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The Unlikely Artist

How a homeless man’s canvas wound up
hanging in the White House.

HE TABLES TOUGH, END 10O END, ARRANGED IN A SOQUARE THAT RIMS

the room, e lilkes the corner, unattached, his eosel angled to

catch the light from the window atchis back, Cornelious Brackens

Jr. lifts his brush fram an aluminum pan of paint and dabs it care-
fully onto the canvas in frant of him, then onte his apron, then back, Fire-orange and
red dots form leaves against a turguoise skv, He slants his head slowly for a sidelong
look, moving as if through still water. “T am so deep in thought, people could be calling
my name and 1 don't hear them,” Brackens says later, “I forget the world.”

For as long as the studio is open, he paints. Then he goes home. But not to a house or
an apartment or even a friend’s sofa. Home is the Union Gospel Mission, u shelter on
Irving Boulevird. He has a bed, the top bunk, and a locker. “The people are the same,
It doesn't change much.” says Brackens, 41 *“There are rules and order.
with a hundred men in a room, 1 like that. 1 ke the discipling”

His landing at the mission, and the discovery ofa latent talent, reads like

HOME 1S WHERE
THE ART IS: Comelitus

te plan. It is the possibility that the pur-
suit ereates that makes the bunlk bed not
g stiff, the crowded bathroom navigable.
Dinner at the shelter tstes good.

1 have taken o funny path to get here,” he
says, digging in abox for a tube of magenta,
“1 feel like it's a calling for me. Everything
else fMiled. Flere, | have gined success”

RACKENS HAD A FORTUNATE LITE

as o kid in West Dallas. Theeldest
ofthree, he had two parents at hooe, both
with reliable jobs and expectations for their
children. He attended the High School for
Health Professionals and planned wwork
in a hospital. His sister is now o nurse'’s
ande; hisbrother, a department store ware-
house elerle Their parents divorced when
they were grown. Following high school,
Brackensenlisted inthe U5
Army. He was stationed for
taree vears at Fort Sill, Okda-

an ©. Henry tale, Though homeless, this delightful man realizes thathe has Biackans je vtk oAG homa, where he trained as
litupon a passion that he might have never known had all gone aceording of his paintings. a telephone operator. In
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retrospect, he may have fred betler in
health care,

“Tt was like living in prison” he says,
halding his breush in mid-stroke, Do this,
do that. It plays with vour mind. Itleft me
emotionally deained, and when Lgot out, 1
wais in no shape to deal with 1ife, with any-
thing" Brackens thought he'd find direc-
ton in the military. Instead, he lost his way.
“Tools to prepuret Not in my case, Not in
alot of peaple's cases”

He has painted a self-portrait, in full
khaki uniform, important-looking and
proud, at first glance, He'd rather, though,
tell stories of the people he imagines, Vivid
lime grass shoots up from the hottam of
this cmvas, where, in the center, Agures
of two women begin to emerge.

When he returned to Dallas after his
service, Brackens took various Tow-paying
jobs. Heworlked in restaurants, He was an
overnight security puard, He managed to
cart enouEh o rent aroom for awhile, Ulk-
mately, he couldn’t keep up with the pay-
ments niad chose tolive on the streets, “My
family tried to find meand take me home. 1
have s pood family thatwanted to help. Bur
Lruess 1 didn't want to aceopt it

For six years, Brackens staved in North
Dallas, carning money by working odd jobs
everysooften. Fe spent mostol his time in
parks, sleeping on benches, traveling light,
“Tdidn't have many things,” he says. Access
toy food and elothing was limited north of
the city, and he had it in mind to make it
to the city’s center, “I'm kind of shy” he
savs, Y80 it wolk me pretty long o come
downtown. Twas too embarrassed to ask
people abour how to survive here” Soon
after arriving, he heard about the bus to
the shelter, And then, the studio.

HE FIRST DAY A PERSON COMES TO
the door, Cynehia Brannum hands
him asketehbook and asks him tobe more
observant when he is out and about and to
drawwhat hesees, "L gave Cornelious s pad
when he come in three vears agn,” shesays,
“The next day, it was completely full,”
Tor 15 years, the Stewpot Art Program
hos been a refuge for homeless men and
women. On the second floor of The Stew-
pot, across the streel from First Pres-
byterion Church, walls that lead to the

classroom are covered with paintings and
drawings, floor to ceiling, o range of styles
and expertise as diverse as the experi-
ences of their makers, Eight classes are
given cach week, As many as 30 students
come regularly. Shows are mounted and
work is sold, with all but 10 percent of
proceeds going straight to the artist. The
Stewpaot is a 33-vear-old day shelwer and
resource center for homeless and at-risk
uclults and children,

*Some want to be professionals. Some
Just want o experiment,” says Brannum,
who has adegree in painting and drawing
from SMU and has divected the art pro-
g For foue yoars, “What 1 love the best

“What he is doing is so natural
for him, and done with such
Joy and spontaneity, that I can’t
imagine he could beat that with all
those other techniques. Basically,
we let the guy do his thing.”

15 when they come in, there are coneerns
weighing on their minds, Then, they st
opening up, they start working, they set
interested in their work, and those things
start tobe important tothem, They start to
think, ‘How can | malke this piece betrer?!
And they beginexpanding inthiswonderful
wity, Sormetimes, T hove to push them out
the door when it's ime to leave”

At hirst, Brackens drew with pastels,
crenting portraits of fmmous people inrich,
saturated colors, He had never painted, but
with Brannum's encouragement, he iried.
He dreamed up o house by o loke, with o
multicolored roof, “Tt was just awful” he
savs, “hur someone bought it Fis second
piece sold for $50, He hos since pointed
hundreds of canvases, taking two to three
days to complete ench one, His purents
hmve hiswork hanging in their homes, And
Laura Bush did, too, displaying a religious
rendering she received as o giftin the resj-
dential part of the White House,

1 think it was a guest room,” Brackens
says, “She sent me o letter”

Lastvear, he earned $10,000 solely from
his art.

Brackens guickly found his style as o
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foll artist, wsing blazing colors and simple
shapes to tell tales of family, friends, strug-
e, faith, While he waits for the smdio o
apen, he reads art books off the shelves
at the public library, “As trained artists)”
Brannum says, “we have to bite our tongue
somerimes, wanting to teach him ‘about
structure and things like perspective, But
what he is dving is so nataral for him, and
done with such joy and spontaneiey, that
I ean't imagine he could beat that with all

-those other techniques. Basically, we let

the puy do his thing”

A bench appears under the two ladies,
one in a lilac dress and shoes, the other in
pink, withwhite polkadors, Brackens painis
from hishead and haslittle
interest in reproducing
reality, which, he says,
wionild turn out nothing
like it truly is, amvway

This commitment, the
way he spends most ofhis
days—gettingup at4:30in
the morning to make the
early bus into town, leay-
ingatnoon for lunch atthe
shelter, returning to work more—the life he
has struetured arcund his new gift does not
fecl, to Brackens, like a choice: Y1 always
think about how far 've come from the
streets, But from them, 1 got this opportu-
nity totry: Itisunlikely: Butthisis the thing
in life I've been scarching for” he says. 1
think it’s what I'm supposed 1o do.”

He drags his brush upward, slowly, from
the shoulders of one of the women, send-
ingher arms overhead, They hove halos of
gray hair and cireles for mouths. No eves,
no noses, One g telling the other some-
thing funny, They are having a good time
on the bench.

The piece is called Will We B Friends Fop
LiferRrackens thought of the question first,
before deciding on the composition. The
answer, he firmly believes, is ves. “If 1 am
tryingto portray a message, Dwant toshow
the good partofic If Lean make something
positive ina patnting, Tlkonow itwill turnout
that way in life because it turned out that
way in the painting. 1 guess I'm oryving o
encourage mysell, tobeliove that T ean live
like the storfes | sometimes tell” D

" Wrire to pamefairiphoiosheglabal net.



