
LPAPA Plein Talk Q&As with J. Ken Spencer 
January 2018 Artist Member of the Month 

 
What is your #1 tip or advice for the beginning plein air painter? 
Spend time doing the hard work of learning to draw well.  Getting good results in 
the field is much more likely when you can draw what you see with authority.  I 
think figure drawing is possibly the best environment to develop that skill even for 
the landscape painter. 
 
If you could only have 5 colors on your palette, what would they 
be? Lemon yellow, yellow ochre, trans oxide red, permanent rose, ultramarine 
blue 
 
Why do you choose to paint in the wild plein air rather than in 
the controlled environment of the studio? I do both.  Painting from life 
is wonderful for growth.  Studio work is best for developing a more purposeful, 
complete painting. 
 
What was your most hair-raising extreme plein air painting 
experience? I’ve painted off the back of Grand Targee in Wyoming with a 
precipitous drop of five or six hundred feet off the edge and in the median of a 
busy road to paint just the right view.  Most of the time however, I just pick a 
shady spot and enjoy myself. 
 
Living or not, which artist(s) has had the most impact on your 
artistic journey? Glen Edwards was my illustration professor at Utah State 
University.  He was a major influence and pointed me in the direction of many 
other amazing painters.  I love the work of Alphonse Mucha, John Singer Sargent, 
Edgar Payne, Joseph DeCamp, Vincent Van Gogh, Antonio Mancini, Nicolai 
Fechin, William Wendt, Heinrich Von Zugel and many others.  I especially love 
the golden age of illustration with artists such as Dean Cornwell, N C Wyeth, 
Frank Brangwin, Howard Pyle, Maxfield Parrish, Harvey Dunn and Norman 
Rockwell. 
 
Any closing comments or advice you'd like to share? To those who 
are working to build your skills as an artist… bravo!  It is a brave 
and courageous thing to create.  It is the work of a lifetime to become proficient 
and to also find your unique voice.  Be willing to destroy your paintings.  I do it 
regularly.  It takes the pressure off and allows for experimentation.  Be careful 
about following any one artist too much… learn what you can from lots of people, 
but let them be them and you be you.  Work hard and don’t be in hurry to 
arrive.  Go to museums!  


