


bringing a hittle west
back east:

artist KATHARINE MCKENNA

by Ross Rice
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Easterner (United States, that is) who takes their first trip out
West could easily be torgiven if they tIHJlI-E.l'H they were on a different

]:lum;l! ;._l_u'.g.:t'l:c:'; '|_|'|;_":|'j'|]5ﬂ don't have those \.I‘I..-IPI.'h.. those colors.. . those
SLZES of things back home. Many never return East, except to pack up
and say gmHThy{'.

hough born in California, Katharine McKenna grew
up in New Jersey from the age of four, and spent most
of her successful prufl:ml-::ln:l.] life wurkitlp_ in the heart
of New York City. Childhood summers were spent
travelling out West with her paleontologist father, and color=filled
visions of mesas, buttes, and mountain passes took hold from an early
age. Those memories became a rl.'n:_'1:ITfil:l1_.: theme, a relurning i"l.ﬁ.'l.' for
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the artist. now, instead of staying out there for good, she's bringing
visions of the West back East. A little piece at a time.

It ook awhile to figure it out though, First it was anthropology at
Skidmore and Wellesley Colleges bracketing trips out to Fl-tgitaﬂ.
Arizona, where she worked at the Museum of Northern Arizona, She
found herself studying industrial design at Pratt Instituce, a subject she
admits she had never heard of until just before starting her Masters. (In
case you're wondering, industrial designers are the art architects of
products: everything from automobiles to appliances to Coke bottles.)
She graduated from Pratt in 1984—having written her thesis on non-
verbal thought—and set out leoking for work.

A reference from a professor put her in touch with a client that needed
somebody with exhibition design experience plus computer skills.
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E'L!lflllllldll'l'}' Katharine was an avid _-:'-.'-||||1|.|.I!{'r g{'{'k,“ ll-"~'i'|:l_"L‘C artended
several of the annual Siggraph Conferences and Exhibitions on Compuger
Graphics and lmeractive Techniques, and she landed a job working for
i[f“-it‘.'lir."l' Albert 1'-";-'1'1“"-. “‘l‘l':'l :-P:'l;‘:ia]i!;'d n ].irgc—sa'.lh' ENVIrOnment=
style exhibitions. Katharine's job was td"devise an casy-to-use interfice
1o access computers in exhibition kiosks, using buttons and shapes—
“the f.h-lp]lll’.‘-l.lt User Interface™ —instead of the qwerty 1;4::..']5-.:-.||:'|.|. The
installations were hugely successful. That led to a job with CitiBank's
Development division, -ﬂﬂlgning mterfaces for customer service reps
o use.

Katharine settled into being more of a consultant—with the nickname
of "Screen Goddess™—and starved feeling like she “was going down the
wrong path. I'm not a business person. | didn't really know that much
about the stocks, the trades. That was acoually an asser: | could ask dumb
questions, and they would scrarch their heads and go ‘well, why ARE
we -.[-.'I-il'lj.: it that W.‘l‘_.':-'“ Arranging numbers on a screen was 1“.'l'.'l!'l11il1‘_ﬂ
unfulfilling, despite the mice salary, Manhattan digs, grear food and
i-h]h:uh. and 1i1:|5.l;[|:' |il{'.

She went to a career counselor, who one day asked her *'if you get to be
95 years old, whar are you going to regret that you didn’t do?' [ looked at

her and said ‘I'd really regret not doing a painting.” It just kind of came
out of me.” The small bit of painting she had done back in her first years
at Pratt had stuck with her somehow. For Katharine, this was the pll..'l.:n:.Ll
moment she decided to become a painter.

But she didn't wamt 1o go back to college for it, didn't want to have
somebody grading her progress. Multiple inquiries led her to Micolas
Buhalis at the Woodstock School of Art, and she 'I'u_'_‘q,m T.Lkiﬂg weekend
classes with him in 1990, while wurkihg ‘-I.'I:L"H‘IJ':."\ i Manhattan for
IBM. And like so many from the City who buy homes upstare, Katharine
made the shift to full time in Ulster County, part time in NYC,

Alter a few years of instruction, Katharine returned to the Southwest
and reconnected with her visual and spiritual muse, and over the course
of frequent trips there and back built up a body of work over the next
k".'t']'.'|| '!u'l.'.Ll"\. Sa ]:n.l-w 1.‘“13 she manage o get 1|!|e;:|11 -.|:|L:-1.'|.'|1-"

“If you're someone like me, that is, someone without an arts degree, you
start off showing in restaurants. From there you join the local artist center
and start showing in group shows. Then you might have a four-person

show there, get som Et]::l:l:g ina ga”rl,'r_r, Build up the resume, where Yol
can list where :.'ul.li'.-';' shown. Then, VOul try to hit something bigger. But
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well-known galleries aren't interested in somebody just starting out.
You use every connection you can think of.”

*I ended up showing at a museum auction show, a fundraiser for the
muscum. The Buffalo Bill Museum in Cody Wyoming, Being on that
put me on askart.com. After that the Booth Museum n Atlanta: | sent a
portfalio down before (the building was even completed). Because | had
a connection there. That resulied in a solo show, and one I.1I:-I'|'|!.' Fu'iﬂﬁ ings
|_'>|_'1_'a,1::|::i||.g part o { their permancnt collection. The curator at the Booth
knew the guy...at the Muscum of Morthern Arizona.” Where she used 1o
work back when she was 19.

Locally, Katharine has been very active, opening the Coffey Gallery in
Kingston with two fellow artists in 1994, and then co-founding the Art
Socicty of Hin;._:j.mn {ASK) the f.:-llu\'.'ihg year, where she t‘i'l{_‘J\.lL!-H.d”!-'
still serves as '|_1n'1.'i|;!|:||l:, Th,'u,'n[]j.', her industrial L!l:!-.i.gu CXPEricnce came
in handy when she helped co-ordinate the Tanks Project in the Rondout
section of Kingston, with ].-II'H{"—H.'.I.E'.‘ images ].'lll.'i_]l:r.'ll:ﬂ onto industrial
1|I|Ik‘|.
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Ensconced in an industrial space adjacent to Markertek—the Saugerties-
based professional broadcast studio equipment supplier whose tounder
and CEOQ Mark Braunstein is Katharine's husband—the spacious studios
office is a perfect geraway. Meticulously organized, tastefully furnished,

it’s a place she can camp out in and get work done. The upstairs Immg,r:.

complete with kitchen and couches, seems decorated by someone with a
fond memory of the 60s, a retro=-modermn feel

and finished works fill wooden racks, a series of hfteen or so paintings

in various stages of completion line a corner, and two easels stand in
the middle, with charcoal skerched canvasses imbued with a orangey-
reddish undertone that reminds one of the actual color of the Golden
Gate Bridge—"Pompeii Red,” Katharine tells me. It's immediately
recognizable as the fundamental hue of her Western sandstone formations
and clitts.

It's a straightforward Process, Katharine books time out Wesr, F‘l'lilt'ril.“._\'

'iu ti‘ll_‘ Warmer 111|;'|:|I:.|;|\. .n|.|.| 1:||;1r\ Lhil.l.‘l: |.:-.|| \kc!{]lri (=i l‘r]rl.'il'l -'Iil:'.. FAEE
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Palnring 45 W ell. l'|*l.'-I| return to her h.ll.'lb:_i.‘l':ll."l studio she works o
several paintings simuliancously, layering in color using a combination
of memory and whim L-"n:rrin:._r‘ to any |1|1-.11||-!_:1_a|1':|:.'. Paints are

"n.".'|||'..t:||t|1|.|r|_.:_ oils, from R & F He

- NEVECE [

cmade Faints in Kingston.

It's not meant to be perfectly representational, “it’s definitely an

i|'|I|_':'P:{'|.|.',||_11! of what | am locking at. So I'm putting a lot of myselt into

l]l.l.' '!1.||||I:i1:|_q. .|.||-.3 .a|'.-.'- -ltlil1l_'1.l|||:|' Ca ng ll!u.' ERSEiiCE i":. W ||.|I ['m \r.'l:'J'IIg
ts "t doesn 't look hike this our West,

I use the structure of what ['m looking

A% W l.'l.]." :"'h'.' ||II.1:'.:II"| d!ll1 II.'.ILlIl:- slCl

L] |‘]-1‘_.' '-'-'1||:I ru|-.1r.-

The resules have an 11:‘.|;rr~.ti11-_.; combination of boldness and seremity.

The open lar EEness of the Western vistas gIves Katharine Fl|t'1!|'.'-' of room

ro wouch golden and crimson off with vibr -ens and blues, The effect

can seem like an idealized hyper-realit West Expressiomsm,
Katharine likes to call it. The effect s similar to w garing tinted F]d"\-"-l."h.
thr.' 'I.'-'.rl':-' CETEai € ‘1]!.\!'& I"I.’F oAt an ':-'l."l.

With several charcoal-sketched canvasses sull from her lase trip Wess,

and the corner of unfinished Fl.qi]]]:ll!_:\_ Katharine | ;~:r:||1_. of material

o waork with over the Winter uneil Spring, when she goes back out. She
puts in time on the board at Pracr, and plans 1o be pare of a large ASK
group show in mid-2010. With nearly 400 paintings

collections—she has created a body of work that combines a v

SOMNIE 1T PErmmanent

won of the

Weitern US with a New York vibrancy and energv. All aks 1o some

fm i.'I'.' CAFcer ¢ LI1:I:I‘-‘.'|II:I;|_':.
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http://www.visionswestgallery.com
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