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Clark Hulings and the Genre Tradition

I

n art history, the term genre painter refers to an artist who eschews depicting heroic, aristocratic events in favor of recording common folk engaged in everyday activities. In Europe, genre painters were rare until the rise of the mercantile class, notably in the Netherlands, where Vermeer came to epitomize the interior genre tradition. Genre images depicting outdoor activities reached a zenith in 19th-century French Impressionism and American Luminism, in which lighting and atmospheric effects complement people laboring in fields, strolling along city streets or partaking of leisurely pastimes in the countryside.


Clark Hulings counts Vermeer among his favorite artists, along with American painters such as George Inness, Thomas Hart Benton and Edward Hopper. Like them, Hulings focuses on ordinary people who go about their livelihoods in settings both rural and urban. His subjects are inspired by decades of travel throughout Europe, Mexico and the United States. Whether he depicts horse traders in Romania, a woman and donkey cart on a busy Portuguese street, or a man propelling a skiff on a Louisiana bayou, Hulings is drawn to the textures of what he calls “slices of life.”

Hulings is sensitive to time and place in his paintings. However, as with the best artists in the genre tradition, his paintings transcend those boundaries by communicating timeless beauty and ideals. A symbol of those ideals is the burro, a critter Hulings came to love as a young child living in Spain and which has since become his trademark. “Burros are known to be stubborn, but the truth is that they are too smart to do something that doesn’t make sense to them,” Hulings has said. “They also have a strong loyalty, which was the idea behind my painting A Boy and His Burro, inspired by a famous Spanish tale called Platero y Yo.” Written by Nobel Laureate Juan Ramon Jimenez, this prose poem relates a poet’s adventures wandering through Andalusia with a silvery donkey named Platero. Like this simple yet profound tale, Hulings’ “slices of life” also address eternal cycles and universal relationships between people, nature and animals.  


