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Artist-in-Residency: Swamp Style
Priscilla Humay, CPSA (TX)

The Importance of Backgrounds
Julie Elizabeth Podstolski (Australia)

Julie Podstolski 

In my second year of art school back 
in 1978, we students were given the 
task of painting a still life of our 

choice. I chose to realistically paint my 
(then) boyfriend’s air rifle. It must have 
been the various textures which interested 
me; glossy wood and black metal. The 
object was displayed on my desk. I studied 
it over several days, meticulously rendering 
every detail in oil paint. It was only when 

I had finished painting the air rifle that I 
asked myself the question, “What shall I 
do about the background?” 

At that point, the painting was doomed. I 
had not planned the painting through to 
its conclusion at conception. I had only 
thought of the gun in isolation without 
considering its immediate environment. 
When I tried to paint in the surroundings 
as an afterthought, everything fell to bits. 
It was a good lesson though—and 37 years 
later I remember it like yesterday: Don’t 
make the background an afterthought!

The topic of backgrounds comes up quite 
often in art groups that I belong to. Now 
and then, a person laments that he or she 
is not keen on backgrounds or is no good 
at them. The person wants to get straight 
to the main subject—relegating the 
background to something to be “gotten 
through”—a nuisance even. Just the other 

day I saw a beautifully drawn flower. The 
artist had done a lovely job but asked on 
Facebook, “Now, how am I going to do 
the background?” (Alarm bells!)

There may be a belief that a background is 
less important than the subject within it. I 
prefer to think that the subject and its  
surrounds are equally valuable and that 
they support one another. The composition 
is one integrated whole. Imagine a  
composer writing a concerto for violin 
and orchestra. He has completed the 
score for the solo instrument and thinks 
to himself, “I am completely satisfied 
with what I’ve written for the violin. 
Now, what am I going to do with the 
orchestra?” No way. You, the visual artist, 
are just like the musical composer. Plan 
your composition at the outset.

Of course, I am not suggesting that every 
space on a page needs to be filled with 
pigment. A work with NO background 
is complete if that is the artist’s intention. 
Just as there can be a sonata for a single 
instrument or an actor’s soliloquy on a 
stage without props, so can there be a 
floating object on white paper. Nor do 
you necessarily know how you are going 
to tackle various parts of your cp work 
from the outset. There have to be some 
surprises and you experiment as you go.

For example, fellow CPSA member,  
Sharon Kow (Malaysia) “discovered” 
pointillism for herself while she was 
figuring out how to render concrete.

A background describes the story you 
are telling. It gives the subject its roots; 
its sense of time and place, history and 
meaning. It is the subject’s environment; 
the air it breathes, the terra firma it 
stands on or water it is suspended in. It 
radiates light or lurks in shadow. Each 
background is its own evocative world. 
We should relish our backgrounds, 
knowing that they are places our subjects 
cannot exist without.

What a joy to create a poetic space on 
paper where one’s subject thrives.  
Background and subject support one 
another in a symbiotic fashion, each  
sustaining and strengthening the other. 

Julie’s studies at the Fine Arts at University 
of Canterbury, Christchurch, New Zealand, 
included three-dimensional studies, photography, 
drawing, and art history with a major in 
painting. In 1982 she moved to Australia and 
for years painted in oils. It was in 1994 that she 
experimented in colored pencils. She has had 
numerous solo shows and art awards. Most 
recently she received the Best of Show award 
in ExploreThis! 11 and also earned Master 
Pencil Artist status with the Pencil Art Society, 
Canada. She regularly travels to Kyoto, Japan, 
to photograph and draw the unique world of 
geisha. Read more about Julie on page 30.

A background...gives  
the subject its roots; its 

sense of time and place, 
history and meaning.

Rare View, Julie Podstolski (Australia)

The Art of Elegance, Julie Podstolski (Australia)

“The freshwaters of the Big Cypress Swamp, essential to 
the health of the neighboring Everglades, support the rich 
marine estuaries along Florida's southwest coast. Protecting 
over 729,000 acres of this vast swamp, Big Cypress National 
Preserve contains a mixture of tropical and temperate plant 
communities that are home to a diversity of wildlife,  
including the elusive Florida panther.”

—http://www.nps.gov/bicy

When the letter arrived from 
the Department of Interior 
awarding me an Artist-in-

Residency at Big Cypress National  
Preserve, I was thrilled. A year before, I 
submitted a CD containing forms, essays, 
and visual images of a body of work. I  
would be there during September, the 
hot and buggy month. 
Along the Tamiami Trail into Big Cypress, 
there was nothing commercial, some 
lovely neat Miccosukee Indian Villages, 
signs noting “panther crossings,” and 
nature’s majesty. Flocks of birds stretched 
through the marshes. Grasses were  
verdant, bright green. Cypress domes 
dotted the land sporadically. Vultures 
hung onto trees along the two-lane road 
in their endless search for fresh road kill.
I registered with the ranger to fill out 
forms and pick up keys. My September 
home was a half mile beyond the locked 
gate adjacent to the visitor’s center. Large, 
air-conditioned with many bedrooms, 
well equipped kitchens, bathrooms,  
living space, washer and dryer, the house 
was comfortable and quite adequate. The 
closest large food store was 40 miles and 
the gas station was 25 miles.
Here I was alone, except during daytime 
when the rangers were at work. No TV, 
poor radio reception, intermittent cell 
phone, and quiet except for the frogs and 
chirping critters. During my first few 
nights, every little sound was of concern. 

For this trip, I methodically chose and 
packed supplies that were lightweight 
and portable. Cradled birch wood surfaces 
were 12 x 12 inches for plein air and 
larger ones to work on at the house. My 
mediums were colored pencil, acrylic 
inks, fluids, acrylic grounds, and a few 
brushes. I brought a portable easel and 
umbrella but used them infrequently. 

Propping up my surface against a tree, hip, 
or “anything” was sufficient. Sometimes 
I sat in the back of my SUV with the 
hatchback up. A few times, larger-than-
life flying stealth-bomber flies caused a 
major swatting panic. But, the mosquitoes 
that everyone warned me about were 
almost non-existent, their larvae being 
carried away by the water-flow to the 
Gulf of Mexico through these glades.
Every morning, I packed my car with 
supplies, camera, water, insect repellant, 
sunscreen, hat, and food. I drove off onto 
gravel, axle-breaking roads, experiencing 
some of the most exotic flora and scenery 
imaginable. At this time of year, there 
were few visitors to the “Western Glades,” 
which gave me more freedom with  
minimal interruption.

Each day being different, it rained in 
bursts, then magically the sun shone. 
Color, light contrasts, and patterns in the 
forming clouds were magnificent. Dark 
grey sky with white roll clouds appeared 
as a backdrop to brilliant green grasses. I 
respected the lightning streaking through 
dark skies ending in a thunderous boom. 
It was 90 to 95 degrees, but I didn’t  
realize it until droplets fell down from 
my brow and nose onto my wooden 
surface. My body acclimated and seemed 
to enjoy this heat and humidity. 
Alligators scurry across the gravel roads. 
I hear them snap up a bite across the 
water. I loved watching anhinga spread 
and dry their wings after their snake-like 
dives into clear waters. 
Keeping still and quiet, I enjoyed the 
company of cormorants, egrets, storks, 
osprey, great blue heron, red tail hawk, 
vultures, ibis, kites, owls, woodpeckers, 
and roseate spoonbills. Small white-tail 
deer come out at dusk to graze. 
I was treated to raccoon, opossum, 
marsh rabbit, huge dragonflies with 
semi-transparent wings, lizards, snakes, 
night rustling of bobcat, and the  
occasional evening call of a panther. 
Pond apples grow on branches. Lilies 
poke their heads through the grasses. Air 
plants hug tree branches. Lily pads with 
tiny flowers, orchids, and periphyton 
are abundant. Mangroves appear in the 
southern sections of the Preserve.
I took a skiff out into the mangroves to 
view their twisting arms holding onto 
the shell-forming earth beneath. I rode 
the “have-to” loud and nature-distracting 
airboat through the Glades. Boated to 

Here I was alone, except 
during daytime when the 
rangers were at work. No 
TV, poor radio reception, 

intermittent cell phone, and 
quiet except for the frogs 

and chirping critters.

(Continued on next page)
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Sawgrass of Big Cypress (12 x 12) by Priscilla Humay, 
CPSA. Colored pencil, acrylics, and inks on birch 
wood. This piece was started en plein air during 
Priscilla’s residency in Big Cypress National Preserve.


