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The following is drawn from an interview with the artist on August 19, 2001. )

Karen Mathis says that her love of the American landscape compels her to paint. In
particular, she is interested in landscapes that contain water. Her earliest memories are of the
reflections off the water at a cottage on a lake in Michigan that she went to as a child with her
parents. For her, water is a primal thing—waking up and seeing the water every day was and is
very important to her. Her happiest family memories involve water: the sun setting over the
water, flowers reflected on the water, swim meets.

Mathis grew up with a role model: Her mother is an artist. Now 88 years old, Mathis’s
mother was ahead of her time as an oil painter. Taking her painting seriously, she considered
herself a professional and was regarded as such at a time when female artists were not always
given their due. Mathis remembers that her mother was always painting and entering her work
in exhibitions—a practice she passed on to her daughter.

Mathis received a bachelor of science degree with a minor in art history from Southern
Methodist University in Dallas, Texas, and a bachelor of arts degree in design from George
Washington University in Washington, DC. At one point in her education, an art teacher she
admired told her she was too emotional in her painting. Despite his lack of approval, she
embraced her emotions, and they find an outlet in her work. Her work is well received; Mathis
has been juried into exhibits all over the United States and has won numerous national awards
as well as several large commissions. Her award-winning paintings appear in four books: The
Best of Watercolor, 1995; The Best of Watercolor: Painting Color, 1996; The Best of Watercolor,
Volume 3, 1999; and Watercolor: Planning and Painting, 1998. She is a member of the Spec-
trum Gallery in Georgetown, Washington, DC, where she will have a one-person show called
Reflections in February and March 2002.

Principally a landscape painter, in recent years Mathis has focused on water views, fea-
turing shoreline and boat reflections. After having spent many years as a watercolorist, she
now paints primarily in oils. It is difficult to go back and forth, she says, because with oil she
starts with the dark and ends up with the light, whereas with watercolor she plans the light and
adds the dark. It took her years to use what she had learned in watercolor to achieve the same
effects of light and luminosity in oil.

The special quality of the light at dawn and dusk inspires a good many of her paintings.
She says, “There is a lifetime of painting contained in a body of water.” Fond of the Chesa-
peake wildlife and waterways, she has a house on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, on a cove
that provides a plenitude of light that is different at different times of day, in different sea-
sons, and in different weather.

Oxford Town Creek, on the cover, was a breakthrough painting for Mathis. She feels it is
her first oil painting to capture the luminosity and glow that was important to her in her water-
colors. Oxford Town Creek is but a short distance from her house on the cove. Mathis often
starts paintings on location and finishes them in the studio. Sometimes she paints a memory,
carrying a landscape in her mind for a while before she gets it on paper. Oxford Town Creek is
a serene painting. The water is still, the boats sit quietly, and the reflections give viewers a
tranquil second view. Mathis hopes that viewers would like to be there—or maybe they al-
ready have been.

Sandra Mumford
Art Consultant
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