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NEW YORK, NEW YORK

Watercolor, acrylic airbrush & ink on paper, 8˝ x 5˝, 1985
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BUTTERFLY TRAP

Watercolor & ink on paper, 9˝ x 8˝, 1993
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Preface

Bob Dylan

There’s no way to measure his greatness or magnitude as a person or as a player. I don’t think any eulogizing will do him justice. He was that great, much more than a superb musician, with an uncanny ear and dexterity.

He’s the very spirit personified of whatever is Muddy River country at its core and screams up into the spheres. He really had no equal. To me he wasn’t only a musician and friend, he was more like a big brother who taught and showed me more than he’ll ever know. There’s a lot of spaces and advances between The Carter Family, Buddy Holly and, say, Ornette Coleman, a lot of universes, but he filled them all without being a member of any school. His playing was moody, awesome, sophisticated, hypnotic and subtle. There’s no way to convey the loss. It just digs down really deep.

    Woodstock, New York, on the occasion of Jerry Garcia’s death
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“Art washes away from the soul the dust of everyday life.” –Pablo Picasso



Foreword

Mickey Hart

On my fiftieth birthday Jerry gave me a present that wound up in my closet unopened for years. Cleaning that closet one day, I found the box and opened it. It contained ten signed paintings.

At that moment, my mind traveled back in time to 1967… 710 Ashbury Street, San Francisco.

I remember Jerry with his black notebooks. He kept them in his guitar case, ready to pull out whenever there was a moment of downtime. He was constantly doodling, filling the notebooks with sketches and drawings. If he wasn’t sitting on top of the desk in the living room playing guitar, he was going at it with pen, pencil and paper.

Jerry’s dad had died twenty years earlier, in 1947, and he moved in with his grandmother and grandfather on Harrington Street in San Francisco. There he spent his days listening to the radio or watching TV, and drawing on the back of laundry lists. These line drawings were cartoon-like, five or six frames. They were about smoking mostly, depicting the horrors and the dangers of smoking. There were images of tormented smokers with bloodshot eyes, tongues hanging out, and captions like, “This is what happens when you’re hooked on ‘cigarrettes’.” These were powerful anti-smoking messages, particularly ironic given the fact that Jerry later became a chain-smoker himself.

During this time, while at Balboa High School, his mom sent him to the California School of Fine Arts (now known as the San Francisco Art Institute) each week so he wouldn’t grow up to be a hoodlum. He started paintings oils on canvas, many depicting landscapes and seascapes. His last group of paintings made at CSFA in 1958 reflected a growing passion for what would become his life’s work—they were still lifes of an acoustic guitar. When he finished one of these paintings, he turned the canvas and dribbled paint down the side. It was a mess…the painting didn’t dry for months.

Shortly thereafter, his family began to move from place to place. This window of artistic opportunity began to drift away, and closed completely when Jerry joined the army in 1960.

He returned in 1963 and headed down to Palo Alto, met Robert Hunter and began to play music full time. It wasn’t until the 1980s, when a near-death experience with diabetes led to a halt of the Grateful Dead’s intense touring schedule, that he returned in earnest to his drawings and paintings. While this era has been explored in depth in many books and articles, it has rarely been recognized that it was this downtime that gave Jerry an opportunity to refocus on his visual art.

When the band returned to touring, Jerry continued with his renewed love. The road in rock ’n’ roll is often a lonely one, and can be incredibly tedious when you’re not playing. Jerry would airbrush and draw constantly in his room at night and visit museums in the daytime. Painting, drawing and sketching kept him busy. He couldn’t rehearse all the time. His art was another form of creativity, and was something that was easy and portable. He could take it with him, put it in his pocket and work on it whenever or wherever the muse visited.
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STILL LIFE

Oil on board, 25 ½˝ x 17 ½˝, circa 1958



Drawing was something that inspired Jerry. At first, he had bamboo-tipped pens that were fun to draw with, but he soon upgraded to Rapidographs. He then began to work in black ink with drafting pens. One line would play off the other, spiraling, cascading into streams of consciousness with no beginnings, no endings, just flow. These little squiggles slowly morphed into forms, limitless fluid designs, not related through their specific imagery, but all connected somehow. A man with an umbrella suddenly emerges from a little building and then turns into an elephant, then back into the man with an umbrella. The work always grew organically and was never forced. His hand had a poetic flow to it… relaxed and steady. He was a man of chaos, the most wonderful kind of raw, unfettered weirdness. A stretch of consciousness here, the identifiable image there, allowing the mystery to unfold like a maze. Many of these images had no literal meaning but were serpentine in nature, and very dense.

He moved from medium to medium. By the late 1980s airbrushing became his passion…then computer art in the 1990s. He penned original art, scanned it into the computer and then enhanced it with colors. It was a unique approach and a challenge to get the color right on the computer and then translated to the printed page. At the time, this was a technological feat. But always there were the notebooks and the sketches.
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DANSE

Ink on paper, 6˝ x 4˝, 1992



For many years, his guitars were pure red or black. Shades in between were a challenge for him as he drifted deeper and deeper into the mysterious world of synesthesia, where sound evoked colors and colors translated themselves to sound. It was a kind of silent game he played in his mind. On occasion, Jerry would ask me if I saw images while playing. He delighted in musical colors and often changed the tone of his guitar. He was painting, exploring between the cracks, in shades of colors and sounds, mutating slowly from one to the other. Spending his waking and dreaming hours in this zone was a powerful influence on both his music and his art. It was like colored hearing, a form of sensory fusion and a union of the senses.

In 1978, while the band was in Egypt, Jerry and I went to the Son et Lumière (Sound and Light) show that told the story of ancient Egypt. It was held out of doors beside the Great Pyramids in Cairo. After the show he noted that the color of the music that accompanied the visuals were wrong—“wrong key, wrong colors.” To him, all this was very real and not imagined.

When in New York City, we often went in search of jackhammers and buildings being demolished. There was something ecstatic about that sound of explosion as the wrecking ball smashed into the walls. We’d grab a hot dog and just sit there taking it all in. He loved noise. The cities were full of noises and sounds were everywhere. Music to him was flowing water, rumblings, the sound of snapping flags, sliding doors, crowds and the roar. He stayed up many nights waiting to see the sunrise as it came up over Central Park. He was inspired by the road, and would take in the sights of different cities, like the arch in St. Louis, Central Park in New York, and Red Rocks Canyon in Colorado. He loved to draw his surroundings. Painting was his entertainment, passion, and relaxation.

When he returned to art in the 80s, he couldn’t believe that people loved his work. Typically humble, he never took his artwork seriously in any sort of a commercial sense, and was always self-effacing almost to the point of apology when discussing it with others. Jerry was shocked when his art was turned into ties and was truly overwhelmed by the popular response, as he himself would never wear a tie. It was a big chuckle for him in that way. His art poured into his music and the music inspired his art; true synesthesia.

As a person, Jerry was so big-hearted that if someone approached him and wanted the drawing he was working on, he would just give it away. He was almost allergic to keeping stuff; it made him uncomfortable. No doubt there are hundreds of his small sketches and drawings out there somewhere. He loved to teach kids how to sketch and would always take the time to show them little drawing tricks.

He most often came to the work with an open slate, a sense of humor and a sense of the weird. A seat-of-the-pants musician, an in-the-moment player, he was a fluid improvisationalist and amazingly prolific, both in his visual art and music. Jerry believed that music and art were bits of your subconscious rising to the surface and turning into a form that could be shared. This is the role of any artist. The thought itself is invisible. Feelings move the soul and make the hand create the visible. A focus of the imagination, the creative mind…spirit into sound, or the soul translated into images on paper.

The creation of art is about self-expression. At the core are feelings, emotions and passion. Jerry had the ability to transform his feelings onto paper in a way that had meaning for those who saw it. It is no wonder that many of his drawings capture our spirit. He was an artist in his music and his visuals, probing beneath the obvious, the mundane, into the deeper realms. The appeal of great art is never purely visual, but contains magical and mythical themes coupled with illusion and the appearance of visual truth. He was a gifted maverick who approached his art with a kind of haphazard spontaneity.

Jerry could say things with pen and ink that couldn’t be said any other way. He spoke in watercolors and oils, giving shape and meaning to the things he saw, but always with a bit of anarchy thrown in. He said he felt quiet inside when he drew, suspended in time, hanging somewhere between heaven and hell.

Many of Jerry’s sketches and paintings have been lost to the ages, tossed off to be enjoyed by those lucky enough to have encountered him in the midst of an artistic burst. In this compilation, though, we have those that were preserved by his closest friends and family. It is a magnificent collection that is brilliant testimony to his unique artistic vision. I hope you see these images as a reflection of his soul in the same way you understand and feel his music.
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Prologue

Deborah Koons Garcia

Jerry Garcia was an artist: it was his nature, his work, and his avocation. Like many people of our generation, Jerry was obsessed with transformation. His path involved focusing hand and eye, mind, body, and spirit to create, to express himself.

For Jerry this meant using his hands: real work, actually making some thing. He was industrious by nature and curious, even as a child. He spent the downtime caused by his childhood asthma attacks creating, filling long hours with drawing and daydreams. The outside world was closed off to him, so he created an inner world, materialized it with his hand, cared for it. As Jerry grew up he continued to draw for pleasure. He wandered the streets of his native San Francisco, sketched lonely people in cafés, even went to art school as a teenager. As music claimed more and more of his time, his playing in bands became a job, then a career, then a lifestyle, and there was no time for exploring visual art, only doodling. There was no room for the purely personal endeavor. In keeping with the era and subculture he found himself in, all creative effort was owned by the group. The more successful he became, the less he owned his own life.

During those years, even as that life turned against him, Jerry learned to relate to an audience, to express himself in a way that commanded the attention of thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of people. He transformed himself into a truly amazing performance artist. He was more than just a guitar player, or a musician, or a rock star—he was all those things, but he also transcended them. I think this was Jerry’s highest art, his greatest gift: to provide people with an experience they treasured. They loved him. It wasn’t just the music, or the environment, the expectation, the familiarity, the marketing: it was Jerry himself and the kind of magnetic quality he had that drew people in. It was at once intimate and vast, familiar yet new, individual yet with companions—thousands of them. The participant, the dancer, was transformed by the experience. You took nothing away but a transformed self. You can’t really describe it or capture it. It’s like the difference between eating a peach and looking at a picture of one. You just had to be there.
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