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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on August 21, 2012.

Suzanne Howes-Stevens says she is living her dream.
She and her husband, a sculptor, have side-by-side studios
in the Connecticut home that they designed. She took early
retirement in her mid-50s after a career as professor and art
department coordinator at Manchester Community College
in Manchester, Connecticut, from 1973 to 1997. She con-
sidered retiring early a risk, but she wanted to just paint.
She is familiar with addictions and unequivocally states
that she is addicted to painting. She says she gets “itchy”
when she is not able to paint for a few days.

In addition to their Connecticut home, the Howes-
Stevenses have a cottage on a lake. Water has been impor-
tant to her all her life. She grew up in Barnstable on Cape
Cod and spent summers with her grandparents in Provinc-
etown, Massachusetts. At a very young age, she would ride
her bicycle to the beach to study the tidal pools. Later she
visited the artists’ studios lining the harbor to watch the
artists work, and she knew that art was for her. Her great
grandfather was a whaler, and she discovered in reading his
ship’s logs that women whaled along with their husbands.
Over time, she found that delving into the places where she
painted by reading about them in ship’s logs and other
records from libraries added to her sense of these places.

Howes-Stevens also loves to kayak. Her favorite times
are when she is out on the water, which she often photo-
graphs and ultimately paints. She is most interested in the
margins where land meets water. For her the power of the
water lies in its healing quality. It cleans the edges and
marshy places of the lakes and rivers. And it soothes her
soul. Howes-Stevens captures this calming effect in much
of her work. She told of a college president she knew who
lined her office with the water pictures and said that the
paintings helped her get through her day.

Howes-Stevens conceived the idea of painting on
maps about 15 years ago when she and her husband were
driving through Europe. He drove and she navigated. She
had as usual set up a “mini-studio” in the car so she could
sketch as she held the maps and gave directions. At one
point, the connection between the maps and the sketches
just came together, so when she returned to her studio she
attached maps (starting with oceans) to the walls and began
to paint on them. She moved on to maps that included the
marshes, rivers, and lakes of New England. In her artist’s
statement, Howes-Stevens writes, “I seek to merge the
topographical aspects of the maps with the visual expres-
sion of the layers of land and water and light. I like to think
of my paintings as gentle reminders of the unseen fragility
of wetlands.”

When people found out that she used maps for her
paintings, they started sending them to her, and she quickly
amassed a large collection. Her favorites are the old maps
that people gave her; other maps she makes look old by
staining and otherwise distressing them. She has used road
maps from the American Automobile Association, U.S.
government topographical maps, nautical maps, and even
aeronautical maps. When she does a very large painting,
she pieces several maps together. At first her focus was on
the technical aspects of painting on maps, learning to fasten
them to wood panels (like the map in Portal 17 on this
month’s cover) or canvas, but once she solved that prob-
lem, she concentrated on getting the image right. She works
from photographs but uses several at a time and does not
paint exact representations. She no longer incorporates
words in her paintings because, as she said, “The words are
inside me, so now it is just me and the map and the paint.”
She is always looking for new techniques to capture color
and light and for new ways to pull the maps into her
paintings.

Portal 17 is the 17th in a series of “portals.” Howes-
Stevens considers all of her paintings to be portals—places
through which one enters to arrive somewhere else, in a
magical sense, like Alice in Wonderland. She sees portals
as entry points for diving into the subconscious, as gate-
ways into the psyche. By going through portals, things get
washed out and cleaned up. The artist includes herself
when she notes that people like to stare at such places.

The Connecticut River shown in Portal 17 is quite the
opposite of the small intimate rivers Howes-Stevens can
kayak. She liked the wide open area with the hills sur-
rounding it. It is a seasonal painting. She painted from the
back to the front, moving from summer to fall, from green
to red. The map needed to be stained and sandpapered. The
painting is centered on and covers the Connecticut River on
the map. Bits of Massachusetts are visible at the top, and
Rhode Island can be seen in the bottom right corner. The
paint drips at the bottom are quite typical of Howes-
Stevens’s work and reflect not only the painting flowing
into the map but also the river flowing between its banks.

For this artist, maps are an anchor. She paints quiet,
humble places on the maps where land meets water. Her
work has evolved from her reverence for sea and shore and
provides a deep connection to her seafaring ancestors.
Once introduced to her work, it would be hard to view
marshes as just old swamps ever again.
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