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When he is not painting in Italy,
the preeminent fresco maestro
makes his home in Asheville

N THE SECOND SEMESTER OF 19635,
| was visiting writer in residence at the
University of North Carolina-Chapel
Hill. My chief duty consisted of reaching
A narrative writing course and making
myself available to any student who might
choose to drop in at the office I shared
with the great Jessic Rehder. When the
class commenced in early January, | made a brief and
hardly strenuous assignment for our second meeting
— | forget the subject — and was fairly amazed by the
responsc: maybe five students out of Rfteen brought
me literally nothing. When | expressed my surprise,
and trusted these refusals would not occur again, one of
the empty-handed students said, more or less, "Relax,
Mr. Price, this is Chapel Hill, not Duke, We're a lintle
more laid back over here.”

| was not amused, but 1 kept my own counsel; and
as January lagged on through one of the grim winters
we expected four decades ago, more and more of
the students conceded thar 1 was unfortunarely but
irredeemably from Duke — those cight miles away
that often seemed like a thousand — and their papers




grew steadily regular. Given the fact that, today,
I've taught nearly ffty years — and some three
thousand students — it’s remarkable that [ recall
at least two stories from that one course, both
autobiographical and eloquently powerful,

Meither of those highly original stories, however,
was by a young man who sat near the back and
seldom spoke, though his striking face and eyes
were plainly not missing a word. When I'd ask for
his response to the story of the day, he ended w0
blush before speaking up memorably. His name
was Ben Long: he'd grown up in Statesville, and
though he never told me thar year, I'd eventually
learn of his gified and fascinating grandfather who
painted large pictures with biblical imagery at least
as arresting as that of any short story we discussed
in our class, It's odd 1o record, more than forty years
later, that | don't recall the writing Ben submitted
in thar course (but whar did all the other storics do
o his growing imagination?).

What | do remember, very clearly, is the fact
that when [ invited the class to my home —
where dozens of paintings and drawings were
hung abour all the available
walls — [ noticed that Ben was
immediately engaged in an
activity that almost no student
— and almost no other visitor
had performed.
He was intently moving slowly
from one picture to the next
and consuming them with his

of any sort —

large eyes. He said nothing,
then and there; bur when [
returned to my Chapel Hill
office a day or so later, Ben
turned up with a light rap on
the doorframe. Was [ free 1o
talk a livde while? 1 told him
1 was free 1o ralk as long as he
liked; so he crossed the door
sill, and as he advanced toward the empry chair
by my desk, | noticed that he was carrying a spiral
bound sketchbook in his left hand. Whar was |
about o see?

First, though, he wanted o wmlk abour my

house and its wide array of pictures. What was

the history of my interest in art? Did 1 myself

draw and paint? Hew did | acquire most of my
pictures! And on and on. [ teld him the truth

that from about the age of five or six onward,
I'd been obsessed with the idea of reproducing
with crayons, pencil, and, eventually, oil paints,
objects | loved in the external world. By the time
| was in the sixth grade, I'd very much decided
on art as a lifelong career; but as | aged a lide
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This all-but-silent

. had laid down
page after page of
drawings of a calmly
assured and already
enormous skill.

famous professional artists — | began 1o suspect
that my own gifts were insufficient. If 1 pursued
a career in art, | was likely to be nothing better
than a competent copyist. | began then to buy the
pictures of other and far better painters, Luckily,
the realization of my insufficiency coincided with
my having superb English teachers in the eighth
and eleventh grades — women who liked my
drawings but liked my prose and poetry berter.
Always eager for praise, by the time [ left high
school I'd rned toward writing as my liferime’s
work.

By then | couldnt resist asking Ben about his
sketchbook. Was there anything in it that he'd let
me see? OF course he blushed, but he handed me

the pad and | slowly leafed through it. My clear

memaory still is chiefly one of pleased amazement
This all-but-silent boy from the Carolina foothills
had recently laid down page after page of drawings
— mainly portrait drawings — of a calmly
assured and already enormous skill. 've never
been a teacher who withholds praise when praise
has been carned, though I've always tried not o
insult the obviously talented student with over-
praise (six years before | raught Ben, 1'd raughe
Anne Tyler). Once more, then, | had the big
privilege of telling an extraordinarily young artise

- thar he was dead

— and telling him art length -
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is new main hope
(hed .ll'ﬂ.l 1]|l1llf‘||l: .1} being a poer). He told me
eth in the

olunteer

that he yping to visit Andrew W

coming summer of ‘65, and maybe 1o
his services as the man who swept the studio
floor — any free service if only he could silently
inhabit the same working space as a painter he
much admired.

We parted happily that
moved onward toward i

frernoon; the semester
close in May, and
remarkable students

and — almost as always

ellent covey of

scattered like starlin

— 1 lost all of them (but for one who became a
steady friend). ['ve never tried to pursue gif
students. If they wish to maintain contact with
; I'll return the serve. But I'm
fearful of pressing my own hopes for them in

some unwanted fashion: So very few artistically

talented students — writers, painters,

— wind up actually accepting the immensely

hard labor and potentially devastating solitude of
- « in the arts, ferocious mistresses thae all of

them are.

I lost all touch with young Ben Long for maybe

ol o canvas,

aph by Charles Gilbert Ka

ten years. | didn't know of his early marriage,

years in Vietnam, his return o the
then lraly,
study of dr

carly

to plunge head foremost into serious
g and painting. Then, in the

Irtaly. The handwritten mo
“Your old student Ben Long is 'trrkll'lt_" he
sends Only then did 1 realize

thar Lhr; color image on the other side of the

ou good wishes.”

was a reproduction of one of the frescoes Ben

had added 1o a newly restored building that had
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1 a postcard's cramped size
and I'd admired nearly ten yes

slowly
in
— and have gone
on meeting, far oo seldom bur always memoral

since, We even, in the mid ° spent many dozen hours

intently together as Ben drew and painted me. Those
hours deepened not only my admiration for all he can do

- and his unnerving comprehension of my face — but
also, [ think, our murual affecrion, the unique bonds
that only fellow artists seem able to establish: bonds of
unstinting admiration, yes, bur also of the will ro help
one another in a kind of work at least as lonely as the
P ful life of a desert monk.

I haven't seen Ben now for n years, but writing
these few words about him makes me long to hear his fine
barivone voice and join him in another main skill we share:
the gift of laughter, and of finding self mainly comic
— however tragie, too — w alitary trades may

lead us the moment we part.

TOP: Ben Long working on the fe at 51, Peter's Episcopal Churech, BOTTOM: Detail of the resurrected Chirise,
PRSI forrd uf Karrel, oil an panel
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