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IT TOOK ELIZABETH SANDIA YEARS TO FIND
SANTA FE AND HER CAREER AS A PASTEL

- LANDSCAPIST—AND THEN [T ALL CLICKED

_ BY DEVON JACKSON




ELIZABETH SAMNDIA

SAGLUARD E FAR PEARS, PASTEI

ELIZABETH SANDIA HAS AN EASY AND DISARMING
ravcH, one brought on as much by her own self-
deprecating sense of humaor as by finding amusement in
other people and situations. She also appears to have
maved through life with a kind of whimsicalin—making
impartant-choices thar from the ouside look random
bt which have, in fact, been gven plenty of thought
and which, once made, have been carried out with the
utmost drive and perseverance.

Like her pastel paintings of peaceful landscapes,
inguisitive livestock, and weathered adobes, Sandia’s
casveoing demeanor belies a rougher, deeper, broader
personaliv—her life and her work have been honed by
vears of hard work and a faith that whatever it is she’s
domg at the moment is exactly what she’s meant 1o be
doing, “I’'m very focused and single-minded,™ savs the
39-vear-old.
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Sandia was a ciry girl ar the start. The daughter of a
Lutheran minister and homemaker, she grew up in the
Bronx before attending New York™s High School of An &
Design and the Fashion Institute of Technology, back
when the faculty there avtomatically roured most of its
gifted yvoung female students into commercial illustration
and advertising. She dove in. "1 wanted to paint as a
carcer, but coming out of high school at 18, T didn’ know
anvbody who'd gone into art,” recalls Sandia,

Four decades later, Sandia sits surrounded by mowing
boxes and piles of books, having recently sold her Santa
Fe, NM, home. She plans to relocate across town—or
mavbe o Montana, California, or Canada, as the spirit
mioves her

But back to the past: “So 1 went into advertising,”
Sandia recalls, She married, moved up to 30 acres of
farmland and apple orchards in the Adirondacks, and




worked alongside her husband as a commercial artist for
12 years, She divorced, wenr back to New York Ciry,
then moved down o Key West, FL. She remarried, to a
Canadian, and eventually resertled in Ottawa, where she
studied architecture. After earning her architecture
degree, she retumed to Key West, where she opened her
own firm.

“1 started off doing [work ] for nothing,™ she says of

her seven-vear architecrure career down in Marparitaville.
*It was a dream come true.” Yet, as satisfving as it was,
“Every nme I'd go into a museum, 1 always felt like those
[artists] were my kindred folk,” reflects Sandia. *There
were panngs inside of me waiting 10 come out in Key
West, People would be displaving their art and 1
was thinking, “That should be mine." It was one of
my little urges. Eventually T just decided, *After all
these years, it's time to paint,” | didn’t have a plan,
[ just had an wrge, and based on the success of
whit I'd done I followed an inner guide, an inner
voice, And, even though 1 loved architecture, T was
fladining.”

As luck, or misfortune, would have i,
around that same time Sandia discovered she'd
become allergic to mold, So she began
researching and visiting towns without mold
problems. Towns like Santa Fe, where she'd
vacationed four or five times before. *1 just liked
the way 1 felt when | was here—ar ease,™ says
Sandia, who liked the feeling, too, of being
around other artists, *1 liked the smallness of it
The handmade architecture and the adobe. When |
decided to paint, Santa Fe was it,™

S0 SHE MOVED TO SANTA FE in 1995 without a job,
wiathout a car, without a plan—Dbut with an inner resolve,
“The first year, I rode around rown on my bicyele,” recalls
Sandia, who lived off savings and

It's knowing when to do that.” Acquiring that knowledge,
that self-confidence, took ome. “When [ first started, |
couldn’t paint a tree—or foliage. 1 couldn™ paint any
vistas," laughs Sandia, whose carly paintings, because of
her architectural background, were mostly of adobes, “I'd
study bushes, the foreground, the color of snow.™

Inclined toward realism and intigued by eolor and
light, she began experimenting with serene realist
landscapes, “There’s a point at which the painting
demands something of vou that has nothing to do with
light or location or being outside,”™ muses Sandia. She
started painting night scenes: “It's something. that's very
intriguing, If it’s greenish or night light, it affects adobe. [

WOOLLY, PASTEL, 2 X 15

don’t paint outside at night. So I kind of invent or
reinvent what it would be like. I'm plaving around with
night lighting, moody lighting.”

She sought out Albert Handell, hoping to study oil
painting with him in his studio. One of the other students
overheard Sandia and said o her, “Come over

. ; “THERE'S A POINT AT - :
credir cards her first two vears. to my studio atterward and play with my
“That way, 1 saw things close up. 1 WHICH THE PAINTING pastels.™ *Of course | only heard the word
could notice the light—the changes  DEMANDS SOMETHING play,” laughs Sandia, “She gave me a tray of
in the light. T also gor over the OF YOU THAT HAS pastels and it felt grear, T never knew about
shyness, the conspicuousness, of NOTHING TODOWITH  Pastels. It was like a “wow’ moment,”
painting ourside on the street.” She then went back w Handell and said,
She avoided the typical. “I LIGHT OR LOCATION OR “Teach me pastel.” Handell took her on, and
stopped doing blue skies—they're BEING OUTSIDE." she learned some things, but as she sees it, one

all blue here,” she points out. “What if [the sky] were a
gray-pinkish color? That™s what | like to explore. Because
there aren’t always these lovely clouds. Sometimes it's
really plain, and that’s how Pl paint it. There's a part of
me that steps aside and lets something clse come through.

learns more by doing. “This s my big bugaboo—the
teacher doesn’t hold your hand,™ she declares. “You have
to do this work yourself. Do vour own thing. Find vour
own voice and vision.™ And yet the teaching does lead you
down a path: “I've had so many teachers, and each one
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SHADOWS ON HIGH DESERT SNOW, PASTEL, 24 X 24

taught me just the right thing 1 needed to know ar just

the right tme,
over her fear of paintng big, for éxample, and another

she acknowledges. One weacher gor her

taughr her abour color values.

Her breakthrough painting came during one of

Handell's classes. 1 did this scene of an adobe, and
somehow, every single thing worked,™ she savs, with a
touch of marvel at the result. It was the seventh
painting 1 did, and [ thought to myself, *Oh, yeah. I
really looks like something, There’s a real three-
dimensional quality toit.™

An admirer of many painters and styles, among them
John Singer Sargent, Joaguin Sorolla, and Quang Ho,
Sandia’s an atentive painter even while.remaining open to

the moment, There's plenty going on in her paintings of

churches and daisies and lately, trucks. “Is just not in
vour face,” she savs. Able 1o produce about 150 paintings
a vear now, she glded her own work until recently. “But
not anvmore,” she savs with relief, “Now 'm a human
being. 1 can just paine.”™ (She sill does her own glammg,
however. )

Sandia usually begins with an underpamting, a rough
pastel sketeh. “Then | move | the pigment] around with a
brush dipped in wrpentine,” she explains, “Tr liquefies
the brush and moves the pastel.™ After it does, she goes
back and starts forming shapes with more lavers. “With
pastel, vou can’t mix color,” she emphasizes, “you have
te faverit,”

Pastels, or rather, the people who make pastels, are
the key, When the pastel manufacturers came out with
dark sers, that made all the difference in the world to
Sandia, who relies on color to create the sense of depth
and space in her work and who states unequivocally,
“To live in a world of color, there's nothing as
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She adds, “I was lucky, the medium suited me.”

While she's inclusive of horses and dogs, she's
learned to avold humans {one painting sold only afver
she ok our the fisherman she'd onginally had ). She
also eschews pamnting’s so-called rules. Consider her
apinion of lead-ins, that vanishing-point kind of place
where the viewer’s eve would naturally gravitare at first,
Her paintings tend not to have such a central focal
poine, “I:don't usually do lead-ins to my paintings, 1
tend o move from side to side—which poes against the
rules,” she savs with a roll of her eves. “Bur T don't
waorry about thar”

It's Sandia’s nature 1o jump in where others fear 1o
even test the water. But she’s neither rash about it nor
blindly faathful. She's just open o change, and 1o impulse,
And as long as she continues to pay attention and stay the
course of the moment, there’s linde room tor self-doubt.

“Opce vou key into what nourshes you, it"s satsfing,”

FESUQUE PUEBLGO THREE, PASTEL, 12 X 15

she beams. “*When vou're doing what you're supposed o
be doing, vou will be taken care of. And besides, there’s
always a plan B—keep painting.™ 2

Devon Jackson has also written for Sperts [llusrated, The New
York Timer Maggasine, and Chatside,

Sandia is represented by Canyon Road Fine Art, Santa Fe, NM:
Pinon Fine Art, Denver, COy and Basalt Gallery, Basaly, CO.
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