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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on January 8, 2006.

“The aim of every artist,” wrote the novelist William
Faulkner, “is to arrest motion, which is life, by artificial
means and hold it fixed so that a hundred years later, when
a stranger looks at it, it moves again since it is life”
(Meriwether & Millgate, 1968, p. 253). One element of the
paradox of art is the way in which a moment in time is
brought to stillness, rendering the appearance of occurring
through all time. In his art, New York artist Joseph Peller
is often drawn to the “quiet sort of interlude in the midst of
the chaotic active city.”

Light, for Peller, is “the driving influence, an all-
pervasive ether. Through the light, you see the form, in-
tensity, and beauty of things. Light is where I get my
understanding of color. The intensity and quality of light
influences one’s perception of color. Light is an energy that
connects things, the non-living to the living and vice
versa.”

Born in 1953, Peller grew up in a small town near
Hamilton, Ontario, and initially studied architecture, as the
art world was “going in a different direction than I was.”
Architecture, as it happened, gave him a sense of loca-
tion—of where he wanted to paint, draw, and sculpt. “The
city, in all its manifestations, drew me in. The city is
always vital, especially visually—sometimes charming,
sometimes brutal. I’ve always enjoyed figure drawing as
well, and focused on working with the figure in the urban
context.”

He studied independently, at first with portrait painter
A. K. Scott. “I would go visit, discuss, return home, and
work on my paintings. His guidance got me to look at
things beyond the here and now. Through him, I was able
to connect with other artists, while searching for my own
way of seeing.”

In 1984, Peller moved to New York, anticipating that
it would offer more opportunities for him to develop his
work and understanding. He studied with artists Thomas
Fogarty Jr. and Hilary Holmes at the Art Students League,
where he has been an instructor now for the past four years.
“What makes the League so interesting is that it embraces
any style.”

Peller considers himself to have been influenced by
the work of many different painters. He mentions in par-
ticular Degas, Vuillard, Whistler, Bellows, Hawthorne, and
Hopper. A commonality that he notes is that they all were
urban and urbane painters of their time. Appreciating their
impact on his work, he nonetheless comments, “I have a
rather eccentric or stubborn view; I have always had my

own sense of direction. I take direct observation from life,
and then develop the painting from these small studies. The
painting goes through several stages; I take out this and add
that, so that the painting evolves over time. The brushwork
varies considerably. I start with a very large brush and also
work a great deal with a palette knife, applying and scrap-
ing off paint, so that there is a ghost image in the stroke. I
prefer to use lots of paint wherever I can.”

Backyard Early Morning, the painting on the cover of
this issue, is representative of much of Peller’s art: “What
appears at first glance as simple and realistic genre in the
paintings, prints and sculpture of Joseph Peller, is instead a
passionate and intellectual synthesis of universal myths and
allegories, realism and abstraction, complex architectural
spaces and balance. Within his rich and complex synthesis,
Peller explores the haunting notions of isolation and am-
bivalence” (Mille, 2002).

The image is located in a particular place and time:
The early morning summer light streams onto a back yard
in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, a space created within a con-
voluted old tenement building. One enters this small, still
oasis through an apartment shed—the doorway depicted on
the right. “It was a wonderful little enclave that was com-
pletely isolated from the chaotic activity of the city, a quiet
sort of interlude. Here was this strange little garden, a
retreat from the world, a little Eden where people hung out
the wash. It was a magic little place. The light, particularly
the morning light, was spectacular.”

The laundry sits, expectant, in the basket in front of
the woman reading, a watering can nearby. “Just a few
more pages before I get to my tasks,” one can imagine her
thinking. Other neighbors’ laundry dries in back, while her
laundry line emerges from the kitchen off to the left. The
sounds of the city are muffled, its smells muted in this
private space. The bright deep blues of buildings and sunlit
shadows, the dappled light, add to this tranquility. We too,
observers of this moment, pause, stop, feel warmed by the
everyday and ordinary, and allow ourselves to savor the
timelessness of the instant.
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