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Flotsam Allagash (detail), 1988. Oil on
Courtesy Alexandre Gallery, New York.
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canvas. 48 in x 48 in/122 cm x 122 cm. © Neil Welliver,

Flotsam of Never-Ending Respiratory Pathogens

Kathleen Gensheimer and Byron Breedlove

oted art critic Robert Hughes wrote that Neil
Welliver’s “huge paintings of the Maine woods —
usually shown in winter or the early thaws of spring,
seen in the remarkable and rigorous clarity of cold
light, painted with an almost brusque directness —are
among the strongest images in modern American art.”

Described as “a gruff, muscular man who chewed
tobacco and somewhat resembled Ernest Heming-
way in both appearance and machismo” in an obitu-
ary penned by Matt Schudel, Welliver developed a
lifelong appreciation of nature while growing up in
Millville, Pennsylvania. At age 19, he enrolled at what
was then the Philadelphia Museum College of Art
(now part of the University of the Arts). In 1955, he
received his MFA from Yale, where he studied paint-
ing and color theory with Josef Albers.

Art historian Bruce Weber recounts that Albers
was Welliver’'s “greatest influence, the mentor who
provided him with the necessary skills to pursue his
personal lines of inquiry.” Subsequently, Albers hired
him to teach at Yale, where Welliver remained until
1966. That year Welliver was appointed to develop
the Graduate School of Fine Arts at the University of
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Pennsylvania, where he served as chair until he re-
tired from academia in 1989.

Welliver’s earlier paintings—most of which were
lost in a 1975 fire that destroyed his home and studio—
were watercolors depicting domestic scenes and peo-
ple in outdoor settings. His switch from watercolors
to oils largely coincided with his focus on Maine land-
scapes for which he is recognized and appreciated.

This month’s cover image Flotsam Allagash is an
example of one of those landscapes. The painting
situates the viewer on the bank of the wild, scenic
Allagash River traversing Maine’s northwestern for-
est, once used by a flourishing lumber industry as a
commercial waterway. “Flotsam,” defined as waste
or debris regarded as worthless, describes the old,
abandoned logging and lumber equipment scattered
throughout the woods and on river’s shore. A twist-
ed, broken stump looms like a dormant volcano, roots
splayed and twisted, heaved up on the mud.

Piles of branches and other flotsam are strewn
along the flanks of the shoreline. Though the river has
ebbed, water still covers partially submerged branch-
es and trunks. As the winding river disappears in the
upper right, one notices that Welliver has rendered
the distant mountain ridges, sky, and river with pale
blues and grays that seem to merge, in contrast to his
thick, rippling brush strokes and more saturated col-
ors in the foreground.
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When painting landscapes, Welliver would hike
for miles, laden with a heavy backpack jammed with
an array of equipment, canvases, paints, and supplies,
to scout locations where he would compose plein-air
oil sketches, enjoying the crystal quality of the air and
luminosity of light reflecting off snow. According to
Weber, “His belief was that ‘If you give yourself to a
place, you begin to feel its power.””

But, in an often-quoted interview, Welliver ac-
knowledged that the process was not easy: “To paint
outside in the winter is painful. It hurts your hands, it
hurts your feet, it hurts your ears. Painting is difficult.
The paint is rigid, it’s stiff, it doesn’t move easily. But
sometimes there are things you want and that’s the only
way you get them.” Weber explains Welliver would
return to his studio where he “meticulously plotted
his works on large canvases, beginning in the upper
left-hand corner and finishing in the lower right. He
never revised his paintings once they were complete.”
Welliver used a palette of 8 colors of oil paint—specifi-
cally ivory black, cadmium red scarlet, manganese blue,
ultramarine blue, lemon yellow, cadmium yellow, and
talens green light —blending pigments as he worked.

Today Welliver’s works are found in galleries and
major museums, including the Hirschhorn Museum
and Sculpture Garden, the Metropolitan Museum of
Art and Museum of Modern Artin New York, and Bos-
ton’s Museum of Fine Arts. Welliver “was generally
regarded as the dean of American landscape painting”
when he died from pneumonia in 2005, notes Weber.

Pneumonia, which can be caused by viruses, bac-
teria, and fungi, continues to remain a leading cause
of death worldwide. In the wake of the debris result-
ing from the immunological and inflammatory re-
sponse initiated by the human host as a result of the
injury created by these microorganisms, one could
describe the process as flotsam.

Remote and isolated areas, such as the Allagash
Wilderness, might offer some protection against re-
spiratory infections caused by human contact. How-
ever, one cannot escape the ever present One Health
ecological connections. The Allagash and other wa-
terways offer refuge to migrating birds that can har-
bor highly pathogenic avian influenza strains that
have potentially high consequences for wildlife, agri-
culture, and human health.

In 1930, the year after Welliver was born, the
second leading cause of death in the United States
was pneumonia and influenza, responsible for 155.9
deaths per 100,000 people. By 2005, that number had
dropped to 21.2 deaths per 100,000 people. Vaccines,
diagnostic testing, surveillance, antibiotics, clinical
treatment, and improved access to care are among
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the factors responsible for this substantial decline.
The spike in deaths from respiratory infections driven
by the COVID-19 pandemic, increased case reports of
Legionnaires” disease, and the persistence of influen-
za starkly remind us of the continuous serious, life-
threatening risk posed by respiratory diseases. Much
like painting in the winter, progress in pneumonia
treatment and prevention is not easy.
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