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A local qa”erq owner has said that all
visual arlists ereate individual visual vo-
cal)ulot’ies--'anquaqes for themselves.
Chritics speal( o{ these chapocfepishcs as
evolufion, qrow”’n, inﬂuences, ancl il’leq lae-
come the hallmarks laq which artists’ works
are known. The Icnquaqe of Peter Coes’
work is simple. His painfinqs are clean,
orc'er"q ancl Pe”ec{ Lis suw’oundinqs.

One painfinq, Girl Hidinq, Lcnqs
above his mantle. Painted in ccrqlics on
Lrown-ionec’ panel l)oarc’, itisan o”eqori-
cal scene in which theee ethereal females
walk ﬂwouqh the niql’-f above a fourth who
lies ‘\idinq next fqa qu. Are ”\eq Dleiades,
fallen from the sky? Or Muses? And why
is one |qmq next fo the qu7 Coes c]oesn |
say. He would onlq encourage .
viewersto i imaginea siopq for them-
selves. One can assume that Coes’
pePsoncl narrative mofivofecl his
pcinfinq, bul ”\e sfor'q Le cl’xooses
to fell about it is a love sfopq.

He painfeJ it for his wi{e,
Linda. And he gave it to her as a
qi“. Butthose were the earlq years
of Lis career ancl, ”10qu1 slle
woPLecI a jo[a for’ pay, money was a
proHem. Coes” aunt had u'waqs
wanted fo Luq the poinfinq, s0 Hleq
sold it to her with the understand-
ing ”\a’, upon lmr Jea”\, ownersl\ip wouIJ
revert to Lincla. T]’\e aunt JIJ not clie, l)ui
Coes clevelopec] a non-ma'iqnan| tumor.
And {riql\fened l)q the nwuqm that some-
fl’uinq mqu happen to Coes or his wi{e
Lefope Hleq coulcl I\anq ”’ve painfinq above

their own mon”e, the aunt returned itfo ifs

Piql'n”ul home.
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~va|ue 0{ a su PPDPhVG par‘ner’.

There is a Lisfopq of cr'eafivijrq in the
Coes familq. Relatives were painfeps and
siuinec]-qlass artists. Coes fells of his
mother’s constant meinqs: women’s heads
encirclinq Ler crossworJ puzzle; o{ Lep cri-
fique of his own “qirlie” c'pawinqs--nof
that he should siop, rather that he should
clmw il’\em LeHer! If there were a way in
which Coes had experiencecj an appren-
fices"uip, it miq“ imve Been wi”1 |1is fo”‘nep.
He was an inventor who believed he would
l'uave fime {or’ l\is {irsf love, painfinq, a{fer*
his retirement. He never realized his dream.
It was ”ﬁs, per’lmps, which gave Coes the
courage to leave a paicl jola to painf full-

fime, even Hmuql'n l\e Lac’ a wife ancl young

But I1e cloes not underestimate the
“I woulc'n,i
sa | woan,* l)e clo'nq “\is if it

son.

Pen,f [Ol”

l_i a, II)U' ”ﬁnqs wouu sure Le'di”epenf.
She never has cloul.)fed. It's mincl Loqqlinq.
I've Joulﬁiec‘,frequen'”q,l)ufsl’re never has.”

COQS SOqS, “Ten qEOPS QqD we came
out here from Western Mass. Back there |
USQ(J {O paini {OPGS{S, ‘CUZ ‘LG*’S WI'IQPQ we

Iived. Cominq out ller’e, it fool( a while to
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chanqe channels. And | started painhnq
the houses and the boats. It’s almost as if
qou’pe 'earninq a vocabu'apq l(or a wl'uile
and Hlen, wi\ai are you going to c]o? Now
I'm at the poinf where | am mal(inq some-
”ﬁnq out of the vocalaulcpq.”

Flippinq “‘H’qul’l Pl‘lOquPGpl’lS ofeorlq
WOPL——pPiOP 10 1981 when he and his fam-
ilq moved o Provincetown--Coes shows
work on brown unc]erpainfinqs. Sul)jecfs
are of the forests and fields: a woman in a
filmq dress puns H‘nrouql’l the niql’\f wooc!s;

a oun o] enea a Iree IOOKS across a
gourvg boy bensth @ Fras ook

field. The field is hundreds of blades of
grass, and Coes pain*ec] l’\unclr’ecjs o]( incli-
vidual leaves above the child’s head. It is
the first painfinq he ever sold.

His pictures are cleiailetJ, not in the
way of”le Du’clﬂ masters, l)uf r’cfl'\er' in the
way of primifive painfers. Vef,
l’\owever’ similur Coes’ WDPL may
“I¥'s fouql\

“Lecause

l:e, it is not pr’imifive.
to clescril:e,”

it’s represenfchonal, l:uf not su-

he says,

per-realisfic. | qu to mal(e it so
that it’s not pl‘loio-l’epr’esenfuhve
but much more. The way | work is
to sketch from several different
onqles, ﬂlen pui il‘le SLQ*CLQS OWC“.’
and re-draw it.”

The process increases his visual
vocalaulam.;. He adds side views fo
Luildinqs and Lvinqs the roofs for-
ward. He creates a piciu re o{awl\ole LuiH-
ing, painfinq movre of the Luichinq than one
can ocfua”q seeforma sinqle vanfoqe poinf.
“So it is removed from reolifq. You can
relax with it. Maql::e because | grew up

wufchinq Disneq corfoons, I puf some of

that fcniasq info it!” But whai shouu we



etelf‘ COQJ

CQ“ ”’IQ sfgle? He says, “Tl‘le way Defer

Coes paints, | quess!n

The Iarown unclerpoinfinqs clisop-
pear from his work after 1981. As do
”w fie'cjs and the woods. His board is
cast in l)lue, and the paHerns of leaves
ancl grass give way to ”19 infinite pepefi-
tions of cIapl)oarAs, roof shinq'es and
spil(ed picl(ef fences of Provincetown
venues. Usua”q, Lis wopl( contfains a
1950’s vinfcqe I:icqcle, car, OP o”mn
ol)jecf, ancJ oﬁen Le gives a lvach Pouncl
qlimpsg of the Harbor. “Tlreq evoke my
childhood fime,wl‘nich is nof a bad Hlinq
to evol(e,” he says.

Coes painfs many ”ﬁnqs info a
piclure to friqqen”'ne viewer's imagina-
fion, to sfimulcfe curios:ifq. “I don't
want fo fell you the sf/or’q, | want you
fo see a sfovq,” he says. A Eicqcle
Lelow an open window on the oufsic}e
o{ a house miq“ suqqesf a quicL
qefawaq from a child’s Lecjroom; or
a ball |qinq in {r’onll of a stairwell
Aoop miql\f cause the viewer fo want
iO peeL QPOUHJ ”10* JODP, UP ”’19
stairs fo see what the child is doinq.
“Some people came to me |onq after
I:Juqinq my painiinq and saicJ “You
Lnow, we can’f fiqure out il( she's
coming ou*o{ ”19 house or going into
the house.” And that’s qreai, because
f‘\eq can qef two stories out of it that
waq!”

Beqinninq in ]966, Coes at-
tended the sculpfur»e program headed Lq
Wo”qanq Beal at the Univer’sifq of
Haetford. His reason for cl':oosinq sculp-
ture was pmcfical. “As a sculpfuve

major, you qof your own studio a year

ahead of the pcinfers!n He credits his feach-

ers for mainfuininq an excifinq pregram.
Theq encoumqecj exploraiion, whereas he
felt his painfinq feac"\ers wclnfecJ ﬂ'leir stu-
dents to pain* jusf Iil<e ﬂlemse]ves.
leuq"l Coes never apppenficecj him-
se” to an ariisi, |'19 ac]vises apppenficesl-lip
as a route for young artists. “I'm not a Liq
Leliever in going to avt sclﬁool. It's a LGP(J
prol(ession,anc'qoinq 1oco”eqe orart school
jusf doesn’t teach you anq”ﬁnq about it
l)einq a ppo{ession. The prouems are not
opproacl’!ed, IiLe qouype not going to maLe
any money, or learn how to frcme, how to
market. When you are apprenficec’, you

see G“ ””IOSQ pPOLlQmS qncl {Pusfr’cfions.”

His sense 0{ explorafion, {ipsf encour-

oqecl '::q Beol, |ec| to Idfer pieces Iil(e awall-
sculpfupe|i”ed,“peachinq ForTLe Sl(q.”
Coes painfecl a section of an exterior brick
wall and on it,a chippecl mural. The mural
shows a woman with arms bent to the sl(q.

Humorouslq, |’|9P arms are PGQCLinq iD-

wcxvc; a l:)ipcl on ”19 cornice of”‘le LuiHinq,
w|’liC"l is of{ ”ae supface of ”19 mural. “
l:lur's Hwe viewers sense o{ time. O{ his
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Luilclinq {raqmenis, Coes scqs,“T]ﬁeq’re a
lof of fun!”

Fun is intrinsic to a Coes nature.
Coes’ son, MoHI’uew, is a clown! At age
22, he has been ”’H’qul’l Qinq'inq Broth-
ers Clown School and is now on the road
witha fpave”inq circus. Matthewand Ol:ie,
the cat (known laq nequ)ors for per{opm-
ing ccr»olmiic r»oo”op esccpades), Lave l)e-

come the wi”ipq sul)jecfs of Coes’ picture
l}ooLs‘ fora children. Buf, ofcoursel His next

projecf is a second book--about MaHLew
onJ O|:>ie, ”ne Caf frove“inq aPounJ, frq-
ing to {incl a circus.

He continues to pcinf Provincetown
scenes for his serious work. Into one Coes
has painfed a ‘50’s diner named LinJa,s.
; Itis part of a series he's
ca”inq Linda’s Diner
Senies. “I’vealwoqs had
Linda in my painfinqs.
Buf, ”mse are ”\e firsf
time | have pcicl real
tribute to her."Ano”\ep
painting among those in
Lis current slww, Sl‘-e
Looked ‘Down With
Mixed Emo{ions, is of
the Lobster Pot restau-
”Qni. Ii'{QCI*UPES a nuJe
female |oo|<inq out an

upstairs window at a man on a vintage

Harleq. “I'have noidea wI\choq McHu“q
would ”‘linl(,” Coes says, “whether she'd
”-ninl( it rec“q |ool(s like the Lobster Pot or
not. Lthinkit's pre“q close,ccfuq”q.” One
flwinq,s sure. McHqug would wonder \(Lo

is Hlaf nude woman sfondinq in Ler o{fice!

Peter Coes’ work is s‘mwinq ﬂwouqh Au-
gust 19th ot the Rice/Polak Ga”erq, 430
Commercial Street.
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"Summer Afternoon,’ 18" x 50", acrylic, 1986. A move to Provincetown a few years ago was one element
that influenced the work of acrylic and egg tempera artist Peter Coes. His palette has lightened and his
subject matter has become less enigmatic. "Where they remain the same,’ he says, "is that I still deal with
the texture of things and I'm still a narrative painter.!’ Narration, he feels, "'is what appeals to people.”

eter Coes never left his child-

hood behind. He sees his

surroundings with the inten-

sity, the not-quite-predict-
able innocence, and the close-up
precision of a child.

Discovering a Coes painting is like
discovering the miniature jungle be-
neath the grass. Both focus on a
finely-detailed reality, one that is
often overlooked. Both have a pri-
vate magic and a wafting of child-
hood memories, and both breathe
with a life that's present whether
figures are there or not.

Washed with the blues, greens
and yellows of summer, Coes' acryl-
ic and egg-tempera paintings un-
fold an imaginative narrative of
Provincetown's Victorian angles,
cramped little backyards, gnarled
and ancient trees, young girls, dunes
and sailboats. There's an illustrative
quality about the artist’s work, a
style that's representative and ma-
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ture, but still alive with the exuber-
ance of youth. Coes pinpoints the
source of that exuberance.

"There was never a time when I
didn't feel connected to my child-
hood. I still have all my toys; I still
play with boats. Those juices that
you have when you're a child, if you
don't let go of them, is what living
is all about, he says.

Beyond that, Coes says, "It's naive
just to think it's possible to paint for
a living. I constantly ignore reality
that way, and ignore the fact that
I'm 39 years old.’

Sam Hardison, co-owner of Prov-
incetown's Impulse Gallery, one of
two Cape galleries where Coes'
work can be seen, says the maturity
of Coes' style led him to expect the
painter to be much older. “One of
the things I love about Picasso, Cha-
gall, and Miro is that even as very
mature painters, they had that child-
like quality,’ says Hardison. ""Peter

Coes is like that, very quiet, very
easy, and very, very personal. His is
a unique approach to painting the
Cape, distinctively Peter Coes.”
Coes has been painting full time
for 10 years, the last five of those in
Provincetown. His earlier paintings,
completed in Amherst, Massachu-
setts, when his career and reputa-
tion were still taking form, are more
tremulous in feeling. They portray
sinister ritual, young females hiding
or running through woods, and are
painted in the somber tones of an
Arthur Rackham color-plate. "Peo-
ple were afraid of them,” Coes says.
While Amherst and its surround-
ing pine forests may have had an
ominous effect on him, Coes really
believes his change to a more pleas-
ant tone came about "because I
have a better idea of what I want to
paint. There is a lot of insecurity in
my earlier paintings, and that shows
up in my images. So many things



"April Breeze,' 28" x 22", egg tempera,
1986. Coes gathers his imagery from Cape
Cod architecture, changing weather, and
changing seasons, all viewed from dif-
fering angles. Sun showers and puddles
trigger a fresh approach for him and
bicycles are a recurring link to childhood
and the past; the textural lushness is a
Coes trademark.
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NED MANTER

“Summer Friends,' 24" x 30", acrylic, 1986. An avid sailor himself, Coes says people respond to
the positive emotions behind his painting of boats, youth and summer. "I think of my paintings
as mood changers, as inspiring positive thinking,” he says.
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NED MANTER

Keeping his recently completed studio in precise order is one way Coes creates the

discipline he needs to paint every day. Having his own space is a luxury, he says. "It's
nice to have a place for all the little things I've collected over the years, the things that
trigger me.”

happen in your life. What is trigger-
ing you is sometimes so buried you
are often not even aware of it.”

Coes is aware of how both the
past and the present can affect his
work. An avid model builder as a
boy, Coes sees the Cape as an infi-
nite source of models. He mentions
the textures, subtle colors, and di-
minutive architecture as having a
lasting effect on him. "I used to
wonder what I was going to do
next,’ he says. "Now I have note-
books filled with ideas. I don't think
there's an end to it. I am always
aware. It's a curse, actually. A sun-
set isn't real for me until I can paint
it

In his studio, where his collection
of model cars, arrowheads, family
photos, images of other art works,
and a wood sculpture by fellow
Provincetowu artist Richard Pepi-
tone, are all carefully and somehow
congruously displayed, Coes sits in
a chair smudged with blue paint.
Underneath his method and practi-
cality, he is really a procrastinator
at heart. He says, "I'have these little
rituals that I keep applying to get
more done. I get into my studio

every day. If a painting is at a stand-
still, I'll build a frame, gesso a
board. I don't feel the day is com-
plete until I've been here and done
something.

"I'think in very short steps. I have
a lot of little successes. I set little
goals. If you make a living painting
you have to do that. Discipline is
important.”

His canvases start with the ele-
mental, a wash of Provincetown's
sea and sky carried in a blue-gray
gesso. Even after other colors are ap-
plied, "that blue-gray always bleeds
through; it unifies the painting.”’

Next Coes does a "careful draw-
ing in a darker blue,” one inspired
by his previous sketches. Once the
design is established, shadows of
draftsman-like precision are ap-
plied. The shadows give Coes' work
dimension, while drawing in each
blade of grass or leaf gives them
detail.

Such precision, Coes says, is use-
ful, "it lends movement. You can
have all the blades blowing in the
same direction to lead the eye to an
area of the painting. That's where
it gets to be fun, almost like sculpt-

ing the painting. Highlighting de
cides what will pop out; it gives i
real depth.” Highlighting, or filling
in each blade and leaf, is Coes' fa
vorite part of the process.

Overall Coes says his paintings
are still undergoing changes, subtle
to his collectors, but important to
him. "They are larger, with softer
lines than they were a year ago. To
me that's a big change, but people
have just said they look more alive.
If you're painting what you did last
year, just because it sells, you're
really in a prison,’ he says.

With artistic growth comes the
inevitable self-testing. "It's very
lonely. In the middle of every paint-
ing, I ask myself, ‘Will I ever be able
to pull this thing together?’ I write
myself notes along the way, then I
go back to reassure myself that
those doubts did get resolved. Your
reality is the painting you're work-
ing on at the moment.”

Peter Coes' paintings can be seen
at Impulse Gallery, Provincetown,
and Tree's Place, Orleans. He also
shows at the Copley Society, Boston,
and in Stockbridge, Connecticut.

— Ann Lloyd
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