
The Capital City Arts Initiative [CCAI] is delighted to present another collaborative residency/exhibition 
with St. Mary’s Art and Retreat Center in Virginia City, Nevada. Following a three-week residency at 
the Center during June 2015, CCAI artist Emily Silver produced the Counterpane exhibition, in the 
Meinecke Gallery from June 27 – August 22, 2015. Thank you very much to St. Mary’s Art Center for 
co-sponsoring the residency and exhibition and to the Comstock Foundation for History and Culture for 
its lead donation supporting the project. In conjunction with the exhibition, CCAI commissioned Shaun 
Griffin to write the following essay. 

Emily Silver’s watercolors emanate from contrast.  This is the quality that she returns to 
in her painting, a cartographer’s rendering of contrast in the Great Basin.  For over twenty 
years she has traced the margins of this region and for much of that time, the landscape of 
Nevada.  Whether the borders of Las Vegas or the interior of the high desert, her painting 
represents the outlines of our presence in this place.  Highly crafted, carefully patterned, 
they are epigrams of sand, stone, and sage that penetrate to recall what might have been:  
a desert of less intrusion, a place where the open space was its own best reward.  They 
illuminate our steps in this landscape, both the shadow of the land and the shadow of our 
presence in it.  

At first glance, the paintings, many of which are in watercolor, evoke the hue and tone of 
dust and wind, land without 
bearing.  Some do not attempt 
classification; they are shades 
of basins and ranges, opposites 
of color, pulled from the 
imagination.  Her best painting 
reaches beyond what we 
perceive to create an imagined 
quality of context.  She asks 
the viewer to accompany her 
as she explores another unseen 
dimension of this place.  

Precision defines her method.  
Her painting did not arrive 
without months of considered 
effort.  Every detail rises from 
the paper like landforms on 
the horizon.  This, too, is intentional:  she wants the viewer to be in the painting, not apart 
from it.  She wants to take the viewer on a journey and to do so, must release herself 
from the expectations of her art.  The viewer becomes part of its expression and wonders 
what paintings will follow her seashells, her black and white edges, her landscapes of the 
undeveloped Las Vegas, and the seemingly quick brushstrokes of the mountain ranges.  
Each of them portends a question:  how does it feel to be here?  

The viewer feels at home here but this home is never easy, never what he or she expects.  

Weather, Portent, Weather, watercolor on paper, 45”x72”, 2010

Cartographer of Stone, Silence, and Dust



Being here, in the comfort and disquiet of her 
paintings, there are no excuses.  She has captured 
some part of what the viewer needs to see, needs 
to stay alive.  Art has long been the tool of those 
in the know but Emily Silver’s art makes the viewer 
grateful that she proceeds to refine this knowledge, 
to make it her own.  She answers the question 
of why people live here.  She helps the viewer 
articulate this experience.  She is acutely aware of 
this environment because she once lived in northern 
Nevada and now lives with northern California’s 
green, wet, and foggy dimensions—so different from 
this physical place.

Silver is part of a greater collage of contemporary 
artists who try to frame isolation, rural life, and 
wide-open vistas in a manner that compels us to 
appreciate a place for the first time, artists for 
whom place is a material reality of consequence.  
It’s important to note that she works among many 
painters who are determined to recreate the 
perceived landscape.  They influence and learn 
from each other, they want the shared ideal of 
exploration, particularly in this region so far from the 

city, from its coordinates of gallery art.  They have chosen to locate their work in this or similar 
environments; that counts for something.  They work in isolation, they are not media seekers; 
they want to create what is left alone.  

This new work, created for a show she has titled “Counterpane,” after a line from the Robert 
Louis Stevenson poem, “The Land of Counterpane,” takes her most recent mapping of landscape 
further:  she wraps the squares of 
vision, like the quilt in this Stevenson 
poem, onto the land’s boundaries to 
create a three-dimensional effect.  

She bisects the viewpoint with top 
and bottom images, giving the 
viewer the experience of multiple 
perspectives.  The quilt becomes 
yet another surface from which to 
work, an idea of geography enclosed 
in its surface.  Silver describes the 
feeling of wanting to wrap herself 

Indefinite Gods, watercolor & sediment mounted on 
beveled board 3 panels, each 15”x30”, 2009

I was the giant great and still   
That sits upon the pillow-hill,   
And sees before him, dale and plain, 
The pleasant land of counterpane.

Mirage and Memory, watercolor on paper, 2011



in particular qualities of place, the landscape becoming a vessel within which she travels.  This 
quilted image of landscape does both things.  It makes the ground seem close, something the 
viewer can touch and conversely, it gives the appearance of being distant:  a kind of ambiguity—

the desert 
without clear 
definition.  

She explains 
her process of 
coming to the 
land:  measuring 
her footsteps 
on the way to 
a particular 
painting location 
and then 
returning from 
it with a visual 
representation—
both abstract and 
real.

The uncluttered land resists explanation or simple 
classification.  These paintings are like that:  they want 
to reconcile the multiple definitions of the place.  They 
want to be alongside what cannot be said about the 
desert but the viewer intuits: comfort and discomfort, 
a place not easily chosen.  Perhaps this duality attracts 
or repels in equal measure:  what can be had in “so 
empty a place?”  Her paintings answer this question of 
relevance.  Can the viewer live in this emptiness and 
find definition, find a quality of existence?  Silver finds it 
in the inexplicable, the motion of wind against land, the 
human barriers set against time, rock, and open space.  
Her concept of being in this place runs counter to first 
impressions; the viewer wants the place to be quantified 
and known to the senses.  She will not provide that.  She 
layers her cartography with uncertainty and because of 
that the viewer cannot see it in the same way.  This veil 
of color superimposed on topographical outlines is a new 
threshold, a desert living just beyond the viewer’s ability 
to express it—and this unknown landscape fascinates her.

Silver paints like a poet:  exactly.  To do so, she 
excavates the tensions of watercolor.

Summer Lake: Comfort of Basins & Ranges, 
watercolor on paper, 56”x37”, 2014

Bug Bones, watercolor & sediment on paper, 45”x72”, 2008



It is her mode of most valuable expression.  She wants what can only be had in hues and 
values.  She means to live by their design, a quality of intention.  To be influenced in this way, 
to be vulnerable to its influence takes risk.  In the end, she moves beyond the formal idea of 
the desert in her painting and the viewer has come to expect that in her work.  That she can 
make such an inference with this perspective—the desert the viewer has yet to see—remains her 
signature.

Shaun T. Griffin
Virginia City, Nevada
May 2015
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