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Charlotte, NC – During most of our summers in Maine, we spend some time in Rockland and often visit the Farnsworth Art Museum while there.  The museum is home to considerable “Maine-inspired art.”  Its impressive permanent collection includes paintings by Thomas Eakins, Maurice Prendergast, and numerous other notable artists.  It also has a considerable number of pieces by the famous 20th sculptor, Louise Nevelson.  But my favorite part, by far, is the large collection of paintings by the Wyeth family: N.C. Wyeth, his son, Andrew, and his grandson, Jamie.  The museum also owns the “Olson House” in Cushing, Maine, which served as the inspiration for so many of Andrew Wyeth's paintings, including the famous (and one of my favorites), Christina's World.
Imagine my surprise, then, when visiting the Mint Museum here in Charlotte, I found an exceptional exhibit, called “the Wyeths Three Generations” [the museum's italics].    There are two Mint Museums here, this one on Randolph Street, and another called the Mint Museum Uptown (which, ironically, is in downtown Charlotte).    Part of the Randolph Road building dates from 1837 and was the first branch building of the U.S. Mint.  It produced $5 million in gold coins until the beginning of the Civil War, when it ceased operations.  Another interesting (and also ironic) bit of history is that this building was not originally located on Randolph Street, but was downtown on Trade Street.  It went through a variety of uses until the early 1930's.  By this time the building was dilapidated and in danger of being torn down for new development in this prime location.  A group of citizens raised the princely sum of $950 (remember it was during the Great Depression) to dismantle the structure and reassemble it at its current Randolph Street location.
The entire Wyeth exhibit here is from works owned by the Bank of America, which is headquartered in Charlotte.  The bank has a long history of supporting the arts world-wide (more than 2000 organizations, according to their claims).  So what better place to support a museum than here, where it is the dominant economic, financial, and real estate force?
There are three large rooms dedicated to the Wyeth exhibit.  Each is centered on the three famous family members, but there are also a few additional paintings by Andrew's sister, Henrietta, and her husband, Peter Hurd.  Both were accomplished artists on their own, but did not achieve the fame of the three Wyeths.  N.C. Wyeth was born in 1882 in Massachusetts to a family which traced its roots to the mid-1600's in New England.  His given first names were Newell Convers, but he always went by his initials.  He became fascinated as a teenager by magazine illustrations and soon enrolled at a school in Delaware run by one of the most successful illustrators of the era, Howard Pyle.  Photography was in its infancy, so magazines and books were illustrated by artists who attempted to capture the mood and the essence of the stories.   Pyle drilled into Wyeth the necessity of “direct experience with subject matter” which required personal immersion in the world he was painting.  Accordingly, N.C. traveled west where he participated in cattle roundups, lived with Indians, and rode with cowboys.  Later in life he summered in Maine where he produced countless paintings depicting life in and around the coastline.  In his prime he was a superb technician known for his magnificent brushstrokes in several media.  He did over 3000 paintings and illustrated 112 books.  Unfortunately he died early in his 60's in a tragic train-car accident with one of his grandsons.  Fortunately, he had already bequeathed his style and talent to his son, Andrew.
Andrew lived in only two places, Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania and on the mid-coast of Maine.  Although he was also influenced by the style of Pyle and his father, he painted far more portraits than illustrations.  He achieved considerable fame using watercolor and egg tempora.  His work was immensely popular with the public, but some critics disparaged his art because he refused to follow current trends in the art world.  I totally disagree.  Although I tend to favor the works of Andrew which are on exhibit in Maine, I still found his work here in Charlotte to be more appealing to me than his father's or son's.  My favorite was a haunting portrait in drybrush watercolor of a young man sitting in a dark room in front of a window with his face and body latticed with shadows.
Andrew's son, Jamie, was born in 1946 and continued the artistic success of the family.  He also painted numerous subjects from the Maine coastline, but used an entirely different style than his father or grandfather.  He did not study with his father, but was influenced considerably by his aunt Carolyn (N.C.'s third child, also an accomplished painter).  Jamie, perhaps unavoidably due to his family tree, became a celebrity, but still clung to a routine which involved detailed research for the many portraits which he painted.  He did portraits of President Kennedy and many famous friends, such as Andy Warhol and Rudolf Nureyev.  He made countless measurements of Nureyev's body before producing a magnificent full-length portrait with his subject standing naked from the waist up with hands on hips.  It is mesmerizing.
The Three Generations exhibit runs here only until August 13, so if you find yourself anywhere near Charlotte, stop by.  You will not be disappointed.
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