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On the Cover

Portions of the following are based on an interview with the artist on November 8, 2003.

John Axton, born in 1947 in Princeton, Indiana, and raised and educated in Illinois, wanted to be a
rock musician but in retrospect feels that might have destroyed him. Fortunately, one of Axton’s high
school teachers, Dorothy Kelton, saw something in him that needed developing and encouraged him to go
on to college. He worked his way through Southern Illinois University, graduating in 1967 with a degree
in commercial art. He subsequently worked or, as he has said, “did his time” as a commercial artist doing
corporate images, logos, and package designs and illustration, serving both as an in-house artist for
corporations and as the staff artist for the Illinois State Museum in Springfield. All of this experience
convinced him that commercial art was not for him. So, when his contract came up for renewal, he
declined.

Axton headed west, first to Arizona, then to Colorado, and finally to New Mexico. He had been
painting for himself all along and found himself drawn to the open spaces of landscape. He has said, “My
subject matter has always been space. For me space is freedom, space is energy. A wide-open expanse can
be confrontational—some people are panicked by it, others relish it. A successful spatial painting allows
the viewer to connect with the image and participate in it. 1t’s really up to you, the viewer, what you do
with it” (Ellis, 1998, p. 64).

In addition to space, Axton painted buffalo. For him, the buffalo represented solitude, aloneness and
soulfulness. The sense of loneliness in his art may have come from his childhood. Axton experienced
sadness and loss early while growing up. His father died in the Korean War, his stepfather was distant, and
his younger brother, born blind, claimed much of their mother’s attention. Ellis (1998) reported that Axton
considered the two primary sources for his work to be the loss of his father before Axton had a chance to
know him and Axton’s relationship with his brother and his blindness.

Currently living and painting in Santa Fe, New Mexico, Axton has moved from buffalo to boats as
his dominant metaphor. Just as the lone buffalo symbolized solitude, so does the lone boat. Axton also
paints doorways. His doorways sometimes have light shining through the opening but are often black with
mystery. Axton has said of his paintings that they are “like ink blots to pique viewers’ imaginations.”

The golden boat in The Invitation on the cover of this issue invites viewers to wonder about its
meaning. Boats are meant to take people places, but there are no people on the beach, and the boat rests
all by itself on a glassy blue surface. The white line could be the surf crashing in the distance, but it is
presented with an eerie stillness. The upper portion of the painting is very dark, yet the boat glows in the
foreground. The painting is based on a boat Axton saw in Maine, and he has painted it with his typically
careful attention to color and space, abstracting just the elements essential to create a mysterious mood. Is
this an enchanted boat ready to take someone on an adventure? Or is it merely a yellow boat that someone
will return to in a short while?

Axton feels that “a painting that allows you to confront it and embrace it is successful. I don’t think
good art should be safe; it should make you think” (Ellis, 1998, p. 66). Some people viewing Axton’s
painting may think of the Michael Dorris (1987) book A Yellow Raft in Blue Water. Axton said he painted
The Invitation before the novel was published, although he is aware of Dorris’s tragedy and his book. Over
the years, Axton has painted many boats of different hues drifting on seas of various colors under skies
of intense reds or bright oranges or, at other times, black. Axton is always searching for the visual
metaphor that conveys a mood and makes viewers think about what they see in his images.
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