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To the people who know what they like.
I can paint for them because of the craftsmen who make it possible. Arigato.
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my quest

I looked down. My fingers were covered in blood. I glanced around the half-empty subway car, hoping nobody had noticed.

I pulled out some pocket tissues and tried to wipe off all the telltale signs before I arrived at my stop. How much was on my face?

I was so anxious about the upcoming encounter that I hadn't been able to sleep the night before. Breakfast that morning had also been impossible, and I had spent all afternoon on the train.

I pinched my nose and raised my head, looking up at the map above the door. The next stop would be it. I jumped out at the station and, looking around frantically, found a restroom.

The mirror showed that I had been lucky to stop this nosebleed in time.

I gave my ticket to the man at the gate and went up the stairs. The sun hit me full in the face. My head throbbed in the heat and glare. No, I wasn't going to let this keep me away.

What next? I said to myself as I thought of all the things in the last four years that had kept me from finding this place. The anticipation had been too intenseand now this excitement.

I needed to make a good first impression.
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You would think that something as simple as looking for a store would be easy. But it took four years of failed attempts searching in Japan to finally find it.

This journey had required me to learn the language, and even then, it turned out that most Japanese people didn't know anything about what I was looking for. The world of traditional nihonga painting was foreign even to most of the Japanese people I met, so they had no idea what these special permanent pigments made from gemstones were or why I would be so obsessed with them.

Years ago, I had a hint of their existence from a casual comment. From there, my quest began. That was in the early '80s, and the most powerful search engine in the world, the Library of Congress, came up with nothing.

So finally, in 1985, after having saved up for months, I was determined to buy some of these legendary fine pigments. I could, at last, go home and live my long-held dream of painting with them all day long and into the night.

To find this place in Tokyo, I took the day off from my job at the Tsukuba Expo. But after arriving at the station, I got lost. It didn't matter. I was so very close. I only hoped I could get there with enough time to drink it all in before closing time.

My friend Sach had found me an old edition of Bijutsu Techo magazine. In it was a special section on nihonga. It mentioned this shop and how to get there, and its pages were tattered from time spent in my pockets.

As I approached the storefront, I caught sight of a wooden signboard in the window. The board had seven circles carved out, each filled with a different color. This traditional signboard of the pigment seller didn't match the functional concrete building it was in. I tried to slip in unnoticed, but the bell rang out as I closed the heavy glass door behind me. A distinguished-looking customer stood at the back of the shop.

Full-length shelves filled with glass jars of pigment lined the walls. Each color was arrayed from its darkest iteration to almost white. There were thousands of jars that fronted the shelves, with another row behind. In the center were cases containing brushes, and on closer inspection, I also saw some expensive antique inkstones and water droppers.

The price label on one of the colors was 4,600 yen per ryo.

I didn't know what a ryo was, but I did know that if I used this green in my forest paintings, the trees would come alive.

I found a jar with a brilliant, glowing blue. I took the jar from its shelf, pulled off the stopper, and peeked inside.

No chemical color could have such hypnotic beauty. Everywhere I looked, the pigments were made from natural mineralsground gemstoneslapis, malachite, agate, and jasper.

Another jar was 5,000 yen per ryo. I again wondered how much pigment was in a ryo.

I imagined a painting with such tantalizing color in the background would emit a low, musical hum. I would never again be satisfied with the plastic superficiality of the chemical pigments I had been using.

In the back of the store, I watched the man behind the counter. He was a fidgety gentleman with a bald pate and a plain gray cardigan hanging on his shoulders.

He placed a sheet of waxed paper on a small scale, then ceremoniously removed the stopper from a jar. Rolling it, he scooped out small spoonfuls of brown powder, tapped the weights, and then flicked a small corner of the spoonful back into the jar.

Tap, tap. The pile of color wouldn't amount to more than two bottle caps' worth of powder. He deftly picked up two corners of the paper, tipped the pigment into a small sachet for the customer, and gave it a snap so the last few precious grains would fall in place. There was something almost poetic about this transaction, and I eagerly anticipated my turn.

After exchanging pleasantries, the customer was gone.

It must be my turn. I wasn't sure of the best approach. Should I take the jar to the counter? How much should I request?

The man came out from behind the counter. His eyes flashed. Put that back!

I froze, perplexed.

He sprang forward, took the jar from my hands, and replaced it on the shelf with exaggerated care.

No! We do not sell to hobbyists, he hissed.

My hand went to my wallet so he would know I was willing to pay. But I could see it wasn't about the money.

He folded his arms over his gray cardigan, and I knew it could only get worse. Breathing heavily through his nostrils, he pointed to the door.

This store is only for the patronage of the great master paintersthose decorated by the emperor.

I got out. It wasn't quite closing time, but he locked the door behind me.

My knees felt weak as I walked down the hill. My heart was pounding, and I needed to sit down.

Turning the corner, I saw a caf. I sat on a tall stool, opened a menu, and faced away from the kitchen. I did everything I could to suppress the anger and frustration that came from this fruitless journey. I'd spent five years in search of this place, for what?

A voice caught my attention. What would you like to order?

All my efforts had come to nothing. My voice quavered as I ordered.

After years of searching, I had finally found the kind of paint I neededbut I could not have it.

What was I supposed to do?

I pulled out my pocket dictionary and flipped the pages. Even the words used in the nihonga world appeared to be different from ordinary Japanese. It didn't have any context where ryo was explained as a unit of measure.

I had taken the job at the Tsukuba Expo expressly so I could find this pigment store. Well, I'd found itand now I had to return to a job I hated without the hope that once motivated me. The thought made my face hot and my eyes burn.

When the food came, I struggled to swallow.

I sat at the table, trying to understand what had happened. In my ignorance, I had presumed to enter a sanctuary where only a select few were welcomea Japanese few. It felt like a permanent rejection. Had the shopkeeper found my breaking point? No. Quitting was not an option. I could not forget those colors. But would I ever see them again?

I opened the magazine in my hand to read about the decorated masters. Perhaps their pupils had access. It would take more years of searching for a mentor. And who knew if any of them would even accept me?

Would I ever be able to overcome my innate foreignness? I felt like a barbarian.

I'd clumsily pushed my way into where I was unwelcome. The typical Japanese person would've picked up on such cues. I hadn't. I just hadn't known any better. Like a barbarian, I had been unintentionally destructive, and it wasn't the first time.

The sky was darkening outside, and the expo dormitory was four hours away. Deeply disappointed, it was time for me to drag my tired body home.

I longed to be where I didn't feel so foreign.

As the train jostled me away from that day's events, it jogged into my mind a memory of seven years before when I'd felt even more of a barbarian, and yet almost enthusiastically welcomed.
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the barbarian earns
a merit badge

It was as a 16-year-old Boy Scout living near Washington, DC, that I first learned about this barbarian in me.

In a remote area of the woods, I sat for three hours, recording my observations for the nature merit badge. I was to identify the plants and animals I saw.

When I first sat down, I listed the plants I could identify. I noticed my breathing caused the leaves to rustle. If I expected to see any animals, I mustn't move or make a sound. I tried to make each breath quiet and shallow.

At first, all I could hear was the blood pounding loudly in my ears. Then I heard the feet of a beetle tapping against a dry leaf. After 40 minutes, ants, millipedes, and pill bugs ventured out in businesslike fashion. A fly. An earwig. Soon, larger insects arrived, clicking and jumping across my field of vision.

In time, by remaining quiet, waiting, and listening, a few of the forest's smallest inhabitants revealed themselves and came to explore inside my shirtsleeves and pants legs.

How long had it taken this inchworm to make it to my forearm without my noticing? It stopped and raised itself on its back pairs of legs, the upper body waving as if trying to make me out. It felt like a gesture of friendship.

It took the animals time to sense I had come in peace. The sound of the pencil on my notebook was loud, so I wasn't able to record even a fraction of what I heard or saw.

Birds appeared, whirring, thrumming, and tapping. A woodpecker's hollow percussion echoed from all directions. I didn't dare move my head. Sound and motion, flittings and dartings, surrounded me. Having blended into the woods, I experienced a streaming cacophony from the forest.

A chipmunk and a raccoon arrived. A deer's intrusion briefly silenced the area until a bird call seemed to signal all was clear.

The air began to cool, and the color of the forest deepened. Even this subtle change filled me with awe. My understanding had broadened, and the thought of returning to a narrow human awareness hurt. I was not ready to end this day of enchantment. But I knew that people would come for me if I didn't return.

As I arranged my legs to stand up, all went still. I hesitated. What had been a confusion of life and motion disappeared, replaced by silence. I'd entered a world normally inaccessible to huge lumbering humans, unaware I was mashing anthills and collapsing mole tunnels. How insensitive I'd been!

By getting up to leave, I became a monster, feeling larger and more destructive than before. As I followed the trail back to my tent, it seemed wrong to tread there, knowing of all the life underfoot.

I'd need to catch up on documenting all I'd seen.

Most Boy Scouts tried to avoid working on the nature merit badge. It sounded boring to them. But of the 24 merit badges I earned, that's the one I remember best. We all bring our own past to whatever art we create. And in my thoughts, I often revisit that forest.

Even at that age, I especially admired artists who were inspired by the beauty of nature. I wanted to be that kind of artist too.

Looking at artand making itwas my joy. It took me a long time to understand it was considered uncool. But by the time I understood that, I was already completely hooked.

I was at that age when I made this realization, and besides, I had the comfortable sanctuary that was my art. Most of the kids my age were interested in cars and sports. But by then, my understanding of both those things was completely inadequate. People around me had already settled into that cool territory. The culture and language of sports were closed to me.

I loved getting my hands dirty in the creation of art. I was also exhausting the local libraries, reading books on art and artists. I soon moved on to the Library of Congress and relished the ranks of card catalogs with which I could look up anything.

Most weekdays were spent taking adult education art classes after school. Weekends were filled with the Smithsonian's galleries. The artwork there became like familiar friends.

I lived for art.
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freedom of expression

I remember around that time seeing an artist being interviewed. He said, I would die if I couldn't paint.

That seemed like an exaggeration to me then. It would be much later that I would remember these words and recognize those feelings. For me, the challenge of painting was more engaging than anything and the most fascinating thing to do.

I thought about the consistency of paint when I brushed my teeth, and while I waited for the school bus. I thought about mixing colors during Mrs. Kemp's math class and when I should have been doing my homework. I thought about the choice of brushes while I ate dinner, and I dreamed up my next painting in my sleep. It was like a puzzle. I worked on one part of a painting, and it caused a cascading effect as each other element of the painting would need to be adjusted accordingly. But if I was lucky, I ended up with something I liked to hang in my room.

My mother took a class in portrait painting before I was a teenager, and I fixated on that. I thought that was an almost-superhuman thing to do. Out of a few materials, a whole person could be expressed. I realize now that during that few months' time, she painted just a handful of paintings. They were of anonymous people who posed for her class. But it made a big impression on me. She freely shared with me what she learned, and I consider her my first art teacher. I realized it wasn't just the technique and materials I liked. I could see that if I got good enough, I might be able to express complicated emotions or ideas. One day I might even create worlds I'd like to inhabit.

For a while, I also painted portraits, but I soon learned that as fashions and hairstyles change, and as people age, portraits become problematic. I took to focusing on capturing the essence of a person rather than only their looks.

When I recently mentioned to my mother how I was interested in watching her paint, she sounded surprised. Painting was not so much a part of her identity as I had thought.

My father was an analytical thinker who studied philosophy, then became a lawyer. He saw my mother's painting as a pleasant pastime for her, but couldn't see how I, with a future full of possibilities ahead of me, would want to seriously pursue the path of a starving artist.

I saw my parents' marriage as one of two people from quite different cultures. I saw it as the happy union of a bright, creative mother and a prudent, intellectual father.

While I was impressed by my mother's portrait paintings, I became obsessed with painting the beauty of plant life. This began one day when I was in elementary school. We were forbidden from entering the woods. But I gave in to temptation and wandered into the woods behind the school to explore the clearing. The timing was perfect. The scene was filled with wild blooming wisteria. I felt as though I had been the only person lucky enough to have been welcomed there.

Vines chased through the space between rigid tree trunks. There was a subtle fragrance, light filtered through the vines and leaves, and the hanging blossoms moved with the air.

This unexpected experience felt almost unendurably perfect. My work now may draw from a variety of sources, but I want it to have a similar effect on the viewer as I felt on that day.

I enjoyed other creative pursuits and dabbled in ceramics, making pots and bowls. Starting at 14, I was commissioned to paint stage backdrops for a drama troupe. The functional things I made were noticed and acknowledged.

But more than thing making, I could see myself spinning whole worlds in paintings. They'd be the physical incarnation of an emotion or a philosophy.

I didn't understand how my paintings could be beyond my brilliant father's grasp. He seldom made comments about my work. On the two times I was brave enough to outright ask for an opinion on a realistic landscape, he said that he didn't get it.

Maybe I would just have to paint better.

As a lawyer, Dad prepared thoroughly for court cases. I often saw him in the car rehearsing speeches to himself as he drove. His desk was piled with reams of papers and books that he heavily underlined and annotated as he read.

Similarly, I tend to write marginalia as I read, and I suspect I also got my enjoyment of public speaking from him. For my dad, words were tools, and their precise choice was necessary for his profession. I found his sort of rigidity the opposite of what's required of an artist. It takes different tools to create something of beauty that's thought provoking and also compelling. I believe great art needs to be a balanced appealnot only to the mind but also to the heart and the eye.

Like his father before him, Dad placed importance on his appearance and dressed carefullymindful of the impression he made in court.

In my teens, he wanted me to be more aware of how I looked, and he checked my appearance before I went out. After returning, I experienced routine debriefings with my parents while sitting at the foot of their bed.

Above all, I remember my father asking not only who was there but also what they were wearing. It made me feel as if I were a projectan accessory. I knew he was hoping my appearance was suitable according to what others were wearing. With my mother, I was mostly concerned that I got the paint out of my clothing.
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An elderly couple, the Telfords, sometimes visited. They were always kind enough to look at my drawings approvingly.

The Telfords had been in the same social circles as our family for three generations. Dr. Telford, a professor of anatomy at George Washington University, was a kindly gentleman with white hair, light-blue eyes, and a distinguished demeanor. His wife had a warm heart and formal bearing. Her hair, like soft spun glass, was always perfectly coiffed. They took their influential relationship with us children seriously.

Some people have godparents. Our family had the Telfords. They provided me with a valuable perspective from outside the family. They're the only people I can remember who didn't try to encourage me to aim for a different career. On their visits, they would always ask me more about the creative projects I brought from my room to show them.

My parents and other relatives suggested engineering or architecture might be better. They didn't get it. There was no way I was going to take their advice to abandon painting flowers and trees. A career in art was what I wanted, but I knew it would be difficult to attain. Biographies of artists made that clear.

I knew if I wanted to make an art career happen, I'd need a plan.
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magpie in a
swallowtail coat

My third-grade teacher, Mrs. Baer, said if we decided early enough what we wanted to do in lifeand if we planned step-by-step to reach that goalby golly, we could make it happen! That's when I got serious about taking art classes.

At nine years old, I signed up to take my first real oil painting class. There was some confusion when I appeared in the classroom. They checked my name against the one on their list. They apologized for not explaining it was an adult class when I registered. I could participate if I didn't mind their instruction being directed toward the rest of the students. I was too excited about the instruction to think how I must have come across in an oversized shirt smelling of my dad's cologne in a circle of serious painters. But I was serious too. And I'm grateful for the art teachers and classmates who assimilated me and my enthusiasm.

I loved my classes at Glen Echo, a repurposed Chautauqua village, and later at the Corcoran Museum's art school. When I wasn't creating art, I was reading about it.

I wasn't just motivated to take art classes; I also wanted to know more about what it was that made great art great.

At the Smithsonian Institution, I saw Jackson Pollock's Number 3. The caption said it was painted with oil, metallic enamel, and cigarette fragment on canvas. The skeins of swirling color seemed to flit and dart, enveloping me as I approached. It reminded me somehow of my experience in the wisteria forest.

It took me some time to find the cigarette fragment trapped in the net of paint. That cigarette may have been an accidental flaw, but it in no way diminished the painting. If anything, the contrast accentuated the painting's perfection.

It was the 1970s, and my classmates went to great lengths to express their individuality. That usually played out in punk rock fashions or not-so-subtle references to drug culture.

Those things scared me and were so beyond my experience that, in such gear, I would have been an obvious fake. There was also a classmate's father who ran a clothing store that marketed to us at various school events. Wasn't that how adults exploited our teenage rebellion? Fashions, music, and entertainment were all subtly marketed to us. Were we actually rebelling, or were we falling in line?

I usually wore what was there. It was the button-down oxford shirts, corduroys, and loafers I received as Christmas and birthday presents. This is how I was encouraged to wear the kind of outfit my father approved of. But I might rebel by wearing the outfit I bought with my lawn-mowing money.

Most of my money went to art supplies, but I loved to visit junk shops, antique fairs, and stores that sold old things. It was like a window into a different time and place. Most of the things I bought that way were well made. Not only were they made to last, but they were usually cheaper than buying new items.

I found a Victorian woolsack morning coat, boiled shirt, and high-buttoned waistcoat. To complete the outfit, I bought a cummerbund, a celluloid collar, and wing tip shoes. My button-up spats came with a button hook. This look was my rebellion against the system that I felt was gradually trivializing discipline. This starchy formality was what happened when I celebrated my inability to fit in and took it to the next level. I guess I took things a little too seriously. But I also looked good in those clothes.

The yearbook had a photo of me captioned Allan West in his usual getup. Though I didn't expect acceptance, I appreciated this acknowledgment and took the gentle ribbing as affirmation. I saw this as the most genuine expression of myself. In retrospect, this feeling takes on an added significance. I see now how I was a bewildered youth unable to adapt to his times. It has taken time to understand that about myself and how I need to minimize the stresses this creates.

I felt the same way about music.

Though I could hear a great variety of popular music on the radio, I couldn't keep up. But my grandfather's phenomenal collection of classical music was always available, and it spoke to me in a more lasting way. The music had me seeing colors and feeling emotions. The beginnings of paintings often started with what I saw when I heard music.

I learned to appreciate artwhether musical or visualthat was well made and could endure the ages.

Fortunately, I was able to attend an art-focused high school. My teacher, Walt Bartman, was an inspirational teacher and an incredibly gifted motivator. He called a group of us his magpies and guided us on a sketching tour through Europe.

I sent artwork to various juried competitions. A print was selected for exhibition in the National Collection of Fine Arts, and when a painting of mine won a county art award, Mr. Jerome Marco, the school principal, asked if he could display it in his office. This gave me the courage to request a second hour of art at the end of every day.

He allowed me that extra hour in place of a language credit so I could participate in a special program. I was probably breaking a few rules, but with the principal's understanding. Twice a week I left school an hour early so I could volunteer at the Smithsonian.

I worked at the National Collection of Fine Arts, as it was then called,1 and in the silk screen studio of the Renwick Gallery, preparing screens for hand-printing posters.

I also worked in the immense slide library where photographic slides on file documented every work of art in all the Smithsonian's collections. I was responsible for locating the slides and sending them to curators who needed them for exhibitions or for books they were writing.

There was a slide for everything that had been owned by affiliated museums or borrowed over the years. Thus, I became well acquainted with many artists. This helped me immensely in my knowledge of art history.

_______________

1 The museum I knew as the National Collection of Fine Arts was housed in the old Patent Office Building. It is now called the Smithsonian American Art Museum.
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My Little Green Friends

I had a lot of friends. I usually met them behind supermarkets or drug stores. At first, they were rough around the edges and looked a little seedy. Most were limp, but what would you expect? They had been turned out and were trying to survive on their own.

I took them out of the heat and gave them a drink of water and a place of honor by my bedroom window. It wasn't always easy to find out their names. It took a few trips to the library to identify them. I usually gave them a bigger pot and surrounded their roots with rich, nutritious soil.

I found the still-supple trunk of a tree fern that had lost all its fronds and nursed it back to health. In time, it created a canopy of fronds over my bed. I also rescued what I later learned was a coffee tree. The light from my window filtered through its branches. Looming over my bookshelf was a monstera. It created an awning under which it was fun to read. Grape ivy, Creeping Charlie, and ferns covered my desk and chest of drawers.

I liked to imagine they shared my taste for classical music. I found that cases of flinty 78 rpm records were practically free at junk shops. To highlight the plants, I painted the walls of my bedroom red.

I let my parakeet Bobby fly freely in my room, which my father called the jungle. In ceramics class, I made a fountain and connected it with an aquarium pump to circulate the water. It contributed the sound of water as well as amusement for the bird.

Bobby woke me up every morning. After greeting me enthusiastically every afternoon, he sat on my shoulder and watched me draw or study. Sometimes he would whisper to me or weave through my hair. If he felt especially affectionate, he would feed my ear with seeds.

Lying in a hammock under a canopy of trees, I plotted out my future and decided I wanted to seek out and disseminate beauty through art. What could bring more joy than the beauty of nature?

I loved painting plants, but the stiff, viscous properties of oil paints made detailed work challenging. Besides, turpentine or thinners, materials you must use when painting with oils, gave me a headache, so I was already less than enthusiastic about using oil paints. But oil paints were just about the only way to paint something permanent.

The backdrops I painted each month for a drama troupe of amateur actors while I was in junior high and high school only had to last the month of the performance. This was my first experience as a professional, creating art to fill a need. The sheets, stretched onto wooden frames, often got holes punched in them during scene changes. Eventually, the sheets needed sewing too.

The liquid house paint I used was free and easy to work with, but it would eventually flake or fade. At least I could use lines to outline or create detail. This became frustratingly absurd when I tried to make art. When using viscous oil paints scaled down to the size of a picture, the highly textured canvas and thick paint made painting fine lines impossible. Thinning it made it liquid but, unfortunately, also translucent. There had to be a better way.
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My World-Changing
Invention!

I decided to invent a better paint myself. Perhaps I could come up with a formula that was both opaque and liquid. I learned that paint itself required pigment, something that provided the color. But it also needed something to bind each of the grains of pigment together as well as onto the surface I was painting.

Watercolors and dyes fade, so I wasn't going to work with them. If I spent the time working on something important enough to express, it would have to be permanent.

Perhaps the edgy, punchy paintings that currently grabbed the art world's attention would not always be important. And people may or may not have liked the flowers and trees I was painting. But still, only those that survived the ravages of time would remain to be appreciated or rejected in the future.

I went to the Library of Congress to study painting techniques and learned that the Renaissance artists didn't use cotton canvas. They used linen with a tighter weave, which I found a less distracting material on which to paint.

More research into the history of painting techniques taught me that the kind of gesso undercoating we use now hadn't existed then either. They used something called rabbit-skin gluea smelly,2 translucent liquid that was made by boiling the protein out of rabbits.

Luckily, I didn't have to extract it from rabbits myself. I could get rabbit-skin glue at the art supply store. I learned that framers use it now for gold leafing frames.

Rabbit-skin glue soaks into the linen and creates a barrier against the oil, preventing it from seeping into the fibers and rotting or going rancid.3 To melt it without scalding, I had to heat it in a double boiler.

With the protein, it was possible to sand and repaint to make the surface smooth.

Next, Renaissance artists used marble dust mixed with linseed oil to create a glassy white base coat. I could tell this was going to be much better than anything I had bought and used before. Unfortunately, this white base took nine days to dry. I wanted to use that time to paint.

When I mixed the pigments with the linseed oil and varnish, at varying consistencies, I always had the same problemit either was too thick or became translucent. I painted a self-portrait, but the next time, I tried to somehow improve on the technique.

After warming up the glue protein for that first coat, it wasn't transparent like the oil or the varnish. Still, I thought this cloudy beige liquid was better than the egg yolk4 I learned they had used in Europe long ago. I thought perhaps mixing the marble dust with the rabbit-skin glue might save the one step that took so much time to dry.

The marble dust mixed well with the glue, and I was surprised that if I was careful about the amount of marble I added, the mixture would be not only liquid but also opaque!

It went on smoothly with the brush and dried as soon as the water evaporated. This was a fantastic and totally unexpected find. I realized that the glue was coating and binding the fine grains of marble together while also adhering it to the linen.

I thought that if it could happen with the marble dust, it would also be possible with the various powdered chemical pigments I had.

It worked!

I was a little bit closer to painting in my ideal way. I would be able to use lines as I hadn't been able to do before. And the paint would be strong without blending or thinning. I felt a freedom of expression I hadn't enjoyed before.

To make the lines go thicker or thinner as I pulled the paint across the linen, it worked well by twisting flat brushes. I had done this before with house paint on sheets for the drama backdrops. But I was worried about how permanent it was. The chemical pigments didn't instill confidence, but they were the best that was available.

This was my brilliant discovery. And with it, I hoped the beauty I created could change the art world forever.

I knew that once I became a professional artist, I would have to paint using materials that were as permanent as an art collector had a right to expect. If what I had to say was important enough for me to spend a long time making the paint and working on the
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