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There is something mysterious and quite exciting about a full moon lighting up the night time sky.  It causes emotions in people that they probably don’t normally feel under different circumstances.  While I can’t completely explain the reasoning behind its effects on human nature, I do know that I am no exception to it.  While recently touring through the Utah Museum of Fine Arts (UMFA), there was one painting that stood out to me more than the rest, Ralph Albert Blakelock’s Silvery Night.  The painting itself seemed so very simple, featuring a night time landscape illuminated by a full moon.  It is an oil painting done on canvas approximately twenty-four inches tall by twenty-nine inches wide.  In a museum filled with extraordinary works of art with great detail and magnificent stories, Silvery Night and its full moon stood out and seemed to speak the loudest to me.

The artist, Ralph Albert Blakelock, was a nineteenth century artist famous for his moonlit night scenes.  They were “rendered with a muted, dark palette and carefully controlled tonalities that earned him the title “painter of darkness”.”  (Questroyal)  While Silvery Night was not one of his more famous pieces, it does however demonstrate his remarkable talents as an artist.
The scene depicts the moon suspended in the night time sky over a lake, framed between two large trees on each side of the painting.  The bright reflection of the moon bounces off of the still water below and not only illuminates the sky but even more so, a path from the body of water up to the place where the viewer stands.  The entire painting is a bit fuzzy and not very clear, but is obvious as to what you are looking at and is quite beautiful.  
Silver Night was done in the mid to late eighteen hundreds, around the time of western expansion in the United States.  Blakelock himself made several excursions to the west, but never really discussed these trips with others.  However, the hundreds of drawings, sketchbooks and paintings speakk volumes to the way he truly felt about this great land.  Most of the artwork done during the westward expansion was more bright and cheery, but it seems that Blakelock chose to portray a different side of the west to people.  Several of his paintings including Silvery Night consisted of a night time landscape with a darker pallet of colors that wouldn’t normally draw a viewer’s interest, however, the artist rendered a scene in which shows a whole new side of the west that wasn’t common portrayed.  (Vincent)
The trees on each side of the painting are somewhat slanted and seem to be pointing upward towards the rather large moon at the top center portion of the painting.  While the moon is sometimes fascinating to people, it’s almost like Blakelock is suggesting to people that the moon is much larger in the west.  Also framed between the trees is a reflected path of light from the moons rays bouncing off of the lakes water towards the viewer.  This could have been done on purpose to help lead people to the land where they can explore this magnificent moon more clearly.  Blakelock had a remarkable ability to take on such a difficult task and create breathtaking views that so many other artist could not achieve in the dark filled sky.  
Noticeably missing from this landscape is the presence of human or even animal forms of existence.  He felt, that in a picture of this kind, that showing these forms of life might scatter or blunt the effects.  Perhaps he was aware that nine out of ten people enjoyed being able to see these things in a painting.  However, Blakelock wasn’t painting for them but rather for the tenth person who was grateful for land, water and sky and their purity without the influence of humanity.  (The Art World)
One of things that really caught my attention was the extremely heavy painted texture that stands off of the canvas.  This technique is called impasto and has a three-dimensional appearance to it.  The paint is so thick you can literally see the brush strokes, and when viewed from the side you can see the globs of paint standing off of the canvas.  This technique historically was used for its expressive qualities.  The three-dimensionality of it causes the natural light to cast shadows off of the raised paint edges giving the artwork even more meaning.  (Impasto)
Ralph Albert Blakelock was considered a creative genius.  His painting stood out from others not because of their overwhelming beauty but rather because of their obscure view on an otherwise simple subject matter.  (Work of Ralph)
Blakelock’s personal life was a very tragic story.  He had nine children and had a very hard time supporting his family.  He often sold his art for far below what the value was.  Shortly after the birth of his ninth child Blakelock sold Silvery Night for a price that greatly disappointing his wife.  The two got into a heated argument which ended in him tearing up the money earned from the painting.  Shortly following this incident Blakelock tragically ended up being admitted to a mental institution, where he spent the remainder of his life.  He continued to paint using whatever he could find to paint with, including bark and even his own hair.  (UMFA)
Ralph Albert Bakelock’s story was tragic, but still had a great impact in the art world.  He had an ability to portray things differently than other artists and leave lasting impressions on people.  No one completely knows or understands why, but by the early 1900’s, his work was the most forged art during that time.

Silvery Night is an excellent example of romanticism as it is capable of stirring up both imagination and emotion in those fortunate enough to view it.  With his use of Impasto and his carefully crafted brush strokes the moon lit sky and its reflection shown in this piece will catch your eye and draw you in.  The story may not be obvious, which allows you to let your mind take you where it wants.  I saw dozens of different artwork at the Utah Museum of Fine Arts and Silver Night was one that I couldn’t stop thinking about.
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