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“There’s something about a palette 
knife that enthralls me,” says 
California painter Mike Bagdonas. 

“I’ve used it for many years, and I’ve come to 
really enjoy it.” Many painters sparingly use a 
palette knife for applying paint, in addition to 
using it to mix paint on the palette. A knife can 
be a valuable tool for scratching in lines in trees 
or grasses, indicating fine lines in a structure, 
or ensuring that any straight edge in a form is 
precisely indicated. But in the hands of an artist 
such as Bagdonas, it can do much more. 

Bagdonas says some of his paintings are 
“100 percent palette knife,” with only the initial 
line drawing done with a paintbrush. He says 
it’s rare that he paints anything — studio or 
plein air, architectural or portrait — that doesn’t 
have at least some palette knife work in it. And 
yet in many places in his body of work the 
viewer can’t tell if the paint was applied with a 
brush or a knife. How did Bagdonas gain this 
facility, and why? 

Perhaps he gained this useful technique 
because one rarely forgets or stops being shaped 
by the first experience of something important 
in one’s life. In the case of Bagdonas and his 
favored painting tool, it was a plein air event 
in Colorado about 10 years ago, and the art of 
painter Carol Swinney. “I watched her working, 
and when I looked at her painting, I realized 
that, holy mackerel, she’s only using a palette 
knife!” Bagdonas recalls. “It was about three-

quarters done, and it was beautiful, and from 
10 feet away you could not tell it was done with 
a palette knife.” 

One reason many of Bagdonas’ paintings 
could pass as brushed work is that the artist 
won’t hesitate to pick up a brush when that 
is what will best serve the piece. “Even when 
a piece isn’t 100 percent done with a palette 
knife, but rather as an accent, the knife creates 
some interesting effects,” he says. “For instance, 
when depicting old shiny tin roofs, the palette 
knife creates a smooth area that lights up that 
barn roof just like it looks to you in the field.” 

A palette knife is also a natural tool for painting 
rocks and buildings. And in Bagdonas’ hands, 
it’s also a great tool for painting the sky. His 
secret is to put the paint down with the knife, 
then wait an hour so the paint sets a bit before 
smoothing out any ridges or creases the knife 
put in the area, using the heel of the knife. 
Bagdonas favors diamond-shaped knives with 
a trowel-like curve to the handle — the typical 
knife. He uses one-inch and two-inch knives; 
he’ll use a smaller knife for scenes that have a 
lot of elements far in the distance, and a larger 
knife for elements that are very near the viewer. 

MIKE BAGDONAS  

Effective Use of the  
Expressive Palette Knife

This California artist says a palette knife lets him create texture and other effects  
that heighten the viewer’s experience of his paintings. 

By Bob Bahr 

artist profile

North of Rock Creek Bridge
2006, oil on wood, 24 x 24 in. Private collection; 
plein air. All pieces were painted with a combination 
of palette knife and paintbrush unless otherwise 
indicated.
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“This is one of the beauties of the palette knife 
— you can use little teeny bits of paint or big 
swinging strokes,” Bagdonas explains.

Knives Vs. Brushes
“You might not get a really even stroke 

with a knife like you would with a brush,” the 
artist says. “But with a knife, I may have all 
kinds of movement within a one-inch stroke. 
The knife creates ridges that define the painting 
within just one stroke of one color, within just 
one mass. It’s harder to use than a brush because 
you don’t have the same level of control. But 
it creates an abstract effect — turn one of my 
paintings sideways in the light and you’ll see all 
these abstract forms that were created by the 
palette knife. The image is still relatively clear 
and representational from 10 feet away, but 
seen from the side in the light, it looks like an 
abstract image.”

One situation that usually moves Bag-
donas to put down the palette knife and pick 
up a paintbrush is the depiction of relatively 
small figures in a scene. Even the merely sug-
gested details of a human face call for a brush. 
“Brushes are definitely easier to paint with, so I 
will always have them with me,” he says. “I will 
never be a pure palette knife artist because of 

Bright Angel Light
2010, oil on Masonite, 9 x 12 in. 
Collection the artist 
Plein air
“That canyon on the South Rim of the Grand 
Canyon is really hard to paint,” says Bagdonas. 
“The light is always moving. Sometimes there’s a 
mist, sometimes it is very clear. In the 2 1/2 hours I 
was painting this, the mist was moving in and out 
of the canyon. I opted to make the background 
canyons vague to show this. I took some artistic 
liberty in really lighting up the lower parts of the 
canyon because there’s so much information 
down there and I wanted to keep the viewer down 
there looking at it for a while.”

Heavenly View
2010, oil on Masonite, 18 x 14 in. 

Collection the artist; plein air
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that. A knife is great for landscapes and for painting a mass, but 
an image like a cowboy or a horse is going to be really tough with 
a palette knife, particularly if the figure is small.” Bagdonas will 
move back and forth from knife to brush if the painting demands 
it. “Sometimes I’m painting with the palette knife and I can’t 
solve a problem — maybe it’s too complicated, or I’ve goofed the 
painting up to the point where I don’t like it — and I’ll go to the 
brush,” he says. “Once I correct it with a brush, I might go back 
to the palette knife. The knife is not easier than the brush, but it 
has some benefits a paintbrush doesn’t have. For example, I like 

artist profile

Among the Giants
2102, oil, 11 x 14 in. Collection the artist; plein air 
“You can see that I didn’t use the palette knife in the small trees in the 
middle background,” Bagdonas points out. “I didn’t want them to stand 
out, so I used a brush for a flatter look.”

Compliments
2012, oil, 11 x 14 in. Collection the artist; plein air. All palette knife.
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that I use the same tool to mix colors, paint, and 
scrape off areas on the canvas. And the biggest 
difference might be that after each stroke of paint, 
you can easily wipe the palette knife and start the 
next stroke with a clean knife. I like that every 
stroke of paint, be it grayed or high chroma, 
will be the pure color that I have mixed. I can 
also have multiple colors on the knife to create a 
beautiful path across the canvas.”

Sometimes the palette knife helps Bagdonas 
emphasize the focal point. In one painting that 
simply depicts a cow and her calf in a field, the 
background is done with a brush, but the cows 
are painted with a knife. The three-dimensional 

effect makes the piece more compelling. Bagdo-
nas makes a point of using his darkest dark or 
his lightest light at the focal point, and using a 
palette knife to thickly apply it to further catch 
the viewer’s eye.

Sunny Fun
Bagdonas prefers to work on stretched can-

vas because he likes how the canvas has some give 
when he pushes on it with the palette knife, but 
he accepts that plein air painting is much easier 
when panels or Masonite are used. The artist 
estimates that he paints outdoors twice a week in 
the winter and about every other day in warmer 
weather, from May through October. His favorite 
painting spots are up high in the Sierra Moun-
tains and along the California coast just south of 
Carmel. Bagdonas clearly gets much joy out of 
plein air painting, and a discussion of his various 

pieces is regularly punctuated by his saying, “This 
was a fun painting to paint.” He does paint in 
the studio, but a plein air study always informs 
his work. “I have to see something in life and put 
colors and values down on canvas on location 
before I can paint it in a bigger studio painting,” 
says the artist. “Even when painting something 
that almost has to be painted from studies and 
reference photos, like stagecoaches and horses, 
the background in the painting is usually done 
from a plein air study.”

He doesn’t dwell on whether a particular 
painting or a passage in a painting is abstract, 
although some pieces, such as Bright Angel 
Light, clearly tip toward the abstract. Although 
his palette embraces vibrant color, he doesn’t 
consider his paintings particularly high chroma. 
“A teacher of mine, Scott Christensen, really 
understands grays and taught me how you can 

Tides Coming In
2011, oil on linen board, 8 x 10 in. 
Private collection; plein air
All palette knife
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use them so a little bit of chroma stands out and 
is really effective,” Bagdonas says. “I use high 
chromas only near the focal point — everything 
else is grayed. Even the whites I use for depict-
ing snow have a whole lot of grays in them. 

“I try to keep everything between a three 
and an eight on the value scale. At the end of a 
painting I may use some nearly pure white or pure 
lemon yellow, or a very dark color for accent. I mix 
all my blacks. I don’t use a tube green — if you 
use one, it will not look like nature the same way 
it would if you mix the green yourself.” Bagdonas 
uses paints from a wide range of price points, and 
he favors a flake white for mixing and a titanium 
white for situations that call for more opacity. 

Painting is Bagdonas’ second career. He 
chose to pursue art and attended the California 
Art Institute, in Westlake Village, in the early 
1990s and studied under Neil Boyle, a noted 
fine artist and illustrator. Watching Boyle paint 
short poses from a live model using watercolor 
and a calligraphy pen inspired Bagdonas to 
learn how to leave out any information that was 
not crucial to a picture. “In about seven minutes 
he would make a beautiful image,” he recalls. 
“Without outlining the whole head, he could 
bring a head to life with just a few strokes.”

Forces Of Nature
Bagdonas is still painting by a timer, but 

now the timer isn’t a stopwatch, but the sun —
or some other force out there in nature, urging 

him to paint with a sense of urgency. The artist 
recounts how executing North of Rock Creek 
Bridge, a fairly loose depiction of the rocky cliffs 
and peninsulas near Carmel, California, was 
thrilling and harrowing. “I was sitting on the 
back bumper of my vehicle right next to the 
highway,” Bagdonas says. “I didn’t have very 
much room, with the cliff on my left and cars 
zooming by on my right. It was the only spot 
that had the view I wanted. To me, part of the 
thrill of plein air painting is that the viewer 
doesn’t see or realize how much is going on all 
around the artist all the time — rain, snow, 
wind, and both human and car traffic. That was 
an enjoyable painting to paint.” 

Bob Bahr is a painter and writer who has been 
developing articles about art instruction for more 
than nine years. He lives with his wife and two 
sons at the northern tip of Manhattan.

 
See more paintings by Mike Bagdonas 
in the expanded digital edition of 
PleinAir. 

artist profile

Sedona Colors
2012, oil on linen board, 9 x 12 in. 
Collection the artist
Plein air 

Capistrano Railroad Crossing
2007, oil on linen board, 16 x 20 in. 

Private collection
Plein air
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