Gordon Peers

Chronology
Born: March 17, 1909
Died: 1988

Mr. Pexrsis a paintersOpainter, a man whose canvases are not apt to please the gmneral public
but more the art student and professional painter.O
Del Deo Providence Journal 1951

Early Years 1931-1940

Gordon Peers showed promise early as apainter. After receiving adiplomafrom Classica High
School in 1929 he studied panting a the Rhodeldand School of Design (RISD) and did a3 month
aoprenticeship with Dutch painter Jan van Empel. He graduated in 1933 under the tutelage of John
Frazier. Peerswent on to study at the Beaux Arts Acadamy in New York in 1934 working for atime
with American redist Thomas Hart Benton. John Frazier further mentored at the Summer School
of Art in Provincetown. Early worksin the 30's and 40's show Peers as astrong redist painter who
was interested in tightly rendered images, exacting composition and homage to nature. An
indgpendent and disciplined painter, Gordon Peers acquired technicad and theoreticd art
sophigtication early in his career.

1931

Providence Art Club Orounger Rhodeldand ArtistsO

Gadon Pegs handsareanypastion of aboetyard is ndadefar itsbrced trestment o ligt and full o warmdaoning
ald. Providence Journal April 22, 1931

1932

PeersGvork is again included in ashow of Orounger Rhodeldand ArtistsOat the Providence Art
Club where heis praised in an article as being faausad an wingngtheutnod in ddar ar o hisgeraus
peldte

1933

Peers exhibits a Providence Art Club work from John Frazier® Summer School of Art in
Provincetown Dof students from the School of Design, CCemeteryQ Gadm Pexswho has bem a
Prodnctonn duringthelag threesumra's exhibited a partrait in theexhibition o theProdncgoan Art
Assmdion thiswes ned theautdandngpiduresin theshow

1934-1936
Peers headsthe painting degpartment a RISD and teaches classesin painting and drawing.

1935
Providence Art Club L\ittle Fﬂctur&s Exhibition
Showed oil painting, G5ray© WeetherO



Peers and RISD student, Wedey Noble, embark on a summer journey through rurd Mexico where
they sketch and paint the locd people and picturesque landscapes.

1936
Peersis sdlected, dong with five other Rhode | dand artigts, to participate in the Nationa Exhibition
of American Artin New York.

1936-1937
Peers takes aleave of absence from RISD and fillsin as Assstant Professor of Art a Rockford
Collegein llinois.

Exhibits paintings & the Nationa Exhibition of American Artistsin New York.

1938

Peers has hisfirst One-Man show Providence Art Club where he exhibits paintings and drawings.
The show is favorably reviewed by F.R. Sisson who says: It gvesaful sped theartig@prest saged
dadaomat with themediumd al paint, shaninga healthy and wark menlikegporcach tothe painting prddem and
arexgition o meaningsindwvad in therdaiondhips d famand da that ahiees sgifienein sared the
@anvess d thearrat shay, and hddsfath prarised interetingdedgomant inthefuurewak o thisartid.

A RISD museum show displays the work of Peers and four other painters who were dlowed to
document the destructive effects of the hurricane on Rhodeldand©coast.

1939
Exhibits pantings a the World®Fair in New York and Golden Gate Exhibition in Cdifornia
GGreat Dune, Race Point, Provincetown, MassachusettsO

1940
Exhibits paintings a the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts; Highland Bluffs North TruroO



During the War Years 1941-1946
On December 7, 1941 every American life changed with the attack on Pearl Harbor and the entry of

the United Saesinto World War 1. Gordon was amember of the faculty a Rhodeldand School
of Design and obtained aleave of absenceto become an officer in an army camouflage unit. WWI1
touched dl facets of American life and chalenged the careers of many Rhodeldand artists. The
sructured and precise painting style of Gordon Peers (1909 - 1988) pre-war evolved to meet the
new redities of apost war art world. The artist did not paint war themes but looked to the emerging
art movements of Geometric Abstraction and Surredism by the American vanguard artists to better
understand his choices as apanter. The transformation in color, composition and surface paint are
sgnificant. His subject matter ranges from 4ill life, flowers and Cape Cod landscapes of Highland
Beach and Truro, Massachusetts actively avoiding war theme art. In the Rhode I dand servicemen
exhibits a the Providence Art Club in 1946 he exhibits imaginative paintings of objectsand

landscape.

1941
Peers marries fellow Rhodel dand painter Florence Leif.

During 1941 Peers not only married fellow Rhodeldand panter Florence but joined other young
artigts, exhibiting a the Providence Art Club Orhe Beginnings of aRhode | dand RenaissanceOor
Ceott@ RebellionOreferencing Rhode | dand Poet Winfield T. Scott. Worksin this show embody
Scott@desire for the young artists not to paint in ddweys wanwaysand ahe padeBwaysbut to
experiment with new idess. Exhibiting his OmaginaryOworks the Providence Art critic found the
artwork not tha revolutionary but rather impres\einitsquaitiesd exalet aaftsrangip, andin
meaningu famd rdaiadhip. Providence Journal

1942

Peersisinvolved in aCamouflage Course a@ RISD, which experimented with landscgpe design to
confuse hypothetica enemy armen.

Scott®@ Rebellion: Memorid Exhibition a the Providence Art Club Thisshovhesin grad ageste
meturity then thet of ladt yerE Thebigget advene| shauld sy isin Pegrs and L ef, partiadarly in ther il life
@anvess Bythar oan gatemant they arederly thinkingthraugh ther prdders and aredrivingtonerd ddinite
djetives F.R. Sisson Providence Journal

Peers participates in an art exchange in which Providence artistsQworks are displayed in the
Worcester Museum while Worcester artists show in the RISD museum.

1943
Exhibits Orhe Ivory TowerOat the Carnegie I ndtitute.

1946

With the end of the War, Peers had the important accolade of being selected for anationdly juried
exhibition QPantings of the YearOsponsored by Pepsi-Cola His Moon Descending on the EarthO
was among 267 paintings selected acrossthe country. Notable artists Leon Kroll, Robert Gwathmey
and Milton Avery were selected as well as his wife Florence Leif.



Peers participates in ashow titled GI ArtOat the Providence Art Club that featured works by
Rhodeldand servicemen. While most of the art on exhibit was of war themes, Peersis anong the
few exceptions showing a till life and the oil GConversation PieceQ Art critic Frederick R. Ssson
notes, Persaddefranhis beautifully peinted dill life isfdloningthethered imegnativeredity thet wes
atradinghisintees bdarethewar. Providence Journal March 3, 1946



Post-War Years 1947-1959

Peerswill not be confused with the more radica and modern paintersto emerge post war in the
United Sates. Rather, Peers paintings evolved dowly paying particular homage to the work of
Cezanne. This influence is notable in his landscape pantings from the late 408 and early 50Qin his
use of unusud colors and freer brushstrokes. While he departs from grict redism, he never
relinquishes arespect for sound draftsmanship and the refined craft of painting. The works of this
period strongly reference the style of Cezanne as they gveway toa moreimpresanidicued da thet is
dady arrdated with srandy merked and intricatdy desgned pettern. Thiserphedzesthedesgnin paintingand
frantheaidened thee@nvess indcaes athougitfu used variaustheresd da. F.R. Sisson Providence
Journal

1947
Peers obtains his BFA from RID.

1948

Providence Art Club exhibition

Wehaein thisexhilition eidned dengeand ssrdingfa nevdretian inthewak o sareartids Indcias
d thisaregoparet in theaa and brushwak o theexddlat dill lifeby Gadon Pegs E.R. Sisson Providence
Journal

Exhibits a Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Artsand the VirginiaMuseum of Fine Arts.

1949
Hisarrat exhilition, with waks detingfran 1941 tothepresat, Sons a marked dange d diretion fdloningthe
intaval o wer STM@ Providence Journal May 8, 1949

Rhodeldand League of Artists exhibits Peers paintings daing from 1941 forward.
The earlier pieces show, afinebdaned ddicdy panted texturesand atrueinvativeness o desgnin awdl
darified goetid ancgx. F.R.Sisson

Tenth Annud Rhode | dand artists Exhibition a the Museum of Art, Rhode Idand School of
Design.

1950

Twelfth annua I ndependent Artists of Rhodeldand Artists & the Museum of Art, RISD, Judged by
MoMA director of painting and sculpture department, Andrew Ritchie. Peers actudly exhibited a
war related artwork, Orhe ShipsOthat is an dsure inpresianigicviev d what may bea beattleship in adion
m aetravdy midy dayE My guesisthat hepaintad a bettledip in adion Dinarparatingin hiswark thegn
flashes partsd spardrudureand riggng and parhgpstherangedaratsinagin dit. Anddl assn amavay
Mgy day. Frank Pembrton Providence Journal

1951
Jenuary exhibit & the Providence Art Club demongtrates some stylistic changesin PeersQwork. In a
review of the show, Sdvatore dd Deo notes PeersQyet fresdomand gootanety and that he gveshis

imegnation freerans and amesthraugh with very gopedling dfeds Providence Journal



1952
Peers exhibits @ the Terry Arts Ingtitute in Floridaand receives Honorable Mention for his entry.
He travelsto Itdy and other parts of Europe.

1954
Receives second prize in the Boston Arts Festival.

1955

Receives aprize a the Boston Arts Festivd.

Recelves firgt prize from the Providence Art Club for his drawing.

Gordon and Florence spend four months panting dong the northern coast of Span.

1956
Peersis awarded aprize by the Newport Association. He aso participatesin the Bogon Arts
Fegtiva for the American Federation of Artstraveling exhibition.

1957

Articlein the Spectator coversthe vist of British lecturer from the Roya College of Art in London,
Basl Taylor. Duringthat vist he atended aGordon Peers critique and commented: At theRhaoe
Idand Stad o Dedqn, | attended aspaintingdass aitiaamwhidh | havenee ssn equaled far luadity, snpethy
and andrudivecommet.

1958
Exhibitsin the Boston Arts Festival. Receivesfirg prize from the Newport Art Association.
Gordon returnsto Europe for four monthswith hiswife to pant coasta aressin Itdy.

1959
Exhibits a the Newport Art Museum in August.
Arsonist setsfire and Gordon Peers and Florence Lef have twelve of their works destroyed or

damaged.



Later Years 1960-1988

In hislater years, Gordon Peers becomes more introgpective about the process of creating art and,
by extension, teaching art and is rewarded with recognition in GDutstanding Teachers of AmericaO
He is faced with numerous chalenges including the deeth of hiswife and the loss of his mentor,
John Frezier. Heisapainte d thefird ratewhoeesaardh far redization has soenned meny yers Hehes
pesaal agang dl sandirgps dangtheway and thewak heisdangnow, in hissaeties isful of ssnaudity,
thaugnt and purity. Thisisan amezingabiretion of dveequdities Tofind themal in ceartig®wak isa
mirade atressredet tobelaked into again and agiinE. Gardn Peepaintings areful o theauitldiesand
arpissd thelivingwald A persn audlok a thesepaintingsfar haursa days a years and dill find samgthing
nenvto mend &. Paula Martesian Providence Eagle 1981

1960

Peers has aone-man show a Providence® Dattorro-Tonoff Galery. Thent stisyingonenen sovd
paintingthet | havesan laally in alagtimeistheGadm PegsexhibitionEP exshessaed daratsin his
panting pahapsthentd inpatant d whidh ishisregpat far thepaint itsdf. Heusesthisquff you squezeaut o
thetubewith integrity. Therest isan inteseethdicsatidadion with thepaintely queity o hispieses

Providence Journal December 1960

RISD becomesthefirst American school to have a satellite Europe ste. Under RISD president,
John Frazier, dong with $75,000 from the Cl, this Europe visua st up headquarters & the Villa

I acovotti with the god to prodde autdanding gudantswith thegopatunity toliveand wak ina adturd
eMranmet daetothesoras d wetan art and livein anpany with et prdessandlsin thehat anmunity and
to proddebah thedudats and faadty dikewith thebrcedes possblealtld far cestiveenages

Peers exhibits drawings and watercolors a the Newport Art Museum.

Peers anadyses teaching at the School of Design. Our intepraation o thepurauit o exadleneleads usto
ssarch far prdevsfar thepainting depertrmant which wiill have antinuethroughout thestudent@life which will bring
to bear on these prddes hisacumulativeknonledpwhich will berderadeto smilar philcesophiesamongdl his
ather teedhers and will mekeabundantly dear to himthat thereponsihlity far thesucessful sdution tothemlies
uardy within himedf. Providence Journal

Paintingvess o ressswauld saray beandograd fashionebletadayE  Pegrs hes nat anly suassdidd in mekinga
fresh lyricA datemant abaut such Sjet nette .. Over and o again hehastaken atritesulgjet and endonad it
with a quelity which devtes the painting aboweits hadneyed presisessr and anterporariesE |n awarld dosessl
with themgrermenipulation o paint asthebeadl and endal o pairttig it isintensdy stidyingtofind paint beng
menipuated fa- samedegy-fdt etheic purposeand in away which enddestheartis toammunictewith any
bendda willingto birngan honest esheic remativity to hisviening Bradford Swan Providence Journal

1961

A March 15 article announces Peers as the head of the European Honors Program, where he created
theformat of studyfor the program. He sad tha thedid aiticnug, ssaaettiveatid in isoanrigt, ke
adetobed assganein eayway tothevaried indviduds d theH anas Pragam



1962

Peers continues as chief critic of the RISD European Honors Program in Rome. He writesin afield
sudy. Seshility- by ddinition mantal resgativity, reedy dssrnmat, asd truth ispraoeldly aned themot
impartant huen traits aveilableto theartist. To posssssfar ane@sdf theanvidion thet gestness hes bamn
undersaad reguires an experiene o purethet it anly aoursin theslent amruniction bawen gudant and art fam

Exhibits his painting of the ltdian Rivieraa the fifty-first annud exhibition of the Newport Art
Museum.

1963
Peers presents his oil painting, @Pagan God¥at the Newport Art Museum.

1964
Peerstakes aleave of absence from the RISD faculty to spend time painting in Providence and in
Venice, where he studies the work of early Itdian panters.

Exhibits Orhe MuseumOand Orhe RoomOat the Newport Art Museum.

Edwin Safford comments, on April 6, 1964: It ssvs resundart, peheps topdnt at theE  megnifiant use
d da and theway heamainesit with carpagtiond ddail.

1968
Gordon@wife, Florence, dies of abran tumor a the age of 55.

1969-1973
Returnsto RISD asaprofessor of painting and chairman of the Divison of Fine Arts.

1969
Providence Art Club 85" annud open painting exhbition.
Providence Art Club medd for QRuins OstiaO

1970
Peersis sdlected for the 1970 edition of GDutstanding Teachers of America®

1974
Peersis artist in resdence a RISD. He exhibits OAmberOand QPompeiiOa the Newport Art
Museum.

1981
RISD Faculty show.

1984
In January, there is asurvey of PeersQwork, from still life to later cubist pieces.

1985
An October 10th articlein Sandard Times, New Bedford, Massachusetts announces his exhibition
a the VirginiaLynch Gdlery.



1988

Gordon Peers dies. To commemorate his life, his painting vlisquamicutOis displayed in the foyer
of the RISD museum accompanied by the following quote:

Hislife liketeading wes daradeized by a pessaneteachaenetothehignest dandards o qudity, df-dsipling
and dediction of art, this pesian inpres many graations o gudatsemn intothe 19808 as a modd tothenand
nurgraus friends and adleagues RISD Archives



Exhibit Text Btimeine
Andysis Frederick R. Ssson 1949

Olt was gratifying to see again the group of canvases, many of them very small ones, painted in 1941
and 1942. Thereisin thiswork afine baance of ddicately painted textures and atrue incentiveness
of design in awdll clarified spatid concept. The imaginaive dant is perhaps bes typified in the
study caled Moon Descending to the Earth.O

At thistime there was aconsiderable interest in Surredism, or magic realims, and the direction of
painting influence some of Peer@work & thetime.

The il life and landscgpe canvases that make up the group of recent work undoubtedly are
srongly influenced by the Cezanne tradition. The intrest in carefully sudied textures and clearly
defined spatia dimension here gives way to amore impressonistic use of color, that is closdy
correkatd with gronly marked and intricately designed pattern. This emphasizesthe design in
painting and from the evidence of these canvases indicates athoughtful use of various themes of
color.

PaulaMartesian, Providence Eagle, March 5, 1981
(Gordon Peers does not soil his intention with image-making. Each piece of paint ezists not only as
aspot of color on an object, but as part of alarger organization of relationships he has seen.O



