
by Bill Murphy

  When an offer came from the 
Journal of the Print World to write 
a ‘first person’ article about my 
work, I had to stop and think hard 
about what I might have to say. I 
also had to think about what needs 
to be read. There have been so 
many articles, books, and words 
written about art and so few reso-
nate with me. I decided to try and 
write something that I might want 
to read, a sort of road map into the 
origins and development of a pic-
ture - not in a technical way, but 
more toward its psychological and 
spiritual dimensions. 
 

  The aspect of picture-making 
which intrigues me the most is at 
the point where luck and intention 
meets - the crisscrossing of fate 
and accident on the way to ‘find-
ing’ a picture.  Why so few words 
on this aspect of “creativity”?  I 
consider it the most crucial of all. 

  One must begin with the beginning, especially in picture making. So – 
where to begin?

  To this end I find list-keeping a very useful weapon to employ in the 
battle of art making. For many years now I have kept lists of all kinds, some 
detailing places I’ve seen, perhaps from a bus window or car. Other lists 
draw upon any image that would be interesting to draw or paint. I make 
lists of great paintings I hope to either emulate or discreetly rip off. While I 
spend a good deal of time compiling these lists, I hardly ever complete the 
work that I’ve outlined for myself. The lists serve a useful purpose in get-
ting my “process” started; they get me out of my home and studio and into 
the world. Once I am either in my car or walking on the street, I am in a 
new place, one that’s freed from the confines of the past, the blockages of 
stale, used-up thought. Walking or driving provides a succession of images: 
buildings, faces, U-Haul trailers, nail salons, waterfalls, parking lots and 
playgrounds jumble together and begin to free up the subconscious mind. 
Reverie and imagination share the throne, kings for an hour.

  Possibly because of the intensity of this visual information, I am mentally 
a little off balance. But my picture-making instincts are wide-awake - often 
for the first time in a great while.

  Delving into a foreign or unknown terrain can fuel a picture in so many 
ways.  It provides sparks that will light the fire.  Of all these, the idea of 
change - of the new - is perhaps the easiest to put into practice.

  Change in scale, change in medium, change in viewpoint, change in 
shape. Holding a small etching needle after working with a large watercol-
or brush will bring a momentary shock to my mind.  I am now more aware 
of my hand, and less ‘in my head’. (I use a corresponding exercise with my 
drawing students.  I ask them to draw the model with their non- dominant 
hand (lefties draw with right, and vice versa.)

  Not long ago, I had another discovery regarding this ‘sparking’ factor. 
Looking through the back catalog of my work from the last 20 years, I no-
ticed there was a unifying principle that was most satisfactory and that was 
the presence of something not seen before - something I had never used in 
a picture. 

  The necessity of the new has helped me to shortcut wasted efforts; now 
when I start to work on something – and this applies to figure and portrait 
work as well as landscape, in fact any type of drawing or painting or print 
– I only need to ask myself this: “So what’s new here?” If there is nothing 
- nothing that can take the picture into some new channel - then I tend to 
drop it.

On Omens and Other Signs
  I’m always looking for omens. Maybe it’s my partial Italian ancestry, I‘m 
not sure. (My Italian grandma, Nana, was a very superstitious lady). I re-
cently stumbled upon a landscape that interested me. Having just endured 
an artistically dormant period, I was eager to get something started. The
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spot I found was not far from where I live on Staten Island, which surprised 
me.  I thought I’d pretty much covered the waterfront (and the land, too) 
and there was nothing left to strip.  I was apparently mistaken.

  On this spot was an abandoned two-story frame house, which was next to 
a construction site only a block or two from New York Harbor.  (The name 
of the town is Rosebank.) Ominously or not, I found two different names for 
the street it was on: from the north side it was Salvation Terrace; the south 
read Sylvaton Terrace.

  An omen indeed!  Would it be my salvation – or something else? 

  To the left of the house and sandwiched between a few acres of old Staten 
Island woodland – complete with a burnt out Cadillac some kids must’ve 
torched many decades ago - was a view of early-20th century brick build-
ings surrounding a high steeple.  Such a frieze-like collection of shapes and 
textures would’ve made Jimmy Whistler sit up and take notice.  My heart 
was pumping as I stood in the field next to this empty house, drinking in 
the view. It was twilight when I first saw this panorama, but now it was the 
morning after, and an early spring heat-wave was quickly bringing things 
to life. 

  I found a pencil and started to draw what I think of as first thoughts (“first 
thought, best thought” – Jack Kerouac).  I was busy with my esoteric 
scribbling – a personal shorthand -  when a white dove flew out of the 
busted alcove window of the house and landed on the stump of a dead tree 
just a few feet away.  Not a pigeon, but a white dove.  As I drew, she sat and 
watched, her head quizzically tilting.  At the same time I couldn’t help but 
notice the ample supply of feral cats lurking in the shadows.  In those first 
seconds I saw, in a visceral sense, the picture I had to make.  At this conflu-
ence of the old and the new, the crooked telephone poles, the cats and the 
birds, I could sit myself down (or stand up) and bear witness to something 
that moved me.  Salvation Terrace deserved a homage of some sort. The 
silent interchange between the cats and the birds brought to mind a quote 
I’d once read by one of my favorite singers and poets, Leonard Cohen. 

  Any startling piece of work has a subversive element - which is often its 
most delicious part.  For me, subversion is only disagreeable when it mani-
fests in political or social activity.

  Over the next few days I spent many daytime hours at “my spot”.  I was 
still teaching classes at the college, so I would often just drive by or stop 
for a few minutes and look at the scene. I did my first pencil drawing, a 
sort of panorama of the place, fairly large ( 28 x 20) and, while I felt I had 
something, I also suspected I hadn’t really arrived at the heart of the place 
yet.  After a few rainy days I returned.  It was mid-May; big changes had 
occurred.  Everything was now alive.  Vines were climbing around and 
spring had taken all her clothes off. (Or put them on, depending on your 
point of view.) I spontaneously decided to try working directly onto a large 
etching plate, but soon found it impossible to draw with any sort of preci-

sion.  Drawing became the physical/technical issue it shouldn’t.  Without a 
drawing table, I couldn’t balance the plate on my knee.  Nor did my easel 
do the trick; I had to get the correct angle and couldn’t. 

  Resigned, I picked up a pencil and drawing board, and without thinking, I 
began to draw.  What I drew this time surprised me; the rooftops, the birds, 
and the cats had fallen away.  I found myself caught up in the old chain link 
fence that ran through the center of the landscape. I had studied it before, 
but thought I was more interested in the building and church tower, as well 
as the wildlife around them.  Now I began to understand that the fence had 
really attracted me from the beginning. I had often thought about drawing 
a chain link fence.  How could I show its soul, hint at the things it had seen 
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over the years?  It was already late afternoon, but I worked until the clouds 
came in, with a possible touch of rain. I went home happy, knowing I’d 
found the heart of the thing. I wasn’t yet sure of medium or size, but the 
door to the picture had opened.

  Though I felt I knew a great deal, the picture had yet to be realized.  On 
the days I could not go to Salvation Terrace, I would compose the picture in 
my mind, or in quick notes on paper. (I had taken several hundred photos 

and was using them as reference.) Not that I needed photographs.  After 
the first drawing, the forms and shapes were now with me internally and I 
could design from memory - a rare experience that can follow a long period 
of intense study.

  The next morning I woke up early and there it was in my mind’s eye - the 
view was no longer a panorama, as I assumed it had to be; it now took on 
the proportions of a square.  A square!  Why didn’t I think of this earlier?  
So often, the truth we eventually discover is in direct opposition to what we 
assume the truth to be.  The truth is, in fact, buried underneath our assump-
tions which, when we tear them apart - or allow them to fade - reflect this 
buried truth – the picture that was formed in my unconscious, waiting to be 
‘found’. Finding the shape was the last step to finding the picture. 

  I already knew the medium would have to be etching; I could think of 
nothing else that would describe the textures and shapes as well.  But a 
slightly smaller plate might yield better results. I finally settled on a square, 
copper plate about 14” x 14. Small enough to fit on my lap, allowing me to 
work ‘from life’, but big enough to hold this image.

  Making the finished etching is sort of a blur to me now, though it hardly 
matters.   The discovery process that made it possible is more intriguing 
than the work a spectator will ultimately see.   I often tell myself that be-
neath a good drawing there are ten, sometimes a hundred, bad ones – bad 
meaning ones that simply miss the mark.  But by doing these “bad” ones, 
the image becomes more resolved, more understood.  Every step one takes 
in developing the image helps in freeing it from the unconscious to the 
conscious mind. It took me three sessions of drawing with the needle on 
the plate to actually put down all I’d learnt about this picture; I eventually 
brought it to a state of near-completion after two trips through the acid bath.  
Funny how the drawing of the final image can be anticlimactic, but that 
goes back to what I was saying: it’s uncovering the image and the greater 
truth inside of the process that intrigues me the most.  

Bill Murphy would like to thank his brother-in-arms, the painter Brett Busang, for his skillful 
manipulation of words and his sagacious advice.

Bill Murphy received his MFA from Vermont College, and 
has also studied at the Art Students League and the Black-
burn Printmaking Workshop.  He has taught at Wagner Col-
lege since 1984, and holds the rank of Professor.  From 1998 
through 2003, he was Chairperson of the Art Dept, and cur-
rently is director of the Wagner College Gallery.  

His original lithograph “Night Game, the Bronx” will be fea-
tured in the National Academy of Design’s 186th Annual 
Exhibiton, to be held Feb - April, 2012.   Murphy’s work is 
currently represented by the Old Print Shop.  Bill maintains 
an online presence at 

www.aburninglight.com          
billmurphy77@aol.com  
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