On the Cover

Portions of the following are based on interviews with the
artist on January 20 and January 22, 2010.

This month’s cover art, with its disarmingly simple
line, color, and form, offers a projective device to the
observer. The mottled yet stark deep blue door, sharply set
off against the grayish white lines of the board and batten
cabin, the solidity of the wood, the flimsiness of the lock
that seals the door, mark both a moment—the finitude of
the season—and a timeless experience—an unyieldingly
closed door. Summer, representing playfulness, light,
lively laughter, and splashing through the water, has ended.

This painting by Canadian artist G. W. Campbell, so
straightforward and seemingly effortless, gives us the op-
portunity to reflect on symbolism in art and the impact of
the artist’s medium. Closed for Season #3 is one in a series
of paintings, a variation on a theme: “Some [of the 10
paintings] have windows, some don’t. Some have shutters,
others don’t. The one consistent thing is the lock.”

After a five-year relationship had ended, Campbell
spent time in the Muskoka region of central Ontario, a
summer vacation area often described as “cottage country.”
Staying at a friend’s house after the season ended, he would
take long walks with his friend’s dogs. “All of the cabins
[the ones filled with people, activity, and sound during the
summer] were inaccessible. One after another, they were
all locked up, you couldn’t get in. Those closed and barred
doors felt like a metaphor for what I had experienced.”

The austerity—and yet engagement— of this painting
is invoked in part by the use of egg tempera. A mix of dry
pigment, water, and egg yolk is used to bind the color to the
painting’s surface. “Tempera,” Campbell explains, “is a
mix between pure watercolor and oil paint; it has its own
lustre. Watercolor is transparent and the paper itself trans-
mits the light; oil paint, on the other hand, is opaque and
reflects light from the paint surface. With tempera, semi-
transparent, cross-hatched brush strokes overlap to form an
iridescent weave.”

Although it dries to the touch almost immediately, egg
tempera takes some months to become fully dry. The
surface ultimately becomes hardened and quite impervious
to the elements. Because of this durability, many past
examples of tempera painting still exist: Early Egyptian
sarcophagi decorations were painted using egg tempera. It
was the primary application for panel painting and illumi-
nated manuscripts throughout medieval times and into the
Early Renaissance. Even though oil paint gradually re-
placed tempera during the 14th and 15th centuries, there
have been moments of resurgent popularity for egg tem-
pera. As a medium, tempera was deliberately used by the
English Pre-Raphaelite painters in the 19th century. Per-

haps the best-known proponent of egg tempera in the 20th
century was Andrew Wyeth (see http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Tempera).

The process of painting with tempera is time-consum-
ing, requiring marked concentration and patience. Because
oil painting is slow to dry, one can mix the oil paint directly
on the canvas as one proceeds. In contrast, because tempera
dries rapidly (like poster paint, with which we are all
familiar from childhood), the artist needs to know exactly
what he or she is going to do before beginning the painting.
“A detailed drawing is essential, unless you’re quite good
at knowing what you want to do next. It’s like a chess game
in which each move depends on the preceding move. With
painting, when I put down a coat of color, I also need to
anticipate what will happen next.

“It usually starts with form: I really like shapes, ar-
chitectural shapes. Or it may be a combination of form and
color. I do a number of initial drawings and then create a
distilled version of many different drawings and ideas. I
have no set method; I rarely know how it might evolve
from the starting point.

“If it works for me emotionally, speaks to something
in my life, whether nostalgia or a memory I have, or just the
design of the thing itself, I'll feel inspired to keep going, to
work it up into a complex drawing or a painting.”

Even creating the paint itself involves work. As with
many egg tempera painters, Campbell makes his own
paints, having taught himself the optimal balance of pig-
ment to binder so that the paint will adhere properly to the
panel surface. “It’s not the same as squirting paint out of a
tube,” he noted.

“Because of the transparency of the medium, if an
error occurs or changes are required, the surface must be
scraped down and begun again. It can be a real pain. Once
the drawing is transferred to a panel, the actual painting can
take as much as two to three months to complete. If I'm
going to stare at the damn thing for two months, it has to
have some meaning to it.”

We can observe this painting, then, through many
layers. There is the artist’s personally experienced meta-
phor. In addition, we can appreciate the complexity behind
the surface simplicity of content and paint. With its series
of strong verticals in a horizontal framework, its swirls and
patches of varied color, and the rounded doorknob and
metal lock, the painting can also be understood as present-
ing a facade of effortlessness, that illusion a skilled artist
maintains.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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