vacant,
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distorted plazas of De Chirico. Although his scenes
are visually accurate, their emptiness of human
activity creates a subjective state. “I'm showing
something straight forward,” he says, “but because
there is no context it has a strange, uneasy or surrealist
undertone.”

Vadnais breaks with tradition and adopts the
modernists’ love of paint itself. The variations in his
application of paint can be seen in his exhibition of
cityscapes at George Billis Gallery in New York City
through January 17.

He uses a pointillist technique in his painting
Neighbors. “How I apply the paint is an intuitive
decision based on what types of shapes or space a
scene has,” he explains. “Neighbors is flat, overlapping,
graphic shapes. I wanted to break up the spaces by
breaking up the color. I was thinking of Seurat at the
time, but also the early Renaissance egg tempera
painters who rendered flat fields with intricately
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2" Ave,, acrylic on
aluminum, 31 x 40"
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Neighbors, acrylic on
aluminum, 48 x 18"
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Penn Station, acrylic on
aluminum, 33 x 43"
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Footbridge, acrylic on
canvas, 31 x 424"

applied, vibrating color”

In Penn Station he experimented with
thick paint. He says, “I knifed on thick
color in the sky because it would have been
tedious to paint a large area with tiny spots
of color. I liked the effect that came about
from my just trying it and I kept it going
through the whole picture”

The composition is complex. Although
the viewer might be more inclined to
follow the train tracks and roadways, or
the distortions of shadows as they lay
across buildings, Vadnais’ use of color
leads the eye on a counterclockwise curve
from the green railing in the foreground
to the green building on the right, back
over to the trees in the left center and up
to the yellow air conditioning enclosure
on the far left.

Vadnais’ paintings don’t follow
“a traditional concept of beauty or a
pleasing aesthetic,” he says. They have
their own beauty. @
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