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MEET THE MASTERS

An American Visionary

A talented mid-20th century artist, Robert N. Blair explored the exciting potential
of watercolors and inspired countless others to take up the medium.

By Walter Garver

E ven though prominent American
painters like Homer, Sargent and
Hopper were creating outstanding
watercolor paintings in the first part of
the 20th century, they gave priority to
their work in oil; they had to. At that
time, oil painting was still the medium
on which reputations were built.
That bias changed somewhat in
the 1940s and ’50s when watercolor
painting grew in popularity and
acceptance. As a result, highly talent-
ed artists throughout America started
using watercolors as their primary
medium of expression. Among them
was Robert N. Blair (1912-2003), a
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recipient of many awards, including
two Guggenheim Fellowships. It was
successful painters like Blair who
helped pave the way for other artists
to work exclusively in watercolor.

The Makings of a Style

The son of an attorney, Blair was born
in Buffalo, New York, and in his youth
he spent his summers on the family
farm in Fletcher, Vermont. It was there
he acquired his love of nature and was
motivated to paint the splendid scenes
he found in abundance around

Fletcher. Of the area he said: “There is -

nowhere else that I know where you
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Nature Lover

Blair shared his friend Charles Burchfield's deep
love of nature and, like Burchfield, was always
searching for different moods in nature to paint
In Lake Nipissing (c. | 985; watercolor on paper,
28 x 40%), he captured a storm-tossed Canadian
lake he encountered on one of his many trips
across North America.

can stand in one spot and turn slowly
in a circle and be completely inspired
at every degree of the turn.”

In particular he loved painting the
horses that powered the farm machin-
ery. One mare, Blind Maude, became
the subject of a number of his paintings.






