Capturing Unseen Forces —

Nancy L. Purington
By Pamela Eyden

T

he Mississippi River has
inspired much of Iowa artist Nancy Purington’s work
over the past three decades, but as
an abstract artist, she doesn’t paint
bluffs, beaches, backwaters or sunsets
over the marina. Her oil paintings,
watercolors, gouache, monoprints and
even her digital photographs express
energy, rhythm, patterns and interactions. It’s the river’s spirit.
Purington grew up in Princeton,
Iowa, a small town (pop. 1,000) on the
banks of the Mississippi just downriver from where the Wapsipinicon
River joins it, about 20 miles upstream
from the Quad Cities. There wasn’t
much to do in Princeton, she recalls,
but go outside and roam around by
the river, pick up rocks, look for pearls
and other treasure, play, build things,
watch boats and watch the river. Her
childhood was steeped in the ways of
these two rivers.
“Every part of the river has its own
personality,” Purington said. “Where
the Wapsi comes in, the current creates zigzag patterns. I remember
watching my parents navigating our
boat here, among the moving currents
that we couldn’t see. It’s really a dangerous place. We grew up respecting
those unseen forces and watching for
signs of them.”
Art wasn’t part of the school cur-

Nancy Purington’s Iowa City studio is filled with art and light.

riculum, but once in a while she visited her grandmother, who lived in
Chicago and took her to art galleries where she saw art that influenced
her to do her own work. She was ten
years old in the 1950s when she discovered the abstract modern artist
Vasily Kandinsky.
“I remember thinking that I understood that art. I started looking at
other modernist artists, like Paul Klee.
This art made sense of my experience

MOONLIGHT ON THE MISSISSIPPI, 1992, 36” x 96”, diptych, oil on canvas with gold leaf, white gold leaf, silver
leaf and gold dust. Collection of Mid-American Energy, Davenport.

40 Big River Magazine / J anuary -F ebruary 2012

of the world. The river was so much a
part of that.”
She earned a Master of Fine Arts
at the University of Iowa and taught
textile art and design there. She also
taught at Cornell College, Coe College
and the University of Northern Iowa.
She showed her work in dozens of
shows and exhibitions, participated in
national competitions and won state
and regional grants.
In 2007 she was awarded a Major
Artist Grant from the Iowa Arts
Council to create an exhibition called
“Twelve Views of Water.” It consists of
100 oil, watercolor and gouache paintings and digital photographs and
appeared at the Muscatine Art Center
in Muscatine, Iowa, and the Dubuque
Museum of Art in Dubuque, Iowa,
before moving to the Waterloo Center
for the Arts in Waterloo, Iowa — all
towns that are located on rivers, she
points out.
(Purington continues on page 38)
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Above: FLOTSAM & JETSAM B., 2005, 5” x 7”, oil-based indigo ink on rice paper with
hand-painted & hand-gilded (gold, silver and white gold) papers. Collage or Poem
Paper. Collection of the artist.
Left: MAGIC WAND, 1996, 7” x 5”, gouache, gold and white gold leaf on paper. An
attempt to find beauty in the Quad-Cities dual-unit boiling water reactor nuclear
power plant at Cordova. Private Collection.

The paintings and photographs
in “Twelve Views of Water” explore
the way water moves, how waves
rise and fall, light reflects, and objects
change shape as they move and turn
in the water — moonlight shatters,
boats turn into geometric shapes.
“Things are mostly geometric
in relation to water,” Purington
explained. “The river gives you parts
and pieces. You never see the whole
boat, just part of it.”
In one of several pieces titled
“Moonlight on the Mississippi,”
abstract shapes of leaves and debris
skitter along on a pitch dark indigo
current. The crescent moon is there,
too, pushed between bold, geometric
shapes that could be levees or some
other human bulwark against whimsy
and chaos.
In “New Wave,” a ghostly curling wave sweeps on indigo currents
through similar blocky levee shapes,
these with the texture of limestone.
Indigo is a mainstay in Purington’s art, a strong, saturated color
that comes from the indigo plant, tra-

ditionally used to dye fabric. In fact,
she became interested in it when she
was working in textile design. Besides
indigo, she uses ultramarine, which is

“In this music I could really
hear the river — like an
undercurrent of blues
decorated with jazzy wave
patterns.”
ground up lapis lazuli, and Prussian
blue, a synthetic pigment that gives
metallic overtones.
“Blue” has influenced her artwork through another media as well
— music, specifically the blues and
bluesy jazz.
Purington credits a childhood
music teacher with giving her a
romantic view of the river, by way of
Stephen Foster songs about the South.
Another, more recent, influence
is jazz cornetist and composer Bix
Beiderbecke.

38 Big River Magazine / J anuary -F ebruary 2012

“Beiderbecke grew up in Davenport, not far from here, so I’ve
always known about him, but hearing
Geoff Muldaur’s tribute CD, ‘Private
Astronomy: A Vision of the Music of
Bix Beiderbecke’ started me thinking
about music in terms of currents in
the river.
“In this music I could really hear
the river — like an undercurrent of
blues decorated with jazzy wave patterns,” she said.
She borrowed titles of Beiderbecke
compositions for some of her works
that are inspired by both the river and
his music: “Davenport Blues,” “In the
Dark,” “In the Mist” and “Futuristic
Rhythm,” which jumps outside the
rectangular canvas.
Purington now lives in Iowa City,
where she works part time as an art
consultant and is illustrating a children’s book. She returns to the river
as often as she can. Her work can be
seen at Posh Home in LeClaire, Iowa,
and the Hudson River Gallery in Iowa
City, as well as on her website and
blog. 8 F

