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Dedication

This book is dedicated to all of the students I have been so fortunate to interact with over the many years. Far more has been learned by me from you than any other source.

Others have explained the artistic spirit and motivation to create far better than I can. What is important is not perfection, but how much you enjoy the journey. Keep looking ahead and never lose the excitement of the child within that is thrilled with every new artistic adventure. Personally, I will always be a student of the craft of painting and an awestruck observer of the world around me. My goal is to capture in pigment a piece of the spontaneous dance of light across the palette of nature. Even if this eludes me, I plan to enjoy and share the journey along the way. Remember: Painting is a journey, not a destination.
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PART 1
Connection to the Landscape

The landscape is the stage upon which we perform our lives. Certain venues have specific appeal to me, which lead to greater inspiration. The why and what of the allure can be traced to personal experiences and the influence that different seasons and times of day can have upon the landscape. Pastel and oil paint are my mediums of choice, and the artistic tools associated with compositional design are the means for orchestration.
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PART 2
The Importance of Working En Plein Air

Having a tactile relationship with the landscape, whether working with pastel or oil paint, is paramount to portraying it well. The insights gained from working en plein air using preparatory outlines, value maps and notan sketches lay the foundation for the economical field sketch or elaborate plein air paintings. Ultimately, any work done on location has a profound effect on landscape paintings done back in the studio.
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PART 3
The Role Technique Plays

The manner in which product is applied to surface plays a big part in my painting process. It provides the means for my personality to be expressed beyond the portrayal of subject matter. These techniques are based on experimentation with various methods of underpainting and impasto applications. When combined with universal painting concepts that apply to all representational painting, they form the nucleus of my painting style.
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PART 4
Old Friends

Over many years, I have continually revisited certain landscape locations that have become old friends. The familiarity garnered from these frequent visits has allowed for a heightened sense of creative possibility. An intimacy has been formed, and while every visit brings a new experience, the history we share has added to the depth of the exchange. There are four old-friend painting locations that stand out, and together we have grown old and shared many an adventure.

DEDICATION

ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Introduction

I was born in the Rogue River Valley of Oregon and spent my youth growing up with the rivers and mountains that encompass the area. It is from those subjects that my love of the landscape was formed. At a very early age, I was introduced to the importance of painting. My mother was a hobbyist oil painter, and my brother and I knew that whenever the magic paint box came down from the top shelf of the closet that something special was about to happen. She was the one who instilled a sense of artistic wonder in me that still continues.

Since prehistoric times, humans have manifested the desire to express emotion and thought through artistic forms. Often this is done solely for personal enjoyment, but frequently it serves a bigger purpose by communicating personal feelings to other human beings. This desire to be heard, and hopefully understood, has led to the formation of language, the invention of a written alphabet, the arrangement of sound into music and the placement of pigment upon a painting surface.

When our artistic efforts are to be publicly displayed, craftsmanship and technical mastery of the individual medium is required. Otherwise, gibberish and nonsense will be the outcome, resulting in a failure to communicate. Since all of us are the sum total of our experiences and no two of us see and hear things in quite the same way, our artistic expressions will either be cheered or jeered, depending on the audience. This leads most artists to pursue study and practice throughout their artistic lifetime. I was fortunate to have a high school art instructor, James Snook, who saw potential in me and challenged me to use it. I also had the mentorship of professional artist Margaret Stahl-Moyer during my teenage years. As important as this educational focus was, they both reminded me to focus on why, as well as what, I wanted to paint.

Many years ago, I was part of a professional group of artists who, after a long day of en plein air painting, were having a discussion on why we painted. One comment had a profound effect on my own personal perspective. The artist said, “One day I realized that no matter if I never sold another painting, never got into another exhibition or never won another prize, I would still paint. It is the day I really started painting.” This simple statement pointed out that as much as the physical body requires certain nutrients to survive, so does the human soul.

The Western Renaissance period trend of depicting biblical and social allegory, where humans were always at the forefront, began to change with the advent of Western Industrialization when scientific breakthroughs provided a better understanding of color theory and introduced pigments better suited to representing the sunlit landscape. The British pastoral painter John Constable then influenced a young generation of French artists, who became known as the Barbizon School, to paint the landscape directly from nature. Subsequent generations continued to reflect the personal, cultural and historic influences of their time, bringing us Impressionism, Expressionism and the abstract movement.

No matter with which genre you more closely associate, one thing is clear: We all have to find our inspiration, the driving force behind why we paint. The better understood, the easier it is to develop the skills required to communicate intent, whether our goal is to reflect the way we see the world or to portray the way we wish it to be, how it makes us feel or the way we want others to feel. Knowing “why” will provide the answers as to “what” to put in, “how” to do it and “when” we are done.

I was recently reminded of why I paint what I do during a workshop I was giving on the beautiful Minnesota shore of Lake Superior. Janice Olson, an artist friend of mine, was the sole remaining student to stand strong against a thunderstorm that had driven the rest of the group back to the classroom. As she steadfastly held her ground against the wind and approaching rain, I silently stood next to her, witnessing the beauty of the light play across the sky and water. After a few minutes, she quietly said, “How special it is to be witnessing this. This is why I paint the landscape.” As I nodded in agreement, a bolt of lightning flashed. Mother Nature had let us know it was time to pack up, but Janice had captured the moment!
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Summer Grasses | Fir Island, Washington | Plein air pastel on UART paper | 8" × 12" (20cm × 30cm) | Private collection
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1 Connection to the Landscape

From my first visit to the high desert of Oregon, I knew it held a special attraction. Most people associate Oregon with the lush forested mountain ranges and fertile river valleys that dominate the western third of the state, but once you cross the majestic Cascade mountain range, a whole world opens up more akin to northern New Mexico. Various species of brush thrive in this arid land, and the mountains are either mounds of movement that create interesting patterns or rim rock plateaus that rise straight from flat, dry lakebeds. Having been raised among the forested lands of the Rogue River Valley, I was surprised how obsessed I became with this high desert.

I have pursued and analyzed this attraction for well over three decades and found that the sterility and openness of the spaces are what draw me. I find myself at peace while painting this subject matter, and it is easy to be left totally alone, as often there is not another living soul for miles. The play of textures found among the vegetation, rocks, sand and sky is intriguing.

This high desert fascination led to a series of paintings where I challenged myself to find beauty in the mundane. In Looking East, the horizon is purposely placed at a slight angle to counterpoint the directional movement of the clouds. When painting the sky, I choose analogous hues of blue (blue/violet, blue, blue/green). This fragmentation of blue heightens the appearance of light by subtly indicating a full spectrum of color. Since light consists of all colors, it is useful to represent it whenever possible, especially in highly illuminated areas like the sky.


[image: ]

Looking East | Summer Lake, Oregon

Plein air pastel on UART paper | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Collection of the artist
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A Place of Reflection | Albuquerque, New Mexico

Plein air pastel on Ampersand Pastelbord | 16" × 12" (41cm × 30cm) | Private collection



There is a special allure about canals and bodies of water that I can’t overlook.

The day that A Place of Reflection was painted, a group of artist friends and I decided to visit a legendary location on the outskirts of Albuquerque, New Mexico. The location is known for its amazing ponds that are covered with various water plants—a bit of Monet’s Giverny in the southwest of America. As we entered the property, we crossed over a small plank bridge that covered a canal. I was seated in the backseat of the automobile, and with just a glance from my window, I knew it was something I wanted to explore. As everyone disbursed to find painting inspiration, I wandered back up the road to a tiny irrigation canal. While the ponds were indeed beautiful, everything I needed was right in front of me.

To begin, I chose a warm gray-toned Ampersand Pastelbord panel and lightly applied pastel to indicate value mass and color temperature. I then wetted this with a brush and water to create an underpainting using secondary colors of violet, green and orange to keep the color palette harmonious. To magnify the impression of being thrust into the distance, I purposely softened the focus of the outside areas, creating a vignette of sorts. I clarified the edges and placed the greatest value contrast where the canal and the old wooden fence unite.

One of the reoccurring themes throughout my work is a somewhat obscure foreground that is still solid in appearance and an area of visual fascination that resides in the midground while hinting at more mystery in the background.

As a gallery owner once told me, “You are my middle-distance painter. You make the viewer feel grounded, then thrust them back to something of interest, and conclude by mysteriously hinting at more somewhere in the background. It is your personality.”

High desert rim rocks always make for interesting plays of shadow and light as well as color effects.

This is especially true when intermittent clouds allow for shafts of sunlight to dance through illuminating sections of the earth below. My familiarity with this location helped me know just where I wanted to be and at the right time of day. As landscape painters, it is imperative that we familiarize ourselves with the terrain, the seasons of the year and the climatic conditions. We are hunters, and our prey is the illuminated landscape.

Modern devices like the smartphone have made it easier than ever to track the position of the sun, know the phase of the moon, get up-to-date weather forecasts and find north. Not to mention the ability to locate a gas station or lodging. But no matter how well informed we may be about what lies ahead, it ultimately comes down to a blank surface and us.

Having done a few field sketch paintings from this vantage point, I felt familiar enough with this location to work in the studio. I chose oil as the medium partly due to its ability to facilitate thin transparent undertones and the bravura of thick impasto application, which is the way I often perceive the high desert. The brush that caps the earth is very textured with dashes and dollops of colored notes that appear to dance across its planes. Thin washes of oil paint can be applied and allowed to run and drip one into the other to create a backdrop for these thicker notations. I frequently use a metal painting knife or even the wooden end of a brush handle to apply the impasto impressions.

It is a dance of slipping and sliding that makes oil a pleasure to paint with.
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McKinley painting an oil field sketch at Summer Lake in Oregon.

PHOTO COURTESY OF PAMELA CLAFLIN
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Distant Gold | Summer Lake, Oregon | Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 16" × 24" (41cm × 61cm) | Collection of the artist



One of the joys of teaching plein air workshops is the chance to visit locations that I probably would not have visited otherwise.

Having heard from several artist friends about how spectacular the northwest corner of Minnesota is, I was overjoyed to receive an invitation to teach in the quaint town of Grand Marais. Arriving in Duluth, a historic shipping city on the shores of Lake Superior, I was instantly taken with the architecture and vistas across a lake that is every bit as grand as most oceans. Little did I realize what I was in store for once the trek up the shoreline to Grand Marais began. To my left: pristine forests, waterfalls and gorges too numerous to count; the majesty of a lake aptly named Superior with its pristine shoreline to my right.

Wonderful painting locations were arranged for the workshop, but the one that lingers most in my mind is the one we found after the workshop ended. After completing a painting that I liked (not always the case), I was content to just relax and explore what the area had to offer. As we traveled up the shore toward the backwaters region, Canada visible on the horizon, we arrived at an empty beach with a beautiful view of the rock façades that skirt the shoreline just as the sun was beginning its descent for the day. There was the scene. The adrenaline kicked in and the race with light began.

Having no time for frivolous detail, I chose to concentrate on the composition and color tonality of the scene. The angular shape of the rocks made for a challenging design, and I found the resolve in the positioning of the trees. I made the choice to alleviate some trees and to emphasize others to counterbalance the rocks. Exaggerating the color perceptions made for a wonderful harmony of pink and blue with only the faintest hints of green. I like to concentrate on the color casts of the lighting versus the inherent color of objects whenever possible.

It adds feeling.
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Azure Evening | Grand Marais, Minnesota | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection
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An Evening Rain | White City, Oregon | Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 24" (30cm × 61cm) | Private collection



One of my favorite painting exercises is to open up to the possibilities of a location that might otherwise provide little inspiration.

White City, Oregon, a small desert situated in the middle of the fertile Rogue River Valley, is not known for its beauty. Once used as a military training base during the first and second world wars, it has since been transformed into an industrial park filled with timber mills and charcoal plants. Back in the day, it was not a desirable location to live. During my high school years, my family found it necessary to move from the upper Rogue River Valley down to White City. This temporary relocation ended up lasting nearly twelve years.

My memories of the area have always been clouded by economic hard times and visual brutality. To remedy this, I challenged myself several years ago to return and paint something that would transcend those adolescent memories. As I drove up and down the lane where my home had been, the early evening sunlight began to break through the shower-laden atmosphere of the sky. While the structures and terrain were nothing of intrinsic value, the quality of the light and textural play of the power poles receding into the distance were sublime. After doing a few thumbnail sketches, taking a couple of reference photographs and making notes on how I felt about the scene, I journeyed back to my studio and began An Evening Rain in earnest. I smeared large areas of the blank paper with pastel by drifting it with a sturdy paper towel. This created an ethereal pastel underpainting upon which to indicate impressions of the light and structures. At one point, the field had become overstated with too much textural grass, and it competed with the overall mood of the painting. I ultimately smeared it with a paper towel for effect. It is never easy to let go of something I have devoted time to, but in the case of the field, it made all the difference.

Just as finding something beautiful in an area that harbored so many negativing feelings allowed me to let go of the past and reclaim White City as a potential for future paintings.
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As the Night Music Began | Jacksonville, Oregon

Studio pastel on homemade surface | 14" × 16" (36cm × 41cm) | Private collection



Twilight is an interesting time of day to paint.

It lasts for only a short amount of time, and when not finessed properly, can become cliché, looking more like a postcard than a fine art painting. I’ve never been drawn to painting this specific time of day and find it especially challenging.

The Britt Music Festival was the impetus for this painting, the second in a series from a vantage point overlooking the Rogue Valley of southern Oregon. Peter Britt had been a pioneer photographer of the gold rush town of Jacksonville. He was a Renaissance man who photographed Crater Lake for the first time, which eventually became a national park, and ultimately built a Victorian home surrounded by elaborate gardens on a hillside overlooking the town of Jacksonville. After a devastating fire claimed the house, the land remained unused until it was converted into an open-air music festival. First as a venue for a month-long community-based classical music festival, it has subsequently developed into a world-class music and performing arts venue that draws performers and audiences from around the world with performances throughout the summer.

In 2005, when I was commissioned by the Britt festival board of directors to do a painting for a music poster, I instantly knew what I wanted to do. I was granted access to the grounds for several evenings to do a plein air painting depicting the view from the hillside just as the performances commenced. That plein air painting led to this studio rendition as well as a slightly larger painting of the same view with hints of structures peaking through the foreground trees. I presented all three options to the board, and they chose the one with the buildings because they felt everyone would recognize the structures, thus making it the most suitable for a poster.

While I liked all three of the paintings, I felt this one best captured the lighting and mood of twilight as it fell across the valley and over the volcanic Mount McLoughlin to the east. The lesson I departed with is one to remember: The majority of the public buys artwork for subject matter content. Most artists, on the other hand, look beyond the objects portrayed to that elusive something that makes it art.

Reflections in all genres of painting are fascinating. They provide a means of uniting a composition by echoing surroundings and, in the case of the landscape, can add a sense of mystery. A reflection can allude to what is not portrayed in the painting. We may not see the sky or the tops of trees, but when represented in a reflection, we know they are there.

Understanding the physics of reflections is a class in itself. Legendary American artist Thomas Eakins spent considerable time analyzing the optics of reflections and in the late 1800s compiled a small booklet on the science behind what we see. For example, imagine you are standing on a shore looking across a body of water at the reflections of the opposite shoreline. Then imagine you are submerged underwater to the depth of your height (6 feet deep if you are 6 feet tall) and looking up. What you see is not a perfect mirror; there are angles involved. After learning this, I became better able to see the variations within reflections, which inspired many reflective renditions.

For Quiet Reflections, I was able to find an entrance into a cool riverbank location across from a stunning red barn. Pennsylvania is filled with them. Working on a white-sanded pastel surface, I started with a wet watercolor underpainting as a setup for the application of pastel. I left edges deliberately obscure to allow the eye to travel from object to object, ultimately landing on the textural play of rocks, leaves and shimmers. I heightened the appearance of atmospheric perspective by making the foreground darker and warmer than it really was. I also exaggerated the intense blue of the background for effect.

At the end of the day, no one gets a prize for simply getting it accurate. A bit of artistic theatrics can go a long way in making a painting a piece of artwork instead of just another picture.


[image: ]

Quiet Reflections | Bucks County, Pennsylvania | Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection
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Colors of New Mexico | Santa Fe, New Mexico

Studio pastel on homemade surface | 20" × 20" (51cm × 51cm) | Private collection



New Mexico is known as the land of enchantment.

Its northern regions have become legendary for the artists who found inspiration among its peoples and vistas. A melting pot of cultures that predates the Revolutionary War, it truly is a visual kaleidoscope of inspiration. One of its outstanding characteristics is the modern adobe structures that are closely associated with the region. Influenced by the native people’s pueblo structures and melded into the Spanish Colonial design aesthetic, adobe structures are the official architecture of Santa Fe and the surrounding areas. Since I came from the land of wood, my first experience with painting adobes was not an easy one.

Most architecture has hard edges and follows the basic perspective guidelines of one- and two-point perspective. Adobes are another matter. They are as if the earth stood up. Everything about them is free flowing and they have a soft, curved fluidity that makes them challenging to paint. Their color represents the tones of the earth that are found within close proximity, ranging from a soft yellow ochre to a brick red tone, with terra cotta orange as the most prevalent. This was once due to the tone of the mud that made up the walls but now relies on dyes since most modern abode structures’ outer coating is done with concrete slurry. Some builders opt to leave the gray tones of the concrete to be true to the materials used. The doors and window frames are most often painted in bright hues of blue to represent the sky. These architectural and color challenges require orchestration when painting. It is imperative that highlights and shadows not be set absolutely on an edge. If they are, it will flatten the structure. When it comes to the color issues involved, I find it useful to let either the warm or cool tones in the painting dominate. Backing off of the chromatic saturation of one versus the other allows for a more harmonious interaction. In Colors of New Mexico, the green of the tree foliage is minimized to allow the warm tones of the adobe to shine. Painting the door an intense blue created the necessary contrast to assert it as the painting’s main area of interest.

Roads and pathways are another reoccurring theme in my work closely related to my attraction to canals and waterways. There is something about being led back into an unforeseeable distance that I find appealing. Add to this a visual obsession with negative space, and you can see the allure of this simple scene outside of La Conner, Washington, along the dike that keeps the Pacific Ocean from reclaiming the lowlands.

Negative space is the space behind things. The sky can be the negative space to the mountains and trees, the mountains can be the negative space to the trees and fields, and so on. Once we identify something, it can be easy to ignore the importance of the spaces behind and surrounding it. This can lead to too much positive work, which has the potential of making a painting appear cartoonish. In reality, it is the contrasting shapes that form the negative spaces around objects that make them come forward and stand out. Having spent much of my early art training working in watercolor and oil, I have formed an affinity for the bits and pieces that make up negative space. In fact, it is often the inspiring factor for choosing a landscape scene.

The underpainting, whether working in pastel or oil, can set the stage for the application of abstract negative shapes. The juxtaposition of these negative shapes adds to the appearance of depth in a painting. Look closely at the bushes and shoreline in the painting Dike Road. You’ll see that the water defines both. There is very little pastel applied to the bushes. This also holds true for the grasses and road interplay. Lighter shapes of dirt in the roadway define the grasses more than individual blades of grass. A few positive marks indicating grasses, wildflowers and pebbles in the road help to finalize the painting.

The more we can communicate with negative space, the more involved the viewer will be. It communicates to them visually in a manner more closely associated to what they really see. They just don’t know it.
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Dike Road | La Conner, Washington | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 18" (30cm × 46cm) | Private collection
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Canyon’s Edge | Scottsdale, Arizona | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Private collection



Having formed an intimacy with the high desert regions of eastern Oregon and northern New Mexico, I initially found the arid deserts of southern Arizona to be difficult.

Whenever this occurs on a painting trip, I am reminded to pull back from attempting to paint the scene and analyze what truly makes it different. In the case of this particular visit to Arizona, it took the better part of a week of painting failures to realize it was the color tonality and luminosity. The colors were vastly higher key and at times much richer than other desert situations I had experienced. This was due mostly to the intensity of the light and the lightness of the sand and rocks.

My experience painting Canyon’s Edge in the Arizona desert reminded me of a time many years ago when I was painting very poorly in Palm Springs, California. The winters in Oregon can get a little damp and gray, so I decided to splurge and travel to sunny and warm Palm Springs to paint. Upon arriving, I was instantly enthralled with the desert surroundings and eager to paint. Day after day, I struggled. Nothing seemed to work and I felt I had wasted my time and money by coming south. Toward the end of my week in the area, I found myself lying awake in my motel evaluating what had gone wrong. After hours analyzing the technical aspects of my compositions, value structures and color harmonies, I finally arrived at a conclusion. What I was missing was the essence of the location. How did it feel? Instantly I knew what had to be done. I needed to repeat the way it felt to be standing there in front of the scene in my head as I painted. As I set up to paint the next day in the Coachella Valley desert, the phrase “white blinding heat” came to mind. This is an area where you can fry an egg on your car hood in the summer and the whitish sands are intense and reflective. As I went through the mechanics of painting, I kept repeating the phrase over and over.

When finished, I had a good painting, but best of all, it represented the essence of the location.
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Eucalyptus Aglow | Ojai, California

Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 16" × 12" (41cm × 30cm) | Private collection



There are two types of trees that I find especially interesting to paint, Lombardy poplars and eucalyptus.

Both share a strong vertical characteristic that transcends the horizontal nature of the landscape, making them particularly useful in the abstract compositional design of a painting. Often planted as wind breaks by farmers, these trees have always represented sentinels to me. They stand guard over the earth waging battle against atmospheric intruders.

Growing up around the farms and ranches of southern Oregon, I had ample opportunity to interact with poplars. It was probably during these formative years that I fell in love with their rhythmic flow across the landscape. My first glimpse of eucalyptus happened in my teens when my family traveled over the mountain summit dividing Oregon and California on a trip to San Francisco. The farther south we traveled along the coastal corridor that was filled with majestic redwood tree groves, the more I saw these fascinating trees that had a poetry all their own. By the time we arrived in San Francisco, I knew I had to paint these trees.

Research on eucalyptus trees in art led to my introduction to the California Impressionist movement founded around classic painting principles and influenced by French Impressionists. Both the north chapter of the movement, based mostly around the Monterey Peninsula, and south chapter, based around Laguna Beach, were filled with artist renditions of eucalyptus trees. Notable among them were artists Percy Gray and Hanson Puthuff, whose portrayals of these graceful trees that once filled the valleys and hillsides of central to southern California became my inspiration.

To paint anything with sensitivity, a long-term relationship is required. It was only after making friends with legendary Santa Barbara pastelist Glenna Hartmann that I was able to spend considerable time observing and painting these trees. Annual spring visits to Santa Barbara and Ojai, California, led to workshops and additional artistic connections that continue today. Eucalyptus Aglow was started from the previous day’s plein air sketch as a demonstration for a workshop. Familiarity with the scene gave me additional confidence to orchestrate the elements of visual design to best represent the essence of how I felt about the scene. Edges were softened, color temperatures accentuated, dancing notations of spring wildflowers were strategically placed, and finally a fence that didn’t exist was added to strengthen the composition. The allure of these trees continues and I never cease to find inspiration among them.

With each visit to California, they have changed, just as I have.
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High Desert Dance | Arroyo Seco, New Mexico | Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 18" (30cm × 46cm) | Private collection



I encourage students and fellow painters to revisit previous painting locations whenever possible.

The desire to always seek out the new can be a pitfall for the plein air landscape painter and, if not kept in check, can lead to paintings that represent more of a travel log than an artistic statement. Arroyo Seco, north of the legendary town of Taos, New Mexico, is one of my favorite haunts. While every season provides inspiration, fall, which brings a color palette of complementary hues, is without a doubt my favorite.

Color is an interesting subject to explore. Its full spectrum is contained within light, and to achieve harmony in a painting, a degree of the full spectrum must be represented. Fall in northern New Mexico makes this easy. Nature gives us vibrant yellow tones in the cottonwood trees and chamisa brush, while the violets of wild asters carpet the fields. Add in the virga skies common to the high desert and a visual feast awaits.

I’ve done numerous paintings in both pastel and oil from this location in Arroyo Seco. Working back in my studio from previous sketches, I decided to utilize an underpainting technique that creates an embedded value tone upon which I can wash color with abandon. In this case, the Wallis paper surface made it easy. Common rubbing alcohol slightly softened the surface, allowing the wetted pastel to become embedded. Once the alcohol evaporated, I chose bold watercolor washes to allow the pigment to run and drip. Pastel applied in varying degrees of thickness created a visual dance with the underpainting. This technique tends to heighten the appearance of texture and was very well suited to my subject matter.

One of the attractions artists feel toward pastel is its tactile nature. The act of holding it directly in the hand allows for variation of pressure and mark of application. I love its ability to be very lightly skimmed over an area, leaving a degree of the undertone showing through. This is not dissimilar to brushwork in oil painting.

Just as no two people’s handwriting is the same, so too is the painter’s calligraphy.
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Pacific Silver, Mendocino Gold | Mendocino, California

Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 20" × 24" (51cm × 61cm) | Private collection



North of San Francisco is a quiet little coastal village that has retained much of its historic charm. Positioned on a headland overlooking a bay once used for whaling is Mendocino, California. It is filled with Victorian architecture and beautiful coastal pines with redwood trees to its back, and peaceful days that often start and end with fog. As somewhat of a painting recluse, I usually prefer to be left alone when painting on location and I am attracted to landscapes that are introspective in nature. As such, this area of Mendocino has become one of my favorite spots for several years. Not easy to get to, it often feels as if I leave the outside world behind and enter a magic kingdom filled with mysterious artistic adventure. Once I familiarized myself with the area and gained an understanding of what to expect climatically throughout the day, I was able to set to work. At first I painted a variety of subject matter, from the architecture to flora of the area. But eventually it became clear as to what spoke to me the most: the cliffs rising and plummeting into the atmosphere below; the textural erosion of the earth capped with the classic golden grasses of California, all set against the majesty of the mighty Pacific Ocean. I can meander up and down the shoreline, which is honeycombed with paths, and do several paintings in a day without ever leaving a location. And since it is prone to rain in the area, I always come prepared to work in either pastel or oil. I love to work with pastel on location because of its immediacy, but oil is much more forgiving during a rain shower.

One day while standing on the cliffs at Russian Gulch, an area just north of Mendocino, working on several field sketch paintings, a title for a painting came into my head: Pacific Silver, Mendocino Gold. It was as if all of the rudimental experiences of painting at the location had finally congealed into the core essence of the place. I quickly wrote down the title with a few poetic notations (versus my typical technical observations) and departed. Weeks later back in my studio, I reviewed the sketches and notations and started an oil painting. I knew it needed to be an oil rather than pastel to convey the concept. Both mediums have their advantages and disadvantages, but the capacity to glaze in oil is unrivalled among painting mediums. Since the time of the Renaissance when painters first experimented with pigment suspended in heavy oils, the richness and inner glow produced from glazing has captivated viewers.

The golden radiance of the cliffs of Mendocino and the azure depths of the Pacific have equal effect.
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Sentinel of the Lavender | Puy l’Évêque, France

Plein air pastel on UART paper | 12" × 9" (30cm × 23cm) | Private collection



Part of my attraction to the landscape may be rooted in something I inherited from my mother.

Her love of all things artistic and the pursuit of knowledge definitely had their influences, but her gypsy nature and wish to know what lay over the next mountain range formed my desire to explore. Perhaps it was hearing the lyrics of a popular American song, “Far Away Places”: “Those far away places with strange sounding names, are calling, calling to me.” Or maybe it was growing up with the movie Auntie Mame, which came out the year I was born, and Rosalind Russell’s iconic line: “Life is a banquet, and most poor suckers are starving to death!” Something set the stage for my desire to see as much of the world as possible.
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McKinley painting in Bélaye, France; artist Christine Bowman in the background.

PHOTO COURTESY OF KATHY DETRANO



Having come from a working-class background, where just getting by was often more than could be hoped for, it was never a given that I would have the opportunity to visit Europe. When I received the invitation to instruct a workshop in the Provence region of southeastern France, I was ecstatic. Here was my chance, and everything about it was magical. Since then, I have participated in subsequent European workshops in Italy and southwestern France, and I have become familiar with the bastides and countryside that make it so enthralling.

Sentinel of the Lavender is one of the paintings I completed in the Lot River Valley near the village of Puy l’Évêque. Situated on a hillside next to the Theron winery, we spent the afternoon painting and enjoying the charms of French wine—it was the quintessential cliché scene: a charming medieval ruin flanked by cypress trees and lavender. The key to making the painting work was to stay focused on what had initially caught my fascination: the play of negative space and textural variation. The strength of the painting is rooted in the elements of visual design—shape, line, edge, texture, depth, value and color. Sometimes we have to overlook what we are painting and be reminded that it is how we paint it that makes a painting work.

As Robert Henri noted in his book, The Art Spirit, France is a nation that embraced its artistic nature centuries ago. It is manifested everywhere. The aesthetic of beauty is not just by accident but also by design. They honor and respect painters.

Art is thought of as a noble endeavor: What’s not to love about that?
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Dune Textures | Carmel, California

Plein air pastel on UART paper | 11" × 14" (28cm × 36cm) | Collection of the artist



Knowing the hook, or what attracts us to a certain scene, is the key to producing a successful painting. It is the concept. If I don’t know why I’m doing it, then I won’t know what to do.

This conceptual theory is also useful in knowing when we are finished with a painting. Think of it like going for a drive in an automobile. If I don’t know where I am going, how will I know when I have arrived? This is not to say that every painting has to be overly planned, which can take all of the spontaneity out of the experience. But a little awareness as to what interested us can go a long way in helping us stay on course, get back on course when a detour happens and, ultimately, reach our final destination.

When it comes to my hook, or concept for a painting, it rarely has to do with objects. Not that I am not attracted to certain objects within the landscape, such as poplar trees or canal waterways. For me, the broader abstract elements of design—shape, depth, movement, texture, value and color—are more vital. These are the tools that make the objects interesting and beautiful. We can associate pleasant memories to objects, but the effects of design elements can take an ugly object and make it beautiful.

Deciding what to paint among the spectacular beauty of Carmel, California, can be overwhelming. During an outing, a group of us arrived at Monastery Beach for an afternoon of painting. With Point Lobos to the south, the Pacific Ocean to the west and eucalyptus tree groves to the north, it was hard to choose. Standing at the front of our car, I noticed a section of the dunes in front of the bathrooms. Orange California poppies were disbursed among the grasses with textural notes of lemon-yellow wildflowers dancing among the scene. Patches of sand showed through, creating wonderful negative space patterns. Fog cloaked the distant traces of Point Lobos. I had found my hook: a simple section of coastal dunes that could belong to any coastline. It was the texture and depth of the scene that was my motivation. Though, of course, I did decide to leave the bathroom structure out.
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Valley of the Shining Stone | Ghost Ranch, New Mexico | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection



Native people of the Southwest referred to the area of northwest New Mexico where the Colorado plateau descends into the Rio Grande Basin as the Valley of the Shining Stone.

The Chama River winds its way down through this rugged region exposing the multicolored stone cliffs that became the inspiration for artist Georgia O’Keeffe. Nestled in the heart of the valley is the legendary Ghost Ranch, an area filled with Western lore that once was the stronghold for cattle rustlers, then a dude ranch for tourists and now operates as a retreat facility. A mecca for artists, it is both welcoming in nature and challenging to capture.

After spending the better part of a week instructing a mentoring workshop, which is offered to artists who have had a prior workshop experience with me, I had gained a pretty good understanding of what to expect as the early evening light began its final glint across the valley. After finishing a demonstration on the lawn of the headquarters of Ghost Ranch, we gathered and quickly traveled west of the ranch to an abandoned parking lot along the highway. Everything appeared flat when we arrived and some among the group wondered why I had led them to this location. After analyzing the large shapes of the plateaus in front of me, I set up my easel and began to draw the composition onto my painting surface. Just as I completed the outline drawing, the sun descended enough in the western sky to hit the cliffs. And there it was: the answer as to why the area was referred to as the Valley of the Shining Stone.

The light would be fleeting, so there was no time for methodical painting procedures, only responses. A dash of color here, a swipe of light there and the hope that what the eye was taking in was being transmitted out through the hand to the surface. When the sun dropped behind the western ridge and darkness fell, we packed our gear and headed back to our lodging for dinner and conversation. It was not until the following morning that we were able to ascertain if we had captured anything of merit from the evening before. Without question, everyone had done his or her finest work of the week. While the location and lighting effects were undoubtedly inspiring, it had more to do with us having to work quickly and rely more on intuition in our race against the light.

Great art comes not from the head but from the heart.

When the foliage of Southern Oregon, my home, begins to peek with its beautiful palette of red, orange and yellow, I am reminded of just how difficult the season can be to paint without appearing artificial and garish.

Toward the beginning of October, a quick trip over the Cascade Range brings me to a wonderful location situated along the marshy banks of Klamath Lake. Before attempting to paint the season, I remind myself of the underlying color harmony disputes that result from the vibrant interplay of warm and cool color temperatures that make the season so appealing.

Even in the densest array of fall color, there is a counterpoint of complementary color. This is evident in many locations by the blooming of wild asters, in shades of violet, as the trees turn yellow. Nature has a way of balancing itself.

When the sun is out, fall colors in mass appear weaker. This slight graying of color intensity is due to the reflective influence of the blue sky. Depending on the angle of the sun, this can be quite pronounced. By painting these masses with a more earth-toned warm palette and then including a section of intense blue sky, the law of simultaneous contrast will do the rest and produce the appearance of brighter-appearing autumn foliage.

The brightest saturation of fall colors in mass occurs on an overcast day and in a backlit lighting scenario. Without the cast of the blue sky on an overcast day, the intensity of the warm tones will be magnified. On a sunny day when light travels through the translucent foliage from behind, it can be lit up like a lampshade.

Utilizing these reminders while painting Fall Textures allowed me to slightly downplay the saturation of the golden aspen tree foliage and rely more on the pop provided by the cool blue notes placed next to it to make the painting sing.

A weaving of violet throughout the painting also added to the simultaneous contrast effect and helped create color harmony by completing the triad of yellow, blue and red.


[image: ]

Fall Textures | Rocky Point, Oregon | Plein air pastel on Ampersand Pastelbord | 11" × 14" (28cm × 36cm) | Private collection



During winter, many landscape painters find themselves short on motivation. The hours of daylight are brief, depriving the stimulation of much needed light, which is the inspiration most frequently mentioned by painters. The air outside can be freezing, making it difficult if not impossible to paint for any extended period of time. The palette that winter presents commonly lacks the luscious colors present in other seasons, providing little visual stimulation. Tack on the busyness associated with holidays and the end-of-the-year tasks of bookkeeping and taxes ... What I do is wish for snow!

I am fortunate to live in an area that represents a wide range of scenic variation as well as all of the seasonal changes. My valley is surrounded by easily accessible mountain ranges that are snow covered many months of the year. Even when it is too cold outside to paint for an extended time period, I can quickly leave the grayness of the valley and spend time in quiet observation. Snow is interesting in that it covers the majority of inherent object texture that it lies upon. This blanket of crystalline water heightens the indication of surface planes and reflects the color temperature of the sunlight and sky. Typically, sunlit areas will appear warmer, and shadow areas will reflect the cooler temperatures of the open sky. This warm and cool play of color is far from the pure white that is often associated with snow.

The oil painting January Morning depicts the wonderful reflective effects that snow and ice can have in the earliest hours of the morning. Oil paint allowed me the ability to work from thin washes to thick impasto applications, often done with a painting knife. These thicker impasto paint applications make it easier to indicate surface texture and add another dimension to the painting.

While the winter landscape, with its bare trees and earth-toned color palette, is capable of poetic inspiration for some, whenever I find myself suffering from what I’ve termed Seasonal Artistic Disorder, or S.A.D., I find some snow. Beyond the surface beauty and color effects that snow provides as subject matter, I am drawn to its poetic quality of stillness.

The landscape is embraced within its protective blanket, soon to be reborn with the arrival of spring.
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January Morning | Ashland, Oregon | Oil on oil-primed linen | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Collection of the artist
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High Desert Fall | Steens Mountain Wilderness, Oregon | Plein air pastel on UART paper | 9" × 18" (23cm × 46cm) | Collection of the artist



The eastern section of Oregon is a fascinating place.

Mostly inhabited by jackrabbits and cattle ranchers, it is a wide-open land that is best explored with a full tank of gas and a good map. Within this region is one of the most spectacular locations in the West: the Steens Mountain Wilderness, Malheur refuge and Alvord Desert. A dear artist friend and gallery owner, Pamela Claflin, first introduced me to this area when she arranged for a plein air retreat for the artists of her gallery at the Hotel Diamond in Diamond, Oregon. Diamond is a ghost town, and all that survives is a family-run hotel that provides a respite for those who travel to the area for its historic and natural wonders. During the 1800s, the largest cattle ranch in the United States covered this region and much of the remnants of those days can still be seen dotting its vastness. In 1908, President Theodore Roosevelt designated a series of wetlands within the basin to the west of the mountains as the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge.

Each morning, I departed from the hotel before sunrise and drove across the basin following a gravel road that runs parallel to the highway through the refuge toward the little town of Frenchglen. Ponds, rivers and views of the mountains provided ample inspiration. After long days of painting, you could see the other artists’ headlights slowly making their way back to the hotel for the family-style dinner and camaraderie that waited. Since that first visit, I have returned many times. Fall provides the best painting conditions, with pleasant weather, diminished bugs and the lovely touches of amber that carpet the region. High Desert Fall was painted during my last visit. I became infatuated with using a one-to-two compositional format to impart the vastness of the area. The patterns of brush were my muse, ablaze with saffron-colored caps that rhythmically receded into the rolling foothills and plateaus. These patterns eventually created the ridge of the Steens Mountain range and then plummeted into the Alvord Desert.

The abstractness of the landscape in this area pushes me as an artist and I always leave a better painter for having had the challenge.

Northern New Mexico is filled with rugged locations that offer a diversity of subject matter. North of Taos is one such location that many artists enjoy painting: Arroyo Hondo.

It would be hard to tell what spectacular vistas loom from the vantage point of where the highway abuts a simple country road. When visiting an area for the first time, it is advantageous to contact local landscape painters to see if they will share some of their favorite haunts. While a few may hesitate, most are more than happy to help. It is like sharing a sunset. It may be beautiful to behold, but much better shared.

Taking the advice of one of the local artists, I found the road and began my hunt for the day’s inspiration. At the beginning of the road, it is mostly flat with distant southern views to the mountain that keeps watch over Taos. Native cultures tell that the mountain is that of a seated woman, and from her flows the sacred water that feeds the Taos pueblo. A stream that parallels the road eventually cascades into the Rio Grande River. At the bottom of the canyon is a bridge where the road crosses the river, and the views from both sides are spectacular. This is the location my artist friend was alluding to and I could see why many painters find it so inspiring. But I had noticed something toward the beginning of the road, so I drove back up the canyon to see if the notion was worth pursing.

As I parked and walked the short distance to the bank of the stream and looked across at the distant mountain, spring showers began to descend like veils that evaporated before touching the earth. I instantly knew this was my subject. Whenever I fall in love with a sky, I break one of my plein air painting rules and paint it to near finish before focusing on other areas. Typically, I prefer to start with large masses and relationships and incrementally allow the painting to develop until concluding with the strategic definition. But since the sky is so transitory, it is imperative that I lock in something before it changes too much.

After looking at the painting back home, I realized that the visual pathway of the painting would be greatly strengthened by the addition of a fence to counterbalance the slope. I rarely rework plein air paintings back in the studio, but when it is clear that some little thing will have a profound effect on the painting, it is worth opening Pandora’s paint box and taking a chance.

The key is to close it before too many what-ifs escape.
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Spring Rains | Arroyo Hondo, New Mexico

Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 18" × 15" (46cm × 38cm) | Private collection



Give me warm temperatures and interesting light effects and I am never happier when painting on location.

While I admire those who don polar suits and brave subzero temperatures to paint the beauty of winter, I much prefer to be slathered in sunscreen and wearing a T-shirt as I paint en plein air. The desert of southwest Arizona provides the perfect opportunity to escape the chill and gray of winter in Oregon, and I was lucky to have an artist friend whose father had a place in Scottsdale, Arizona, that we were able to use over several winters.

Scottsdale is famous for its art galleries. It is always inspiring to visit and have the opportunity to see what other artists have been producing. Art is not created in a vacuum and any chance to visit an art museum or gallery is always a treat. Some works leave me humbled knowing that I have a lot more work ahead of myself and others reinforce that maybe I am not too bad. These visits provide the kick in the pants and the pat on the head that most of us need.

Just outside of Scottsdale heading south toward Tucson (another amazing place to paint) is Apache Junction. It is situated next to the Superstition Mountains and the wonderful plein air painting location of Lost Dutchman State Park. On the third day of painting at the park, I decided to challenge myself compositionally by working with a square format. The formats we choose for our paintings are not arbitrary; they represent the visual space we enter and each conveys a different personality. For landscape painting, the standard horizontal rectangle is the most calming as it best represents human perception; the elongated horizontal rectangle portrays a panoramic sweeping impression of the scene; a vertical rectangle thrusts the viewer into the scene; and the square creates the most tension as it is the most awkward of the spaces to enter. For this reason, the square is among one of the most intriguing.

Many of the rules of compositional division, such as the golden section and rule of thirds, do not apply to the square in the same manner as the rectangle. Rectangles by their nature are asymmetrical, where as the square is symmetrical. My formula for approaching a square composition is to divide it into halves, vertically and horizontally, then place the shapes, values and textural elements of the scene, paying close attention to how the viewer’s eye is being led around the design. With a nudge here and an accent there, it comes together. The secret to any composition is not to just follow the rules of composition, but to pay close attention to how the eye moves and lands within the format.

If it works, leave it alone; if it doesn’t, make an adjustment.
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Arizona Impressions | Apache Junction, Arizona | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 12" (30cm × 30cm) | Collection of the artist




[image: ]

Sapphire Afternoon | Ashland, Oregon

Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 18" × 12" (46cm × 30cm) | Private collection



The words cold, damp and gray are often associated with the Pacific Northwest. Luckily, in the southern portion of Oregon, where I live, the mountains often get snow. Since it melts rather quickly, and pastel is vulnerable to dampness because of its water-soluble binder, I choose to work quickly in oil or sketch on location and then bring these studies back to the studio as reference for pastel paintings.

Photographing these fleeting scenes is also useful, preserving many locations and lighting conditions while allowing for minimal exposure to the elements. However, what the camera produces should always be suspect to the trained eye of the painter. Often the value range in the photograph is lacking, exposed for either the shadows or the lights, and thus leaving the opposite void of detail. Color is only as true as the film and processing or the technical ability of the digital photographer.

One tip when photographing snow in brightly lit situations is to overexpose by at least one f-stop. The light meter built into the camera doesn’t understand that the scene is made up of a majority of white, highly reflective surfaces, so it underexposes the scene, producing an overly dark photograph. Even with digital it is advisable to compensate by underexposing by one stop.

Since snow is so reflective, it is more prone to reflecting color. Our mind associates white to snow and often overlooks the subtle color tendencies. As an artist friend said, “Our minds have a built-in white balance feature.” They were referencing the setting in digital photography that adjusts the camera for a neutral color balance. In general, the bright sunlit areas will be warmer (toward yellow, orange and red), and the shadows will be cooler (toward blue-green, blue and blue-violet). Since most snow paintings will have a dominance of cool tones, it’s advisable to work on a warmer-toned surface to establish a harmonic bias toward warm (true for most landscape painting). As pastel or oil paint is applied on top of this warm tone, it will appear cool to our eye, and we will naturally adjust our choices to better relate to the undertone, producing a warmer harmony that feels more natural. Even when the cooler side of the color wheel dominates the finished painting, a warm underpainting serves us well.

I know some of you living in more extreme winter areas have found ways of working on location in frigid conditions. I applaud you.

For me, a nice visit to the location for inspiration, followed by an afternoon in the studio with a hot cup of coffee and Vivaldi on the stereo makes for a perfect winter experience.
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The Cove | Sparks Lake, Oregon

Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 14" × 14" (36cm × 36cm) | Private collection



My studio painting The Cove was painted from a small, spontaneous plein air painting done at a restful cove along the shoreline of Sparks Lake atop the Cascade Range west of Bend, Oregon. Allowing the trees to extend beyond the top of the painting emphasized the abstract negative spaces of light that were created as the sun moved behind them, and these became the theme of the painting. To add a sense of mystery and magnify attention onto the negative spaces, atmospheric effects were intensified on the distant shoreline behind the trees.

Compositional design is the foundation of any successful painting. What is spatially represented within the borders of a painting’s format communicates the artist’s intentions. Various components work in harmony to create a sound composition such as line, shape, form, color and texture. Line refers to the motion, direction and orientation of things represented within the composition. Form refers to the illusion of depth created by light and dark. Color refers to the hue and temperature. Texture refers to the surface quality, such as rough, smooth or soft. Shape refers to form delineated by closed lines, most often indicated with contrasting value and color. As painters, we are in control of how these elements are arranged, unlike photographers who are limited by the scene in front of the lens.

Of these design components, the interaction between shapes and forms that unite to define space is one of the most important. Visual spaces are divided into two categories: positive space, where shapes and forms exist to create the impression of things; and negative space that indicates the empty space between. A successful composition relies on a balance of both. Shapes and forms are perceivable by the human eye because of value, color and chroma (intensity) contrast. Consider what would be visible if the sky appeared to be the same value, color and chroma as the mountains and trees in a landscape: Nothing would be discernible. It is rare to see an object in total outline (silhouette) within its surroundings. In most situations, there are portions that stand out and other areas that nearly disappear, creating a lost-and-found appearance. When enough contrasting edges are recognized, an identity is associated with the object. This “identifying phenomenon” can lead a painter to over-define the shape of an object, believing they see it as a clear outline, when in fact it is the mind that has configured the visible contrasting shapes and identified them. These contrasting shapes are abstract when separated from the positive space of the object.

It’s human nature to want to contain major shapes within the confines of a painting’s borders. This tucking of positive object shapes into the confines of a painting’s surface can lead to a mundane presentation. A good challenge is to allow a portion of a major shape to extend beyond the painting’s border. By letting the top of trees, a section of a still life or a portion of a face extend beyond a painting’s border, negative space will become more important, focusing the viewer’s eye on design elements beyond the positive space that identifies the subject matter.

This engages a viewer’s imagination and memory, ultimately making a painting more intriguing.

As an artist who has spent most of my time portraying nature, it was both exhilarating and intimidating to find myself standing at the edge of the famous ochre mine in Roussillon, France, a few years ago.

When the sun hit the exposed cliffs of the mine, the valley below reverberated in shades of amber, and it was easy to see how the tone of the earth had profoundly influenced the façades of the village. As I positioned myself with a view across to the hilltop village, subject matter intimidation set in.

When learning to paint, it’s common to encounter subject matter intimidation. This is the belief that there’s only a certain way to paint different things such as rocks, clouds, trees or buildings. While these objects are very different in their physical makeup, what we ultimately do with pigment when representing them on a surface is very similar. What we see is not a physical cloud made up of moisture compressed into a cloud, or stone, mortar and wood erected as a building. What we see is light reflected off a surface, which produces contrasting shapes, values and colors that when configured by the human mind represent those physical objects. It’s how sight works. Understanding this phenomenon and embracing it is paramount to painting well.

If there were a secret to painting well, beyond the truth of practice, it would be the ability to identify the abstract bits and pieces that make up a scene. The better able we are to identify them and place them judiciously into our paintings, the more we realize that clouds are really not that different from buildings; they just have a different arrangement of said bits and pieces. Anything can be painted when this rationale is applied.
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The Village of Ochres | Roussillon, France | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 10" × 14" (25cm × 36cm) | Private collection
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Walk on the Bosque Trail | Albuquerque, New Mexico

Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 16" × 20" (41cm × 51cm) | Permanent collection of the City of Albuquerque



The great master artist of Western Renaissance painting, Leonardo da Vinci, was an advocate of what he referred to as painting with sfumato: that is, painting without lines or borders, in the manner of smoke or beyond the focus plane. The term is derived from the Italian word sfumare, which means “to tone down,” “to evaporate like smoke” or “to go up in smoke.” Instead of indicating hard edges, sfumato painting relies on soft edges with subtly gradated transitions between areas of differing color and tonal value. When properly applied, it enhances the illusion of atmospheric depth without compromising the structural integrity of the objects within a painting.

Walk on the Bosque Trail, which was inspired from one of the open spaces preserved by the city of Albuquerque, New Mexico, typifies my sfumato approach. I begin by drawing in a few soft indications of the major value shapes, then create an underpainting with pastel applied with water. Once it is dry, I complete the painting by subtly bridging transitions with overpainted pastel.

Since my introduction to sfumato back in the late 1970s, it has been a major component in my painting toolkit. Instead of starting a pastel painting with an overly defined drawing comprised of sharp edges, I prefer to simplify the scene to a few abstract shapes. By varying pressure while drawing, a coloring-book effect is avoided and a sense of atmospheric depth is indicated. I often utilize a smeared or wet underpainting to mass in the large shapes of color and value. The softer the edges, the better the sfumato effect. Even when complementary color schemes are to be used for later overpainting effects, the value transition between the underpainting areas is kept soft. When applying the pastel over the underpainting, I attempt to use subtle bridging techniques that rely on a gradual transition between colors and tonal values. The pastel may be hardly perceivable, allowing the viewer’s eye to travel between areas without losing their character and appearance of form and depth.

When I apply da Vinci’s theory, I remind myself of the old painting adage,

“Unless you are painting a knife blade or a piece of paper, soften its edges!” The sfumato effect—as if through smoke and fumes—is the key.
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Ozark Afternoon | St. Louis, Missouri | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Private collection



I was reminded of the power of contrast within a painting while visiting the Saint Louis Art Museum. A group of us were there to view three of Monet’s water lily panels that had not been exhibited together in more than thirty years. While waiting to enter the exhibit, we enjoyed features of the permanent collection. It was during this walkabout that I became aware of the repeated representation of one of the tenets of my approach to the landscape. I like to advocate a higher value key for the representation of shadow masses in the beginning of most landscape paintings. I refer to this as “the value scale of the landscape.” While still-life and portrait painters commonly work in what is referred to as a chiaroscuro scale from pure black to pure white, made popular by Caravaggio and Rembrandt, most landscape painters need to adjust their shadow masses to a higher value to represent the luminosity of natural outdoor lighting. A common value scale, using 0 as black and 10 as white, has middle-value as 5. This is what most of us were taught when first learning to identify the relative lightness or darkness of a given area, and it is a good point of reference for learning. The problem with the scale is that most students then associate dark to 0, middle-value to 5, and light to 10, no matter the painting situation. Depending on the scene, this can lead to an overexaggerated portrayal of value and an artificial rendering. To help to alleviate this tendency, a landscape value scale of 3 to 10, with middle-value falling at value 6.5, will set an artist up to better portray the most common illumination of the landscape.

It is important to clarify that I am not saying that a landscape doesn’t have darker accents than value 3. I am simply setting a benchmark for the major dark masses at nothing darker than value 3. This allows for the addition of darker accents within the dark masses, creating a heightened representation of depth. The limitations of photography have also added to the overly dark shadow portrayal in many landscape paintings. Most photographers prefer to retain detail in the highlight areas of a scene and thus compromise the shadows by exposing and printing for the lights. Since photography, until recently, was incapable of retaining clarity in both, painters that depended on photography mistakenly portrayed shadows darker than they would naturally appear.


[image: ]

McKinley painting in the Ozarks of Missouri.

PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF GARRY MCMICHAEL



Utilizing a 3 to 10 value scale for the landscape also helps to control one of the innate tendencies we all have: to identify things visually by contrast. Without a contrast of value or color, nothing would be recognizable. Everything would appear the same. Science has proven that once we identify a contrast, our tendency is to associate it to the extreme within that visual space. If there is nothing darker than value 5 within a given scene, it will be associated to dark and so on. This is where the beginner gets into trouble. Once dark (or light for that matter) is identified, it is easy to make it too extreme. With time, painters become more sensitive to lighting situations and this becomes less of an issue. Painters from the Barbizon throughout the Impressionist period frequently worked in a higher scale.

The magnificent water lily panels by Monet demonstrate this point well and inspired me to raise the value scale even higher the next day when painting Ozark Afternoon.

One of my favorite lighting effects is the raking light that occurs as the sun begins its final descent to the horizon at the end of day.

The lower it drops, the more it dances off of vertical obstructions within its pathway. Days Last Kiss was painted from a reference photo that was hurriedly taken while crossing the coastal mountain range between Bodega Bay and the Russian River valley of California. As I came over the ridge, my attention was drawn to the fleeting light that was quickly ascending up the side of a tree along the hillside. Photographs are notorious for either blowing out the highlights or making shadows appear totally black. As a student of the theory of simultaneous contrast, I was able to take the photo and interject what I understood to be true.

French physicist Michel Eugène Chevreul first used the term simultaneous contrast to explain a phenomenon plaguing the dye works at the Gobelins Manufactory in Paris. The colors of various yarns were appearing to change from project to project for no apparent reason. Chevreul ascertained that the yarn colors themselves were not physically changing, just the visual perception of them. He concluded that the visual perception of a color or value tone is profoundly affected by what lies next to it.

The theory of simultaneous contrast is based on a fairly simple equation: simultaneously (occurring at the same time), something next to something else will affect it visually by its opposite. The more pronounced the contrast between the two areas, the more noticeable the effect. For example, a mid-value gray will appear lighter when placed next to or onto something darker, and it will appear darker when placed next to or onto something lighter. The perception of color temperature will also shift depending on what surrounds an individual color. For example, yellow will appear warmer (more orange) when placed alongside blue, but it becomes cooler (more green) when placed in proximity to red.

This phenomenon can be the reason why a certain color, value or tone that worked very well in one painting will appear wrong in the next. The color itself didn’t change, just its surroundings. This situation comes up for landscape painters when attempting to accurately interpret the value range and color temperature within shadowed and sunlit areas of a scene. What is often identified as light within a shadow mass or dark within a sunlit mass is usually considerably darker and lighter than first perceived. This has led many painters to embrace a simple rule: The lightest light in a shadowed mass is the darkest dark in a sunlit mass. Forcing oneself to follow this rule will set up the big value relationships in a painting and allow for additional minor accents of light and dark to achieve a desired outcome.

The perception of color temperature is similar in that it’s easy to associate a higher intensity color to either the shadowed or sunlit areas without considering the effect each will have upon the other once they are indicated in the painting. A good tactic for dealing with this is to decide whether the saturation of warmth in the sunlit areas or coolness in the shadows will be the strongest. If a more intense yellow, orange or red tone is utilized in the sunlit areas of a painting, a weaker grayed tone will appear cooler (bluer) in the shadowed areas, and vice versa.

Whether you apply the theory of simultaneous contrast consciously or intuitively while painting, it all comes back to a simple understanding that nothing is what it is until it has a relationship.
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Days Last Kiss | Bodega Bay, California

Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 20" × 16" (51cm × 41cm) | Collection of the artist




2 The Importance of Working En Plein Air
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Minnesota Morning | Minneapolis, Minnesota

Plein air pastel on gray Wallis paper | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Private collection



In this hurly-burly world, it can be hard to stop and take the time to truly be present—that state of mind in which I shut off the busy chatter in my head and become aware of my surroundings. This can be especially true for the plein air painter who is often consumed with finding something to paint and then frantic to capture the ever-changing light.

I was recently reminded of how easy it is to get into a hurried rush while painting with a group in beautiful Grand Marais, Minnesota. Everywhere we looked was a stunning vista, and I, like the others, was eager to capture it all. After getting in a pretty good morning painting, I decided to rest a bit and have lunch. I selected a spot to eat that I thought wouldn’t offer the distraction of a potential painting scene, one where I could quietly sit by the shores of Lake Superior and just relax. As I ate, however, I became intrigued with the decaying remnants of a long-abandoned pier. The negative space of the water and the pier was fascinating. The longer I looked, the more beautiful the subtle iridescence of the water became. Before long, I was setting up the easel and calmly painting a small pastel study. If I hadn’t spent the quiet time just being present along this section of the shoreline, I wouldn’t have had what became one of the best painting experiences of the trip.
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Thumbnail sketch for Minnesota Morning.



I now remind myself when going out to paint not to look for the perfect subject, allowing myself instead the luxury of just being with a location for a period of time. I try to look beyond the literal objects that make up a scene to the quality of the light or the arrangement of color and texture. These form the aesthetic core of an interesting piece of artwork. A good exercise I have developed is to plop down in the middle of a scene that doesn’t initially interest me, then allow at least twenty minutes to simply observe. I am always amazed at the inspiration I can find.

Once a painting is started, I work with the attitude that I have all the time in the world, even though I know I do not. Getting into the hurried rush to finish can be detrimental to a successful outcome. Quite often, I remind myself that it is better to have an incomplete painting that has merit than one that is finished but flawed.

Producing a pleasing composition is often much harder to accomplish when painting en plein air versus painting in the studio from photographic material.

Being surrounded by the vastness and complexity of a natural setting can provide a degree of intimidation as well as unlimited visual distractions, while the photograph is safe and contained. The photograph’s possibilities are limited to the format and scope of its content. It is already a composition and can itself become the basis for further creative choices.

One of the ways working on location affects our compositional choices is by how we contain objects within the confines of a painting’s edges. When we work from life, we see where things begin and end. We are not seeing them with the cropped borders provided by a photograph. This often leads to subject matter being too contained within the confines of the compositional format. Since we can see the sky above the mountains, the tops of the trees and the grass at our feet, we think it all must be accommodated. This containment tendency does not apply only to the landscape. Still-life, portrait and figurative painters often fall victim to the same pitfalls.

One way to overcome this tendency to compositionally contain is to use a viewfinder when scoping a potential scene. This can be a simple cardboard window frame made from two L-shaped pieces of mat board, a commercially available viewfinder with a sliding shade to change size format or even the viewfinder of your camera. Once the compositional cropping is determined, do a thumbnail sketch placing the major subject shapes into the desired format for a reference. Having this sketch as a reminder while painting can prove invaluable as the painting unfolds.

When planning a composition, I like to start with a series of thumbnail sketches that allow for manipulation of certain design elements and principles. These doodles lay a foundation before I apply any pigment to a surface. I experiment with and then indicate the placement of the main and secondary areas of interest, perceived horizon line, major shapes and foremost value contrasts. Every change to a composition has the potential of conveying a different mood or attitude.

Whether you utilize a viewfinder or simply give yourself permission to “not fit it all in,” the less contained objects are within a composition, the more mystery the painting will have. Instead of just seeing it for what it is, the viewer has to finish it, bringing their own memories and experiences into play.
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Thumbnail sketches for Field en Plein Air.
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Field en Plein Air | Goleta, California | Plein air oil on oil-primed linen | 6" × 8" (15cm × 20cm) | Private collection



Every serious artist understands the importance of working from life.

Whether it’s the still life, portrait or landscape, there’s no reference material that can replace the experience of interpreting subject matter one-on-one. While it’s never easy to progress from painting from photo reference to painting from life, it takes special concentration to do so in the landscape with the ever-changing lighting and conditions. This, along with the overwhelming vastness of the landscape, can stymie even the most technically advanced painter.

Over many years of working both in studio and on location in both pastel and oil, I have come up with a technique that I call “field sketch painting.” It requires a degree of discipline and allows me to work concisely. I can stay focused on what is most important for a successful painting outcome: the big composition shapes, value masses and color temperatures. More elaborate painting techniques are saved for repeat visits to familiar locations.

The first stage of the field sketch painting starts with a series of thumbnail sketches in a sketchbook to develop a strong compositional concept. Once I am satisfied with a compositional design, I outline three more thumbnail sketches that are proportionate to the final painting’s format. Next, I break the scene down into a few abstract shapes. This can be difficult to do at first, and the key here is to focus more on value relationships rather than individual objects for the shapes. I try to have as few shapes as possible—no more than five or six—and ignore small accents. Closing one eye and squinting with the other helps greatly by diffusing detail and color, making it easier to see the contrasting value shapes. Then I draw the abstract shape-masses into the three thumbnails. The first is left as is for future reference. In the next thumbnail, I associate the indicated shape masses to no more than four values consisting of light, middle-light, middle-dark and dark. Three values can also be used. This is my value map. In the final thumbnail, I associate the shape masses to light or dark, creating an abstract black-and-white thumbnail sketch. This is often referred to as a notan sketch. Using the value map for guidance, any shape that was above middle value will be white and any shape below becomes black. These value sketches can be done with a pencil or ink markers.

Evaluating these sketches tells me if I have a strong value composition, and they prove very valuable as reference as the painting progresses.
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Thumbnail sketches for Along the Blitzen.
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Along the Blitzen | Frenchglen, Oregon | Plein air pastel on gray Wallis paper | 6" × 9" (15cm × 23cm) | Private collection
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Snow Shadows | Ashland, Oregon | Plein air oil on oil-primed linen | 11" × 14" (28cm × 36cm) | Private collection



No matter how beautiful the subject matter or impressive the application technique, if the composition of visual elements within a painting is not strong, it will ultimately be considered a failure.

When we set out to paint, it is easy to become seduced by the subject matter. We fall in love with what it represents, forgetting that for a painting to work, it has to successfully communicate our feelings. For painters, it is not merely enough to accurately portray what lies before us; we have to arrange and manipulate the visual elements to create a cohesive outcome.

The terms composition and design are often used synonymously. While they do work harmoniously, they represent different visual characteristics. Composition signifies the arrangement of the visual elements and principles of design independent of subject matter. Design elements are line, shape, color, value, tone, texture and depth. Design principles are balance, contrast, movement, rhythm, emphasis, proportion and unity. These elements and principles form the nucleus of an artist’s compositional tool chest. Every painting relies on them, but some will be more apparent than others.

Arranging the elements and principles of design is like conducting an orchestra. One relies on sound and the other on sight, but they both rely on orchestration. At times I must silence one section of a painting and make another louder, just as a conductor does when leading an orchestra. How the elements and principles of design are utilized will ultimately lead to ovations or jeers.

Here is how I experiment with various elements and principles of design to avoid becoming compositionally predictable:

Line: Altering the movement of visual elements within a scene can lead the viewer’s attention to certain areas and create a better balanced visual flow.

Shape: Tweaking the relative width and height of objects can affect proportions, vastly changing how we relate to them.

Color: Adjusting the dominant color scheme, or weighing it toward a warm or cool color bias, can create unity and balance as well as an altered mood.

Value: Varying the placement of light and dark within the composition can create emphasis, contrast or balance, depending on intent.

Tone: Modifying the intensity of colors can create emphasis, contrast or unity, depending on the mood or atmosphere being portrayed.

Texture: Accentuating the perception of texture can create rhythm and emphasis on certain surfaces.

Depth: Amending perceived distances can create an overall change in proportions, generating a sense of intimacy or separation to the subject matter.
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La Conner Summer | Fir Island, Washington

Plein air pastel on gray Wallis paper | 9" × 6" (23cm × 15cm) | Collection of the artist



“The most important things in a painting are form and value. Color comes last—like a friend you welcome.” —Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot

Many painters are drawn to color like bees to honey. The kaleidoscopic array of intense color choices available today is due in large part to the introduction of new organic pigments, such as Anthraquinone, Dioxazine, Hansa, Napthol, Phthalo and Quinacridone. These pigments are capable of retaining a high chromatic intensity across a range of value gradations. The allure of color can be a strong one, and whenever I find myself becoming too seduced by its charms, I am reminded of a phrase I first heard from pastel master Duane Wakeham: “The quality of color within a painting is not due to the quantity of color.” Duane’s concern is that artists must learn to select and use color wisely. As the range of colors has expanded, the artists’ ability to get caught up in technique and subject matter has overshadowed the importance of composition and use of color. In his words, “Color has to hold its place in space.” A green in the foreground will need to appear different when represented in the background. An artist needs to be sensitive to how cool, warm and grayed a color becomes depending upon its location.

Duane’s thoughts remind me of a comment the French master Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot made in the mid-1800s: “What there is to see in painting, or rather what I am looking for, is the form, the whole, the value of the tones ... That is why for me the color comes after, because I love more than anything else the overall effect, the harmony of the tones, while color gives you a kind of shock that I don’t like. Perhaps it is the excess of this principle that makes people say I have leaden tones.”

Corot’s effects helped form the French Barbizon style of landscape painting and influenced American artists in the 1880s to begin emphasizing the overall tone of colored atmosphere, creating the Tonalism movement of painting. George Inness and James McNeill Whistler were leading artists associated with the movement who often relied upon neutral hues of gray, brown or blue to dominate their compositions. It wasn’t that color was lacking in their works; instead, as Duane referenced, it was its “place in space” that was of upmost importance.

One way that I have helped myself as an artist to achieve a degree of tonalism in my paintings is by keeping an assortment of colored grayed pastels and premixed oil grays at hand’s reach. I refer to these as “neutrals,” and they represent the spectrum of the color wheel in a range of value gradations. I attempt to make a selection from this neutral section before giving into the temptations of the mouth-watering pure-colored sticks. Even when a painting is to be dominated by intense color choices, a little neutral tone will do its part to add a sense of overall color harmony. It isn’t that color has to be denied, it just has to be harnessed.

“Value does the work and color gets the glory.”

This statement underscores the attraction that most of us feel toward the creative expression of color that forms the nucleus of many artists’ work. Whether used subtly or boldly, the colors portrayed within the confines of a painting’s composition have to share a relationship; otherwise, they will appear artificial. The relationship, or harmony, of color is governed by the visual interaction of various colors that produces a positive aesthetic response and is influenced by outside factors such as age, gender, personality and cultural trends.

There are a number of scientific principles that explain why we perceive color the way we do. Since humans are capable of perceiving more than two and a half million different hues, there are theoretically an infinite number of color combinations that could create a harmonious painting. Since the time of Sir Isaac Newton, physicists and artists alike have attempted to use the color wheel to create harmonious color systems (analogous, complementary and split-complementary to name a few). At the core of these systems is one truth: A bit of all color is represented. If we accept that light is all color and without light nothing is perceptible, then it stands to reason that a bit of all color has to be represented for there to be color harmony.

When I say that all color has to be represented, I am not implying that you should place every color in your palette into a painting. The representation of all color needs to be done with finesse. Something should be the star in the painting’s production with other colors playing a lesser but supporting role. I like to rely on the secondary colors of the triadic color wheel (orange, green and violet), which is what I did for the plein air oil painting Morning Atmosphere. Since each is made from the combination of two primary colors, they genetically share DNA—a sort of family bond. When placed in combination, they naturally unite and harmonize. If a primary color is too dominant in a composition, a juxtaposition of grayed color (neutrals) will help to complete the representation of all color.
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Morning Atmosphere | Carpinteria, California

Plein air oil on oil-primed linen | 8" × 10" (20cm × 25cm) | Private collection
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Asheville Fall | Asheville, North Carolina

Plein air pastel on gray Wallis paper | 9" × 6" (23cm × 15cm) | Private collection



My time in the studio allows me to explore new techniques and the luxury of constant light, but the ability to experience subject matter under the sun’s influence can’t be beat.

Whenever I come back to working directly on location after being in the studio for a period of time, I am reminded of its benefits and pitfalls. Often subject matter is totally different from what I had been working on in studio. The intensity of natural light can be extreme and textural variations overwhelming. I have to remind myself to relax and approach the scene simply and to not become lost in minute detail. I find that a basic field sketch painting is the best way of doing this. It forces me to see the big picture, which is the foundation of all good painting and especially useful on location.

What makes a field sketch different is attitude, not quality. There are many painting techniques that I personally enjoy, but not all of them lend themselves to quick, spontaneous fieldwork. They are better left to familiar scenes and repeat performances when confidence is higher. For the field sketch, I work small, simplifying the elements of the scene into a few major abstract shapes. Then I associate a color and value sense to those shapes and expand on that foundation by building form and texture until the painting reads well. I let the camera record detail and spend my time asking myself, “What is it I can record that the camera cannot?” It is that information that motivates a plein air painter. I try not to get bogged down in technique, preferring to be messy if need be. It’s the information I am recording that is precious. These painting sketches may be winners and worthy of display, or serve as reference material back in the studio.

Either way, they are an important element and paramount to my landscape work.

During the Italian Renaissance there was a contentious debate as to which was a nobler art form: painting or sculpting.

Painters claimed that they had the harder task because they had to invent the illusion of everything within the scene, including the light. Sculptors claimed it was they who had the greater challenge because they had to create something that was capable of being viewed from all angles, often in unforgiving stone. This debate played out most notably in the legendary rivalry between Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo. The brusque Michelangelo once taunted Leonardo in public over his failure to cast a colossal-sized equestrian bronze statue in Milan. And da Vinci voiced his regard for sculptors by describing the act as little more than a mechanical exercise accompanied with a great deal of sweat.

Today the debate has pretty much evaporated. Now both painting and sculpting are considered part of the same visual arts family that relies on parallel aesthetics. Of course, there are major mechanical differences. A painting is done on a flat, two-dimensional surface, and the appearance of depth has to be portrayed. A sculpture is by its very nature three-dimensional.

There’s an old statement concerning painting and sculpting that holds a lot of insight: The representational painter has to think like a sculptor, while the sculptor has to think like a sculptor. Simply stated: The painter has to be aware of the bulk and depth of the objects being portrayed beyond their physical width and height. The painter has to manipulate color, value, edge and size to create an illusion of what the sculptor physically produces. This philosophy is applied to painting by considering the painting surface as analogous to a block of marble. Darker passages represent the chiseled-away portions, and lighter sections represent those left protruding from the stone. This sculptural approach to painting can also be applied to the initial drawing on the surface. Instead of methodically drawing every subtle curve of an object’s outline, make marks that symbolize the first chisel cuts into a blank block of stone. These basic knife cuts make it easier to envision the mass and bulk of the objects to be portrayed, before becoming distracted by detail. They represent the simplified direction and motion of what’s there. Just as a sculptor allows the figure to emerge from the stone, so too does a painter from the painting surface.

Da Vinci may have proclaimed that sculptors, covered in marble dust, looked like bakers and that their homes were both noisy and filthy in contrast to the more elegant abodes of painters. And Michelangelo may have hated doing the commissioned Sistine Chapel. But everything they accomplished in sculpture led to their mastery in painting.

Whether or not you take a side in the debate, there is something to be gained by painting like a sculptor.
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The Journey | Carpinteria, California | Plein air oil on oil-primed linen | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Private collection



To paint well, a representational artist must embrace the art of the illusion. The appearance of form, depth and color are all manipulated by the artist’s hand to produce the appearance of something that is recognizable on a flat surface. The better the magic is understood, the better the performance.

One aspect many apprentice painter/illusionists overlook is the relationship of the viewer to the performance. When positioned to paint, there is a triad between the bulk of the objects, the position of the light source and the artist. It takes all three. They exist cohesively. When a finished painting is viewed, the same relationship is created. If the artist has skillfully handled the pigment, the viewer will psychologically enter into the painting and position themselves into the artist’s perspective. No matter where we stand in relationship to a finished painting, we enter it and stand where the painter intended. This phenomenon also occurs when viewing a television or movie screen. While it may be preferable to be centered to the screen, once the performance begins, we all slip into the pseudoreality being presented. It is as if we are there.

There are two factors that heavily govern this illusion. First, no matter where we look, we are visually dead center. It is akin to a camera lens. It records a field of vision based on the center of the lens. The second factor is that we all seek to find a perceived eye level. This signifies our elevation and relationship to the surrounding objects. It gives us the lay of the land, so to speak. In the landscape, we look for the perception of the horizon. Since the horizon shares a relationship with our eye level, we instantly gain our bearings when one is perceived in a painting. In still-life and portrait painting, where a horizon is not always present, the portrayal of linear perspective gives the viewer their bearings.

When I start a painting, the first mark I make is a simple dot in the center of the surface.

This reminds me of the viewer’s presence in the painting. The second mark is a horizontal line to signify the eye level/horizon line. If it is lower than center, the viewer will be looking up, and if placed higher than center, they will be looking down—no matter where they are in relationship to the painting.

There are many tricks to be learned, and most of us will apprentice for years before becoming professional illusionists, but understanding the power of a simple dot in the center of a painting composition and the perception of eye level can help when it comes time to pull the artistic rabbit out of the hat.
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Carpinteria Morning | Carpinteria, California | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Private collection
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Along the Sacramento | Redding, California

Plein air oil on gesso panel | 16" × 12" (41cm × 30cm) | Private collection



When I painted Along the Sacramento, I was reminded of a familiar response to a student’s inquiry about how to paint rocks, or anything unfamiliar: It’s all the same.

I first witnessed this lesson when attending a workshop given by a nationally renowned artist, famous for his still-life and portrait work. He began the first day with a still-life demonstration. A friend of mine, who greatly admired the instructor, watched intently as he laid every stroke to the surface. When the workshop instructor finished, we were instructed to return to our easels and paint. As the instructor made his final rounds for the day, he stopped at my friend’s easel and congratulated him on how well he had done. It was indeed a beautiful rendition that emulated the technique of the instructor very well. As you can imagine, my friend was beside himself with joy. Having earned the praise of his hero, he could hardly wait to return for the next day’s session.

The following day, as we entered the classroom, we were confronted with new subject matter. Two models had been posed at opposite ends of the room. Anticipating that the instructor would again begin with a demonstration, we patiently waited. As the hands of the classroom clock marked the appointed hour, he entered the room. Instead of approaching an easel and beginning, however, he turned to the group and announced, “Today you paint the portrait. Begin!” Everyone hurried back to their stations, intently sized up the nearest model, adjusted their positions and set to work. Everyone, that is, except my friend, who stood quietly at his easel and did nothing. As the instructor made his first pass, he stopped at my friend’s easel and asked why he was not working. “You have not shown me how to paint a portrait,” he replied. A hush fell over the classroom and we eavesdropped to hear the response. Calmly, looking up at my friend (my friend is a tall man and the instructor considerably shorter), he stated, “It’s all the same,” and continued on his rounds.

As I worked, I would occasionally glace toward my friend to see how he was doing. To my astonishment, he had not made a single mark. Slowly the instructor made his way back to my friend’s easel. Again, he paused, looked up at my friend and said, “Why haven’t you been working?” My friend replied, “I’m sorry. I could paint the still life because you showed me, but I’ve never attempted a portrait.” At this point, you could have heard a pin drop in the room. Standing directly in front of my friend and looking up into his eyes, the instructor slowly reached up and grabbed his ears in his hands. Gently pulling his head up and down, he firmly repeated, “It’s all the same, it’s all the same, it’s all the same. Do you agree?” In a somewhat shaky voice, my friend replied, “Yes.” The instructor released his ears and walked away to help another student.

After a few minutes, when I again glanced over at my friend, I noticed he was indeed painting. I wasn’t sure what he was painting, but he was hard at work. Eventually, the instructor returned and stepped up beside my friend. “Well done, my boy. This is a fine portrait,” he exclaimed. “You have the makings of a fine artist.”

As the session ended for the day, I approached my friend to inquire about the exchange and how he had finally mustered the courage to plow into the portrait. “It’s like this,” he said, “The first day, I had watched him do the still life and was able to go back to my easel and emulate the process. Today, though, I was clueless about how to paint the portrait since he had not demonstrated this morning, but I knew after our last interaction that if I didn’t agree with him, he wouldn’t have released my ears. I still didn’t know what to do, but figured I might as well approach it like the still life since I knew how to do that. I just kept thinking, this is a round shape, this is a flat plane, this cooler, this warmer, and you know what? It is all the same! The still life is the portrait, and the portrait the landscape.” A lesson learned.
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Opalescence | La Conner, Washington

Plein air pastel on Ampersand Pastelbord | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Collection of the artist



When representational landscape painters are asked what motivates them to paint, they often speak of the light.

Some are drawn to the quiet mellow lighting associated with the wooded interior and others to the highly contrasted light of early morning or late afternoon. Artists also mention the atmospheric glow of thick air associated with moisture and pollution, or reference the clarity of thin air linked with higher elevations. In addition, there is the position of the artist to the light source. Some like the rim light produced by backlit objects, others relish the sidelight that produces solid form structure, and many expound the virtues of soft, flat overcast lighting. After talking with a variety of painters about what they like in lighting effects, it becomes clear that there isn’t just one lighting situation that works. This is part of what makes each artist individual.

To become better adept at understanding the qualities of these diverse lighting situations, it is imperative that a painter spends time in observation. From childhood, we are trained to associate an identity to recognizable shapes. This sight recognition can prove to be a major hindrance when it comes to seeing the quality of light. The light’s characteristics get lost in the prejudiced knowledge of the object. Even though individual objects have certain things that are identified to them, such as a tree being green and a rock brown, it is the quality, or personality, of the light that unites the scene. It is the one uniting factor. This produces a trilogy of object, light and eyes. When we quickly look at a scene, we make associations that are based in our stored knowledge about these recognizable objects. The longer we look, allowing ourselves to observe the tendencies of the light, the better we understand the shared effect the light has on the situation. These observations can be noted in sketchbooks and eventually become internalized, making us more intuitive painters.

If you struggle to see a difference between lighting scenarios, ask yourself these simple questions in advance of painting:


	What is the general lighting situation, overcast or clear?

	Where is the main light source positioned, in front, behind, to the side or above?

	Is the air heavy with atmosphere or thin and clear?

	Is there a color cast to the light that you can identify?



By answering these lighting questions, more sensitivity will be used in portraying the scene. You will become more in tune to the effects that light can produce, and you will never look at a photograph in quite the same way.

If you’re a plein air enthusiast, you never know when a certain scene is going to grab your attention. Many artists prepare by always having a camera with them for quick reference photos. Others take it further by having a sketchbook at the ready for that quick thumbnail sketch and note taking. But when time allows, there’s nothing better than quickly setting up equipment and knocking out a field sketch.

Many times we see something that makes us pause and glance back. It’s in those instances that a painting begins to be formed. As painters, we’re visual beings, and visual effects provide the stimuli that motivate us to paint. It would be nice to control when these attractions occur, but it’s not always within our power.

I never know when motivation will strike. Being well prepared to respond quickly without having to dig through a chaotic jumble of equipment is the key, especially in fleeting moments. It’s easy to just throw things back into the car, but plein air painting is akin to doing medical surgery in wartime on a battlefield. While the conditions may not be perfect, it’s still better to be as prepared as possible. For this reason, I always keep a small plein air setup ready in the back of the car and make sure I have various sized surfaces available in order to accommodate a variety of compositional formats. I keep this small plein air setup ready at most times, even if my intent isn’t to paint. When I go out with the intention of painting, I often load more equipment—but with the same methodical organization. No matter how tired I am at the end of a long painting day, I still refresh and organize my equipment.

It’s true that we’re all different, and I admit to being a bit of a neat freak, but being at the ready—dancing shoes at hand, so to speak—allows the serious painter to quickly get into the dance before the music stops playing.

Even if it’s just for a quick waltz, the creative benefits will be rewarding. Semper Paratus!
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Buena Vista Sunrise | Malheur National Wildlife Preserve, Oregon | Plein air oil on oil-primed linen | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Private collection
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Morning Impressions | Tweed, Ontario

Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 9" (30cm × 23cm) | Private collection



The term Impressionism denotes a style of painting made popular in the late 1800s in France. A critic, meaning to be satirical, coined the term after seeing an exhibit that contained Claude Monet’s painting, Impression, Sunrise. Little did he know that the term would stick and end up defining one of the most, if not the most, popular artistic movements to have ever existed in Western culture.

These artists who became known as Impressionists broke with the rigid rules of the high academic methods of painting, which relied heavily on the use of line. Natural light became their fascination and with it, a heightened use of color. To accentuate the energy pulsation of light and the notion that it contained many colors, they developed smaller fractured methods of applying pigment. These marks weren’t softened and blended like the traditional paintings of the era. Instead, they were left rough for the viewer’s eye to fuse. This, along with the use of vibrant color and lack of defined edge, accentuated the transient luminosity of sunlight.

The Impressionists abandoned their studios and worked en plein air, often in everyday settings. This introduced the public to a new way of looking at the world. Instead of portraying an idealized perspective, as was the fashion up to the time, these artists expressed the beauty in the commonplace, the transitory moment. All of this broke with tradition. The public at first reacted with hostility, but eventually came around to see the movement for what it was, a fresh and original vision.

Many of these pioneering artists worked in pastel, enjoying the immediacy of application and vibrancy it had to offer. Most notable among them was the father of modern pastel painting, Edgar Degas. To supply the specific color variations they required, paint manufactures and chemists were enlisted. Many of these fine companies survive today, including Sennelier, Girault and Henri Roché, to name a few.

Whether you currently paint in a more impressionistic style or have both feet firmly planted in traditional realism, the benefits of applying pastel in the fashion of the Impressionists will have its rewards. Start by drawing less in advance of applying color. Rely more on value and color variation to define spaces and form. Smudge less and allow the fractured marks of pastel to show. In other words, let the marks of pigment create the scene instead of drawing forms. This may be frustrating at first, but with a little practice and the reminder to step back so you can better see the effect, it will get easier.

One thing is for sure—you’ll never see light in the same way.

Any creative who’s trying to depict reality—whether an author, sculptor or painter—must try to master the art of illusion.

One of the most useful tools an artist can use to produce this magic is the manipulation of edges. By definition, an edge is the line where an object or area begins or ends: a border. In the framework of a painting, the governing factors in determining how an edge should be handled are the character of the object or area, the degree of value and color contrast that make up its surroundings, its overall importance and its placement within the composition.

In painting there are basically four types of edges: hard, firm, soft and lost. Hard edges appear razor sharp. They tend to turn up in areas of great contrast, solidify the appearance of an object, and demand attention. Firm edges are one step removed. They appear somewhat softer, while still retaining relative strength. They’re useful for painting areas that require a slightly lesser degree of importance than the center of interest. Soft edges are considerably fuzzier in appearance. The soft edge is useful for conveying textures, such as leaves and hair, as well as for indicating a sense of depth. Finally, lost edges are a soft gradation between adjacent areas. They indicate movement and atmosphere, and allow an observer’s eye to slip from one area to another.

When we look at a scene, the perception of mass and depth is governed by our position to the objects within the scene, their relationship to each other spatially, the inherent size of the objects, the position and reflective properties of the light source and the color tendencies. Since we’re not producing two offset images when painting, we have to rely on the perceived softness of an edge to translate the impression of bulk and depth upon a flat surface. The sharper the edge, the flatter the object will appear. As an instructor explained many years ago, “If it can cut you, sharpen its edge. If you can hug it, soften its edge.”


[image: ]

Broken Top Morning | Bend, Oregon | Plein air oil on oil-primed linen | 10" × 12" (25cm × 30cm) | Private collection



Every performer wants attention. Otherwise they wouldn’t choose to work on the public stage. And keeping the audience’s attention is paramount to a successful performance. Once attention is distracted, it can be well nigh impossible to bring it back. It’s no different with a painting. We want it to be viewed and enjoyed. We hope the viewer enters into the universe of our creation within the chosen format and lingers, ultimately experiencing our intentions. In most successful paintings, this is not by accident but by design.

A well-positioned and highly orchestrated area of interest within a painting is one of the most powerful tools used to draw attention. Contrast of edge, contrast of value and contrast of color intensity are all useful tools implemented in placing the spotlight on the star (the area of interest). Analysis of the compositional elements of shape and directional flow are others. These are the most common tools taught to aspiring artists and are, without a doubt, extremely useful.

Another great visual tool that helps keep the audience from straying outside the painting’s edges is how the peripheral spaces of the painting are handled. When we look forward, our eyes focus on a given area, and everything outside that area becomes softer and weaker in appearance. Purposefully softening hard edges, slightly darkening light value masses and weakening color saturation as they travel to the periphery of the painting directs the viewer to the center space, making it easier to keep their attention within its confines. This can be a subtle manipulation and need not appear contrived. The audience should not even be aware of its use.

To make this easier, I often start by faintly drawing an oval within the confines of my painting’s space using the center top/bottom and the center left/right. The egg shape oval produced within rectangular painting formats provides a guide. Then I place the compositional elements of the scene, making sure to manipulate the appearance of sharp edges, value contrasts and color intensity as they enter the spaces outside the central oval.

By keeping it subtle, the audience will be more likely to linger longer on my personal painting performance.
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Stones of the Sandia | Albuquerque, New Mexico | Plein air pastel on UART paper | 12" × 18" (30cm × 46cm) | Private collection
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Russian Gulch Afternoon | Mendocino, California | Plein air oil on oil-primed linen | 10" × 12" (25cm × 30cm) | Private collection



Red is the color of passion. A little goes a long way in a landscape painting.

Rarely is it found at its highest chroma within nature. Because of the effect that reflected light from the sky, which is blue, has on most local colors within a scene, there is a natural graying or weakening of intense reds when they are present in the landscape. Not that red doesn’t exist within the landscape, but it is usually weaker than pure Cadmium Red pigment. Even the intense warms of the Southwest deserts in Arizona and New Mexico share the color cast of the blue sky.

When the landscape is relatively void of local warm tones such as yellow, orange and red, it is easy to work with an overly intense palette of green and blue. Since light is made up of all color, all color should be represented in a painting to better duplicate light’s effect. Green, a mixture of blue and yellow, introduces the second primary color. If violet is included, red is brought into play, completing the triad. Grayed or neutral tones, those weaker-appearing colors, also help. When opposing colors are intermixed, a natural graying is produced. So gray can be thought of as representing all color and thus helps in representing a full spectrum of color within a painting.

Another so-called trick is to place a small note of red somewhere within the landscape. This doesn’t have to represent a thing, just the sensation of red. It is a bit of eye candy and the viewer will benefit from its presence within the visual space of the painting. It allows their eyes to have the complete spectrum of color represented without becoming overwhelmed. Historically, landscape artists have employed this to good effect. A pastoral scene, dominated by cooler color families, will have an added sparkle if a dollop of red is included. Too much and the effect is changed, making it a major player and ultimately altering the balance of color. While gimmicks are best avoided, understanding why the presence of a note of red works is empowering.

Think of it as that little dash of spice that reacts to other ingredients to make the dish even more delicious.
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River Dance | Scottsdale, Arizona

Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 9" (30cm × 23cm) | Private collection



One of the most frequently asked questions I get from painters is: How do you know when your painting is done?

Knowing when to stop and call a painting finished is, without a doubt, one of the most mysterious of painting dilemmas and one that has plagued artists throughout time. The basic human propensity to believe that more is better, when left unchecked, can prove detrimental, causing us to continue making marks well after the concept and purpose of a painting has been achieved. We may want more, but is it good for the painting? The key to learning how to determine when enough is enough in respect to a painting is simple: Develop technical confidence through practice. The more assured I am with the products I am using, the easier it is to focus on the artistic possibilities of the painting.

Making sure that I understand the concept/purpose of the painting before ever putting pigment to surface can lead to a more intuitive reaction at the easel. Reminding myself to take breaks from the easel to get a fresh perspective. Stepping a few feet back and then closing and resting my eyes for a few moments. Placing a signature on the painting at a point when I feel good about it. Putting black pH-neutral masking tape around a painting’s edge to create a new viewing perspective. Anything that makes me pause and reassess can prove helpful in pointing out that less may be more.

A student once shared, “Painting is like playing a game of chess. First you learn the rules of the game and how the individual pieces move. Then you form a strategy, anticipating the moves required to win. If you don’t pay attention and stay present after every countermove, you may find yourself continuing to move the chess pieces around the board well after the game has been won. It serves no purpose.”

Is it done yet? There is always something more that could be done. The key is learning to know whether it should be done. For my plein air pastel River Dance, I anticipated and planned on doing a lot more detail in the tree limbs, grasses and distant mountains. At a certain point, I stood back and took a break from painting and asked myself, “Would another mark of pastel make the painting better?” The answer was “No,” and the game was over.
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McKinley on location in Scottsdale, Arizona, during the painting of River Dance.

PHOTO COURTESY OF LISA STAUFFER



Artists have to develop an approach to painting that reflects their unique psyche.

The methods of one artist may not fit another. When you paint every day, you confront your internal fears and strengths. The better we understand ourselves, the easier it is to create painting methods that support our essence.

This painting exploration into self-awareness has led me to understand the profound importance that the initial drawing has in my own oil and pastel work. This initial drawing helps me focus on my subject matter and calmly investigate the personality of the shapes and surfaces that inhabit the composition in advance of the excitement of color.

Initial thumbnail sketches in a sketchbook are the beginning of my process. It’s at this stage that my thoughts are made real. I explore the best format for the composition, examine the abstraction of reality into simplified shapes and value masses, and contemplate subtractions and additions. Once the design feels good, I commit to a surface. This is where I may stray from my normal painting approach. Instead of placing just a simplified outline onto the surface, I often prefer to make an elaborate drawing directly on the painting surface. For pastel, I use a simple HB drawing pencil and thin oil washes for oil.

Even though this elaborate drawing will eventually be covered with thicker applications of pigment, it serves a profound purpose for my personality. It allows me to internalize the scene and quiet the eager hand that wants to jump into color. I don’t see it as a waste of time. In fact, it is of paramount importance to my process. It is the sensitivity stage (see page 135). From here, serendipity and solution evolve.
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Spring Blues | Goleta, California | Plein air oil on oil-primed linen | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Collection of the artist
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Tones of Asilomar | Pacific Grove, California

Plein air pastel on UART paper | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Collection of the artist



Expressing our individual perspective and feelings is the core reason most of us paint.

When we look at another artist’s paintings, it’s as if we’re seeing the world through their eyes. In representational art, the ability to see and understand the visual reality of what lies before us is the foundation of self-expression. The old saying “You have to know the rules before you can break them” is fitting. It is how we lead ourselves to the intensive study in the craft of painting. Years are devoted to drawing (relative shape, size and mass relationship), value (light and dark relationship), color (harmonious hue relationship) and mastery of painting media techniques. Once competency is achieved, it is the work of orchestrating these elements to a desired effect that becomes the goal of the artist.

By definition, orchestrate means to arrange or manipulate, especially by means of clever or thorough planning. A good analogy is that of the orchestra conductor. Before the baton is bestowed, conductors have to learn to read music and understand the individual instruments that make up the orchestra. Listen to different conductors performing the same piece of classical music and you will witness their individual orchestrations. This act of arrangement, manipulation and choice is evident in all of the arts. What we do as painters with the visual elements of our scenes and painting techniques is very similar.

Whether our goal is to conduct the New York Philharmonic or paint a painting worthy of the National Gallery of Art, we all must start at the beginning. The better we understand the elements involved in painting, the better we will be at orchestrating them. With enough patience, discipline and practice, we may one day find ourselves raising the sound of the string section or manipulating color in a painting for effect. A tree will no longer be just a tree or a flower a flower. We will be able to skillfully manage the audience’s perceptions to match our intent. Ultimately, artwork worthy of being called a masterpiece may be produced, and we may even achieve the status of Maestro!

Arranging design elements into a successful composition is the foundation of any good painting. When a painting doesn’t seem to work, painters often add more detail, only to find that all the beautiful paint in the world can’t resolve the situation.

Evaluating the elements of shape, value and color through thumbnail sketching is a useful way to determine if the composition is strong enough to support the painting. When working small, first simplify objects into large shapes. Next, assign value (the relative lightness or darkness) to the shapes. Finally, determine the arrangement of the major colors within the scene. Once this initial evaluation is complete, study the general balance and visual thrust of these shapes, values and colors. This makes it easier to see the composition. Rarely does nature provide the perfect arrangement. Frequently, subtractions, additions and other alterations will be needed before a composition is arranged well. Keep in mind: Just because it’s there doesn’t mean it’s good for the painting.

Another determining factor for a successful painting is whether a composition is made up of dominants. Before applying product to surface, I ask myself, “Is there a dominant shape, value or color within this composition?” If there are too many redundant shapes, values or colors, or too much equality among them, the viewer will be confused. For visual excitement within the confines of the composition, be sure there is inequality. If a large shape dominates a composition, a few smaller shapes will act as accents. If a painting is dominantly dark, the light shapes become interesting. If the painting is dominated by warmer colors, a few cool accents will demand attention, and vice versa.

It’s a fact that humans seek order. We tend to line things up in an orderly fashion, divide spaces evenly and balance the relative values and color in our paintings, which creates mundane compositions. For a composition to be exciting, it must be made up of visual inequality; something should be dominant. The elements of shape, value and color are the stones that make up the compositional foundation.

Just as a home must be built on solid ground before the furniture is installed, so too must a painting’s foundation.
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Chromatic Afternoon | Summer Lake, Oregon | Plein air oil on oil-primed linen | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Collection of the artist
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Coastal Morning | Carpinteria, California | Plein air pastel on UART paper | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Collection of the artist



One of the greatest tools that a landscape painter can employ to heighten the appearance of depth in a painting is the effect of atmospheric perspective, also known as aerial perspective.

The level of atmospheric conditions present in a scene and the relative distance of the viewed objects from the observer govern the effect’s severity during daylight conditions. Molecules of air combined with water vapor, dust and pollution act to scatter skylight that is made up of short wavelengths of light. These short wavelengths appear blue, which is why most skies appear bluish. As the distance between the object and viewer increases, the scattered-light effect compounds. This decreases the perceived contrast of the object with its background and shifts it toward the color of the background. Since the background is usually blue in appearance, it will have a cooling effect on the object’s appearance. An exception to this occurs at sunrise or sunset when distant colors appear redder. As objects recede at this time of day, they appear to become warmer.

Atmospheric perspective is one of my “Big Three” concepts along with the law of simultaneous contrast and focal points. I constantly encourage my students to employ it to create a heightened sense of depth within the confines of their paintings

Mother Nature doesn’t always grant the degree of obvious atmospheric perspective I want, such as that found in Coastal Morning. When I find myself in one of those settings, I employ artistic license and put some in anyway. As things recede, I let details become harder to differentiate, decrease value contrast, make the appearance of colors cooler and weaken color intensity. It’s okay to be a bit dramatic so the audience perceives more depth.

When a flat painting surface produces this effect and propels the viewer into the scene, it is one of the greatest illusions an artist can create.


[image: ]

Nature’s Windows | Carpinteria, California | Plein air oil on oil-primed linen | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection



Painting can be an intense exercise.

All of us first come to painting with enthusiasm. It’s a joyous adventure filled with possibilities. Every new experience and accomplishment is cause for celebration. As we get deeper into the craft, we begin to understand just how difficult it is. So much effort can be put into learning how to paint that we can forget to play and to have fun artistically.

The importance of remembering to have fun is something I was taught many years ago while learning to play tennis. I loved the game but knew I needed a lot of guidance to play it well. I went to the local tennis club and inquired about lessons. The resident pro was a world-class player and took me onto the court to assess my skill level. After he hit a few balls over the net and I energetically attempted to hit them back, we approached the net. “Richard,” he said, “you are one of the worst players I have ever seen. You are awkward and have taught yourself to do every tennis move wrong, but you have such great enthusiasm for the game that I am willing to take you on as a student with one condition: You will do the lessons I lay out without objection, even if it entails hours of hitting a ball against a wall, and you will pay me a lot of money for the privilege. This will take considerable time and great effort on your part. If you agree to my terms, I have one more very important request: You have to remember to continue to play the game with your friends and just have fun between the lessons. It’s the most important key.”

When I am feeling like painting is becoming just a lesson and a bit of an exercise, I like to give myself permission to have fun and to be playful with technique and subject matter. By not overthinking technique and allowing myself to spontaneously respond, creative possibilities may emerge. If it is a mess, I cover it up and correct it. When I notice that the subject matter is becoming a bit predictable and formulated, I play around by selecting a section of a scene and having fun with its textures and rhythms. Wooded areas are great for this. Both of these practices lighten me up and bring back the enthusiasm I have for the painting game.

The kid comes out again.
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Mendocino Morning | Mendocino, California | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Private collection



While painting early one morning along the cliffs of Russian Gulch park looking across to the headlands of Mendocino, California, I was reminded that even when painting en plein air, I have permission to interpret. As the fog began to lift, I quietly drew a few simple lines onto the pastel surface to represent the major shapes of the composition. After I developed an underpainting in watercolor, I quickly followed with a few marks of pastel. As I stepped away from the easel to have a sip of coffee, I looked at the painting and became aware of a crossroads: I could attempt to create the scene in front of me, which was constantly changing, or follow the painting where it was taking me. Liking what I saw, I decided to give myself permission to go with the painting and forgo the absoluteness of the scene.

I had a similar experience during a plein air demonstration in upstate New York a few years ago. As my painting developed that day, the choices, manipulations and liberties I was taking with the scene became more and more apparent to the students paying close attention. This prompted one of them to make an observation: “It looks like you do what is best for the painting, instead of being subservient to the scene.” My reply was, “Indeed, that’s what painting is. We do what is needed, manipulating and orchestrating the elements of the painting to best communicate our intentions about the scene.” Later, the student’s observation got me thinking, so I compared a photo from the scene to the finished painting. The photo appeared cold and boring. If I hadn’t been there in person, I would never have given this photo a second glance.

When in the presence of the unlimited possibilities of nature, I have two choices: to feel completely overwhelmed and cower before it, or to open the door of chance and become inspired. By allowing myself to be surrounded by natural light that’s always in motion and becoming influenced by the entire setting, even areas outside my view, I am free to make choices that lead to personal artistic statements.

At the end of the day, no one gets a prize for making it exactly the way it was.
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Sparks Lake Study | Bend, Oregon | Plein air oil on oil-primed linen | 10" × 12" (25cm × 30cm) | Private collection



As painters, we understand that without light there would be nothing visible. Objects within our painting scenes have three elements: mass, a proximity to one another and a reflective quality. All of these elements work in conjunction with the light source to create what we see. There are two major components at work when we see: the eye and the mind. The eye is the camera and the mind the processor. Just like photography, the eye records the information, and that information is then interpreted into a representative image by the brain.

Reference photography is a helpful means to better understand what we see. Unlike the camera, we reshape information into the symbolic. From infancy, we compile this information into a belief system. When we see something, our mind quickly pulls from this stored information and identifies it. This produces a certain amount of bias and prejudice: skies are blue, trees are green, flesh tones orange. What we miss is the color temperature cast of the light. A house may be white, but only as white as the light striking it. We don’t take the time to really look.

Becoming sensitive to the quality of light takes time and practice.

You have to confront your color prejudices that have taken years to accumulate. Open yourself up to the sensation of the light; compare different areas to each other and look for a shift in common colors. Ask yourself: Does the white house across the street look the same as the white paper in my sketchbook? If the color temperature of light continues to be difficult to see, try placing a good-sized white surface outside in a location near your home, then observe it at various times of the day during different seasons. Look for subtle color shifts. Over time, you’ll see them. And once you do, it will become easier to see the color of the light in every situation, making the act of painting more successful.


3 The Role Technique Plays

The general purpose of beginning a pastel painting with an underpainting is to create a setup in advance of the application of pastel. It is the foundation upon which you build the painting. An underpainting is particularly useful when surface tone is vastly different than what is being portrayed. This can be especially bothersome in dark passages where major amounts of pastel would have to be applied, making subsequent pastel application difficult.

Various products can be used to create an underpainting. The only consideration is the surface’s ability to accept the product and retain enough abrasion to allow for pastel application. Artists have experimented with a multitude of underpainting techniques such as wetting pastel with a range of materials, including water, odorless mineral spirits, alcohol, resins, watercolor, gouache, liquid acrylic paint and thinner oil paint. These wet underpainting methods create unlimited possibilities for translucency, texture and serendipitous effects, and their creative potential continues to expand as new surfaces and products become available.

Wet underpainting techniques are very popular with pastelists, but they are not the only means of achieving an artistic setup in advance of thicker pastel application. The simple act of drifting, smudging and smearing dry pastel across a surface can provide extremely interesting effects and requires no special solutions or preparation. Three things govern the outcome: the pastel, the surface and the implement used for smudging. These three things interact to produce a wide degree of variance.

Traditionally, harder sticks of pastel work best for dry pastel underpainting. They deposit a minimal amount of pigment, providing more control. When using softer sticks, it’s best to apply as little pastel as possible; otherwise, a heavy pastel layer will form. Richer pastel hues, those containing less gray, are also preferable, unless a muted undertone is desired.

Surface will affect the final appearance by the nature of its base tone and tooth. The lighter the surface tone, the brighter the underpainting will appear. The tooth of the surface will affect how much pastel can be applied and drifted without being lifted.

A variety of tools can be used to smear or drift the pastel, including the artist’s hand or any number of external devices such as a paper towel, a leather chamois, a piece of plastic foam pipe insulation or even a plastic shopping bag. It is advisable to experiment before committing to a serious painting project.

Wet underpainting techniques play a big part in my pastel work, but I am also very fond of creating dry pastel underpaintings. By applying light layers of pastel and drifting it across the surface, I don’t have to worry about retaining edges. In fact, I encourage the loss of edges by drifting in counterpoint to the blocked-in shapes. This creates a beautiful ethereal underpainting—a sort of dream for the subsequent building of a pastel reality.
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Chamisa Fall | Santa Fe, New Mexico

Studio pastel on UART paper | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Private collection



As an artist, I have experimented with many diverse media throughout my personal journey.

Pastel and oil continue to be the constants and make up the bulk of my gallery work. Early in my career, I worked seriously with watercolor and often employ it today for pastel underpainting techniques. What I have observed by working with these media is that each has strengthened my abilities with the other. Watercolor has taught me to identify negative space. In keeping it transparent, I’ve learned to work from light to dark, the opposite of most opaque media like oil and pastel. This awareness has made me more sensitive to the power of the spaces that surround many areas of interest. It’s a reverse way of seeing because you paint what is around something to make it appear strong.

Painting with oils has taught me the power of the application stroke. Working wet, from dark to light, allows for thicker paint applications as the painting progresses. The heavier, bravura strokes add an artistic flare and excitement. Both watercolor and oil can be applied in thin, transparent paint applications referred to as glazes. These glazes shift color and value, providing a method to make subtle changes without repainting.

My time painting with pastel has made me more sensitive to the tactile qualities of applying pigment. The ability to make gestural marks while varying pressure has profoundly influenced my brushwork when painting in oils and watercolor. It’s as if the best qualities of each medium have come together to strengthen my general painting abilities. I now find myself starting a painting with the intent to focus on negative space. I enjoy the process of working from thin to thick, finishing with bold, immediate strokes. And I have become keenly aware of the power of touch when applying pigment.

Our paintings are like children. No matter the flaws, we love them forever. The medium we choose to use to express ourselves is more like a friend. We are either attracted to its personality or not. Some may become best friends; others, only brief acquaintances. But there is something gained from every interaction. Each has played an intricate part in forming who we are and how we paint.
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Before the Storm | Denver, Colorado

Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 16" × 12" (41cm × 30cm) | Private collection
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Along the Slough | Edison, Washington

Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 16" × 12" (41cm × 30cm) | Private collection



We all start out as infants. Before we’re capable of running, we have to learn to crawl, stand and walk. As we mature, these become motor skills. We respond appropriately to physical situations without conscious thought. Our painting abilities can be thought of in much the same way. As newborn painters, we have weak intuitive impulses. As we mature, through dedicated learning and repetitive practice, we become stronger and more capable of expressing individual personalities. With diligent effort and time, we evolve into artists who respond with more emotion and expression, ultimately displaying confidence.

One of the ways this confidence can be manifested in a painting is with bold, loose strokes. The term painterly is often used to describe this appearance. Simply stated, painterly means “in the manner of paint.” A painterly painting retains the recognizable attributes of the products used. It looks like a painting. While pastel is not wet paint, it is still capable of appearing painterly. It is important to acknowledge that beauty is in the eye of the beholder and there is no inherent superiority to working in a looser fashion. Every artist needs to find their personal style of expression and produce works that communicate their intent. But if your goal is to loosen up as a painter, one thing is key: confidence. A boldly painted painting is not about sloppily applied pigment but about economical applications that appear masterful. While appearing spontaneous and effortless, these applications can often be very laborious and methodical. It is well documented that the beautiful bravura work demonstrated in John Singer Sargent’s paintings was meticulously planned and often repeatedly applied.

One of the best ways to gain this confidence is to spend time working out compositional elements in advance of applying pigment. Nothing bolsters a confident application more than a solid drawing, a well-thought-out design, a familiarity with products and a good understanding of technique. A loose, yet intentional, underpainting is another helpful tool. It can allow for a fracturing of color and softer edges, producing a harmonious foundation upon which economical final strokes can be applied.
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Underpainting for Along the Slough.



Painting in a painterly fashion is not about how fast one paints, but how prepared one is as a painter.

Whether you evolve over time into a loose painter or remain tight, being prepared and well practiced will produce a confidence that will be evident.

I’m fond of reminding students that painting is similar to a magic show.

The things represented in the confines of a painting’s border are an illusion. We act as the illusionist—arranging shapes, edges, values and color infused with atmospheric perspective and centers of interest. These are the basic components of the production and the tools painters have up their sleeves. By understanding how the human eye sees, we learn to manipulate these tricks to heighten reality and make a personal statement.

One of the most undervalued tricks is scale. As a component of drawing, scale sets the relative size of objects within a painting to indicate proportion. Everything within a painting is an association. The viewer uses their memories and experiences to recognize and relate to what is being portrayed. Certain objects, like the human form and man-made structures, set a standard size for comparison. Everything else will be placed in context to them. When figures and buildings are not present in a composition, we associate to the most familiar object, such as a tree, rock or mountain. This is where our personal bias and that of the viewer come into play. Were the trees short and the mountains tall, or the trees tall and the mountain even taller? It can be tough to know at times unless there is something in the painting to set the scale. Afternoon Storm is an example of a landscape in which I used the elements of buildings and power poles to inform a sense of scale. Linear perspective plays a big part here as well. Relative objects need to feel larger in the foreground and smaller in the distance to achieve the appearance of space.

When confronted with a composition that is “scale challenged,” a subtle indication of a building, road or fence can often add the necessary point of comparison to set a scale for the other elements of the scene. Even if these elements were not present in the scene, they can be added to accentuate the illusion of scale. It is the prerogative of the painter.
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Afternoon Storm | Taos, New Mexico | Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 24" × 24" (61cm × 61cm) | Private collection




[image: ]

Textures of Summer | Ashland, Oregon | Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection



A frequent question I hear at workshops is, “How can I loosen up as a painter?”

After devoting years to learning craft, many painters find themselves trapped in utilitarian methods that may render competent paintings that lack the poetic quality of more painterly works. Just as a poet plays with syntax to express his thoughts (think e.e. cummings), so too must the painter. A basic study or drawing, value relationship, color harmony and media mastery are our syntactical starting points. How we orchestrate them ultimately becomes the poetic statement.

As we diligently work to hone our painting skills, we learn to analyze individual objects or areas within a scene so we can better understand them. This can lead to paintings that are overly detailed and somewhat photographic in nature, which can defeat a painterly, poetic intention. To overcome this, it is helpful to familiarize yourself with the subject matter. The more intimate we are with what we paint, the better we are able to loosen up and express how we feel. I have found it very helpful to paint the same scene or similar subject matter repeatedly. With each painting, I become more comfortable, less controlling and more poetic.

Another tool I find very helpful to loosening up is the application of an underpainting. An underpainting can provide a utilitarian or inspirational base upon which to respond. A utilitarian underpainting tends to be more area specific. If not finessed, it can isolate objects within the framework of the painting. An inspirational underpainting is more intuitive. It attempts to set up the artist’s overall feelings about the scene. Atmosphere and mood can be heightened, colors and value relationships harmonized, and edges manipulated as a means of conveying the artist’s feelings. Think of the utilitarian underpainting as being more prosaic and the inspirational underpainting as a more poetic description of a scene. Both rely on words, but one is merely matter of fact, while the other conveys feelings.

Artistic personality is also an important element to learning to loosen your style as a painter. We each have a voice that is individual to ourselves. It can be very frustrating to wish for something that is not part of our DNA. Just as some of us are neat freaks while others are content to be surrounded by clutter, so too is the tight versus loose painter. Find your personal comfort zone and create within it. With patience and steady work, you may give yourself permission to loosen up. If not, so be it! It is who you are! Viva la différence!
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A Summer Dance | Santa Fe, New Mexico | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 18" (30cm × 46cm) | Private collection



During every workshop I teach, I am reminded of how differently we see our own paintings. As I circulate from student to student, I often comment on how well an area looks, only to see it drastically altered on my next visit. I felt they were finished, they felt there was more to do. This reinforces the notion of artistic individuality. It is at the core of what makes us the artists we are; otherwise, every painting would look alike. How boring would that be?

Conversely, this may indicate that the painter is not seeing the development of the painting and is merely making marks to make marks. When we first form the notion of a painting, we form a preconceived idea of what it will look like. This guides our choices and acts as an internal road map for the painting’s journey. If we don’t step back from time to time and look objectively at the painting, we will plow ahead to a preconceived destination, oblivious of the painting’s development.

I like to show slides of pastel paintings at most workshops. It allows me to share years of personal development. There is one painting, A Summer Dance, that I always tell a story about. It is the moment I confronted my preconceived painting notions. Many years ago, on a gallery trip to Santa Fe, I was fortunate to connect with a few painting friends for a late-afternoon plein air excursion on the outskirts of town. Among them was master pastelist Albert Handell. After a couple of hours of painting, I heard footsteps approaching behind me. It was Albert. He patiently waited for me to pause and inquired if I had time to come over and see his painting. We were the only ones left at the site. He was getting ready to pack up for the day and wanted to share his painting with me. I placed my pastel stick back into the palette, turned around and began to walk in the direction of his easel. Approximately twenty-five feet from my easel, Albert stopped and turned around to glace back at my painting, “I think you are done. What do you think, Richard?” As I looked at the painting, I thought, It looks pretty good. Who am I to disagree with Albert Handell? “Yes, I agree I think I am done,” I stated. “Yes,” Albert said. “Now come look at my painting.” After looking at his work, which was beautiful, I walked back to my easel and quietly picked up a pastel stick and began making marks. After a few minutes, I heard a thundering voice from behind me. “If you think you are done, why are you still painting?” As he repeated the comment, laughter ensued. There I was, guilty of what I had noticed in students. Even though I was pleased, I was making marks to make marks, because I believed I wasn’t done.

I still go too far and make too many marks, but the memory of A Summer Dance makes me listen more closely for the painting’s whisper: Put the pastel stick down and step back from the easel.

Pastelists who utilize an underpainting to establish a foundation in advance of pastel typically do so with one of two mind-sets. They either wish to create a utilitarian foundation that establishes the basic value and color masses, or they want to create a foundation that provides the potential for creative possibilities. Of course, the two can be combined, generating even more interactive opportunities.

When I begin the application of pastel over an underpainting, I approach it incrementally. If an area in the painting needs to be darker or lighter, warmer or cooler, I start with pastels that are very close in appearance to the underpainting and progressively nudge the selections toward the desired end effect. This allows the applied pastel to have a visual connection to the underpainting, making it appear less as though the pastel were plopped on to the painting—something I call the “Christmas tree ornament effect.” To better control the gradual application, especially if you have a heavy hand, start with harder pastel sticks and migrate to softer sticks. Work throughout the painting’s composition, placing more emphasis on the centers of interest. This allows the painting to evolve as if it were coming out of the fog into focus.

If you consistently cover your entire underpainting, check the value scheme of the underpainting. If the basic value structure of the underpainting does not provide some relativity, it will ultimately have to be covered for the painting to make sense. You may also be one of those artists who just loves to apply pastel. It is the medium we fell in love with for this tactile pleasure. If so, approach your underpainting simply to get rid of a blank surface and enjoy the subsequent applications of heavier pastel.

Working incrementally should not be thought of as being overly cautious. It is not about intimidation or fear of destroying the underpainting. Instead, it should be thought of as providing a better means of allowing for some of the underpainting to show through.

With a light hand and a gradual approach, a visual relationship will be established, and the underpainting and overpainting can work together to produce the final magic.
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Winter’s Light | Ashland, Oregon | Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Private collection



There are three components to a representational painting: subject matter, medium and style.

Each provides a painter with a means for creative expression. I like to compare them to music. The subject matter becomes the arranged notes upon a sheet of paper. The medium becomes the instrument used for the performance such as watercolor, oil or pastel. The style becomes the manner or fashion of the performance. While all of these elements coexist in any successful painting or musical performance, their final appeal will ultimately be governed by individual taste and the artist’s technical ability. Generally when viewing paintings, the public is attracted to subject matter first, followed by medium and style. They are drawn to, and associate with, the story of a painting—its content. Conversely, fellow artists and connoisseurs of art tend to appreciate style and mastery of medium over subject matter. This observation helps to explain why some artists sell very well and others win more awards. To be relevant in both is the goal of most artists.

One term linked to style that denotes virtuosity and painting passion is bravura, which is defined as a show of daring, boldness or brilliance with a florid technical display. In painting, this is often associated with brushwork. Classic examples of bravura flair are the works of artists John Singer Sargent and Giovanni Boldini. While pastelists may not use a brush to apply their medium, there’s no less bravura demonstrated in many of their paintings. The immediacy of application and capability of mark-making of pastel makes it a near perfect medium for the display of bravura next to oil.

If you wish to express bravura in your work, realize that it’s rooted in self-confidence, a self-confidence that’s attained by having a familiarity with the subject matter and command of the painting medium. This is accomplished through practice. To paint with bravura relies upon the fundamental painting components of accurate drawing, good compositional design and harmonious value/color relationships. Without them, all the expressive strokes an artist may make will be for nothing. Bravura is not by accident but by design. The paintings of Sargent may be filled with bold, expressive brushwork that appears effortless, but historic documentation shows that it often took many failed attempts before a bravura outcome.

Making it appear effortless was his genius!
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High Desert Symphonic | Steens Mountain Wilderness, Oregon | Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 16" × 24" (41cm × 61cm) | Private collection
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High Desert Drama | Steens Mountain Wilderness, Oregon | Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 18" (30cm × 46cm) | Private collection



It can be frustrating during the painting process when we know something’s just not quite right, but we can’t seem to put a finger on it or know what to do to resolve it. While some paintings fall into place, others can require significant adjustments to be considered finished. I assure you, having a studio filled with my own unresolved paintings, this perplexing situation has no prejudice between novice and professional artist. While there may be no cure, there are a few things that I find helpful:


	Know my purpose. I try to remind myself why I started the painting in the first place. Was it the subject matter, lighting or color relationships? The physics of painting can allow us to lose sight of the initial purpose behind the painting. This in turn leaves us sailing around like a ship without a destination. It may be an interesting journey, but if we don’t know where we are going, how do we know when we have arrived?

	Art evaluation. Analyze the fundamental components of the painting’s composition such as shape, value and color relationships. Look at the painting upside down. This denies the mind an association to recognizable objects and makes it easier to focus on abstract design elements. Compare the initial composition sketch to the painting and make sure that the same visual flow is represented. If you find it hard to evaluate value differences, use a piece of ruby-red plastic as an overlay or digitally convert the painting image to grayscale. Scrutinize the composition of color. Make sure colors are harmonious and share a light source. Remember the general rule of composition that every category (shape, value and color) needs both a dominant and subordinates. Otherwise, there is no visual impact.

	Establish the focal point. I ask myself if the painting has an area of interest. Is this spot working as the first place the eye goes? Does the eye then travel to other points of interest, ultimately returning to the main area of interest? If not, decide what accents to add to make it stand out. Visual interest is associated to contrast of edge, value and color saturation.

	Be willing to take a chance. Being afraid of ruining a painting, or falling in love with a specific section of a painting, can cause me to freeze, making it difficult to finish. While it is true that additional adjustments can sometimes produce disastrous consequences, ultimately relegating the work to the burn pile, they may also make all the difference between a painting being judged marginal or excellent. Plus, if final adjustments don’t improve the painting, something can be learned from the attempt. Nothing ventured, nothing gained! True artistic growth is always based in taking chances.



Any talk of finishing always begs the question: How do you know when a painting is done?

The best answer I have is to quote Leonardo da Vinci: “Art is never finished, only abandoned.” I would add: some to a frame and exhibition, and others to the trash bin.
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Morning Reflections | Redmond, Oregon | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 18" (30cm × 46cm) | Private collection



Most painters apply some form of an underpainting in advance of heavier applications to mass in the large areas of a composition (see page 119). This underlayer acts as a stage for the overlayer performance of pastel or paint. For some artists, the underpainting serves a very general purpose by representing the average value and color tones of the scene. It’s merely a simple block-in, making it easier to cover the painting surface without having to use an abundance of product. For others, the underpainting becomes a creative opportunity to indicate texture, atmosphere, rhythm, harmony and emotion. In the end, major portions of the underpainting may show through, providing a partnership and added dimension to the final painting.

No matter which underpainting approach (utilitarian or creative) I embrace, there is one factor that can’t be ignored: If the general value (degree of lightness and darkness) is not represented in the major spaces of the painting’s underpainting, no matter how beautiful the colors, values, tones and textures are, it will ultimately have to be covered. It brings to mind the old adage: “Value does the work and color gets the glory.”

Being a painter who enjoys the serendipitous interaction of a spontaneous underpainting and yet understands the importance of value doing the work, I have continued to experiment with techniques that provide the best of both. Morning Reflections is an example of one such method where I playfully employed a drippy wet watercolor underpainting. As pastel was judiciously applied, an interaction between the under- and overpainting materialized. While the amount of underpainting showing through in the final painting was not planned, at a certain point it worked.

This is the creative partnership I hope for when initiating an underpainting.
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Last Light Ojai | Ojai, California

Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 16" × 20" (41cm × 51cm) | Private collection



One of the great advantages of oil paint, beyond its inherent richness of value and color depth due to the pigment’s suspension in oil, is the ability to apply it thickly—to create an impasto surface effect.

The term impasto originates from the Italian word pasta, which means “paste.” When associated to painting, it signifies a technique in which paint, or pigment, is laid onto a surface heavily enough that the brush or tool used for application leaves a visible impression. Artists working in pastel can use a softer pastel stick with a bold application to re-create the appearance of impasto, but in doing so, a layer of pigment is created that is often fragile and prone to damage.

The effect of impasto in a painting serves several purposes. It adds a surface topography that is capable of reflecting light, which imparts a sculptural quality to a painting and is useful for accenting surface form. It can indicate the gestural force of the painter adding more expression to a painting. It can also be used to create areas of visual fascination due to its variance from surface consistency.

Both old and modern-day masters have used it to great effect. Jackson Pollock said, “I continue to get further away from the usual painter’s tools such as easel, palette, brushes, etc. I prefer sticks, trowels and dripping fluid paint or a heavy impasto with sand, broken glass or other foreign matter added.”

When working in pastel, there are two basic ways of creating the impression of oil impasto while retaining a stable final pastel surface. The first relies on the use of fixative. The addition of workable fixative, either by spray application or brush, is capable of adding body to a layer of volatile pastel, allowing for heavier upper layers of soft pastel to be thickly applied. Layer after layer can be built utilizing this technique, which can be traced back to the experimental techniques of Edgar Degas. The second has developed from acrylic pastel grounds that are capable of retaining substantial texture. The modern acrylic binders used today for the formulation of gritty pastel primers are heavy enough to preserve impasto, yet flexible enough to not be prone to cracking and flaking. This allows the pastelist to experiment with a wide variety of potential surface textures in advance of pastel application and create the look of pseudo oil impasto.
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Detail of thick impasto applications.



The stages of learning to paint can be compared to human development. Youth is about wonder and exploration. A sense of self develops. Maturity is about taking whatever skill sets we have developed and working within our comfort zone, hopefully to a fulfilling end result. Settling into these techniques takes time and exploration.

One technique that I employ that evolved out of youthful exploration and mature observation is the “incremental approach.” As the phrase implies, it’s based on working in small, gradual steps instead of bold leaps. This is especially useful when applying an underpainting process. It works like this: Instead of starting with the extremes and filling in, such as setting the darkest dark and the lightest light, or the brightest color tones, you work toward those extremes incrementally. We all identify the extremes at the beginning of a painting. These are often the things that attracted us in the first place. When small indications are placed early in the painting, they can prove very helpful, setting a sort of visual benchmark to respond to. But when overstated, the process of trying to fill in the blanks can produce overworked, muddy results. The final painting can appear disjointed. I equate this to someone trying to shove cake under the icing. It is a messy process.

What works for me is to start a painting by setting a few masses that indicate the general value and color of the composition (value is much more important than color at this stage) and then respond with incremental movement toward the accent extremes. These masses can be produced with pastel or mixed-media techniques and may be visible in the final painting. Once I have set the underfoundation—baked the cake, so to speak—I find a pastel stick or mix paint that takes a gradual step toward where I wish to go and begin the icing. For instance, if I need to create dark in an area, I will find a pastel stick or mix paint that is one step darker and begin there, then take another step and so on. When a shift in color is desired, I’ll respond in the same gradual way. This incremental application allows for the eye to connect the pastel or paint stroke to the underpainting substructure, often making it difficult to tell where one ends and the other begins. This allows for gradual work toward the extremes.

When students state they always cover up the entire underpainting, I tell them that it is generally an indication that they were not working incrementally or that the value structure of the underpainting was too far off and had to be covered to create a sound painting.

Sometimes the cake doesn’t work, even with the best icing. Bake another!
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A Place of Reflection | Fir Island, Washington | Plein air pastel on UART paper | 12" × 18" (30cm × 46cm) | Private collection
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Textures of Provence | Provence, France

Studio pastel on gray Wallis paper | 24" × 18" (61cm × 46cm) | Private collection



Artists come into their own personal technique and style with time.

These cannot be purchased at the local art store but must develop through practice. Over my many years of painting, I’ve worked in a variety of media, styles and techniques, and while I don’t know what the future might hold, I’ve developed three stages in my painting process that allow me to have better focus and control today. I refer to them as the Three S’s—sensitivity, serendipity and solution.

Sensitivity: This first stage represents the concept and plan. This is where the idea and desire to paint is thought out. The compositional elements of shape, direction and value are all analyzed in preparation for painting.

Serendipity: The second stage represents the setup and underpainting. It’s where the mechanics of the technique are set up, often with a playful underpainting technique. The visual phenomenon of simultaneous contrast, atmospheric perspective and edges are manipulated at this stage in advance of the final application.

Solution: The third stage represents the response and resolution. This is where a response is made to the second stage, and hopefully by referencing the first stage, a successful resolution can be accomplished. The painter gets to orchestrate all the elements of edge, value and color as a means to facilitate the end result.

These stages are not meant to be a formula of how to paint, but more of a staged progression to a successful outcome.
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Wandering Up the Hill | Carmel, California | Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 17" × 17" (43cm × 43cm) | Private collection



For many painters, the process of creating is filled with equal measures of enthusiasm and fear. This strange mixture of emotions comes into play in nearly every stage of a painting and, depending on the personality of the artist, can be either beneficial or detrimental.

In the beginning stages, painters often find themselves excited to start but intimidated by the blank surface. The apprehension to make the first mark can be overwhelming. Where should it be? What value and color should it be? What if it is wrong? This is fear of commitment. The crazy little voice in our head forgets that this is the beginning and can easily be corrected. As I once told a student who was frozen at the easel pondering every possible mark scenario, “Just close your eyes, pick up something from the palette and make a mark! Whatever and wherever it may be, you will have started the process and you’ll have something to respond to.”

The middle stages of a painting are where we often confront two scenarios: boredom or confusion. For the impatient painter, boredom is a curse that leads to hurried marks. The enthusiasm for the painting has waned and they just want to be done. Confusion is that point in a painting where we just don’t know what to do. We are driving along, liking what we were seeing, and all of the sudden there is a tree across the road. When these mid-painting scenarios occur, it is best to stop, take a break and divert your attention to a new project. Although, this is much easier for pastelists than oil painters who must contend with drying times. When you come back to the painting, a renewed motivation and clarity is often waiting.

For many artists, the finish of a painting is the most difficult stage. This stage is where both enthusiasm and fear can play a major part. While excited to complete and place the signature, there is always that fearful voice saying, “Is it good? Maybe a little more will make it better!” This is a tough stage. Many good paintings end up weaker with overwork, and many okay paintings could have been better with a bit more. Individual personality really comes into play here. Some artists need to have the painting taken way and others need to be encouraged to do more. One thing is certain: Major growth is always accomplished through taking chances and experimentation.

We grow and learn from our mistakes—worst-case scenario, you wash it off and start anew.
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Summer Textures | Denver, Colorado

Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 16" × 20" (41cm × 51cm) | Private collection



Learning to paint is a two-fold exercise consisting of painting theories and techniques. I like to refer to these as the Two T’s of a successful painting.

While these T’s work harmoniously in every successful painting, it is often easier to focus on one or the other when first learning to paint. Attempting to compose the elements of an unfamiliar scene, determine its relative light and dark relationships and evaluate the color relationships within its borders, all while learning a new painting medium or method, can prove very frustrating. Often this “too much, too quickly” painting approach leads to discouragement, which is why I recommend that students focus on one T at a time.

Theory defines the various concepts artists have developed as a means of expressing the human experience. These theories have developed from observation and represent science and the aesthetics of beauty. The theories of atmospheric perspective, linear perspective, center of interest, color harmony and compositional design are some of the most commonly referenced. When learning the manipulative aspects of these theories and how they affect the painting’s outcome, it is best to work in a familiar painting media utilizing techniques that you are confident with. If you are secure in your abilities within that media, you will be able to focus your energies on the job of administering the theory.

Technique represents the ability to handle the media confidently. Understanding and having the technical ability to utilize the varied methods of application is similar to being able to play a musical instrument. You may have a tune in your head, but if you can’t play an instrument, others will never hear it. To build technique confidence, work from familiar subject matter. Even better, copy a previous painting that was successful. This will allow you to focus on the techniques of product application without the distraction of orchestrating all the visual elements of the scene.

By designating theory and technique as separate fields of painting study, you will become a more confident artist. Eventually the two come together and you will respond intuitively to painting situations, and thus avoid the dreaded third painting T—tentative!

Many pastel artists have witnessed the pop that pastel can have when applied to certain surfaces. This is, of course, an optical illusion. The pastel stick hasn’t changed, just its relationship to the surrounding area. This perceived change is the foundation of the theory of simultaneous contrast (see page 60). The phenomenon can be summed up this way: Everything is affected by the opposite of what it is next to.

To better understand this, and ultimately harness its power, I did a series of painting experiments on surfaces that had differing values and colors. When pastel or paint was applied to a dark surface, it tended to look lighter in value. On a lighter surface, it appeared darker in value. The color bias, or temperature, of the pastel or paint also appeared to shift depending on the color of the surface. Warmer-toned surfaces made them look cooler, and cooler surfaces made them look warmer.

We all respond to these perceived shifts while painting, and that is why color selections vary from situation to situation. There isn’t a perfect color for blue skies, green trees or flesh tone. It is all relative to the surroundings. What worked perfectly in one painting situation can be a failure in another.

Paintings are nothing more than a series of relationships. The surface tones we choose to work on set up a situation for us to interact with. Some painters may prefer to work on dark surfaces, while others prefer light. Some prefer warm hues, while others prefer cool. By practicing on a variety of surface tones, I have gained insights on how they affect my color choices, allowing me to be better equipped to respond no matter the scenario.

For my painting Saffron Crowns, I decided to work on a black surface.

The effect was vastly different than my usual undertones, and the pop created when pastel was applied was stimulating.


[image: ]

Saffron Crowns | Santa Fe, New Mexico | Studio pastel on homemade pastel surface | 16" × 20" (41cm × 51cm) | Private collection



The power of suggestion is a strong tool in the hands of an artist.

When a painting is viewed, visual bits and pieces are processed and assembled into a recognizable image by the viewer. Often with only an indication, a viewer will be able to finish what the artist suggested and ultimately believe that there was more detailed information portrayed than was actually there.

Painters rely upon shapes of color, tone and value to represent what it is they are portraying. These form the visual bits and pieces that make up a painting, but there is another mark that the artist is capable of making that in reality doesn’t exist in nature—line. From the time that humans were capable of picking up a stick and making a mark in the soil, they have relied upon line to represent things. These marks evolved into text that could be read and contour shapes that symbolized specific things. But, in reality, it is the contrast of color and value that makes something stand out and become recognizable in a scene—not line.

While line may have its purpose and, in the hand of a competent artist, is capable of representing a style of painting, it can also become detrimental to the representational artist when used to portray such things as blades of grass, tree branches, hair and various other things that are often associated with line. I witnessed this at an early age while learning to paint portraits. After spending meticulous hours placing every strand of hair on a head, the instructor pointed out to me that I couldn’t really see all of those hairs, especially from root to tip. I was putting in what I knew about hair, instead of what I was capable of seeing. By showing me that the texture of hair was more evident where there was contrast, facilitated by the presence of intense light, I was able to let go of what I knew to be true about hair and paint what I was capable of seeing, which was the “essence” of hair. This lesson perfectly relates to the grasses in a field and the limbs and branches of trees.

My pastel painting The Quiet of Evening offers an example. Instead of overly defining individual tree limbs, trunks and grasses with constant lines, I chose to use hit-and-miss pastel marks to indicate texture and directional thrust. The suggestion is minimal, but hopefully just enough to allow the viewer’s imagination to be engaged, allowing them be a part of the painting.
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The Quiet of Evening | Santa Rosa Beach, Florida

Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 16" × 12" (41cm × 30cm) | Collection of the artist




[image: ]

Chamisa Aglow | Bend, Oregon | Studio pastel on Ampersand Pastelbord | 16" × 20" (41cm × 51cm) | Private collection



Learning to paint is learning to see.

The more we comprehend how the optics of the human eye work in conjunction with the mind, the better able we are as painters to create the illusions we call paintings.

The science involved in photography shares many similarities with human vision. For example, the camera has film (or a digital sensor), and we have the retina. The camera has an aperture opening, and we have the pupil. The camera has a lens and we have a lens. Of course, the human eye is much more complex, but the mechanics are still very similar. The camera’s ability to capture a pictorial representation that doesn’t need to rely on human memory has led many people to accept the resulting photograph’s accuracy without question. This blind acceptance can set up many aspiring painters to fail unless they’re careful. Human perception can, at times, be vastly different than the photograph, and it’s our job—especially when using reference material—to understand these disparities.

Photography is capable of manipulating color, value, depth of field and focus. While these are important considerations, there’s another that’s often overlooked: the focal plane. This is the distance point where sharp focus is set. In photography, this is achieved by the lens and aperture settings. A similar physiology occurs with the human eye, but the sensation of being present within the scene is vastly different than the photograph. If we focus visually at a chosen point, say an arm’s distance from our nose (approximately 3 feet for an adult male), and then move our arm to the left or right, the distance parallel to our nose becomes closer the farther the arm extends in either direction as long as we continue looking forward. This produces a focus plane that’s more like a tunnel than a billboard. The same focus disparity occurs in photography, but because of the lens’ focal length (telephoto vs. wide angle) and the masking frame (the format rectangle used to capture the image), we rarely perceive it.

One way to achieve this illusion in our painting is to downplay the corners of a painting’s composition, even when cropping a scene to include only a small portion of what’s visible, by painting the corners slightly darker, less in focus and comparatively lacking in interest as compared to the rest of the composition. It shouldn’t be extreme—just vague enough to make a difference. Otherwise, it will become a vignette, which is a completely different technique.

We discern the individual elements of a scene because of the human mind’s ability to process the reflected light received through the eyes. Individual differences become apparent due to our relationship to the forms and their ability to reflect light. This is manifested as variations in color and value. The mountains stand out against the sky; the human head against the background; and so on. It’s helpful to remember that everything we see is due to light. Without it, nothing visually exists. Painting is a representation of that light and is incapable of exact duplication. We are restrained by the limitations of the products we employ. We only create an illusion.

At the point of this perceivable separation—that is, where two objects meet—there is an area of transition. How this area is painted has the potential for either heightened luminosity or muddiness. It’s common when painting these areas to represent each individually and then blend or smudge them together. If they are close in color relationship and near in value, this will work fairly well. But for most situations, this can be the recipe for mud or the loss of iridescence. When intermixed, the two areas clash, neutralizing one another. A better approach is to place a color and value between them that represents something halfway—a bridge. If the areas share a common surface, it’s best to bias the color choice toward the warm side, creating more of the glow of refracted light.

For example, in Ojai Gold, a large area of sunlit golden grasses has a cast shadow falling across the lower left section. The grasses fall into the yellow color family at a high value, while the shadow has a dull violet tone in a low value range. If the edge where the two meet were to be rubbed or smeared together, a muddy gray would be produced. Instead, a middle value rose-red was gently infused where they touched, preserving the luminosity of the evening light. Cool colors, by nature, recede and work better when a recessionary transition is desired, like the edge of a tree next to the golden distant hills portrayed in the painting.

Don’t think of “bridging” as a trick, something overstated and cliché, but rather as a means of helping to represent the natural light which illuminates our scenes.

Our job is to spend time observing and analyzing these transition points, and then to employ whatever means possible to represent the beauty of that perceived light.


[image: ]

Ojai Gold | Ojai, California | Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 16" × 20" (41cm × 51cm) | Private collection
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Winter’s Journey | Medford, Oregon | Studio pastel on homemade pastel surface | 14" × 20" (36cm × 51cm) | Collection of the artist



One of the most alluring aspects of painting is color.

Science has proven that the appearance of color is based in light. White light is made up of a full spectrum of color. A trifecta of energy, surface and human perception come together to produce the phenomenon. Since no two individuals perceive color in quite the same way, no two artists will represent it in the same fashion. Some choose to paint with bold expressive palettes of intense color saturation, while others choose a subtle, more muted palette of neutral color. Ultimately, what makes the representation of color work in a painting is the appearance of harmony.

It can be said that color harmony exists wherever there is light. Seeing it and portraying it with pigment on a surface is the tricky part. This is especially true for the pastelist whose color choices are derived from individual sticks of pigment. Laid down in a raw manner, these colors can easily appear isolated from one another, producing a discordant painting. To address this issue, pastelists have developed various application techniques based on layering.

The act of layering pastels is as old as the medium itself, beginning as a necessity to achieve the subtle variations of color required to accurately represent a scene. Just as a wet media painter is required to mix various pigments together, so too must the pastelist working with a limited palette. Since pastel is dry by nature, this is best facilitated by the application of broken strokes of subsequent color.

The consistency of the individual pastel stick and surface has an impact on one’s ability to build layers of pastel. Coarse-sanded surfaces tend to accept more layers of pastel. It is useful to experiment with various brands of pastel sticks and to alternate methods of application between harder and softer pastel brands. When a gentle whiff of color is required in an area, a bit of pastel can be placed on a finger and lightly tapped into an area. Workable fixative can also be utilized to set a pastel layer in advance of subsequent pastel layering. If heavy layers of pastel have been applied, experiment with a gentle scratching of the top layer with a blunt instrument, allowing underlying layers to reappear.

These layering techniques allow pastel artists to beautifully represent the opalescent quality of natural light.

Anyone who knows my work knows that I’m a cheerleader for creative and new pastel techniques.

As painting mediums go, pastel is one of the most versatile. Its only prerequisite is that there be enough surface abrasion for adhesion—the toothier the surface, the more layers of pastel that can be applied.

The need for surface abrasion has led pastelists to experiment with a multitude of fibrous papers, many of which are still being milled in the manner they were hundreds of years ago throughout Europe. When more abrasion was desired, various grit/glue combinations were applied as sizing, creating papers that compare to modern-day commercial-grade sandpaper. With the introduction of acrylic polymer emulsion, a more stable binder was sought for the purpose of gluing grit to a substrate. This has allowed artists to create their own pastel grit concoctions using a variety of acrylic mediums and abrasive materials such as pumice, rottenstone, silica and other crystalline products.

Flexible by nature, acrylic allows for thick buildups of surface grit and the ability to affect the layer with textural brushwork without fear of it cracking and becoming loose. Acrylic grit mixtures can be tinted with acrylic colors to create a toned surface or left nearly clear, showing only the slight influence of the added gritty material.

Clear acrylic pastel grounds can be placed over any surface tone or initial underpainting that can tolerate the application of a layer of acrylic. When it dries, what lies below will show through. This creates unlimited creative possibilities. Another method of utilizing clear acrylic pastel ground is to brush it into a layer of pastel. The pastel pigment will join with the acrylic emulsion, creating a paint of sorts. Colors will darken when wetted, so the artist will need to compensate for this. Once dry, a durable underpainting will be produced. Since it is acrylic, a multitude of painting media can be applied over the ground and subsequent pastel layers can be scrubbed nearly off with water or mineral spirits without affecting the pastel ground underpainting.

I created Gloaming Approaches by applying various pastels to the surface and wetting them with a brush and clear pastel ground. These clear pastel grounds allowed for sectional textural buildup, producing an impasto appearance that rivals an oil painting. The gentle raking of a soft pastel stick over these dried textural areas deposited pigment only on the high points, accentuating the texture. As technology provides a means, artists will find a way to put it to creative use. Clear acrylic pastel grit is one of those tools.
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Detail of thick undersurface grit with pastel raked over to create the appearance of impasto bravura.
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Gloaming Approaches | La Conner, Washington

Studio pastel on homemade pastel surface | 14" × 11" (36cm × 28cm) | Collection of the artist
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Notes of Turquoise | Medford, Oregon | Studio pastel on homemade pastel surface | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Collection of the Hang Ming Shi Pastel Art Museum, Suzhou, China




4 Old Friends

The old irrigation canals that once sustained a thriving pear tree industry run throughout the Rogue Valley of Oregon where I live. They are old painting friends, and I continually revisit them throughout the changing seasons and times of day for stimulus.

Most landscape painters who work en plein air relish the thought of discovering a new location and the potential it may offer for artistic inspiration. This allure of the yet undiscovered subject has led many a painter to spend the better part of a day traipsing over just one more hill to see what lies on the other side. When left unchecked, this pursuit, as well intentioned as it may be, can actually impede artistic growth.

Most of us, when first learning how to paint, believe that all that is required to be a successful realist painter is the ability to draw accurately and to technically master the media. While these are indeed the first steps in the journey, they are far from the end result when it comes to painting with sensitivity. A well-respected artist friend once shared a story with me concerning his realization that there is more involved than technical ability and beautiful subject matter in becoming a good artist. His father, a legendary artist himself, encouraged him to go off and study the craft of painting with the best painters of the generation. His father worried that their relationship might not survive if he attempted to tutor his son himself.
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Old Friends 1: The Rogue Valley, Oregon, irrigation canals where McKinley spends his time painting are quickly becoming housing subdivisions.



After a year away, working hard on his craft, my friend returned and prepared for his father’s critique. His father, a large, foreboding man, quietly paced back and forth, studying the works. After what seemed like an eternity, he stopped and turned to his son. “Well, young man, you know how to do a painting,” he bellowed. “What are you going to do with that ability? The world doesn’t need another good painter of pretty scenes. It needs someone who says something with what he does. Your work begins anew from this day forward.”

This left my friend dumbfounded. He thought all he had to do was to learn how to paint.

“What did you do?” I asked him.

“Well,” he answered, “I turned inward and asked myself why I was drawn to certain subject matter and what I wanted to communicate to others about it.”

“And how did you do that?” I asked.

“By finding a scene that intrigued me and returning to it over and over again,” my friend answered. “The more familiar I became with the scene, the more depth of purpose I was able to put into the painting.”

Hearing this story had a profound effect on my own painting habits. Instead of always looking for the new, I began to return to what I came to refer to as an “old friend.” Gone was the feeling of guilt about placing my feet in the same spot, time after time, and painting. Instead of spending my time pursuing the possibility of something better lurking just over the horizon, it was replaced with an eagerness to reinvestigate. Time had passed. We were both different. But just like meeting up with an old friend after an absence, we picked up right where we had left off. I’m not saying that I don’t relish the chance to explore new vistas—the search for stimuli from the new has its purpose. But the intimacy formed with an old friend makes me the painter I hope to become.

One of the ways I love to reinterpret a familiar scene is by challenging myself to alter local color.

I was trained that shape provides identity, value the form and color the emotion. When first approaching a scene, my tendency is to work with the local color and tonality. It is part of the getting acquainted phase of the friendship. Upon subsequent visits, I allow myself the luxury to manipulate various components of design such as format, horizon placement, depth perception, value key and color temperature. Each of these provides the potential to greatly alter reality and yet still be derived from the source.

For the painting Canal Sentinels, I made a few compositional adjustments by altering the bank of the canal and pushing some of the poplar trees farther back into the distance. This opened the perception of space, heightening the sense of loneliness and making the viewer feel more distant. I decided to let the color family of red dominate the painting, creating warmth—a huge departure from the cool earth tones that permeated the actual scene. This saturation of red allowed gray to represent the cool tones, forgoing any need for intense blue or green.

To achieve this dominant red, toning the linen canvas with a rusty-red tone in advance of paint application helped greatly by providing a visual interaction for the thicker applications of paint. While bits and pieces of it may show through in the final painting, providing a degree of continuity, it is the phenomenon of simultaneous contrast that really has a profound effect. I frequently tone my canvases with the temperature of the light with no thought as to the local color of the objects within the scene. This makes it easier to represent an emotional response to light as the painting unfolds.

One of the great pleasures of oil paint is its ability to be applied both thin and thick. Brushstrokes can indicate surface as well as textural rhythm, and thicker impasto bravura applications can become areas of fascination, allowing the viewer’s eye to pause briefly before traveling on throughout the composition.
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Canal Sentinels | Medford, Oregon | Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 14" × 22" (36cm × 56cm) | Private collection



Morning Tone depicts an irrigation canal scene that I have visited and painted frequently over many years. Its close proximity to my studio affords me the ability to go there with little effort. Whenever I need to take a break from painting in the studio, or just to get away from daily stresses, I can often be found there. It has a calming effect and reminds me of why I paint.

Whenever I decide to let my lurking mad scientist out for a day of painting, I find that it is best to work from a familiar location. When technique experimentation becomes the impetus for a painting, the more familiar I am with the scene, the more I feel free to experiment. These technique experimentations have but one limitation, the archival nature of the products I use and the procedures I implement. As long as I am not breaking an archival rule, I am free to do as I please.

Pastel by the nature of the medium is perfectly suited for experimentation. All that is required is a suitable substrate that has enough surface tooth for the pastel to adhere for it to work.

My process for Morning Tone relied upon wetting a layer of blue-violet pastel with common rubbing alcohol to create a drippy value map of the scene. After this dried, I applied a layer of workable pastel fixative to seal it, making it fairly permanent. I then applied bold washes of transparent watercolor and allowed them to run and drip across the edges of the visible shapes. Having a stable value drawing that was not prone to smearing provided more freedom of color choice. The shape and form were already there and I could play with color without fear of losing the structure of the painting. After this dried, I applied pastel in relationship to the undertones. Textural indications and bits and pieces of color provided the final touches.

I’m never sure as to where a painting like this is going to go, but the permission to experiment without fear of making a mess continues to intrigue me and provide the often much needed motivation to paint.
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Morning Tone | Phoenix, Oregon | Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 16" × 18" (41cm × 46cm) | Private collection



One of my favorite quotes is from author George Iles: “Whoever ceases to be a student has never been a student.”

What does it mean to be a student? The dictionary defines a student as “a person involved in study at a school or college, usually in pursuit of a particular profession.” It also denotes “a person who takes a passionate interest in a particular subject.” The “student” then is “one who applies oneself to study, often with painstaking application.”

As a student of painting, I am fortunate to live during a time when information is so readily available. Art-related books and magazines continue to expand their offerings by branching out into digital formats, making it convenient to search for specific content and to carry complete libraries of information on a digital media reader. Websites, blogs and social networking sites make it easy to stay connected with other painters, and they provide an outlet for technical and philosophical questions and answers, as well as a continual flow of inspiration.

Having the ability to study the works of master painters from yesterday as well as today pushes me to try new techniques that often lead to innovative forms of expression. When I want to experiment with one of these new techniques, I rely on a familiar scene. The challenge is not with the subject matter, but instead with the process. For the painting Moon Dance, I decided to go back to my earliest days of pastel work when out of necessity I had to make my own surfaces. As the painting developed, I made additional textural applications to a few of the compositional sections to heighten the impression of impasto. What began as a painting of a midwinter day ultimately evolved into a frosty moonlit evening.

By embracing the mantle of student, I embrace the never-ending humility that there is always something more to learn, whether it is in the craft of physically applying pigment to a surface or in the pursuit of a heightened sensitivity to my surrounding world and what I hope to communicate in my artwork. No matter how successful I might become, I will always be the humble, inquisitive student in pursuit of more.
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Moon Dance | Phoenix, Oregon | Studio pastel on homemade pastel surface | 12" × 12" (30cm × 30cm) | Private collection
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Winter Reflections | Phoenix, Oregon | Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection



I remember sitting one day many years ago with a group of fellow artists when one of the masters among us commented to me, “Richard, working en plein air is good for you, isn’t it?” After I replied yes without hesitation another among the group asked, “Do you mean he should only work en plein air?” “No, not at all,” was the response. “I just see that when he is forced to quit after no more than a couple of hours, he has something special. When he has time to fiddle and noodle the painting, he often overworks it and kills its spirit,” replied the master painter.

After that reminder, I disciplined myself to take more frequent breaks while painting in studio. One way was to set my digital monitor, which provides reference material, to go to screensaver after approximately fifteen minutes. When I glance at it and see the reference is asleep, I know it is time to take a few steps back from the easel and look at the painting objectively.

My goal has always been to become more painterly and impressionistic. It has not come easily.

In fact, I work very deliberately and methodically to try to achieve the appearance of spontaneity in the final painting.
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Winter’s Marks | Phoenix, Oregon

Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 18" × 15" (46cm × 38cm) | Private collection



“The job of the artist is always to deepen the mystery.” —Francis Bacon

Having easy access to the irrigation canals that still honeycomb the valley where I live allows me to visit them throughout the year. Even when there is no time for a quick sketch or field sketch painting, I will take a drive past them for inspiration and often stop for a little walk along their banks or to quietly stand in observation. Every season of the year provides a degree of inspiration. Spring has its enthusiastic touches of chartreuse, summer its contented fullness of flora and fall its melancholy golden touches, but the quietness of winter, with the bare bones of the trees and earth that is often cloaked in a light layer of snow, has become one of my favorites. As someone who typically seeks the intensity of a brightly lit summer day and its rewards of long hours of daylight, it has always been somewhat of a mystery as to why I prefer the local irrigation canals in winter. When I venture out for a day of plein air work, I hope for the exuberance of summer. The warmth of the day frees my hand to express the sensitive tactile swipes of pastel or paint that it desires. My energy is boosted and it grants me the fortitude to wage the battle that location painting can often be. But when I work in the studio, a lot of the work manifests a melancholy tone. Maybe it is my Scottish heritage whose ancestry is rooted in gray wetlands and moors, or just my introspective nature. Whatever it is, the inclination is there, and I have learned to not resist it. Having access to the winter-themed canals of the Rogue River Valley has become my muse.
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Edge of the Bank | Goleta, California | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection



I have two motivations when working on location—besides the obvious benefit of working directly from the source: first, to find inspiration by seeking the new, and second, to return to a familiar location to reinterpret. When I’m heading out to work on location, it’s easy to start looking for the new, to wonder what lies just over the hill. This is the hunting aspect of working on location. It provides the exciting subject matter that motivates and inspires me. Always seeking the new, though, can become a hindrance, diverting me from what can be accomplished by returning to familiar locations.

The slough at Goleta Beach, California, is a location I have revisited many times. While I still enjoy the occasional creative adventure in search of new subject matter around the area, each of my visits with the cliffs that loom above the slough has produced something special.
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Old Friends 2: View across the Goleta Slough in Santa Barbara, California, to the cliffs that McKinley frequently paints.



When I return, though I have grown artistically and the scene has subtly changed, within a matter of minutes it is as if it were yesterday that I was painting there. Having this familiarity allows me to paint with heightened clarity, ultimately leading to greater sensitivity. The scene has become an old friend, and even though we might not have interacted for a while, we pick up where we left off.

My hair may be grayer and some of its trees may have died, but we have a history and comfort that allows me to go to a deeper artistic level.
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Cliffs of Goleta | Goleta, California | Plein air pastel on Canson Mi-Teintes Touch paper | 12" × 18" (30cm × 46cm) | Private collection



During a recent visit to the Goleta Slough, I noticed that the bank of eucalyptus trees that lines the crest of the coastal cliffs to the east had changed.

In many parts of California, there is a movement to eradicate eucalyptus trees since they are not native to the area. Conversely, California in recent years has been experiencing one of the worst droughts in recorded history. Whatever the cause of the stress, the trees are definitely showing signs of strain. Many are bare, exposing the gnarled trunks and branches that once were full of fragrant leaves.

When I first visited the slough many years ago, it was clear why so many artists were drawn to the area to paint. The view south looking down the Gold Coast of California is spectacular, the interplay of the slough as it meanders into the Pacific Ocean is impressive, and the gap between the eucalyptus trees across the slough with the distant mountains that loom above Santa Barbara is enthralling. While all of this was well worth painting, it was the tiny break at the top of the cliff where a ridgeline road had entry that caught my attention. Something about the silhouette of the ridgeline and abstract interaction of the bare cliffs and vegetation just begged to be painted. Since that initial visit, I have been fortunate to have the opportunity to paint there annually in the spring. Occasionally a new view calls to me, but there is always at least one painting to be done of the ridgeline.

Having had the memory of the trees in their full glory, I was at first disturbed to see them stressed. There was an ugliness about them. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that it was my memories of the past that were clouding my perception. The trees were different, and if I had been seeing them for the first time, I would have found them attractive. Instead of forgoing the ridgeline, I decided to shift my perspective from where I typically composed the scene and instead feature more of the now visible gnarled limbs.

At first it was just an exercise on working with what was there, but as the painting progressed, I became enamored with the scene all over again.
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A Gentle Rain | Goleta, California | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 15" × 18" (38cm × 46cm) | Private collection



When we first attempt to paint, the bulk of our energy is focused on learning how to handle the medium we’ve chosen.

In many ways, it’s similar to learning to drive an automobile. At first, we are not as concerned with where we are driving but how we are driving. As technical ability improves, confidence develops, and the focus shifts to the destination—or the purpose behind the action. This natural progression is important to remember as we venture out on painting adventures. Without a clear understanding of the purpose, or concept, behind a painting, we’ll never know when we’ve arrived at our destination.

Most of us remember the thrill we felt when we first applied pigment to a surface and it resembled what it was we were looking at. The purpose was clear and we knew that we were finished when the objects in the painting looked correct. In essence, we had successfully driven the car around the block without causing an accident. Now, for the adventure … we just had to decide where to go.

The analogy of painting to driving an automobile is a good one. The technical mastery required to paint encompasses the coordination of many visual skill sets. We have to learn to draw shapes, widths and heights accurately, utilizing the components of perspective. The elements of color (hue and temperature), value (lightness and darkness) and chroma (saturation and intensity) have to be understood and manipulated to create a harmonious outcome. And finally, all of these have to be orchestrated compositionally, utilizing the personality of the chosen medium to produce a successful end result. These components of painting are the vehicle; they are the ride. Their purpose is to get us to the final creative destination intact.

Considerable effort and practice are required to master the mechanics of painting and driving, but eventually they become intuitive. How many of us consciously place our foot on the brake to stop at a stop sign? This occurs in painting as well. We decide on a destination, prepare ourselves for the journey and then respond to the incidentals that may lie in our path. Some days there are detours and bumps against the curb. Instead of letting this ruin the journey, the seasoned traveler learns to regroup and allow the detours to provide new adventures and the bumps to make us more aware.

When painting A Gentle Rain in Lake Los Carneros Park in Goleta, California, I let go of thinking about driving the painting car and just intuitively responded to the journey. My destination was clear. I wanted to capture the textural interaction of a simple grove of eucalyptus trees interacting with the distant spring rains. Once that was accomplished, more marks of pastel would not have helped. I had arrived.
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Glenna’s Spot | Goleta, California | Plein air pastel on UART paper | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Collection of the artist



My dear artist friend, Glenna Hartmann, was the first to introduce me to the area around Santa Barbara.

She graciously showed me her favorite painting areas and I repaid her by showing her mine in Central Oregon.

Since that first visit, I have returned every year for a week of painting and artistic camaraderie. During my first painting adventure in Santa Barbara, I had the opportunity to meet several of Glenna’s painter friends. Among them was one who has become very special. Her name is Kris Buck.

While there were numerous locations that Glenna showed me that were fabulous, the one that especially caught my attention was a large community park that had once been the estate of a local agricultural producer: Lake Los Carneros Park. It was filled with pathways that led around a large pond surrounded with eucalyptus trees and distant mountain views. Having committed to return again to the Santa Barbara area to paint, I was content to spend my days working in the park.

When I paint for myself, versus demonstrating for a group, I am completely quiet. Anyone who interrupts me is likely to be greeted with gruffness. I look at it like meditating or being in prayer. Except for a few passersby, most of my time in the park I was alone. On the final day, I noticed that someone had quietly settled on the ground behind me and was watching. Not wanting to engage, I continued to paint. After working for a couple of hours, I began to pack up and noticed that the person was still there. She had watched the whole time, and I could tell she was very interested in my process. I asked her if she painted and she responded that she did and that she was a friend of Glenna’s. In fact, her father owned the house where Glenna lived and had her studio, and we had met before briefly at a demonstration artist Albert Handell had given in Santa Fe. We chatted for a few minutes and a friendship was kindled. Since that time, Kris and I have artistically interacted many times. She has been a student, a workshop coordinator and a painting buddy.

In 2008, while painting in Italy, I received the news that Glenna had died. Her health had been bad, and while not completely unexpected, it was still devastating news for those of us who adored her.

Whenever I return to Santa Barbara, my first stop is at the park that inspired so many of Glenna’s paintings. Kris and I often meet there and paint together or just walk the trails and catch up on life.

Painting can be a lonely endeavor, but the friendships formed from a mutual pursuit of wishing to express oneself through paint are bonds that last a lifetime.
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Carpinteria Morning | Carpinteria, California | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Private collection



Just south of Santa Barbara, California, is the town of Carpinteria. Situated on beautiful cliffs overlooking the blue Pacific Ocean is a section of land preserved for nature walks. Artists have been coming here for years to find inspiration among the majestic old eucalyptus trees that cover much of the preserve, and it is common to see someone at an easel somewhere in the distance at almost every hour of the day.

In the spring, the fields are ablaze with wildflowers, and the interplay of the deep rich tones of the trees and atmospheric effects common to the morning and evening hours is breathtaking. While photography may be very capable of recording detail and shapes, its ability to replicate the subtleties of value and color is limited. It is for these reasons that I find it so valuable to stand and interpret what is before me whenever possible. The sensitivities gained from these plein air experiences become internalized and allow me to make better judgement calls when it is necessary to work from photographic reference material back in the studio.

On the stunning morning that Carpinteria Morning was painted, I was enthralled with the compositional counterpoints between the sky, trees and field. Using a little artistic license, I adjusted the downward thrust of the clouds, which greatly helped to counteract the strong thrust of the treetops as they receded into the distance. The morning light was filled with luminosity and I decided to exaggerate its brilliance by pushing color saturation. When I perceive a color, I often like to amplify its presence. It is not about making it garish or artificial in appearance; instead, it is the subtle magnification of chroma to create a dramatic effect. As long as it is counterbalanced with some weaker grayer tones and represented to some degree throughout the painting, it will work. Staying true to the values and allowing oneself to be a bit dramatic with color can greatly increase a painting’s appeal.

Just as some prefer their coffee plain, while others like it more sweet, it is a matter of taste.

When analyzing the subject matter that I’m attracted to, there are two major elements at play: the story, which connects on a personal level, and the visual elements (texture, value and color), which have aesthetic connotations. A waterfall is a beautiful thing in and of itself, but so too are the textures of leaves on a simple tree limb. Charles Webster Hawthorne, the founder of the Cape Cod School of Art, was famous for challenging his students to find something commonplace, even ugly, and paint it with such beauty that the viewer would be moved.

Recently while instructing a workshop, I found myself surrounded by beautiful subject matter—historic structures, quaint rock walls and charming spring field flowers. As impressive as these subjects were (and many of them may indeed lead to future paintings), I was drawn to a mundane scene looking into a section of the surrounding forest. The play of the light, color shifts and textures within the trees became the motivation for the afternoon’s demonstration. This is something that could have easily been found in any number of locations. One of the students commented at the end of the workshop, “I will never look at a grove of trees in quite the same way after seeing that demonstration.”?

All of us are drawn to beauty. Within art circles, defining “beautiful” has been a topic for discussion since artists started placing works on walls for public display. One man’s beauty is another’s ugly. It is subjective. What we choose to paint and how we decide to paint it is what makes us individuals. Sharing this individual vision through our paintings is the gift everyone who paints gives. Rembrandt opened our eyes to the beauty of a beef carcass hanging in a locker, Degas to the frenzied activity behind the ballet and Millet to the dignity of the workers of the field.

Next time you feel there is nothing to paint, challenge yourself with Hawthorne’s assignment and turn the mundane into a thing of beauty.
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Textures of Spring | Carpinteria, California

Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 9" (30cm × 23cm) | Private collection
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Nature’s Tapestry | Carpinteria, California | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection



The landscape is the stage upon which we perform our lives. It is a constant in our lives no matter the time of day or season of the year we find ourselves in. Among its many personalities and nuances that continue to captivate me are aerial atmospheric perspective, negative space and the lyrical rhythm of texture.

On the day I arrived at the land preserve in Carpinteria, California, to paint with a friend, I was convinced I would wander into a secluded area behind some rather large bushes that I had scouted earlier to paint a view of the distant eucalyptus trees at the end of an open field that was covered in wild radish blossoms. As I began my trek, with painting gear in hand, down the path from the parking lot to the anticipated location, I suddenly stopped. The afternoon fog was lifting to the south along the headlands and the textures of the field grasses were amazing. I’ve learned over the years to spend some time in contemplation when something grabs my attention. These glimpses of things that make me stop and glance back are often clues to larger concepts that usually have very little to do with individual subject matter. Frequently when I look back, I wonder why I thought I saw something in the first place. At this point it can be easy to talk myself out of a scene if I don’t challenge myself to look beyond the identifiable to the aesthetics of the scene.

As I quietly pondered this view, I became clear as to what had fascinated me. It was the layered veils of atmosphere in the distance, the mysterious negative space shapes that identified the distant field and the textural lilts of the field with its grasses and wildflowers dancing their way across. I could proceed to the planned location, but the mermaid was calling from this location. I had to heed her call and see where it would lead me.

The final painting, Nature’s Tapestry, is of nothing more than an open field with a few bushes and some distant headlands. But the real subject matter is the stuff of visual presence.

It is the abstract musical notes upon the musical score of the landscape.
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Splash of Gold | Sparks Lake, Oregon | Plein air pastel on gray Wallis paper | 9" × 12" (23cm × 30cm) | Collection of the artist



The novice paints the leaves; the master suggests the tree.

Painters are illusionists. We trick the viewer’s eye into believing a bit of pigment on a surface is something real. Realizing this helps us confront the reality that we aren’t sculptors creating physical bulk but magicians creating the appearance of form where none exists. Our job is to learn the tricks involved in the illusion.

I like to approach a painting as if it were a jigsaw puzzle. The puzzle has no reference on its box top for comparison. The individual pieces have to be analyzed and fit together to form a relationship. As I begin to assemble the puzzle, an understanding of what the picture is becomes apparent. This exercise turns the dictionary part of my seeing off, allowing me to better focus on the abstract elements, which ultimately produces a clearer impression of the scene. These nonobjective “bits and pieces,” consisting of value and color, all intertwine, creating the representation of reality. The more confident I become, the less information I will give. When arranged appropriately, the audience will complete the picture from just a few of these puzzle pieces. This engages them in the process; they become an active participant bringing their memories into play.
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Old Friends 3: Area around Sparks Lake, Oregon, where McKinley spends time painting.



Stand next to a painting and ask passersby, “What is it?” Most will comment “a tree” or “a cloud.” The truth is that it is pigment marks representing those elements. In my plein air painting Splash of Gold, done at a location I frequently revisit high in the Cascade Mountain range of Central Oregon, close analysis reveals that it is made up of nothing more than shapes of value and color—bits and pieces.

When painting, I employ sleight of hand, creating an illusion, and the audience gets to sit back and enjoy the performance.

During a gallery plein air event in the Cascade Range above Bend, Oregon, I first caught a glimpse of a scene that would ultimately become one of my favorites.

It was the evening of the first day, and I was hurriedly driving between two possible locations when something caught my attention. When I am driving, I have a little rule I call “the ten-minute or ten-mile rule.” If ten minutes lapse or I go more than ten miles, I have to forget about the scene. Otherwise, I stop and go back. Fortunately, on this given evening, I turned around and proceeded back. From the elevated view from the roadway, I could tell there was a scene in the distance that definitely deserved further investigation. From where I was, there was no easy path to get there, so I grabbed my camera and headed off down the rugged embankment toward the view. Obstacles were everywhere, and by the time I got to the bottom of the embankment, I was wet, muddy and covered in scratches. As I followed the tiny clear alpine stream, it all of a sudden opened up into a magical view toward the upper marshes of Sparks Lake. Majestic fir trees flanked the meadow as bits and pieces of the receding stream glistened from the glow of the evening light. I quietly stood there, taking it all in as the last embrace of the sun began its ascent up the trees. I found my way back before it was too dark, and as I drove down the mountain to the city of Bend for the evening, I planned my return.

At first light, I was back at the location. After packing my painting equipment down the embankment and finding a suitable place to set up, I decided to explore. A few yards down the stream from my previous evening’s location were the remnants of an old campground. As I followed the abandoned road, I discovered that it led back to the highway and would provide much easier access in the future.

Many years have passed since that initial visit, and I have spent considerable time in both contemplation and pursuit of a painting among the beauty it has to offer. Elk have come down from the hilltops to drink from the stream, bullfrogs have serenaded from the marshy ponds within the meadow, I have nearly frozen to death and been eaten alive by mosquitoes, but it never disappoints. I’ve been fortunate to share it with other artist friends and to see the beauty they interpret. It represents my youthful roots in the mountains and streams of Oregon, and a large part of my artistic soul resides there.
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Cascade Glow | Sparks Lake, Oregon

Studio pastel on homemade pastel surface | 22" × 28" (56cm × 71cm) | Private collection



Living within a few hours of Bend, Oregon, has allowed me the opportunity to frequently visit the mountains and lakes that separate us.

The highway from Medford, where I reside, follows the rugged Rogue River up to its headwaters in Crater Lake National Park before making its descent into the eastern corridor of the Cascade Mountain range. I always allow enough time for a little exploration even when I don’t have time for a full day of painting. These experiences get internalized and manifest themselves intuitively when painting.

Every season of the year brings its personality, and I have found inspiration among them all, but autumn, when the grasses, vine maples, willows and wild huckleberry bushes begin to turn, is especially beautiful.

For a few years each fall, I painted in the Steens Wilderness of far eastern Oregon with a large group of artists represented by a gallery in Bend. After a week of painting, we would return to Bend to deliver our plein air works to the gallery for framing for an exhibition. One year on the morning of the exhibit, I decided to go for a visit with my old friend painting spot up at Sparks Lake. The area has been closed off for years, and I had only seen the occasional kayaker during my numerous visits, but when I arrived along the highway there were numerous cars parked along the road to greet me. I thought, “Maybe there is a nature hike going on,” or something similar. I loaded up my painting gear and began the trek down the old road that leads to the abandoned campsite with a large cup of hot coffee in hand ready for a peaceful morning of painting from the meadow that skirts the stream. As I entered the clearing, fellow painters hard at work instantly faced me. It was many of the group from the Steens plein air paintout. Pleasantries were exchanged, and I found a location and began work. Tired from the previous week of painting, I decided to keep it simple by focusing on a composition consisting of big shapes. The play between the cool tones of the distant atmosphere, warm ochre tones of the fall grasses and scarlet of the wild huckleberry bushes became my motivation. To pull it all together, I added a few final textural orchestrations to the grasses, water and trees.

At first it was strange to think that other artists were courting my spot, but in the end, it was not really mine to own. It had been there long before I stumbled upon it and it will be there long after I am gone.

It belongs to time, and I relish seeing it interpreted through other artists’ eyes.
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October Morning | Sparks Lake, Oregon | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection
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Cascade Blaze | Sparks Lake, Oregon | Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection



In 2008, I was asked to shoot a couple of instructional DVDs for Artist Productions in Dallas. The plan was to shoot a pastel demo on the first day and follow up with an oil demo on the second. I have taught various painting techniques since 1975 and am fairly comfortable demonstrating in front of students, but the thought of a camera and the potential for failure caused me great anxiety.

Painting is an unpredictable endeavor. No matter how many accolades may come our way one day, we are capable of being an idiot at the easel the next. Those days when nothing seems to go right are never fun, but especially not when the camera is rolling, recording every misstep. Fortunately for me, two dear artist friends, Janie Hutchinson and Willo Balfrey, kindly agreed to sit behind the cameras. Having watched me demonstrate for a number of years, they understood that I am more comfortable discussing my painting procedures with an audience. Much preparation went into the demonstrations, but I have discovered that if I overscript myself, I can freeze. I am more of an improvisational kind of painter. What I respond to is ordered, planned, intended—the big concept. To be able to focus on landscape painting theory and technique while filming, I chose subject matter that I was very comfortable with: the inlet of Sparks Lake that I had so frequently painted over the years. I knew that intuitively I could respond to the reference material as if I were there, and all of those precious experiences would guide my hand as my mouth concentrated on explanation.

The filming was more than six hours of continuous shooting and, by the end, a blur. Janie and Willo, along with the camera crew, were even more exhausted than me. My work was done, and now the monumental task of editing it down to three hours for a two-disc set was in the hands of the director. His efforts produced my first DVD, A Studio Session with Richard McKinley: Landscape Oil Demonstration, and I’ve since had the opportunity to shoot several others. It still creates a degree of anxiety to know the camera is running, but in reality, the experience is not that dissimilar to when I paint for myself. Once I start, time fades away.

The visual music commences and the dance with pigment begins.

Sometimes the desire to paint is there, but the ability is lacking.

Occasionally when I venture out to paint, especially on an extended plein air trip, I can do a lot of swinging (to use a baseball analogy) but never connect with the ball. Travel plans are made, the daily obligations of life put on hold and an expectation of what will be creatively accomplished during the adventure anticipated, only to find that nothing happens once I arrive. It is as if I’ve made it to the World Series of Painting but keep striking out. This is when I have learned to pull back and regroup.

One of my first experiences striking out was during a painting trip to Sparks Lake, Oregon. Since I knew the area so well, I had strong preconceived ideas as to what I wanted to paint and I thought I knew how I wanted the paintings to look. These creative visualizations are useful and not that dissimilar to how baseball players, as well as other athletes and performers, prepare before stepping up to the plate. It is muscle memory and the power of positive thought. If we think we will strike out and flub, we will. After eagerly arriving and setting up to work, I found that every day’s painting adventure was a failure. Instead of hitting home runs, or even getting on base, I was striking out every time. The harder I tried, the worse it became. Finally, late one night as I was evaluating the situation, I came to the realization that I was trying too hard. I had painter’s performance anxiety and needed to not think about the game, just play ball. I had to let go of the notions of what I should be painting and how it should look and just swing.

The next morning, after arriving at my usual location with its stellar views toward the inlet into Sparks Lake, I decided to turn and just play with a section of trees. Gone was the concern of it looking like the scene, gone was any preconceived idea of how I should be painting, I just played with the visual elements provided by the scene and orchestrated them to taste. Quickly a synergy between the painting and myself occurred—I was in the game. Not sure where it might lead, I just played until the game was over. What had been a frustrating week of losses had turned into an invigorating adventure. As I left the location, I knew a new way of approaching painting on location had just occurred. I call it “intu-ing,” a play on intuitive interaction.

While I still like to anticipate what I am going to paint, whenever I find myself constantly striking out, I remind myself of this painting, let go of my expectations and just play.
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High in the Cascades | Sparks Lake, Oregon | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 15" × 18" (38cm × 46cm) | Private collection
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Cascade Evening | Sparks Lake, Oregon | Studio pastel on UART paper | 14" × 18" (36cm × 46cm) | Private collection



Our favorite painting spots, when shared with a fellow artist, can be likened to a sunset.

The experience of witnessing it may be grand but greatly increased through the knowledge that someone else was there. Not a word need be spoken to know that it mattered.

The inlet at Sparks Lake, as I have previously described, is very special to me. Among my friends, it is referred to as “Richard’s spot.” As much as I relish my alone time there, either in quiet contemplation or painting, it has also been rewarding to share it with other artists I call dear friends. Among that group, one stands out: Willo Balfrey. My painting interaction with Willo goes back decades. She first attended an academic portrait workshop I was giving near her home in northern California and then joined a group I was working with on a weekly basis in the Sacramento Valley of California before transferring to my ongoing Wednesday mentor group in the Rogue Valley of Oregon. From our first interaction, I knew she had the fire in her belly for painting. She would work at whatever technical aspects she needed to gain the ability to express herself as an artist and her passion for the landscape was ingrained. A country girl at heart, she had grown up in both the high desert plateaus of southern Colorado and lush Pacific Northwest of the Lower Klamath River in California.

Beyond sharing painting locations, the ability to share knowledge through teaching can be rewarding. It is always humbling to think that someone is willing to go to the effort and expense to work with me. Everything I technically know about painting is common knowledge. All I am is a conduit, sharing my personal observations about the process of painting. Throughout my journey, I’ve been fortunate to have had many great influences and mentors such as Margaret Stahl-Moyer, James Snook and Albert Handell, to name a few, and I am glad that I have been of help to others in their journeys.

Emulation is a good way of learning technique, but if we paint long enough, our own personalities will eventually manifest. It is profoundly Western to want to be independent, but often this desire for individuality can lead to poor technique and the inability to accurately express intent. When I teach, all I can share are my viewpoints and interpretations. The ongoing job of the student is to process those and make them their own. The credit does not go to me or any other teacher. The student does the work and will continue to do so the rest of their life. It is an artistic lineage as old as time.

Winter in the high reaches of the Cascade Mountains can be difficult to reach.

Directly to the east of Sparks Lake is Mount Bachelor, a rather domed-shaped mountain that is not one of the most picturesque in the range. It serves as a ski resort during the winter, drawing outdoor recreationalists from around the world. Once the snow hits the high elevations, the highway beyond the ski area is closed until spring. Those wishing to explore the region beyond the resort must do so with motorized snowmobiles or on snowshoes.

The amount of snow that can accumulate varies from year to year. When it has been severe and the snow pack is high, there will be considerable remnants well into summer. Whenever possible, I like to visit the area as soon as the highway opens. Since the old, abandoned roadway into the area I frequent is usually covered in high drifts of snow, I bring along snowshoes for the hike in. As a painter who doesn’t relish the cold, I generally don’t paint. My time is better spent sketching and photographing. The painting Quiet Winter was completed after one of those experiences. There hadn’t been any recent snowfall, which allowed the statuesque fir and pine trees to stand out against the protective blanket of snow that still clung to the majority of the ground. While parts of the stream were still frozen, a majority of it was thawing quickly, raising the surface water to above the normal thresholds of the stream bank. This made for wonderful dark reflections late in the day as the last touches of light broke over the western ridge.

Frequently, snow can appear rather bland in tone. It can be very white, grayish or blue, depending on the time of day. During what is often referred to as the golden hours, right after sunrise and just before sunset, is when color is at its best. The reflective qualities of the snow reverberate with the opalescent tones from the sky, adding an additional attraction for the artist.

Was it this colorful? I could tell you that only I know for sure, but honestly, I embellished. Pushing color in snow is one of the times I love to be dramatic and take artistic license.

It magnifies color’s position within the orchestra of the painting, and since I am the conductor, it is my prerogative.
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Quiet Winter | Sparks Lake, Oregon | Studio oil on oil-primed linen | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection
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Evening on the Marsh | Fir Island, Washington | Studio pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection



“One day I am satisfied, the next day I find it all bad; still I hope that some day I will find some of them good.” —Claude Monet

While scouting locations for the first plein air workshop I gave in northern Washington, I stumbled upon a remote dike view at the end of a road that offered unlimited inspiration. Summertime in the region provides long hours of daylight, and the tidal marshes against the grasslands are often aglow with the opalescent effects of the northwest sky.

While the location was rugged and somewhat inconvenient for the workshop participants, its allure could not be denied. On the days we painted there, I would arrive early and stay late, sketching and painting. Many paintings came out of the experience and I have never missed an opportunity to revisit.

My initial experiences with an area can be intimate and intense, one might even say obsessive. This can make it hard for me to appreciate and find merit in subsequent works. Whether we know it or not as painters, with every stroke of the pastel stick or swipe of the brush, we internalize what went well and what didn’t. These intuitions help to guide our hands in future painting endeavors. Just as in life, after much trial and error, we mature. Our efforts and experiences along the way work to form our strengths and weaknesses.
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Old Friends 4: An area on Fir Island where McKinley spends time painting.



To keep things in perspective and to not become the victim of nostalgic notions, I periodically review paintings from the past. This looking back, instead of relying on memories that may be tempered with time, brings a fresh critical eye. What seemed so amazing and perfect in the past will often find criticism in the present. Looking back on them is not meant to degrade previous paintings, but instead place current works into perspective.

Often after reviewing these historic paintings, my current attempts don’t feel so bad and an enthusiasm is rekindled.


[image: ]

Opal Evening | Fir Island, Washington | Studio pastel on homemade pastel surface | 16" × 20" (41cm × 51cm) | Private collection



The bays and estuaries that make up the farthest regions of Washington State are especially fascinating during the long days of summer. The glow that occurs as the sun begins its descent into the western sky around 10P.M. is something to behold. The atmospheric effect of scattered light bouncing off of the water allows for a rainbow effect that makes it opalescent. It seems that light’s entire natural splendor is evident during this time of day. Capturing it with pigment is the challenge.

Generally, I am not drawn to painting many man-made structures, but when I saw this scene, I knew they played an intricate part. They were the visual foil to the large masses of land, water and sky that dominated the composition.

Gentle finesses were required to balance the overall design of the painting, involving the manipulation of the fence line, distant structural indications and color balance. Instead of merely copying the fence as it was, I played with the tilts and spacing of the posts to add visual interest. In reality, the fence was well spaced and very vertical in appearance. The far headlands were entirely covered in dots and dashes of man-made structures. I established a focal point by editing out most of them and focusing textural attention upon a grouping to the right side of the peninsula. This helped counterweight the heaviness of the structure and trees on the left. I indicated green on the muddy area on the right and repeated turquoise throughout the blue areas of the painting to counterbalance the glowing green of the trees and the reflection on the left bank.

To intensify the opal effect, every color of the rainbow was lightly racked over the lightest areas of the painting. When done subtly, a shimmering effect that replicates the theory that light contains all color is produced. As long as value structure is not broken, a variety of colors can be used anywhere.

Just as the opal reflects all the colors of the rainbow, so too does a good composition.

Some things may stand out more than others, but everything plays a part in creating compositional integrity.
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Atmospheric Reflection | Fir Island, Washington

Studio pastel on UART paper | 16" × 12" (41cm × 30cm) | Private collection



When working in the studio, I prefer to use field sketch paintings instead of reference photographs whenever possible.

These small paintings usually take approximately an hour to complete and represent my analysis of the scene. I can always rely on a photograph to record details, but I prefer to challenge myself on location, especially when it is new to me, to capture what the camera is incapable of recording: my impressions of value, color and tonality.

When we first attempt to paint, our expectations are low. We’re happy if it resembles the scene and are filled with enthusiasm and pride over what we’ve accomplished. With subsequent paintings, we raise our expectations. The bar keeps getting set higher. Being self-critical and considering oneself a student of the craft of painting throughout a lifetime is noble. This dedication to technical study and creative excellence produces humility and makes us all strive to be better. Left unchecked, though, it often leads to dissatisfaction and a sense that progress is not being made. Nothing painted seems to meet our expectations, even when they are technically good, and we doubt our growth.

Working from field sketches removes a degree of predictability and allows me to be more creative in the studio. My expectation is not to render the scene, but to instead create something from it. I am instantly transported back to the location, and my internal memories come to the forefront. Since my field sketches are painterly in nature, whether oil or pastel, I find I give myself more permission to work expressively. I take chances and open new creative doors by using inventive compositional designs, value ranges and color harmonies. These studio explorations, like Atmospheric Reflection, which was completed from a field sketch reference in Fir Island, Washington (see page 70), then have an effect on my plein air work and help me to keep things fresh.

As a mentor once admonished, “Be very careful of becoming predictable. It is the curse of the technically capable artist.”


[image: ]

Waters Edge | Fir Island, Washington | Plein air pastel on museum Wallis paper | 12" × 16" (30cm × 41cm) | Private collection



The things we decide to paint are instinctual.

They are what we find attractive and stimulating. When I go out to paint or am in the studio deciding what to paint, I don’t force subject matter upon myself. I prefer to let inspiration find me. Once a selection has been made, I avoid second-guessing myself by letting my internal voice tell me it is too difficult or beyond my capabilities. This is fear, and it will always hinder artistic expression if given a voice.

When the voice of doubt appears, I remind myself that everything we paint is made up of the same visual components. Painting is the ability to draw proportions and linear perspective accurately, to represent light and dark values correctly and to signify color with sensitivity and harmony. Nuances may be different between varying subject matter, but ultimately it comes down to the same set of tools in the painter’s tool chest: shape, edge, texture, value, color and chroma. Our capabilities and how we choose to use them is what sets us apart from each other.

I long ago gave up asking myself why I am drawn to certain scenes. When asked by others to explain my choices, I usually respond that it came down to a fascination with atmosphere, textural rhythm, negative space and a sense of mystery. I love to take the mundane and make it sublime. To capture a spontaneous dance of light in nature. Waters Edge is just such a subject. As I worked on the painting with my back to the spectacular view across the bay toward Whidbey Island, a person approached and stood next to me. After a while they tapped me on the shoulder and said, “Do you know what is behind you?” To which I responded, “Do you know what is in front of you?”
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My Evening Place | Fir Island, Washington | Studio pastel on homemade pastel surface | 13" × 24" (33cm × 61cm) | Private collection



After discovering the dike location at the end of a tiny road on Fir Island, I was content to go nowhere else to paint. I encouraged the students in attendance for the plein air workshop to bring plenty of drinking water and their lunches, and to even bring dinner and stay for the light show that ensued every evening. Sadly, most did not have the physical stamina to put in the fourteen hours required to do so. I, on the other hand, couldn’t get enough of the place. I wanted to know everything about what it had to offer. I wanted to experience every minute of the day and would have gladly camped out if it had been permissible. This intensive exploration fueled many a painting after returning home.

Whenever I can title a painting in advance of painting it, I know I have something to express. Upon the last night of my initial visit to the Fir Island location, the title My Evening Place popped into my head. It was the hook I needed to motivate myself to attempt to express the intimacy and allure that had possessed me every evening along the dike as tidal swells flooded the marshlands. To set a mood in my studio, I chose the string quartets of Beethoven. They were the closest I could come to the sounds of the Northwest evenings I had experienced there. Beethoven reportedly once told someone, when asked about his motivation, that it all came from walks in the woods. Painting and music have a lot of rhythmic similarities, and I frequently find that associating a certain genre or individual tune to a painting can be quite helpful in staying true to the intent of the piece. Once I started the painting, it seemed to paint itself.

As a famous painter once declared at the end of an extraordinary demonstration, “Some days, God takes my hand.” I wish I could say that they are all like that, but sadly some show the signs of my devil at play.
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The Journey | Fir Island, Washington | Studio pastel on Sennelier La Carte paper | 12" × 19" (30cm × 48cm) | Private collection



Many adventurous souls suffer from the allure of “doing more.”

The thought that the grass might just be greener on the other side of the hill keeps us at the easel, making adjustments and additions, hoping for artistic perfection. After traversing a couple of these painting mountains, I have found that it is often better to end the journey and start afresh on another painting.

When it comes to mental sight, James Abbott McNeill Whistler said it best: “An artist is not paid for his labor but for his vision.” This creative perspective and imagination is what makes each of us unique. Without it, every artist would merely gain the technical ability to render a subject competently. Whenever I visit an exhibition, I am above all thankful for the diversity of visual expression from the artists of today. It has opened my eyes to expanded possibility.

I am also thankful for those non-painting loved ones who may not understand the daily struggles of a painter’s life but encourage us anyway, making it easier for us to express our individual vision. As Jonathan Swift said, “Vision is the art of seeing what is invisible to others.”

At the end of a painting day, I always regret doing more versus less. There is a little voice we all need to keep in the back of our heads that whispers, “Put the pastel stick or brush down and step back from the easel.” And sometimes it should shout!


About the Author
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Richard McKinley has been a professional working artist / teacher for more than forty years. His work is represented in several national galleries and is in the permanent collection of the Butler Institute of American Art. He holds artist membership at the Salmagundi Club of New York and has participated in their American Masters Exhibition. In 2010 he was inducted into the Pastel Society of America’s Hall of Fame at the National Arts Club in New York City and in 2012 was designated Pastel Laureate by the Pastel Society of the West Coast. His oil and pastel paintings have been featured in numerous national and international art publications including Southwest Art, American Artist, Workshop magazine, Artist magazine and Practique des Arts. Since 2003 he has been a frequent contributing editor to Pastel Journal. He has been included in numerous art books, and in 2010 years of his published materials were compiled by North Light publications into the bestselling book Pastel Pointers: Top Secrets for Beautiful Pastel Paintings.

An avid plein air landscape painter, Richard divides his time between painting the locations he is passionate about, reinterpreting those paintings back in the studio, writing about art matters and instructing painting workshops. Visit his website at mckinleystudio.com.
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Richard explaining compositional nuances during a workshop in La Conner, Washington.
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Richard discussing possibilities with student Elizabeth Ventura for her plein air painting during a mentoring workshop in Vermont.
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Richard reviewing student Paul Gould’s paintings at the end of a mentoring workshop in Vermont.
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Richard beginning an afternoon demonstration using a dry pastel underpainting for a workshop in Grand Marais, Minnesota.
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Richard having a dialogue with Scottsdale, Arizona, workshop students after a plein air demonstration.
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Richard demonstrating for the master class held every Wednesday in Medford, Oregon.
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Richard demonstrating a field sketch painting for students along the shoreline of Lake Superior, Minnesota.
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Richard finishing a demonstration in Arroyo Hondo, New Mexico.
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Ideas. Instruction. Inspiration.

Receive FREE downloadable bonus materials when you sign up for our free newsletter at artistsnetwork.com/Newsletter_Thanks.
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Find the latest issues of Pastel Journal on newsstands, or visit artistsnetwork.com.
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Follow Artist’s Network for the latest news, free wallpapers, free demos and chances to win FREE BOOKS!



BONUS

Visit artistsnetwork.com/richardmckinley to download free desktop wallpapers of some of Richard’s artwork.



Visit artistsnetwork.com to check out Richard McKinley’s Pastel Pointers blog

Visit artistsnetwork.com/pastel-pointers-blog to enjoy Richard’s painting blog. It covers plein air painting tips, art design ideas, information on landscape painting and must-know techniques for all painters.
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Visit artistsnetwork.tv to stream hundreds of online workshops and videos by today’s leading artists!
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