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Songs of Sunlight and Water

—1989—

LIke ThoreAu, who TrAVeLeD a good deal in Concord, William  
 McNamara travels widely in his backyard: Cave Mountain,  
 Edgmon Creek, the headwaters of the Buffalo River. Here, in the 

storied fastnesses of Newton County, he lives, hikes, explores, sketches, 
and lays down watercolor in gorgeous pictures that capture the inner 
spirit of the Ozarks.

View from the Mountain, a major show of forty of McNamara’s paint-
ings, is hanging at the Arkansas Arts Center in Little Rock until July 23. 
Gallery visitors this month will share what has been a well- kept secret in 
the art world: Arkansas has one of the most original, the most dazzling, 
and the most satisfying of contemporary American artists.

Call him a realist. Don’t call him a Photorealist — a label he isn’t happy 
with, bestowed as it is on a wide range of recent painters who imitate 
“reality” — although at first glance, and from a distance, McNamara’s 
pictures seem to be blown- up color photographs.

Call him an Arkansawyer. He came with the wave of Ozark in- migrants 
rushing back to the land in the mid- seventies; but, unlike the majority of 
them, he stayed until he found his niche. And unlike the vast majority 
of artists who must live in a college town and teach for their subsistence, 
McNamara has managed to fend for himself in the wilderness. This has 
been often very difficult and unprosperous — until recently, when his pic-
tures have begun to command respectable prices and find their way into 
some prominent collections.

Today, he and his family (wife Milancy and three sons) enjoy a measure 
of security in their steadily expanding tar- paper mansion at the end of a 
road atop Cave Mountain (the post office address is Ponca, but that ham-
let is twelve miles off). With the security has come a sense of confidence, 
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fulfillment, and — his favorite word — energy, which has resulted in the 
recent creation of his very best work. The McNamara paintings of this 
past year, including those illustrated here, are his masterpieces.

By anyone’s standards, they are masterpieces. No photograph or repro-
duction can do justice to a McNamara painting; looking at one not in the 
original, not in person, is like listening to a phonograph record instead 
of a live performance, or like watching a video instead of a big- screen 
movie — or maybe even like watching a movie instead of reading the novel 
on which it is based.

You have to see one. You have to stand up close to one and marvel at 
these contradictions: it is only watercolor, and yet it could be oil or tem-
pera or acrylic; it is only a piece of paper, and yet it could be a huge canvas; 
it seems to be infinitely detailed, and yet, if you get too close, you become 
lost in a wild maze of expressive calligraphy.

And what appears to be only a near glimpse of a woodland scene turns 
out to be an exploration of several levels of “reality” (which, Nabokov 
insisted, must always have quotation marks around it).

Take, for example, the picture called Sunlight Dialogues, arguably not 
just the best- in- show, but one of the major statements in the career of 
this or any artist. Except for its size, forty- one by twenty- nine inches, it 
doesn’t appear to stand out from its neighbors in the show. There is no 
human figure, no babbling brook or plunging waterfall, no real depth 
of space, just a close- up of a quiet, still, ferny woodland pool: a lichen- 
covered rock, some dead leaves, and a white moth floating on the surface 
of the water, some reflections in the water.

The title, an allusion to a John Gardner novel, was suggested to the 
artist by Milancy, who’d read the book. McNamara doesn’t like allusive 
titles; he would have preferred calling it simply The White Moth, because 
that insect provided the starting point for the conception of the picture. 
But Milancy McNamara’s suggestion reveals itself: this picture is not so 
much “about” a woodland pool or water or a white moth, but about the 
conversation going on between those things and the sunlight. The sun-
light is hidden and everywhere, transcendent and bewitching, revealing 
the humble forms of nature as no artist, no eye, has seen them before.

Townsend Wolfe, director of the Arkansas Arts Center, calls this paint-
ing “magic.” Of all McNamara’s explorations of water, his favorite ele-
ment, it is the most stunning. “He loves all of water’s forms,” Milancy 
says, “the running and the still, the frozen and the free, what is on it, what 
is through it, what is reflected in it.”
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For a man in love with water, it is appropriate that his chosen medium 
is watercolor. But he scarcely ever uses the medium in the traditional fluid 
manner of broad washes and runny edges; his strokes are crisp and clean 
and almost dry. And he often layers them, which seems to contradict 
the transparent alla prima manner of watercolor. His use of watercolor 
resembles Andrew Wyeth’s use of egg tempera, but McNamara prefers 
watercolor to tempera because it’s not as fragile and messy.

Doesn’t he use photography? “Sure, I used a photo for Sunlight 
Dialogues,” McNamara says. “A photograph helps speed up the process. 
It’s like a drawing study, a guide. The main thing wrong with photographs 
is that you have to work directly from life to feel the energy.”

That word again. Bill McNamara (his wife and close friends call him 
Billy) does not strike one as an energetic man. This is another contradic-
tion: his relaxed, easy, somewhat shy manner, his casual appearance (he 
looks like Hemingway on permanent vacation), his erratic work habits 
and lackadaisical schedule — all fail to indicate the obsessed dedication he 
brings to his work, and the long hours he devotes to each painting.

For McNamara, though, painting is all mixed up with living. He can 
paint with one of his sons around, even in his lap. He has a cluttered “stu-
dio” but rarely uses it, instead painting anywhere he can sit: the kitchen, 
the porch, the yard, or, his favorite place, way off in the woods.

:::
William McNamara was born on the third of September, 1946, in flat land 
Louisiana, in the country not far from Shreveport. His mother was an art-
ist of sorts, a photo- retoucher, and he remembers at the age of three seeing 
one of her amateur paintings: a tree in an ice storm. His mother was seri-
ous enough about art to sign up for an expensive correspondence course, 
the home- study lessons of the realist brothers Moses and Raphael Soyer. 
She didn’t feel like finishing it, though, so Billy, at the age of twelve, took 
over and did her lessons for her, receiving praise from the Soyers, who 
thought they were still working with Mrs. McNamara.

McNamara didn’t take art in high school. He won a math scholar-
ship to Shreveport’s Centenary College, where he came under the spell 
of artist Willard Cooper and changed his major. After graduation, he was 
influenced by a friend to travel to New Mexico Highlands University for 
his graduate degree. There, in an adobe house at seven thousand feet, he 
had his first experience with the discovery of “energy.”
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His master’s degree got him a job back home at Centenary College, 
where he taught drawing and composition for five years. He liked — and 
misses — teaching, but he was restless. In the fall of 1972, he and Milancy, 
whom he’d met when both were nineteen (they were born just one day 
apart), ran away to Europe, took an apartment in Madrid within walking 
distance of the Prado, and began to haunt the museums.

In Vienna, he tried to get into the Albertina to see Dürer’s wonderful 
watercolor The Great Piece of Turf, but that room of the museum was 
closed off, and he had to “communicate” that he needed badly to see it 
before they let him in. That Dürer, one of the great masterpieces in the 
medium that McNamara would come to call his own, would have a pro-
found effect on his view of nature up close.

“That trip to Europe,” McNamara says, “made me want to come back 
to America and find a place to be.” Earlier, in 1970, he had bought a pickup 
truck with a camper and taken off for the western states, just traveling to 
see as much as possible. In his statement for View from the Mountain, he 
relates: “In 1970 I spent nine hours beside a river in Idaho, working on 
a watercolor of rocks at the water’s edge. It was the first time I had put 
such concentrated effort into a painting, and it was the first time I had 
used watercolor with no formula. It was a pivotal point that set me in the 
direction I still follow.”

The year after the trip to Europe, Bill and Milancy discovered the 
Boston Mountains of Arkansas. His mother’s family had come from the 
Ouachitas; he had tried looking for a piece of land there, and also in New 
Mexico. One Easter Sunday, he and Milancy came driving into Jasper, 
Newton County’s tiny seat, and they fell in love with the place. A real- 
estate agent showed them on a topographical map a forty- acre parcel atop 
Cave Mountain, then took them there. Wild irises were in bloom, and a 
hawk, like an omen, was soaring overhead. They decided very quickly that 
they had found their home.

:::
The visitor to View from the Mountain looking for signs of human hab-
itation will find only the faintest suggestion of a house roof in the far 
distance of Winter Sunset, conspicuous by its geometric regularity in a 
world of natural irregularity. The world that McNamara paints would 
seem to be uninhabited and uncultivated by humankind, except for the 
occasional female nude, who most often seems a part of the landscape, if 
not a symbol of it.
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“I have a great affinity for trees,” McNamara says. “Natural patterns 
are more appealing to me.” The angular patterns of the cityscape, metal 
and glass, the stuff of the art of such celebrity Photorealists as Richard 
Estes and Robert Cottingham, leave McNamara cold. “In a city,” he says, 
“I don’t know what to paint.”

He is a constant hiker, sometimes taking a backpack along with him 
and penetrating into the deepest corners of Newton County and the 
Ozarks. Certain places, when he finds them, make the hair on his neck 
rise — benevolent places, places that instantly emanate a feeling of, if 
you’ll forgive that word again, energy. “Energies,” McNamara corrects 
it to the plural. “Whenever I find those energies coming from the place 
itself, I know I have to paint it.”

Waterfall in Bower Hollow is one such place. The waterfall isn’t as 
spectacular as that of Hemmed- In Holler, isn’t nearly as high or as well- 
known, isn’t as “picturesque” as several other Arkansas waterfalls, but 
McNamara was so drawn to it that he spent a total of four months paint-
ing the scene, an unusual length of time to stick with one watercolor. It is a 
big picture, sixty inches tall. The viewer is tempted to move in close, and, 
getting near the paper, discovers with a shock what McNamara’s style is 
really like. He isn’t Photorealistic at all! The dancing rhythm of his brush 
strokes is more like the “action” painting of Abstract Expressionism.

Up close, the viewer can spend many long minutes moving from one 
small area of Waterfall in Bower Hollow to another. It is almost like lis-
tening to music: the tempo changes, the instruments change, surprises 
in timbre occur, subtle transitions of passage seize a melodic line and 
develop it.

Maybe, it has been suggested, those infinite traceries of natural pat-
terns, that complicated embroidery of tree- twig and rock- strata and 
water- cascade, are some kind of language, trying to tell us something. “I 
can’t put into words,” McNamara says, “but I understand it. Until I have 
painted a tree, I don’t know it, I don’t know what it’s trying to say to me. 
When my brush begins to dance, it’s almost as if I’m making up my own 
new alphabet as I go along.”

:::
All of the nudes in View from the Mountain are Milancy McNamara. 
Her appearance in Shadowed Figure brings to mind Renoir’s Nude in 
Sunlight, similarly dappled, but the differences are instructive. Not that 
the Renoir is more luscious, nor that his sunlight is warmer, but, like the 
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Impressionists in general, Renoir seems to have thrown his eyes out of 
focus to see not the woman but the idea of her ripe femininity. It would be 
too easy to say that Renoir is more romantic, McNamara more objective.

But as an admiring critic said of Monet, the Impressionist whom 
McNamara most resembles, “He was only an eye, but what an eye!” 
McNamara has been known to preach that the eye is a muscle that has to 
be developed. He has certain tricks of using that muscle, such as deliber-
ately crossing his eyes to “look” at the subject out of focus or to gauge its 
patterns and “to separate my awareness from my focus,” a technique he 
used to impart to his students.

“I’d love to know what the Impressionists would have thought of my 
work,” he says wistfully. Shadowed Figure might have impressed them, 
but it would have delighted Thomas Eakins, the dean of American real-
ism, who was partial toward the back side of the female nude, believing it 
to be more interesting than the front. Like Eakins’s nudes, McNamara’s 
are usually shown from the back; hardly ever is the face visible — not 
because of Milancy’s modesty, but because the female becomes more uni-
versal if she has no specific personality.

Dappled with the shadows of tree branches, the nude in Shadowed 
Figure becomes a kind of Daphne, the mythical beauty transformed into 
a tree by the touch of Apollo. McNamara’s touch turns the woman into 
a tree here, and elsewhere, he turns her into a formation of boulders or a 
metaphor of the silhouette of Ozark mountains.

In such suggestions and metaphors lies McNamara’s inventiveness, even 
his genius. To the charge that McNamara only imitates nature — only 
strives for surface verisimilitude, albeit of the highest order — one has 
to respond with the knowledge that he spent years as an “abstract” art-
ist before converting to realism. He still has tremendous admiration for 
Picasso, whose many styles he often copied in his formative years as a 
painter. “Making abstract pictures taught me design and composition,” 
he says, “which you can’t learn just by looking at something.” In fact, he 
still occasionally makes an abstraction, but these don’t find their way to 
the galleries for public sale.

Several galleries in Arkansas offer McNamara to the public, at least 
in the form of reproductions. Milancy is also the “business manager” 
for her husband. During their lean years, she began to hit the road, per-
suading art galleries and frame shops to carry reproductions of the more 
popular “scenes” McNamara had painted. (He is careful to distinguish 
“reproductions” from “prints,” which they are not.) Now, such places as 
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The Sketch Box in Little Rock, Fayetteville’s Frame Place, and especially 
Susan Morrison’s gallery in Eureka Springs and The Gallery in Harrison 
are a steady source of supplementary income for the McNamaras.

The next step in this success story ought to be the acquisition of an 
apprentice. Most of the major Photorealists, Super- Realists, and such 
Neo- Surrealists as Fayetteville’s Donald Roller Wilson have one or more 
apprentices, or “studio assistants” as they are called — young men and 
women who volunteer to help with the hard physical execution of the 
paintings in return for exposure to the master’s teaching and methods. 
McNamara doesn’t have an apprentice, but he confesses he would be 
receptive if one came knocking at the door.

If the apprentice doesn’t show up, will one of McNamara’s boys grow up 
to become his father’s disciple? Whenever McNamara wears out a brush, 
three or four times a year, he gives it to one of his kids. Already, John 
Michael McNamara, a third- grader, has a painting that showed recently 
at the Arkansas Arts Center in a statewide show of children’s art. If John 
doesn’t turn into Jamie Wyeth, then perhaps it will be Christopher, who 
is only four and who attends nearby Headwaters School, one of whose 
teachers is the “Kate” who appears in McNamara’s portraits in the show.

It is a happy and busy household, the boys’ only complaint being that 
they don’t have any friends on the same road. Bill and Milancy are private 
people who relish their isolation and know what to do with it, although 
they confess to missing the resources of a university library and such 
things as plays and live music.

For Bill McNamara, though, the live performance he most enjoys is 
the ongoing extravaganza of the natural world. The water talks to him, 
and so do the rocks. The trees sing to him, and so does the sky. He listens 
while he watches, but it is the watching that matters most: the eye that 
takes it all in and puts it all down, in watercolor on rough paper, for all of 
us to know.
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Arkansas’s One and Only Hero

—1997—

ALBerT PIke wAS the only hero Arkansas ever had.
  “Hero” has to be understood not in the modern sense of  
 valiant and self- sacrificing, which Pike was not, but in the clas-

sic sense: celebrated for bold exploits and favored by the gods. Mythic. 
Legendary. Larger- than- life. Bill Clinton is much more famous and 
mighty, but his life story lacks the color of Pike’s.

Today, Pike is remembered only in Masonic lodges all over the coun-
try which were named after him. In his hometown, Little Rock, there 
is the huge neoclassic Scottish Rite Temple on Scott Street, and nearby 
the remains of the once- grand Albert Pike Hotel, which had the finest 
lobby and the finest dining room in the state, and, of course, his gorgeous 
antebellum mansion at Seventh and Rock, converted into a museum of 
decorative arts.

But not an awful lot of places and things have been named after him. 
Neither Arch Street Pike nor Twelfth Street Pike get their names from 
him. Many towns do have a Pike Street, and North Little Rock has its Pike 
Avenue, which led to Camp Pike, as the army base was known for years 
before changing into Camp Robinson. Hot Springs has its Albert Pike 
Avenue, home of McClard’s Bar- B- Q, Cook’s Ice Cream, and the Lake 
Hamilton Resort.

Elsewhere in Arkansas, there is the Albert Pike Recreation Area in a 
remote corner of the Ouachitas, and the Albert Pike log- cabin school-
house at Van Buren. Few public schools have been named after Pike, who 
began teaching school at the age of sixteen in Massachusetts. Pike County 
and its lost town, Pike City, were named not for Albert but for his cousin 
Zebulon Montgomery Pike, after whom Pikes Peak was named.
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Most Arkansawyers have heard of Albert Pike. Few know just who 
he was, and, as the review of the new biography of him makes clear, few 
general readers would want to wade through a 600- page book about him.1 
At a time when even Roy Reed’s magnificent biography of Orval Faubus is 
having trouble with the name recognition that younger generations with-
hold from such an old codger, there are not going to be lines of people at 
the bookstores which carry the Pike book.

In his own lifetime, Pike, who, like most great men, was quick to bear a 
grudge and slow to let it pass, often bemoaned what was happening to his 
reputation. Unlike most great men, he often sulked and sought retaliation. 
After the battle of Pea Ridge, the South accused him, a Confederate gen-
eral in charge of reluctant Indian troops, of responsibility for the South’s 
defeat, while the North accused him of allowing his Indian troops to scalp 
the dead and wounded Union soldiers. He spent years seeking vindication.

Literary critics have easily dismissed his poetry, Byronic though it was, 
and bad though much of it was. The simple truth was that Pike may have 
possessed the talent to become an American Byron, but was too busy with 
all his other undertakings to devote himself to poetry.

He grew up with the state of Arkansas, having become an Arkansawyer 
in 1832 when it was still a wild territory. After a hectic adventure on a 
trip to Santa Fe that reads like Wild West fiction (and inspired my own 
second novel, not published), Pike taught school in the Ozark wilderness 
before moving to Little Rock to become a successful if highly controver-
sial newspaper editor.

He not only observed and commented upon but actively participated in 
most of the political activities of early Arkansas during its transition from 
territory to statehood. This was the gallant era of duels, and Pike himself 
fought one, challenging a man who had impugned his honor. He smoked 
a cigar during the combat, which, after both parties missed each other 
twice, was stopped inconclusively.

Physically he was a giant of a man and had enough quirks, habits, and 
eccentricities to charm a novelist or give gainful employment to a polit-
ical cartoonist. If only John Deering had been alive in those days! As  
a teenage frontiersman, Pike began cultivating a Buffalo Bill demeanor 
that segued into the permanent image of Pike that looks out at us from 
many photographs, from Charles Elliot Loring’s painting, and from a 
full- length monumental statue in Washington, D.C.: long dark flowing 
hair, full beard and mustachios not quite concealing a sensuous mouth, 
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long and strong nose, highbrow forehead, and piercing but romantic  
dark eyes.

When he was an old man living in Washington as the Supreme Grand 
Commander of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite of Freemasonry, 
he fell in love with a remarkable girl of nineteen, Vinnie Ream, a sculp-
tress (rare in American art), and he maintained a relationship with her for 
the rest of his life that was supposedly “pure” but unquestionably intense.

The best sources of his biography come from his Essays to Vinnie, five 
volumes of fine- ruled paper, each lettered on the front cover, “Vinnie. 
Pegni d’affetto” — peg of my heart. But she married a much younger man, 
and he had to add jealousy to the afflictions of old age — neuralgia, gout, 
dyspepsia, rheumatism, lumbago — that beset his last years, which he lived 
as a recluse in the Masonic House of the Temple, where he died in 1891.

His masterpiece, to which not even the Masons themselves give much 
notice any more, was called “Morals and Dogma of The Ancient and 
Accepted Scottish Rite of Freemasonry” — a formidable mouthful for 
what is some of the best poetic philosophy ever thought and penned. 
This volume of a thousand- plus pages was printed so often as a Masonic 
manual that you can still find it cheap in second- hand bookstores, with 
a warning on the title page: “ESOTERIC BOOK, FOR SCOTTISH 
RITE USE ONLY; TO BE RETURNED UPON WITHDRAWAL 
OR DEATH OF RECIPIENT.”

The book, in the process of raising the mason from apprentice through 
thirty- two degrees culminating in “Master of the Royal Secret,” contains 
a lot of Masonic mumbo- jumbo, but it also contains splendid wisdom, 
some of the finest philosophy ever written by an American . . . and ever 
ignored by the public and intelligentsia alike.

But computer- users are probably familiar with “The Wisdom of the 
Ages,” a shareware resource of thousands of quotations from all the 
world’s great thinkers and writers. There are more from Albert Pike than 
any other person. A sample: “Faith begins where Reason sinks exhausted.”

Pike’s reason was exhausted after the debacle of Pea Ridge, when he 
went into seclusion at a remote hideaway in the Ouachita Mountains 
called Greasy Cove . . . not to be confused with Faubus’s Greasy Creek. 
“The attachment to solitude is the surest preservative from the ills of 
life,” Pike wrote.

At Greasy Cove, Pike brooded and wrote the “Morals and Dogma,” 
and there I attempted to find him in the novel I wrote about him, which I 
discuss elsewhere on this page.
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My favorite passage from “Morals and Dogma”:

Action is greater than writing. A good man is a nobler object of 
contemplation than a great author. There are but two things worth 
living for: to do what is worthy of being written; and to write what is 
worthy of being read; and the greater of these is the doing.


