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Richard Stenhouse draws the boat ashore. sy John T. spike

nd 1 only am escaped alone to tell
Alhee" is the most famous lifeboat
line in literature. It appears in the

epilogue of Moby Dick, quoting the Book
of Job, the original survival manual. Moby
Dick is far more than a fish story. From
Ahab to Ishmael, its characters cast
mighty shadows that leave us pondering.
Melville’s epic struggle is clearly symbolic,
but of what? The debate shows no signs
of slackening. It could be that the best
riddles have more than one answer.

Richard Stenhouse’s “Lifeboat” is a
haunting image in this enigmatic vein. A
pristine dinghy floats on the grassy slope
of a steep hill or old mountain. It’s diffi-
cult to gauge the size of things when the
only two items in view are wrapped in a
moody timelessness. Contemplation
descends like a dry mist.

It requires an unusual technique
to obtain such effects, as Stenhouse
explains: “Mylar drafting film is translu-
cent in a similar way to frosted glass. My
technique is to draw on one side with a
graphite pencil and then apply pastel
powder with my fingertips on the other
side to give the image color. The finished
image is almost always presented with
the graphite side facing the viewer. The
medium and technique are important to
my message in that they contribute to
the dreamlike quality of my image,
which is something 1 strive for.”

“Dreamlike” is a helpful hint. It
describes when familiar items turn up,
inexplicably, in unfamiliar surroundings.
Dreams, as opposed to day-dreaming,
always have been taken seriously. The
Bible abounds in prophecies communi-
cated in dreams. And so it was through
history: dreams and visions were consid-
ered glimpses of deeper meanings.
By the 20th century, more and more
artists, from André Breton to George
Tooker, took dreams to represent “an
absolute reality, a surreality.” This is the

current that carries this “Lifeboat.”
According to Stenhouse, “This
image and all the ‘Lifeboat’ images are
an expression of my thoughts about
personal misplacement, being in the
wrong place or time, and the hope, the
search for resolution.” In other words,
this is part of a series. Stenhouse uses
the lifeboat as a personal stand-in, which
makes sense, since life is a voyage on
seas vaster than our fragile craft. Set
down gently in various incongruous
locales, the lifeboats evoke the predica-
ments that befall us solitary navigators.
Meanwhile, 1 confess to having
missed the point entirely. Unaware of the
other drawings, I felt certain of finding
old Noah on the passenger list. Only the
ark, so far as I knew, dropped anchor on
the side of a mountain. It was touching o0

“Lifeboat,” 2002, graphite pencil ang
pastel powder on Mylar drafting fils
10 1/2” x 12". See Resources on
page 91.

see the universal lifeboat out to pasture
and grass growing beneath its keel. Was
the journey worth it? What an intriguisg
idea, 1 thought—and I still think so. If
scientists get credit for the spin offs they
never imagined, so should painters and
poets. Years had gone by since I'd read &=
Moby Dick, “The drama’s done...[yet] ome
did survive the wreck.” Now that sounds
like a good caption for a Stenhouse. <
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