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ON THE COVER

Shovel Before It Melts by Carl Bretzke

The following is based on an interview with the artist on
November 11, 2015.

Carl Bretzke, the cover artist for this issue of American
Psychologist, has spent the past 28 years as a radiologist
looking for visual differences and similarities on both a
micro and macro scale. In several ways, Bretzke’s medical
career prepared him for his career as an artist who paints
what he sees. He may alter an image, but it is—in essence—
what is there.

“Art was always on the map for me,” Bretzke said, noting
that a beloved aunt often took him and his cousins to art
museums when they were children. Later, as the photogra-
pher for his high school, he learned a lot about composition
and layout. As an undergraduate student, he took so many
art classes at Colorado University that when he completed
his premed degree he found that he had also completed all
the necessary coursework for an art minor. After receiving
his MD from the University of Minnesota Medical School,
medicine took over his life. However, 12 years ago his wife
Kristie, an accomplished contemporary realist painter, took
a workshop from Joe Paquet, an award-winning plein air
artist. (Although considered quite challenging, plein air
refers simply to painting outdoors.) Knowing her husband
was interested in art, she thought he might like plein air
painting and encouraged him to take a class with Paquet.
Bretzke credits Paquet with teaching him how to paint and
see as an artist.

When Bretzke likes something, he devours it. At first,
painting consumed his spare time. He is now practicing
medicine half time and painting the remainder. He will
retire from medicine in spring 2016 to paint full time. He
finds plein air painting to have a charm and honesty about
it, and he anticipates a lifelong engagement with this genre.
He has also discovered plein air contests, such as the Carmel
Art Festival. Entrance to these contests is juried. The artists
receive stamped panels, paint outdoors for a week, and enter
their best works. Bretzke has placed first in quite a few of
these contests. He likes meeting artists who share his inter-
ests; in fact, one of the nicest things about painting, he
remarked, is that it opens up a whole new network of friends
and colleagues so different from his medical world.

Bretzke has developed a signature style or look. He is
choosy with what he paints and conducts personal litmus
tests to determine his subjects. “T ask myself if I would want

151

the subject matter in my own home,” Bretzke says. “Images
that excite me usually have some obvious focal point or
dramatic light effect. I am drawn to images that are slightly
out of step with traditional subject matter, sometimes bordering
on odd.” (See more at http://www.southwestart.com/articles-
interviews/emerging-artists/emerging-artists-carl-bretzke.) In a
Washington Post feature article, Mark Jenkins described Bretz-
ke’s 2015 exhibit at Susan Calloway Fine Arts, observing that
this

Minnesota painter doesn’t depict recognizable landmarks—
quite the opposite—but his work is specific in both time and
place. Most of these oils detail the Twin Cities in snowy
wintertime. And although Bretzke’s vignettes may be contem-
porary, they are not notably modern. The artist’s unadorned
style recalls Edward Hopper and the Ashcan school, and the
places and things he portrays have been around for a while.
(“In the galleries: A painter’s progress revealed,” by M. Jen-
kins, Washington Post, February 27, 2015)

Jenkins found Bretzke’s work to have an intriguing mys-
tery: simultaneously intimate and detached.

The painting on this American Psychologist cover, Shovel
Before It Melts, has a lonely feeling. There may be a few
footprints in the snow, but most people are still indoors and
have not yet shoveled the walk or brushed off their cars.
From the yellow window in the distance, it appears that
lights are on and people are home. The bright blue on the
two buildings is picked up in the fence, and it gives a quirky
splash of color that holds the center of the painting. The
green awning provides another bit of color in this neutral
winter scene.

Bretzke had at first thought he would paint the street from
the other end but changed his vantage point, which meant he
was painting the fronts of the cars with the snow piled on
top. According to the artist, you do not know what you will
paint until you get there, ready to apply paint to canvas.

Bretzke well remembered painting the street scene be-
cause it took place almost exactly a year ago. Ben Fenske,
an artist visiting from Italy, happened to be painting with
him in St. Paul, Minnesota that snowy day a year before. By
coincidence, the day I talked with Bretzke he was once
again painting with that very same friend.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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