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last fall John Whalley and his wife,
ellen, were walking along a river in Maine

and noticed a great blue heron lying by the
shore, its life tragically cut short.  they were both understandably
saddened and wondered how such a fate could have befallen such a
noble bird. the next spring, John returned to the site and found only
the bird’s elegant bone structure remaining. He tenderly rescued the
head and last summer the skull became the focal point of his paint-
ing  Affinity (p.6), juxtaposed against a weathered book and pair of
scissors. As with many of his paintings, the viewer is left wondering
whether there is an untold story there or whether the artist is simply
interested in shapes and color. John explains: 

As John was creating the twenty-five works for this exhibi-
tion, he chose to feature ancient books in fourteen of them. some de-
pict mysterious narratives such as Repository (p.3 ) and Her Memory
(p.9 ), while other paintings are more straightforward as in Three
Plum Bobs (p.8 ) and  Triplet (p.11).  Regardless of subject matter,
John’s mastery of graphite, egg tempera and oil paint has gained the
praise of  art scholars. His egg temperas often take over a week to
make, using multiple layers in a painstaking process, resulting in rich
coloration and depth.  

some wonder whether there is a relationship between John’s
fondness for worn, discarded objects and his humanitarian work with
underprivileged children. John spent eight years at the New Horizons
Youth Ranch in Brazil, helping to establish a school and safe envi-
ronment to help rescue the nation’s 30 million “street children,” or-
phans who have been left to survive on their own.  After years of
teaching, cooking, and ranching there, he returned to Maine in 2003
to be near his son at the University of Maine. since then, John has
re-started his art career and in less than ten years has established
himself on a national scale for his humble depictions of objects that
are old, worn or have been discarded.

It may be that the wellspring of Whalley’s attraction to the humble in his art finds a

similar outlet in his direct participation in humanitarian causes on behalf of children

and the poor and hungry. 

-Dr. William Underwood eiland, Director, Georgia Museum of Art
Preface to John Whalley—American Realist

C a s taway s
MarCia L. Vose

I find a more genuine joy in taking every day "unbeauti-

ful" things, placing them in a setting and painting them

in as true a way as I can, so their real beauty can be dis-

covered by the viewer. I prefer this to taking the obvi-

ously beautiful and painting it adequately. I am after

the beauty that speaks softly, is often overlooked, and

yet when discovered, is a source of great pleasure. 

-John Whalley
From John Whalley, an American Realist: His 

Paintings, Graphite, and Watercolors, by s. William Pelletier
Georgia Museum of Art, 2001

I enjoy juxtaposing different objects and their backgrounds

to create relationships that tell at least part of a story, leav-

ing part to the viewer’s imagination. Old books as back-

ground stages of which objects are posed has become a very

exciting theme for me in recent years, as I love books and

especially the textures of old worn 19th century books.

John Whalley teaching drawing at the New Horizons Youth camp in
Brazil, 2011
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Repository, oil on panel, 20 x 24 inches, 2010
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Presence
John o’hern

sante Fe editor

AmerIcAn Art cOllectOr

there is a sense of presence in John Whalley’s studio. there is, of
course, the artist himself. there are the “orphaned objects” settled
into new homes on his shelves with other members of their families
as well as distant relatives and complete strangers. less tangibly, there
is the presence of the countless people who used, loved, and cared for
the pocket watches, tools, and books that line the shelves and the
men, women, and children who people the historic photographs.

When John and his wife ellen go to antique shops or junk shops or
just happen to look at the right spot at the right time they find objects
competing for their attention like puppies, wagging their “tales” and
begging to be taken home. the objects either begin to tell their sto-
ries when they are first picked up or only feel comfortable after John
places them with other objects into a composition that will become a
drawing or a painting. “the subjects of my compositions have been ar-
rived at almost intuitively, with care taken to not force an idea or nar-
rative onto the subject, instead allowing the ‘story’ of each piece to
emerge and remain authentic.”

the authenticity of the objects and the narratives they speak in their
new settings resonate with the viewer, not eliciting nostalgia or a mis-

remembered past, but the stories of objects used and lives lived at a
level of reality that connects with the viewer viscerally. the frugal car-
penter who extends the life of a screwdriver by strapping its split han-
dle together with metal, the unrealized potential of school kids lined
up for the class photo (who long ago lived their lives and died their
deaths), the bird who built that nest, the people who wound that
clock. All speak their stories—through the objects they left behind. 

John says, “i seem to find, to discover, the beautiful in unexpected,
sometimes odd places, and attempt to share, through my artwork,
these discoveries with the receptive viewer.” As Marcia Vose notes in
her essay for this catalogue, John also finds the beauty in Brazilian
street kids and opens new worlds to them through art. the “receptive
viewer” of his paintings and drawings can also find new worlds to
open to:  new worlds in themselves, and new worlds in others. if
they’re lucky they’ll find that both worlds are one world.

John brings his orphaned objects together, arranges them, and allows
them to bring their stories to light.  sometimes they speak of their
color. the blue/green verdigris of a copper spoon matches the scuffed
cover of a school book forming a relationship it would never have had
if it had been cleaned and polished. Bone-handled forks find a home
on the cover of yet another book.  sometimes they speak of their past
and make unexpected associations. lovingly repaired screwdrivers
are Veterans of use and their separated colors of red, white and blue
combine in the mind to recall veterans of  a different kind of mettle.
sometimes they speak of Her Memory.  stopped time in photograph
and watch face, but living memories to fill a book.

Vladimir Nabokov wrote in his novel Speak Memory:  “How small the
cosmos (a kangaroo's pouch would hold it), how paltry and puny in
comparison to human consciousness, to a single individual recollec-
tion, and its expression in words!” 

John’s consciousness of the presence of stories in ordinary things
finds its expression through art—beauty in the things themselves,
and beauty in their relationships. 

John Whalley at his studio in Damariscotta, Maine, 2011
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Chronos, oil on panel, 24 x 22 inches, 2010
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Affinity, oil on panel, 19 x 38 inches, 2010



The Child’s History, egg tempera on panel, 24 x 19 3/4 inches, 2011
7
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top: Old Knowledge, oil on panel, 10 x 14 inches, 2010; Above: Three Plumb Bobs, egg tempera on panel, 12 x 18 inches, 2011
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left: Her Memory, oil on panel, 22 x 16 inches, 2011; Right: Copper Spoon, oil on panel, 22 x 15 inches, 2011
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Veterans, egg tempera on panel, 24 x 16 inches, 2011
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Triplet, oil on panel, 24 x 18 inches, 2011
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Nitre, egg tempera on panel, 17 3/4 x 18 inches, 2011
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Linseed Oil, egg tempera on panel, 16 x 24 inches, 2011
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American Moralist, egg tempera on panel, 15 1/2 x 23 3/4 inches, 2011
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Basket of Pears, egg tempera on panel, 18 x 23 3/4 inches, 2011
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Golden Pear, oil on linen covered panel, 16 x 20 inches, 2010
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Dill’s Best, egg tempera on panel, 20 x 21 3/8 inches, 2011
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Pears and Grapes, oil on panel, 18 x 26 inches, 2011
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Apple on Tin, oil on panel, 19 x 13 inches, 2011



20
Melting Off, graphite on paper, 24 1/4 x 44 5/8 inches, 2011
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Evening, Great Salt Bay, oil on linen panel, 20 x 28 1/2 inches, 2011
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The Dinghy, egg tempera on panel, 28 x 30  inches, 2011
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Monhegan Storm, oil on linen panel, 18 x 24 inches, 2011
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top: Songs of Goodwill, graphite on paper, 21 x 31 inches, 2011
left: Keepsake, oil on linen covered panel, 16 x 12 inches, 2010

This last year, the State of Maine has been host to a long series of exhibitions featuring drawing
as an art form. I learned of one unusual exhibition in the L.C. Bates Museum in Hinckley, Maine,
which sits on the large campus of the Goodwill-Hinckley Home, an orphanage and school that
has been in operation for over 100 years now.   Artists were being asked to draw something from
the Museum's extensive collection of natural and historical artifacts. After looking over its col-
lections of birds, mammals, fossils, Native American archeological items, etc, I found myself at-
tracted to the old photographs of the classes of children who had lived at the Goodwill-Hinckley
Home over the last century or so. I also saw an old song book from which these children would
have sung, as well as a protractor they would have used in their classrooms. I created this com-
position using these objects and photograph as a kind of memorial to the children who knew this
place as home at a time in our country when many did not have a home or family due to a vari-
ety of causes. My hope is that many of these young lives grew to become their own "Songs of
Goodwill.”      John Whalley, 2011
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Ascension, graphite on paper, 22 5/8 x 20 1/2, 2009



outreach
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new horizons youth ranch, Brazil
John Whalley

in 1987 i became involved as a volun-
teer with a non-profit organization,
Renaissance international of Ft.
lauderdale, Florida, which worked
with abused and abandoned chil-
dren, throwaway kids who made
south Florida their home. While
continuing my full-time work as a
fine artist, my volunteer work with
Renaissance included participating
in a feeding program for street kids
in south Florida, hosting a number
of them in our home, and taking sev-
eral exploratory trips to el salvador,
colombia and Brazil in hopes of be-
ginning an orphanage there. central
and south America are "home" to 1/2
of the world’s 100 million street chil-
dren.

in 1991 Renaissance was asked to take
over a failing orphanage in sao Paulo,

Brazil, and my family and i went at
that time for 6 months to help estab-
lish the New Horizons Youth Ranch.
We returned for ensuing visits there,
including a 6-year stay spent volun-
teering at the Ranch  (1997-2003),
during which time the program was
moved to its own 150-acre piece of
land in central Brazil. since 1991 New
Horizons has cared for hundreds of
children, providing a safe home, car-
ing family, education and counsel for
these children who had been victims
of abuse, neglect and/or abandon-
ment. this last April (2011) my wife
ellen and i were able to visit New
Horizons for a week, my first return
to the program in 8 years. seeing
how these children have progressed,
largely because their needs have been
met, has become an inspiration in
our lives.
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Genesis of "the Last supper" in Brazil
John whalley

last year i was contacted by Vose Galleries about a unique commis-
sion project - my creating a large drawing that would be my own in-
terpretation of the well-known religious theme of "the last supper." i
asked the gallery to share with the commissioner of the work my idea
of setting the 'last supper' in a slum in Brazil, and instead of the sub-
jects being Jesus and his disciples, this work would see a group of
street children sharing, what could very well be, their own 'last sup-
per.' in Brazil, as in many countries where extreme poverty exists, the
street children are often the victims of death squads. We did not hear
back from the commissioner about the proposal for some months. 

this past winter, ellen and i decided to pay a weeklong visit to the
Ranch in Brazil with Maine filmmaker chas Bruns - to visit the chil-
dren, teach classes in art, and assist chas in his documentary film
about the program, our trip, and the plight of street children in Brazil.
interestingly, the day after we purchased our tickets for the trip last
March, Vose Galleries called me to say that the commissioner of the
drawing liked the idea of the Brazilian children very much and that i
should move ahead with it. it seems that i already had!

so our visit to the Ranch came to include my asking the boys in our
program--aged 10 to 18--to pose for me as a group of street kids, and
they enthusiastically accommodated my request. My initial sketches
for this large 6' X 4' drawing are based on our kids’ efforts to depict a
group of street kids having their version of supper in an alley in a
slum (called a favela). the "story" i am hoping to communicate
through this piece is that of the "last supper" described in the gospels
of the New testament. Among the many issues that made up that

supper was that of Jesus, knowing that horrible events and suffering
would soon come, wanted to provide for his small group of friends
and followers the things he felt most important to his heart - instruc-
tion, object lessons (washing their feet...), assurances, all in the inti-
mate setting of a meal shared together. there is also the aspect that
Jesus was aware that these very friends and followers would not only
abandon him soon, but that they were to a large degree unaware of
who Jesus was or what his mission was. they learned all this later.

in this group of street children i am depicting in the slum's alleyway
in Brazil, there is an older boy--and this frequently occurs--who is a
leader of the group; caring for them, filling the father (and mother)
role for them, providing them with food, protection, and interfacing
with the local community on their behalf. in my drawing, i wanted to
show this leader as a type of christ-figure, handing out the bread he
has obtained to each of them, keenly aware of the dangers that may
be approaching them that very hour - perhaps in the form of a death
squad or off-duty police hired by local merchants to 'rid the streets' of
these kids they see as a "plague of unwelcome, unwanted locusts.”
While the smaller kids gather for their food and for attention, the
leader, and perhaps a few of the older boys, sense these dangers that
the younger ones are oblivious to at that moment.  i feel that depict-
ing the last supper here among a group of the poorest of throwaway
children might both stir the viewer's heart to have compassion for
them, and find a hope that their stories can - through the offering of
our efforts - come to a much happier ending than might otherwise be
the case.

N.B. 
in 1991, the New Horizons Youth Ranch was founded by stephen
solomon, President & executive Director for Renaissance interna-
tional: An Assistance organization For children in Need, to help res-
cue some of Brazil’s estimated 30 million “children of the streets.”

Renaissance international
1040 Bayview Drive
suite 317
Ft. lauderdale, Florida  33304
305-564-3944

A 501(c)(3) not for profit organization

For further information, including an upcoming docu-
mentary about the New Horizons Youth Ranch, please
visit johnwhalley.com
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study for The Last Supper
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