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T he driveway to Gabriel Tem-
pesta’s home is a tree-lined dirt
road, one where you must drive
slowly. It’s just long enough to
get lost in awe, and just short
enough that it comes to an end

before you actually feel lost. 
Gabe lives on 103 acres in Wolcott, where

he grew up. His new house—a family project
and work in progress—rests in a meadow
cleared for farming a hundred years ago. It’s
quiet. Secluded. It’s one of those serene places
that you might stumble upon walking in the
woods and think, “This must be a mirage.” A
trick on your eyes. 

The newly constructed house is solid and
unfinished, colorful and eclectic. The living
room wall is a Creamsicle orange that Gabe’s
wife Margaret—a yoga instructor—invented
by mixing a color aptly named Create with
white paint. The kitchen counter is made of
hand-poured imperfect concrete, and every in-
terior door is a gift from a different salvage. 

It’s home. And it’s where Gabe, the artist,
creates. 

His studio takes up a small room on the sec-
ond floor. Loads of natural light reflect off
walls painted some unnamable shade of house-
paint white. A fresh mountain breeze pours in
through the unadorned open windows. A desk
with all sorts of accoutrements—air compres-
sor, computer, printer—and a standard-issue
office chair on wheels fill the office. An easel
is tucked away into this tiny alcove, while two
paintings lean against the wall. One depicts a
cat in a field; the other a field lined with trees
and lit by the sun. 

The cat picture looks finished. So does the
field study. Gabe says they are not.

To be an artist, you must usually possess one
of three things: talent, training, intention. Talent
is natural ability; a gift that comes from an 
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� Owl in Flight,
28.5"x18", charcoal

and dry pigment.
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unknown realm. Training is work; time spent
developing a specific set of skills. Intention is
purpose; a reason for devoting energy. 

These three qualities don’t always manifest
in one artist. When they do, the result is acute.
Art, executed with discipline, while implying a
sense of inherent ease. It’s when every line be-
longs exactly where it is. Where every smudge
is important to the whole picture. When you
see the piece in parts or as a sum. Either way,
it’s dynamic. 

Gabriel Tempesta is one of these artists.
And, he’s refreshingly honest, answering any
question with a gutsy openness, thought, and
feeling.

G abe is a painter. He paints, pri-
marily, with charcoal—using a
brush 98 percent of the time.
The most conspicuous piece of
equipment in his studio, the
compressor, is for airbrushing.

It’s a technique used to capture the right soft-
ness for photorealism. He limits his use of the
airbrush, partly because he doesn’t like an air-
brushed look, but mostly because he doesn’t
want to use it as a crutch.

Gabe doesn’t need a crutch. When it comes
to painting, he has no handicap. But that is not
to say he doesn’t have to struggle. 

In fact, the artistic journey for Gabe is not
constant joy. It’s a self-inflicted test of skill.
It’s a push to prove—to himself—that he can
meet a challenge and conquer it.

He selects his subjects by looking through
photographs from his archives and deciding
which image is going to present the biggest
contest. One by one, he knocks them down,
and makes a hand-painted version 
of the image he took with his camera. 
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� Nebraska Valley
Stowe Afternoon,

32"x24", charcoal
and watercolor 

on board.
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“Using thick chunks of charcoal 
encourages you to use a different part 
of your brain and see the big picture 
in a very basic way, and eventually you

learn how to make fine lines. It just
clicked with me, and I loved how I didn’t
have to think about color. Color adds a
whole different dimension.“

Gabe connects to the feeling of accomplish-
ment that comes from creating something by
hand. “Taking an image from electronic pixels
on a screen to a real handmade surface is what
brings it to life. It’s an arduous and slightly bor-
ing process, but in the end, I have worked hard
and have something to show for it. My image
has come to life. It’s satisfying,” he says.

From an early age, Gabe’s parents encour-
aged his artistic abilities. His dad was a capa-
ble craftsman, and his grandfather was a
sculptor at the Rock of Ages granite quarries.
Gabe was drawn to drawings. The positive at-
tention inspired him. But even as a child, he
would get frustrated when he couldn’t make a
drawing look more like he wanted it to. “It was

something I was just good enough at, that I
wanted to be better.”

So he studied illustration at Montserrat Col-
lege of Art. 

Then, he carried around some art school bag-
gage, picked up from professors influenced by
the abstract expressionism of the mid-century
who would say that photorealism is gimmicky.
Let your art be an intangible representation of
your feelings about the world. Let the viewers
interpret your work through their own lens of
individual experience. That kind of thing.

But art that imitates is not imitation art. 

� Gabriel Tempesta at work in his Wolcott studio.

When an artist delivers a photorealistic slice
of the landscape or a living creature—a de-
tailed likeness of something that actually ex-
ists—it is not about interpretation. It is about
appreciation for the real subject it represents.
Rather than taking the internal world and put-
ting it out, you’re taking the external world and
putting it in. And that still allows for an indi-
vidual experience.

Gabe’s process involves varying degrees of
two things: applying pigment, and removing it.
Laying down is black. Lifting up is white.
Knowing just how much to lay and lift is what
results in infinite shades of gray, and ulti-
mately, the picture we all get to appreciate.

For Gabe, knowing when to give up control
is another critical contrast in developing the
big picture. Letting go. Loosening up. He
started adding water to his charcoal because he
liked the visual effect, but adding water to pig-
ment and paper means things happen that you
can’t plan. “I’m very good at controlling and
making things look the way I want them to.
Working with the unknown is the fun part.” 

Charcoal exploration is a standard art school
tool, which Gabe reflects upon with personal
insight. “Using thick chunks of charcoal en-
courages you to use a different part of your
brain and see the big picture in a very basic
way, and eventually you learn how to make
fine lines. It just clicked with me, and I loved
how I didn’t have to think about color. Color
adds a whole different dimension.“

But clicking with charcoal wasn’t enough to
alter his plans immediately. “I had this idea I
was a watercolorist, and it tightened me up.
And, for ten years, I told myself I was an illus-
trator.” But illustration was too much of a com-
promise on the creative side, which turned it
into a chore that Gabe really couldn’t enjoy. 

It’s a quandary so many people can identify
with, actually. You tell yourself you are one
thing. Maybe because you want it to be so.
Maybe because you believe it is the truth.
Maybe out of habit. And one day you recog-
nize that you are not fulfilled. And when you
let go of the labels, you begin a sequence of
growth that is truly you. 

Now Gabe is an artist who employs himself.
He decides the project, the process, and the
product. And balances what he wants with
what he needs.

“The more I do, the more I learn. Every
time I finish a piece, there’s a progression that
influences the next piece. I like a challenge.
And, I don’t want to get too routine. It takes
the fun and magic and mystery out of it.” n
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ESSENTIALS: See Gabe’s solo show, Gabriel
Tempesta: Our World, Charcoals & Casein, at
Stowe’s West Branch Gallery & Sculpture
Park, through Dec. 31. gabrieltempesta.com
and westbranchgallery.com. 
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