The master watercolorist who captured
the Valley’s visual history for 60 years
is honored in a book by his son, Joel.

Pickford sends seeral months ea year in Pacific Grove, but his
roots are still in the San Joaquin Valley.

Artist Rollin Pickford, 86, says he doesn't tire of painting the same scene over and over because, “I'm a different artist every time.”

PICKFORD PAINTINGS

By DAviD HALE
THE FRESNO BEE

Think about where you are, so near yet so far
from the beauty spots of California, the seashore
and the Sierra. Perhaps, inevitably, you consider
the San Joaquin Valley scenically deprived.

To anyone who knows the art of Rollin Pickford,
that’s a perception not easily held.

Pickford, 86, is the master of local painters who
work at recording the natural beauty — often
overlooked by the rest of us — to be found in the
land. Of all those who plow that vein, none has
done it so prolifically, or for so long, as Pickford.

Just how long was verbalized by a woman, per-
haps of late middle age, as she walked through
the recent Rollin Pickford retrospective in the
Fresno Art Museum.

“] was just thinking,” she mused, misty eyed.
“P've gotten old admiring Rollin Pickford’s paint-
ings. Sometimes it seems he’s been around forev-
er.”

Pickford was spinning off paintings of the land
around his native Fresno before there were free-
ways and strip malls, and years before smog
veiled the sky with a brownish-gray shroud.

“The thing that’s wonderful,” said collector
Donald Larson, “especially to those of us who
have spent our lives in this Valley, is that you
can look at Rollin’s paintings and see places you

Please see Pickford, Page H2
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Paintings of Rollin Pickford,” including “Del Monte Pines at Spanish Bay Dunes.”

Herbie Hancock still setting trends

By CALVIN WILSON
KNIGHT RIDDER NEWSPAPERS

Time sanctifies. Just ask Herbie
Hancock.

Throughout a jazz career spanning
more than 35 years, the pianist/com-
poser has been hailed and chastised,
imitated and dismissed. To some he’s
the straight-ahead player who sold out
with “Chameleon,” an electrified 1973

wadia hit Airacntod monre af the faot than

every release has been scrutinized by
jazz-pop aficionados hungry for
groundbreaking grooves and by bebop
die-hards hoping for acoustic artistry.

Lately Hancock seems to be leaning
toward the latter. His bop-oriented
output has increased in recent years,
and on his new album, the ambitious
“Gershwin’s World” (Verve), he turns
in some of his most impassioned play-
ing ever.

THE FRESNO BEE
It’s a natural — children
and Christmas. The Central
California Children’s Choir
will be celebrating that fact
all over town in the coming
weeks.
The maior event will be

Sounds of the season
from Children’s Choir

Ave. Admission will be $5 for
adults, free for those under
18.

The busy schedule opens
Dec. 5 with various ensem-
bles going their separate
ways. Beginning and
Intermediate Choirs vsfill be
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Pickford: ‘I Just want to be quiet and paint’

Continued from Page Hl1

grew up with — places that are
gone now. You'll also see the
rural side of Fresno and the
Valley as it is today.”

Pickford’s life-long connected-
ness to Fresno's visual history,
60 years’ worth of paintings,
was the subject of the museum
show. Now the theme of the
artist’s life’s work and times
has been expanded upon in
“California Light: The
Paintings of Rollin Pickford,” a
book that is the fruit of a three-
year effort driven by Joel
Pickford, a free-lance photogra-
pher/filmmaker and the artist’s
son.

The handsome 287-page vol-
ume, published by The Press at
California State University,
Fresno, explores the full arc of
Pickford’s career, his life and
its parallel to changing times.

About 125 reproductions of
the artist’s oeuvre capture,
with remarkable fidelity, the
originals. Additional illustra-
tions of works by Pickford’s
peers, and essays by Joel
Pickford and journalist Mark
Arax provide a fulsome tribute
to the artist and his work, sig-
nificantly relating the artist’s
development to the history of
the Valley’s growth.

The book’s release, originally
intended to coincide with the
exhibition, was delayed by
hitches in the binding process.
Its publication has been greet-
ed with sighs of relief by
Pickford family members,
friends and sponsors of the pro-
ject, not to mention those who
placed orders months ago.

“It’s taken so long; waiting
has been a nightmare,” said
Glenna Pickford, the artist’s
wife. “Joel Fed-Exed the book
to Melissa [daughter, education
director at Monterey County
Art Museum], and the three of
us sat and opened it together.
It was like Christmas. We
wept, just seeing the dedication
[“To Glenna”] and Rollin — he
was Rollin. He just sat there,
silent and meditative.”

The artist’s later reaction
was characteristieally modest
and generous: “I was bowled
over by the color reproduction,”
he said. “But it is Joel’s project.
I was amazed at the masterful
job — all the work he had done
and the research. It refreshed
my memory. -

“I just wish the art were bet-
ter.”

“T've lived so long with every
page, there’s nothing new for
me in the book,” said Joel
Pickford. “The exciting and
rewarding part is seeing the
reaction of people, the mes-
sages people have left on my
phone. People who aren’t even
related to the family have
thanked me for having done it.”

Larry Early, president of
Dumont Printing, which pro-
duced “California Light” at
much less than cost, summed
up the book as “a wonderfully
nostalgic piece of Fresno.
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BOOK SIGNING

Signing parties for “California
Light: The Watercolors of
Rollin Pickford,” featuring the
artist, authors and other
friends, are scheduled at the
following venues:

W Today: 1-3 p.m. Fig Garden
Bookstore.

MW Dec. 8: 4-7 p.m., “The Three
Painters,” Contemporary Arts,
1900 N. Echo Ave. (includes
demonstration by the artist
and colleagues Robin Gay
McCline and Ara “Corky”
Normart).

M Dec. 11: 11:30 a.m.-1:30
p.m., NG Squared, Galleria,
2405 Capitol St.

M Dec. 19: 2 p.m. Barnes &
Noble Booksellers, Blackstone
and Shaw avenues.

“I'm proud we were able to
participate in the project,”
Early said. “The whole commu-
nity can recognize him
[Pickford] as a treasure.”

Typically, Pickford Sr. has
shielded himself from the cre-
ative excitement surrounding
the so-called “Pickford Project,”
a community effort that drew
scores of private sponsors, in
addition to the Fresno State
Press; Dr. Luis Costa, dean of
the university’s School of Arts
and Humanities; and Duncan
Enterprises.

“I'm only the subject here,”
Pickford said. “I had no idea
what was in the show until I
saw it, and I couldn’t have
stood all the fuss that led up to
it. It isn’t in my nature. I just
want to be quiet and paint.”

“He’s not an easy guy to get
to know,” conceded Loren
Pickford, the artist’s elder son
and a jazz musician-composer
living in New Orleans. “He’s a
gentle, humble and dedicated
man. He doesn’t say an awful
lot; he wears sweaters with
holes in them that he’s had
since college, and I'd guess he's
spent more time outdoors
[painting] than a park ranger.”

Well-known as he is, as
rather a visual historian,
Pickford said he never set out
to document the Valley land-
scape.

He said, simply, he pamts
what is around him, often as
indicated in a number of the
paintings in the book, the nat-
ural beauty in his own yard.

“I'm intrigued with so many
different things,” he said.
“Everything I look at becomes a
potential motif. ... So many
things influence me. If some-
body says blue to me, I'll paint

o
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Rollin Pickford, at 54, painted on a part-time basis at his old down-

town studio in Fresno. His 8-5 job was as a commercial artist.

something blue.”

Still, as he said, “My roots
are here,” an allusion to a
sense of caring behind his work
so plain to the eye that years
ago, Bette Tambling, then writ-
ing for The Fresno Bee,
described Pickford as “painter
laureate of the San Joaquin
Valley.”

“California Light” amply
demonstrates the artist’s
numerous changes in style
(including some exuberant
abstracts) and medium, attest-
ing to his zeal for experimenta-
tion, especially in the 1950s
and 1960s.

Not so obvious, at least to
those less acquainted with
regional history and Pickford’s
work, is the documentation the
book provides of how urban
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development has steadily
engulfed the homely rural
beauties of the landscape.

The artist’s concern for the
fate of his hometown is one
reason he retreats each year to
the central coast for several
months.

“Pacific Grove has become
my spiritual home,” Pickford
said. “Over there, you’re sur-
rounded by the subject matter

.. just walk out the front door.
My heart is here, but it’s
become so polluted and crowd-
ed. It just breaks my heart; it’s
not the paradise it was as a
small town.”

Leitmotifs of the paradise-
lost theme are the paintings
“Dusk,” a rural scene from
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1970 in a format dominated by
a towering sky, and “Last
Ditch,” a view of a meandering
canal at Nees and Millbrook
avenues. The first is from 1970,
the second, from 1975. Besides
their bucolic nature, the most
striking commonality of the
scenes is that both are flooded
with the golden-brown light of
the lowering evening sun.

“People love this painting,”
Pickford said of “Last Ditch.”
“Sunset is a very beautiful time
in the Valley anyway ... see the
way the water is lit up like
gold.”

Joel Pickford described “Last
Ditch” as the most popular of
the show’s paintings. The title,
he said, rather symbolizes the
attitude of the property owner.
Once a large landowner, she
has held fast to a patch of rural
acreage, defying encroaching
suburbia.

“This is still the last uncov-
ered ditch in the neighborhood,
surrounded by tile roofs and
satellite dishes,” said Pickford,
the younger.

“Dusk,” said Pickford Sr., “is
the essence of what I feel about
the Valley. I think it all comes
together when you see the new
moon rising over it all.”

Of another “moon shot” titled
“Nocturne,” a dramatic paint-
ing that focuses on a small leaf-
less tree caught in the glare of
an early-evening winter moon,
he said, “I've seen three differ-
ent ladies look at this and
burst into tears. I never under-
stood why ... People were
always saying things about my
paintings I don’t understand.”

Most people, Pickford said,
consider the Valley an ugly
place. They see it as flat, hot
and dusty, dismissing such
visual delights as the blooming
orchards or the rhythms of the
land.

“I see a certain beauty. The
sky is so open and so huge. You
stand out there, and you get
this wonderful feeling of spa-
ciousness and flooding light.
And the rhythms [the repeti-
tions of shapes such as furrows,
rows of fruit trees and
grapevines — even the fences
and canals], I think they corre-
spond to the rhythms of music.”

The book’s dominant paint-
ings are of the Valley’s blos-
soming orchards, canals, clois-
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tered country dwellings and
fields open to the horizon.
Pickford celebrates beauty of a
different sort in his other
world, at the shore.

As reminders of Pickford’s
“Japanese Period” of the 1970s,
there are renditions of isolated
beaches, empty dunes and fog-
bound trees that demonstrate
his facility for discovering and
extracting, simply and with ele-
gance, poetic images from the
grandeur of nature.

Much as Pickford loves his
adopted home on the coast, no
artist extant has so exhaustive-
ly recorded the look, the feel
and the bouquet of the Valley.

“I don’t think there is a ques-
tion that he [Pickford] is THE
watercolorist of the Valley,”
said Ara “Corky” Normart, a
retired advertising executive
who was a college student
when he first met Picktord in
the late 1940s. “From the early
‘560s on, he was doing things —
in sales and competitions out of
state — there was nobody else
doing what he was doing.”

Along the way, Pickford hag
influenced several generations
of Valley watercolorists and
painters, among them August
Madrigal of Reedley.

“I was just this kid from this
little town when I first met
him,” said Madrigal, a retired
Connecticut college professor
who returned to his hometown
of Reedley to resume his cre-
ative life. “Until Rollin, I never
knew there were people with
professional goals. He was a
trailblazer; I thought he was
the first professional artist in
our area.”

Pickford’s generosity with
artists is as legend as his mod-
esty.

Watercolorist Adelia
Shellenberger met Pickford 40
years ago and remembers him
as a gentle mentor, first as a
student in his watercolor class
and later as a colleague in the
Tuesday Group, a loose-knit
band of artists so named
because they took to the fields
to paint on Tuesdays.

“I'd started as an oil painter,
and he made me want to do
watercolor,” Shellenberger said.
“He didn’t put you down. He
was so encouraging, always

Please see Pickford, Page H6
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Pickford: He’s a “pure spirit’
in everything that he does

Continued from Page H2

finding one little thing about
what you did that was good
and remarking upon it.
Everybody who studied with
him said the same thing.”

Doug Walla, a former cura-
tor of the Fresno Art Museum
who went on to become a
gallery owner in New York,
worked with Pickford on exhi-
bitions 20 years ago. Barely
out of his teens, himself, at
the time, Walla recalled the
experience as “like working
with a kid.”

“Rollin is just a pure spirit,”
Walla said. “He does what he
enjoys and does it as well as
he can.”

Walla’s viewpoint is rein-
forced by Loren Pickford’s
experience with his father.

“I came back to Fresno for a
while, just to spend time with
him,” Pickford the younger
said. “If you want to know
what he’s about, you have to
go painting with him.

“The fascinating thing about
him is that he lives in a world
of perception. Sometimes I
don’t think anything else reg-
isters.

“He wouldn’t say much to
me. I'd see him paint blos-

soms and wonder at the poetic‘

beauty he got just by going
bump, bump, bump with this
old sponge he’s had since the

- 1930s.

“I ask him how he does it,
and he says painting isn’t
about technique, it’s about
seeing something. If it makes
a strong enough impact, you'll
figure out how to paint it.”

Glenna, who handles the
business of sales, believes the
artist’s lifelong determination
and focus is a major factor in

his success.

“He doesn’t paint to sell,”
she said. “He has never been
preoccupied with that or
whether people like his work.
Of course, he likes it when
they do; it gives him a little
boost.”

Business, however, is busi-
ness. Pickford, the shy, gentle
patriarch of Valley painters,
is rather nervously anticipat-
ing a raft of social-commercial
events related to the new
book: Scheduled thus far are
appearances Thursday (at
noon and ARThop time) at
N.G. Squared in Civic Center
Square.

He admitted, alluding to his
advanced years, that even
now he’d rather be painting a
pine tree in the surroundings
of his beloved Pacific Grove,
or searching out unusual
“motifs” in the foggy bottom
land at the San Joaquin
River.

“People say to me, ‘Don’t
you get tired of being on the
coast and painting the same
old rocks? ” he said. “No, I
tell them, because I'm a dif-
ferent artist every time.

“I'm afraid to stop; I'm

afraid everything will stop. I'd

like to paint one good water-
color, just once.

“I feel very inadequate, but
I'm still trying to push the
medium as far as possible.”

Son Loren has an existen-
tialist’s answer for how far
Pickford Sr. will push his
sense of perception.

“He isn’t going to die,”
Loren said. “He’s just going to
walk into one of those land-
scapes he’s working on and
disappear.”
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