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WATERCOLOR

Through a series of exquisite watercolors,
New York artist Michael Killelea explores
the fascinating juxtaposition between
traditicn and modernity in today’s China.

China

FROM THE TIP
OF A BRUSH

by Meredith E. Lewia

na '|.ru.-|: sidewall in Guilin, China, an

Amerscan armist tllE:‘“f.'i.uu}'iPFﬂ:.ﬁ beush

to paper. He lus only 45 minutes to come

i:-]t'lr Huis Pajnhrl.;, s the work i3 2 SNt

A small crowd of curious chikdren has
E.;,.il:hr.-:md. whiere he 13 :i1.1.in.g', and when he Ainishes the
work, be halds it up for them 1o see. "Gl SIVE 3 -rn:.mn.;
13- g.t'.hr-un]-l.l bu].', ag he F,i.“-s the artist 3 thumbs up, Crartled
b}' the childs American r]:mg,_ the artist I:lug]";: and thanks
the boy in Chinese.

Michael Killeles of ."JnrrJ'.Fn:I. ew York, 15 an artint-
ambastadar He has Tumlrd his “1‘!.'1!‘l'll.lﬂ thie !]:l;l.h: cap-
turng—en l1|r':ir| FY] | KA IMNANS rn;ling_ on Bhe Mae
Ping River, in Chiang Mai, Thailand; 3 rowdy game of
domines in Fredenksted, 5t Croic and, most recently, 2
shy, green-coated frudt vendor m Xian, China. =1 love 1o be
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in places that are not my
places—places where I'm
the foreigner,” Killelea
asserts; “because poople
respond to somenne whe
thinks that they'te special
citough to paint them,”

A native of Brookiyn,
New York, Killelea served in
the Lis, Mavy belore tuening
bty attenHon B neswspagkears,
He worked as a phaso eclier
ot Wewseay, on Long Islanl,
fur 10 years, and as am art
direton an Newsday, the New
ek Dy Mews, andd e
Bosten Herald-Ameriomn,
*['ve abways had this sert of
visyal approach to things,”
Billelen =ays, commenting
on his career path, "Bt
when you Jook back at what

you've done, it's casy b see
where vou went It's a fot
easier than deciding where
vou'ee going,”

Killelea has gone to all
sorts af places, and alimost
always with 2 brush in
Tanal, [oy addition o
Thailand and 1. Crol, the
aptist s recorded Diks
impressions of Santa Pe;
Flogsmas, Jim Thoape.
Pennsglvania; Bar Harlwr,
Maane, Mexico City; Lake
Winnipeaaukee, in Now
E!I.:m:l:rllii:rr; Thascany; {Zupi:
Cod, Massachuzeiss: Old
San _|u..'|11, Mwerta Rica; and
Deean City, Marvland, s
easier o wavel long dis
tamces before you start get-
ting achy,” Killelea remarks

! i,

\ --»‘" o ]

i i:‘ll

with a laegh, “But | take my
paints every place. Every
pg'.p..:ﬁ,' hi= i?m]u]:ﬂ::kes.

The artist’s maost reoent
wventure was 1o China, where
he spent several weeks on a
guided tour in the fall of
2004 From Beijing's vast
Tanznmen Square 1o the
whimsical architeciure of
Shanghai and the aresting
iwists of e Great Wall
Killelea found China to be,
int hiis words, "simply amaz-
ing.” “Given how thoroughly
the government is dovelop
ing and liyping the nation’s
towrist potential, the whole
conniry may be the cighth
wonder of the world.® he
writes it “Meeting the
Dragon,” an unpublished

= N 8

eseay that chromicles the
ariist’s impressions of mod-
e China, Unfortunately
for Kill=lea, the towr's sched-
ule did not allow him sxden-
ZIOE HIHE 0 ]:-'.1|1'.L
Nevertheless, he manzged 1o
accornplixls 1o palniings
bwer weeks, an impaessive
feat for any artis. "1 sieal
timie from wherever 1 can
steal it,” he says

“Stealing time” in China
mandaied that Killelea i
his painting arcund the tour
schedule. Despite his beet
intentions, however, he
would occarionally lowe
himeeelf in a ?ui.nl:i.ng. oy
to realize that he was late
anid hrJ.rIinE wp e towar,

“We were with 3 o onn a

e IR TR e
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Fagroda, Elephant
Hill Park, Gullin

2004, modarcolor, ¥ x40,
Colecton the winl

CETORNT FGE

Jing An Tomplo

SO0, ok, P x 9,
Fryate colplion

tl'|l5. -'III'lj “LI:' lair EIJ"HII." Wl

prrefty adamant alygaat Jen
ple being back an time.” he
pocallects. .IF‘."“‘" dhidan'e el
back on e, vou Were
farced to ui.nF: 2 sang o the
rent of the :Ixu,:-ph:_- on the
bus, 23 1 had ta ﬂiliH b CONE-
|‘.||t= af tintes But, sfter o
while, thoy realized whai

I was ']""'i"E and ru'n-]1h'

L Lo & I'IlI.Il.']'l Iminre

"I love to be in places that are not
my places—places where I'm the
foreigner, because people respond
to someone who thinks that they're
special enough to paint them.”
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Although he has used
wther moedia in his artwork,
Killelen peefers painting in
witercalor becase [t allows
for @ certain spontanciiy,
while, ot the some Hine,
demanding a prechie, exact:
ing. or deliberate approach,
Watercolon, he gaye, aleo
encolTages an open, direc
sorl of honesty, particulady
whien the gcene (& worked
ot oaw bacation, Rirthenmore,
.1'|I|1n|,|H|| precisien is
important in manipulating
thie !1.'|i1|Ir.—.;|5 nppﬂ;r_—d [T
the more flexible, slow.dy.
ing oile—watercolor paint
ing respires leas ol a tine
commmitment. "1 alwaye feel

L FE T

ilon there are 2o many
1]:|I.|'||_.,'= | S, wy miany
things todo, 2o many places
o po, and 5o many tiings
1o learmn aboud,” Killelea
ekplaing, “and ' always
learning about painting amd
I ware o da it faster
becauee ['m Ir:.'irl.,l.g_ b crase
too many things in”

The artist works nlnyone
entively en plein air and
rarely makes wie of gefer.
ence photographe 1 always
bk pickares, but 1 dan’y
use the pictuees Lo paint
Fronm because | have found
that there is juet a tremen-
dous intensity that [ enjoy,”
says Killelea on working en
plein air. = just get a ceal

a1



charge aut of it—I lave
color. 1 lwe the shadows
and the play of light and
reflected light, and you
alaolutely don't get those
things when you're looking
it a phatograph.”

As they visited sites
around the country, Kilkelea
woubl paint cholce scenes
—cinpasing, as the trip

progressed, o sort of pictorn

il traveld dinry: The antiss's
preference for capluring
scenies an lecation proved
prablemaric at ane paint
during the frip, howeyer,
when the tour group's

caach was stuck in talfic en

poabe to the Greal Wall,
Fearing theat Tetween lusch
and a walk on the famous
lindenack be would net
lsnve time to paing, Rillelea

exchangad seats with n man

it

at the rear of the bus and
paintesd through the
window,

Taken together, Killeless
China palntings expose the
infense—and always fasci
nating—juxtaposition
Between ancient tradition
and sophisticated modernity
in present-day Ching, In
Jheg An Tewmipie, Bor example,
vileramt wrban growth tow.
ees alwve & brllant, red
house of wortship, while the
artist's painting of the
Shapghal Museum porrays

e HH:IEI Inﬂ IHeW SIrLCTEre

- ..'.-n.'f.'--'“ri
in a promising. futaristic
cityscape, “Shanghai, with
iy million regldents, hag
been the primary funnel for
Western influence in China
tor most of modern imes,”
Eilbelea writes in “Meeting
the Dragon.” "Through the
lazl decade 5t has boen the
centerplece of the Chinese
econamic boom. .. A Dood
of new buildings spreads
ol dm the center of this Ciby
with the intensity of venting
magma and the look of
architects on hallucinogens,
The playful, cven whiinsical

1-.

Rl

Bhanghal Mageim
coH, wphrolE, 4 0 Y
Cobection Pe szt
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Afrorzcon Rloyclis, Gullin

S004, watoroota, J o
LOAeChon e SIS

GFOMTE PRl e
City Park, Yichang

2004, wptocoln, Tl
Colechon Bw artid

Taken together, Killelea's China paintings
expose the intense—and always fascinating—
juxtaposition between ancient tradition and
sophisticated modernity in present-day China.
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effect of these high rises
creates the gemee of a
Drismey-cacue futureland, in
i arei that used 1o be the
Victorinn center of cobonial
inieresls in China. [t grows
today, steel visions and scaf-
fokling soanng above
ancient iemples. And yet
tiis is also a land ted very
vighnty 1o {13 pase amd the
carth.”

T conflucisce of, and
at times, clash betwern,
micdcenity and tradition is
wisible throughout China's
pravinces, “The Yangize
River bisects the cotintry,
snaking dovwnhill from weit
to eait for more than 3,900
myidee,” Eilleles writes.
“Wuch of that distance trav.

50

erscd rocks and gorges,
CAPINE A CONe Sarmpie of
life in the country today,
Small boats tuck in crevices
along the miver, shelbered
from the wake of coal Grme-
€15 going downstream and
car carmers heading up,
Vertical trails through the
fabled Three Gorges artea,
witbch are miore sulied 1o
raountain goats tan e
people who wse them, cimb

sieeply from the waten'
cdpe and are somotimds

bt i thee milits and vepcts:

tion abowe.” 1n Killeea's
CorTeRponding walerooir
Yamgize Coaler, 3 bamge
plows throukgh this almos
beudalistic lards@pe, quite
literally crodssing 3 phyiical
Iy ancient world with 3 ves-
scl of contemporany
LRE B FH AL il ot

Killelea's remmaining

L]

Frall VYeadar, Xlan
SO, el T
Copllt b B ghisl

e
Choagging Stir-Fry
2004, wmEertlor, F xS
Colechor B wrbisk

Although he has used other media in his
artwork, Killelea prefers painting in watercolor
because it allows for a certain spontaneity,
while, at the same time, demanding a precise,
exacting, or deliberate approach.

WATERCOLOR



watercolors—which often
neaintain e viewpoin
of & stranger's respectful
distance—depict 2 variety
of soones from city, town,
and rueal Life, Gty Park,
Yichang portrays inflatable
red columng and balloans
—all gaudy advertisements
—siggesting the transitory,
pervasive, and even inva-
sive nature of advertising:
while The Big Xingsharn
Temple captures a guiet
refuge in busy Xiam ina
tone that [s, fzelf, medita
vive, 10 the life in the cities
teens, theee are alterna.
pives,” Killelea obeerves,
“Pazsing through a gate
into a garden or temple
prounds isa binde ke tume
ing the TV off on a New
Year's Eve show, Light,
neise, and activity are sud-
denly suspended—and, in
the hush, the sound of

birds or chanting may be
aud:ble.”

Several of Killelea's
paintings prompted intense
intenest from obserant
bystanders, “People initially
lock and then they iy not to
pay any atention,” the artist
says "But afier o while, it
becomes 3 very cornmunal
sortof event.” Fruil Vendor,
Xian pactures a green-coated
woman who was 5o embar-
rassed at being painted that
she ran off, only to returm a
shon time later 1o zoe the
painting, slip back into posi-
tion by the f1and, and
assume a modes pose. A
portable lunch counter ina
park in Chongging provided
the inspiration for
Choagging Stir-Fry, as well
as an eager, hungry. curious
st of spectators, *1 rememe
Ler this guy who was stand-
ing about a foot away from

me chomping on poodles in
my ear as | was painting,”
the areist recalls. “But when
I was Bnished, | showsd

everybody and they applaud-

ed. And [ gave a litle bow
and a big srmile It's amaz-
g how far 2 smile poss.
it just 2o unversal”

A graduate of SUNY
Farmingdale. in New York,
where he studied advertis-
g art, the amist contmusd
hiz sducaton at the Pran
Instinee 2nd the School of
the Vimunal Ans, in New York
Citx. “The funcion of any
edidation iz o EXfiee Yo,
0 open your mind to other
ideas and other concepis 50
that you can leamn things,”
says the artist. “And | cer-
tinly have done that.”
Killcles is a great advocate
of workshops, which be
says present artists with the
opporiunity o step oulsice

of themselves and view
their work with fresh eves.
“The biggest advantage of
workshops is that you are
forced to paint in 2 group,”
he sttes, “and when the
group constructively com-
ments afterwand, you leamn
things about what you've
done. | think you can learn
an awful lot from other
people.”

The artist <ites [ohn
Singer Sargent (1858-1925)
and Winslow Hommer
[1836-1g:0) as two of his
greatest antistic influences.
“I'm especially fond of
Homser's Later watercobors,”
he saye. “They're full of
great color and a superb
mastery of the medium, |
e Sargent, certainly
bevause of the travel, but
mostly because of his coler
ard draftsrmanship and his
alrmost impressionistic

WATERLOWH



approach, His alality to cap-
fure atimosphere |5 some:
thing 1 try hard to (ollow, 1
also aften have his haunting
Arab portraits in mind
when I'm painting people
i foreign places. Painting
en plein air is very physical,
because s got 1o be cap
tured quickly, People don't
hang around a long time
like obijects do,”

Adthaugh the arnise likis
Winsor & Newton watercal-
o paints, he does
adlhiere b hlnl."lh' o any
particular brand, When
painting close to home, he
uses a portable, bricfoase-
like kit that opens up and
becomes a stand. The kit
has a Juhn Pike watercolor
pabette with it which the
artist finds very comfon-

LH

able. When be travels
Killeles makes e of 5
small folding plastic paletie
that holds approximately 15
colors, *| know 1S only
poing to last for 3 weex or
two." he sive ol his travel
palette, "sa | just load it up
with as mausch paint as | can
fi1." He also wakes slong wo
or three brushes and 2 7°x
4" spiral-bound pad of 140-
It rough watercolor paper
“When | paint, | put down
the barest sort of skewch, so
theat | have at least the ele-
myents in place that | want
o wme,” he says of his
process, “Aasd ten, | guess
| just let doe byush do the
rest. Sometimes i's a little
MysCHous 1o me o it
happens, but it just socms
1o OOaTE Cant

*1's kind of & blind leap
of takth, 1o just et [ ] amd el
iry s hasd §o control the
|‘u1|1l|.||g.' e s = Just ket nl
happen. That's the real
secrel, the bag trck o waler
oolore Just do it and dont
wirry aboiit how! ifll corme
oul, I you keep af i, you will
definiiely see the dilference.”

I'wo years ago, the artis
traveled 1o Thailand., a trip
he descrilves a5 “&n inleTse
Iy sensud] caperience
because of the colors and
the sounds and the tasics
and ithe smells ® One afier-
rinsts, lie lefi his hotel with
his paints, hoping to cap
tuie some local color
Turning down an alley near
the river, he came upon 3
house on stilis. Al the top ool
thie stairs leading up to this

Tangies Coalen
MOl wateicoas Tw 8
Collertann Bwr WA

RO L P
Groal Wall

0l watercoor, T a %
Il e B i’

lhoiise 31 several amal] chil
dren Killekea weai eatranosd
v il st gl I||ru|-g||
pantoiniine pbialid Lhe
mother's peiimisshon W
paamt ot .Fl.l:lluqul the trth
1 tried bo kcop b children
L uplrJ—'q ith candy
small bottlcs lrfl| isce, mnd
even a larpe bloack of
Shyroloam, which the chil
dren happily broke inta
dozens of Hny pheces—
Killedea found the wark dif-
ficuls and adow.goding

WATTECOUE



Capruring busy small chil-
dren in watercalor [ diffi.
el wnsder ihie beat of -
cumstances, and Killelea
wiad warried alsoul the
migwement ol the hot “Thai
s, Soon i woukl be
directly overhead, and the
wiork wouild be impossible
to complete, Sesuling tlie
artdin's dilemima, the moth
of wionil b the houge and
l:'IIII'I,H_l"\'I.I willl nullln.'l
wuiiian wlio was |ru||..|l||‘,|_ Wl
umbrells, To Killelea's
amazemenl, this woman
procesded to hold the
umbsella over him wntil ke
had finished the painting.
The mext doy, he had the
painting color-copied and
peked that the man in the
shap write *thank vou® in
Thai st the hottam of the

WATERSOLOR

work. After signing the
painting himiell, Killelea
returnied 1o the Eamily and
presented his gift. Needleis
o 3, theey were thiilked

*|'ve used the word
magc before,” siys Killelea
of his experience painting
abiroad e plein aic “There's
really a kind of magic thai
happens that's not me—
that's outiide of me. that's
beyond me, i1's 2 magic thai
happens when yvou do this
wani ul"lhu*-.u. People meuog:
nage that H.m:-rlhjnh_ really
lFI'.'L!.lJ It ilping on and rhq.
rrlpu-nd Pn-li.tn-rb o that. 1
think you could Fo Eny
F!l.-nr. amd ifynru msde
O Conmection bo Fn-nnp'lr
with your painting. it would
s an enbres—ii mald |;||r
like a F.nl.' [ |

ABOUT THE ARTIST

Michaal Killaloa lives in Morthport, on Long lilard. New
York. An avid outdotssman, he i s passioraie sbout cap-
turing scenes chose o lsome o be o abowt travel painsing
Wiaterfront trmages feature promirent'y (s hs work, 3 selec.
tiem of which was collected in the artist’s self publivhed
bk, Wiamaerimg the Morgh Fork (Woody Lane ook,
Morthport, New York) Killelea's work has been featured o
the Marineart Gallery, in New York Ciry. the B] Spoke
Gallery, in Humingion, New Yok the Frve An Musseum, in
Seattbe: the Cumemer Museum of Art & Cardens, in
|scksonvlle, Flords: the Arerican Meroband Marine
Suseuim, in Kings Poind, Mew Torks the Vere Beasch
Muscum of A, in Vero Beach, Flerida; and a1 muamy lecal
shows on Long Island. In addition, two of the antis’s pain:-
ings were inchuded in an exhibition held o the LS. Capinl
in Washington, DC. liter becoming part of the U.S. Mavy
Musram collection, alsn in Washingion, DT A= arts
micmber ol the Amercan Sociesy of Marine Artsts. Killeles
has also had his work reprocuced on book covers and greet-
img cards. Far e irformation abou Machee! Killebes and
hin wateicolors, vial the artists websie www iclhciean oom.
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