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TAN Sperlak is an artist who

makes you take another look

at the land you live in. We

all know that South Jersey is

beautiful, but Sperlak turns
his homeland (he was born in Denver,
Colorado but haslived in Cape May County
since he was 15) into a natural wonderland.
Which, of course, it is. But it usually takes
an artist to help us to see it through new
eyes. It doesn’t hurt that Sperlak also owns
Cape Shore Gardens, a nursery and land-
scaping company based in Cape May Court
House — he is a master at working the land,
whether on paper or in soil.

Sperlak is bringing a new show, “Varia-
tions on a Muse,” to SOMA NewArt Gal-
lery, in Carpenter’s Lane, Cape May. The
show opened September 11 and runs
through October 12. The gallery is open
daily until 10pm. We caught up with Stan as
he finished his last paintings for the show.

What is the theme of the show? I'm
calling it “Variations on a Muse” and it’s a
take on all of the minors and majors that
happen in music. Some are subtle, some
grand, but mostly they are wonderful
interpretations and flavors of something a
composer or painter might pull out of his
hat. In my case, the muse is the southern
New Jersey sky, the atmosphere, the marsh
and farms, and the Atlantic Ocean. I never
tire of her. I will push and pull a little, but I
expect folks will still hear a familiar song,
some new colors and formats. There are
some surprises, though.

thankful
that I have
found a
calligraphy
in my work
that carries
through
and people
recognize
it. I am still
pleased to
hear that
folks didn't
think you
could do
that with
pastels, or
that there
even were
pastels.

What was the inspiration behind your
new paintings? When I consider my teach-
ers, and their teachers, and how so much
could be made of their own surroundings,
I realize I am not done portraying this area.
So much changes each day, and I'd like to
keep recording things the way they are. Iam
inspired so easily, but it is dedication that
is behind my work. Having taught about
ten three-day workshops this year, I have
amassed dozens of sketches, demos and
experiments that I am using as a jumping-
off point for the works in this show.

Do you feel that every artist needs to
evolve or is it okay for an artist to explore
the same themes and graphic elements?
I'm thinking of Rothko, for instance. You
can'thelp but evolve. Itisn’t as much aneed
as it is a fact. Your hand speed changes,
your eyes age, your angst can either mellow
or find new targets. But you also hone your
craft. Even if you continue to pursue a simi-
lar vein, it will change. Monet and the hay-
stacks and water lilies, Van Gogh and the
sunflowers, Millet and the umber dusks,
Toulouse-Lautrec had the brothels — their
later works almost always had growth. It is
curious you mention Rothko, he worked on
alarge scale very forcefully and caused peo-
ple to think. He equated his works to pri-
mal art, childlike passion and exploration
without fear. That he kept the pressure on
is what makes him unique. A couple years
ago, when I began to eliminate and sim-
plify my works, I got a few “Hey;, this looks
like Rothko” comments. I didn't know
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AN ARTIST

AT WORK

Stan Sperlak

in the studio
putting some
finishing touches
on pieces for his
show “Variations
on a Muse,”
showing at the
SOMA NewArt
Gallery through
October 12. When
asked about his
inspiration for the
show, he says, “I
realize | am not
done portraying
this area. So
much changes
each day... I'd like
to keep recording
things the way
they are.”

much about his work but I saw their point
— I guess we are both attracted to geometry
and space. He rebelled against the literal
and I just try to pull it together with color. I
feel I am just beginning to find it.

Your work has a very recognizable
style and is strongly rooted in the South
Jersey landscape. Do you feel any pressure
on yourself to change in some way? Good
question. My son Joseph and I were look-
ing through photos of my old work from
1995-2000, the years immediately after my
schooling at the Pennsylvania Academy of
the Fine Arts and with Pat Witt at her Barn
Studio of Artin Millville. He was surprised
to see how much I had changed in the past
10 years. Subjects were closer, more infor-
mation was included, and there were quite
curious colors being used. Overall they
were interesting to look at, but easily criti-
cized now by myself as being stabs at the
paper, hoping for a good result.

I am thankful that I have found a cal-
ligraphy in my work that carries through
and people recognize it. [ am still pleased to
hearthatfolks didn’t thinkyou could do that
with pastels, or that there even were pastels.
As far as other locations, a visit to my stu-
dio would greetyou with many paintings of
Colorado, California, Maine, South Caro-
lina, Italy, Scotland and Hungary. These are
just works that I keep.

And having become a teacher over the
past seven years myself, and teaching all
over the country, I find ithumbling and sat-
isfying that people sign up for my classes
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for just that fact — that there is a consistent
oeuvre and style that they might aspire to. I
will reserve change for when I grow up.

What is the best thing about painting?
Other than having met some really great
people through my art, other artists, collec-
tors and students, I guess it might be being
able to step back after working for several
hours on a piece and realizing that if it came
out as you hoped, you created a timeless
place and vision that while meaning much
to me, will mean so much else to so many
others, and then hearing those meanings.

And what is the worst thing? Maybe
the mess — itis impossible to clean my stu-
dio. Or maybe the business end — it may
not truly be the worst part, but it takes a
lot of work to keep things going, keeping
things exciting and earning a living at it.
Framing isn't much fun either.

Do you ever simply trash something
and start again? I do. I rip them right off
the easel, tear them in two and neverlook at
them again. It happens mostly when I am
tired and force something that is not ready.
I don’t frame everything I do, nor do I finish
everything I start. I'm an alla prima painter,
meaning I finish just about everything I do
in one session. I need the drive and flow for
the whole work. If I take too long a break, I
just can’t find the same feeling.

How many times, out of 100, does that
happen? Well, it might be like skiing, you
don’t want to fall down, you know it hurts,
so don't go there, don't repeat a mistake...
$0 maybe 10 or S0 in 100.

Do you ever shoot scenes with a cam-
era, or is it all done right there and then, in
the open air? I used to only paint outdoors,
then people asked for larger works. I found
the studio satisfying, bug-free, warm or
purposefully cool with consistent light. I
shoot digital photos and display them on
a 32-inch monitor between my two studio
easels. I often paint from memory, which I
love, but I still base most of my works from
a prior field study, an 8x10 that I do on site.
And all of my teaching is done outdoors.

How much of your time is spent with
your landscaping company and how much
is painting? It seems like 60/60 — they
both consume me, but they also blend well
and our county is so small that I am often
directing my crews 50 yards from some
great subject matter, so it is convenient.

Are you happy with that split or would
yourather do much more painting (or gar-
dening)? I really have been blessed with
some fine long-term employees and they
take care of so much. I often disappear
teaching or travelling for weeks and every-
thing runs fine. T have entrusted so much to
the different managers and they enjoy what
they do too, and they also know that if T am
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painting I am easier to get along with then
when I want to be painting. But I feel there
are some very similar things going on with
my painting and my landscape design.
Big masses of similar plants, long flowing
curves, strong underlines and an elegant
simplicity in the overall effect of our work
that also satisfies my creative urges.

Tell us about your home life and your
children? Do they have plans to follow in
your footsteps? Here, too, lamblessed. My
son Michael, 23, graduated from McDaniel
College in Maryland with a couple of busi-
ness degrees and is priming the business
with his acumen. He is also a fantastic
photographer. His works are landscapes
but mostly are travel-oriented and strik-
ing mood-style work. My younger son
Joseph, 21, has another year left at Ursinus
College in Pennsylvania. He is majoring
in business, German, history and girls and
beer, but didn't we all? He is a very talented
musician — guitar, synthesizer, bongos,
harmonica. It was brought up that I need
to save a space for him on the gallery walls
as he is also quite the draughtsman. They
were both strong athletes and are fine gen-
tlemen. We travel together often and hike
up mountains and drink beer and...

Favorite New Jersey artists? George
Inness, Alice Steer Wilson, Cheryl Crews,
Roswell Wiedner, Pat Witt, as mentors.
Victor Grasso is very talented — exciting,
engaging, edgy, but so honest. And Ilike the
classicism and dedication of Greg Bennett.

Is there one particular area that you
haven'tyet tackled in your work but would
like to? I do plan on doing more figurative
works as I progress. They have sold well
and are very challenging and satisfying.
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They take longer and require a model and
the right conditions, but the human form is
so beautiful and ajoy to convey.

How much of your coloring is exagger-
ated and how much is exactly as you see it?
I exaggerate nothing. But nothing is ever
exact — Ijusthope to come close.

What is your favorite time of the day
(or night) to paint? Early morning, dawn
is best. To be finished two to three works
by 10am? That’s a great day. In the studio
it is Friday and Saturday nights. I know it
sounds socially destructive, but since Thave
no other obligations on the following days
I 'seem to be able to amp up and get a lot of
work done with no distractions.

Andhow are the mosquitoes whenyou
paint in the evening? It is usually too dark
to paint when they come out. Often I am at
the beach and they are not bad there — Ilike
to paint when it is breezy. But for sure it is
the chiggers and ticks that are the problem.
Can't see them, they carry disease and leave
you scratching for days.

Any unfulfilled ambitions in life that
you are still chasing? I am planning on
building a studio and a small-but-cool
house at my Goshen property that we
call the farm. This is where I base my
workshops. It is so peaceful out there and
the views are everything you see in my
work. Settling on a design and location
has been driving me nuts. I've gone from
a stone castle idea to a modern marvel
but have recently narrowed it down to a
classic 1800s Shaker-style fisherman’s
wharf combo, with lots of windows and a
screened porch. It will be tall, but simple,
white and easy to build. I just have to get
my son out of college!

xiT zERO 101 AUTUMN ISSUE 2010




