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The classical realism approach of Richard 
F. Lack shaped Mary Pettis — winner 
of the PleinAir Magazine Award in the 

Art Renewal Center’s 2016 ARC Salon — in 
her formative years as an artist, and she is still a 
staunch advocate of rigorous technical training. 
But her emphasis now is on what touches her 
heart. “I decided 20 years ago that in my life, it 
doesn’t matter how well I paint if I don’t have 
anything to say,” Pettis says. “When I started 
asking deeper questions, I got deeper answers. 
I don’t have all the answers, but it’s a beautiful 
unfolding.”

Studying under Lack put Pettis in a line-
age that goes through R.H. Ives Gammell and 
back to the Academie approach of Jean-Léon 
Gérôme and Jacques-Louis David, and Pettis 

wouldn’t jettison her training. She would just 
expand it to allow more expressive and holistic 
art-making. 

“I believe in technical study, and I think 
it is really important to learn the language of 
paint,” says Pettis. “Rendering what’s in front 
of us is a very important skill to develop. But 
that’s not the end, at least for me. Everyone has 
a different path, and I applaud that. But to be 
authentic, we must be open to changing our 
goals regardless of what other people or teachers 
in our head may be saying. Each of us is driven 
to do different things with what we are given. 
We need to honor that.”

Pettis was painting merrily along in a tight-
er style until she saw an exhibition of Russian 
Impressionism several years ago at the Fleischer 

Museum of California and Russian Impression-
ism. “It knocked me off course,” the Minnesota 
artist recalls. “It was a visceral reaction; that had 
never happened to me. I knew it was going to 
change how I paint. I knew I wanted to access 
emotion on a deeper level. So I looked at all the 
Russian work I could get my hands on to figure 
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out why it was appealing to me. It looked trained and accomplished to 
my technical mind, but I saw something more. I saw what they were do-
ing and how it was different from what I’d seen before — and different 
from nature. 

“What I saw was the expressive nature of these technical tools of 
painting. Each can be a strong technical tool, but also an expressive 
tool. So I studied the way the Russian painters used each of the tools of 
painting in depth. Then all the puzzle pieces started falling in place. I’m 
just at the start of this thing. I know we do all this — learning, reading, 
re-reading, discovering — in a spiral. We revisit things, and they mean 
something different to us each time.” 

This awakening of a sort marks another era in Pettis’ career. “Along 
the way I had taken workshops from many wonderful alla prima and 
plein air artists, including Zhang Wen Xin, Jim Wilcox, and Jove Wang,” 
she says. “I learned to paint what I saw and matched the color. But in 
the last several years I’m learning the difference between describing and 
expressing. There is an inner life in our subjects, deeper than what we see 
on the surface. It’s no longer ‘Look what I can do.’ It’s not showing off 
how I can make colors recede in the distance or match two hues exactly. 

“I’ve been painting for 45 years, but the first half of my career was 
spent just putting one foot in front of the other, trying to make a living 
and sort it out. My ideas on how to distill what is in front of me have 
changed over the years, and it is now getting really exciting. I feel that I am 
finally speaking the language and not trying to write a novel but, rather, 
poetry. My poetry. I didn’t even know that possibility existed in paint.” 

From literature to music, Pettis finds analogies in what she is pursu-
ing in paint in other art forms. “I tell students to be attentive and spend 
more time quietly contemplating what it is that stirs them, that thing 
Emerson described as ‘that gleam of light which flashes across [one’s] 

mind from within, more than the luster of the firmament of bards and 
sages.’ Most of us have experienced that inner voice, but we often shut it 
out, thinking we need to paint like our teachers, like famous people, like 
the artists who make the most money. But that can interfere with being 
receptive to our function, our purpose, why we are put on this planet. 

“We need to be open and attentive to what we are sensing on a 
primordial level, what sparks us. We need to bring that forward and learn 
how to express it. This inner significance is different for every person, so 
each interpretation can be unique, which is awesome.”

Balance & Harmony
“There is a flow to a visual impression, a cadence that leads us 

almost musically from one aspect to the next, and the more logical and 
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connected it is, the more exciting and beautiful it is for me,” says Pettis. 
“I am compelled to paint it. Surface appearance is like individual musical 
notes in a composition, but I am looking for the melody instead. For 
me, it’s a different way of looking; it’s not the parts, but the relationship 
of all the elements that contribute to the balance, rhythm, and harmony 
in my subject. It’s not just describing a focal point, learning to only use 
the colors, shapes, and movement that are sympathetic to the whole 
impression or story I am trying to convey.”

A conversation with Pettis tends to go in this direction, with references 
to other kinds of art, matters of the heart, philosophy, and topics that in 
general go to the center of what it means to live. She strikes one as a vora-
cious reader, and one might suspect an academic background. “No, my sister 
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The view Pettis painted in the Iao 
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was the smart one,” Pettis says. “I was the one who 
always wanted to be outside. I was part of a large 
farming family here in Minnesota, the second 
of eight children. We were kept busy working — 
pulling weeds in bean fields, baling hay, taking 
care of animals. But I was a daydreamer, and I 
always thought that was a great flaw, an opinion 
that was reinforced by my family. 

“Education was valued, but it was being out in 
nature, often from sunrise to sunset, that lightened 
the burden and sparked the curiosity that informs 
my art today. Curiosity is what now drives me to 
want to understand what makes a thing look like it 
does. As I ask ‘Why?’ I am pulled to the intellectual 
side of my nature. This has led me to the somewhat 
academic study of old authors and philosophers 
who have written about such things. I am particu-
larly interested in theories about the two opposing 
forces, instinct and intellect. They are the two ways 
that knowledge comes to us — inner and outer vi-
sion. I have come to believe that they form a dance. 
Both are important, and each should be honored.”

Pettis continues, “The second part of my 
art career, I have been thinking about what’s 
missing. What didn’t I get from training alone? 
Why wasn’t that enough? I realized I needed to 
work on having something to say, something to 
express. There is a flaw in learning just the craft. 
The truth is, we never stop learning the craft of 
painting. It is a spiral that never ends. I think 
it is leading people astray to say you master it, 
then you pursue the creative expression.

“Once I figured that out, I had to think how 
to take what I learned and relate it to my life. I 
decided in my life, 15 years ago, it doesn’t matter 
how well I paint if I don’t have anything to say. So 
I started cross-pollinating. I went deeper, spiritually 
and intellectually, to understand connections. I 
read more poetry and literature. I learned that the 
message is the most important thing; the technical 
must serve the message.”

And what is this message? Examining this 
part of the equation brings us to plein air paint-
ing. Pettis says that the message can be as simple 
as loving one color next to another, but it’s 
never just that color relationship. It goes further, 
and pulls the innate nature of the subject matter 
into the piece. It’s not just what you might learn 
about a particular mountain in a book. It’s the 
experience of the mountain. And for Pettis, it 
means going to a place beyond technical paint-
ing, and beyond intellectualizing the scene.

“In connecting to my subject on a deeper 
level, when I look deeply enough, painting 
becomes a meditation,” Pettis says. “When 
we meditate, tension and thought is gradu-
ally released and we slip deeper into that zone, 
and that is where we become more sensitive 
to the connection to that subject. All of the 
senses come into play when we paint en plein 
air — the smells, sights, all. When I stand 
outside in nature, I feel the growth of the tree, 
and when I am standing on the same ground, I 
sense the sap running through the trees, as the 

blood runs through my veins, and I don’t know 
how that happens. Maybe it’s my background 
growing up in the country and working on the 
land through all the changing seasons. I just 
know that seeing beyond the surface appearance 
of things connects me to that inner life. I feel 
oneness with that subject, and hopefully the 
resonance of that shows up in my work. 

“Take a tree. There is the part of the tree that 
we see, but when we walk along the rainforested 
Na Pali Coast of Kauai, for example, we sense 
the nourishment we get from that tree. There’s a 
palpable sense of this symbiosis, between us and 
the trees. My ninth-grade teacher comes to mind, 
pointing out that we are breathing in oxygen and 
exhaling carbon dioxide. The tree is doing the op-
posite, so there is a relationship.”

Emotional Nature
Many plein air painters will talk about how 

they feel connected with nature when they are 
out there painting. Pettis is saying that this con-
nection is a key component in imbuing a piece 
with meaning and emotion.

So when is the right time for a painter to 
move into the next stage, to stand on the founda-
tion of learned fundamentals and paint something 
expressive and from the heart? “If you are bored, 
it’s time to start asking different questions,” Pettis 
says. “I think it is all wonderful. No matter what 
our goal is, it’s wonderful to be out painting. The 
more we understand about ourselves, the more 
we understand what the goals are for our painting, 
then the more easily that crazy and brave part of us 
will break through and scratch that itch — figure 
out and isolate exactly what it is that makes us feel 
the way we do.”   

BOB BAHR has been writing and editing articles 
about art instruction for more than 12 years. He lives 
with his wife and two young sons at the northern tip 
of Manhattan.

See more of Mary Pettis’ plein air and 
studio paintings in the expanded 
digital edition of PleinAir. 
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