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Th e excitement that artist Mary Padgett fi nds in the interplay 
of color and the joy of gestural line makes for lush and lively 

paintings of fruit, fl orals and the Italian countryside. 
BY AMY LEIBROCK

 
LANGUAGE

of Color
A
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“I JUST GET EXCITED TALKING ABOUT IT,” 
SAYS MARY PADGETT. Th e artist is telling 
me about color. More specifi cally, she’s describ-
ing the magic that happened when she put a 
blue-green up against an orange to render the 
pith of an orange in her painting Citrus Series,
April 8 (opposite). 

“Th at blue-green is going to get its defi nition 
in the context of the orange it’s placed next to, 
because color is always shifting depending on 
its context,” she says. “I love observing color.”

After 35 years as a pastel artist, Padgett’s 
continual enthusiasm about the process of 
painting shows in her work, which lately is a mix 
of  loose and lively still lifes, as well as energetic 
landscapes painted en plein air. 

In colder months, Padgett paints in her 
studio. In summer, she heads outdoors. Th e 
common thread is that everything is painted 
from the scene in front of  her without reference 
photos or sketches. Th is approach allows her 

to stay in the creative moment, relishing the 
process of artistic choices. “It doesn’t matter 
whether a painting sells, is exhibited or ends
up in a stack in my studio,” she says. “Th e reward 
comes from the act of making it.”

Finding Her Language
Padgett gravitated toward art in elementary
school in California and went on to earn 
an undergraduate art degree from Boston 
University and a graduate degree from Syracuse 
University. Her formal training focused mostly 
on oil painting and print-making. “Maybe I had 
a box of pastel sticks, but it wasn’t considered a 
serious, terminal medium,” she says.

But soon after graduate school, having no 
access to a printing press, Padgett started to 
explore other media and soon began her long-
term love aff air with pastel. She was drawn to 
its portability and its split personality as both a 
painting and a drawing medium. “Its versatility 

Citrus Series, 
December 28 (9x9) 

Citrus Series, 
April 8 
(opposite; 9x9)
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just suited me. It’s immediate. It’s a mark. It’s a 
tonal passage,” she says. 

Today, Padgett is still driven to use the diver-
sity of marks that pastel can create to enliven 
her subjects and communicate their essence.
In one painting, she’ll include tonal areas of 
color and blended contours with gestural lines 
or precise contours. Colors are bold and vivid or 
muted and dreamy. “I use this language of  line 
and color to communicate the qualities of my 
subject while maintaining the unique integrity 
of the medium,” she says. Padgett wants you to 
see both the subject and the pastel itself, as well 
as her hand in the process.

Making Her Mark
Padgett often explores this language in studio 
still lifes. Over the past two and a half years, she 
has produced two series of small, square-format 
paintings—one with fl owers as the subject, the 
other with varieties of citrus fruits—each titled 
with the date it was made. Together they serve 
as a visual diary of her explorations into con-
cept, composition, abstraction versus realism 
and color experience.

“My aim isn’t to focus on the fl owers and 
glass vase or fruit per se, but rather to use 
their characteristics to suggest possibilities for 
handling color, line and shape,” the artist says. 
“Th ese characteristics challenge me to make 
decisions on how to interpret the real object
as an abstraction.”

ARTISTS WHO INSPIRE

I’ve been inspired by many artists during my artistic life,
but here are four to whom I return again and again.

Edgar Degas [French, 1834-1917] will always be an inspira-
tion for his innovative approach to the pastel medium and 
his color handling. He was very process-oriented. He some-
times added papers on the perimeter of a picture to change 
his composition’s shape or size.

The landscapes of Wolf Kahn [German-born American,
1927 -  ] are color experiences. I aspire to that purity of focus 
on the element of color and what it alone can do. The essays 
in his pastel book, Wolf Kahn: Pastels, are inspiring refl ec-
tions on the pastel medium, color, and an artist’s experience 
and connection with his or her subject.

Another creative spirit I look to often is Joaquín Sorolla 
[Spanish, 1863-1923]. What a master! He used color to
suggest light in more ways than by value alone. His brush-
work has energy—an energy that I, too, try to create with
my pastel marks.

Giorgio Morandi [Italian, 1890-1964], a somewhat reclusive 
Italian painter of the 20th century, inspires me for the way 
he reduced three-dimensional objects to elegant, almost 
abstract compositions.
      —Mary Padgett
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Padgett chose a square format for these 
explorations to avoid the dramatic spacial 
connotations a vertical or horizontal size can 
dictate. She wanted the color combinations to 
drive the paintings.  

For these studio setups, Padgett started by 
pairing a fabric background with her subject and 
“letting them work their magic.”  Her approach 
begins by working out color combinations in her 

head before making any marks. She then does a 
preliminary sketch in charcoal, often right on the 
surface. Her sketch, which usually changes, helps 
her work out special compositional concerns. 
Once she fi gures out where the forms will go, 
she’s ready to paint. 

Padgett often starts with an underpainting, 
using Golden Fluid Acrylics, which she likes for 
its high pigment load in a thin liquid. Sometimes 

“It doesn’t matter whether a painting sells, is exhibited 
or ends up in a stack in my studio; the reward comes 
from the act of making it.”

Studio Series, 
May 12 (9x9) 

Daffodils, No. 1  
(opposite; 12x18) 
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she’ll go back and re-sketch over the under-
painting with charcoal. 

Next, she begins the application of pastel, 
typically choosing to start in an area where 
she sees an interplay of color that she’s excited 
about. “It’s about color interaction. Th at’s where 
it starts for me,” she says. 

In Studio Series, May 12 (on page 51), for 
instance, she began by working out how to com-
bine a range of violets to create the illusion of 

light and shadow juxtaposed with the light green 
background. “I’d place a bit of the green right up 
against the red-violet to see what kind of color 
experience I could get from that,” she says.

As she works through various color interac-
tions, she also uses deliberate mark-making to 
imbue pieces with energy and vitality, and to 
establish patterns and movement. “In the citrus 
paintings, there will be squiggles on the leaves 
or on part of the fabrics that I use,” says Padgett. 
“I like the dancing of the marks.”

Padgett does do some blending on the sur-
face using PanPastel sponges—but only rarely. 
She prefers to keep the integrity of the pastel 
mark and leave the color saturated and clear. 
She uses stiff  bristle brushes to lift pastel off  and 
reapply a diff erent color. 

“I think a lot about how much to say without 
overstating it,” says Padgett. “I don’t want it to 
look sketchy; I want it to look fi nished, but I want 
to keep it fresh, spontaneous, energetic.”

Th e Evolving Toolbox
In addition to the process, the pastel materials 
themselves—seeing how they evolve—excite 
Padgett. “I remember how I felt the fi rst time I 
made a mark with a Sennelier pastel on LaCarte 
paper—a marriage made in heaven,” she says. 

Th e artist prefers soft pastels and works with 
a variety of  brands selected for both hue and 
value qualities. She uses Great American, Terry 
Ludwig and the Henri Roché line, which she 
appreciates for being packed with color. 

Padgett also has appreciated such innovations 
as iridescent, opalescent and metallic pastels, as 
well as deeper, darker colors. “I don’t remember 
dark pastels existing until sometime in the ’90s 
when Schmincke put out a set of them,” she says. 
One of her favorites is Schmincke’s dark quinac-
ridone violet. “When you’ve got really dark darks, 
you can create compositions with a broad value 
range. Th at can create diff erent eff ects that have 
a diff erent character,” she says. “All of these devel-
opments have kept the act of putting pigment to a 
surface interesting.”

PLEIN ART TOOLKIT

Pastel is very portable but the weight can add up quickly, so 
I limit my supplies when I work en plein air. Altogether, my 
toolkit weighs about 4 pounds and fi ts easily into a back-
pack. Here are the essentials:

• Pastels: I carry a small pastel box that I’ve customized 
with a foam lining. I break my pastel sticks into pieces
no longer than an inch in order to carry a broader range 
of hue and value. I add and subtract pastels throughout 
the plein air season to refl ect the local palette of the 
location where I’m working.

• Surface: I pack two foam boards large enough to accom-
modate either a 6x9- or 9x12-inch sheet of pastel paper. 
Each board has a piece of paper attached to each side 
and is protected with a sheet of glassine. These four 
potential surfaces provide a range of options once I get 
to a painting site.

• Miscellaneous: viewfi nder, barrier cream, a PanPastel 
sponge, a stiff bristle brush, wet wipes 

I opt not to carry an easel. Instead, I sit with my board in
my lap or fi nd spots on which I can lean it. I’ll often carry
a short, three-legged stool as another option when I’d like
a seat in the shade on a sunny day.
      —Mary Padgett
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Padgett also carefully considers the surface 
on which she paints. She encourages students 
who take her classes to think of pastel picture-
making as something like a three-dimensional 
process. “Th e paper—what value it is, what color 
it is, what the surface texture is, what it allows 
you to put on it and how it holds the pigment—
contributes quite dramatically to the painting.” 

Some of her current favorites are Pastelmat 
and Pastel Premier sanded paper. “Th ey’re each 
diff erent in terms of  how they take the pigment,” 
she says. “If you rub it in, the new Pastel Premier 
sanded paper diff uses it, but Pastelmat doesn’t.”  

She also encourages students to work on 
diff erent colored grounds to see what those 
variations can do. “It changes the pastels in your 
box because of color interaction,” she says.   

Th e Magic of the Moment
In the warmer months, Padgett enjoys painting 
outdoors—sometimes taking groups to Spain 
and Italy to share in this excitement. For her, 
painting en plein air is the best way to learn 
about a place. “As I sit with my pastels and board, 
I not only see the landscape, but I hear and 
smell it as well,” she says. “I’m making decisions 
regarding composition; choosing colors; choos-
ing values; and working out my small painting. 

Mary Padgett (marypadgett.com), of New 
Woodstock, N.Y., is a signature member of 
the Pastel Society of America (PSA). She 
earned a B.F.A. from Boston University and 
an M.F.A. from Syracuse University. Her 
work has appeared in numerous group and 
solo exhibitions, winning many top awards, 
including the Herman Margulies Bequest 
Award for Distinctive Accomplishment in 
Pastel from the PSA in 2015. Padgett will be 

leading plein air painting excursions to France and Italy this fall and 
another to Spain in the summer of 2018.  

Tuscany,
October 16 (6x9) 

To have all that going on environmentally makes 
the moment so rich.” (Get the details on Padgett’s 
plein air toolkit on the opposite page.)

Padgett knows a piece isn’t working when 
she fi nds herself getting too fussy about or 
distracted by one element, but she can also 
recognize when the magic is there. “Th e more 
I work, the more I can try to get myself to that 
space,” she says. To do so takes discipline. “To 
make the next picture better than the last one. 
To do more to illuminate what I’m trying to say. 
To be more in control. Th ese are things that we 
artists know we’re capable of, but we have to 
keep challenging ourselves to do it—better.” 

AMY LEIBROCK is a Cincinnati-based freelance 
writer and content manager. 
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