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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on January 1, 2008.

Edna Ortof, a recognized watercolorist, likes to travel
for inspiration for her art. Her home in Scarsdale, New
York, is filled with paintings that remind her of places she
has visited and painted in. For example, she and three
artists rented a villa in Provence, and the paintings of
Provence adorning her dining room remind her of that
experience each time she looks at them. Other paintings she
keeps and continues to enjoy are from East Africa, Ireland,
Portugal, and Tuscany.

Like quite a few of the other artists profiled in On the
Cover, Ortof likes painting with other artists to see how
differently they treat the same subject matter and also to
learn from them. She has studied with and been influenced
by many renowned and nationally recognized artists and
continues to do so while attending workshops abroad and
domestically. She spent many years studying at the Art
Students League of New York. Currently she exhibits in
several galleries and is an active participant in various art
societies.

Ortof has two careers: one as an artist and the other as
a clinical psychologist. She was always drawing as a child
and majored in art in high school. At City College of New
York she took all the art and psychology courses she could
and considered a career in art therapy but was not sure she
could make a living as an art therapist. A master’s degree
from Columbia University was followed by some courses
at the William Alanson White Institute of Psychiatry, Psy-
choanalysis, and Psychology, but she found that she was
limited in the courses she could take since she did not have
a doctoral degree. That provided the motivation for her to
continue her education, and she earned her doctorate in
clinical psychology from Yeshiva University. She was
drawn to psychoanalysis and is certified in that approach
from the White Institute.

Feeling fortunate to be living near and having an
office in New York City, where she practices as a psychol-
ogist, she is close to some of the finest museums and
galleries, such as the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the
Museum of Modern Art, the Guggenheim Museum, and the
Whitney Museum of American Art. Ortof has also visited
other great museums, including the Louvre, the Prado, and
the Hermitage. As pleasurable and inspirational as the
museums are, she reports, “I am happiest when I paint

outdoors and, of course, am pleased when the painting
comes out well.” While enjoying plein air painting, Ortof
found that watercolors suited her personality best. Early in
her career she used egg tempera on masonite but found this
technique too tight, so she shifted to watercolors and pre-
fers them because of their fluidity and transparency.

Lady in Red, the painting on the cover of this issue,
was conceived during a trip to Lisbon. Ortof was part of a
group of artists traveling to Portugal for a plein air painting
workshop. It was raining when the group got off the bus at
one of the stops. Ortof was the last one off the bus, so she
captured the view on camera to take home to her studio.
Each person on the bus had been handed a white umbrella,
but when Ortof returned to her studio she added color to
make it more interesting. The viewer sees a group of people
walking toward a very old building. The building is obvi-
ously all brick, but the brick is only suggested with a few
bricks spread across the image. Ortof added different colors
to the building to make the image more vibrant.

Ortof reminds us that an artist must pick and choose
what is going to make a good composition—after all, a
painting is not a photograph. Her preference is to paint with
not a lot of detail, just enough to suggest what something is.
She feels that her loosely done style is more like nature.
She sees colors outdoors as blending and merging—being
fluid, not solid. An example is the couple on the left in the
painting. The colors change where they come together. For
Ortof, this is what makes a painting come alive.

Another interesting aspect of her painting is that she
leaves white spaces, much like John Singer Sargent did in
his work. Leaving some of the white paper showing adds
excitement. In this case, the white of the paper is used to
reflect the images of the people, thus making the picture
seem actually wet. Many watercolorists speak of “happy
accidents” when a painting takes on a life of its own—not
necessarily what the artist intended but even more interest-
ing and beautiful. Ortof seems to create her own happy
accidents by starting with a very good drawing that lets her
loosen up the paint as the image emerges. Lady in Red may
have turned out exactly as the artist intended, but it is more
likely that there are at least a few accidental touches in this
intriguing painting.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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