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MAN AND BEAST

he Tasmanian wolf, also known as
the Tasmanian tiger, was neither a
wolf nor a tiger. It was a thylacine, a mar-
supial cousin to kangaroos and wallabies,
which evolved over sever;]_l million years,
in the forests of Australia and New
Guinea, into a fearsome apex predator.
Long extinct on the mainland, carnivo-
rous thylacines survived on the island
of Tasmania into the early years of the
twentieth century, when the settlers
finished them off. Thmr violent extinction
is the central drama of Walton Ford's
latest painting, a huge and surpassingly
weird watercolor whmc carly stages |
observed during several visits last fall to his
ramshackle, barnlike studio in Great Bar-
rington, Massachusetts.
“This animal scared the hell out of the
settlers,” Ford said, exuberantly. “It looked
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The narrative art of Walton Ford.

BY CALVIN TOMKINS

like a wolf, but with stripes, like a tiger,
and they could get up on their hind legs,
which made thcm even scarier. The set-
tlers were sheepherders, and they built up
this myth of a huge, bipedal, nocturnal

vampire-beast that sucked the blood of

sheep. The settlers put a bounty on these
animals and began killing them oft in
every possible way—poison, traps, snares,
guns. The last known one died in captiv-
ity in the nineteen-thirties, but they lived
on in people’s imagination.”

Ford's painting, which was spread
across three large sheets of paper pinned to
the wall, showed a roiling pyramid of mur-
derous animals, lightly blocked out in
washes of vellow ochre and raw umber. A
tew of the thv, lacines had lambs or parts of
lambs in their | jaws, but others seemed to
be biting and tearing viciously at one an-

other. “My idea,” he said, “was to make an
island out of thylacines and killed sheep—
they're not on an island; they are the is-
land—and to have it sinking » beneath the
waves. | want it to be a brutal picture of
thylacine bloodlust, a blame-the-victim
picture, a sort of fever dream of the Tas-
manian settler alone in the bush with these
animals, although there was never any ev-
idence of one killing a human being, and
very little evidence of their eating sheep.”

The way he described it, the whole
thing sounded hilarious. Ford, who is
torty-eight years old and powerfully built,
with a shaved head and a rapid-fire, non-
stop way of talking, overwhelms you with
his enthusiasm for what he does. And you
have to agree that he does it very well. As
a realist painter of birds, quadrupeds, rep-
tiles, and other species, Ford has any
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number of peers in the field of natural-
history illustration but very few in the
world of contemporary art. His technical
facility is dazzling. Working almost exclu-
sively in watercolor, he can render feath-
ers, fur, hide, trees, plants, weather, land-
scape, and other natural elements with
virtuosic skill. No one else, to my knowl-
edge, has ever done watercolors of this
size and ambition—the thylacine painting
measures eleven and a half feet long by
eight feet high—and no contemporary
artist has employed natural history to tell
the kind of stories that Ford tells. Al-
though human beings appear only mar-
ginally in his work, if at all, most of his
paintings have to do with the deep inter-
action between man and animal. “T do a
huge amount of research on animals,” he
told me at one point. “But it's the person
thar gives me a way in. Animals in the
wild are boring, Before Fay Wray comes
to Skull Tsland, King I\mm; isn't doing
anything. There's no story until she shows
up. . \’Vh at I'm domg. [ think, is a sort
()ft.ll]hll‘:l] history of the way animals live
in the human imagination.”

There were six large paintings in
Ford's most recent New York show, at
the Paul Kasmin Gallery, in Chelsea, last
spring, and each one told a tale. In the
p:l‘it. Ford sometimes wrote excerpts
from his research right on the painting, in
spidery handwriting that mimicked the
field notes of John James Audubon and
the other nineteenth-century natural-
history artists he admires, but he has more
or less stopped doing this. Now he pre-
fers to let the image stand on its own and
project its mysterious aura. His three-
panel “Loss of the Lisbon Rhinoceros,”
the most arresting image in the 2008
show, is based on an incident in the year
1515, when a ship carrying a captive In-

dian rhino as a gift from King Manuel, of

Portugal, to Pope Leo X, in Rome, foun-
dered in a storm off the coast of Genoa
and went down with all hands and hoofs.
(This was the first rhino seen in Europe
since Roman times; descriptions of it in-
spired Direr’s famous but inaccurate
woodcut.) What the viewer sees is the
tremendous animal standing on the ship’s
deck, legs awash in fast-rising seawater,
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head raised and eyes fixed on the hilly
shoreline it could probably swim to ifits
hind leg weren’t chained ta the mast of
the doomed vessel. You don't have to
know all this, any more than you have to
know what's going on in “Tur,” a 2007
picture dominated by a hugely horned
bull in a snowy I‘.lﬁfl‘i&"lpt‘ but Ford is
happy to fill you in. “Thar’s an aurochs,”
he said, qhowmnr me a reproduction in the
lavish, m'cmzcd art book on his work that
Taschen published a year ago, in a limited
edition of a hundred copies. (The edition
included a signed Ford print, and cost
seven thousand dollars; a smaller, less lav-
ish version comes out this spring, for sev-
enty dollars.) “It’s a prehistoric bull,
the one vou see in the cave paintings at
[Lascaux. This is pretty much the first
thing a human being ever painted. They
were incredibly dangerous animals, who
survived into relatively recent times.”
Ford's studio 1s on the second floor of
a former railroad warchouse, just beyond
the tracks and close to the center of town.
He didn't really start the big, narrative
paintings he does now until he moved

The artist in his studio with two works in progress, “Housatonic Ghost Cats” and “The Liland.” Photomontage by Josef Astor.
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here from Manhattan, in 1995, with his
wife, Julie, and their two-year-old daugh-
ter, Lillian. (Their second child, Camel-
lia, was born two years later.) The long,
L-shaped studio has windows on one
side, and two overstuffed and very beat-
up armchairs, where he does most of his
reading. The floor is littered with open
boaks and magazines, sketches, photo-
graphs, images taken off the Internet,
opened and unopened mail, extension
cords, and overflowing cardboard
boxes—one of them full of small plastic
animal hgurines, including a thylacine,
which he uses to help him get different
views of the creatures he's painting. Ford's
hiking gear occupies an area of floor
space in back—boots, backpack, rain
gear, sleeping bag, and other items that
sustain him on the weeklong, solo wil-
derness treks that his restless nature
requires once or twice a year.

There are a few large bookcases, which
his new studio assistant, Anna Booth, is
trying to organize, but Ford usually man-
ages to find whatever he’s looking for in

the chaos. Sweeping a mass of papers off

a chair so that I could sit down, he picked
up one of his well-worn art books and
opened it to a reproduction of Géricault's
“The Raft of the Medusa.” “Géricault

doesn’t go away, does he?” Ford said.
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“That’s because he had a very contempo-
rary, dark way of looking at things. The
drawings that led up to this painting were
very helpful to me in figuring how the
shapes would fit together in my thylacine
triptvch. Looking at the Géricault was
what made me realize I wanted to make
an island of thylacines, sinking in the
ocean.”

I asked him about the difference be-
tween art and illustration. Springing up
from his chair, he stumbled on a plastic
animal, sent it flying with a kick, and re-
turned carrying a book opened to Dela-
croix’s “Liberty Leading the People.” On
one level, he said, the painting was as stu-
pid and obvious as an election poster; what
made it art was “all in the treatment.” Ford
said that he was interested in fudging the

line between art and illustration; a lot of

great art was illustration, and vice versa,
depending on the degree of skill and imag-
ination the artist brought to it. But there
was another factor, too, and it involved the
viewer's participation. “Norman Rockwell
wanted to tackle civil rights,” Ford said.
“So what does he do? He does a painting
from the point of view of a little black girl
in a perfect Sunday dress, and there’s a to-
mato splashed on the wall right near her
head, and two U.S. marshals’ legs on ei-
ther side of her, and you have only one
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place to go—you're stuck with Norman
Rockwell’s interpretation. Some people
love it, because you're off the hook, every-
one understands it right away. [llustration
can be a starting point, but to become art
it has to open up and allow for other inter-
pretations—then you get the kind of work
I'love most.” He named Goya's “Los Ca-
prichos” and “The Disasters of War.” Also
Bosch’s “The Temptation of St. An-
thony,” works by Bruegel, Diirer, Giotto,
and the nineteenth-century English land-
scape painter Samuel Palmer, and “that
fantastic Winslow Homer image of a fox
in the snow, with the crows. Nobody
would say that’s just illustration. It's a pow-
erful and romantic work.”

“In my case,” he said, a little later,
“I wanted to take the language of the
nineteenth-century natural-history illus-
trators and use it in a way they would

collective ways of thinking about the nat-
ural world and these beings we share the
planet with.”

ord’s interest in the natural world is
tamilial. His pre-Civil War ancestors
on both sides were plantation owners in
Tennessee and Georgia, whose impover-
ished male descendants hewed to the val-
ues of the gentleman sportsman. Ford’s
parents turned their backs on the South
and the past when they got married and
moved to New York, but his father,
Enfield Berry Ford, known since child-
hood as Flicky, remained an ardent
fly fisherman and hiker all his life, and
often took his wife and four children
on fishing trips to Canada during the
summer. They lived in Larchmont, and
Flicky, who had once gone to the Art
Students League and wanted to be a car-
toonist, commuted to Manhattan, where
he worked as an art director for Time
Life, designing brochures and in-house
publications. “He was a big personality,
a big drinker, a womanizer, and a wild
man,” Ford said. “Sort of hard to be
around when I was a teen-ager.” When
the womanizing broke up the marriage
and Flicky left home for good, Walton,
who was eleven at the time, remembers
feeling relieved.
Both Walton and his brother Enfield
(called Flick), the firstborn, who is six
years older, started drawing when they

were young. Their parents gave Flick
a copy of Audubon’s “Birds of America”



were exploring forms of narrative real-
ism, but Ford was way out on his own
premodern, nineteenth-century limb.

F ord’s early efforts did not go un-
noticed. At the beginning of the
nineteen-nineties, he had shows at two
downtown galleries—Bess Cutler and
Nicole Klagsbrun. Marcia Tucker, the di-
rector of the New Museum of Contem-
porary Art, liked Ford's work and put it in
group shows (she also used Walton and
Julie as occasional babysitters). When the
couple moved to lower Manhattan, in
1992, to a loft on Chambers Street, Bill
Arning, who ran the nonprofit art gallery
White Columns, sent Irving Blum down
to sec Ford's work. Blum, the co-owner
of the Blum-Helman Gallery, on Fifty-
seventh Street, found the paintings “con-
servative, yet oddly beguiling.” They were
not right for his regular clients, he said,
but Blum himself bought a watercolor
bird drawing, done very much in the style
of Audubon, and over the next few
months he kept on buying more of them,
for fifteen hundred dollars apiece. Ford
had just started doing these Audubon
knockoffs, and he was conflicted about it.
Ever since childhood, hooked on Audu-
bon’s great images, he'd drawn birds and
animals in his school notebooks, but he
never thought that he could make art this
way. T thought it was for people who did
duck stamps,” he said. The watercolor im-

of birds he was doing now “looked
cx*tcti\ like Audubons,” he said, “but there
would be something wrong in each one. 1
did a sparrow hawk, on top of an enor-
mous pile of sparrows he had killed—way
too many.”

Ford’s ambivalent relationship with
Audubon was something he had to work
out. A trip to India helped. Julic had ap-
plied for a Fulbright Indo-American Fel-
lowship, to study eighteenth-century
Tantric designs. When the grant came
through, two years later, in 1994, the
Fords and their daughter Lillian, who
was then a year and a half, spent the next
six months immersed in a culture that
Ford found thoroughly batfling. “You're
qﬂmng from scratch in India,” Ford said.

“Physical gestures are different, you're not
making connections, and you become so
annoyed, and impatient, and missing the
point. And then you think, Wow, that's
what we do with cultures we don't under-
stand. I'd already started doing those
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pseudo-Audubon pictures, trying to add
another layer of meaning. I didn’t do any
painting in India, but when I got back I
started right away using Indian birds and
animals to get at these issues of global
misunderstanding.” In a jewel-like etch-
ing called “Bangalore,” an Indian
kingfisher perches in a tree, along with a
gaudy, American-made bass lure. “What's
he doing with it?” Ford asked, rhetori-
cally. hnposs;bit to tell. It doesn’t belong
in India.”

Two months after their return, in
1995, the Fords moved to the Berkshires.
Walter McTeigue, Walton's childhood
friend, had been living there since 1992,
he had reéstablished his jewelry business
in Great Barrington after trying to make
it as a dairy farmer. When the Fords came
up for a visit, McTeigue told them that
the old farmhouse he had once lived in
was available and that they could rent it
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for seven hundred dollars a month, about
half of what they were paying in the city,
and they decided to give it a try.

Getting out of New York enabled Ford
to make his peace, at last, with Audubon.
“Anybody who reads up on Audubon is
going to have mixed feelings about him,”
he told me. “He was a braggart, a liar, and

just too trigger-happy, even for that time.

He killed hundreds and hundreds of birds
he didn't need. He shot things off the deck
of a ship, and just let them fall in the
ocean. As I often say, he was more like a
National Rifle Association guy than an
Audubon Society guy. But the paintings
are beautiful.” What was it about them, 1
asked, that appealed to him so much? “1
liked their weirdness,” he said. “Tt wasn't
realism. He'd shoot the birds, and pin
them down on a board with wires, in
strange positions. Most natural-history
artists today try to make what look like
painted photographs, but Audubon gives
vou that pre-photographic way of looking,
where the paper functions as air.”

Ford can't praise Audubon without
giving you the other side. “He was an
awkward draftsman. After he'd paintcd
the birds, he wanted to paint all the North



American mammals, and there you see
how hard it was for him to deal with per-
spective, and anatomy, and the animal’s
way of moving. Audubon’s son drew
most of the larger mammals, which are
terrible, but Audubon did the smaller
ones, and you can see animals that were
in every way superior to his in the work of
other nineteenth-century natural-history
artists, like Edward Lear. People think of
Lear for “The Owl and the Pussycat’ and
“The Book of Nonsense,’ but he was bet-
ter than Audubon as a natural-history
artist.” Ford readily concedes that Audu-
bon is the comerstone of his own work,
but, to me, Ford's conceptual wildness—
the tension between nature and culture,
fornication and extinction, the animal
and the human—makes him contempo-
rary in ways that Audubon could hardly
have imagined. As Ford says, Audubon
would not have painted an island of
doomed thylacines.

ord and Julie and the girls now live in
Southfield, a pretty village ten miles
east of Great Barrington. The family’s
pets include a guinea pig, a gerbil, two
horses (which they board at a nearby sta-
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ble), a rabbit, and a small black schip-
perke, the same breed of dog that Walton
had as a child. Julie stopped painting
when Camellia was born, to give more
time to the children, but recently she’s
started to work again, in a space that Wal-
ton partitioned off for her in his Great
Barrington studio.

“T don't think I became an artist until
abour ten years ago,” Ford told me. The
key clement for him was giving up oil
paint. Not many artists have established
major reputations with watercolor alone.
Charles Burchfield did so, and Winslow
Homer's watercolors are preferred in
some quarters to his oils, but, because wa-
tercolors are on paper, the art market has
always priced them well below works on
canvas. Ford was coming to understand,
however, that the traditional medium for
natural-history art was what best suited
his particular talents.

His first show at Paul Kasmin's gallery,
in 1997, included as many oil paintings as
watercolors. The pictures in that show
were priced low, from five to ten thousand
dollars, and “there wasn't a big rush” to buy
them, Kasmin recalls. “The subject matter
made a lot of people think I'd had a com-
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plete lapse of judgment, or taste.” But the
market was opening up to more eclectic
kinds of work, and Kasmin eventually sold
nearly every painting in the show. During
the next few years, working mainly in
watercolor, Ford became increasingly
skillful and a great deal more confident.
His pictures got bigger and more complex,
his stories more outrageous. In some of
them, the focus is on one or two birds or
animals, which are often engaged in vio-
lent combat, copulation, or both. “Chin-
gado” shows a Spanish bull raping a Mex-
ican jaguar, whose fangs are sunk in the
bull’'s throat. “Theyre coupling to create
Mexico,” Ford told me, airily, on one of
my later visits to the studio. Other paint-
ings contain a multiplicity of creatures
whose plight refers to historical events or
legends. At first glance, the long proces-
sion of great auks in “Funk Island” winds,
lemming-like, over a rocky landscape, to-
ward the distant fires and cauldrons that
signal their extinction as a species. Clear
enough, but what is going on in that huge
cloud of smoke from the fires? Closer ex-
amination reveals dozens of naked men
and women in erotic combinations. Ford’s
research had disclosed that the flightless
auks were clubbed to death, in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, so that
their plumage could be used in feather
beds and pillows. “This was the global
economy in action, right?” he said. “It was
like a goddam Auschwitz for birds, so the
Marquis de Sade and Casanova could do
their fucking on feather beds!”

The stories he was telling required
more space, and his paintings expanded to
provide it. He bought his paper in twenty-
yard rolls, and cut it himself. Ten feet by
five was about the limit, he found, because
watercolor requires Plexiglas to protect it,
and anything larger would make the
framed pictures too heavy. He started out
by mopping the whole sheet with water,
to keep it from shrinking unevenly when
he put the paint on, and then, to give his
pictures the foxed look of old engravings
or book pages, he'd paint the edges with a
wash of water and raw umber. “This is
something I've had to make up as I go,” he
told me. Ford also started working with a
master printer in New Hampshire named
Peter Pettengill; the series of six aquatint
etchings they produced, over a seven-year
period, are the same size as Audubon’s
Double Elephant Folio prints.

Ford works slowly, producing only



three or four large paintings a year, on
average, and even in the currently down-
sizing art market there is a waiting list
of people who want them. The buyers
tend not to be well-known collectors of
contemporary art. A woman from Ten-
nessee owns “Falling Bough,” a largc
and dramatic painting of passenger pi-
geons; it hangs in her apartment in the
Dakota, where IF'ord worked when he
first came to New York. Mick Jagger
recently bought “Hyrcania,” a painting
of an Iranian tiger from Ford’s 2008
show, and the Smithsonian Institution
acquired “Tur,” the great aurochs,
“Nila,” his largest work to date—a life-
size Indian elephant in full stride, com-
posed in twenty-two sections and mea-
suring twelve by eighteen feet over
all—occupies an entire ballroom wall in
a Rhinebeck estate. So far, muscums
have held back. The Museum of Mod-
ern Art's only Walton Ford is a small
print—a version of “Bangalore.” The
Whitney acquired a complete sct of his
large-scale prints, and included them in
a group show in 2003; it still has no
paintings. The Brooklyn Museum gave
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him a solo show in 2006, did very little
to promote it (no catalogue), and hought
nothing from it. Ford’s New York
shows have been favorably reviewed, for
the most part, with an emphasis on his
brilliant craftsmanship and on what the
Times' Randy Kennedy, writing about
the Brooklyn Museum show, described
as an atmosphere where “the calm of

Audubon gives way to the creepiness of

Francis Bacon and sometimes even to
the horrors of Wes Craven.”

Ford's big pictures now bring around
four hundred thousand dollars, and one
of them, the “Lisbon Rhinoceros,” sold
last year for six hundred and fifty thou-
sand. This is well below the millions
that Jeff Koons, Damien Hirst, and
other entrepreneur-artists have pulled
down in recent years, but Ford has no
gripes. “T do exactly what I want to do,
and I get well paid,” as he put it. “So 1
don’t sweat global dominance.” The
question of whether he’s an artist or an
illustrator still hangs over him, although
less so as time goes on. “I don’t think
he’s an illustrator,” Robert Storr, a for-
mer MOMA curator who is now the
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dean of the School of Art at Yale, told
me last fall. “Basically, illustration serves
to depict something that alrcady exists
as a verbal idea. Ford uses illustrational
techniques. He's taken a lot from Audu-
bon, and he’s done it very well, but
Audubon is not just an illustrator. He's
a serious and interesting artist, and |
think Ford has understood the ways in
which his work is potent.”

O ne crisp, sunny day in November, |
spent two hours with Ford in the
American Museum of Natural History.
We had lunch first, in a restaurant across
from Lincoln Center. On the fagade of
the Metropolitan Opera House, Ford's
fifty-foot-high banner of Mephistophe-
les, in the form of a goat standing on its
hind legs, announced the new produc-
tion of Berlioz's “The Damnation of
Faust.” Ford was excited about the ban-
ner, which he could see from the restau-
rant, and about being in New York. “1
feel like an animal out of the cage,” he
said. “T spend all that time by myself in
the studio, and then I come here and
drink wine and look at beautiful people.”
He had on his city clothes, black jeans
and a W’estcrnvanle checked shirt with
mother-of-pearl snaps, and his energy
level was high. He finished off his plate
of charcuterie in short order, and ate half
of mine, announcing, “As long as they
make prosciutto, I'm never going to be a
vegetarian.”

Ford has been visiting the natural-
history museum since he was five.
Whenever he starts a painting, he said,
he goes there first and makes drawings
of the bird or animal hes going to de-
pict. “T have no excuse to get anything
wrong,” he said. “They don’t move, they
don’t go to sleep, they don't hide like
they would at the zoo.” For his thylacine
painting, he looked up images in the
files of the museum’s mammalogy de-
partment, where he is well regarded.
Recently, he brought his two daughters,
who are horse-mad and ride several
days a week, to see the museum’s exhi-
bition “The Horse.”

We went first to the Hall of North
American Birds, to look at some of the
museum’s oldest exhibits—small-scale
dioramas showing peregrine falcons,
barn swallows, shorebirds, and other
local species against backgrounds that
were painted around the turn of the last



century. “Look at this one,” he said, of
a bucolic Hudson River scene with a
small sailboat tied up to a dock. “That’s
about as exquisite as a work of art gets.”
The artistry of the dioramas seemed to
excite him even more than the wildlife
in them. Stray visitors stopped to listen
as he talked about Carl Akeley, the nat-
uralist and explorer whose pioneering
innovations in taxidermy had made the
museum’s most spectacular dioramas
possible. “Akeley really built this mu-
seum,” he said. “He gathered a group
of artists who worked here into the
nineteen-thirties, creating the diora-
mas. You'll never get that degree of per-
fection again, with this kind of weather
and light and atmosphere.” We moved
on, at a fast clip, to the Hall of North
American Mammals, where, he said,
the artists’ techniques had reached their
highest level. Ford knew which artist
had done each diorama. His favorites
were James Perry Wilson and Carl
Rungius. “Wilson is my man,” he said,
almost beside himself with admiration.
“He’s everywhere here. He did the jag-
uar, and the coyotes.” We stood for
quite a while looking at Wilson’s di-
orama of two gray wolves running in
the snow, at dusk, in Gunflint Lake,
Minnesota. “Isn't this one of the most
beautiful things in New York?” Ford
asked, in a hushed voice.

Before leaving, Ford insisted that we
look at the gorillas in the Akeley Hall of
African Mammals. The gorilla diorama
is huge, a mountainous landscape over-
looking a distant valley, with six or
seven gorillas going about their pacific,
herbivorous business. “Carl Akeley died
right here,” Ford said, pointing to a spot
in the foreground. “There were two ex-
peditions for the gorilla exhibit. On the
first one, they shot the animals and
brought the skins to New York, and
made the plaster models. Then Akeley
went back to Africa to collect the plants,
and he died there, of dysentery. He'd
said this was his favorite place in the
world, so they buried him there—right
in that little hollow. But his bones are
no longer there. People went back later,
and found the grave had been robbed.”
A fine Walton Ford story, and, natu-
rally, Ford did a p.untmcr based on it.
Called “Sanctuary” (1998), it dcpl(l"-
the same land:;upe, with a life-size go-
rilla in a tree, cr;ld]ing in his black hand
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a human skull. “Akeley collected them,”
Ford explained, “and they collected him
right back.”

“he thylacine triptych isn't finished
vet. Ford stopped working on it
temporarily and began a painting of
moeuntain lions, for Kasmin to take to
Florida for the Art Basel Miami Beach
fair in December. (It sold before the fair
opened, for four hundred thousand dol-
lars.) The mountain lions were nearly
done when I visited his studio in mid-
November. Lately, he explained, there
had been numerous sightings of these
big cats in the Berkshires, “although not
one sighting is documented, and there’s
no evidence—mno scat, no tree scratch-
ings, no attacks on pets or joggers.
Mountain lions have been extinct in
New England for decades.” Ford's
painting is sct in a local cemetery, where
several pairs of mountain lions are cop-
ulating among the gravestones. “They're
making more ghost cats for people to
see,” he said. His are life-size, and very
lifelike.

“I've never had more ideas,” Ford
said happily. “T've never been better at
what I do, so I may as well crank it out.”
Tom Ford, the designer, has commis-
sioned him to do ten very large paint-
ings for a twenty-foot-square gallery in
his home in Santa Fe. The paintings
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will cover all four walls, and the subjects
will be based on the American West.
Ford owns several works by Walton, in-
cluding “Space Monkey,” a 2001 water-
color that was inspired by Patti Smith’s
song of the same title. When Patti
Smith came across the picture online,
she e-mailed Walton, and he answered,
and now they are friends.

“I feel like we have a shared world,
through literature and childhood im-
pulses,” Smith told me recently. “I sent
him a poem of mine, about the last
dodo, and we might do something to-
gether with that.” Smith thinks Ford's
work is on the verge of breaking through
into something new, which she sees as
“an almost Tumer-like violence.”

When I asked Ford where he thought
his work might be heading, he looked
momentarily uncertain. “Oh, crap,” he
said, massaging his head. “I hope I'm
still going to do something more inter-
esting than I'm doing now. I feel like,
right now, 'man interesting minor art-
ist, a footnote in art history, you know?
I've got this territory that's my own, and
I'm making watercolors that nobody
clse can make, but I'm not pushing the
language of making pictures in any new
direction. There’s nothing I'm doing
that wasn’t done better by Géricault.
But maybe that will Lhﬂﬂgt‘. Anyway,
I'm not there vet.” +



