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Balaam’s Wood, Cherry Birches by Frank Balaam

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on September 19, 2016.

The image on the cover of this issue is from Frank
Balaam’s Light Through the Trees series. He described
standing in front of a blank canvas: Color arrives with the
first brushstrokes, like an alien in a new galaxy. The first
color wanders across the canvas and leaves. Then the sec-
ond color arrives. Each color has its own journey, bringing
harmony and contrast. He does not paint over any colors;
each life form has its own time and space with maximum
luminosity.

On the northern coast of England, where it rains a lot,
Frank Balaam’s mother encouraged his drawing and color-
ing to keep him occupied. His father was a scenic artist
before the Second World War. Afterward, jobs were scarce,
so he became a civil servant. Because he was surrounded by
his father’s murals at home, Frank vividly remembers how
surprised he was the first time he visited a friend’s house to
find that not everyone’s house was filled with colorful
murals. He also remembers when, as a 5-year-old, his
teacher told the class to draw the tree outside the window,
and he drew a realistic picture of the limbs coming toward
the window, including the patterns of the leaves and
branches. The teacher liked it so much she hung it in the
front of the room and gave him sixpence. Easy money, he
thought at the time, but he later learned how much hard
work was involved in becoming a respected artist.

At age 15, he received a commission to paint a mural for
an Italian restaurant. He did not know anything about Italy,
so he painted a scene with bullfighters. He realized that he
had talent but needed formal art training, and—just as
important—he needed stories to tell with his art. In the
1960s, after attending Blackpool and Edinburgh Colleges of
Fine Art, he decided to explore the world and study peoples’
lives, through portrait and mural painting.

Balaam arrived in Massachusetts in 1981 to paint murals
for interior decorators and learn about America. Having
been born with the “stiff upper lip” typical of the British, he
marveled at the confidence and belief in themselves that
Americans exuded. His murals were highly successful be-
cause, he said, “when you are trained classically, you can
point those skills in any direction.” Leaving Massachusetts
in an old bread truck, he traveled across the United States,
painting whenever and wherever he ran out of money,

whether postcards of the Golden Gate Bridge or jazz musi-
cians in New Orleans, Louisiana. His odyssey made him
realize at a deep level the importance of the individual and
that everyone has something to say.

In my life, I have often created art projects which have
involved the elderly, homeless, mentally ill, and the physically
handicapped. My art has always tried to express a sense that
everyone and everything is entitled to respect, to a voice, and
to a time in the light.

Balaam and his wife established an art gallery in a four-
story hotel in Globe, Arizona, where, in 2005, over 1,000
portraits of famous and not-so-famous people, huge murals,
and many commissioned works were lost overnight during
a raging fire. Called to the hotel, he was not able to save a
thing and was forced to watch as his observations of life in
America were destroyed. It took him 2 years to redo the
commissioned paintings before he could pick up a brush
again to create something new, but he resisted returning to
painting people. Painting trees was not a conscious choice.
In retrospect, he came to understand his connection to the
forest and trees: He recalled that while on a plein air
painting trip to northern Arizona, he saw an all-consuming
forest fire and felt the forest’s “stoic acceptance.” He sensed
that the trees seemed to turn to face the fire—to survive or
not.

Balaam employs a reverse technique, often used to paint
on glass, in which objects in the foreground are painted first.
Then he adds successive layers that capture the energy and
light he finds in a forest. Focusing on each trunk, leaf, and
branch, he uses an impasto, or thick layer of oil paint,
allowing the distant sky to nudge its way into the fore-
ground. By coincidence, Balaam’s Wood located in Great
Britain shares his name. Filled with graceful oaks and
cherry birches, this 12-acre ancient wood, dating to the 16th
century, survived massive upheavals. He wrote, “The care-
takers of Balaam’s Wood epitomize that aspect of human
nature which represents the only hope this lovely blue
planet has of hosting a long-term symbiotic relationship
between humanity and everything else.” Have the forests
and trees come to symbolize people to this artist?

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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