
    www.pleinairmagazine.com / June-July 2016 41

“I ‘get’ the philosophy of Mother Earth. I 
understand it.” 

Kami Mendlik tries to explain her 
relationship with the woods, wetlands, and 
water in her part of Minnesota, approaching 
it in conversation from several angles in an 
attempt to share why she is so moved by the 
place where she paints. She has a painterly 
technique, but the key component in her art is 
not her brushstrokes, but her frame of mind. It 
is in how she thinks about the land. Mendlik is 
happy to paint on her property — but she’s un-
comfortable with the concept of property. She 
is happy, but it isn’t necessarily a matter of the 
artist following her bliss as much as her finding 
it, all around her. 

One of her prime sources of inspiration 
is the St. Croix River and the surrounding 
wetlands, and a few years ago Mendlik bought 
15 acres just a couple of miles away from the 

river in the Stillwater, Minnesota, area. This is 
familiar terrain for Mendlik; she grew up on a 
400-acre farm a few miles north of her property. 
But Mendlik is not a land owner in the sense in 
which many people use the term. 

“I somehow technically own this property, 
but I don’t necessarily think about it in that 
way,” she says. “I just sort of take care of it. I 
can’t imagine a landscape painter thinking that 
they own the land. I came from a family of 
farmers and land owners, and land ownership 
was considered a great thing in my family, but I 
never understood that. I love the property that 
I’m on, and I feel a connection to the area, but 
I don’t feel like it’s mine. We are here for a short 
time, and it’s a privilege to be here and take care 
of it during that time.”

Mendlik’s views were not perfectly aligned 
with the banks she approached for a loan to buy 
the place. “They didn’t want to give me a loan 
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for the mortgage at first,” she says. “Half of it is 
wetlands, and people just could not get it into 
their heads that it would be of value to me, just 
to paint it — not to farm it or build on it or use 
it for timber. It’s not good land for any of that. 
It’s basically a bird sanctuary.”

Likeminded folks see what Mendlik sees 
in the property. She founded and runs an art 
school, the St. Croix River School of Painting, 
on the grounds, and students who are serious 
about painting are allowed to return and paint 
on the property after their classes end. On some 
Monday nights in the summer, poets, writ-
ers, musicians, and other artists gather at the 
crumbling foundation of a grain silo on the 
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grounds for camaraderie. “This spot is a source 
of inspiration for a lot of artists who live within 
three hours’ distance,” Mendlik says. “They 
are kindred spirits, and I want to share it with 
them. It’s part of living every day as an artist. 
It’s about living in harmony with nature, not 
fighting against it. I can’t imagine being healthy 
without being a part of nature’s rhythm. The 
spring peepers have great value to me, but it’s 
not monetary value.”

One might suspect that Mendlik puts her 
focus on the process rather than the product, 
and one would be right. She is a stickler for 
good drawing skills, but beyond that, she 
preaches the importance of being present and 
paying attention. “The painting is really not 
that important to me,” she says. “A painting 
is like a recording or a journal. It’s neat that I 
have them, and I love art and looking at it. I 
believe in the foundation, in the fundamentals, 
and all the experience that you have to have 
to paint well, but it’s the process that matters 
when you’re painting. As they say, it’s not the 
destination, it’s the journey. As I get wiser, 
I find myself asking, ‘Why are we judging 
ourselves by the finished product?’ The worst is 
judging your painting while you’re still paint-
ing. You can’t do that. That’s not being engaged 
in the process. That is not studying the color. 
That’s the trick. Do that — study the color — 
and you get truth, honesty, and integrity in the 
painting.

“Other artists often say to me, ‘Wow, you 
really pulled that around.’ They see my paint-
ing in progress and can’t tell where it’s going. 
But my ego is not in front of me. I don’t worry 
about how it looks in the beginning. Be pre-
sent. Don’t try to make pretty pictures. Just put 
the colors accurately down next to each other. 
It is the easiest and the hardest thing to do.”

Mendlik’s dedication to making art has 
resulted in some entertaining stories. In an aside, 
she recalled how she presented a large commis-
sioned painting to a collector, and the couple 
wanted her to remove the telephone poles she had 
painted in the piece. She explained the impor-
tance of the vertical lines to her composition, but 
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the patrons were adamant. At a time when she 
very much needed the money, Mendlik refused 
to compromise her painting’s integrity and drove 
back home with the piece in her car. She won-
dered at the time if she had done the right thing, 
but in hindsight, she thinks of the decision as a 
pivotal one indicating her personal philosophy. 

It isn’t that Mendlik is hostile to paintings. 
She removed the ceiling from one large room in 
her home and installed 32 paintings from her 
private collection of contemporary artists, with 

professional lighting for them. “Being in the 
presence of artwork is completely life-enriching 
for me,” Mendlik says. “And as for the viewers, it 
is interesting — to me it is almost like valida-
tion for me personally, when someone sees and 
likes my work. And if it weren’t for the viewer or 
collector, we couldn’t be exploring all this and 
making paintings. It’s not just a role; it’s vital.”

Minnesota weather — particularly Min-
nesota winter — can be challenging. Mendlik’s 
home and studio has a lot of windows, par-
ticularly on the side facing north, and she and 
her class paint the view from indoors when 
temperatures or precipitation suggest this. Of 
course, she would prefer to be outside in the 
middle of it all. 

“It is so musical, how the emotions are stimu-
lated by all the senses,” says Mendlik. “For paint-
ers it’s all about what we see, but I also appreciate 
the movement, harmony, and rhythm of the 
sounds of the branches and grasses in the wind.” 

As with many locations, each day offers a 
different take on the same subject for her. “I’ll 
study a scene one day, and the next day it’s differ-
ent,” she says. “I’ll make a totally different paint-
ing the second time, a different composition. I 
think it’s about challenging myself, and about the 
curiosity I feel about how the scene has changed. 
On each painting, something else might drive 
me. For example, this past winter I was look-
ing out at these skeletal trees that surround the 
marsh. They looked like soldiers in a perfect line, 
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as if they were protecting the marsh. I painted 
a horizontal piece about that. The same scene 
the next day produced a vertical painting with 
the trees up front to show the value, contrast, 
and mistiness of the rest of the land there. The 
next day it was super wet outside, and the trees 
were super dark, so I didn’t even put the trees in. 
Three different inspirations in three days.”

Mendlik blocks in the local color to start a 
painting, then refines the colors as she sees fit. As 
with much else in her art, the key word is har-
mony. “I don’t have to get the colors right at first,” 
she says. “I want harmony within the painting.” 
The artist teaches her students to approach the 
painting of models and still life objects as mere 
forms in light, and she emphasizes color tem-
perature to indicate shadow and to create depth. 

“Getting the exact color may not let you capture 
it,” Mendlik says. “Look around for something in 
the scene to relate to for your color temperature.” 

Like many instructors, Mendlik has seen it 
all. She has encountered beginners and veterans, 
those who eschew rules and others restricted by 
them. She has taught people with all the techni-
cal skill they need, but who are stymied by what 
she calls “emotional stuckness.” She says, “When 

they finally break through that, the paintings are 
amazing.” Mendlik has come to the conclusion 
that two things need to be balanced to be a suc-
cessful artist: “It’s not just technique and funda-
mentals. There’s more to it. It’s a dance between 
passion and intellect. You can’t be just techni-
cally good, or just be passionate and simply want 
to paint. Neither, alone, works.”

She considers herself a painter first, and a 
teacher second, but Mendlik says everything she 
does is in the pursuit of becoming a better artist. 
At ease and happy to be doing it, yet pushing 
herself further. “I am falling in love with life,” 
Mendlik says. “I’m so blessed to make a living 
making art, but as soon as you reach a certain 
level of accomplishment, you realize it is so 
much bigger.”  

BOB BAHR has been writing and editing articles 
about art instruction for more than 12 years. He lives 
with his wife and two young sons at the northern tip of 
Manhattan. 

See more of Kami Mendlik’s paintings 
in the expanded digital edition of 
PleinAir. 
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