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Landscape,
Abstraction,
Stencil, Text.
by PETER R. KALB

Realists collect things. They assemble the pieces of the world, making walls from rocks, homes from
bricks, declarations from words, and museums from objects and images. Idealists, on the other hand,
traffic in symbols, allegories and metaphors. Joe Wardwell is a realist. The landscape paintings of the
American West and the Hudson River that inspired “Soon I will be President” at the McIninch Art Gallery
are idealist visions of far more than the wilderness. Waterfalls symbolize national power; train tracks,
progress; sunsets, impending war; parting clouds, God’s grace. This isn’t reality, rather it’s dreams and
politics. Sketches made in the woods of tree stumps and boulders—those are real. Those are rocks like
the ones broken by Gustave Courbet’s laborers or used to pave the streets in Robert Henri’s New York.
Realists collect rocks.
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Wardwell’s compressions—oil on canvas in the
gallery, but aided in the studio with Photoshop
and jpegs—let us live with the noise of all the
communication: political, romantic, angry,
elegiac, aesthetic – that gives meaning to the
environment. In another age, a realist might
have drawn the stones or even piled the rocks.
Today, our reality—especially that part of
reality that continues to be discussed as nature,
environment, and ecology—is constituted more
by images, declarations, and sentiment than by
flora, fauna, geology and weather. And so we
turn not to the stones, roots and rivers, but
instead to the landscapes, abstractions, texts,
and stencils to shape the meaning of nature in
the 21st century.
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PETER R. KALB BIO
Peter R. Kalb is the Cynthia L. and Theodore S. Berenson Associate Professor of
Contemporary Art at Brandeis University. His latest book, Art Since 1980: Charting the
Contemporary (2014), is a global study of political, theoretical, and aesthetic currents
in today’s art world. Kalb is the Boston-based corresponding editor for Art in America
and recent essays appear in Elizabeth A. Pergam ed., Drawing in the 21st Century: The
Politics and Poetics of Contemporary Practice (2015) and Rebecca McGrew ed. Andrea
Bowers (2014).

JOE WARDWELL BIO
Joe Wardwell lives and works in Jamaica Plain, MA, where he is currently an Associate
Professor of Fine Arts at Brandeis University (Waltham, MA). He received a Bachelor of
Arts in Art History and a Bachelor of Fine Arts in Painting in 1996 from the University
of Washington (Seattle, WA), and a Master of Fine Arts in Painting from Boston
University (Boston, MA)in 1999. He has exhibited at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston,
and the deCordova Sculpture Park and Museum (Lincoln, MA) and has work in each
collection. In 2012, Wardwell was a recipient of the Massachusetts Cultural Council
Grant. In addition to numerous group exhibitions, he has had solo exhibitions in New
York, New Haven, Boston, and Seattle. His work is represented by LaMontagne Gallery
(Boston, MA) and Fred Giampietro Gallery (New Haven).
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I would like to express my gratitude to Deborah Disston for the opportunity to exhibit
at Southern New Hampshire University in the McIninch Gallery. I would also like
to acknowledge Peter Kalb for the essay in this catalog as well as James Hull for the
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