Basalt Are,
Schoodic

2009, acrylic and
grayon on panel,
20 x 20, Courtesy
Argosy Gallery,
Bar Harbor, Maine.
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Create Your
Best Paintings

| On-Site

Working exclusively en plein air, Jana Matusz

uses acrylic and crayon to transform inspiring

landseapes into strong paintings,

by Linda S. Price

hen asked how 1o
define herselfas an
artist, Jana Matusz
shares an experience
she had working on an island off the
coast of Maine. While walking on the
beach one day. she spotted a piece of
plass and was compelled to pick it up.
She could see one word very clearly
impressed on the fragment: strenpth.
“It was probably a medicine bottle,”
she says, "but the more | thought
about it, the more | realized how
important strength is to my art
stylistically, I aim for strength in my
composition and color, and mentally
and emotionally, | need the strength
to keep going as an artist.”

Listening to the artist describe her
work, it's elear that Matusz is more
than just strong—she’s been dedicated
to art for as long as she can remem-
ber. From an early age drawing and
painting were “her thing,” and in the
fourth grade she was lucky enough to
be chosen as her school representative
to attend art classes at the Carnegie
Museums of Pittsburgh. She continued
to take classes there until high school,
when she began taking precollege art
classes at Carnegie Mellon University.

As an undergraduate, she attended
Harvard University, in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, where she majored in
drawing and painting, and also took
courses in photography, filmmaking,
and landscape architecture,

After receiving her degree, she
worked for several years in advertising
and graphic design. She then made a

huge leap across the ocean to England,

where she attended the Ruskin School
of Drawing & Fine Art, in Oxford. A
year later she moved to Poland, where
she spent three years as an artist

in residence. Matusz chose Poland
because of her family's Polish heritage
and because she didn't want to study
in Paris and Rome like other fine-art
graduates, “The Berlin Wall didn’t
come down until a year after 1 left,”
she recalls. “Poland was a Communist
country, a country of hardships and
ration cards. 1 had to wait in line for
everything from art supplies to toilet
paper. It was heady, stressful, and
sometimes kind of scary. My mail
would often arrive opened. A sense of
conflict came into my work. | started
oul painting representationally, doing
figures, and then 1 moved on to a
series of paintings of doorways. which
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were literal and figurative thresholds.
Finally, | started painting directly on
maps, in part because it was so diffi-
cult to get art supplies. At this point |
was painting abstractly, and it became
a dialogue with the maps rather than a
monologue on white paper. This back-
and-forth quality of lines still comes
through in my work today.”

After returning to the United
States, “more appreciative of every-
thing we have here and with a per-
spective of what's important,” Matusz
got her M.F.A. in painting from the
Massachuselts College of Art, in Bos-
ton, She taught art for 10 years, and
eventually she decided that working in
a non-art-related field would allow her
to focus more energy on creating her
own work,

1 do most of my painting on trips,
staying at cheap hotels and doing
nothing but painting,” she explains.

“1 don’t have a studio at home. The
warld is my studio.” The downside of
this is that "sometimes there's a long
enough gap between trips that | feel
as il I'm starting from scratch.” For
years Matusz's primary subject was
trucks. “1 was in love with the visual
aspect of trucks,” she says. “They
filled up the square o beautifully, and
they were strong and purposeful, as

I wanted to be. I didn't care about the
make and model, but they had to be
working trucks, not derelict old trucks
with grass growing around them."
This brought its own set of problems:
petting access to construction sites
and the frustration of having a subject
move in the middle of the painting
process,

Upon realizing that it was too casy
for people to put a label on her truck
paintings—a 198 Ford, for instance—
and dismiss them, she made a dra-
matic switch in subject matter. *| joke
that [ moved on to boulder work,” the
artist says about her decision to paint
the rugged Maine coast. “By painting
rocks [ found something that wasn't
so easy to label, but there was still that
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Matusz’s
Basic Palette

» Maples yellow

= Maples yellow deep

& yellow ochre
cadmium orange

red oxide

cadmium red light
cadmiurm red mediom
alizann crimson
quinacridone magenta
cobalt green
Hooker's green
cobalt turquoise
pthalocynanine turgquoise
cerulean blue

cobalt blue

cobalt blue deep
indanthrene blue
permanent violet dark
dicxazine purple
Payne's gray

& buff titanium
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idea of strength. Color and line were
more important. Painting them was
also quieter, got me out of the city, and
allowed me to be alone with nature.”
Matusz seizes every opportunity
to visit Maine, and a number of artist
residencies have made this possible.,
Her first step in creating a painting
invalves scouting—hours of hiking
to find just the right rocks. Although
she does take some pictures to jog
her memory, the artist is adamant
about not working from photographs.
“That defeats the effort to record the
experience of being there,” she says.
She alzo avoids sketches and instead
makes a list of spots that offer good
composition, color, and light, noting
what time of day and what stage of
the tide is preferable. “1'm finding
the scenes,” she insists, “not making
them up. Those cracks are there. I'm
very true to the place, and that's what's
important to me, although 1 may cheat
a little and push colors.” She uses a

viewfinder to determine compositions.
*I don't analyze compositions to death.
I hold up the viewfinder, it clicks in
and feels right at a certain place. [ see
that and try to capture it. | am aware
of the power of angles and use them
to move the eve around. Sometimes |
rely on a center of interest; other times
| avoid it entirely. | like cropping into
things because you get more interest-
ing background shapes that way. Also,
looking down at the subject helps to
create large, active areas. Sometimes |
tilt the scene to create a more dynamic
composition.”

Matusz used to paint in oil but found
she didn't like the texture and give of
canvas. "l wanted something | could dig
into,” she says of her decision to work
exclusively in acrylic. "1 like to draw, and
I miss the scribble factor in painting. |
needed a hard surface and did all kinds
of experimenting to find the right one,
I'm still experimenting; there is no right
answer,” She likes the fact that acrylics
work on paper, and she started by paint-
ing on maps before moving to museum
board. She likes Pastelbord by Amper-
sand because it has tooth. In prepara-
tion for an upcoming trip to Bermuda,
where she'll need to travel light, she's
been experimenting with MultiMedia
Artboard’s Ultralight Art Panels {avail-
able at www.dickblick.com), an acid-free
foam core on top of a combination of
paper and thermal-set resin.

One of the best aspects of working
with acrylics is that she doesn't have
to deal with wet paintings and can
easily transport her work. This is also
why she paints primarily on 20"x-20"
panels that fit nicely under her arm.
{Limiting her work to one size also
malkes it easier to frame and hang a
cohesive exhibition.) Practical issues
aside, she finds the size and dimen-
sion comfortable and loves the fact
that a square, although a challenging
space to fill, produces more forceful
shapes and stronger compositions.

The artist often combines crayon
with acrylics, explaining that this
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Duck Brook Secret
2010, acrylic on panel, 20 x 20. Courtesy Argosy Gallery,
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Matusz’s
Secondary
Palette

= titanate yellow
cadmium yellow light
cadmium yellow medium
cadmium yelow deep
Maples yellow red
fight magenta

rose

compose Bordeaus:
guinacndone violet
light viclet

medium viclet

yeliow green
permanent green light
titanate green

green gold

nlve

cobalt teal

compose blue 1
compose blue 2

anua

light uitramarine blue
light ultramarine violet
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Wonderland

2010, acrylic and crayon on
panel, 16 x 16, Collection the
arlist.

DPPOEITE PAGE. ADOYE
Ocean Path Chasm

20049, acrylic on crayan on panel,
20 x 20. Private collection

OPPOSITE RAGE, BELOW
West Schoodic Const

2009, acrylic and crayon on
panel, 20 x 20. Courtesy Argosy
Gallery, Bar Harbor, Maing,
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gives her the best of hoth worlds:
drawing and painting. She uses Caran
'Ache Neocolor 11 water-soluble cray-
ons, and thinks of the combination

as a back-and-forth process—washes,
crayon, paint, crayon again. Almost
all the lines on her boulders are done
in crayon, usually black, although if
she feels the painting needs a real jolt
of electricity, she’ll pick up a red. But
these are just tools, she points out, and
some scenes don't call for crayon and
using one might be overdoing it, {She
cautions other plein air painters that
on foggy, wet days crayons slide all
over the place and won't leave a mark.)

Matusz begins a painting by toning
her board with a light wash of cad-
mium red, and then she tses a middle
tone, usually cadmium light red or
orange, to give a rough indication of
the composition. Next, she blocks in
her large shapes with paint. She has
no rule about proceeding from dark to
light or light to dark and works all over
the panel.

She uses plastic egg containers as
her palette, and two fit easily in her
knapsack, The wells are deep enough
for her to squeeze out enough paint
that carrying tubes isn't necessary,
The inside of the lids are flat, provid-
ing good mixing surfaces. When she's
done, the dried paint can be pecled
right off. To refresh the colors she uses
a wet brush, and if the paint dries too
quickly, she uses water to reactivate iv.

The artist confesses that she
has “an obzcene number of colors.”
Her paints are primarily Winsor
& Newton, Golden, and Holbein,
Initially she relies on the basic colors
of her first palette, which includes
cadmiuwm orange, Naples yellow, and
dioxazine purple. Her secondary
palette contains colors such as cobalt
teal and aqua, which would be time
consuming to mix on-site. By working
from premixed colors, Matusz avoids
making mud and helps keep her
hues fresh and intense. With all these
color possibilities in front of her, it

“My feeling-just short of
religious-is that I don’t
want to touch a painting
once I leave the site. I see
this as a one-off shot at
capturing something.”

could be overwhelming, but the artist
actually finds it makes her paintings
stronger. This is especially important
when painting rocks, where she has
te push the colors to avoid creating a
uniform brown mass. Asked about her
favorite colors, Matusz names Payne's
gray but notes that she also mixes her
own darks, combining, for instance,
alizarin crimson and pthalocyanine
turquoise, Other favorite colors are
cerulean blue and Winsor & Newton's
indanthrene blue, She admits that
greens can be problematic. “A really
dark Hooker's green is better than
those plastic, fake greens,” she says.
"Cabalt greens are good, too, Some-
times | underpaint with warm colors
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5i. George's
2010, acrylic

and crayon on
Pastelbord, 20 x 20.
Private collection.

BELOW

Bormmuda Shore
2010, acrylic on
Pastalbord, 20 x 20,
Coltection the artist.
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Guacamole Peaches
2008, acrylic on museum board, 1997, serylic on museun board,
14V x 15. Private collection. 14%: x 15, Collection the artist

such as red oxide to liven up vast areas
of greens. Push the colors. If you see
a slightly vellow-green, push it toward
a very golden look. Varying the greens
helps, too. Or look for subjects that
aren’t green,” she says with a smile.
When it comes to brushes, the artist
says she’s “not very picky" and mainly
uses the largest brights and flats she
can find (she doesn't like rounds). She
paints on a Winsor & Newton Bristol
regular standing easel because she
finds a watercolor easel too flimsy,
Matusz says that although she will
continue to paint coastal rocks, just
as she occasionally paints particularly
compelling trucks, she is now more
open to new subject matter, more
interested in vibrant and moving
subjects such as water, plants, and fig-
ures. Last winter, tired of the cold and

an off-season special rate at a resort in
Bermuda, where she knew she'd find
color and light to paint. This year she
is returning there for three months as
part of the Masterworks Foundation
Artists Residence Program.

As the interview winds down,
Matusz points out that sometimes
she fails to capture what she's after.
“Mot every painting is a masterpiece,”
she says. “Then [ say to myself, Okay,
it's not going to happen, and I paint
over it or start another painting.

Not every painting can be saved. My
feeling—ijust short of religious—is
that [ don't want to touch a painting
once | leave the site. | see thisasa
one-off shot at capturing something.”
Then she thinks back to the message
on the shard of beach glass and asks,
“Why create paintings if they aren't

gray of Boston, she took advantage of  strong?" =
OPPOSITE PAGE, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP
0il Tanker, Morning Onlons Oil Tanlker

2008, acryiic on museumn board, 2008, 2crylic on museum board, 2008, acrylc on musewm board,
15x 14%. Private collecton, 14% x 15, Collectson the artist. 20 % 20, Private collection.
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About the Artist

Jana Matusz grew up in Pittsburgh,
where she attended art classes at
the Carnegie Museums of Pitts-
burgh and later at Carnegie Mellon
University. She graduated Phi Beta
Kappa from Harvard University, in
Massachusetts, with a degree in
painting and drawing. After working
in.advertising and graphic design
for several years, she went to
England and studied at the Ruskin
School of Drawing & Fine Art, in
Oxford, before moving to Poland,
where she spent three years as an
artistin-residence at the Academy
of Fing Arts, in Krakow. She eamed
an M.EA. in painting at the Mas-
sachusetts College of Art, in Boston.
She has taught there, a5 well as at
Harvard University and Wellesley
College, also in Massachusetts,
Matusz is represented by the Argosy
Gallery in Bar Harbor, Maine, and the
Banks Gallery, in Portsmouth, New
Hampshire. For more information,
visit www.janamatusz.com.
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