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Oregon’s Art: As Diverse as Its Landscape 
BY DAN ARNHEIM

GH

Encompassing well over 98,000 square miles, Oregon is one of 
America’s largest states, and its landscape one of the country’s most 

diverse. From the rainy Pacific Coast to the eastern high desert (more 
accurately, steppe), Oregon includes the Cascade Mountain range, Cra-
ter Lake (the deepest in the U.S.), numerous rivers, waterfalls, and lakes, 
redwood forests, and prairies.

Oregon is where Lewis and Clark reached the Pacific in 1805, 
thereby establishing the Northwest Passage. In 1811, John Jacob Astor 
financed the construction of Fort Astoria at the mouth of the Columbia 

River as a trading post for his Pacific Fur Company — the first U.S. set-
tlement on the West Coast. Since then, the action has moved inland to 
places like Salem, the state capital; Eugene, Oregon’s second-largest city; 
and most importantly for the arts, Portland.

Fortunately, Oregon has been art-minded for a very long time. 
Those wanting to know the whole story should order the richly illus-
trated volume Oregon Painters: The First Hundred Years (1859-1959), 
published by Ginny Allen and Josie Klevit through the Oregon His-
torical Society in 1999. Offering a narrative text, biographical dic-
tionary, and index, this reference work highlights more than 500 
artists, where their work was shown, where it is now, and how it 
interrelated with the development of Oregon’s art institutions and 
organizations.

Sherrie Wolf (b. 1962)
Still Life with Mt. Hood 
2012, Oil on linen, 60 x 90 in.
Laura Russo Gallery, Portland
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PORTLAND’S NONPROFITS
Oregon’s art scene today is every bit as diverse as its natural land-

scape, and nowhere can that be seen better than in Portland. With over 
150 galleries and museums, Portland’s art organizations range from the 
encyclopedic Portland Art Museum to the Geezer Gallery. The Portland 
Art Dealers Association’s website (padaoregon.org) is a good start-
ing point for exploring, offering information about member galleries, 
plus museums, academic institutions, and events. Twenty-five years ago, 
PADA initiated First Thursday, a monthly event during which galleries 
open new exhibitions. It has proved so popular that it’s become Port-
land’s signature art event, growing to include non-PADA galleries and 
spilling over to some First Fridays as well.

Like so many American art museums, the Portland Art Museum 
(PAM) was founded in the late 19th century with the mission of creating 
a first-class collection accessible to everyone. Its first acquisition was a 
group of approximately 100 plaster casts of Greek and Roman sculptures. 

Tracy Leagjeld (b. 1965)
Big Red Counterweight

2012, Monotype on board, 36 x 35 in.
Tumalo Art Co., Bend

Henk Pander (b. 1937)
The Burning of the New Carissa
2000, Oil on linen, 63 x 81 in.
Hallie Ford Museum of Art, Willamette University, Salem
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It wasn’t until 1908 that the museum acquired 
its first original piece, Childe Hassam’s After-
noon Sky, Harney Desert, which depicts the 
landscape of eastern Oregon. PAM now 
holds more than 42,000 objects, including an 
important collection of Native American art. 
It occupies a campus that includes the Jubitz 
Center for Modern and Contemporary Art, 
the Gilkey Center for Graphic Arts, and the 
Northwest Film Center.

Late in 1913, the museum held an 
important exhibition featuring “radical” 
modern art by Cézanne, van Gogh, Gau-
guin, Matisse, and Duchamp, among others 
— the very same art on display earlier that 
year in New York’s landmark Armory Show. 
Since then, the museum has become known 
for presenting blockbuster exhibitions, such 
as Imperial Tombs of China, which attracted 
430,000 visitors in 1995. Through January 6, 
the museum is hosting The Body Beautiful in 
Ancient Greece, which features more than 120 
objects from London’s British Museum.

By contrast, the Portland Institute for 
Contemporary Art (PICA), founded in 
1995, is only peripherally focused on objects 
and hardly concerned with collecting. It 
was formed to present artists from around 
the world working in dance, theater, music, 
installation, and hybrid forms, with a focus 
on category-defying work. PICA has always 
been didactic, promoting discussion about 
contemporary art through artist residen-
cies, commissions, exhibitions, lectures, and 
workshops. Since 2003, its Time-Based Art 
Festival has fanned out across Portland every 
autumn, presenting works by both emerging 
and recognized artists, including such nota-
bles as Laurie Anderson, Rufus Wainwright, 
and the Wooster Group. What might be 
considered PICA’s collection is its Resource 
Room, a library and archive that houses more 
than 3,500 artist publications, magazines, 
and recordings, as well as a video archive of 
PICA’s own performances and lectures.

Blue Sky, the Oregon Center for Pho-
tographic Arts, prides itself on exhibiting 
emerging and established artists who exem-
plify both vision and innovation. Founded in 
1975 by five local photographers who jointly 
curated exhibitions, Blue Sky continues its 
member-based tradition through a curato-
rial committee. In 2007, Blue Sky established 
the Pacific Northwest Photography Viewing 
Drawers, a juried public archive of original 

Michael Gibbons (b. 1943)
Soon Forgotten
2005, Oil on panel, 21 x 15 in.
Signature Gallery, Toledo
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prints by contemporary photographers based in the region. Visitors are 
welcome to browse and buy work from the Drawers. In addition, Blue 
Sky maintains a Library & Resource Center with nearly 1,000 books, 
periodicals, and ephemera. Also focused on photography is Newspace 
Center for Photography, “where photo enthusiasts can learn, create, 
discuss and show their work.” On offer here are courses and artists’ 
lectures, plus a digital lab, darkroom, and lighting studio. The gallery 
generally mounts 12 exhibitions a year, with emphasis on modern, 
fine-art, and documentary photography. On view this November are 
wet-plate collodion tintypes of children by Clarke Galusha, and, in 
December, the landscapes of Jeff Rich. 

Founded in 1937 as the Oregon Ceramic Studio, the Museum of 
Contemporary Craft is America’s oldest continuously running craft 
institution. In response to the needs of Depression-era artists, the found-
ers created a place where innovative exhibitions, a sales gallery, educa-
tion programs for children, and the largest kiln on the West Coast were 
combined in a single volunteer-run organization. From the beginning, 
it has shown and documented artists from the Pacific Northwest, and it 
now stewards a growing collection of more than 1,000 objects. Two exhi-
bitions drawn from or related to the collection are presented each year.

The number of art-education and artist-service organizations in 
Portland is a testament to the vitality of its art community. The Doug-
las F. Cooley Memorial Art Gallery enhances the academic offerings of 
Reed College with scholarly exhibitions, lectures, and colloquia, yet these 
are also conceived with the needs of the larger community in mind. Its 
schedule of three to four exhibitions annually brings work that might 
not otherwise be seen in the region. On view through November 18 is 
Kara Walker, More or Less, which includes Walker’s longest and most 
recent film, Fall Frum Grace, Miss Pipi’s Blue Tale (2011), plus prints and 
multiples Walker has created over the past 15 years. The film is a shadow-
puppet narrative that tells the story of a white Southern belle whose rela-
tionship with a black laborer catalyzes a horrific chain of events.

Founded in 1963, the Village Gallery of Arts offers affordable art 
classes for adults and children and provides gallery space for its more than 
150 members to sell their work. It functions somewhat like a cooperative: 
in addition to annual dues, members are required to pay a percentage of 

sales, and Active Members are required to work six hours a month. Clev-
erly, the Village Gallery mounts shows not only in its own space, but also 
at various local businesses. 

Print Arts Northwest (PAN) supports printmakers through exhibi-
tions, lectures, demonstrations, classes, workshops, and residencies. It 
also helps students at both public and private schools to learn printmak-
ing in its mobile print studio. PAN is currently “in transition,” so check 
its website for its new location.

And then there is the aforementioned Geezer Gallery, which, on its 
website, asks memorably, “Why Geezer? ... We want to provoke conver-
sation and new ways of thinking about what it means to be an aging or 
‘older’ person in today’s world ... [W]e seek to redefine geezer as a term 
of strength, empowerment, and perhaps even endearment ... Unleash 
the Geezer!” Thus this nonprofit organization showcases talented sen-
ior artists while promoting art education and therapy programs for the 
region’s older residents. At the Urban League of Portland, for example, 
participants can create an illustrated and bound memory book. Geezer 
is now planning a grand opening of its new gallery on the First Thursday 
in November. Check its website for details.

PORTLAND’S GALLERY SCENE
Out-of-towners eager to survey Portland’s commercial galleries will 

find the greatest concentration west of the Willamette River, in the Pearl 
and Downtown districts. Among those offering cutting-edge contem-
porary art are Blackfish Gallery, Elizabeth Leach Gallery, Gallery 903, 
PDX Contemporary Art, Attic Gallery, and Shaffer Fine Art Gallery. A 
particular standout is Laura Russo Gallery, where the month of Novem-
ber is dedicated to the painters Margot Voorhies Thompson and Sherrie 
Wolf. As described in the June 2011 issue of Fine Art Connoisseur, Wolf 
graduated from what is now Portland’s Pacific Northwest College of Art, 
and has gone on to create superb scenes juxtaposing closely observed 
still life with deft references to great art of the past. Wolf and Thompson 
will talk about their work at the gallery on November 10.

In view of Oregon’s outstanding natural scenery, it makes sense that 
landscape painting is especially strong on the Portland scene: At Butters 
Gallery, be sure to admire the canvases of Holly Cratty. Pulliam Gal-
lery represents Richard Hoyen, while Waterstone Gallery offers Nancy 
Arko and Sue-Del McColloch. This month, Charles A. Hartman Fine 
Art is offering the more cosmic paintings of Hayley Baker, whose show 
is entitled The Prismatic Sun, while Augen Gallery has Sally Cleveland’s 
melancholy, silvery-gray cityscapes. Excellent figurative paintings are on 
offer at Froelick Gallery (seek out Leiv Fagereng in particular) and Gal-
lery 114 (Alana DiCicco).

For those looking further afield art-wise, stop by Quintana Galler-
ies for works made by indigenous peoples throughout the Americas, or 
by Graeter Art Gallery for outsider, visionary, brut, and street imagery 
from local, national, and international artists. The Bullseye Gallery 
exhibits only artworks made of glass, including haunting urban scenes 
by April Surgent in fused and cameo-engraved glass.

As in cities nationwide, dealers and artists seeking lower rents have 
moved away from the center, in Portland’s case across the river to the 
Eastside and Northeast areas. Among the options here are 12 x 16 Gal-
lery, 23 Sandy Gallery, Gallery Zero, New American Art Union, Brian 
Marki Fine Art, and Guardino Gallery. And while you are on the east 
side, consider visiting O’Gallerie. Family-owned and -operated for more 

Art lovers eager to experience another side of Oregon 
should visit the town of Toledo, just a 10-minute drive inland 
from the Pacific coast. Home to 3,700 people, Toledo is sur-
rounded by thickly forested hills overlooking Yaquina River 
and Bay. There the landscape painter Michael Gibbons (b. 
1943) and his wife, Judy, have been instrumental in foster-
ing the Toledo Arts District, which centers on the studios 
of several artists and on the Yaquina River Museum of Art. 
Founded by the Gibbonses in 2002 in an 1887 building that 
once served as a Sunday school, the museum collects and 
exhibits artists who have worked in the Yaquina watershed 
region. Today it holds a growing collection that includes 
80 paintings and drawings by Michael Gibbons, as well as 
works by such other artists as Emil Carlsen, William Russell 
Flint, and Loran Speck. Gibbons’s studio nearby occupies a 
former Methodist church, and his Signature Gallery was the 
Episcopalian church’s vicarage. To arrange a tour of Toledo’s 
buildings, visit michaelgibbons.net.
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than 40 years, O’Gallerie claims to be the Northwest’s leading auction 
house, offering sales approximately every five weeks. Recent lots have 
ranged from an Edward Curtis photogravure to a 1948 Jaguar drop-head 
coupe. Bargains are very often found here.

THE WILLAMETTE VALLEY: SALEM AND EUGENE
South of Portland down the Willamette River is Salem, which is Ore-

gon’s state capital and home of Willamette University, the oldest in the West. 
The 93-year-old Salem Art Association (SAA), if not the oldest, is certainly 
one of the largest community arts organizations in Oregon. Its Community 
Arts Education program engages more than 14,000 students each year and 
provides regional artists with professional-development opportunities. SAA 
operates three distinct galleries at the Bush Barn Art Center. The A.N. Bush 
Gallery presents interpretive exhibitions of regional, national, and interna-
tional artists. The Focus Gallery shows works from SAA’s Artist-in-Residence 
program, plus exhibitions developed with local partners. And finally, the 
Camas Gallery provides space and support to regional artists seeking gallery 
representation and professional development. In addition, SAA operates the 
historic Bush House Museum and organizes the annual Salem Art Fair & 
Festival, the largest such event in Oregon.

Salem’s commercial galleries include Elsinore Framing & Fine Art 
(mostly local artists), Roger Yost Gallery (international, primarily repre-
sentational, artists), and Mary Lou Zeek Gallery (“art not to be ignored”).

Just a short drive east of Salem, in Silverton, is Frank Lloyd Wright’s 
Gordon House, which offers guided tours by reservation. Designed in 
1957, it’s a fine example of Wright’s Usonian Houses, and Wright’s only 
building in Oregon.

At the extreme southern end of the Willamette Valley is Eugene. 
Although the city’s official motto is “A Great City for the Arts and 
Outdoors,” it’s more familiarly known as “The Emerald City,” perhaps 
because of its lush, green landscape, perhaps because of its reputation 
as a countercultural mecca. Ken Kesey, The Merry Prankster, author of 
One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest, called Eugene home. There is a life-size 
statue of Kesey in — where else?  — Kesey Square, a public plaza and 
performing arts space.

The Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art (JSMA) at the University of 
Oregon, like the aforementioned Cooley Gallery and Ford Museum, is 
a teaching institution that also addresses the general public. Opened in 
1933, it was built to house the Murray Warner Collection of Oriental Art 
— more than 3,000 objects primarily representing China and Japan, but 
also Korea, Mongolia, Cambodia, and Russia. The permanent collection 
has since grown to more than 13,000 objects. The JSMA continues to 
focus on Asian art, but has expanded to include Pacific Northwest art, 
most notably more than 500 works by Morris Graves, and to acquire 
examples from throughout the history of art. The breadth of the exhi-
bition program can be seen in what’s on view through December: The 
History of Photography (to coincide with a university course); Lesley Dill’s 
Poetic Visions: From Shimmer to Sister Gertrude Morgan; and GOOD 
GRIEF! A Selection from 50 Years of Original Art from Charles M. Schulz’s 
PEANUTS.

Elsewhere in Eugene, the Jacobs Gallery at the Hult Center for the 
Performing Arts mounts exhibitions of local artists, including the annual 
juried Mayor’s Art Show. Unlike many arts organizations, it focuses on 
audiences rather than artists, “inviting citizens, students, and visitors” to 
hear “artists discuss their creative methods and motivations.”

Among Eugene’s commercial galleries, three stand out because of 
their distinct focuses. The New Zone Gallery, an artists’ cooperative, has 
a physical space in Eugene but is taking advantage of cyberspace, par-
ticularly Facebook, to share information and promote its artists. Karin 
Clarke Gallery exhibits 20th-century and contemporary Northwest art-
ists. White Lotus Gallery specializes in contemporary Asian art, includ-
ing one of the largest collections of recent Chinese prints in the U.S. 

 
ON THE COAST: CANNON BEACH AND FLORENCE

On the Pacific Coast, where Oregon started, art communities are 
growing. In fact, Cannon Beach, about 25 miles south of the former 
fur-trading post of Astoria, was discovered by none other than William 
Clark, out searching for a beached whale.

Today, Cannon Beach is an affluent resort area with a vital art scene. 
The city’s juried Public Art Program invites artists to create site-specific 
sculptures for prominent locations around town. The Cannon Beach 
Gallery Group sponsors the Stormy Weather Arts Festival, with a full 
schedule of events the first week in November. There are more than a 
dozen galleries here, most located on Spruce and Hemlock Streets. The 
standouts are Dragonfire Studio and Gallery, Haystack Gallery, North-
west by Northwest Gallery, White Bird Gallery, and Modern Villa Gal-
lery, the last featuring the luminous landscapes of Anne Packard. Bronze 
Coast Art Gallery specializes in limited-edition bronze sculpture, and its 
website contains a fascinating step-by-step photographic description of 
the lost-wax casting method.

Farther down the coast, due west of Eugene, is Florence. Located on 
the edge of the Oregon Dunes National Recreation Area, Florence is best 

The highlight of Salem’s art scene is the Hallie Ford Museum 
of Art on the campus of Willamette University. Although the 
university was founded by Methodist missionaries in 1842, 
it did not open a campus gallery until 1998. Facing the state 
capitol, the Ford’s handsome facility has won applause for 
its wide-ranging collection, which has special strength in 
art from Oregon, Washington, Idaho, and Montana. A use-
ful overview of Northwest artworks, most dating from the 
1930s onward, is found in the Carl Hall Gallery, named after 
a talented landscapist who taught here for 38 years. Exam-
ples by such local heroes as Stella Douglas, Harry Wentz, 
and Constance E. Fowler confirm that Northwest regionalism 
was neither parochial nor local: these artists were clearly 
aware of what was happening elsewhere. The Ford regularly 
mounts shows of contemporary artists working in the region, 
including the Dutch-born painter Henk Pander, who settled in 
Portland in 1965. Now in the permanent collection, his large 
The Burning of the New Carissa records an awful incident in 
1999, when a grounded tanker spilled oil in Oregon’s scenic 
Coos Bay. Every two years, the Ford presents contemporary 
prints created by Native American artists on the Umatilla 
Reservation in northeastern Oregon, and in the autumn of 
2013, director John Olbrantz will co-curate an exhibition of 
ancient Near Eastern art drawn from American collections, 
including the renowned Arthur M. Sackler Foundation super-
vised by co-curator Trudy Kawami.
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known for hiking, bird-watching, and horseback riding. However, lining 
the streets of historic Old Town, which looks like a Wild West version 
of a New England coastal village, are unique shops, restaurants, and, of 
course, galleries. Backstreet Gallery is a co-op of more than 20 artists 
offering arts and crafts in a variety of media. The River Gallery also fea-
tures diverse local artists and hosts a monthly Friday Night Out with Art 
reception with a featured artist.

FARTHER AFIELD: JOSEPH, ASHLAND, AND BEND
Farther afield are the art communities of Joseph, Ashland, and 

Bend. Joseph is so far east it’s practically in Idaho, and Ashland so far 
south it’s only 15 miles from California. Bend is right in the middle of 
the state.

Joseph began attracting artists in the 1980s. Today, the area is known 
nationally for its fine art bronze foundries — Valley Bronze (which cre-
ated the metalwork for the National World War II Memorial in Wash-
ington, D.C.) and Parks Bronze in nearby Enterprise. Both offer tours, 
but their creations can also be seen on the Joseph Art Walk, a permanent 
installation of seven life-size bronze sculptures on Main Street. Valley 

Bronze also maintains a gallery on Main Street, where most of Joseph’s 
galleries are clustered.

In 1851, gold was discovered near what is now Ashland, and by 
January 1852, settlers began arriving and building a mining town. Today, 
Ashland is the home of the Oregon Shakespeare Festival. It’s also a thriv-
ing visual arts community. Galleries here tend to focus on Northwest and 
West Coast artists. Most notable are Art & Soul Gallery, Davis & Cline 
Gallery, Hanson Howard Gallery (Ashland’s oldest), and Ashland Art-
works, a nonprofit cooperative with five galleries, studios, sculpture gar-
dens, and decks overlooking Ashland Creek.

Renowned for its outstanding outdoor recreation opportuni-
ties, Bend also has many arts and crafts galleries, including Mocking-
bird Gallery and Tumalo Art Co. Mockingbird represents nationally 
known artist Lindsay Scott. Trained in botany and ornithology, Scott 
creates vibrant, meticulously detailed wildlife paintings and drawings. 
Tumalo Art Co. is a collective with 14 member artists whose work runs 
the gamut from painting to ceramics, glass, hand-turned wood, mosa-
ics, and jewelry.

To be sure, Oregon is a vast and varied state with an abundance of 
natural — and artistic — resources. Consider exploring it soon. n

DAN ARNHEIM, who holds an art history degree from Yale and a law degree from Har-

vard, is a marketing consultant to arts and cultural organizations. He is also a writer. His 

blog Manhattan…with a Twist is a cultured curmudgeon’s guide to New York.

Shelley S. Curtis (b. 1951)
He Who Thinks He’s Invisible
2000, Bronze, 30 in. high, 60 in. long (Edition of 28) 
Joseph Art Walk (Main Street)


