
Finding inspiration in a grand vista, 
a glorious sky or a majestic forest is 
nothing unusual for an artist. Rarer, 

though, is the artist who can go beyond a 
pleasant rendering of these bucolic scenes 
to reveal an intellectual, emotional or even 
spiritual connection to the subject. In the 
following pages, you’ll meet five artists who 
bring both complexity and insight to their 
landscape painting, generating work that is, in 
many cases, as much a reflection of an inward 
landscape as it is the physical environment. 

Whether focused on watery 
reflections, rolling farmlands or 
a solitary tree, the work of these 
five artists draws its power from 
the emotional potency of the 
landscape.

By Anne Hevener

Harvest Glow (acrylic on canvas, 48 x 60) by Sy Ellens

Wondersn a t u r a l 
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When painting in acrylics, Deckbar uses 
Chroma Atelier paints—which provide an open 
working time, if desired, and rich full color—as 
well as the Atelier retarder and other fluid medi-
ums. The working processes she has developed 
make the most of the medium. “Sometimes 
acrylic paint loses color intensity when spread 
too thinly, and dries too fast,” she says. “I’ve 
learned to underpaint with retarder when I need 
more open blending time. I also keep a mister 
bottle of water on hand to keep the paint supple 
and blendable when that’s what I want.”

Another practice the artist uses is to glaze the 
entire canvas (with retarder?) between painting 
sessions [or between layers?]. “This allows the 
paint to flow and avoid the ‘grab’ or ‘drag’ some-
times associated with polymer,” she says. “This 
also allows each layer to float, giving the final 
appearance a richer look.” 

This richness contributes to the overall im-
pact of Deckbar’s work, taking it beyond realism 
to a bolder, more expressive outcome. This is im-
portant to the artist, who doesn’t want to paint as 
a casual admirer of the landscape, but rather as a 
keen observer of the natural world. “As a painter, 
I’m a conduit to nature,” she says. “At my best, my 
work transports the viewer to the astonishing 
place that nature itself does when viewed by the 
eye of someone visually awake.”

New Orleans artist, Adrian Deckbar, was a figure 
painter for 35 years, but that abruptly changed in 
July 2003 when she came to the realization that 
the subject she’s most passionate about is nature. 
“I began to wander outdoors,” she says. “Soon, 
the elements surrounding the figures loomed 
more important than the figures themselves. I 
went for a 180-degree turn.”

 Deckbar moved into a state of exploration, 
literally, wandering through the landscape to find 
scenes that dwell deep inside the natural world—
areas of the landscape without evidence of human 
encroachment or even interaction. It has helped 
that in addition to the lush swamps and bayous 
near her New Orleans home, the artist also has 
a place in Arkansas, which offers her 60 acres of 
untouched Ozark wilderness in which to roam. 

Though her exploration began in pastel, Deck-
bar eventually turned to acrylics as well. “I painted 
with strokes, overlaying colors and complementa-
ry color vibration, like one does in pastel,” she says. 
“It was the bridge to acrylics.” Before choosing 
which medium she intends to use for a piece, she 
first develops the concept and goes on location to 
shoot photos. “As I hunt for and find the images, 
I see them as paintings or drawings; I see them as 
blended or layered. I know when I’m shooting if 
acrylics or pastel will be best,” Deckbar says. “The 
choices are very intentional.”

 Adrian Deckbar (www.adriandeckbar.com), of 

New Orleans, studied drawing and painting 

at San Francisco State University and the Uni-

versity of Southwestern louisiana, lafayette, 

before earning an M.F.A. from tulane University. 

Her work, which has been featured in numer-

ous group and solo exhibitions, is represented 

by Gallery Bienvenu in New Orleans. She has 

worked frequently as an artist-in-residence, an 

arts instructor and an arts juror.

Cypress refleCtions, no. 2 (at right; acrylic on 
canvas, 48 x 36)  
Deckbar uses acrylic in a way that retains a tactile quality 
in the mark-making. “i like to see the artist’s hand and 
the decisions that create the final image,” she says. “the 
magic is that when i’m close to the work, it appears to 
be abstract; and then, upon stepping back, the image 
comes into focus.”

Water’s edge (acrylic 
on canvas; 48 x 48) 
“i was on a hunt for 
mysterious primeval 
images,” says Deckbar, 
when she and her 
husband, a photogra-
pher, happened upon 
this remarkable spot in 
Honey island Swamp 
about 35 miles outside 
of New Orleans. “the 
water was extremely low 
at the time, so we could 
walk into areas not usually 
accessible,” she says. 
intrigued by the “unusual 
lighting, floating leaves, 
intricate root systems, and 
reflections,” they took a 
number of photos which 
provided reference for 
these and other paintings.

a d r i a n  d e c k b a r :  in the forest primeval
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You could say that Kevin T. Kelly came to land-
scape as the result of a mid-life crisis. “It was a 
full-blown, mid-life meltdown,” Kelly says, in the 
midst of which he turned to meditation and the 
disciplines of Tai Chi and Qi Quong. “It was an 
attempt to find out who I am and what I believe 
in,” he says. “Through these centering processes, 
I re-evaluated my entire belief system and began 
to gain a sense of tranquility in my life—similar 
to the experience I feel when I’m deep in the 
creative process.” 

The serenity that Kelly was feeling as a result 
of these meditative practices was something he 
wanted to integrate into his painting. The result-
ing landscape work is a significant departure 
from Kelly’s Neo-Pop figural paintings not only 
in the change of subject but also in the absence of 
a specific narrative and message. And yet, there 
are, of course, commonalities. “At first, I wasn’t 
sure how to approach the subject matter,” Kelly 
says. “With my Pop paintings there was always 
an allegorical framework. The narrative to me 
was paramount to the work; the structure upon 
which the image was built. But the central point 
of Tai Chi, Qi Quong and meditation is relax-
ing, releasing and letting go—both mentally and 
physically—so I applied these principles in my 
approach, and the language has developed and 
evolved with each successive painting.”

The process, Kelly goes on to say, became very 
fluid. “There is a give and take,” he says, “as I allow 
each image to reveal itself gradually, rather than 
working them through in my typical rigid and ex-
acting process.” The artist’s personal perceptions 
remain a constant in both bodies of work. “It’s the 

After graduating in 1987 with a B.F.A. in sculp-

ture from the Art Academy of cincinnati, Kevin 

t. Kelly (www.kevintkelly.com), moved to New 

york city, where he worked as a studio assistant 

to Pop artist tom Wesselmann (1931-2004) for 

nearly six years. Kelly, who now lives in coving-

ton, Ky., is best known for his figural work in the 

“Neo-Pop” or “Post-Pop” tradition. His new 

body of work focuses on landscape through 

which, Kelly says, “he seeks to present a sense 

of inner calm or tranquility much like the state 

achieved near the end of a meditation session.” 

in addition to his painting, Kelly has worked as a 

guest lecturer, adjunct art instructor and writer 

of critical review. 

type of energy being channelled that’s different,” 
he says. “I felt as if I’d been visually shouting at 
the viewer for the past 15 or so years and decided 
with these works to employ a whisper.”

In terms of materials, Kelly prefers acrylic for 
its immediacy; he likes to work fast. “I like that 
I can lay down the paint, hit it with a hair dryer 
and make adjustments very quickly,” he says. 
“When I work with oil, I tend to second guess my 
decisions and get bogged down.”

His creative process begins with the concept, 
which he develops through sketching, collage 

and writing. He then creates a detailed sketch 
that becomes the road map for the final painting. 

For his larger work, approximately 50 x 60 or 
60 x 70 inches, Kelly uses canvas and a process 
of masking (with artist’s tape) and painting. “I 
consider my paintings to be less about paint-
ing and more about drawing with tape,” he says. 
“Although I refer to the sketch while working, I’m 
continually making small incremental changes 
during the painting process.” 

For smaller works, like these landscapes, Kelly 
uses Golden Fluid Matte Acrylics on Strathmore 
4-ply Bristol Board (hot pressed). And, because 
of the smaller scale, he replaces tape with Grafix 
Frisket Film for masking. 

The techniques Kelly employs bring about a 
clean, direct, almost graphic effect, so that he’s 
frequently asked if he uses an airbrush. “No,” he 
confirms. “All of the blending is indeed done with 
a brush.” The choice to avoid some of the more 
conventional “painterly” approaches to landscape 
painting is all part of Kelly’s vision, one that seeks 
to express, as he puts it, “the ‘feeling’ of a space 
rather than the literal depiction of it.”

k e v i n  T.  k e l ly:  the nature of meditation

sunset on the Bottoms (acrylic on paper, 7 x 10)  
Kelly uses his reference photos as a jumping off point. 
“i make a few quick drawings to reduce the scene to 
its bare essentials,” he says. “From that point on, the 
painting dictates what it needs. rather than being locked 
into copying what i see in the photo, i allow my memory 
and feelings of being in that particular space and time to 
help guide the painting through to completion.”

Crisp and Clear (acrylic and gouache on paper,  
6 x 71/2) 
it’s important to Kelly to be familiar with the landscape 
he paints. “this scene on route 8 in northern Kentucky 
is one that i visited repeatedly over the course of a year, 
in all types of weather,” he says. “i was re-visiting places 
i’d been many times, but with the intention of truly 
looking and experiencing.” Kelly went on to paint the 
scene several times from different vantage points and in 
different seasonal settings. 
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Sy Ellens’ aerial views of rolling farmland are 
painted from his memory, so the works don’t 
depict any one identifiable location. Rather, the 
imagery relates to the artist’s personal connection 
to the land—a connection he has been cultivating 
since growing up on a farm near Cadillac, Michi-
gan. “As a child, I picked stones, pulled weeds, 
milked cows, played at our pond, fixed fences, 
harvested crops and did many other chores,” Ellens 
says. “I learned what it was like to go through a 
frustrating dry season and to patiently wait for 
rain—or wait for the rain to stop. I learned what it 
was like to have an abundant harvest and to almost 
have no harvest at all.” 

It’s this special relationship and the understand-
ing of the unpredictable nature of making one’s 
living off the land that the artist seeks to explore 
and express in his artwork. 

Ellens also recollects how, as a young boy on the 
farm, he was fascinated by any airplane that flew 
overhead and often wondered what it would be 
like to look down at the earth from that perspec-
tive. Later, Ellens did in fact find inspiration in that 
unique in-flight vantage point. “Sitting in a plane 
looking out the window, I was struck by the pat-
terns below that slowly emerge,” he says. It wasn’t a 
big jump to begin to imagine those patterns as sub-
jects for paintings, and Ellens began to explore the 
possibilities. What he initially assumed would be a 
small series has turned into a much larger, endur-

ing study of the subject. “And I am still discovering 
fresh paths in the old fields,” he says.

To realize his creative vision, Ellens chooses 
acrylic [any particular brand, Sy?], a medium he 
considers both practical and efficient. “If I don’t 
like a color that I’ve put on, I need to wait only a 
few moments before painting it over with a differ-
ent color,” he says. As a surface, he selects either 
watercolor paper (usually 300-pound rough, cold-
pressed Arches) or canvas (typically, a 12-ounce 
cotton duck). Always keeping the final vision front 
and center in his mind, Ellens begins by paint-
ing the whole surface with an undercoating of 
color—usually a red or blue. “This color—which I’ll 
allow to show through in the final layer—creates a 
color key for the painting,” he says. 

Next, Ellens typically addresses one compo-
nent of the landscape at a time, beginning with 
the sky. He then defines the horizon line, moving 
next to lakes and rivers. Then, using a small 
pointed brush and dioxazine purple, he divides 
the rest of the space into fields and other land 
elements. The next step is the field colors. “For 
these,” Ellens says, “I keep in mind a balance of 
colors and a focal point.” To finish, Ellens paints 
any buildings, driveways and roads, and then—as 
the final step—he puts in the trees and shadows. 
The finished paintings are like jewel-like tapes-
tries, exploring line, shape and pattern—and the 
unique beauty of rural America.

After teaching art in a Kalamazoo, Mich., school for nine years, Sy Ellens (www.

syellens.com) moved to Nigeria where he taught for three years. His interest in 

other places and cultures piqued, he and his wife then traveled widely through-

out Europe, the Middle East and china. His paintings can thus be found in 

private collections not only in the U.S. and canada but around the world. His art-

work is represented by several Michigan galleries, including Blue Heron Gallery 

in Elk rapids, Synchronicity Gallery in Glen Arbor, the Ann Arbor Art center, in 

Ann Arbor, and Ariana Gallery in royal Oak.

By the river (acrylic 
on paper, 20 x 28)
to make a success of a 
painting with this “bird’s 
eye” viewpoint, Ellens 
knows the composition 
has to be interesting and 
eye-catching. “that must 
be achieved by the use of 
line, color and texture,” 
he says. “So, here, the 
buildings are impor-
tant as they become the 
center of interest.”

green aCres (acrylic on canvas, 15 x 19)
“in this painting,” says Ellens, “i used multiple vanishing 
points to make the earth appear round and coming 
forward. i used a point on the horizon line for the fields 
in the distance, then a point an inch or two above the 
horizon line for the middle field, and a point a few inches 
above that for the foreground field.” He then varied 
these lines to create the illusion of the hills and other 
land components.

S y  e l l e n S :  a new perspective
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When you look at Peter Hoffer’s entire body of 
work, you see that it crosses over genres and 
styles. Whereas some work veers toward hyper-
realism, the “pure” landscape paintings—while 
experimental—reflect a more “painterly” 
tradition. “The  landscape paintings are about 
the material,” says Hoffer, “whereas the realistic 
works are about the image.” To further ex-
plain, Hoffer equates his process of creating a 
landscape painting with that of land formation 
itself—the layering of material, the carving and 
sanding of a surface. “I come from a background 
in sculpture,” Hoffer says. “My intent is to con-
sider the topography of the painting as much as 
the composition of image and subject.”

As for tools, Hoffer isn’t a brush snob; he uses 
cheap synthetic, tapered brushes, which he finds 
perfectly suited for making the suggestion of a 
tree. “The more weathered these brushes become, 
the more flared the edges,” he says. “The pea-
cocked bristles, when loaded with paint, create the 

nicest trees—with just the flick of a wrist.” When it 
comes to his paint, however, he’s more particular. 
His favorite acrylic brands include Stevenson, 
TriArt and Liquitex.

As a surface, Hoffer works primarily on a 
type of board called louan. “It’s comparable to a 
thin veneer,” he says. “It works best with my use 
of thick resins and varnishes, as they can’t flex as 
they would on canvas.” He also prefers the louan, 
because it can be carved with a chisel and knife, 
sanded and stressed. [Peter: Where do you get 
the louan; is there an online supplier?]

To begin a painting, Hoffer first applies layers 
of washes, markings and paint. “They’re haphaz-
ardly applied, and then covered by many thin 
glazes of succeeding tones to create the sky and 
foreground,” he says. Once he has composed the 
scene, he applies another layer of tonal glazing, 
sometimes in oil. “And I sand the layers down at 
various points throughout the work,” he says, “to 
allow for the underpainting to be revealed.”

Peter Hoffer (http://peterhoffer.com) was born in 

Brantford, Ontario, in 1965. He earned an M.F.A. 

from concordia University in Montréal, and 

degrees from the University of Guelph, Ontario, 

and the Ontario college of Art in toronto. He has 

lived and worked in toronto, New york city and 

Montreal, where he currently resides. His work 

has been widely exhibited throughout canada 

and the U.S., as well as in European venues in 

london, Brussels and Paris. His work is repre-

sented [Peter: are these current?] by Selby Fleet-

wood Gallery in Santa Fe, Foster/White Gallery in 

Seattle, Bau-Xi Gallery contemporary Fine Art in 

Vancouver and toronto, and Kathryn Markel Fine 

Arts in New york city.

P e T e r  H o f f e r :  the topography of a painting
Post (acrylic on board? 
00x00) 
Here, Hoffer shines 
a spotlight on a tree 
among many: “A tree 
that’s surrounded in a 
forest is isolated and 
given a brief moment to 
itself,” he says. “Applied 
significance to a tree 
overlooked, humble and 
reserved.”

Art cAPtiONS
Peter: can you provide 
dimensions for the paint-
ings? is “acrylic on 
board” accurate for all. 
Are the titles correct?

frontier no. 2 (acrylic on board? 00x00)  
Hoffer doesn’t think of himself as a “landscape painter” 
per se, but he has developed what he calls a “visceral 
relationship” with the subject. “i’ve traveled to many 
distant and unusual countries, and i have trekked into 
deep uninhabited locations. What has inspired me is 
the significance of the insignificant. i begin to notice the 
subtleties and idiosyncratic qualities found within the 
small tree or shrub, more so than i do with a grandiose 
and regal oak or maple tree.” A painting like Frontier No. 
2 is an example of homing in on foliage that might other-
wise be overlooked. 

To finish, Hoffer applies an initial coat of 
Damar varnish. This is then followed by 3 to 4 
coats of synthetic resin. “The multiple layers 
of resin seal the painting, encapsulating it to a 
refined package,” he says.

For Hoffer, the reasons for choosing are 
acrylics are manifold, not the least of which is 
the versatile and experimental nature of the 
paint—a good fit for the artist who admits his 
techniques could be considered unconventional, 
and not necessarily archival. In addition, he—like 
others—appreciates the fact that the paints are 
fast-drying: “I admit to a short attention span,” 
he says. “I embrace this condition when working 
on these landscapes. If the tree isn’t painted fast, 
it seems to lose the sense of immediacy that’s 
important to the process.” 

This openness to spontaneity is all part of 
what infuses Hoffer’s work with a feeling of 
unleashed energy and, as he puts it, “an air of 
pending drama.”
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try and create faux impasto surfaces in acrylic, I 
decided a more natural use of acrylic was to thin 
the paint instead of trying to make it look like oil 
which, for all its similarities, is truly a different 
artistic medium.”

Sindler enjoys painting en plein air, but he 
isn’t a strict practitioner. “Plein air painting is like 
a baseball player going to the batting cages,” he 
says. “The more time you spend in the cage, the 
more likely your hit rate will go up. I’ve finished 
work on location, and I have used studies for 
studio work, but chances are if I feel that I really 
nailed a painting on location and I try to recreate 
it in the studio, I usually end up with a not-so-
great copy of the original.”

The landscape is a steady engine of inspiration 
for Illinois artist, Brian Sindler, who considers 
the subject an effective vehicle for conveying 
emotion. “In contrast to painting still life or 
figurative subjects, I feel the organic quality of 
the landscape leaves so much more for interpre-
tation,”  he says. 

The artist finds himself drawn primarily to 
more “tonal” landscapes—typically early morn-
ing or late evening, or those enveloped by snow 
or fog. At these times, says Sindler, “I find that the 
mood is more mysterious, and the vague quality 
leaves much more to the imagination than trying 
to document any certain effect of light.”

Sindler doesn’t have to be standing before a 
dramatic vista to be transfixed by a scene, he can 
find visual excitement just about anywhere. “I 
can look out a window and be as fascinated with 
the view as standing at the edge of a cliff,” he says. 
“For me, there’s nothing more interesting than 
walking my dog in the night, and looking at all 
the trees and forms massing together into large, 
hazy shapes. There’s a zen-like quality at night 
that I seek to translate to canvas.”

Sindler works in both oils and acrylics, 
considering the quick drying time of the latter 
to be especially useful. In terms of process, he 
generally gets started with a quick sketch in paint 
or charcoal. He then proceeds to the painting, 
using firm synthetic flat and filbert brushes and a 
limited palette consisting of titanium white, cad-
mium yellow light, cadmium red light, alizarin 
crimson and phthalo blue (Golden brand).

“Although I experiment with different medi-
ums, about 90 percent of the time I use acrylic 
glazing medium, either satin or gloss,” Sindler 
says. “When I first started painting with acrylics, 
my first inclination was to try and mimic the 
effects of oil. After numerous experiments to 

Brian Sindler (www.briansindler.com), of North-

brook, ill., worked for years as a musician before 

taking up painting in his thirties. He studied at 

the American Academy of Art in chicago, and 

the School of representational Art, an atelier-

style school, also in chicago. His work is rep-

resented by Kamp Galleries in chicago and 

Winnetka, ill.; Gallery At rich Design in colorado 

Springs; and Michael Fitzsimmons Gallery in Oak

Oak Park, ill.

early Winter By the lake (acrylic on canvas, 48 x 
48) by Brian Sindler
in this work, the emphasis shifts. “it becomes less 
about light and atmosphere and more about mood and 
design,” says Sindler. “Early Winter by the Lake is more 
typical of the bulk of my work; there’s an improbability 
to the look of the painting. Elements seem real on one 
level, but the viewer will sense there’s something a little 
unlikely in the layout of the picture.”
 

b r i a n  S i n d l e r :  relishing the mystery

late afternoon teChny (acrylic on canvas, 48 x 
48) by Brian Sindler
Both paintings seen her, Sindler says, have a similar 
design scheme—one large tree mass as a focal point 
with other landscape elements as secondary points of 
interest. “Late Afternoon Techny,” he says, “perhaps 
reading more like a large-scale plein air painting.” 

To read more about these artists, and see additional 
paintings, visit our website: www.artistsnetwork.com/
acrylic-artist-nature.
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