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This artist discovered watercolors late in life; a

community of artists and art critics took notice.

he watercolor painter Leo Brooks
(19041993 holds o special plage
in the annals of Monhegan art, In
acddition 1w the impact he made as
a spirited seasonal member of the isdand com-
rmunity, Brooks brought a fresh vision to sub-
ject matter already well covered by a remark-
able line of artists stretching back 150 years,

The journey Brooks traveled to arrive
on Monhegan [sland was circuitous, The son
of Russian Jewish immigrants, he was brought
up in the Bronx. His father was a tailor, who,
the artist later wrote, “never owned anything
of material value,” but whe introduced his som
to nature during walks in the Watchung
Mountaing in north-central Mew Jersev
Brooks would reconnect with that expericnoe,
“observing beauty and the feeling of awe and
srallness amidst the strength of nature.” as he
put it, after discovering Monhegan,

During the Depression, Brooks worked
for the WEA as a photographer, The Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art, the Museum of
Modern Art, and other collections have
acauired his gritty porteaits of Mew Yorkers
donwn on their leck, Some of his photos were
included in a traveling exhibition mounted
by Susquehanna University a few years ago.

For much of his adull life Brooks was a
linotype operator at the New York Timez, It
was there that he developed his taste for
contemporary culture by reading art,
theater, and dance reviews. His leftist poli-
tics were also formed in those yvears, Later in
life, he never passed up a chance to get into
heated political discussions,

Brooks came to painting late in hes life,
at age 60, although he had always had a cre-
ative side. Besides his decumentary phaotog-
raphy, he practiced enamel and silver jewel-
ry fabrication with the modernist and
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“wearable art” pioneer, Danish-born Adda
Husted-Andersen, in the late 19405, Yet the
pest found in Brooks’s watercolors was
something new, a blossoming of a latent cre-
ative spirit, and the effect of these paintings
on those who encountered thern was often
profound. Former Monhegan resident Sally
MacVane remembers the day in 1984 when
she spied a Brooks watercolor tacked to an
outside wall of the Trailing Yew inn and was
struck dumb by it. After purchasing a paint-
ing (the first the artist ever sold), she
enthused about Brooks to friends on the
island, which led to more sales, A fow vears
later, MacVane left her position as editor of
the Canrden Hevald 1o open Gallery-by-the-
Seain Port Clyde, with Brooks as a featured
PRINLET EVETY SUMIMET.

Broaks™s watercolors often distort scale
and distance. In "Monhegan Day" odd-
shaped fish swim gape-mouthed near a dory.
A craggy Manana, the island that protects
Meonhegan's harbor, lies in the background, a
white pathway like a carpet leading up to the
old Coast Guard station. From the title you
know where you are, but the painter has
transformed the scene through inspired fancy.

Brooks loved coler and wasn't alraid to
use it in unusual ways, He referred o his
watercolors as“color abstractions,” According
to MacVane, he once asked a friend for the
shirt off her back “s0 he could live with the
color for o while” He swapped paintings with
felbow artists in order to study their work and
was known to deliver thoughtful critiques.

“1 want my paintings to jump off the wall
with energy the frame cannot contain,” the
artist ange stated. Brooks sometimes traced
a favorite composition onto sheets of water-
color paper and then painted them in dif-
ferentt color schemes. He carried a nivtebook
anid pencil for making on-the-spot shetches,

Writing in the Maine Sunday Telegram,
the critic Denna Gold likened a Brooks
wittercodor to Inuit aet by virtue of its focus



