
Interview with an Artist
                                            Janet Flom

Janet Flom’s watercolor, She Wants to Play, 
was awarded First Place at the 2012 NWWS  
International Open Show. Even in this outstand-
ing exhibit, Janet’s painting was a stand out and I 
when I saw it, I knew I wanted to learn more about 
Janet Flom. When I contacted her, Janet graciously 
and generously shared her thoughts, processes and  
experience.

I’d like to start off with general life questions: where 
were you born, where did you study, where are your 
roots?

A suburb of Detroit, MI.  I was the kid who could 
draw, so my 1st grade teacher  pestered my parents 
to get me some after-school art classes.  Ran afoul 
of a high school art teacher who pushed abstraction 
and didn’t cherish my very tight, pretty little pencil  
drawings. 

My immature, bratty 15 year old self dropped 
out of the class and quit art altogether for the 
next 25 years or so. I attended the University of  

Michigan, got a degree in Rus-
sian and East European Studies, 
then a law degree and practiced as 
a trial attorney in Minneapolis-St. 
Paul until moving to my present  
community, 25 years ago.

Why did you start painting?

I had very young children, knew 
no one in my new community, and 
hadn’t lost enough weight to fit into 
my navy blue look-for-work-suit. 
I took an adult education class in  
watercolor, and got completely 
hooked.  I never went back to law-
yering. I read everything I could, 
borrowed videos, went to workshops 
whenever I could. I spent a good 
while chasing techniques/ style/ sub-
jects of other successful painters, and 
got to be a decent mimic of others.  

Eventually I realized how little I really 
knew about art (composition, theory, 
color, movements, art history) and 
so I began taking art classes at the  
local college, one or two at a time as I 
could manage. Seventeen years later 
I completed my art degree in this way, 
graduating just one year ago. During 
that time I made mosaics, sculptures, 
and of course I had my art school  
assignments.  But I didn’t paint very 
much in watercolor.

Tell us a little bit about your current 
working style, your process and time 
management. 

My working style is sporadic at best, 
and progress has been slow. My 
life as a watercolorist has been a 
zig-zag course with more than one  
significant hiatus for years at a time, 
but at least the forays into other art 
mediums and endeavors can be said 
to have “informed” my painting. 

These days I fret over not having 
large blocks of time to paint (not 
that I ever used them productively),  
because I recently started a part-time 
job (not art-related) which affects my  
schedule. Sometimes pulling off 
a painting is like trying to run a  
marathon when you’ve only trained for 
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a couple of hours here and there. Trying 
to balance life’s demands is a  
challenge.

Fortunately, watercolor lends itself 
to my working style. I don’t have the  
patience or sustained interest over 
time to paint in layered glazes, so a 
direct, alla prima approach is much 
more suited to my short attention 
span and artistic goal of fresh paint  
quality.  However, I am by nature 
timid and analytical, much more  
comfortable with an orderly progres-
sion of steps.  How to resolve this?  

In the last few years I accepted my 
own traits and decided to play 
the hand I was dealt instead of  
wasting time wishing things were 
different (such as wishing that I were 
more right-brained, that I were an  
intuitive painter, that I didn’t  
procrastinate, that good paintings 
should be easy, that I were organized, 
that I didn’t have to go to work that 
day, and so on).  

Amazingly, good things happen when 
you least expect.  There is a lot of  
downtime at my job in short bits of 
minutes, in which employees may read 
or do homework or whatever. I take 

along a few photos, my sketchbook 
and a journal. 

I stare at a photo, noodle in my sketch-
book, and write down my thoughts 
about the image, what grabbed me as 
the “thing,” and how best to pursue 
that with composition, values, color 
and so on. Writing often organizes my 
scattered brain. 

In this manner I began doing all that 
preparatory work I had been skipping 
for years in order to quickly get to paint-
ing because my time was so limited.  

Light bulb!  Just because I understood 
composition, values, etc. didn’t mean 
I was using them effectively. I rarely 
did prep work like thumbnails or value 
sketches at all. I would just jump into 
a painting and hope for the best.   So, 
going back to square one and actually 
doing this resolved several dilemmas:
 
1) I was now doing regular sustained 
“training” instead of trying to succeed 
as a weekend athlete; 

2) Walking through steps to analyze 
an approach to an image satisfied my 
annoyingly persistent left brain;  

3) Doing this prep work allowed me 
to really become familiar with the 
shapes, edges, dynamics etc. of an  
image, as well as focusing my goals 
and thoughts about content.  This 
gave me a lot more confidence about  
stepping off the plank and letting the 
right brain take over during the actual 
painting process;

4) I even began to look forward to 
going to my job, and I would leave it 
pumped to get to the studio. Formerly 
I’d get to the studio, dawdle and waste 
time trying to get organized or screw 
up my courage to paint.   

I firmly believe that working from life 
or plein air painting is big medicine 
for a painter; it steepens the learning 
curve and puts one in touch with that 
“thing” that makes you want to paint in 
the immediate sense. 

But reality for me is working from  
photographs, so the challenge is to do 
so without slavish replication. I used to 
scan a photo into Photoshop and play 
with it in all kinds of ways.  

Another light bulb! Sure, I was  
manipulating the photograph, but  
Photoshop was doing much of the  

The original photograph for The New Puppy
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My first painting of it done years ago, 
pretty much a straight replication
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6.5 x 13, done right over the preceeding sketch.
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Drawing on watercolor paper
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decision-making for me and I would 
still be too timid to step away from the 
resulting Photoshopped image. 

Now I’m finding that having gone back 
to basics with pencil and sketchbook, I 
“own” much more of the process and 
am more confident of my decisions.  
I’ll draw the lines and shapes over 
and over again, almost to the point of  
boredom, leading to asking “what if....” 
and more risk-taking.  Getting an accu-
rate rendering of the photograph starts 
to get in the way of other things which 
have become more interesting. I think 
this leads to confident choices, more 
personal expression and ultimately a 
better painting.

My next step is to do one or more paint-
ed value/ color studies, and trying out 
some more of those “what ifs.”  Value 
studies are of particular benefit for 
simplification (another goal of mine) 
and because I have trouble getting the 
value right the first time (which would 
then require dreaded glazing).  

Having solved some problems in  
advance in the sketchbook and  
knowing this is only just a study, it’s 
easier to loosen up while painting 
and focus more on surface quality. I 

am often pleasantly surprised to find 
that the study ends up a pretty good  
painting all by itself.

What makes a painting successful?

“Painting is a performance, like jazz. 
There’s a sense of play. A search for 
the right notes, right time, right  
feeling. It’s not an intellectual  
exercise. Technique has to be in the 
background, like breathing.”  
                               - Painter Duane Keiser

I think a successful painting is one 
where all of the necessary elements are 
present but do not demand individual 
attention above that main “thing” -- 
whatever that is -- which led the artist 
to make this personal expression.

How do you define success?

I wouldn’t denigrate all the usual  
markers of success -- peer acclaim, 
awards, sales, getting into shows,  
galleries, museums, fame and  
fortune… But eventually it dawns on 
you that there has to be a better rea-
son to paint, because painting can 
make you crazy with self-doubt and 
failed ambitions; you make a lot of  
clunkers.  

The definition of success is probably 
unique to the individual, and changes 
over time.  Right now, these are a few 
of the things that I would define as  
success:

A) Getting to that point, as in the Duane 
Keiser quote, where an artist can cre-
ate something special beyond just  
showing virtuosity.

B) Gaining some understanding of my 
own strengths and weaknesses as an  

artist, and how to use/ solve these and 
progress toward A) above.

C) When I am teaching and see a 
light bulb go off for a student about  
something.  I can pinpoint many “aha” 
moments in my painting life and am 
so thankful for the instructors who 
made that possible.  Being able to  
communicate something useful is a 
great success.

From where do you draw inspiration?

It seems to me that it is best to paint 
what you know and love.  People  
watching. The human experience is 
universal, but it is also unique and  
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unpredictable. For instance,  
eyewitnesses to the same event may 
give entirely different descriptions 
based on their own frame of refer-
ence, and this may change yet again  
depending on the circumstances of the 
retelling, to whom, and when.  

It’s like a limitless frontier,  
exploring the human experience -- 
and the artist/ explorer continually  
changes as well.   

Portraits and figures are my favorite 
subjects for this reason and maybe  
because I was an adopted child.  I had  

a special interest in paying atten-
tion to likeness, gesture, and the  
similarities and differences between 
people. People watching is something 
I remember doing even as a very young 
child while bored in church.

Which artists and art movements  
inspire you?

Daumier, Degas, Van Gogh, Vuillard, 
Bonnard, Cassat, Rodin, Kollwitz, 
Ernst Barlach, Fechin-- the list goes on 
and on; against my will I became an art 
history junkie. 

I like the idea of making an  

expressive and personal visual  
statement  about  one’s  own world, 
so Impressionism,  pre- and post-, are  
favorites. This puts me squarely on the  
realism side of the fence, but I do  
appreciate abstraction and  
non-objectivism in painting because 
it requires examination of whether the 
actual structure will carry the “idea” 
of the painting, without totally relying 
on accomplished technique or subject 
matter.

Modernist painting, with its emphasis 
on surface qualities of the paint and 
support, appeals to me because this is 
an inherent quality of watercolor.

My contemporary painting heroes are:
 
-Charles Reid: so much to be said 
here, but I’ll limit it to paint quality;  
absolutely nobody does it better.

-Alex Powers: interplay of drawing and 
color and surface.

-Andy Evansen and Joseph Zbukvic: 
fresh, confident application which is 
both bold and sensitive.

-Burt Silverman: oil and watercolor 
figure work, sensitive to surface and 
content.  

-Ted Nuttal: compositional use of the 
figure, application.
 
How long does it take you to complete 
a painting?  

It depends. Sometimes I’ll noodle with 
an image/ idea for a period of years, 
even complete a painting or two, until 
I finally understand what it was I really 
wanted to do and make another run 
at it.  Other times, I am thrilled with 
what happens in a 45 minute painting  
session with no advance planning, but 
in all honesty I think this is more likely 
to happen after a lot of general-pur-
pose brush miles (and clunkers). 

Charles Reid said that when you find 
yourself dinking around and don’t 
know what else to do, the painting 
is finished.  Donna Zagotta said that 
you know you’re done with a painting 
when you love it.  

I usually love a painting at the begin-
ning, with that first fresh applica-
tion of paint, hate it during its ugly 
adolescent stage, and then get to the 
point where I don’t know what else to 
do and suspect I might be done but 
maybe don’t love it yet.  I follow Reid’s 
advice, stop painting and set it aside to 
“simmer” and see if improves any on 
its own (e.g., I forget what it was that 
was bugging me).

If not, I go through a ridiculous nit-
picky ritual, but one which works for 
me.  I invite my left brain back into the 
process to take its best shot and make 
a written list of everything that is both-
ering me about the painting. Then I 
write at the top of the list whatever the 
“thing” was the idea for this painting, 
and go through my list again to see 
which items meaningfully affect that 
main idea. I’ll make those changes in 
the painting, if I can; the others, I ignore.  

This ritual acts a “pause” and lets me 
evaluate the painting with some criti-
cal distance.  I suppose inviting an out-
side critique could do the same thing, 
but in the end it has to be my decision 
anyway.  

Red Door (Murno)
15 x 22
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If I’ve missed the boat altogeth-
er on the “thing,” this doesn’t  
necessarily mean that the painting is a  
failure, it might just be that I changed 
horses midstream without realizing 
it and need to look at things from a  
different viewpoint. Or, I just start 
over again, having at least learned  
something.

So, do I struggle to know when a paint-
ing is completed?  Not usually, and not 
knowingly, but I certainly have killed 
many by overworking. There are many 
opportunities to do this during the 
course of a painting, long before one 
gets to the end stages. 

My bigger struggle is usually at the  
beginning, in trying not to copy a  
photograph no matter how great it is, 
nor to mimic another artist’s style no 
matter how much I admire them. 

I struggle to find my own voice and how 
to express it.  I struggle to beat down  
timidity or to avoid falling into comfort-
able habits or trite solutions.  I struggle 
to meet deadlines and paint for shows, 
but this almost never works out well. 
So instead I struggle to paint more  
regularly and just accumulate those 
brush miles. I struggle to start and then 
to just keep going. 

I tell myself to plan ahead, get to the 
point, be brief, and don’t get bogged 
down in subordinate detail so that I 
obscure the point. Get in, put it down, 
and get out. Don’t keep stroking and 
mucking about.  

I like a painting to be a combination of 
varying amounts and placement of just 
those select elements which best serve 
the painting’s purpose (that “thing” 
again), which of course changes with 
each situation.

Lately I’ve been focusing on how to say 
more with doing less, to understate or 
even ignore certain areas of a painting.  

I admire bold, confident  
application of fresh juicy paint, a 
painterly look that bears evidence 
of the process, the artist’s mark that 

this was painted. I am intrigued by an  
interplay of a 2D line and 3D paint on 
a flat surface. I also admire sharp and 
sensitive focus in select areas. These 
are my painting goals.

Do you take time to get involved with 
any art organizations?

I was founding president of the Red 
River Watercolor Society 23 years ago, 
and for the last 2 years I have been  
director of the RRWS National Juried 
Exhibition. 

Last year I entered NWS for the first 
time, and my piece was selected for  
exhibition. I was then invited to apply 
for signature status by submitting 3  
other paintings for review by committee, 
and am now a signature member of the  
National Watercolor Society. 

I am also involved with two local arts 
organizations, the Fargo Moorhead 
Visual Artists (all media) and the Red 
River Valley Woodcarvers.

Is your work viewable in any current or 
upcoming shows?

Progressions was accepted into Red 
River Watercolor Society’s National  

Toronto Two-Step
11 x 14

Juried Exhibition, June 17-Sept 16, 
2012.  

I have plans to submit entries to  
several juried and non-juried shows 
this year if I manage to get my act  
together, create good paintings, and 
meet deadlines.

Interview with Janet Flom
by Charlene Collins Freeman

Editor, Hot Press

Janet has completed over four hundred 
commissioned portraits in, watercolor, oil 
and terra cotta; faces and figures remain 
her favorite subjects. 

Watercolor is her primary medium, pre-
ferred for its immediacy and versatility.  

A native of Detroit, Michigan, Flom 
first studied art as a child at Cranbrook 
Art Institute and the Bloomfield Art  
Association, but set artistic  ambitions 
aside for a Bachelor of Arts from the  
University of Michigan in Russian & East 
European Studies.  She then earned a law 
degree from William Mitchell College of 
Law and practiced as a trial attorney  
until returning full time to an interest in art.  

Recently Flom returned to the courtroom as 
a sketch artist. 

www.janetflom.com


