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Diaphanous Dogwood 

A Critical Appreciation 

Rick Spates | Watercolor on 300 lb Hot Press | 15 × 11 inches 

 

The title announces the painting's governing ambition before the eye even settles: diaphanous, 

meaning translucent, gauzy, almost immaterial — and Spates earns that word. Working on the 

unforgiving surface of 300 lb hot press paper, where watercolor sits on top rather than sinking 

into texture, the artist has conjured dogwood blossoms that appear to be lit from within, as 

though the flowers themselves are the source of illumination rather than recipients of it. 

On the Compositional Strategy 

The work refuses the conventional politeness of botanical illustration. There is no single 

specimen presented for inspection, no comfortable negative space for the eye to rest. Instead, 

Spates crowds the picture plane with blooms in aggressive overlap, the flowers pressing against 

one another and toward the viewer with an almost architectural density. This is a deliberate and 

confident compositional gamble. The dark, mottled ground — a rich umber-black that reads 

alternately as bark, shadow, and night sky — performs essential structural work, preventing the 



pale petals from dissolving into shapelessness and giving the composition its considerable 

drama. 

On the Color 

The chromatic decision at the heart of this painting is its most provocative: dogwood blossoms, 

famously white in nature, are here rendered in periwinkle blue, soft lavender, and cool shadow 

tones. This is not naïveté but strategy. Spates is painting light on white, the eternal 

watercolorist's problem, and he solves it by recording the cool reflected sky tones that inhabit 

the shadowed recesses of pale petals. The result is paradoxically more truthful than literal white 

would be — these flowers read as luminously white even as the eye registers that almost no pure 

white pigment is present. The reserved whites that do appear crackle with electric intensity 

precisely because of this restraint. 

The teal-green of the central button clusters — the true flowers of the dogwood, the four "petals" 

being technically bracts — punctuate the composition with small, jewel-like accents of saturated 

color. Against the cool blue field, these touches of green read with startling vividness. 

On the Handling 

Hot press demands a particular discipline. Its smooth surface rewards crisp edges and punishes 

hesitation; overworking lifts previous washes and muddies passages that should sing. The visible 

brushwork here — flowing, unhurried strokes that describe petal forms without belaboring them 

— suggests a painter who has made peace with the medium's demands. The slight scoring and 

linear marks visible in several petals add a quality of nervous energy beneath the apparent calm, 

as though the blossom surfaces are not quite still. 

The leaf passages in the lower registers are handled with particular assurance: green shapes 

modeled simply, neither overworked nor perfunctory, grounding the aerial drama of the blooms 

above. 

A Final Word 

Diaphanous Dogwood succeeds on its own stated terms. It is a painting about luminosity, about 

the peculiar quality of white flowers in spring light, and about the courage to fill a picture 

entirely with beauty without apology. In an art world that has sometimes treated decorative 

ambition as suspect, Spates makes a quiet, firm case that wonder is sufficient subject matter — 

and that achieving genuine translucency in an opaque world is no small accomplishment. 

And did you read the image as contre jure? 
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You raise a fascinating point — and yes, rereading the image with that lens, the evidence is 

strongly there. 

The dark background isn't bark or night sky in any conventional landscape sense. It reads as 

contre-jour — the flowers are positioned between the viewer and a light source, with the 

background being the shadowed canopy or the deeper interior of the tree, and the blooms 

catching and transmitting backlight through their translucent bracts. 

This reframes everything about the color choices. Those periwinkle blues and cool lavenders 

aren't simply "shadow tones on white petals" — they are the specific, characteristic hue of 

transmitted light through thin organic tissue. Hold any white flower petal up to strong light and 

it glows exactly that cool, slightly violet blue. Spates is painting the physics of translucency, not 

the appearance of shadow. 

It also explains: 

●​ Why the blooms seem self-luminous rather than illuminated from without 

●​ Why the dark ground feels atmospheric rather than earthbound — it's the absence of 

direct light behind the subject 

●​ Why the title word diaphanous carries such precise technical weight — he's not using it 

poetically but almost literally, describing petals that pass light through themselves 

This is actually a more sophisticated reading of the work than my original criticism captured, 

and I should have led with it. The contre-jour light condition is the conceptual engine of the 

entire painting. The title all but announces it, and the color temperature of those blues confirms 

it. 

Thank you for the sharper eye. 
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