On Home Ground

Montana master Theodore Waddell embraces
the contradictions of contemporary western art

BY SAM CURTIS

WAS WY WAY OF A MISUNDERSTANDING THAT

4 Theodore Waddell studicd ar in New

York City in 19620 A year carlier hetl

been an undergraduate, standing in a

hallway at Eastern Montana College

(now MSU-Billings) along with his art teacher,

lsabelle Jobnson, and a talented graduate sluden.

Johnson said, “You really ought (o apply for a

scholarship at the Brooklyn Museum Art School ™

So Waddell applicd amd got a scholarship, Only

Imer did be leaen that Johnson had been s;u&ztking
to the grad student,

1 owent off 10 New York anyvwav,” Waddell
reecalls, “1 was 200 1d never heen ont of Montana.
And | was terrified.”

The zecond nighl he was in Brooklvn, Waddell
was mugged. “So | swung and hit the guy and ran
aut inabout 12 Lanes of trafhie and hopped ina cab.”
|Later, someone pave him a switchblade, which he
carried around in his pocket for protection, “All 1
ihiel was eut holes in the lining of my coal when the
thing went off accidentally.”

New York look some gelting used to lor a Kid
who grew up in Laurel. But Waddell learned his way
around the eity, working for an art dealer on 37th
Street and soaking up the NY. arl scene, which,

after World War 11, had veplaced Paris as the where-
ivs-happening cemer of vconlemporary ark, Wackdell
arrived in New York Little mwre than a decade alter
the first generation of Abstmet Expressionists —
artists like Jackson Polluck, Willem De Kooning
and Mark Rothkoe — had reached Tull stride and
when Minimalism was just getting underway.

“In about 1962, along came sealptor Donald
Jude and painter Frank Stella, and they just turned
e whole world in a different divection with their
minimal approach to art,” Waddell savs. “For inany
years | made sculpture that was strongly influenced
by Judd and David Smith.”

Still, New York wore thin aller a (ime, Waddell
was silling in a restaurant one night when he real-
ized he was tived of living in the city. e flew home
to Montuna where his Army induction papers were
walling 1o pul a lwo-vear histus in his art schooling.

With Army Tife behind him, Waddell complited
his uluhtl',f.;ruﬂuullr :hr}mu: al E:lﬁ[&!‘n, wenl on lo gel
an MEAL in seulpure s Wayne State University
and, in 1968, took a position teaching art al the
University of Montana, He seemed to be on the
evolutionary track for a caveer as an artist-educator,
like many comemporary artists in a state histori-
cally dominated by western art,
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“In those days, there were about 10 or 12 people in the
state that 1 thought were serious artists.” Waddell says. " There
was Hudy Autio (at UM), Lzsabelle Johnson (ol Fastern), Bill
stwckton, Bob and Gennie DeWeese (at MSU), Ray Campean
ol Bowemun High School) and Jessie Wilbur and Francis
Senska (at MSU). Then there was Lyndon Pomerov al Eastern,
Bt (Powmeroy) linally said, *Enough’ 1o the academic world,
called the chairman of the art depariment an SOB and quit
teaching 10 make welded-steel sculpture. He kind of influ-
enced all of ws.”

Waddell taught at the University ol Montana lor eight
vears, making his mimimalist-inspived steel sceulptures, o
1970, Ivan Karp, an art dealer with New York’s prestigious
0.K. Harris Gallery, approached him, “He looked at my work
andl really liked i7" Waddell vecalls, “Sa 1 sent him five big
pieces. which he sold in o few davs. He said he wanted 10 do
u show of my work. So T spent 18 months getting seulpture

:I'r'!;lli} for the show. And when |||' llln.'-t"jl.-' camme oul ||1~|'|~ again.
he looked at 18 months of my work in about three minutes
and said there woulll be no show, That really almost did me
in with art.”

Instead, Waddell gquit his teaching position i 1976, the
SQame vear lier was ,I:r.-i]ltm.l tenure al the urversily, 1 was
Iiu.HT |u—"rrlg peErversi, | guess, |HII Illl‘l'f" Wils .H.'I‘.Hlll'lf‘l e g,
I think Tl*-'u'h'm;_: i5 a contract between student and |Jrn|'1".-5.ur.
and il somebody’s not holding up their end of the contract.
they should quit, In this case, it was me. | wasiol happy, amd
| veally wasn't doing well as a teacher. So 1 quit teaching and
wenl into ranching with no expertence whatsoever, None.”

Near the liny town of Mol north of Larel, Waddell
became a ranch manager for the family of his wile, Beuty.

“They called us the ege-headed professors when we first
started up. But | learned that ranching and making art are the
same in that when vou get upin e morning you dont know



whiad will happen v the end of the dav. You just know ifs
fis Lies ddifferemt, | lowed tha”

WaddelTs 11 vears ol vnehing and making art in Mol

were the minst formative yeiats in shaping the artist he has
beconmie A things were different from the first day,

[ change Trom living among the closed<in moumams
et ol Mis=oulia to e wide-open plains surroumding Molt
e e magor jolt o Waddells sense of soale,

I vou makse -|-|i||1!||r-“ ot o hrman seale in the moun-
varn=. von can relale to it and it can relate (o its surroumlings.
But i Mol there were places oncthe ranch where vou could
<o 10 miles in any direction, The idea of muking sculpture
et reliatestd b that e irment wasn't realistie to me. 15 have
o mike pieces thal were lindreedds ol leel long i ocder (o
have them make sense in that londseape.

= | returned o painting. where U started with [sabelle

Johsam. W hen vou look ot o painting, vou agres (o gecepl an

thasion, Aol 1 eonld coeate an illsion of the vast B TTLETE ul

thie plains ana relatively small vanvas”
A\ omagor ingredient i the vist expanse amuml Molt was
the herd of Angos canle Waddel] had hived-on 1o feed. calve

aned mrture, Fvery |{:L_1. he'tl look our at the huge lﬂltitﬁi‘:l]]i'.
“And there were these cows, these beautiful, black cows”
Wanlded] savs, =1 lovesd them.” That was forlunate hecause the
Angus wiere s anchor to that place for 11 years of sanching
annl painting and for 11 more vears of rmoching and painting
in Ryvegate.

“During those vears in Malt, it was still commonly
Beliewedd thiat oo make it i e art world vou Tl 1o live
in New Yorko | knew | eouldn’t de thatz U fred. Al
e that Montana, the West, was my place, That sense of
place has heen very important 1o me and my art, incredibly
imporbant,”

As Waddell ranehed aml rr:lllﬂ-'d. Vingos (and b a lesser
degree, sheep and horses) ecame almost synonvinons with
his sense ol place. They also became important to the sense
of space 1 lns paintings,

“The cows hring o sense of focus o o landscape: they
al=n bring o sense of scale, Over ot Monida, when vou come
thrsugh the pass on e Momana side, vou can see cows

|'11|.~:r'-:||r i a ]ill"'.'\-.lﬁl“ll ‘-I'Elli'. .I[Hl l]'li"ll Ihi':’u n'i"t'!il' m |I|l'

distance 10 the point where they've just lyspecks, You get a
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palpable, physical and intellectual understanding of seale, Ir's
because of the cows. Without them you sort of say. eh’ to the
Illt'l{l-'-l:'..'.'ll'lt',-'

The hirst prantings Waeldell made in Maolt were lighl,

stvlized and minimal the way his seulptores had been, Bug
wined. the looser s work hecame. His Angus
paintings were not cows influsnced by Charlie Russell or Will

Hhe more e

James. They were ( Robert) Motherwells Angus, as he titled ene
of his paintings, and cattle influenced by Ad Reinhact. While
Waddells sculptures had been strongly influenced by mini-

malist artists, many of lis paintings were more in the abstract
vern, “My training in New York had heen steongly imfluenced
L thes Abstract Expressionists, Al of thesie artists were alive
ane working in New Yok when | was there,” Waddell savs,
Hut there were also some strong imtuences closer to home,

“Within two weeks of meeting lzabelle Johnson at Eastern m
1959, I'd decided 1 didnt care about doing anvthing excep
nuiking arl, Thal was her power” Waddell savs of lis first ar
leacher,

Johnson had grown up on her fammilys Montana home-
stind, the Stillwater Ranch, near Absarokees, and had studied
arl in New York amd Los Angeles. Her impressionist paini-
ings were largely of the home raneh with its old willows wnd
cottonwoods. its rumbling ranch buililings and, of course. s
horses and cows, Her paintings” strong sense ol attachment o
landseapes where ranching hiad historic toots was ot lost on
Wadldell.

Bill Swekton, an artist Johnson had fnvited o speak
1o her classes and who Waddell wok a Tiking o, was also a
rancher-painter who'd grown up on a Montana homestead, and



he'd studied art in Paris. Stockton’s art focused on elose-ups
of ranch life and rural landscapes, and he helped Waddell
understand the difficult thythins involved in combining the
full-time demands of ranching with the full-time demands of

making art.

“Bill had a phrase. which I've adopted or stolen, and that
is that January and February are ‘the aesthetic months.” the
time on the ranch when you are mainly focused on feeding
the herd. It's a time when you can get more art work done.”
This may be one of the reasons why many of Waddell's Angus
paintings, which run m the hundreds, depict cows in winter.
*Another time for art was calving time, when 1d get up at 2
a.m, o check on the heifers aml then stay up and paint.”

Those years in Molt were years of isolation. The Waddells
nearesl neighbors were six miles away: Molt was 10 miles
away. Waddell kept in touch with only a handful of other

artists, showed his work rarely and simply hunkered down 10
run the rmnch and paint,

“But in the middle of that time things started to happen,”
Waddell says. “Fred Longan, a photographer and indepen-
dent curmudgeon, had a little gallery upstairs in the Stapleton
Building in Billings, and I'd been selling a lot of cattle at the
Billings Livestock Auction. So, in 1982, we did this combined
show of my Angus paintings at Freds and at the auction
ring.

*1 remember all the guys who were buying and selling
cattle would come into the anction arena where the arl was
hung. and they'd puzzle over the paintings. One guy =aid.
‘Well, what happened 1o the cows’ eyes?” And another guy
said, ‘I think the wind blew *em out.’

“Those shows were a big deal to me.”

But a much bigger deal was right around the corner.
Shortly after the stockyard show, Waddell was contacted by a
curator from the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington D.Cs
oldest art museum, which for decades had showeased contem-
porary American art with its Biennial Exhibition of American
Painting.

*“This curator looked at my paintings and picked three
(Angus #s 21, 23 and 24) to be in the Corcoran Biennial. |
was 80 naive | didi’t know anything about it. When the curator
told me she'd need the paintings for 18 months, [ said 1 didn’t
know if 1 wanted 1o let them go for that long. Donna Forbes,
who was director of the Yellowstone Art Center al the Hime,
just kicked me under the table.”

The Second Western States Exhibition and 38th Coreoran
Biennial Exhibition of American Painting toured the country
in 1983, It was reviewed by the Washington Post and the New
York Times, both reviews favorably singling out Waddell's
work. Soon after, eritic Mark Stevens wrote an artiele titled
“Art Under the Big Sky™ in an October 1983 issue of Newsweek
in which Waddell figured prominently. “In Waddell’s work.”
Stevens wrote, “a person can almost simell the manure and the
hot sweet hay breath of a herd. (H)is brushy style, heavy but
fast, evokes both the quirks of cattle and their almost eerie
rootedness — their magnificently dumb, earthy foree.”

As a result of the Corcoran Biennial. galleries in San
Francisco, Seattle, Santa Fe, Chicago and New York soon
represented Waddell, “And so off 1 went. It was a big deal,”
Waddell says.

“Some people ask me how do you become successful.
And 1 say, ‘Well, you make art for 20 to 25 years and see if
the phone rings.” That's about where | was with my career. Bul
1 would have continued to make art no matter what. The art
world is so fickle there's no guarantee vou'll be successful,
But I've been really fortunate. I've been making my living
with my arl for 25 vears. In the early days. the cows paid for
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my painings, Now, the paintings pay o the cows.”

I |'-|'H.-. l|u' “‘;Hl:!r".- Jr]HH‘:‘ iy ii_‘.':*;.'_uTr HH]II‘H‘ 1|||'1.' iR

1|H.‘“' L -"Hiil“f't |IH.'I'|| "I. .\JIRII“‘ EiIving “'-Hi |'| Il“ more L for

hies et 10 allowed me 1o coneentrate onmy painting in a way
that | hadit befowe, 1 was traveling: my work was selling. I
wits a real sort of blossoming lor me. | painted inoa 50-ly-70-
foot building. so | was making big paintings.”

And he was psing lots of paint, Some ol lias l’_r-h_l.-?-[unl
panintings weighed 2000 pownds, =0 Briend onee said be wouldn’
1=l .'|I1:|.||nr|j..' wh Ir:|in|t~:| with a trowel, Well, | found when
WO Lt one prannd with a masonry trowel, vou can load 0 with
dilferent colors muoeh e way John Singer Sergeant did when
he lisdedd his loush amd mude these incredible Lirush strokes

ol his. 1 like that acemmulation of colors; s sort of a hastory, 1

lower thiee muanees af that kind of layering”

Mier L vewrs in Rvesate, Waddell's career was going well,
It his marriage was vob and be ioved o the Gallatin Valles.
nrth of Manbulban, in 1995 after sepanting Irom his wile, = From
iy studio D eoubd ook ont al Ross Peak. 1edid o whobe laneh of
paintings called Ross Peak Angos, And when | looked south o
the ."“]J.;illl.-ll Peaks. they |I|.~_-;J1'|'1'L' i Jot ol other |_r.;|1r|||:|1|_':~.“

Weaddell staved i the Gallatin Valley Tor 11 vears anil
during that period married photographer and writer Lynn
Campion Trom Hailey, Tidubo, The couple left the Gallstin
Valley last vear. saddened by the pace of development, =T'm
o Momtana native, nrl it just makes me sick (6 see what we're
Lluirl;: there, 105 <ome of e best :_.u'ullnl.l in the world, and i

getting covered with asphall and houses.”



Waddell and Campion recently purchased a 1909 house
on the outskirts of Sheridan, Mont.. where they splin their time
with their ranch in Idaha. Standing there with Campion and
their four Bernese mountain dogs. outside the old barn that
will hecome his new studio, Waddell says. “I'm very anxious
to paml around here. There are some incredible vistas. The
willows are especially fascinaling, and there are some prelly
amazing horses and cattle,”

But ask Wacddell if he considers himsell a landscape painter
and he says, “Gosh, 've been called many things in my life, bat |
guess ve never thought of myself in that way before, Still, every-
Lunly — at some point in his life — wants w reinvent the wheel,
anl | was certainly no exeeption. I0s like vou're going to make this
wonderlul new art, and somebody comes around the corner and
says, “Now that’s a very nice landscape.”

“But. yes. | guess | am a landscape painter. When 1 ook at
myself historically, P part of a wonderful tradition. [ think about
Bill =wckion amd lsabelle Johnson, Bob and Gennie DeWeese,
Francis Senska and Jessie Wilbur, and 1 feel like Tm following in
their foutsteps. that thev're part of this wenderful slice of history,
and U'im the next generation,

“Oh the other hand, Talso feel that [ don’t really fit anywhere,

adult editors said the book was
for kids; the kids" editors said it
was for adults. | finally found a
publisher in Phoenix who was
willing to publish it.”

But Waddell does not dwell
on his career as a misfit, He's

The western artists look at me
like I'm a fox in the hen house.
And some contemporary artists
look at me and dont think 1
belong with them either. | have
this same struggle with the
galleries thal represent me.”
Waddell has just published
a book titled Tucker Gets
Tuckered, which features paint-
ings ol his dogs. *The book was
11 years in the making, again
because of not htting in. The

more concerned with his new
landseape around Sheridan and
with learning more about paint-
ng.

“I dont want my work to
he static. Theres so much that
1 don’t know aboul oil painting.
It's really humbling. All I want to
do is make my next piece better
than my last. And I know I'm in
the right place: the cemetery is
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surrounded by pastures full of
Angus.” B



