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ONES
TO

WATCH

AFTER YEARS OF INSTRUCTION, DEDICATION TO THEIR PRACTICE 
AND WITH AN OPEN MIND TOWARD ARTISTIC EXPLORATION, 

THESE FIVE ARTISTS HAVE HIT THEIR CREATIVE STRIDE. 
NOMINATED AS “ONES TO WATCH” BY SOME OF THE BEST-

KNOWN WATERCOLORISTS IN THE FIELD, WE SPOKE WITH THEM 
ABOUT WHAT GETS THEIR INSPIRATIONAL FIRES BURNING.

By McKenzie Graham

Muriel Elliott Mimura Ken WeintrubKim Minichiello Allison Syvertsen Michael Kowbuz
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There’s both peaceful tranquility and a sense of immi-
nent transition in Muriel Elliott Mimura’s painting 

Reflection–Puerto Rico. The water is still, reflecting light and 
shadow on a calm day, but the bird stares boldly at the 
viewer, its wings poised halfway to flight. It’s the moment 
right before change strikes. 

For Mimura, it’s these unexpected moments of joie 
de vivre, or perhaps more of a je ne sais quoi about water-
color, that draw her to the medium time and again. She 
calls it “the glow,” and says artists will only find it by 
adopting their own style, her best piece of advice. “My 
breakthrough came the day I stopped trying to copy other 
artists who paint ‘loose and juicy,” she says, “and accepted 
my own style.” 

Confidence in artistry is half the battle, but challenges 
will still come. For Mimura, it’s those pesky edges. “I’m still 
struggling with getting more soft edges into my work,” she 
says. “I’m inspired by John Salminen, Dean Mitchell and 
Paul Jackson because their work is representational, but 
still uses masterful soft edges.” 

In both Reflection–Puerto Rico and her harbor scene, 
Reflection–Newport, OR, it’s unsurprisingly the water 
reflections that are Mimura’s favorite parts, although, per-
haps ironically, it’s these very parts that most demonstrably 

LEFT
Reflection—
Newport, OR 
(watercolor on 
paper, 22x15)

OPPOSITE
Reflection—Puerto 
Rico (watercolor on 
paper, 15x21¼)

“Great technical 
command and 

attention to detail 
are evident in 

Muriel’s paintings. 
Her work has the 
credibility yielded 

by close 
observation of  

a variety of 
subjects.”  

– JOHN SALMINEN

MURIEL ELLIOTT MIMURA
murielmimura.art | Dallas, Texas

challenge her to overcome her fear of 
soft edges. Each pool of color blends 
effortlessly into the next, entertaining 
the viewer with a slightly confusing, 
but no less entrancing, upside-down 
view of the world. Each precise stroke 
meets its asymmetrical cousin to make 
a complete picture.

“I see painting water as a challenge 
for myself,” says Mimura. “I tend 
toward extreme realism and finally 
settled on painting water the same 
way I’ve painted silver and copper in 
the past. I just paint what I see.” 

Before Mimura can begin painting, 
she plans, using pictures from her 
travels. “I work from my photos, some 
of them taken long before I start a 
painting,” she says. Once she picks the 
appropriate scene, she crops the image 
to the composition of her choice and 
uses Photoshop to analyze the photo. 
“For a full-size painting, it may take me 
16 to 24 hours to create my drawing.” 

Mimura creates the drawing on 
tracing paper before she transfers it 
to watercolor paper and builds up 
the painting with layers of paint. 
“I create the drawing on tracing paper 
for two reasons,” she says. “First, 
I don’t like to erase on watercolor 
paper. Second, if I mess up the paint-
ing, I can go back and transfer my 
drawing again.” 

Once the drawing is transferred, Mimura starts in with 
colors. “I lay down light washes of native colors to keep me 
from getting confused by the details of the drawing, some-
times starting with an underlayer of yellow or pale red.” In 
fact, it’s often the colors that most fascinate the artist, and 
in Reflection–Puerto Rico, the scene’s unusual combination 
of yellow, gray and brown is what initially drew her to it. 

These types of exciting color combinations are waiting to 
be discovered, and Mimura is actively searching for them 
all the time.



ArtistsNetwork.com 2524 Watercolor artist  |  DECEMBER 2018

KIM MINICHIELLO
kimminichiello.com | Windermere, Fla.

ABOVE
Maiko’s Misedashi 
(watercolor on 
paper, 24x24) won 
the Winsor & Newton 
award in the 
American Watercolor 
Society’s 151st 
exhibition. 

OPPOSITE
Les Temps des 
Cerises (watercolor 
on paper, 30x17½)

With a multidimensional back-
ground in textile design, Asian 

culture studies, concept design for 
Disney, and travels near and far, the 
question isn’t what inspires Kim 
Minichiello; the question is what 
doesn’t. Her paintings are often 
teases—snapshots and tight composi-
tions that seem like the beginning of 
a story with an open ending. 

Maiko’s Misedashi shows a maiko 
with ornate head dressings and just a 
glimpse of skin beneath the hair—the 
rest having been covered in white 
makeup. She stands away from the 
gaze of viewers. The background looks 
like a pool of swimming koi—a scene 
rich with meaning in Asian culture—
and yet it appears to have been done 
in chalk, just a quick swipe away from 
permanent destruction. The woman is 
anonymous but stands centered over 
the scene, the chalk like a radiant holy 
nimbus around her traditionally 
adorned head. 

The scene was inspired by a trip 
Minichiello took to Kyoto. “I happened 
upon a maiko, an apprentice geisha, 
and her dresser,” she says, “strolling 
down a narrow passage. I was able to 
get great photos before she was spot-
ted and surrounded by a crowd.” 

Between Minichiello’s study of 
Japanese culture and her love of tex-
tiles, she felt transfixed by the idea of 
painting what she’d seen. “As a design 
student, I’d always had a fascination 
with the Asian aesthetic for architec-
ture, fabrics, furniture, products and 
utilitarian items used in the culture,” 
she says. When she began working for 
Disney as an Imagineer, she was asked 
to travel to Asia to generate design 
concepts and got to experience her 
inspiration in person. 

Now that her cup of inspiration  
is filled to the brim, Minichiello  
has been focusing on technique by  
attending life-drawing sessions 
weekly. “Measuring, comparing and 
focusing on getting proportions accu-
rate while drawing the figure have 
improved my work immensely,” she 
says. Yet, she still harks back to her 

“Kim combines Eastern 
sentiment with Western 
painting technique in 
her work. Maiko’s 
Misedashi shows an 
unexpected viewpoint 
and creates a cultural 
symbol instead of 
a simple portrait 
of a maiko.” –ZHOU TIANYA

years in textile work, combining those lessons with her 
newfound appreciation for exactitude. “I use some of my 
techniques from my background in textile arts to create 
my work,” she explains. “For example, the fish backdrop in 
Maiko’s Misedashi was created using a method for silk 
screen printing on fabric.”  

Minichiello consciously tries to incorporate Asian cul-
ture into her work, but some of her other travels sneak in, 
too. Les Temps des Cerises is a painting of cherries she and 
her husband found in a French orchard in Provence. “I 
shrieked in excitement at my husband to stop the car so 
I could marvel at how thickly the trees were laden with 
fruit,” she says. Minichiello especially loved the play of 
complementary green and red in the scene. 

The joy in Minichiello’s paintings is palpable, no matter 
where in the world the scene originally played out, and it’s 
this compulsion to create that keeps her working. “A quote 
from Walt Disney always rings true to me,” she says. “It’s 
‘The way to get started is to quit talking and begin doing.’ 
In other words, show up and do the work. It’s the only way 
to get better. Experiment, play and develop your own 
style. The more you paint, the more you’ll love to paint.”
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The title of Allison Syvertsen’s Window View would have 
you believe you’re looking at a single scene out of a 

building somewhere, but look closer and soon the painting 
becomes composed of many smaller views within the same 
frame. Pops of color, tiny plants, bits of interesting archi-
tecture and lots of intersecting diagonals make it hard to 
look away for fear of missing the next surprise. 

ALLISON SYVERTSEN
ceruleanarts.com | Philadelphia, Penn.

“Allison edits the visual world down to 
solid blocks of abstract color and 

combines them with a subtle feeling 
of light to design recognizable shapes 
that become urban environments. She 

creates a quiet, tranquil and rewarding 
overall effect.” –JAMES TOOGOOD

LEFT
Window View 
(gouache on paper, 
147/8x101/8)

OPPOSITE
Belt (gouache on 
paper, 11x7)

“Parts of Window View reminded 
me a little of the Chutes and Ladders 
game, with the idea of being able to 
visually hop upward from one build-
ing to the next and slide back down 
along fences and rooftops,” says 
Syvertsen. “This vantage point was 
also appealing because it’s similar to 
the views from the El during my com-
mute to and from work—enticing 
compositions that I cannot easily 
draw and paint from a moving train.” 

When Syvertsen isn’t dreaming up 
compositions on her way to work, 
she’s trying to find them—with the 
help of a viewfinder—scouting loca-
tions and determining the best crop 
and vantage point for a subject. “The 
viewfinder helps me to see subjects, 
not just places,” she says. “I usually 
draw the composition on graph paper, 
which assists with issues of size and 
placement, and architecture. For my 
gouache paintings, I label the draw-
ings with color notations and 
descriptions of light and location to 
serve as reference for executing the 
actual painting indoors.” Although 
many painters consider it a disadvan-
tage to work indoors with a reference, 
Syvertsen says the practice pushes her 
to be more inventive. 

The invention doesn’t stop with the 
composition either. The artist likes to 
play with color for doses of fun, if 
unnatural, highlights within the paint-
ing. “I tend to look for moments of 
playful color: walls and windows in 
Easter egg pinks and blues, candy 
colors. Saturated colors, like the bright 
red of a door or sign, are like gems,” 
she says. “I think that inserting these 
artificial hues within painted depic-
tions of the landscape promotes the 
more inventive use of color, and thus 
strengthens the idea that you’re not 
re-creating nature, you’re re-imaging it 
as your own manufactured thing.”

And sometimes it’s those manufac-
tured things, the furthest ones from a 
natural scene, that provide just the 

right opportunity for creative refiguring. “Belt isn’t the 
most appealing subject matter,” Syvertsen admits. “It’s  
nondescript, industrial; there’s a dock somewhere nearby, 
as I discovered when I was thwarted by a delivery truck that 
blocked my view midway through my first attempt to draw 
it.” Still, she was persistent and, with careful cropping, the 
view became “almost anthropomorphic,” she says. “Because 
the positive compositional elements are clustered back, 
away from the bottom of the frame,” she continues, “the 
fence seems to be holding them in, like a belt, cinching 
securely around to keep them from spilling out.”    



ArtistsNetwork.com 2928 Watercolor artist  |  DECEMBER 2018

KEN WEINTRUB
kenweintrub.com | Sierra Madre, Calif.

“Ken is so consistently good, and his conceptual abstraction  
is inventive and all his own.” –KATHERINE CHANG LIU

ABOVE
Order From Chaos 
(watercolor on 
paper, 15x22)

RIGHT
Golden Dream 
(watercolor and 
Japanese mineral 
pigments on paper, 
15x22)

Ken Weintrub takes four sides and four corners, an ele-
mentary everyday shape, and makes them sing with the 

complexity of human emotion. Some of them look flat, some 
are painted to convey depth and to hold real space. Some are 
painted with joyful colors and others with somber ones. 
Ultimately, the little shapes are only a vehicle for the artist 
to tell a story—but it wasn’t always this way for Weintrub. 

painting what I’d seen, I began to 
paint what I felt. Right away I was 
using shape, color, line, value and 
texture to try to express what I was 
feeling, rather than making a record 
of the places, people and things that 
had elicited those emotions. That 
changed everything.” 

Although the paintings are infused 
with meaning, the emotion isn’t hap-
hazardly expressed. What sometimes 
looks like eloquent chaos in one of 
Weintrub’s works is balanced with 
careful planning. “I do pre-plan what 
I’m going to do, sometimes in quite a 
bit of detail, sometimes in a more 
sketchy way,” he says, “but once I start 
painting, I proceed based on the 
painting itself—what the image is 
becoming and what it needs, how it 
feels when one looks at it. No plan or 
idea is precious, and everything is 
open to change once I start.” 

“The day I went into my studio 
after returning from a particularly 
wonderful travel experience, I found 
that the drawings and paintings of 
where I’d been and what I’d seen 
were totally inadequate to express 
what I’d felt,” he says. “So, instead of 

Weintrub explains that it’s helpful to engage your own 
paintings as a stranger might. This can help you part, tem-
porarily, with the emotional investment you’ve inevitably 
made into your work, clarifying any changes that need to 
take place.

Even with the emotional distance, Weintrub isn’t 
immune to eventual favoritism. In each piece there are 
moments of pleasure. “My favorite aspect of Order From 
Chaos,” he says, “is some of the visual complexity of the 
piece and the push and pull between flatness and depth. 
With regard to Golden Dream, there’s a whimsical quality 
that came from a bit of sumi ink line work, done with a 
carefree hand so as to seem as if the square shapes were 
casting shadows.” 

Weintrub chose the square to represent his ideas on 
paper because it’s accessible to any audience, but holds no 
innate significance in and of itself to interfere with the art-
ist’s own important conveyances. Yet, the squares are the 
manifestations of real experiences in the world, personify-
ing one artist’s daily enthusiasms and sorrows, and will 
likely stir similar feelings in the viewer’s eye. “Technique is 
just the means of application,” says Weintrub. “What one 
paints, and why, is, in my opinion, much more important.” 
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Although dark and at times foreboding, Michael Kowbuz’s 
art is actually filled with subtle color. “The subjects I’m 

drawn to are usually low-light or high-contrast situations,” 
he says, “and I adjust my palette accordingly, although I’ve 
found that the more I look, the more color I see. I like how 
shadows wash over a scene and remove the normal day-to-
day identity of a thing, and make it strange and magical.”

The magic of a darkened room is often in the bright 
spots of light, shining through the dimness, and Kowbuz 

MICHAEL KOWBUZ
ceruleanarts.com | Philadelphia, Penn.

“Using a strong contrast of light and shade, 
along with a limited color palette, Michael 
transforms everyday, often derelict, items and 
urban settings into mysterious, vaguely 
recognizable subjects filled with ambiguity, 
creating a strange yet remarkable and 
captivating effect.” –JAMES TOOGOOD

ABOVE
Garage (watercolor, 
ink and gouache on 
paper, 8x10½) 

OPPOSITE
Windshield 
(watercolor, ink and 
gouache on paper, 
6½x10½)

provides these in abundance for con-
trast. In Garage, it’s the lights in the 
ceiling and primarily the light shining 
through the window in the back-
ground, looking as though it’s the 
proverbial light at the end of the tun-
nel. The parked cars add to the overall 
effect. In Windshield, the setting sun’s 
peaceful light sets the mood, while 
the oncoming cars’ headlights and the 
GPS screen provide Kowbuz’s signa-
ture spots of brightness. 

“I enjoy the mood of being inside 
this dark compartment with the scene 
rolling by outside, like a movie,” says 
Kowbuz of Windshield. “In one of 
Charles Schultz’s Peanuts comic strips, 
Charlie Brown is under a tree with 
Peppermint Patty, and she asks him, 
‘What do you think security is, Chuck?’ 
He replies, ‘Security is sleeping in the 
back seat of the car.’ He continues on 

to say that when you’re a kid and 
you’ve been somewhere with your 
parents, and you’re on the way home, 
you can sleep in the back seat and not 
worry, because your parents are 
upfront doing all the worrying. That 
changes as an adult, and you can 
never sleep in the back seat again.” 

Although worrying isn’t a continual 
theme in his art, Kowbuz does say he 
enjoys the dark stillness in Garage. “The 
sliver of a lower level is slightly omi-
nous,” he says. “What’s down there?” 

Mystery can propel a painting for-
ward, pulling the viewer into the 
story and calling for a few more 
moments of careful observation. It’s 
in these moments of curiosity that a 
discovery is often made. For Kowbuz, 
discoveries in his everyday life lead to 
inspiration. “I’ll notice things out of 
the corner of my eye,” he says, “some-
thing I’ve walked past many times 

before, but I’ll suddenly become transfixed. I’m more sus-
ceptible to these visions when my defenses are down due 
to exhaustion or hunger. Most scenes are extremely transi-
tory, so I photograph them.”

With a photo in hand, Kowbuz grids the scene and trans-
fers it to paper with a light contour line, continuing with a 
light layer of India ink or even a color wash to establish 
lights and darks. He works, unusually, from middle values 
toward light and dark ones, bringing light back in with 
gouache. “My process isn’t purely rational,” he says. “There’s 
plenty of weeping and wailing. If a painting is getting too 
fussy, I might do something impulsive to take charge. I’ll 
flood it with black ink or color, and force myself to paint my 
way out, forgetting the photograph. I do this with Nathan 
Oliveira’s account of artist Max Beckmann saying ‘More 
black,’ as he made huge black marks with a dripping brush 
across an oblivious student’s pretty picture.” Bold moves get 
bold results, and Kowbuz isn’t afraid to be bold. “At a 
certain point, I got over my fears, embraced my gift and got 
down to work. That’s all there is to it.” WA

McKenzie Graham is the associate editor of  Watercolor Artist, 
Pastel Journal and Artists Magazine.


