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DONALD HOLDEN
Memory Painter

“I’m a memory painter. Sometimes I paint my memory of a specific place. Sometimes I combine several memories - several views of the same place - in a single painting. But I don’t invent places where I haven’t been. I
paint real places, real effects of light and weather, simplified and distilled and intensified by memory.”1
													
Donald Holden
Donald Holden is first and foremost a
draftsman. Drawing, and particularly
drawing from the nude figure, is the
foundation of all of his work. His work
in watercolor, however, is exclusive to
landscape and intentionally small scale
because he “finds a special magic in
small pictures.”2
Holden did not become serious about
watercolor until 1986, when he says
“something clicked, and I really fell in
love with the medium.” He had already
enjoyed a very successful career in publishing, working as the editorial director
at Watson-Guptill Publishers where he
also authored numerous texts including
a series of technical books under the
pseudonym Wendon Blake.
After falling in love with watercolor,
he gave up the sculptures and began
working full-time painting small landscapes. Inspired by the work of J.M.W.
Turner and Richard Parkes Bonington,
Holden intentionally began working
small scale noting that Turner’s “greatest
sunsets are about the size of a page in
a magazine and you can see miles of
sea and sky in them. A big painting tells
you to step back, keep your distance. A
small painting, on the other hand, invites
you to step forward and move inside.
It invites a more intimate, more intense
relationship.”3
Holden has established a way of working
that is spontaneous and unpredictable.
He paints with broad simple brushstrokes, using the wet-on-wet technique

of mixing his colors right on the paper.
He creates restrictions by using only two
brushes [overly large], and determines a
simple palette ahead of time, generally
limited to four colors. He revisits subject
matter over and over, each time adjusting the palette in order to gain new
results. He often works on five paintings
at a time, all of the same similar composition, but with slight variations in
design and a uniquely different palette
assigned to each - some working light
to dark, others working dark to light.
Holden borrowed this technique from
the French Impressionist painter, Edgar
Degas, who would set out an assortment of pastels and then draw the same
model in the same pose using each of
the different color combinations. Holden
will also lift color selectively by slipping
the work into a roasting pan and gently

brushing or scrubbing the surface to
remove certain blasts of light or color
in the painting. This requires that he
use heavy paper, something that can
withstand the scrubbing. The resulting
effect is a soft, ethereal image - as if
the landscape is being remembered or
culled from a dream. There is an act of
discovery as your eyes move deeper
into the surface of the painting, noting
the ghostly colors or faded marks from
the removal process.
Nearly all of Holden’s subjects are pulled
from places he’s visited - Lake Powell,
the Maine Coast - or his own backyard
in the Hudson River Valley. Although the
paintings are based on actual locations,
he never paints on-site but instead,
recreates his memory of the landscape
once he has returned to the studio. He

says that “Painting from memory distills
what you’ve seen. The mind edits out
everything that’s not essential. You leave
out all the distractions, all the minor
details. You focus on the big shapes, the
major elements. If you’re lucky, you get
to the essence of something.”4
But memory also distorts, reshapes,
and reinvents. Thus, although the final
paintings are evocative of a specific location, the technical details may include
composite views or elements that owe
more to artistic license than actual fact.
Holden revels in this process, noting
that the merging of memories can “create something new and unexpected.
And sometimes it really happens. The
painting astonishes you.”5
Holden’s ability to render light, through
an incredibly subtle tonal range, makes

each painting literally glow from within.
He practically eliminates the brushstroke, instead allowing the subtle
gradations of color to grow organically,
seemingly from the fiber of the paper
itself. The final works resemble a dream
land, like a fuzzy photograph from some
strange, parallel world. Merging representation, abstraction, light and color,
Holden imbues each painting with a
spiritual presence that belies the small
scale, exuding an essence that is larger
than life.
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Donald Holden was born in Los Angeles
in 1931 and grew up in New York City. He
studied at the Art Students League in New
York with Robert Beverly Hale in 1947. He received a B.A. from Columbia University and
an M.A. from Ohio State University.
Holden held positions as director of public
relations at Philadelphia College of Art and
the Metropolitan Museum of Art. He then
joined Fortune magazine as art editor after
which he began to work for Watson-Guptill
Publishers, first as editorial director and then
editorial consultant.
His watercolors and drawings are in the
permanent collection of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, the Smithsonian American
Art Museum, the British Museum, the Victoria
and Albert Museum and the Butler Institute
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of American Art, among others.
Holden is also the author of Whistler’s Landscapes and Seascapes (1950) in addition to
numerous articles published in American
Artist, Architectural Record, The Artist’s Magazine, and The New York Times.

