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What is your #1 tip or advice for the beginning plein air painter?  Sunscreen.  
Just kidding. The #1 piece of advice is to learn all aspects of painting, not just plein air. 
Learning all the basics about painting while not having to deal with all that comes with 
plein air work (both the good and the bad) will streamline your learning process. Plein air 
work has a high number of things going on during it: All the regular stuff you have to do 
during painting: designing and organizing your values, organizing planes of objects, 
creating light, drawing, edges, creating distance, etc etc etc, AND on top of that, you 
have to deal with all the stuff that comes with being outside: changing light, wind, rain, 
bugs, sun, snow, people talking to you, etc etc etc. If you are trying to learn all the basics 
of painting while trying to deal with all the outdoor stuff, you are attempting a 
monumental feat. Not impossible. Just making the learning process harder on yourself.  
 
What are your never-leave-home-without it “must have” palette colors? I 
have the same palette no matter what I am painting. I set up my palette with the goal that 
I can create the widest range of values, colors, and intensities possible (that I know of), 
so that no matter what situation I find myself in I can create the feeling of that moment. 
This is particularly important in plein air work, because colors of the day can change so 
dramatically and so quickly! The theory behind how I set it up is that I have a warm and a 
cool of each color, plus black, white, and a few convenient muted colors. I try to make 
sure that each of the colors I have is the darkest, most saturated form of the color that I 
can find so that I can have really rich darks. That being the goal, I don't leave home 
without any of my palette colors! It would be like sitting down to play the piano with 
sections of keys missing! 
 
Why do you choose to paint in the wild plein air rather than in the 
controlled environment of the studio?  I have a great love and respect for both 
plein air work, and studio work. I find that each brings something completely different 
and yet something crucial to an artist’s growth. The reason that plein air cannot be 
replaced, or ever put aside, is hard to say simply in one sentence, so please bear with 
me in my attempt to explain. Art is a communication of an experience. Experience of the 
world cannot be had all by yourself in the studio. You must be out in the world, breathing 
the air, feeling the chill in the wind in order to be able to really understand that 
experience. If you then went back to the studio to express the wind and the chill in the 
air, you would have to rely entirely upon your memory, which (if you are like me) is at 
best, unreliable. Yes, you would most likely have a photo to work from, but no matter 
how good the camera, it is incapable of capturing everything that your eye can see......it 
simplifies, and presents to you a reminder if what you saw, but that is all.....it cannot 
capture all of the value and color ranges, which means that working only with a photo 
severely reduces the information that you have in hand to truly express your idea. Plein 
air brings the intensity of the experience directly to your canvas with no filter, and all of 
the information. 



What was your most hair-raising extreme plein air painting experience?  I 
have several times because of my artistic focus found myself in hair-raising positions! 
Not because I'm brave, but because I can be totally focused in the creative process; 
sometimes to my detriment. An example of this is: I went on a plein air painting trip with 
my father to Canyon DeChelley down on the Navajo Reservation in AZ......beautiful 
thousand foot red cliffs....after finishing a painting on the edge of one of these said cliffs, 
we went in search of a great view of a famous pinnacle (called spider Rock by the 
Navajo). Caught up in the breath taking colors and last minutes of light, I was climbing 
out onto the edge of this rock, when suddenly a burst of wind started rocking me back 
and forth. My Dad started yelling at me to get away from the edge, and I realized that I 
was standing on the edge of a rock with only a foot of “ground” under my feet, and 
nothing but air in front of me and on both my sides. While I wasn't scared per say, I did 
decide to concede to my father's coaxing. 
 
Dead or living, which artist(s) has had the most impact on your artistic 
journey?  I can't narrow the impact down to only one artist. I had parents who gave me 
endless support, teaching me how to think about art and paying for my education in it, a 
mentor (Henry Stinson) who devoted countless hours to teaching me that I'll never be 
able to repay, and countless other teachers who have impacted certain aspects of work 
(notably; Simon Kogan who helped me to change my focus from the craft to the art).... 
And that's not even including all of The Greats whose work inspires me to strive for an 
excellence that I can only imagine (Botticelli, Payne, Fechin, Klimt, SC Yuan...the list 
goes on). 
 
A few famous artists’ works have given me moments of clarity with my own work. Most 
prominently, Botticelli. Before seeing his work in person, I would flip right past it in the art 
books. After seeing it in person, I realized that every inch of his often quite large 
paintings was attended to with equal importance, making every inch.... no, every 
STROKE beautiful. This hit me as crucial, and now, every time I paint, that thought 
comes to mind. 
 
Closing comments….Nothing can replace painting from life. Light needs to be 
experienced so that you can learn how to express it on canvas. But I believe that equally 
as important, is the study of the craft. Do not neglect all of the foundations of your craft. 
Be willing to spend large portions of your life just drawing, or just learning how a tree is 
structured. Do the work it takes to have the foundations become something so much at 
your core that you don't have to think about them when you are out painting the 
changing light. All you have to do is try to create that light, and the foundations of your 
study will silently guide you. 


