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THE ART OF PAINTING

“It’s about the ecstatic joy of life in the face of darkness.”
A. Mary Kay, describing her painting “Zenith”

Courtesy photo

“Zenith,” by A. Mary Kay, of Lindsborg, is an oil painting on three-panels and measures 7 feet by 18 feet. Kay’s painting was selected for the exhibition “State of the Art: Discovering
American Art Now” at Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art in Bentonville, Ark. More than 100 artists in the U.S. were selected for the show, which runs through Jan. 19.

Painting on the Prairie
Work by rural Lindsborg artist selected for national exhibition

A painting in progress lies
on the floor of Kay’s studio.
By Gary Demuth
Salina Journal

LINDSBORG — For about 20
years, artist A. Mary Kay has
been happily drawing, painting
and printmaking in a former
elementary school building
near Lindsborg.
It’s a rural oasis she shares
with her husband, painter
Frank Shaw, with whom she
shares a single teaching position in the art department at
Bethany College.
Kay, 60, likes the isolation
and close proximity to nature,
where during long walks she
can immerse herself in the
natural world and collect a
variety of items — from insects
to flower parts to bones — to
incorporate into her artwork.
“I’m inspired by nature, it’s
deeply important for my work,”
she said.
Among her works is a threepaneled, 7-by-18-foot oil painting
called “Zenith,” which Kay said
was her expression of a vibrant
garden, the night sky of the
Midwest and the cycle of life.
“It’s about the ecstatic joy of
life in the face of darkness,” she
said.
The vibrantly colored painting caught the attention of the
president and assistant curator
of the Crystal Bridges Museum
of American Art, in Bentonville, Ark. The art museum,
sponsored by the Walton family
of Wal-Mart fame, is one of the
more prestigious art galleries
and museums in the U.S.

An artist’s ‘Zenith’

Crystal Bridges assistant
curator Chad Alligood came to
Kay’s rural studio in December
to interview Kay as part of a
search for the most compelling
American art being created
today.
The studio visit was one
of nearly 1,000 stops made by
Alligood and Crystal Bridges
President Don Bacigalupi during a yearlong, 100,000-mile
trek around the U.S. to discover
artists whose work has not yet
been fully recognized.
Kay said she was honored
when “Zenith” was selected for
the exhibition.

Photos by Tom Dorsey / Salina Journal

Artist and Bethany College professor of art Mary Kay stands at her palette in front of a 31⁄2-by-4-foot work in progess in her rural
Lindsborg studio. The painting is oil on canvas. Other works, on paper, can be seen hanging on the back wall.

More online
• To see more of
A. Mary Kay’s work,
including drawings,
paintings and
installations, go to
marykaypainting.com.
• To learn more about
Crystal Bridges Museum
of American Art, go to
crystalbridges.org.
“(Alligood) really got my
work, really connected with it,”
she said.
Kay was among 102 artists
selected for the exhibition
“State of the Art: Discovering
American Art Now,” which
opened Sept. 13 and runs
through Jan. 19, at Crystal
Bridges. Artists, who contributed more than 200 works to
the exhibition, range in age
from 24 to 87.
Kay attended the opening
reception for the exhibit, as
did Wichita-based artist Randy
Regier, whose “Tyton” toy submarine exhibit is on display
at the Salina Art Center, 242 S.
Santa Fe, through today. Salina
Art Center hours are 1 to 5 p.m.
Sunday.
“About 70 out of 102 artists
were there,” Kay said. “And not
just the young and hopeful, but
across the spectrum.”

An unfinished 30-by-42-inch acrylic painting on Stonehenge paper hangs with other paintings in
Kay’s series called “Turn and Return.” Kay feels fortunate to work in such an “incredible studio.”

Born, raised in England

Kay, who was born and
raised in Hertfordshire, England, north of London, said
she’s been fascinated with art
since she was a small child and
saw her first abstract painting.
Her parents had bought it from
a local artist and hung in on a
wall at their home.
“My parents didn’t think it
was good, but I loved it,” she

said. “When I was 9, I thought,
that’s what I’m going to do.”
She received a bachelor’s
degree in fine art from Bath
Academy of Art, at Corsham,
Wilshire, England, and a
master’s in painting from
Goldsmiths College, London
University.

Graduated from Yale

She came to the U.S. in 1986

to attend graduate school at
Yale University, where she
received a Master of Fine Arts
degree in painting. At Yale,
Kay met her future life partner Shaw. He also was working
on an M.F.A. in painting.
Kay was hired as an art
professor at Bethany College
in 1989.

See ARTIST, Page B6
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“I build an
emotional
and physical
environment.
I put objects
in relationship
to each other
and build a
scenario.”
• Mary Kay,
artist and professor
of art at Bethany
College, in Lindsborg

LEFT: A. Mary Kay finds items in nature ranging from bones, butterflies, seed pods and
flowers to save and later incorporate into her art. RIGHT: Kay’s “Construct” is a 24-by-18inch oil on canvas. Kay’s Kansas surroundings are her primary inspiration.

Artist / Kay’s inspired by
landscape; loves it here

A detail of an oil on
canvas painting in
progress (shown on
easel on Page B1)
by Kay. The painting
features images of
squirrel bones.

from page B1
Shaw joined the Bethany
College faculty in 1993.
The couple agreed to
share one teaching position at the college, which
left them with a smaller
income but more free time
to work on their art. They
are co-chairs of the art
department, where they
teach drawing, painting and
printmaking.
“Without time to work on
your art, you can’t do anything,” she said.
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Salina Journal

Bought a closed school

Paintings create a colorful backdrop for Lindsborg artist
and Bethany College professor Mary Kay in her studio.

Emotional, physical

gymnasium studio. Then,
as the muse inspires her,
she might add discovered
elements of nature she’s
collected from her treks
into the surrounding rural
landscape. Her collection
includes pine cones, leaves,
shells, rocks, branches,
birds nests, feathers and
seed pods and bones.
“I build an emotional and
physical environment,” she
said. “I put objects in relationship to each other and
build a scenario.”

In 1995, they purchased
the long-closed Riverside El
ementary School, located
just southwest of Lindsborg, and began a long,
extensive renovation to
turn it into a working studio and living space.
“We paid very little
money for this, and it’s the
most incredible studio,” she
said. “If you’re in London,
no one would have a studio
like this. We’ve been very
spoiled.”
Kay said she paints on
easels and on the walls
and floor of her converted

Insects, heat, dust, cold

Although born and raised

in England, Kay has spent
nearly half her life in the
U.S. — much of it in rural
Kansas. She said the environment of Kansas now
serves as her primary artistic inspiration.
“The landscape of the
Midwest, you can’t ignore
it,” she said. “I was plunged
into a place packed with
insects, heat and dust and
incredible cold. I love it
here.”
— Reporter Gary Demuth
can be reached at 822-1405
or by email at gdemuth@
salina.com.

Crystal
Bridges
Museum of
American Art
Crystal Bridges takes
its name from Crystal
Spring — a natural
spring on the Museum’s
site that feeds into
the Museum ponds
— and from the unique
bridge construction
incorporated into the
building design. With
120 acres of native
Ozark forest, Crystal
Bridges’ grounds invite
visitors to enjoy the
natural environment as
a continuation of their
museum experience.
Three miles of nature
trails encourage
exploration and
reflection.
The building was
designed by renowned
architect Moshe Safdie.
Safdie is an architect,
urban planner,
educator, theorist and
author who embraces
comprehensive and
humane design
philosophy. Safdie
is committed to
architecture that
responds to human
needs and aspirations
and is informed by the
geographic, social and
cultural elements that
define a place.
Source: Crystal
Bridges Museum of
American Art, www.
crystalbridges.org.

Photograph by Timothy Hursley

Aerial view shows the Crystal Bridges Museum of
American Art designed by Safdie Architects. Courtesy of
Crystal Brides Museum of American Art, Bentonville, Ark.
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~NOW LEASING~
OPEN HOUSE
Sunday September 28 - 1:00-2:00 pm
Age Restricted Housing 55 and Older.
Located at the corner of Eileen and Caywood
(Directly across from the New Sunflower Bank on Schilling)

* 2 Bedroom Units
* All Appliances Furnished including washer/dryer.
* Easy Access, No Steps, Handicap Accessible.
* One handicap Unit available with Roll-Under Sink and Vanity
For Leasing Information, contact Roger Siemsen
785-577-5563
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