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I n my previous articles I’ve focused on my biographical interiors reminiscent of Vermeer and other Old Masters. Another subject I pursue is 
the lives of fieldworkers surrounding the area of Monterey County, California, where I live and work—and where I grew up, incidentally.

Having pursued this subject for more than 10 years now, I was in search of new ground to cover and obtained permission to photograph 
the artichoke harvest along the coast of Castroville, California, in April 2013. I was met with a gruff grower who was patient in tolerating my 
presence, but who seemed to soften once I showed him reproductions of my past paintings to illustrate my intent. Driving me to the location of 
the harvest, he whispered, “Once you complete the paintings, send me the images, I might want to buy them.” It was nice to have his approval. 

I followed his truck in my Toyota Prius over rough terrain in driving down the maze of dirt road in between the crops to an area not far from 
the coast. My car, like me, was not meant for rough terrain, getting dirty and roughed up on the dirt road. Once stepping into the rows of 
artichoke crops, my shoes became caked in mud up to my ankles.

I N  T H E  F I E L D S  O F  M O N T E R E Y
B Y  W A R R E N  C H A N G

Once Upon a Time

My Inspiration: Howard Pyle (1853-1911), So the Treasure was Divided, 1905, for “The Fate of a Treasure Town” by Howard Pyle in Harper’s Monthly Magazine, 
December 1905. Oil on canvas, 19½ x 29½" (50 x 75 cm). Delaware Art Museum, museum purchase, 1912.
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Thumbnail sketch of Lunch Break, pen in sketchpad, 5 x 9" (13 x 23 cm)

Final drawing of Lunch Break, black and white pencil on gray matte board, 20 x 32" (51 x 81 cm)
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The fieldworkers were all male since the job of carrying artichokes—sometimes more than 
50 pounds on their backs—was a strenuous one. The men viewed my arrival with suspicion, 
however arriving with the “boss” seemed to afford me some immunity from their scrutiny and 
after a while they ignored me.

A more fascinating and colorful group of men, I’ve never seen. They reminded me of 
gypsies and pirates. Pirates, yes pirates! A variety of ages and body types, they wore layers of 
clothing, in various styles .Worn out sombreros—some torn and with holes—colorful scarves, 
and sunbaked skin, they reminded me of the pirates portrayed by one of my artistic heroes, 
American illustrator Howard Pyle (1853-1911). Thus, one of my ideas borne from this visit 
was formed, an homage to the pirate paintings of Howard Pyle.

There are two ways I develop my ideas, one is to come up with the concept first and then do 
everything within my power to have this idea realized, sometimes involving finding the ideal 

background location and hiring models and 
acquiring wardrobe. Not unlike creating 
a film but just to create one image. The 
other, as often the case in my paintings of 
fieldworkers, I take many photographs in the 
field, which I than take home to study and 
develop my idea in this manner.

More often than not, I’ll almost never 
have an entire idea resolved from just a single 
picture taken. I almost always must move 
things around, and combine two or three, 
sometimes half a dozen or more photos to 

Color study of Lunch Break, oil on illustration board, 10 x 15" (25 x 38 cm)

Work in progress of Lunch Break, oil on canvas, 24 x 40" (61 x 102 cm)
Underpainting with some introduction of color, starting from the background 
and moving toward the foreground.
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achieve the vision in my mind’s eye.
In taking pictures, I try to keep a 

consistent viewpoint that is the same 
eye level or horizon so, in case I need 
to combine, they all exist within the 
same perspective viewpoint. I keep in 
mind foreground, middle ground and 
background to gather enough information 
and variety of photographic angles to create 
a multiple figure composition with layers 
of depth and atmosphere. Sometimes this 
requires me going back to the location to 

shoot particular scenery or background, 
which has to be done under the same 
lighting conditions.

 After downloading my pictures into 
my computer, I studied my reference and 
from these, drew up several thumbnail 
sketches. I prefer working in ballpoint pen, 
where I start out very lightly and as I start 
to find my drawing, I bear down heavier 
for stronger and darker lines. I try to keep 
this fairly loose in order to allow room for 
improvisation and change in later stages.

The next step was to take this to a tighter 
sketch composition. For this purpose,  
I worked on a gray matte board using both 
black and white pencils. This allowed me to 
achieve a stronger contrast of values, varying 
from dark to mid-tone to white for the 
highlights. This final sketch worked out the 
composition in much more detail. Emphasis 
on the gesture and grouping of figures in 
tighter detail.

Using this final sketch as my guide, 
I completed a small color study on 

Lunch Break, oil on canvas, 24 x 40" (61 x 102 cm)
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Color Study for Artichoke 
Harvest, oil on panel, 12 x 16" 
(30 x 41 cm)

Color Study for Once Upon a Time in Monterey, oil on panel, 8 x 10" (20 x 25 cm)
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illustration board. This color study pretty 
much gives an idea of how the final painting 
will be realized.

Transferring the final drawing to my 
final canvas size of 24 by 40 inches (61 
x 102 cm), I then completed a thorough 
underpainting in raw umber, which acts 
as my drawing. I then start to carefully 
introduce color to the painting. Generally 
for any outdoor subject, I prefer starting first 
with the background and work my way to 
the foreground.

In this particular case, there were not any 

real extreme levels of atmospheric changes. 
The large grouping of figures appear 
pretty much in the same plane and level of 
atmosphere, only changing as things reach 
the very background of the landscape where 
things get lighter, cooler, and softer in edge 
due to the effect of the sky.

The emphasis of color, or local color, is 
placed almost exclusively in areas hit by 
sunlight. All areas of shadow are subdued 
and grounded mostly in the original raw 
umber underpainting established for areas 
in shadow. This helps to achieve the sense of 

unity in this large grouping of figures. The 
shadows act as the unifying agent for the 
entire composition.

In the dirt ground, in the foreground to 
background, it was fun to play more with 
abstract application of paint. Sometimes 
I used a palette knife, as it’s important to 
create interest with the paint application in 
such a large area of negative space.

The brightest area is the sky or cloud 
formations. This being not only the 
brightest area, but it serves to almost 
backlight this scene. 

Artichoke Harvest, oil, 24 x 36" (61 x 91 cm). Courtesy Winfield Gallery.
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ABOUT THE ARTIST

Born and bred in Monterey, California, Warren Chang is 
an acclaimed realist artist whose figurative work focuses 
on biographical interiors influenced by the Old Masters 
and the outdoor subjects of the fieldworkers of Monterey 
County. His work has won many awards and has been 
profiled in many national publications, most recently he 
is the subject of a 112-monograph book on his paintings 
published by Flesk Publications in 2013.  

Contact at:
www.warrenchang.com

On view:
Warren’s paintings will be featured in a solo exhibition 
at the Monterey Museum of Art from October 23, 2014, 
to April 6, 2015, followed by an exhibition at the Butler 
Institute of American Art from April 26, 2015, through June 
14, 2015.

Monterey Museum of Art, Monterey, California,  
www.montereyart.org

Butler Institute of American Art, Youngstown, Ohio,  
www.butlerart.com

Represented by:
Winfield Gallery, Carmel, California,  
www.winfieldgallery.com
Hauk Fine Arts, Pacific Grove, California
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Lettuce Harvest, oil on canvas, 20 x 24" (51 x 61 cm)
Lettuce Harvest displays a deliberate organization of three distinct levels 
of atmosphere. Foreground, middle ground and background are all clearly 
defined. The foreground displaying the highest contrast and sharpest 
edges advances in space and becomes the clear focal point. The middle 
ground of the lettuce machinery acts as a secondary focal point and it is 
less distinct but not too much as it is still within close distance and depth 
with the foreground elements. The background is distinguished with 
a cooler and bluer tonality being affected by both air and sky and thus 
recedes into the distance. All areas are united by the shadows, the umber 
underpainting permeating throughout the painting.

Once Upon a Time in the Fields of Monterey


