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What attracted Andrew Wyeth to young Johnny Lynch as a portrait
subject? The boy was a Chadds Ford neighbor, nineteen when he first
modeled for Wyeth in 1968. He was not so flamboyant as his older
half-brother Jimmy, who had grown up alongside Wyeth’s son Jamie,
and was a fixture in the lives of both father and son—Jimmy Lynch is the
subject of Wyeth's The Swinger, painted around this same time (fig. 1).
The more temperate Johnny figures only briefly in Wyeth’s art—in a

few pencil and watercolor pre-studies for this portrait (see fig. 2), and two
subsequent drybrush figure studies in 1970 and 1971." So many other
models, Jimmy Lynch included, occupied Wyeth over an extended
period of time.? In the body of Wyeth’s work, built on a small, recurring,
and now familiar cast of characters, Johnny Lynch is something of a
mystery. Wyeth would say decades after that it was the boy’s thick,
jet-black hair that intrigued him, but the lengthy, painstaking process of
tempera painting was not typically one for the artist’s first impressions
or casual interests. The treatment afforded Johnny Lynch in 1968 was
one reserved for Wyeth'’s most absorbing subjects: wife Betsy, World
War | veteran Ralph Cline, and Christina Olson, just three among what
was the large group of life-size head portraits in tempera and drybrush
watercolor that distinguish Wyeth's work of the 1960s, a decade of

remarkable portraits of memorable Wyeth characters.



Andrew Wyeth, Buzzard’s
Glory, 1968. Egg tempera
on panel, 18% x 237s inches
(47 x 60.6 cm)
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Writing on the occasion of Andrew Wyeth's first retrospective at the
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in 1966, PAFA's President, E.P.
Richardson, announced that he was seeing signs of a new, dramatic shift in
Wyeth's art at this time, the mid-1960s, away from psychologically-loaded
human-centered landscapes and interiors and toward an up-close focus on
their inhabitants themselves.® Richardson could not yet identify the source of
this change, but from the vantage of decades hence we can perhaps discern
what triggered this move: a deepening sense of love and loss for Wyeth that
was peculiar to this moment.

Portraits were Wyeth’s way of holding on to a subject. People—
Christina Olson and Walt Anderson in Maine, Karl and Anna Kuerner and
Adam Johnson in Chadds Ford—these were Wyeth’s connections, to a place
and to a time, and their portraits were a way to ensure that the thread of
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Fig. 1

Andrew Wyeth, The
Swinger, 1969. Drybrush
watercolor on paper,
143 x 243% inches

(37.5 x 62.9 cm)

Fig. 2
Andrew Wyeth, Buzzard'’s
Glory Study, 1968.
Watercolor on paper,

13 x 16 inches (33 x 40.6 cm).
Greenville County Museum
of Art



time was never broken. As Betsy Wyeth said of her husband'’s motivation,
“Andy has very much to do with timelessness.”* Just as Wyeth believed he
could stare into the Chadds Ford landscape and envision its layered, tragic
past, or find the source of the essential, unflinching New England character
in the indestructible Olson house standing against the unrelenting elements
at the Maine seacoast, so did he also come to believe that in faces he could
trace epic human journeys and survival. His portrait subjects, Betsy Wyeth
continued, “are in the present, but they are also their past generations.”®
Wyeth had been wracked with thoughts of doom and death from the
time of his father’s fatal accident at the railroad crossing below Kuerner's hill
in Chadds Ford in 1945, and then with the death of his beloved mother-in-
law, Bess James, in Maine in 1959. He openly expressed regret that he had
created no tangible objects—no portrait heads of his father or Bess “Maga”
James—to keep them near.® Newell Convers Wyeth is present in absentia
through Wyeth's entire body of work, and Bess James was memorialized
obliquely in a portrait of Betsy in 1965—Betsy not as Wyeth's wife, but as
Maga’s Daughter (fig. 3), so he titled the portrait, framing it inside an actual
embroidered linen that had been passed down from Bess to Betsy. When

. . . . . . Fig. 3
in 1967 he had premonitions of the impending death of his beloved friend Andrew Wyeth, Maga’s
Anna Christina Olson in Maine, he made a point of capturing her in one last Daughter, 1966. Egg tempera

on panel, 262 x 30 % inches
(67.3 x 76.8 cm). Wyeth
of Art and the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston). Foundation for American Art

majestic portrait, Anna Christina (1967, Collection of the Brandywine Museum
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Given this context for Wyeth's portraits, we have to ask, what was it
about Johnny Lynch that he might have memorialized in such a thoroughly
considered, introspective portrait? What about the boy did Wyeth hold
dear? When he unveiled the head of Johnny Lynch in what were major
exhibitions in 1970—first at the Nixon White House and then at the Boston
Museum of Fine Arts—he offered a clue, something well beyond the boy’s
engaging dark looks, something deeply personal, something only Wyeth
saw. “Johnny Lynch strongly resembles his first cousin Allan,” Wyeth told
BMFA director Perry Rathbone, referring to Allan Lynch, a singularly im-
portant figure in Wyeth'’s work. The similarities between young Johnny and
the young Allan haunted Wyeth: “He even walked around town wearing
an army coat, the collar turned up the same way Allan would turn his. That
mane of black hair and the tilt of his eyes—all Lynch (fig. 4)."”

Johnny was perhaps chosen specifically to carry Wyeth’s memories
and his grief at the violent death in 1966 of Allan Lynch. Allan Lynch had
been so much more to Wyeth than just a young friend; he was something
of a soulmate—the two even shared birthdays. The artist had assigned
special status to Allan Lynch from the time of Wyeth’s father’s death, when
the boy stood guard over the body at the rail crossing, and then when he
entered Wyeth's frame of vision as a boy in anguish, running helter-skelter
down Kuerner's Hill, the boy Wyeth painted as a stand-in for himself in his

first grief-filled painting, Winter 1946 (1946, North Carolina Museum of Art).

Four years later Wyeth painted the black-haired, eighteen-year-old Allan
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Fig. 4

Andrew Wyeth, Winter,
1946 Study, 1946. Drybrush
watercolor and pencil on
paper, 15 x 18z inches
(38.1 x 47 cm). Collection of
the Wyeth Foundation for
American Art, P0632. The
subject is Allan Lynch.



Lynch as the future of the post-war country, as Young America (fig. 5). Allan
Lynch had lived for a while in the basement of Wyeth’s studio, a drifter like
others who found an empathetic partner in Andrew Wyeth. In 1966 Allan
Lynch shot himself in the head.® Wyeth surely grieved him and perhaps
applied his grief onto his look-alike cousin, Johnny.?

Allan Lynch had embodied so much promise as a boy of eighteen in
Young America. In 1968, Wyeth had to be wondering what might be this
other Lynch boy's tragic future. The naive teenager Johnny, who like so
many boys his age, wore the old army jackets in play-acting, was now draft
age and faced the specter of going to Vietnam. But home prospects were
not so promising either. In tandem with Betsy Wyeth, the artist titled the
portrait after the part of Chadds Ford where generations of Lynches had
lived, Buzzard’s Glory, a place where, legend had it, buzzards—birds of
death—thrived, and the poor folk there shot them for food.

Fig. 5
Andrew Wyeth, Young
America, 1950. Egg
tempera on gessoed board,
32" x 45% inches

(82.6 x 115.1 cm).
Pennsylvania Academy of
the Fine Arts. Joseph E.
Temple Fund, 1951.17
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