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From Reader Review The Underpainter for online ebook

Jim Puskas says

Three times I began to write a review of this book, only to discard all that I had written and start over in an
entirely different mode.
The Underpainter could only have been written by a writer supremely confident of her powers and
unconcerned at the risk of rejection -- by a publisher, readers or both. I suspect there have been readers who
abandoned it after the first hundred pages or so; that would be their loss.
I cannot claim to have found it enjoyable reading in the conventional sense. There are major obstacles,
mostly having to do with Austin, the narrator/protagonist, a man I found it impossible to like. He inhabits an
inner life bereft of empathy, love, compassion. He is a user of the people, artifacts and surroundings that he
encounters: they are all mere ingredients for his paintings. And those paintings -- especially those done late
in life where all his meticulously executed detail (underpainting) is then deliberately obscured by layer upon
layer of glaze -- those paintings become a metaphor for Austin himself.
In his student days, Austin fell under the influence of a teacher, Robert Henri who proclaimed that the
subject of a painting is of no consequence; it's only the execution of the art that matters and everything must
be sacrificed to that art. This pernicious creed appeals to Austin's self-serving sociopathic nature and governs
his actions. The question that I faced as I continued reading was: Can this man come to terms with his
iniquities, can he seek redemption? And if so, does he even deserve it?
In many places, Urquhart's writing is sublime, able to overcome the bleak nature of the story and illuminate
the dark winter of Austin's frozen psyche. It's an impressive piece of work, greater than the sum of its parts
and fully merits four stars.

Nancy says

A friend recommended this book to me as I traveled to Thunder Bay, Ontario for a short trip. It was the
perfect place to be reading this book - staying on the 4th floor of the Prince Arthur Hotel looking out from
my bed at the Sleeping Giant each morning and evening.

A significant part of this story takes place in Silver Islet, located on the Sleeping Giant peninsula- and I was
actually reading the part about Sarah coming across the frozen lake on the skiis while in the Prince Arthur
Hotel - betting that I was in the very same room that Austin was watching Sarah from!

It was just so cool!!!!

I loved the tensions in this book - and I also loved how Jane Urquhart got me to hate Austin so much!!!

One of my favs for sure.

Jess Van Dyne-Evans says

Beautiful descriptive writing. Excruciatingly stupid plotline.



The premise is all right - a painter is musing over his life, which he spent going back and forth from the city
to spending his summers in a tiny town, painting his landlady. He muses for a LONG time about how he
would be subtly cruel to her (enjoying her discomfort, posing her for hours and not letting her move,
thinking of her as nothing, having sex with her and covering her body entirely with his own so that she
couldn't move, etc)
and the story see-saws between how nasty he was and the life of a man in the town, a simple china painter.

This was not done well.

Jennifer (aka EM) says

I'm not quite finished yet, but tThis appears to be one ginormous "Metaphor" stretched like canvas to the
ripping point over the rickety frame of a character portrait. A portrait, that is, of the artist as a pathologically
egocentric, arrogant, callous youth who, despite his dawning self-awareness as he approaches death, appears
to have lots of regrets but little remorse.

Unless something unbelievable happens in the next 40 pages (which given the pace so far would be shocking
indeed), I'm not sure he's going to redeem himself. ETA Aug 1/09: It didn't.

Is Jane Urquhart one of the more overrated Canadian writers, or am I just excessively grumpy these days?

I do recall liking The Stone Carvers but right now, couldn't tell you why. I also think I've read this one
before, but it obviously left no impression on me. Not sure why I seem to feel drawn to this author, but I
come away with no lasting memory of any of her novels. Does this happen to anyone else, or am I just a
really lazy reader?!?

Sarah says

This book is truely Jane Urquhart - there is a very complex main character who lacks emotion. His mother
died at an early age and he is unable to recover from this traumatic event; having also to deal with an
emotionless father, whom he says he never really knew in the end. As a distraction from his emotional
damage, the main character Austin Fraser turns to painting and his profession becomes the focus of his future
life.

In comparison to Urquhart's pervious novel Away I missed a character whom I was really able to relate to.
Nevertheless, Austin Fraser has many layers and him - looking back at his life at the age of 83 - is an
adventurous story taking place before, during and after WWI. I really liked the way Urquhart incorporated
the art of painting in the novel. In my opinion, it is a great idea to explore something so destructive as war by
contrasting it with something intrinsically beautiful as art and the profession of the artist, since Austin Fraser
isn't the only artist in The Underpainter.



Overall, the novel is beautifully written (as you would expect a Jane Urquhart novel to be) and features - of
course - a lot of illustrative landscape description that bring Canadian wilderness directly to the inner eye of
the reader. I found this novel an interesting, fairly easy and enjoyable read that everyone should take the time
to explore. After all, I give it a very good 3 out of 5 stars!

Roger Brunyate says

The Art of Concealment

The strange title of this prizewinning novel is explained gradually over the course of the book. Its protagonist
Austin Fraser, a highly successful American artist, has adopted an unusual approach to his mature works.
Although he begins each painting in the realistic style of the landscapes and nude studies of his Canadian
model Sara Pengelly with which he originally made his name, he now paints over this underpainting with
concealing glazes and even white impasto, so that only the faintest outlines of the original remain. Although
Urquhart has several real artists appear in the book, among them the great teacher Robert Henri and that
Hemingway of the frozen North, Rockwell Kent, she does not identify Austin Fraser with any real-life
original, but it is not hard to imagine his new style fitting in with mid-century Abstract Expressionists such
as Clyfford Still or the painted-over images of Robert Rauschenberg. Trained as an art historian herself and
twice married to artists, Urquhart knows art; the insight into the painter's craft is one of the deep pleasures of
her book.

More importantly, though, Fraser's painting style is a metaphor for his emotional detachment. What he would
describe in Robert Henri's words as the necessary distance between the painter and his model, is in fact a
refusal to allow himself to feel, deliberately removing himself from a situation until there is almost no
connection left. Not for nothing are his late paintings known as "the erasure series"; it is himself that he is
rubbing out. Nowhere is this more clear than in his relationship with Sara Pengelly, a waitress in a hotel in
the Canadian village of Silver Islet, at the tip of the Sleeping Giant peninsula jutting out into Lake Superior.
Even though Sara becomes his model, lover, and companion over the course of fifteen summers on the
Canadian shore, and he knows every inch of her body, he is more reluctant to penetrate her mind, and
deflects all her attempts to reach his own. While we can understand Fraser as an artist, and perhaps (if we are
honest) recognize a similar need for self-protection in ourselves, he nonetheless comes over as the least
warm of Urquhart's protagonists, though one of the most fascinating.

The novel is contained entirely in memory with no significant action in the present time. This is unusual for
Jane Urquhart, although her most recent novel, Sanctuary Line, comes close. Memory, however, is one of the
persistent themes in Urquhart's work, as are art, imagination and the supernatural, immigration, the Great
Lakes landscape, the disappearance of former lifestyles and places, and the effects of war, all of which have
a place in this story. As in The Stone Carvers, the novel that would follow this, the war in question is World
War I, which draws in the two other members (with Austin and Sara) of the quartet around whom the novel
revolves. These are George Kearns, a young Canadian china painter, and Augusta Moffatt, a wartime nurse
who becomes George's lover. George is the antithesis of Austin as an artist, painting charming miniatures on
cups and thimbles; it is only gradually that Austin realizes what his friend has to teach him as a human being,
and by then we have already reached the searing climax of the book. Augusta is a less clear figure at first,
though she eventually emerges with more clarity than Sara, with features that distinguish many of Urquhart's



heroines: strength, sensitivity, a lonely childhood, and the power of second sight. Though pursuing obscure
occupations in a Canadian backwater, George and Augusta have been thorough the mill of experience, and
thus act as a contrast to Austin who remains on the sidelines throughout.

The sideline aspect is something that may make some readers enjoy The Underpainter less than Urquhart's
more active novels, such as Away, Changing Heaven, or A Map of Glass. It is an interior book in which very
little happens. But Austin Fraser's journey into the frozen depths of his soul will have results: in his final
work, the underpainting will remain uncovered.

Nancy says

I can't explain why this book fascinated me, but it carried me along with its dark story of self absorption and
fear of participation in life. Metaphorically, the Underpainter is a part of all of us—that part that holds us
down, until we look in the mirror and see that we've grown old. Profound.

Kelsey S. Hock says

This was kind of a let down after The Stonecarvers. Not to say that I won't read more from Urquhart, as she's
a very talented writer, but The Underpainter was a disappointment for me.

Why I didn't enjoy The Underpainter like I should have:

-The narrator is first person, however several other characters' points of views are shown through third
person storytelling. Urquhart does a variation of this in The Stonecarvers, but pulls it off much better in that
novel. In The Underpainter it feels almost like the reader is trapped by the protagonist's pov and isn't
able to relate as well to the other characters.
-And the other characters? Though this might have been intentional through the protagonist's perspective,
they come off as trivial to the story, though in the end they very much are not. And the main character? We
just didn't click. Maybe others will, but I couldn't relate enough to him.
-There is some suspense in how little bits of the climax are fed to the reader, but in the end I didn't feel that
the climax was all that worthy.

Why The Underpainter is still an enjoyable read

-The main character is thoroughly unique, and like all Urquhart's characters, very detailed.
-Even if I didn't like the plot that much, the writing is still flawless and if I could have I would have read the
book in one sitting.

Probably not something I'd read again, but worthy of hanging out on my shelf.

Claudia Putnam says

4.5? So what. So many gleaming moments. Not as great-novel-y as Away, which I've read twice and which
has profoundly influenced my thinking about who North Americans are as a people and a culture. Still a



terrific read. Okay, you have to give it 20 pages to find its stride. And okay, the narrator is a prick.
Nevertheless, somehow, the book absolutely sings.

I've reviewed several other books that have explored the role of ruthlessness in the life of the artist--the need
to keep an emotional distance in order to push art into the world. Colm Toibin's The Master, Claire Messud's
The Woman Upstairs are two that come to mind. This book's narrator is another who has gone that route,
though at least one of his friends, another famous and perhaps fundamentally more successful, artistically,
painter, is indeed a man of great passion. Because The Underpainter does not allow us to see Rockwell Kent
as fully (the narrator does not really see anyone very clearly--this is one of the tradeoffs Urquhart had to
make), or his art (unless we know it or are able to visit it somewhere or can get enough of a sense of it by
Googling), we can't really make enough of judgment about which path gets you where.

Though of course we've got our own instincts, and we know what the narrator has come to believe or at least
suspect. After all, he does paint it it all, underneath. He just buries it.

One wonders at the collectors who buy Austin Fraser's art. The work of a man who never went to war, but
who sat and listened to the stories of those who did. Though even those took an awful long time to sink in--
why are you still shell-shocked ten years after the war, my friend? Painted them, and then buried the images
under layers and layers of glaze and then layers and layers of white paint.

What better way to characterize (North) American culture?

Cold as hell, Rockwell Kent says, cold as hell.

Are we?

Skai Leja says

It took a little time to get into this book, as it jumps around in time and introduces characters in brief,
tantalizing vignettes with hints that they are related but no clear indications for the longest time where the
pivotal incidents of the novel will be. The build to the resolution of all these threads is slow but masterfully
crafted. The main character is not at all sympathetic; initially this seems quite intentional and perverse, but
gradually I started to feel a sad compassion for him and all he had missed in his life.
The book's title is explained in the very end as the proposed title for a picture that he is contemplating that
will act as a summary of his life, but early on as I was reading about his use of the technique of
underpainting, it was already starting to feel like a description of his life, where every human experience was
overlaid with dogma and emotional repression and obscured from view- underlived, you could say. It's the
people in his life that he failed to see and get to know despite years of 'friendship' who become so compelling
and vivid, so tragic in their nobility, so sharply in contrast with this emotionally dead man so central to their
lives.
I loved the way all the disparate elements were so successfully and meaningfully pulled together in the end.
Not a happy ending, but certainly satisfying.

Paula Dembeck says



Austin Fraser is an eighty three year old artist who is looking back on his life and the mistakes he has made.
He is a man haunted by the memories of the people he never let into his life. One of them is George, a china
painter he grew to know as a young man visiting the town of Davenport in the summer. Another is Sara, the
model he painted in the grand landscapes of the Great Lakes on the shores of Silver Islet where his father
once owned a silver mine.

Austin grew up in a home where affection never paid a big role in his solitary life. He travelled to New York
City as a young man bent on a career in painting. There, under the tutelage of the famed artist and teacher
Robert Henri, his tendency to tread carefully through life was enforced by Henri’s philosophy of painting.
Henri encouraged his art students to remain distant from the world and their own feelings. His philosophy
was that for an artist, these things belonged only on paper or canvas.

While in New York City, Fraser met another man who had once been a student of Henri’s but had broken
away from his teaching. Rockwell Kent was a man who drank hungrily of life and immersed himself in pain
and pleasure, a man who craved the catastrophe of every experience he encountered or created. Austin and
Rockwell became friends although Austin remained a voyeur in the relationship, a traveler who accompanied
Kent on his quest for experiences but who did not deeply involve himself in any of them. It was Robert Henri
who had really won his soul.

Austin learned to paint using a technique which masked the reality he painted. After rendering a realistic
scene or figure on canvas, he overpainted it with layers of paint and glazes to hide his initial piece
underneath. His greatest fear was that some of the underpainting would later be revealed on the canvas and
he hung on to some of his paintings for years to ensure that if some of the original subject matter rose to the
surface, that he could paint over it and “correct it”.

Austin loved the hustle and bustle of Greenwich Village and New York City in the twenties and thirties. He
had a studio there and painted during the winter months. Although mesmerized by all the activity around
him, he remained an observer rather than entering the fray and experiencing it. During the summer Austin
would travel from this hectic life to head to Davenport where his friend the sensitive and gentle George
Kearns lived and painted china, an art Austin frowned on. This was also where the two as young men had
met the heartless Vivian, a beautiful and vivacious singer with whom George became obsessed.

Later, after his visits with George, Austin would head to Silver Islet where for years he painted and made
love to Sara, his longtime model and mistress. Sara opened her heart and home to Austin and gave him
everything he wanted or needed, but Austin always remained distant from her, remembering the words of
Henri his teacher. He did not find this difficult and actually it was what he preferred. He did not like forming
close or lasting attachments as he believed distance and a certain coldness were essential to his art.

Austin recounts the events leading up to the war when George as a Canadian left to fight for the British
Empire. When George was injured overseas and in hospital recovering, he met Augusta Moffat, a Canadian
nurse who he met up with later when they both returned to Canada. Both were broken by the trauma of war
and Augusta spent several months in hospital suffering from shell shock. Over time, the two developed a
caring relationship and during one of his visits, Austin was struck by the tenderness with which they treated
one another.

When Austin meets Vivian many years later, they spend the night together. The next morning she asks
Austin to take her back to Davenport to see George. He quickly agrees to her request without thinking of its
implications, a mistake which proves fatal.



Following the events in Davenport, Austin messages Sara asking her to meet him. Even though he has not
spoken to her for several years, he knows she will come. Sara heads out on a difficult and dangerous journey
miles across a snowy landscape to meet him, while he waits for her in Port Arthur. He is determined he will
try to love her when they meet up again. He watches for her from the window, relentlessly checking every
few hours to see a glimpse of her coming across the lake. But as her approach slowly reduces the miles that
separate them, Austin becomes fearful, changes his mind and leaves, abandoning the woman who truly loved
him. He had spent fifteen years of his life with her, but his fears of intimacy prevented him from ever loving
her.

This is a rather sad story of a man who could not learn to engage in life and who now wanders around an
isolated, cold and minimally furnished house, nattering with a housekeeper and beginning his final painting.
It is of himself, a man who could never accept the love that came to him. He is now left empty and alone,
with the memories of his mistakes and the ghosts of his past who insist on accompanying him through his
final days.

Urquhart’s writing is beautiful. She has a way of rendering the Canadian landscape in broad sweeps of
texture and color. And I applaud the originality of her story, using the underpainting technique as a metaphor
for Austin Fraser’s life. Her account of Augusta’s war time experiences and those of her friend Maggie are
also heart rendering. But I could not connect with the lead character. I could not even empathize with him. I
grew to almost hate him and I did not want to read any more about him, which is the reason I awarded this
Governor General Award winner the score I did. It should have been higher, but emotionally I never felt I
could be enveloped in Austin Fraser’s story, the story of a self-centered man who disliked human contact and
walked carefully through a life he never really lived. He was a man so blind to life’s subtleties that he did
great harm to those who cared for him.

Denis says

I'm still wrestling with my thoughts on this novel and I'll use this post to help pin them to the mat, or should I
say, the canvas...

The Underpainter was a tough read, at times, yet rewarding. Tough because the story is told using summary
narrative throughout, from the POV of the protagonist, an aging, self-centered and rather selfish man
recounting his life. So there aren't many (if any) full scenes in this story but rather several half-scenes to
show what he's telling us.

Yet the prose is lyrical and smooth and lovely, making the abundant details of setting and of the protag's
incessant introspections and observations, pleasant (for the most part) to read.

There is not much here in terms of plot or story arc, but the vivid characters are interesting and have us
caring for how they will fare. And this, in my opinion, shows great skill by the author, given the confining
style of storytelling she used. (That is, using mostly summary narrative with a first person POV.)

The novel dragged slowly near its middle, but by the end, I felt I'd participated in the life of this unhappy
man, and got to know his entourage. And it's a sad life. It portrays the chicken-shit side of all of us. The part
that encourages us to remain staid observers rather than diving in, heart first.



The Underpainter is a story that will haunt this reader for a long while.

Meredith says

This was a book where I loved and hated it. The main character is so flawed and unlikable for most of the
book, yet in the end it is these flaws that pulls this story together.

I like the moments in the book when we learned about the other characters lives. They were so interesting
and moving. Then we unfortunately had to go back to the main character.

It is a work of literary skill, and would deserve study and dissection. As a casual reader the literary greatness
gets hidden behind the unlikable main character so it loses some of that magic that you see in other parts of
the book.

I can see why it is a Canadian literary marvel, I just wished you didn't have to wait to the last hundred pages
to see it that way.

switterbug (Betsey) says

Jane Urquhart's fourth novel is a staggering yet restrained portrait of an emotionally cold and withholding
American minimalist painter, Austen Fraser, now 83 years old and reflecting on his life. Born in in
Rochester, NY, around the turn of the twentieth century, his fertile experiences took place in New York,
Ontario, and a tiny island called Silver Islet on Lake Superior in Canada.

He was influenced by two eminent artists with diametrically opposed views; Rockwell Kent, who believed
that art and life were exuberant mirrors of each other, and Robert Henri, who had the most austere
philosophy toward art--isolate, don't share your vision or your heart, keep it all for your art. Fraser's turmoil
has roots in his internal struggle to choose which artist to emulate philosophically.

The novel, written from Fraser's point of view, resonates with a haunting, glacial regret and deep sorrow, a
Munch scream in the gloaming of his life. The layers of the novel are stunning, astonishing, and cohere and
accrete in an evocative inversion to the artist's style of painting. Urquhart's writing commands this novel so
eloquently, so exquisitely, I felt Fraser's old bones nearly shatter on the icy, boreal frontiers of his life.

Each character is finely, lucidly drawn, nuanced men and women that pierce the landscape with
immeasurable poignancy and stoic hearts. They are so well-developed that they live in my heart like
imperishable ghosts. Sarah Pengelly was Fraser's model for fifteen years, a steadfast miner's daughter living
in obscurity in an outpost island. Fraser stole from her while never giving of himself-- her flesh, the muscular
sinew of her calf, the soft vulnerability of her wrist, her mouth, her color, her shadow.

He met George Kearns in Ontario, a painter of china who managed his father's china shop. Fraser held
George in mild contempt, accusing him of not being a "real" artist. Fraser barely scratched the surface of his
dearest friend, so busy was he being an arrogant artist and self-made enigmatic recluse. He never knew the
carnage that Kearns witnessed in WW1, but George's friend, Augusta Moffet, knew. Kearns shares a deep,



melancholic suffering with this war nurse that underscores the story with a lethal glow that, ironically, haunts
the reader with its almost imperceptible defiance of the narrator.

Jane Urquhart is the daughter of a prospector/mining engineer, which explains the mining motif and
landscape she uses so fluently in several of her books.

"Art is a kind of mining...The artist a variety of prospector searching for the sparkling silver of meaning in
the earth."

And Urquhart uses a keen blend of environment and social observance to render her landscape.

"There is always a moment of wholeness, recollected when the world is torn, raw-edged, broken apart, a
moment when the tidiness, the innocence of landscape--sometimes of the society that created the landscape--
allows you to predict with accuracy the discord to come."

This is a complex, gradually disclosing story of epic loss, and also a terrifying confession of a man who, over
the course of the novel, discloses himself intimately, all his ugly, disturbing truths, so that you know him,
hate him, pity him, in all his superciliousness-- and you will be moved, possibly, to forgive him.

Priscilla says

Favorite book so far this year.

"This is what I have so effortlessly inherited; this cold, this dark, this emptiness. It is odd how vacancy
becomes a kind of presence, how it becomes tangible, real.
It is what I live with now, this vacancy. I am full of emptiness."
Don't worry, this is not a spoiler. We learn this about the narrator very early in the story as he is looking back
on his life.
This WWI era novel about a fictional artist contains just enough real happenings and characters in it that I
found myself googling and researching as I read.
The main character and narrator Austin Fraser paints beautiful, vivid landscapes and figures and then
obscures these underpaintings with layers of paint until the original subject is barely visible or not visible at
all. As you may have guessed, he lives his life in the same way.
One of his mentors, Robert Henri encourages him to "remain aloof" so as not to hold him back while another
friend and mentor Rockwell Kent accuses him of painting without feeling.
Austin feels the painting of pastoral scenes on china his only life long friend George does for a living as
inferior to real art.
'I paint winged beings,' he (Thayer) said. 'The larger ones are angels, the middle-sizes ones are portraits of
my children, who are angels but whose wings are cleverly disguised by concealing coloration..'
I love the art of Abbott Thayer and he makes an appearance in this story.
I love the idea of my children's wings being cleverly disguised by 'concealing coloration'.
The Underpainter by Jane Urquhart took forever to read because I was underlining every other passage. It
was a beautiful and emotional read for me.


