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Art Imitates Art: A Novelist Duo Finds the Perfect Canvas
by Michele Alperin

Perhaps only fate could have
brought together  novelists
Virginia DeBerry and Donna Grant
and Bulgarian artist Vesselin
Kourtev in an exhibition opening
Thursday, April 2, at the Alfa Art
Gallery in New Brunswick. The
tale of the convergence of their
life paths is a two-stage story,
first of how DeBerry and Grant
became a writing duo producing
New York Times bestsellers, and
second of how they met up with
Kourtev.

DeBerry started her working life y
as a high-school English teacher t ‘\. )
in Buffalo, and Grant in the . .. "~ &, ”
advertising department at the Virginia,Dederty-and Donna;Grant
New York Daily News. The two women eventually became friends as models at a New York
plus-sizes agency and together created for themselves careers as writers and novelists.
Kourtev left his home in Bulgaria to live in New Jersey in 2002 and met DeBerry at a New Year’s
Eve party ushering in the year 2010.

That New Year's Eve celebration took place at the Alfa Art Gallery. As DeBerry and Grant were
completing their latest book, “Uptown,” DeBerry was asked by a friend to the party. “I was
looking to start the decade doing something I'd never done before,” she says. "I wanted it to
be a different kind of next 10 years.”

At that party, DeBerry, Kourtev, and his wife, Galina Kourteva, who is also the gallery’s
assistant director, hatched the idea of trying to tie together DeBerry and Grant’s new book
with Kourtev’s upcoming solo exhibition. After DeBerry went downstairs for a look at the
paintings, she realized that their combination of abstract color with indistinct figures opened
up a variety of interpretations, and it took only a short leap to think about matching Kourtev's
paintings to chapter titles from “Uptown.”

The combination works because Kourtev’s paintings are not really representational, but
impressionistic, and the new novel deals with a swirl of conflicts, personal and professional,
around a proposed real estate development in Harlem. “The underlying theme is about success
and what people will do to achieve success,” says DeBerry. “It is about family confrontations,
secrets, lies, scandal, truth, and forgiveness.”

Kourteva, whose English is better than her husband’s, describes two of his favorite
combinations of chapter title and painting. For chapter 18, titled “None of His Private Parts
Were Private Anymore,” the painting is of a man behind the head of a bull. Kourteva describes
the painting in this way: "It is a great composition of colors, and it seems like the man was
able to calm down this animal. You see the power of the man over this animal, known as one
of strongest around the world.” Then she offers her husband’s take on this work: “If you
wanted to describe the fight between good and bad within everybody, from one side you see a
beautiful, strong man and on the other a dangerous animal. He wanted to bring to our
attention that there is always inside us a kind of fight between our good side and our bad
side.”

For chapter 14, titled "A New Day Always Dawns,” the painting depicts a man and a woman
who are standing very close to each other with a stream of different colors related to a very
bright spot that looks like the sun. Kourteva describes her husband’s thoughts about the
painting: “What is the driving will that will be able to reach a better life? Light is always
bringing happiness and fulfillment of our feelings.”

Perhaps it was a similar will that pushed DeBerry and Grant to ultimately find fulfillment with
words, so important to both from an early age. "I have always loved words, stories, and books,
and I loved writing,” says DeBerry. Although she majored in English at the State University of
New York at Buffalo, graduating in 1972, largely because she enjoyed writing and was good at
it, she never contemplated writing as a career. “I never thought about it as real job,” she
says, adding that she did not know anycne who wrote for a living. "When I was growing up,”
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