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For the month of October and more, we went
on a trip across the continent, with goals of Michigan
and Maine. All along, our objective was to visit our
respective parents, and take in as much as humanly and
vehicularly possible on our vaguely straight course. As
on any journey, plans warp and weave, priorities shift
and flex, and along with accump].in]:ing our primary
aims, seeing new siglal.s has openeJ our minds to new

poui}:ilitiu.
ARTISTS

In the Upper mitten of Michigan we visited a
print shop — the studio, press, and shop of Gwen
Frostic, an artist who for more than 40 years has been
cleclicating herself and her art to minute and beautiful
details of Nature, rendered in lino-cut prints, and
produced on 10 antique Heidelberg presses right before
your eyes in Benzonia, MI. To a fascinatingly designed
building of unshapen wood and boulder, people come in
huge and regular droves to buy Frostic cards, calendars,
books, etc., and have been doing so for years. Shelves
are built of wrugl:-l:lm, half pol.lslmtl slabs of log; burls
and nests and interesting artifacts of the wild adom the
walls ahmg with cobwebs and scraps of man-made
creatures. A running waterfall and tiny poml, filled with
moss and water p].anls, greet you in the foyer, and a
c]:lipmunlr has free run of the building. It is a
wonderful spot, and remarkable in that renﬂy all one
comes to do here is slxop ~ while a small room houses
a lil)mry of well-thumbed natural llisl.ory books, there is
no museum, or fancy garden, or interpretive center. It
is Gwen Frostic herself, 90-some years old and a
mysterious pemmality, who forms the focal point of
interest and am})ignity; and her continuous devotion to
pointing out and stressing the importance of the natural
world is apparently an on-going inspiration and reminder
to succeeding generations. Fan letters from all over the
world decorate select wal]l, and books are filled with
gushing words of praise from countless admirers.

I am clearly one myself, of her beliefs as well as
her deceptively simple, almost period-style art. My first
encounter with this work came as a ])u-tl:clay present, a
slim hand-crafted book with ethereal slutlolry coloured
images of tree branches and moes and insects and small
[uny things, and words printecl in old-fashioned font
spmking of just vallzing and ]ooLi.ng at the word
around. Later, | came upon another similar book, and
thinking they were quite old, was surprised when a [riend
preaent«:l me with a current calendar l)y the same hand.
I was also pleased to find out that Gwen Frostic was a
favorite artist of a dear great-aunt, who cnnti.nmmaly
distributed her work ll;roug]:nml the family.

Gwen Frostic, who hides
herself away in her office :[rawing
while her magic elves print and
collate and fold and press ber
works (so it was explained to us
Ly the man monitoring the
presses), seems to live inside the
images of her mind, where she
pontificaten and ruminates on the
m}.ntionsl:ips between man, nature,
and the universe, forever enthralled
with the mysteries of life in the
world around us and determined to
impress the importance of these

:ijﬁeu on the people of this ﬁw _{/

Qur trip was blessed by many such brushes with
art, both man-made and nalurnl; aml it seems that the
works which impmuetl me most were almost always
somehow a combination of the two.

Passing through Montreal we made the art
museum there a primary stop, and were rewarded Ly
centuries-old iconic images, a room of Diirer prints, and
most of all, an exceptioml gold painting from the
1400's by Mantegna, of Dido — Queen of ancient
Carthage, whose ingenuity won her the city. (She also
made us homesick, reminding us of our cat by the same
name.) Lexington, KY -porl;ecl life-sized statues of horses
on every downtown street corner, each intliviclun“y pli.nt«etl
and decorated by different artists. Some were lovely,
and t’:wugl: many were corny, they aimed to demonstrate
a wide ump].ing of the abilities of Kentuchy artists.

In Maine, we gleaned a taste of the inspiration
that so influenced a great many artists — the lmnely,
harsh rocky coast. Here, for obvious reasons of beauty,
a rich selection of artists honed their craft, Jﬂpicting the
tiny islanc's, the brilliant ocean, the stony shorelines and
stark lighthouses. The Portland Museum of Art was
handily displaying a show of the works of NC Wyeth at
the time of our visit — a ]mge variety of his work
spanning all his passages of stimulus, from elaborate
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book illustrations to a sort of futurism to the slmrply
detailed scenes of rural Maine. One day, we drove down
the coast to the tiny town of Ogunquit to an arts
institute housing a museum full of generations of
members’ worlzs; I"illl plﬂlty 0[ images U[ the sites we

luul paued llwt ({ay, incluc{ing the view {rum the
I!uilcling ~ a small neck of rock upon which a whole
herd of poople with easels were prmn!]y cutting their
teeth.

Further down the coast we came to Portsmoutl),
NH, WI’JCIB, in a cemetery too g()(x{ to l)rliwc, we were
c-pti\mled by stones dating to the 1600’s. The fear and
awe of Death was livel)r in the hearts of those carvers;
almost every headstone is Iavislnly embellished with a
fierce and spirited skull, wingﬂl and wmppcr[ with tmiliug
plumes. Their hollows eye one from every side as you
squat on the cold grass, piclz'mg out the obscure
abbreviations aucl 01(1. old names.
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The gloricms coastline of Maine became a focal
point for one of my uverwl]elming passions — the
amateur examination and collection of rocks. One of
the most {ascinal'mg breeds of stone was discovered on a
point of land known as Prouts Neck (once home of
painter Winslow Homer). A pul:lic patL a{gel the rim
of the neck, which is formed almost exc]usively of an
amazing substance called schist — it is identical to wood
in every observable particulan Grain and knots, big
stumps and tiny bits of bark, all are in reality rock.
The whole point of land seems to be a big chunk of the
stuf{, which has Ll:mugll the pressures of ocean and time
been demolished into smaller and smaller portions at the
rim. It is a remarkable stone, fascinating and puzzling;
each time you feel sure that @ piece, at Ieﬂat, must be
lmotl — you are wrong.

The collection of rocks has prt.wal to be a
primary souvenir fetish. At every stop my eyes find
themselves drawn to the earth at my feet — the
bedevilment grows, and as each piece of stone is lovelier
than the last, it becomes very time-consuming. Pieces
of places are to me the most obvious of relics, and in
any case, much cheaper than gift store trinkets. At
state pnrlzs, rest stops, cemeteries, lake Le&s, from the
Craters of ﬂle Moon to the Barunn(ls aml Blaclf Hi]la;
from the shores of Lake Michigan to the beaches of
Maine, our van accumulated a geological weight.

A thwart occurred at Mt. Rushmore, however.
Here, below the nurprining‘y intriguing carvings - lmly
monumental both physiu“y and artistically ~ lies a
illlirli.ug of chunks of the granite blasted t{uring
construction. | itched to get my obsessed hands on a
piece of the lmncyu:mi)a'[ stone, crossed with the hollows
made })y drills and rlynamitt-. but was hamlimpp«i by
the fences a]un.: the waueway, and the countless signs
{nr})id&ing any further :-xplnrnliml, And [inally I learned
that the protection was preci.sely for pvopte like myself,
eager to collect a piece of Roosevelt's slupm nose — all
the luuwycoml: rock is considered a part of the
monument, and unl_v one piece is known to have ever
left the site. So I went away comforted in part l:y the
lmuwledge that | had been saved, against my wil, a lot

of prosecution and strife.

On our return trip, mﬂin.: nlong the ]Illlgf flat
bed of the Great Salt Lake Desert, we became aware of
several strange unifications of art and stone.

For miles and miles of this wimly sa]ty Ligllway.
an aﬁhmmling and ﬁt'emingly endleﬁﬁ pararlt? t){ Eﬂcelesﬂ
pt‘op]e have left their marks. Words are strewn on the
l)arren white suil, funne(l with L‘uunt’eﬂs small })Iat.h la\m
rocks and sometimes lngl:lllgl:ltetl with coloured reieclecl
bottles, apelling out a diverse array of names, love
messages, warnings, religious threats and promises, and
braggings. It seems a pretty unique form of folk art -
one has to imagine the myriac{ cars nc-pamte]y puﬂﬂ.’l
over, their passengers {niling under the monstrous leaden
!ili)’ as trucks caroom past, lmuking; gal.]wring up the
sparse dark stones and ]ayinp: them teclious]y out in the
saml; just to leave the worM l]"aese bizarre mementos of
their passage. [t cer!.ainly made the northwest comer of
Utah much more interesting for us.

And passing by a small hillock alongside the
road, we realized some hills n.’a“y do have eyes — two
tiny cave entrances had been fitted with barrel ends
painle(l with pupils and whites, set to stare ei.emnuy
across us and a“ the other west-bound tn[fic, across the
tarmac, and into the inIinily of the desert.
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A subject that is beautiful in itself gives mo

suggestion to the artist. It lacks imperfection.
Oscar Wilde
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