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My ideal painting would have all the qualities
of a Chardin, the color harmonies of Cezanne,
the observation of Canaletto. Breadth, simplicity,
eternal momentariness.
Joel M. Babb
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Boston and Cambridge
N EAR AND FAR
Viewed from helicopters and skyscrapers,
Babb’s Boston cityscapes reveal a crazy
quilt cubism of historic brick blocks and
gleaming glass towers, rooftops, and
landmarks. ‘Being the Canaletto of
Boston would be a great thing to be,’ says
Babb, ‘when you think of what he did
for Venice.’

Corner Turret, Back Bay,
Boston, 2005
Oil on panel
12 x 16 inches
Signed lower right
34461

Edgar Allen Beem, At Home in Maine,
Down East Magazine, March, 2002

Downtown, Saturday Morning, Boston, 2005
Oil on panel
10 x 15 inches
Signed lower left
4

34460

Financial District, Boston, 2005
Oil on panel
10 x 15 inches
Signed lower right

34459

Back Bay Aerial View,
Boston, 2005
Oil on linen
29 x 24 inches
Signed lower left

34453

5

Back Bay Rooftop Panorama with the Ritz, 2005–06
Oil on linen
22 x 66 inches
Signed lower left

6

34531

7

Spring Morning, Fairfield Street, Boston, 2005
Oil on linen
20 x 36 inches
Signed lower left

34530

8

Corner of Dartmouth Street,
Back Bay, Boston, 2005
Oil on linen
15 x 24 inches
Signed lower right

34458
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I NTRODUCTION
If I were to describe the attributes of the ideal artist whom we seek to

In a recent interview between Joel Babb and art historian Nancy Allyn

represent at the gallery, Joel Babb would be the perfect model. Underlying his

Jarzombek (see p. 26), Joel cites no less than 42 artists of the past and present

work is a thoughtful intellect, infused with curiosity, matched with a passion

as inspirational. While he is an amalgam of these painters, he also uses modern

to pursue his artistic visions. He has spent years developing the style of

aids to further enhance his canvases. “The experience of working up oil

centuries-old Western masters but has used his technical mastery to stretch in

paintings from drawings alone gives insight into older painting. And the use

new ways. His open-mindedness allows him to escape the dogma so common

of photography opens up enormously interesting dimensions. When you work

to the followers of specific schools of art. His art is his own, spellbinding and

also from life, you are amazed at the differences in the way of seeing. Photos

versatile, whether it is a bird’s eye view of Boston’s Back Bay or a worm’s eye

have the power of collecting everything in an instant, but the qualities of light

view of the forest in his beloved Maine.

and shadow are never quite there . . . the artist’s IDEA of space is the final

Born in Georgia, Joel’s upbringing was somewhat nomadic as the family

controlling element, something that is informed by life, experience, imagination

moved frequently, particularly throughout Nebraska, because of the demands

. . . in the end I keep trying to vary the ways of working because they all

of his father’s career with the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The origin of

contribute to each other. The sketch, the perspective construction, the

his artistic talents baffled his parents, but nonetheless they supported his

photograph, the plein air, or working over from memory.”

enrollment at Princeton as an art history and studio art major. “[At Princeton]

Joel has spent the last twenty-five years working quietly in a remote part of

we accepted an outline of art history that delivered abstract expressionism on

Western Maine, living simply with his wife Frannie and selling his art to

the doorstep as the art of our time,” writes Joel. “I can remember the arrival

many major collections through private consultants. A teacher for over twenty

of Pop Art and then Op Art and beginning to wonder about the universality

years at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, and various other

of the contemporary schema . . . it was really studying art history and then

institutions, Joel was often a lone representational voice among advocates of

traveling to Germany and Italy for a year that made me feel I needed to

modern and postmodern art. He participated in the 2003 Realism Now group

reassess all my assumptions.”

exhibition at Vose Galleries. His powerful paintings, a cityscape and a Maine

Joel devoted his European trips to copying hundreds of European masters

forest/seascape, were standouts among the 175 works on view. Although

of the past five centuries. Aspects of the different painters infuse each subject

somewhat leery of the commercial world, the match between artist and gallery

area of this exhibit, depending on the subject matter and the effect he’s after.

soon became evident, and Joel left teaching in 2004 to devote himself full

For his cityscapes, he refers to the monumental landscapes of Claude and

time to his upcoming exhibition. After many years of searching, Joel has

Poussin and, most important, the topographical Venice scenes of Canaletto.

found a gallery that suits his philosophies, and we have found an artist who is

During his recent two trips to Rome, he envisioned Corot’s early Italian landscapes

long overdue for presentation to a larger audience.

done in plein air. And for his nearly life-size forest interiors, he turned to the

We take great pride in introducing Joel M. Babb in his first gallery exhibition.

Pre-Raphaelites, the writings of the Aesthetic leader, John Ruskin, and the
exquisite, faithfully rendered woodland interiors of American artist William
10

Trost Richards, a devoted “Ruskinian”.

Marcia Latimore Vose
Director, Vose Contemporary

Panorama from the Prudential
(View of the John Hancock), 2005
Oil on linen
36 x 52 inches
Signed lower left

34452
11

Arlington Street Church and Public Garden, 2006
Oil on linen
21 x 66 inches
Signed lower left

12

34529

13

View of Cambridge, from Roof of Mather House, Harvard, 2003
Oil on linen
321/8 x 961/8 inches
Signed lower right

14

MP-006

15

Rome
E N P LEIN A IR

Santa Francesca Romana from the Basilica of Maxentius, Rome, 2004
Oil on panel, 15 x 24 inches, signed lower left

Claudian Aqueduct and Celian Hill, Rome, 2004
Oil on panel, 24 x 15 inches, signed lower left
16

34464

On the Via Giulia, Rome, 2005
Oil on linen, 20 x 28 inches, signed lower right

34524

34523

34525

Celian Hill from the Palatine, Rome, 2004
Oil on panel
15 x 24 inches
Signed lower left
34456

Forum and Campidoglio, Rome, 2004
Oil on panel
15 x 24 inches
Signed lower left

17

Colosseum from the Palatine, Rome, 2004
Oil on panel
15 x 24 inches
Signed verso

34457

Recently we have made two month long stays in Rome painting on the street and around the Forum
and Palatine Hill. Corot painted the view of the Colosseum and the Arch of Titus from almost the
same spot in the 1820s . . . I had the feeling of working shoulder to shoulder with Corot, mindful
of the great artist’s feelings for light and atmosphere. It was a humbling experience.
18

Joel M. Babb

S. Bonaventura on the Palatine, Rome, 2004
Oil on panel
15 x 24 inches
Signed lower left

34526

19

Via Sacra, Temple of Romulus, Basilica of Maxentius, Rome, 2004
Oil on panel
15 x 24 inches
Signed lower left

34484

20

SS Luca e Martino, Temple of Saturn, Forum, Rome, 2004
Oil on panel
15 x 24 inches

34463

21

The Maine Woods
IMMERSED

Gooseye Brook, 1999
Oil on linen
48 x 64 inches
Signed lower right

34532

22

Mossy Brook, 2005
Oil on linen
57 1/2 x 48 inches

In doing my paintings of
woods, I slowly developed
many strategies for expressing
the sense of almost transparent
distances in the foliage of the
understory — the patterns of
near leaves with the patterns
of more distant leaves working
through them, and then very
remote areas of light and shade
in the far distance, and then
the sense of light streaming
through the whole thing.
Joel M. Babb

34462
23

Eggemoggin Reach, 2002
Oil on linen
60 x 84 inches
Signed lower left

MP-005

24

Big Niagara, Baxter Park, 2000
Oil on linen
54 x 84 inches

34533
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J OEL B ABB
A Dialogue with Nancy Allyn Jarzombek
Let’s begin at the beginning. How did you start to paint, and how do you
chart your progress?
I studied with George Segal and George Ortman at Princeton, but it was
really studying art history that prompted me to reassess all my assumptions.

How so?
At Princeton there was an exhibition of paintings by Wang Hui entitled
“In Pursuit of Antiquity.” The idea of modeling one’s style on that of an
earlier period — or even more, the adopting of the style of an earlier artist
as an expressive mode — moved me deeply. I tried to paint landscapes
using formal conventions of Chinese painting and while it was interesting,
it was ultimately unsuccessful. Later, I took a year-long trip to Europe and
in Italy I studied Claude Lorraine’s drawings. The ink and wash, and the
methods of structuring form and recession in the landscape got me
interested in European artistic traditions.

and then hiring models to pose for individual studies. I had my students
try trompe l’oeil by painting imaginary rooms on door-sized canvases,
made to be viewed from positions calculated to give the illusion of the real
room continuing into the spaces of the imaginary rooms. I used to teach a
course that was organized around the idea of Leonardo da Vinci and
Georges Seurat meeting in a field in France. I was trying to get at questions pertaining to the nature of style, and the effects of expectation and
knowledge. I think I learned more from that course than any other.
At the same time, I gave my students exercises in color, form and light.
I remember a fascinating series of paintings that my students produced
during my last year of teaching, done against backgrounds painted in two
sets of harmonizing colors, say all reds and greens, which were lit with
variable illumination, which taught one to think of the changes of value
and intensity due to the difference of the colors themselves, and the
differences of color and value and intensity due to the effects of the light
and shade. These were not easy courses, but they brought out issues which

I came to the Museum School in Boston with the intention of starting
over, to be like a classical musician learning to play an instrument. There
was a very fruitful period of copying in the galleries at the MFA. I was
coming up with an “old master-ish” style which assuaged the guilty feeling
of wanting to become an artist but being incompetent in the traditions of
painting.

After you earned your Masters in Fine Arts you began teaching in the
education department of the Museum in Boston.
Yes, I taught watercolor, drawing, basic painting, perspective, and
anatomy, so I had to study all those things which I’d missed. I bought a
skeleton and sat in on a course of dissections at the B.U. Medical School.
Teaching has had a big effect on my thinking and development as an
artist. I have discovered many things about the fundamentals of art I
might not have thought about. My theme was to study masterpieces of the
past and to encourage thinking about the possibilities of embodying them
in the context of the present and I’ve explored the history of western
painting in many ways with my students. One year we studied Baroque
and 19th century paintings of working people — farmers, blacksmiths, and
so on, and painted contemporary versions of what that would be; another
year we did history paintings, doing preliminary compositional sketches
26

Photography by Steve May

are so fundamental to the painter’s eye that one could go to the museum
and see the same issues at play in a Monet or a Constable or the beautiful
little Boilly of the woman ironing in an interior.

And now that you’ve stepped back from teaching?
I do miss it, but at the moment I am very happy not to be teaching
because one does get to the point of only thinking in terms of explaining
things to students. Now that I am away from all that, I am simply an artist.

Your Boston cityscapes were the first to capture critical attention. How
did that come about?
I had a period of working on allegories, landscapes and other paintings
done from imagination only. And I was gaining lots of experience making drawings, wash drawings and watercolors outdoors. These were the
first things that proved to be of interest to buyers. In 1984 I got a commission from the Charles Hotel in Cambridge for a panorama. I started
with 4x5-inch transparencies which I took atop a step ladder in Harvard
Square. From those I made large drawings, some seven feet across, and
then did the final painting that hangs in their lobby. After that the
Cambridge Savings Bank commissioned me to do a big painting.
The MBTA asked me to do a proposal for a painting in the South
Broadway subway station, and I had the idea of doing a trompe l’oeil
view of the neighborhoods above of the platform where people would be
waiting for trains. I hired a helicopter so that I could take aerial photographs of South Boston, which was a great experience, drifting over the
city with the door off the helicopter, taking pictures of neighborhoods
which are transformed by being seen from outside the normal frame of
reference. Even though this project didn’t get done, I planned several more
flights over Boston and took hundreds of pictures which became the subjects for a number of aerial landscapes of Boston, in watercolor and oils.

Were you in a helicopter when you prepared for Panorama from the
Prudential Tower?
No, that is a view from the observation area of the Prudential Building.
I haven’t been doing the helicopter and small plane thing since 9/11/01.

The panoramas of Boston are fantastic. The quality of light is especially
compelling and not like that seen in any photograph.
Some years ago the Metropolitan had a great exhibition of Canaletto
that was really inspiring and made me want to crank up the realism in

my cityscapes. The exhibition was a revelation to me; it showed me to
what extent he was wonderfully imaginative in his handling of light and
atmosphere. Canaletto was so good at creating the harmonies and progressions of light — illumination washing over a scene, falling into
shade, probably because he was not working from photographs. When
you work from photographs and you also work from life, you are
amazed at the differences in the way of seeing. Photos have the power of
collecting everything in an instant, so that you make many discoveries
when you take them home and blow them up and scrutinize them. But
the qualities of light and shadow are never quite there, in the narrow range
of reflectances of a print, or the contrastiness of a transparency. Shadows
go to black, which the eye would have no trouble discerning. My ideal
painting would have all the qualities of a Chardin, the color harmonies of
Cezanne, and the observation of Canaletto. Breadth, simplicity, eternal
momentariness.

Well, your paintings do look photographic in the sense that you capture
many details, but upon closer examination they go beyond photography in
the quality of illumination but also in the way you manipulate perspective.
Sometimes I experimented with alternative perspective systems in the
aerials such as isometric — where things don’t get smaller with distance,
but stay the same size — as one sees in some Japanese and Chinese paintings. These perspective constructions become a kind of relativistic world
which might look normal from inside it, but which looks very strange
when viewed from an outside frame of reference.
Panoramas are very interesting because the results of putting things
down on a flat canvas from a large series of photographs which sweep
over a large angle of viewing create unexpected and unnatural looking
projections. Straight lines which always appear straight in nature have to
be turned into curves. To obtain a true result one would have to paint on
a cylindrical surface which was always at the same distance from the viewer’s
eye, like the wall of a cyclorama. Or else some not-yet-done interestingly
anamorphic painting meant to be viewed from one particular place only.
In many ways my earlier paintings seem much more adventurous than
what I have been doing in recent years. But the truth is that I am now
interested in painting views in which the format, the issues of projection,
and all the modern tinkering with the frame of things do not come forward.
A few years ago I had an experience while looking at a painting by Jan van
der Heyden. My eye wandered over the canal and down the street where
the sunlight was raking across the bricks of the buildings. People were
working, standing around a butcher shop, and I was getting absorbed into
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the spirit of the place and all the elements of a particular location and
time. Suddenly I had an intuition that I was seeing with the eyes of —
and connecting to the mind and spirit of — the artist by means of the
object that he had created three hundred years ago. It was a most extraordinary
moment, and I think this could only happen with tangible works of art. I
felt the consciousness of the artist merging with my own consciousness
through the painting itself. It reminded me of the meditative experience
of walking around in a Chinese landscape. As a viewer, I traveled within
the space of the mind of the artist, moving among trees and climbing
mountains beside brooks. Now I am extremely interested in this quality of
painting, perhaps because of its long traditional aspects, which is like
launching the idea of the artist down through streams of time.

The use of photographs is an important element, especially in your early
work. Shall we enter into the divisive topic of artists using photographs in
their work? Do you consider yourself a photorealist?
I do not like to be called a photorealist — though I do use photographs.
I don’t think there is a way I could do views as I have done without
using photography, or an optical device of some sort. The MFA print
department has a camera obscura, a portable one which is very similar to
the one which Joshua Reynolds owned, and they kindly let me try using
it. It was quite an experience to have reality projected down on a sheet of
paper for me to trace. There is focus and depth of field, so that the image
is like a moving slide more than looking at reality. Of course the device
doesn’t show cross contours, or help one understand the form through and
through, or the rotations of planes in space — all this is held in the mind
of a good artist — and in the drawing of figures it is particularly evident
how much one understands form. This is true of faces, but also of landscapes. Nothing is more chaotic and imperceptible and hard to apprehend than a random photograph of the woods. One way of thinking
about the classical landscape is simply the pruning away of paradoxical
tangencies, overlaps, confusions until the idea of the space begins to emerge.
Sketches are important for finished work, and also you have to know how
to see things through to learn how to do a good sketch. I have a particular
fondness for the earliest plein air oil sketches which artists began to do in
Italy at the beginning of the 19th century. These seem to contain the seeds
of modern Impressionism in their freshness and directness, but having been
done by people trained in the strictness of good drawing and observation of
the classical tradition, they do not yet allow the permissive randomness
of “expressionism”. (Even Turner at his wildest still holds onto a feeling for
space and light, which is born of careful observation.)
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So sketching becomes an important tool in teaching you, the artist, how
to see your subject.
Yes, to some extent. And studying other artists’ sketches too. I remember
that in my own attempts to render landscape I didn’t get anywhere until I
studied Claude drawings — how contours overlap to make masses which
break down into smaller masses. How bands of light and dark are organized
to separate levels in space. The structure of tree foliage is incomprehensible
without the organization of clumps which one sees in Claude’s drawings.
Once you get this idea of the big clumps have little clumps, and little
clumps have smaller clumps, and that the whole thing has a volume in
three dimensions you begin to understand how trees look to the mind,
not just to the retina.
The classical ideal in landscape eliminates the spatial confusions as much
as possible, clarifies the perceptual tangle so that the mind can reconstruct
the sense of space. One of the important things in learning to paint is
adapting a formulation — for my landscapes it was Claude’s drawings.
They are a powerfully simple collecting together many ideas of form and
light and atmospheric distance. That is a form of cultural conditioning —
learning to see with the goggles of art.

I love that: learning to see with the goggles of art! Of course there are
many ways to see the world.
Italians of the Renaissance represent space one way and Japanese screen
painters represented it with completely different forms and conventions.
I’m thinking back to Gombrich’s Art and Illusion where he discusses the
unconscious schema which artists adopt during their training to learn to
represent things. These schema are then held up against perceptions and
moved around until they match what is being observed; i.e. the conceptual
model is matched against the perceptions.
My sense of landscape has been changed by flying in airplanes, and also
by driving, moving through the woods on a road in a car which has a way
of opening up the spaces and perspectives. Photography has very much
changed the way I see the woods too. I don’t know to what extent film
and modern media have conditioned my seeing. Perhaps some by the use
of moving cameras in the photography of scenes. This may have influenced
my panoramic perspectives in my cityscapes too, because they really
represent in paint what one sees when one’s head and eyes turn and sweep
around a view.

How about 20 th century artists? Who do you look at now?
In the group of painters who use space in an innovative way while still
being realistic I think of Rackstraw Downes. I haven’t seen a lot of his
work, but he was working in Maine and I remember a wonderful picture
he painted from under the highway bridge in Belfast. I had been doing
those panoramic cityscapes and I took to his painting right away. You
already know that I admire Richard Estes — he is the only photorealist
that I really like and thoroughly admire. Today there seem to be so many
new artists of imagination and skill of all sorts, not just photorealists.
The collection of figure paintings which the Museum aquired recently has
many terrific artists. Lopez y Garcia is wonderful in his stubborn somewhat quixotic ways.
Some time ago contemporary British painting began to appear here with
a kind of preserved reverence for observation as if Stanley Spencer and Sir
William Coldstream had percolated down to a new generation. I went
down to the show of Lucian Freud at the Hirshhorn Museum years ago
and I loved the qualities of his paintings. Another Brit whom I admire is
John Wonnacott. I first was attracted to the paintings he was doing of
shipyards which used interesting but expressive distortions of perspective. I
liked those paintings and was delighted when the Metropolitan purchased
a self portrait of the artist in his studio, and exhibited it along with a
study for the painting in pencil.

Not being familiar with John Wonnacott, I’ve just taken a tour via the
internet — most interesting. I can see why he appeals to you. He chooses
what is close at hand but at the same time adds layers of complexity in
point of view, use of dividing elements, mirrors, and so forth while at the
same time effecting real atmosphere, light and also a sense of time. This is
great stuff.
A quick note before getting back to painting — big discoveries, interesting
revelations right at hand and no one taking the time to notice — that is
the essence of realism. It isn’t the minuteness of finish necessarily, but an
attitude toward observation of the world and willingness to find subjects
anywhere. The small corner of the world rightly observed giving clues to
the workings of universal forces.

Photography by Mark Silber

Recently we have made two month-long stays in Rome painting on the
street and around the Forum and Palatine Hill. Corot painted the very
view of the Capitol and S. Maria Aracoeli that I did, from almost the
same spot, in the 1820s. And he painted the view of the Colosseum and
the Arch of Titus from almost the same spot. This involved, for me, an
amazing sense of time travel. The modern city has grown around the city
in ways that would have been inconceivable to Corot, and there is industrial strength tourism which scours away the last vestiges of the pleasant
bucolic idyll that existed here and there among the ruins in that time. But
all the time I was painting I had the feeling of working shoulder to
shoulder with Corot, mindful of the great artist’s feelings for light and
atmosphere. It was a humbling experience.

Some last thoughts before you disappear into your studio?
I’m very glad the show is going to have a good series of paintings done
in Rome on location, as well as the landscapes and cityscapes developed
with photography. I really like working in all sorts of ways. We all get stale
doing the same thing in the same way all the time.
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B IOGRAPHY
Born in Georgia, Joel Babb spent his childhood in the Mid-West. He
studied sculpture with George Segal and abstract painting with George

the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, the Harvard University Extension School,

Ortman at Princeton University and graduated with a B.A. in Art History in

and the School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston from 1974 until 2004.

1969. The following year he traveled through Europe. After studying paint-

The list of museums that have shown his work is long, and includes the Arnot

ings in Munich and Rome he decided that abstraction was not for him; he

Art Museum, the DeCordova Museum, the National Academy of Design, the

wanted to paint landscapes in the great tradition of Poussin and Claude

Ogunquit Art Museum, the Philbrook Museum of Art, and the Portland

Lorraine. He returned to the United States and entered the M.F.A. Program at

Museum of Art in Portland, Maine. In 1996 the Harvard Medical School

the School of Painting and Sculpture at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, in

commissioned him to paint a large picture of the first successful kidney trans-

1971. Like many art schools at that time, the Museum School had abandoned

plant that took place during the 1950s. The painting currently hangs in the

its traditional art curriculum, but offered access to the museum’s collections,

Countway Medical Library of the Harvard Medical School. Other institutions

which Mr. Babb studied and copied, slowly mastering the traditional craft of

that own his paintings include the Baker Library of the Harvard Business

painting.

School, Bates College, the DeCordova Museum, the Fogg Art Museum of

Today, Mr. Babb is recognized as one of Boston’s foremost urban painters,
and his large paintings of the city, painted from unique and odd angles, are in
prominent corporate and private collections throughout New England. He

Harvard University, the Maine Maritime Academy in Castine, Maine, and the
New England Medical Center of Tufts University.
Corporate collections that own paintings by Mr. Babb include Bank of

has explored the landscapes and forest interiors of western Maine, where he

America, Boston Gas, Cambridge Savings Bank, the Charles Hotel in

built a studio and home, and where he currently lives year-round. This work

Cambridge, Massachusetts Financial Services, McKinsey & Company, New

was featured in a recent profile in Down East Magazine, and formed the heart

England Life Insurance Co., IBM, and Standish Mellon Asset Management,

of a solo exhibition, “Intimate Wilderness: Maine Landscapes of Joel Babb,” at

L.L.C. His paintings are also in numerous private collections across the country.

the Bates College Museum of Art in Lewiston, Maine, in 2002. Recently Mr.
Babb has spent time in Rome, painting the streets and Roman Forum en plein
air and generally enjoying the rich traditions and history of that ancient city.
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Mr. Babb has taught courses in drawing and painting at Tufts University, at
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Boston, Maine and Rome
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Oil on linen, 36 x 52 inches,
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Back Bay Aerial View, Boston, 2005
Oil on linen, 29 x 24 inches,
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34454
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34531
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Ritz, 2006
Oil on linen, 22 x 66 inches,
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Celian Hill from the Palatine,
Rome, 2004
Oil on panel, 15 x 24 inches,
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34532
Gooseye Brook, 1999
Oil on linen, 48 x 64 inches,
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34526
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34527
Via dei Pettinari, Rome, 2003
Oil on panel, 10 x 15 inches,
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34528
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Tortola, BVI, 2005
Oil on panel, 15 x 24 inches,
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Oil on linen, 20 x 36 inches,
Signed lower left

34533
Big Niagara, Baxter Park, 2000
Oil on linen, 54 x 84 inches
MP-005
Eggemoggin Reach, 2002
Oil on linen, 60 x 84 inches,
Signed lower left
MP-006
View of Cambridge, from Roof of
Mather House, Harvard, 2003
Oil on linen, 321⁄8 x 961⁄8 inches,
Signed lower right
MP-070
Rooftops with S. Agnese in Agone,
Piazza Navona, Rome, 2003
Oil on panel, 1514⁄ x 24 inches,
Signed lower left
MP-071
S. Eligio, Rome, 2003
Oil on panel, 24 x 15 inches,
Signed lower left
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