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be h i n d  t h e  s c e n e s

ON TOUR

A Landscapist Reconnects  
with His Forerunners

BY PHILIP KOCH

��

I like to shock people by telling them I’m a reformed abstract 
painter. I have long noticed that those who love “avant-garde” 

art don’t seem to speak the same language as those who admire 19th- 
and early 20th-century American landscape paintings, so for most of my 
career I’ve tried to straddle this chasm. The innovations of modernism, I 
believe, simply don’t have to rupture our connection with the past. 

The touring exhibition Unbroken Thread: Nature Paintings and the 
American Imagination, The Art of Philip Koch was created as one way 
to bridge the gap. From May 2008 until just this past January, it visited 
eight art museums and college galleries around the U.S. Organized by 
the University of Maryland University College and curated by the art 
historian Eva J. Allen, Ph.D., Unbroken Thread brought me to museums 
where I reconnected with some of the historical masters who have played 
key roles in my artistic evolution.

That evolution started with a bang. I was 18, living away from 
home for the first time, and eager to redefine myself. It was the ’60s, 
and Rothko and Stella were all the rage. Big scale and vivid color ruled. 
I remember thinking that art of the past may have been great, but these 
were new times. Who wanted to look at dark paintings of half-naked 

people anyway? Armed with acrylic paint and 
masking tape, I churned out more than 70 big, 
splashy paintings in one year. Making lots of 
paintings one after another was a crash course 
in manipulating color relationships, but soon I 
found they were too simple and not holding my 
interest. I felt like a chef trying to prepare a feast 
without enough ingredients. 

Intuitively, I found myself wanting to 
look more closely at artists who had trod the 
path before me. Edward Hopper and a host of 
19th-century masters showed me their expres-
siveness of light and shadow, their delight in 
building deep space, and their creation of pal-
pable atmosphere. I discovered that artists liv-
ing today are not actually endowed with gifts or 
understanding superior to those of our forerun-
ners. I became a serious museum hound and 
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kept finding my own experience mirrored in the works of long-dead 
artists. Somewhat ashamedly, I realized that I’d been in way too much 
of a hurry to bury the past. 

KENSETT, REID, AND KENT
Roughly four decades later, Unbroken Thread was presented at 

museums that own masterworks by some of the very artists who awak-
ened me so profoundly. John Frederick Kensett (1816-1872) focused 
on delicate observations of light effects, and had opened a door for me 
because his scenes so closely resembled the landscape around my boy-
hood home, a sparsely populated stretch of Lake Ontario’s shoreline in 
upstate New York. It was a visual paradise, and I loved nothing better 
than studying the movement of the waves and the light playing on the 
water. I particularly remember that Indiana University’s art museum had 
a wonderful Kensett coastal scene resembling the rocky beach where I 
grew up. I instantly loved the silvery grays that Kensett used in his rock-
filled foreground, and so I copied it in oils right there in the gallery. 
Earlier this year, Michigan’s Saginaw Art Museum presented Unbroken 
Thread, augmented with a dozen historic landscapes from its own col-
lection, including Kensett’s Study for “The Lakes of Killarney,” which con-
tains that same pearly light. 

In 2010, another old friend turned up at the Midwest Museum of 
American Art in Elkhart, Indiana. Robert Reid (1862-1929) was one 
of “The Ten” who rebelled against the National Academy of Design in 
1897, a hugely talented impressionist who taught where I studied much 
later, the Art Students League of New York. Reid’s picture in the Mid-
west Museum, Bathing in a Stream, shows how radical an artist can be 
in choosing which forms to emphasize. Here the female figure is promi-

Robert Reid (1862-1929) 
Bathing in a Stream
1893, Oil on canvas, 28 x 25 in.
Midwest Museum of American Art, Elkhart, Indiana 

Philip Koch (b. 1948)
Deer Isle
2009, Oil on panel, 36 x 72 in.
Courtesy of the artist
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nent, yet Reid all but dissolves her in the 
air, focusing instead on rippling water. He 
has thoroughly mastered the gradation of 
contrasting warm and cool colors to turn 
an empty space into an expressive stage 
for his bather. Based on a plein air study I 
had painted in Maine, my Deer Isle shares 
Reid’s delight in subtle and endlessly gra-
dating tones. As I worked on it, the soft 
music of Kensett and Reid played in the 
back of my mind. 

After Kensett’s luminism and 
Reid’s impressionism taught me about 
light, a 20th-century artist pushed me 
toward the more visionary aesthetic I’ve 

Rockwell Kent (1882-1971) 
The Far Horizon
1932, Wood engraving on paper, 5 1/2 x 6 5/8 in.
Cape Cod Museum of Art, Dennis, Massachusetts

Philip Koch (b. 1948)
Deep Forest Pool

2011, Oil on panel, 32 x 40 in.
Courtesy of the artist
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explored in the past 15 years. Rockwell Kent (1882-1971) once star-
tled me with his slightly mystical, otherworldly wood engravings of 
figures and mountainous shores. When Unbroken Thread arrived at 
the Cape Cod Museum of Art in Dennis, Massachusetts, I was glad 
to revisit the adjacent Cape Cinema to enjoy the huge mural that 
Kent painted on its ceiling. 

Kent attracts me most of all through his sense of drama, which 
taught me to exploit silhouettes to create powerful two-dimensional 
shapes. Fortunately, the Cape Cod Museum owns one of his strongest 
engravings, The Far Horizon, which shows a man contemplating the nat-
ural world. My oil Deep Forest Pool uses heightened contrasts similar to 
Kent’s to emphasize the expressive silhouettes of a few birch trunks, and 
my oil Red Whisper shares his favored motif of a glowing sky illuminat-
ing the islands below.

As a student, I worked hard to improve my draftsmanship, but 
after graduation that gave way entirely to oil painting. Later on, it was 

Kent’s engravings that inspired 
me to go back and make draw-
ings an integral part of my pro-
cess. Therefore Unbroken Thread 
contains many of the drawings 
that I have made in vine charcoal 
directly from nature to guide my 
studio paintings. Drawn on the 
grounds of Maine’s Ogunquit 
Museum of American Art, Narrow 
Cove, Ogunquit, features sharp, 
clear outlines that owe a great deal 
to Kent.

LOOKING BACK, THEN  
MOVING FORWARD

Artists must walk a delicate 
line between innovation and tra-
dition. It is not up to us to repeat 
the past, primarily because we 
can’t. If that is all we try to do, we 
fail. Reality is always bigger than 
we are, and thus we comprehend 
it only partially. Each generation 
takes in only part of what’s “out 
there.” I believe the world looks 
and feels a little different to us than 
it did to our ancestors. If you look 
at paintings from the 1930s, for 
example, there is an unmistakably 
distinctive feeling for volume and 
movement. Thus the job of con-
temporary artists is to come up 
with new combinations of forms 

that give expression to how we feel and see today. 
Kensett, Reid, and Kent show us how the world felt to them, 

which is why we find their works both engaging and a touch foreign. 
My paintings feel like they are made in this time, our time. A hundred 
years from now, landscape painters will surely have changed again, and 
I only wish I could see what’s coming up ahead. What I can do, how-
ever, is look back down that long chain of landscapists, stretching from 
Hopper to Kensett, Cole, Constable, Ruisdael, Rembrandt, and so on. 
It’s wonderful to be part of something bigger than yourself, and all we 
can do today is hope that we have forged our link on the chain as hon-
orably, and as artfully, as we can.  
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Philip Koch (b. 1948)
Narrow Cove, Ogunquit
2005, Vine charcoal on paper, 8 x 10 in.
Courtesy of the artist


