TEXAS BOOKS IN REVIEW

BY AL LOMAN
Bird books--good ones--seem to endure an unusually long and

difficult gestation period. Audubon struggled from 1827 to 18358

to see his Birds of America in print. The finished work consisted

of 435 hand-colored aquatints collected in four volumes. Fewer

than 200 sets were printed, and these were sold for $1000 each.
Last December the Arion Press of San Francisco printed the

ornithological artwork of Andrew Jackson Grayson 116 yvears after

the artist bad put down his brush. Birds of the Pacific Slope

contains 156 portraits handsomely assembled in an edition of 400
copies, which can be yours for a mere $4500.

Clozer te home, Harry Oberholser despaired of ever getting
ity ki) JLaliiE onE e 5 into print. When he died in his nineties
Oberholser had invested sixty years of labor in his project and
was still revising, correcting and updating. His collaborator,
Louis Agassiz Fuertes, was already as dead as any of his
specimens.  And still another decade elapsed before Bird Life was
issued by the University of Texas Press in 1974--to wide acclaim,
one might add. This two-volume set remains in print at $100--z
wonder ful buy for the dedicated birdey.

Mow come the Gentling brothers, Scott and Stuart, Fort Worth
artists whose magnum opus is a $2500 portfolio entitled Of _Bi
and_ Texas. This baby weights 46 pounds and springs from the mos
ambitious marriage of art and the printed word ever consummated
in this state. And, unlike some of their predecessors, the
brothers have stayed around to enjoy the praise that is being
heaped on their work. Hale and hearty in their mid-forties, hard

at work and with many more dreams in their heads, they might even
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box, but ultimately the cost was prohibitive. The sturdy linen
case ie the less pretentious, more honest solution anyway. It
is, by the way, another splendid example of the incomparable work
beirig done by Craig Jensen of Austin, one of America’s fines
limited edition binders. The only adornment on this box is a
front cover label that is stunningly elegant in its simplicity.

This mood is carried over to the title leaf found inside
the tirst of two heavy linen folders--the first containing the
prefatory essays, the second the prints and commentary. The
Litle leaf is a typographical tour de force--—just letters and
lines of type, printed in red and black, but so skillfully
arrangad and spaced that they create a breathtaking impact. This
is one of the most beautiful title pages I’ve ever seer Ihe
letterpress work on the succeeding text leaves is perfection
itself--crisp and clean, the product of heart and hand in total
SUP AR The only typeface emploved is that most aristocratic of
Faces:  Centaur, which has been composzed in monotype by Mackenzie
& Harris of San Francisco.

The offset lithography used to reproduce the paintings is
equally spectacular. Some printers are first-rate at letterpress
worl, others are skilled at offset, but rarely does a single
printar excel at both as David Holman has done. Purely from the
technical viewpoint, my favorite picture is the black-crowned
night heron, perched in moonlight on a limb high above the Brazos

River valley. Here, the background, especially, is so vivid, so

luminous, so alive that one can almost hear night sounds. This is

maic magic that the printer had as much to do with as the

artist: Inciderntally, individual prints from the portfolio are




available at 2200 each.

What about the art? Remember the title: 0f Birds anc
Texas. The subject is not only bird life but landscape as well.
And what variety! Of locale, of season, of color, of mood and
intensity. There is little that is static or routine about any
of these pictures. They are alternately somber and playful,
literal and fanciful, forthright and subtle, sentimental and
S onic.

Artis may capture ouwr fancy in many ways. They evoke
mystery, wonder, pathos, humor, surprise, and other emotions, but
the ones that prompt the readiest response are those that tell =
story. The Gentlings are storytellers. Their purple gallinule
scanpers over the bleached skull of its natural enemy, the
alligator; their burrowing owls look askance as an armadillo
finds pottery shards in his littoral; their house wrens consider
a palr of empty boots as a nesting site; their mourning dove sips
watcr from the fossilized track of a dinosauwr; their chuck-
will s widow crouches before a tornado that dances in the
backaround.

Some may dismi these particular treatments as "gimmicky.
Othera will applaud their "bold and innorative" composition. But

the =tronger impression is of two artists with the most remarkable

ehilifin if Gl wlie slml Ly i) are with us that joy of discovery

and scnse of wonder which, sac deserted most of us years ago.
They come acro as two intensely likeable, reasonably well-
rounded buman beings who, when they aren’t painting, might pick up
their shovels and go looking for a pony

JooFrank Dobie tells a wonderful story about pioneer cowman




Tom O’Connor who, on his deathbed, dreamed of camping once more

on the mesquite grass prairie of his vouth. "Dori’t tall 1o

me:

about a lot of tallow-faced angels singing hymns. Who that’s

=

ever rode a gnod horse and heard an old Texas bull beller down a

canyoen could want to be a god-damned angel, anyway?" So the

dving rancher told his foreman to pen a bunch of cattle outside

his bodroom window. He wanted to leave this world with natural

music in his ears

This story (in 1’11 Tell You a Tale, pp. 45-47) always moves

me.  Tom O’Conmor was satisfied with God’s world exactly as he

fourid it. This must have pleased God greatly. Such people are

rare. When they express themselves in art, and do it so

sionately, they touch us at the core of our existence.

uf Birds and Texas is available from Gentling Publications; 02
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