DESMOND O'HAGAN

Shapes are the key to this painterly approach to pastel

DESMOND O’HAGAN is @ Master Pastelist, |

Pastel Society of America. His work has won
many awards, including awards at the Pastel
Saciety of America exhibitions, the George
[nnes Jr. Memorial Award from the
Salmagundi Club, and the Prix d'Pastel
award from the Intemational Assaciation of
Pastel Societies. His work is in numerous
private and public collections around the
world, and he teaches a few workshops each
year. For more information, see his web site,
wuw.desmondohagan.com
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ome artists say they paint the

light; some paint atmosphere,

and some concentrate on mood.

Desmond O’Hagan's paintings con-

tain all of these elements, but he
achicves thiem by painting shapes. “It's a
painterly a pproach,” he explains. "1
paint the same way in pastels as [ do in
oils. I concentrate first on shapes and
masses, then connect areas and work
towards defining them near the end of
the painting.” He’s careful not to make

that definition too precise. “I like 1o
loosely imply detail with edges and flicks
of color,” he says. “It allows the viewer to
make up the detail, and | think it gives
more of a sense of atmosphere.”
Desmond works on Canson paper—
“the smooth side,” he says quickly. “I've
experimented with a lot of papers and

| surfaces, but I like the smooth Canson

paper, and I like the colors available.
Using this surface allows me to create
visual texture, by varying the pressure

MAY/JUNE 2003




on the pastel stick; less pressure allows a
more transparent application of color,
usually in the darker tones, where [ let
the paper show through. In the lighter
areas, the highlights, the colors are
more opaque and applied with more
pressure.”

Desmond says he's a strong advocate
of the “less is more” theory. “The
paper’s not all thar forgiving, so [ apply
just one stroke of color when possible,
though some arcas may have two or
three strokes.”

Although he enjoys pleinvair paint-
ing, Desmond often works in his studio
from photographs. When he travels, he
sketches and rakes photographs, unless
he's staying in the same place for a week
or 50, allowing time for plein-air work.

“I've just gotten back from a trip to
Scotland and Ireland,” he says. “I have
relatives in both countries. I've been to
[reland quite a few times previously, but
this was the first time [ got to Scotland.
Alchough it was wet, | loved the muted
colors of Scotland. | stayed with a
cousin in Glasgow, and was able to
travel around the country quite a bir,
and did lots of hiking, sketching and
photography.”

Desmond says he is attracted to sub-
jects with interesting shapes and colors,
and, of course, light. The same things
catch his eye whether it’s outdoors or
an interior scene.

“In Ireland, I loved the pub scenes.
There would be people huddled to-
gether; generally the light was dim, but
then there would be streaks of light
across a figure, across a room. | took
photographs to work from lacer. Ina
situation like this, | make sure it's okay
to take pictures. Years ago, in north-
western Ireland, [ went into a pub with
my uncle. You don’t just walk into a
pub in that area and stare taking pic-
tures. But he was local, so the people
there at least sort of knew him, and he
introduced me, explained thart [ was an
artist, and that [ wanted ro rake pic-
tures. Some people left, but the rest
were okay with it.

“I'm not painting portraits, anyway,

-
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in scenes like this. I like the shapes of
the figures, and the atmosphere of the
pub. They are complicated scenes, but
the key is to simplify them into shapes.”

Desmond says he's aware some art-
ists are a bit apprehensive about paint-
ing figures. “It’s really the same as
painting a rock or a tree, though. If you
have the shapes correctly represented,
you don’t need to know that you're
painting eyes or a face.”

He begins each painting with a loose,
light charcoal sketch. “It’s just a map,” he
says. "I don't put any detail in the sketch.”

Then he begins placing abstract
shapes. “I'm not drawing so much as

' placing masses and shapes,” he says. “As

I work, the areas of color and shape

| begin to come rogether. If it happens to
| be a figure, then the shapes tie together

to create it, and at the end 1 can add a
tiny indicator of an ear or another fea-
ture to complete it."

Desmond generally works dark to
light, but says it's not a hard and fast rule.
He adds that he likes to keep the colors
clean, so avoids using dark over light,
since that tends to muddy the colors.

“I pay attention to warm and cool
colors,” he says. “If a painting starts to
get too cool, then [ warm it up, using
more oranges and reds.

“I never use white to represent light
in a painting. The nature of light is that
it is always made up of colors, both cool
and warm. | use color temperature and
a little contrast to make a vibration that
reads as light.

“You can get the most out of color
by putting more intense colors up
against more mundane colors. For ex-
ample, | use a subdued color in an area
and then place a strong color next to it
for an interesting combination.”

Desmond paints a wide variety of
subjects. “You should be able to paint
anything with pastel,” he says. *It’s very
versatile." He indicates a painting of a
rain<drenched street, which at first
glance appears quite complex. "I
painted the rainy street using blocks of
color. Reflections bring an image to the
simplest forms.

“I use contrasting colors and pay
attention to edges. If I use a hard edge,
I let it fade off somewhere to create lost
and found edges. The viewer's eye will
always go ro a point of distinct edges
and contrast. Although the painting
starts out very loose, the final use of
edges and highlights will crisp it up.”

He likes fleeting scenes—dusk and
twilight, light that only lasts for a few
minutes, the action of a street or a res-
taurant scene. "It is fascinating, the way
the light from headlights or streedights
bounces around. It seems like the
scenes are dark but there is actually a
lot of color there. When 1 paint it,
though, | have to be careful not too
have too much light bouncing around
or | can lose track of where the painting
is going.”

Using a camera is necessary for re-
cording those fleeting moments, he
says. “Cars don't stop, restaurant or pub
scenes don't freeze the action so [ can
paint. But [ can take photographs.”

Recently, Desmond began taking his
photos with a digital camera. “I have
only grudgingly accepted technology,”
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he says. "Originally, [ got the digital cam-
era to photograph images of completed
paintings for my web site. Then | began to
use it for other things, and once [ gotinto
it, [ began to really like ir.

“When I'm photographing people,
pub scenes, for example, it's less intru-
sive. The camera is the kind that you
can angle the lens and look down into
it, rather than through a viewfinder.
I'm not looking at people thar way, so
they are not so selfconscious as when |
point a camera at them. Generally
people don't pay any attention. They
think I'm fiddling with the camera and
not taking pictures.

"There's also the advantage that |
can look at the image and see if it’s
what | want, and if not, delete it. Some-
times when shooring film I'd shoor wo
or three shots of the same thing to
make sure [ got it right, which was a
waste. Now [ can tell right away. And
the camera’s lighter weight and more
compact—and of course, [ don't have to
carry all that film in leaddined bags
when [ travel. On this last trip to Ire-
land and Scotland, | came home with
1100 shots, and that wouldn’t have
been practical with film.”

[n addition to photographing fin-
ished work for the web site, Desmond
takes slide images of every painting he
completes, “Even if I later decide it
doesn't work, [ have documentation of
the piece,” he says. “[ shoot the paint-
ings outside in bright sun with Fuji 100
speed film and a sunligh filter. Lacer, if
[ need images for publication, | get
transparencies done professionally.”

He's disciplined about the business
side of his art. “I keep good records and
decumentation, and 1 work steadily in a
disciplined way. | think my background
working as a designer and art director
for advertising agencies helped create
discipline. If you can do that kind of
work, you can do anything." He spent
about four years in that business, and
says he “enjoved the work; being under
the gun, meeting deadlines." But when
the economy slumped after the oil
beom, he took the opportunity to work
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Above, Place Vendéme, Paris, 12°9°

Right, Dessond O'Hagan
in his studio
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on his painting full time. It's been 17
years now, and he says working every
day has honed his craft.

Desmond works in a studio room
added on to his home in Denver. He
likes being able to work at home, and
he enjoys having his small children
playing in his studic when he’s not
concentrating on a painting.

His set-up is simple; a large easel
with a sturdy board to attach his paper,
a tray of pastels in front of him and one
to the side. He says two things are im-
portant in his set-up: a strong support,
and space on the paper outside the
image area to test colors and experi-
ment with color combinations.

Desmond is not picky about his
palette organization. “There is no orga-
nization,” he says with a laugh. “I like
that, because it encourages experimen-
tation. | may end up using a different
color than I'd planned.”

Bu, in spite of the disarray and
generally gray hue dusting over all the
pastel sticks, he admits he does know
where many of his favorite colors are. “I
clean each stick on a towel before [ use
it," he says. "And in a way, the disorga-
nization is comfortable, I get into a
sone, a rhythm of painting, where |
know intuitively where the color is.

Desmond points out that in spite of
the numbers of pastel sticks, he really
doesn't use very many. “When | take a
trip, | take only what will fit in my
French easel,” he says. “When you use
overlapping color, you can achieve any
color; then you remember the combina-
tions you used to get there. | think
using the overlapping color makes a
painting more intéresting.

“I think it would hamper my sponta-
neous approach to have a palette that
was more organized, or too many pas-
tels. When 1 paint, [ don’t want to be
tied up in knots—! like to enjoy myself.”

W Maggic Price is a pastel artist and writer,
and editor of The Pastel Journal,
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