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IN ABSTRACT
4 Artists Who Let
Process & Expression
. Take the Lead

Crecmve Approach
Painting Architectural Subjects

- WINTER 2025
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CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT
Climbing the Ladder
(acrylic and rice paper
on linen paper, 12x12)
by Pat Moseuk

Wires Crossed
(watercolor on cold-
pressed paper, 14x21)
by Karen Knutson

Windowpane, No. 72
(ink, watercolor and
gouache, 15x15)

by Stan Kurth

Secrets of the Unhewn
Dolman (watercolor,
watercolor sticks, water-
soluble chalk squares
and pencil on 140-Ib.
hot-pressed paper, 8x8)
by Kathleen Mooney

FOUR WATERMEDIA ARTISTS LET GO OF REPRESENTATIONAL CONTENT TO
EXPLORE THE POSSIBILITIES IN AN ABSTRACT APPROACH TO EXPRESSION.

BY ANNE HEVENER

Abstract art, according to the Tate Museums’ website, is any art “that doesn’t attempt to
represent an accurate depiction of a visual reality, but instead uses shapes, colors, forms
and gestural marks to achieve its effect.” The non-objective nature of the approach leads to
a lot of misconceptions, but there’s a rich history in abstract painting and plenty of creative
reward for artists who are drawn to exploration, experimentation and a spirit of play.

The artists featured here embrace an abstract approach to painting and use a mix of
watermedia—as well as all the key elements of art—to put down a creative statement.
Read on to discover the inspirations and influences, and the guiding principles and
processes, that have shaped and steered their adventures in abstraction.
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Stan Kurth

LETTING PROCESS TAKE THE LEAD

Mixed-media artist Stan Kurth hasn’t always worked abstractly—“at least not intentionally,” he says.
“Like every other child growing up, [ wanted to represent things as close to reality as possible in my
drawings and paintings.” His pursuit of realism didn’t diminish until well after college, a time when he had
been focusing on painting representationally in oil.

The artist’s shift in aesthetic coincided with exploration of new media, too. “I painted my last oil paint-
ing in 1976,” he says. “I started painting with acrylic and watercolor because my family couldn’t tolerate
the oil mediums.” Around that same time, Kurth was becoming more interested in the process of painting.
“Brushstrokes and gestures were becoming more profound in my mind,” he says. He found himself
attracted to works in which the artists used elements and principles of design to evoke a visceral
response. “It wasn’t just the subject or draftsmanship making that connection,” he says. “I saw it in all
styles of painting—both representational and abstract—but the abstract spoke to me in a different way,
much like the way a poem uses far fewer words than a novel or short story to express the author’s intent.”

LEFT
Windowpane,
No. 84 (ink,
watercolor and
gouache, 15x15)

OPPOSITE
Windowpane,
No. 75 (ink,
watercolor and
gouache, 15x15)
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GOOD ADVICE

“If there 1s a certain
artist whose work you
admare, study what
they do. If they teach,
see if you can take

a class. Take risks.
Experiment. Learn
and understand how
the elements and
principles of design

work together.”

Kurth began experimenting with watercolor and collage, and then with acrylic, collage and mixed
media. “I quit using any references and started letting the process dictate direction,” he says. The tools
and techniques he puts to work aren’t that different for his abstract work, and the properties of pigment
haven’t changed. “I am, however, more apt to abuse my brushes now,” he offers. “There are many cheap
bristle brushes in my repertoire.”

One of the things that Kurth truly welcomes in an abstract approach to painting is not having to color
inside the lines. “I'm an intuitive painter,” he says, meaning that he never really knows what the end result
will be. “That’s not to say there isn’t a challenge. It’s difficult to make aesthetically pleasing paintings when
you start without a preconceived finish. I sometimes wonder if any of my paintings are truly finished.
Maybe all of my work is one continuous endeavor to achieve an elusive aesthetic, knowing I'll never achieve
it. Sometimes it feels close, but it’s just another false peak. Life is a process filled with changes. And so are
my paintings.

“When you think about it, all paintings are abstract,” he adds. “Even the most realistically rendered
paintings are depicting three dimensions on a two-dimensional surface. That in itself is abstraction.”

Artist and workshop instructor Stan Kurth (stankurth.com) embraces a fear-not attitude that permeates his life
and his work. The Arizona artist enjoys Signature status in a number of organizations, and a Master distinction
in the National Watercolor Society and the Western Federation of Watercolor Societies.

asiseeim Acldressing Misconceptions

“I've heard statements like, ‘My 5-year-old could paint that.’ No, they couldn’t! All
paintings include elements and principles of design, whether intentionally or not. It’s
how they work together in the composition of a painting that will make or break it.”
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Karen Knutson

FOLLOWING THE PATH LESS TRAVELED

After painting in a traditional fashion for about a decade,
Karen Knutson began searching for a new challenge. “I
wanted to make my paintings appear ghostlike—where the
viewer can see through some elements,” she says. Her first
successful painting in this new style featured grapes with
vertical lines going through them. “I was so excited to have
created something new and different,” she says. “I had
always wanted my work to stand apart—to be unmistak-
ably from my heart and my own ideas.”

Knutson embraced the open-ended nature of painting
with this new approach. “There’s a mystery in not knowing
exactly what the end product will be,” she says. “Although
I do almost always start with a design study, I let the paint-
ing talk to me. I'm willing to take the path less traveled, if
I feel it will make my painting better.”

Knutson’s work typically features some recognizable
imagery—a few figures, for instance—over an abstract back-
ground. Lately, she has been introducing a lot of rural
imagery into her paintings. “I was raised on a ranch in
Montana, so I love country scenery,” she says.

In terms of media, the artist works primarily in acrylic,
but really enjoys using watercolor for her color studies as
a regular part of her art practice. “To make them, I pick
only three colors to work with, and I'm always amazed by
the rich, neutral colors that emerge from the many layers.”

Knutson loves to create new challenges for herself. She
might try using a palette of neutrals, for example, or create
a painting using only a credit card or a stick as a painting
tool. “You'd be amazed how even a little change can open up
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one’s mind to all kinds of new ideas,” she says. One tech-
nique she relies on for developing new directions is a process
she calls wire drawing. “I don’t actually use wire,” she says.
“It’s just what I call the drawings, because they look like a
wire sculpture when complete. I use a pencil to do a blind
contour and gestural drawing at the same time, hardly look-
ing at the paper. Then I make corrections and go over the
drawing with a permanent marker, trying to remember the
elements and principles of design.” She always keeps three
words in mind—repetition, variation and dominance—to
help develop balanced, well-designed abstracts. “I have tons
of sketchbooks filled with these abstract wire drawings that
I use for future paintings,” she says.

Knutson notes that not everyone is enthusiastic about
her evolution toward abstraction. “Some people will say,
‘What happened to you? You used to paint such great
paintings.’ I just laugh,” she says. “They don’t understand
that abstracts are so much harder to paint than representa-
tional paintings—for me, anyway. But I'm able to put my
whole heart and soul into my work now, and hopefully, for
most viewers, that emotion and feeling is coming through.”

Karen Knutson (karenknutson.com) is an award-winning
artist and a Signature Member of the American Watercolor
Society, the National Watercolor Society and the Transparent
Watercolor Society of America, among several other groups.
The artist, who makes her home in Minnesota and Florida,
depending on the season, has recently produced two painting
videos with Creative Catalyst.


www.karenknutson.com

AS | SEEIT

Embrace the Mystery

“My representational landscapes were a dreamy
rendition of the scene that | was painting, but not
much more. My abstract paintings have energy,
emotion, strong color vibration and, most of all,
mystery, which allows the viewer to be engaged
with a work and bring their own story to it.”

GOOD ADVICE

“Paint every day, even
of only for 50 minules.
Practice s always the
answer. ]fyour(’ only
committing to a half
hour a day, there are
really no excuses;
everyone can find

a spare 50 minutes.”

ABOVE

Difference of Opinion
(acrylic on cold-pressed
watercolor paper, 12x14)

RIGHT

Longing for Loved Ones
(acrylic on cold-pressed
watercolor paper, 21x14)

OPPOSITE

Til’ the Cows Come Home
(acrylic on cold-pressed
watercolor paper, 14x21)
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Kathleen
Mooney

REMEMBERING WITH
PAPER AND PAINT

When a young Kathleen Mooney encountered Richard
Diebenkorn’s oil painting, Ingleside, on a school trip to
the Grand Rapids Art Museum, she fell “head over
heels” for abstraction, and has been enthralled ever
since. “It was the color and the light, of course, but
something about the shapes turned the flat, monu-
mental canvas into a place that you could step into and
experience a timeless yet specific moment in time,” she
says. “It was complex and simple at the same time.

I could tell it was important for me. It was unlike any-
thing I had ever seen before.”

Mooney’s artwork is the creative outcome of a self-
professed “obsession” with archeology and abstraction,
art and memory—investigations that are all “deeply
intertwined,” she says. “My paintings rely on shapes,
relationships—and time. My goal is to portray a culti-
vated calmness and relatedness. I never have to worry
about whether a painting is complete because the last
thing I did drives the next thing I do. Once I have cre-
ated enough carefully considered layers, it has all it
needs. Having said that, no painting is ever truly done;
they’re all candidates for later revisions!”

Mooney looks to the landscape for inspiration,
often working on-site. “Give me big horizons,” she
says, “usually an island, off an island, off a peninsula,
looking west over the North Atlantic.” Her travels have
taken her to many places, including Orkney and the
Outer Hebrides, off the coast of Scotland, as well as
Ireland and Iceland—places that offer “vast horizons
with long timelines and deep layers,” she says.

Watermedia is a good fit for the artist’s sense of adven-
ture. “A favorite practice is to wet the paper in ocean

water or with the dew on a hillside,” she says. “The paper ke
reacts to the water, salt, wind, sand and other ‘organics,
and takes on the essence of that place,” Mooney says.

When painting in the studio, she works to capture her AS I SEE IT

memories of those on-location experiences. “I know that . .

experiencing iconic locales with the time to focus on F lnd m g Wlat B esonates

painting, sketching, prehistory and arche?logy has been “There’s a misconception that abstract art is wildly

a unique artistic privilege,” Mooney says, “fueling my art flinging paint in response to highly charged emotions—

practice with memories and powerful impressions.” like a big, messy therapy session—a process involving
luck or genius, or both. For me, that holds no appeal.

Michigan-based artist Kathleen Mooney (kathleenmooney. I find it’s a difficult and demanding approach, one that

sets aside the distractions of the ‘tightly rendered’ and
‘fully recognizable’ to allow for mystery and magic.
Somewhere along that continuum is your resonance.”

com) is a Signature Member of the National Watercolor
Society, the International Society of Acrylic Painters,
AcrylicPainters USA and the International Society of
Experimental Artists. Her work has been part of

many juried group exhibitions and gallery shows.
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OPPOSITE TOP
Moon Tide (watercolor on
140-Ib. hot-pressed paper, 12x12)

GOOD ADVICE

“Deeply engage with art that
appeals to you. Learn how to
read a pamtmq Figure out what
the artist did and why it works
Jor you. Articulate the qualities
of paintings you admire. Practice
those skills and mindset.”

OPPOSITE BOTTOM
Ness of Brodgar (watercolor on
140-Ib. hot-pressed paper, 16x16)

BELOW

Moon Shadow (watercolor sticks,
water-soluble chalk squares and
pencil on 140-Ib. hot-pressed
paper, 12x12)
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Pat Moseuk
WORKING WITHOUT CONSTRAINTS

When Pat Moseuk was very young, she painted and drew realistically, often copying
favorites of the Old Masters. Later, after studying illustration and design in college, and
then working as a graphic designer and freelance illustrator, she felt her painting efforts
gravitating toward abstraction. The change in direction offered a “sense of relaxation
and freedom from the perfect world of painting realistically,” Moseuk says. “Working
abstractly provided this incredible freedom to create something without constraints.”
Moseuk works intuitively and is constantly experimenting with new materials. She
uses acrylics mainly, plus a mix of watermedia. For a substrate, she generally prefers to
work on cotton rag board prepped with gesso. “While the gesso is wet, [ write into it
and make multiple markings,” she says. “I then apply multiple, thin layers of watered-
down acrylic paint with a credit card or palette knife. To create depth, some of the
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ABOVE

Infusion (watercolor,
watercolor paper and
watercolor pencil on
paper, 15x15)

OPPOSITE TOP
Shapes Within (acrylic
and gesso on cotton
rag board, 19x19)

OPPOSITE BOTTOM
Words Have Meaning
(acrylic, gesso and rice
paper on cotton rag
board, 20x20)
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Letting Go

“Intuitive painting requires us to be led and guided by
whatever shows up on the paper or canvas in front of us;
to be open to the unknown; to make what is unconscious

conscious; and to trust what resides within us.”

GOOD ADVICE

“You can learn a lot by reading

about different artists and going

to museums to look specifically

Jor abstract art. Among other

imfluences, I've found inspiration

in Richard Deibenkorns use of
color, design and geometrical
shapes; Robert Motherwells use
of negative and positive space;
and Robert Rauschenberg'’s use
of collage and color.”

areas may have 10 to 20 layers or more.”

Although she has visual imagery in mind
as she paints, Moseuk always remains open
to various changes—in the shapes or colors,
for instance. “It’s all about experimenting,”
she says. “My favorite part of the process is
the mark-making. I use all sorts of tools —
whatever I can make an impression with.”
This mark-making is a technique she puts to
use at the beginning of a painting, and then
again at the end.

The artist likes to keep it fun, but observes
that abstraction isn’t easy. She likes to remind
her students that both abstract painters and
representational painters refer to the same
basic elements of art: composition, pattern,
value, color, shape, line and texture. “I've been
doing this for 40 years, and I'm still learning
and growing every time I start a new paint-
ing,” she says. “I always feel that I'm on this
amazing journey.” WA

Pat Moseuk (patmoseuk.com) studied at

the California College of Arts and Crafts, in
Ocakland, and the Academy of Art University,

in San Francisco. The award-winning artist is

a Signature Member of the American Watercolor
Society and the National Watercolor Society,
among other groups.
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