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the landscape, including a 1993 collision between two barges and the freighter Balsa 37, which poured 336,000 gallons of 
No. 6 fuel oil into the waters of Tampa Bay off the Florida of his childhood.

	 “Oil Slick” is painted on lead, which can damage the brains of children. Its style is knowing naive. The blue sky above 
the horizon line, which roughly divides the painting in half, is flecked with clouds out of a grim fairy tale. The drips of paint 
emanating from a diminutive ship ooze onto a dark, purple-fingered sea. It is a remarkably powerful painting, with a decided 
relationship to earlier works in Straus’ 2000 exhibition at the Nohra Haime Gallery, Somewhere Between Here and Disaster. 

	 The critic Donald Kuspit titled his essay for the catalogue of that exhibition “The Ironical Sublime.” 

	 What Straus was painting, Kuspit wrote, was “the sad conclusion of the modern romance with nature .... In Straus’s 
devastating pictures, nature has lost its divinity and fertility – virility – and become a decadent ruin, that is, a sterile ghost of 
itself. It is no longer uplifting, but a symbol of futility.”

	 Not so fast, the new paintings in this exhibition seem to declare. Even the exhibition title, “AIR AND WATER or: Ev-
erything’s Fine Until It’s Not,” announces Straus’s faith in the potency of nature, however fragile it may be and in need of 
protection. The uplifting experience of natural beauty is the focus of these paintings. They transmit the artist’s fierce love of 
the natural world, his romance with the painting of modern landscape. 

	 It’s an extraordinarily courageous position for a painter to take. Romance is as compromised a concept in the vocabu-
lary of contemporary art as the tradition of landscape painting itself. The most successful artistic strategies have found a way 
around it. Anselm Kiefer infuses his landscapes with Germany’s bloodstained history. Rackstraw Downes records the forlorn 
edges of civilization: snow plows parked outside a ventilating tower, the fenced-in remains of an abandoned housing project. 
But the kind of unabashed celebration of sky and sea that Straus essays has for decades been the purview of a kind of painter 
more intent on rehearsing formulas already corny a century ago than exploring the world in which they live.

	 In order to get from the gallows wit of “Oil Slick” to the incandescence of the 2009 “AIR & WATER: Long Island Greys,” 
Straus had to reanimate that tradition. He says that he taught himself to paint by looking at the Winslow Homer, Hudson 
River School, and Impressionist paintings at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. But there is also consciousness of much that 
happened before and since in these paintings, encompassing Frederick Turner’s humid light, John F. Kensett’s all-over tonal-
ity, Claude Monet’s limpid immediacy, Mark Rothko’s shimmering spirituality, Brice Marden’s bands of Minimalist color, and 
the photographs of the many contemporary photographers rethinking the genre, from Andreas Gursky to Bart Michiels.

	 Anselm Kiefer once said that Minimalism cleared the chair so that he could sit in it.2 Minimalism made space for the 
kind of subtle re-invention that is Straus’s domain. Its austerity also invited a real-time dialogue between the viewer and the 
viewed. A Richard Serra sculpture can unhinge a viewer’s physical and psychological balance. A white Robert Ryman paint-
ing incites personal yearnings and memories.	
 
	 “AIR & WATER: Long Island Greys” puts the viewer in the space of the painting - not a flat space to be looked at, but an 
encompassing expanse of elements. The viewer may not become the water, any more than the artist can, but the sky in the 
painting extends to a height that is less seen than experienced in reality. The surface of sky is glossy and reflective. Brushstrokes 
appear only in the water that advances towards the place where viewer or painter would be. 

	 The painting induces memories of the stir of air at the back of the neck on a heavy day when the water swallows 
light instead of reflecting it; of awe and trepidation. Of Kant’s sublime, in fact. Like the best landscape paintings, these caused 
me to see in a new way how skies over water rise to a clearer, more uninhibited blue. Like the best paintings, these do not 
reproduce nearly well enough. You need to be there.

	 “AIR & WATER: Long Island Greys” is a diptych: water below, sky above. The water, as so often in these paintings, 
moves in unrelenting undulations, more Byron’s “Roll on thou deep and dark blue Ocean,” than the turbulence of Billie Holi-
day’s stormy weather. The water is a greyed-down blue, its underside darkened almost to black by mixing thalo blue and 
cadmium red. There are only subtle differences in the water depicted in different paintings. It acts, like the dark ground in a 

Painting Against Nature Deficit Disorder

One must have a mind of winter
To regard the frost and the boughs
Of the pine-trees crusted with snow....

For the listener, who listens in the snow,
And, nothing himself, beholds
Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.

Wallace Stevens
“The Snow Man,” 1921

	 Seven years ago, Adam Straus moved out of Brooklyn to Riverhead, Long Island, at the crotch of two forks of land 
surrounded by water, which stretch east towards the Atlantic Ocean. Profusions of creeks empty into inlets which ebb and 
flow with the bays that discharge into the sea. The sky there is bigger than the land, spreading over the water. And as often 
as possible, Adam Straus is out on that water, in solitude, or fishing with his seven-year-old son, Noah. 

	 The paintings in this exhibition share that sense of being alone on the water, enveloped in atmosphere, every sense 
engaged in the weight of the air and drift of the waves.

	 But nearly a century has passed since Wallace Stevens wrote his Tao of winter watching. It has been a century of 
accelerating destruction to the landscape that both painter and poet celebrate, as well as a growing self-awareness by the 
perpetrators. 

	 So when Adam Straus says, “I try to become the water, to be the water,” much as he might want to believe in Stevens’s 
mind of winter  -- or water -- he can’t do it with a straight face. He’s too tuned in to Chevy Chase in the 1980 golf send-up, 
Caddyshack: "Be the ball.”

	 Chevy Chase is as inescapable a presence  in these minimal, luminescent paintings of air and water as the Walmart 
parking lots, smart phone tweets, or Gulf oil spills that have been left out. Such references to the “nothing that is not there” 
are so firmly embedded in the communal consciousness that there is no need either to invoke or comment upon them.

	 In these paintings, Straus has put his customary weapons of black humor and absurdity on hold, in part because, even 
without them, the enormity of the emergency facing planet earth has become self evident. 
Mostly, however, 

	 “I just wanted to not do that, to just be more escape oriented and therapeutic. And at the same time the fact that these 
paintings are peaceful and tranquil shows how unpeaceful and untranquil our lives are.”1

	 Eight years ago, in 2002, Straus painted “Oil Slick,” which serves as context and contrast to the paintings from 2009 
and 2010 in this exhibition. “Oil Slick” is a pun in oil paint on the more than three decades of oil spills that had already blighted 



Caravaggio, to heighten the drama and luminosity of the main event. And that is the sky. 

	 The sky in “Long Island Greys” pulses with an inner light, tinged with pink at the lower edge. If the sky half of the 
diptych were to stand alone, it would read as an abstract medley in greys. Straus insists on the water to anchor it, render it 
palpable and establish the place of the work in the long history of landscape painting.

	 “Vastness,” as he calls it, has been Straus’s obsession since he was a 12-year-old boy in his first motor boat, with its 
six horse power engine, fishing alone off the Florida Keys. It is only in recent years, he feels, that he has become technically 
proficient enough to depict it.  Paintings like “Oil Slick” could chronicle the sick joke of emptiness and destruction with muscle 
and bravura, but he wanted to learn more about texture, and light.  The critic Clement Greenberg famously said of Edward 
Hopper in 1946 that if he had been a better painter he might not have been “so superior an artist.” In effect, Straus has gone 
about proving such truisms beside the point when it comes to his own work. 

	 Arnold Mesches pointed him towards the combinations of blues, reds and whites that would activate a declension of 
greys. Straus experimented until he learned to work  wet to wet, blending layers of alkyd resins, then more layers of Barium 
white, through which light penetrates then bounces back, to render the skies translucent. The Luminist painters used lead 
white, before the dangers of lead were recognized. Straus varnishes the final layer in an alkyd gloss medium, which reflects 
light off its gleaming surface so that any lowering of wattage alters the look of the painting. It can take a year “on and off,” he 
says, to make such a painting.

	 “I’m happy about a painting when there isn’t a picture plane, there’s just space.  I’m really into the idea – talk about retro, 
and uncool, and unhip – I’m really interested in the magic of illusion.”

	 There’s movement and the joy-of-painting in these works. In the square and compact “AIR & WATER: Blue Skies, Water 
In Shadow,” 2009, the undersides of the wispy clouds scuttling across the northern blue sky are grey, which disperses into 
a frothy surge of yellow-tinged white.  In the confusingly named vertical diptych  “AIR & WATER: Blue Skies With Water In 
Shadow,” 2009 - 2010, the sky advances from a glow of haze at the horizon to a high, clear Tiepolo blue. In Tiepolo’s 18th 
century, that sky might have housed Olympic gods; in Frederick Church’s 19th century it would have intimated immanence 
and God. 

	 Like Tiepolo, Straus is well aware that he is staging theater, except that the action is all in the setting, in the sky and 
sea themselves. Like Church, he sees God in nature, except that, the painter of “Oil Slick” keeps tripping over a subtext of - 
yes- irony.  So, as he has done for years, he encases many of these paintings in frames made of lead, with its connotations of 
toxicity. And that spit of land illuminated by a rosy post-sunset haze, like the new Jerusalem, is Plum Island in “Evening Off Of 
Plum Island,” 2009. 

	 “Anthrax Island,” as Hannibal Lechter calls it in “The Silence of the Lambs,” has been the site of experiments on danger-
ous animal pathogens by the U.S. Department of Agriculture since 1854 and by the Department of Homeland Security since 
2003. The Biosafety Level 3 facility is one of the only places in the world that studies foot-and-mouth disease and Rinderpest, 
though the government would now like to move that operation to Manhattan, Kansas and sell the island. Locals are worried 
about job losses. The Preserve Plumb Island Coalition points out that the 90 per cent of the island that remains undeveloped 
is sanctuary to harbor and grey seals, and to more than 100 bird species, including 12 of the 39 on the Endangered Species 
list. 

	 Straus doesn’t spell it out, he just manifests its stunning beauty in paint, then adds the title. Contemporary viewers of 
Seurat’s “Bathers at Asnieres” might not have been aware that raw sewage flowed into the water near where the boys swam, 
covering it with “a bizarre vegetation that gives off a disgusting smell.”3 They just knew it stank there. You may not know the 
details, but you’ve probably heard enough about “Plum Island” the novel to provoke a frisson of contradiction that interferes 
with total immersion in the experience. 

	 More often, the references Straus is intent on conjuring in his evocation of landscape through the lens of artistic tradi-
tion are the cultural memories which Simon Schama argues offer the best hope for “our ecological predicament.” The “rich 

deposit of myths, memories and obsessions” surrounding nature offer “a way of looking; of rediscovering what we already 
have, but which somehow eludes our recognition and our appreciation.”4
	
Like Willie Loman’s wife, Straus wants attention to be paid. The attention itself he sees as a kind of salvation. He tells about an 
errand-making drive with Noah, 

	 “And everywhere you looked there was just this spectacular light, and color, and drama. The clouds were rolling over; it 
was just one of those evenings around here that blows you away. I get out at the parking lot at Walmart and I’m just looking at 
all this, and then I realize all these people going in and running out of the store, they’re on their cell phones. They’re completely 
unaware of what’s happening. I didn’t see one person LOOK UP in any kind of awe, and that’s fascinating to me. I don’t under-
stand, I don’t know what’s going on.”

	 He’s stopped worrying about the invasive species that are decimating the natural inhabitants of land and water, like 
the lion fish that lurk beneath the aquamarine waters with their underside of swimming pool-blue in his unreasonably glam-
orous painting, “Pelican Cay, Bahamas,” 2009 - 1010.

	 “Because, I was thinking about it today, we’re the most invasive non native species out there.”

	 It is this knowledge that gives the paintings their elegiac sense of loss and tragedy. That disconnect between spacious 
skies and you-there loading groceries into the backseat of your minivan leads to carelessness and catastrophe.

	 So Straus makes paintings with the mind of air and water,  illusionistic paintings to conjure not just the look but the 
feel of nature, and just maybe to remind us to LOOK UP.

Amei Wallach

1.Unless otherwise noted all Adam Straus statements come from a conversation with Amei Wallach in his Riverhead, NY home and studio, 
	 August 2, 2010.
2. Anselm Kiefer to Amei Wallach, Germany, 1987
3.T.J. Clark, The Environs of Paris in “Critical Readings in Impressionism and Post-Impressionism: An Anthology,” ed Mary Tompkins Lewis 
	 (Berkeley: U of California Press, 2007), p 110.

4. Simon Schama, “Landscape and Memory” (New York: Knopf, 1995), p. 14.



2. AIR & WATER: BLUE SKIES WITH WATER IN SHADOW, 2009-10
oil on canvas encased in lead, 72 3/4 x 52 x 2 1/2 in.   184.8 x 132 x 6.4 cm.



3. AIR & WATER: LONG ISLAND GRAYS, 2009
oil on canvas encased in lead, 72 1/2 x 49 1/4 x 2 1/2 in.   184.2 x 125 x 6.4 cm. 



4,.PELICAN CAY, BAHAMAS, 2009-10
oil on canvas encased in lead, 76 1/4  x 52 1/4 x 2 1/2 in.   193.7 x 132.7 x 6.4 cm.



5. SHELTER ISLAND IN FOG, 2009
oil on canvas encased in lead,  33 1/4 x 35 1/4 x 2 1/4 in.   84.5 x 89.5 x 5.7 cm



6. AIR & WATER: BLUE SKIES, WATER IN SHADOW, 2009
oil on canvas encased in lead, 33 1/2 x 35 1/4 x 2 1/4 in.   85 x 89.5 x 5.7 cm.



7. AIR & WATER: LONG ISLAND GRAYS , 2009
oil on canvas encased in wood, framed in lead, 18 1/2 x 19 1/4 in.   47 x 49 cm.



8. GREEN TURTLE CAY, 2009
oil on canvas encased in lead, 15 x 12 in.   38.1 x 30.5 cm.



9. BIG SEA #1, 2009
oil on canvas encased in lead, 14 5/8  x 14 5/8 x 2 in.   37 x 37 x 5 cm.



10. OIL SLICK, 2002
oil on lead and canvas encased in steel, 59 x 74 1/8 x 2 in.  137x 188.2 x 5 cm.



11. PELICAN CAY, BAHAMAS, 2009
oil on paper, 30 x 22 in.   76.2 x 56 cm.

12. AIR & WATER: OFFSHORE CALM, 2009
oil on paper, 30 x 22 in.   76.2 x 56 cm.



13. AIR & WATER: LONG ISLAND GREYS, 2009
oil on paper, 30 x 22 in.   76.2 x 56 cm.

14. AIR & WATER: LONG ISLAND GRAYS, 2009
oil on paper, 30 x 22 in.   76.2 x 56 cm.



16. AIR & WATER: EVENING - FLORIDA, 2009
oil on paper, 30 x 22 in.   76.2 x 56 cm.

15. AIR & WATER: LONG ISLAND GREYS, 2009
oil on paper, 30 x 22 in.   76.2 x 56 cm.



18. AIR & WATER: WINDY EVENING, 2009
oil on paper, 30 x 22 in.   76.2 x 56 cm.

17. AIR & WATER: EVENING WITH ONCOMING CLOUDS, 2009
oil on paper, 30 x 22 in.   76.2 x 56 cm.



20. OPEN SEA, 2009-10
oil on paper, 22 x 30 in.   56 x 76.2 cm.

19. AIR & WATER: DAMAGED, 2009
oil on paper, 30 x 22 in.   76.2 x 56 cm.



22. FOG AND SUN OVER WATER, 2009
oil on paper, 15 x 18 in.   38 x 45.7 cm.

21. BIG SEA, 2009
oil on paper, 15 x 18 in.   38 x 45.7 cm.
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