1224 %°

-

.

———

THE SUNDAY HERALD MAGAZINE
Sunday, July 28, 1996

Light,
thythm and

watercolor

Rollin Pickford's six decades
of painting California

- PLUS: HIGH TIMES IN HOLLYWOOD -




FROM THE VALLEY (0

the sea: Right “Point]oe
1995,” which hangs in
the Monterey Museum of
Art; above, “Last Ditch,
1975,” a view of the San
Joaquin Valley’s
Enterprise Canal; above
right, “Del Monte Pines,
1974.”

I don’t believe one can ever actually own a
place. At most, we can have stewardship over it.
— Rollin Pickford

BY LISA CRAWFORD WATSON

Special to the Herald

ollin Pickford studied a Peninsula

seascape from his collection with

the eye of an artist who has total

command of his craft. “I think if I

were cast on a desert island with
only one medium,” he said, “watercolor is, as
my son has said, the only through road. It’s
an unforgiving medium, but the challenge to
overcome all obstacles is great. For instance,
watercolor dries lighter than when wet, so I
have to force the values to get rich color.”

“Being an aqueous medium, it goes where

it will, like an unbridled horse. The only way
to overcome that is to paint thousands of

- them.”

Having painted more than 12,000
watercolors, Rollin Pickford knows of which
he speaks. Because he was born and raised in
Fresno, the San Joaquin Valley provided a
rich canvas of the fleeting natural landscape
he grew to know as one truly understands

CALIFORNIA SCENES
made magical by the
touch of Rollin
Pickford’s brush
include January Moon,
1979, at left; at right,
the artist in a contem-
plative mood at the
easel.

ROLLIN PICKFORD:

COVER STORY

Feeling the rhythm
of watercolor

home.

“When he paints the coast,” said his son,
Loren, “he paints the sand and surf and
jagged shore; but when he paints the San
Joaquin Valley, he paints the air.”

At the same time, Pickford cherishes the
mystery and majesty of the Monterey
Peninsula, which he began visiting during his
first year, with his grandmother.

“Pacific Grove was still almost a church
camp then,” he said. “We’d stay in some
little Victorian on 16th or 17th or 18th
Street, and my grandmother would take me
to the beach. I love small towns where you
get to know people. I've always felt a great
affinity for Pacific Grove; it’s just my speed,
25 mph.”

“My father has been painting the
California landscape for over 60 years,” said
Melissa Pickford, assistant director of
education at the Monterey Museum of Art.
“Nearly every day of the year, outdoors, in
all kinds of weather, he works assiduously to
capture the light and atmosphere of a place.
As he paints, sitting among dune grasses or
crouched behind sea-sprayed rocks, he

experiments tirelessly with watercolor.

“His paintings are never entirely literal,
nor are they purely non-objective. In each
one, the watery feel of his medium is
present. He has spent nearly all of his 84
summers on the Monterey Peninsula, a place
he calls his spiritual home.”

Pickford recalls first drawing at the age of
4; by 8 he amused himself by lying upon his
stomach on the kitchen floor, copying the
Sunday funnies in full color on the back side
of wrapping paper.

His graduation from Stanford University
with a bachelor of fine arts degree ushered
him into the depths of the Great Depression.
“My four colleagues went on to Disney,” he
said, “but I couldn’t see working in a mouse
factory. I shied away from the urban scene,
opting instead for a mountain setting and the
manual labor that accompanied it.”

After the principal of a photographic
engraving company caught sight of his work
in the Fresno State University annual, he
offered Pickford a job covering all aspects of
the graphic arts and reproduction business.

. This inroad led to a 40-year career as a free-

lance graphic artist for all forms of print
media, from newspapers and magazines to
advertising campaigns.

In the meantime, Pickford worked as most
frustrated artists do, painting his way
through weekends and holidays, or whenever
he garnered an emotional response to a
subject.

“Pm addicted to outdoor painting,” he said;
“it’s an obsession, a compulsion. Any spare
time I had, I would paint. Picasso once said
it’s like drifting down a river. Occasionally
you get snagged on something here and
there. I respond very much to nature;
fortuitous circumstances come together just
asking to be painted.”

When speaking about production, he’s apt
to liken it to writing and refer to his
colleague, William Saroyan, the prolific
writer whose stories he illustrated.

“When I was working with Saroyan, he told
me this: T sit down and just start to type
anything — the quick brown fox . . . It runs
out of me for a while like rusty water from a

Please see PICKFORD PAGE 6

SCENES FROM THE PAST include “Last
Lonely Road, 1947,” now the site of a
Fresno shopping center, above. At right,
Pickford as a senior at Fresno Technical
School at age 17.

WITH SUPPORT OF his wife, ck[ord wa; abl to
pursue his art, above. At left, “Orchard, 1962,”
from his valley days.
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“She runs interference for me, takes care

who lives in Carmel.
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