On the Cover

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on April 9, 2007.

Here is a word association test: “painter of water
lilies.” Okay, that one is easy: Claude Monet, “a painter
who loved his garden, a garden which became so famous
that, absorbed into the popular subconscious, images of it
hang like wallpaper the world over” (Russell, 1995, p. 7).

A slightly more challenging question: Where were
those wondrous, misty water lilies—and the mauve water
surrounding them—painted? At Monet’s garden near
Giverny, France, the acreage that the artist (with the assis-
tance of six gardeners) turned into an intense jumble of
ponds, bridges, streams, and masses of water lilies. This
expanse became his own private site for numerous paint-
ings with endless variations on image, reflection, light, and
season, the iconic emblem, one might say, of French Im-
pressionism in the latter part of the 19th century.

Fast-forward to the year 2000. Artist Mary Jane Q.
Cross traveled to Giverny, bringing art students from New
Hampshire with her on an arranged art tour. She recounts
that they practiced “painting in the footsteps of all the big
guys. We went to all the places painted by the American and
French Impressionists—Normandy, Rouen—and Giverny.

“I was so captivated [by Monet’s garden]. There was
so much to paint. There was a riot of lilies all mounded up
on each other. Sometimes the whole mass could be seven
feet across. I was always discovering something that I had
initially overlooked ... [things] can so easily be missed.
Particular lilies are tucked away. They force their face[s] in
rather close.

“Painting in the same area for several days produced
more intimate views, but only if I sought them out,
searched for and treasured them, making them my own,
rather than Monet’s, before committing them to paint.

“I found many secret little places that were worthy of
my time and worthy of bringing them to view for others. I
felt that I was involved in a dance. Even now—there is a
unique fragrance to the Monet gardens that translated itself
into the paintings—I can almost smell it.

“I don’t know that Monet is a huge influence on me.
I’ve been more influenced by Bouguereau, John Singer
Sargent, and Mary Cassatt. But being in Monet’s garden!
Seeing the genesis of Monet’s lily paintings—I was sur-
prised that it mattered.”

One evening, away from her students and their de-
mands and from others traveling with her, Cross took
endless photographs of the ponds and their inhabitants.
These photographs of the water lilies were “up close and
personal. The blossom [on the cover of this month’s Amer-
ican Psychologist] was not there one day, then it was

present for what seemed a breath; a day later, covered by
leaves, it was gone.”

While taking the photographs in the garden, in the soft
evening light, Cross also created “color notes” for herself
in the form of small, plein air studies. Working subse-
quently in her studio, from the photo and the color notes,
she produced this detailed, hyperrealist painting that high-
lights the lush tangle of foliage and flower. The style is
evocative of the softly rounded cubism of art deco artist
Tamara de Lempicka (though her paintings were of human
figures). Cross puts the viewer in tight, close proximity to
the image of the central water lily pushing for visibility and
light among the crowding leaves.

Secret Blossoming is 11 inches by 14 inches, one of
Cross’s smaller paintings. It is not as “finger friendly,” she
comments, as many of her other works. In order to cope
with a severe tremor, Cross uses a combination of painting
with her fingers as well as a prosthetic device manipulated
by her shoulder (see Hays, 2008). This tremor, the conse-
quence of an adverse reaction to a prescribed medication, left
Cross “with a profound sense of not wanting to waste time.”

Because of her tremor and the small size of the paint-
ing, it was especially challenging for Cross to create the
sharp images and tight edges that crowd this canvas. There
is some irony in the fact that had Cross chosen to follow
Monet’s looser painting style for this same subject and
locale, it might have been easier for her to execute than the
style she elected for herself.

Following her European travels, Cross developed a
sense of attachment to water lilies. She started noticing
them everywhere and has now developed various series of
paintings of water lilies—not unlike Monet (to mine the
comparison even further)—near her New Hampshire home.
Her water lily paintings have been well received. “There
are more lily people than I ever expected—Iily aficionados.
Lilies are so quiet and soothing.

“Lilies don’t live in rapid water. They need fresh but
not fast water. They live in backwater. I'm in a little
backwash in New Hampshire. There is a lot of soul and
spirit satisfaction in these lilies. How do you float along
when life throws you a big wave? You learn how to survive
and thrive with it.”
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