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ARTIST JACK WARDEN

"VUIFOUJDJUZ
LANDSCAPES OF THE POTOMAC | BY CRAIG R. GRALLEY
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Jack Warden, self-portrait
Above: “High Autumn,” 11” x 14”
Opposite: "Sky Pool," 12" x 16"
Both are oil on canvas.

ll great art is praise,” says plein air painter
Jack Warden. It’s a quote he attributes to
John Ruskin, a 19th-century British writer
and art critic. Victorian artists of Ruskin’s era were
known for painting detailed scenes from history,
but Jack’s praise is reserved for the beauty of nature
that surrounds us today. The splendor of our region
is captured in Jack’s remarkable body of work that
includes several thousand impressionist landscapes.
His cathedral is the rocky expanse of the Potomac
River, particularly within Great Falls and Riverbend
parks. For 30 years, this self-taught artist has painted
in all seasons and in all conditions. It seems natural
that, given his artistic ability and love of the outdoors,
Jack would be named Riverbend Park’s Artist-inResidence ﬁve consecutive years beginning in 2005.
Early in his career, Jack explored portraiture using

the style of the Old Masters–one of his paintings was
commissioned by the King of Saudi Arabia. But in the
1980s, he began painting landscapes and never looked
back. “I love to paint the rocks and trees especially,”
says Jack. “I don’t add anything to my paintings that
isn’t there. If anything, I subtract to get to nature’s
essence.”
Each of Jack’s paintings has a different quality of
light and energy as reﬂected in the colors of his broad
palette and the length of his brush strokes. One of his
paintings, “High Autumn,” employs short, quick strokes
that blend the colors of the season. In “Chasm,” Jack
uses longer strokes to capture a rocky shore partially
hidden in shadows. There is a distinctive harmony in
each of his paintings. “Unity is important,” Jack says,
“the full ensemble with big patches of color–that’s how
I like to work.”
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““There’s something
different in each
painting that grabs
me and gives
the painting a
momentum all its
own.”
–Jack Warden
Above: "A Fleecy Day," 12" x 16"; and "Mist
at Riverbend," (detail), 9" x 12"
Opposite, top: "Chasm," 16" x 20"; and
"Potomac Shore," 11" x 14"
All are oil on canvas.
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Jack’s home in Reston, which he shares with his
wife Julia, has the look of a ﬁne gallery. Walls lined
with paintings capture the beautiful earth tones of
nature. Nearly all of the works are landscapes, though
two self-portraits and one nude also hang on the wall.
Julia notes that this nude is the only one Jack has
painted. He hastens to add that he found the human
form “too conﬁning.”
For Jack, there’s no substitute for the discipline of
waking early and reaching the river just before the sun
breaks the horizon. He sets the image in his mind, then
works with broad patches of color before providing the
detail. “I see it in a ﬂash,” Jack says. “There’s something
different in each painting that grabs me and gives the
painting a momentum all its own.”
He works quickly, too, focusing on just one painting
at a time and rarely taking more than three hours to
ﬁnish a piece. “I get bored with it and need to move on
to my next landscape,” he says. Convinced that plein
air painting gives his work “a sense of authenticity,”
Jack never works from photographs.
Asked to describe what inspires him to paint,
Jack speaks of authentic transcendence–the ability
of art to move a person out of the ordinary plane of
consciousness and into a realm of heightened awareness
that goes beyond self. “Authentic transcendence is
all about feeling, being aware of your surroundings
without artiﬁcial stimulants or alcohol,” he says.

In addition to being an accomplished painter, Jack
has written several books and is a self-taught pianist
and cellist. “I heard Bach’s ‘Suites for Unaccompanied
Cello’ in an Ingmar Bergman movie once, and I
couldn’t get it out of my mind,” he says. “I knew I had
to reproduce it, so I took up the instrument and began
to teach myself to play.” Julia concurs, adding, “He
gets obsessive about the things he loves. He’d practice
the cello for 12 to 18 hours a day, and I’d just have to
leave.”
Jack’s work has appeared in a number of local
galleries in the Washington, D.C. area, as well as in
Suttons Bay, Michigan, where he and Julia have a
second home. Jack collected a ﬁrst prize for a Michigan
landscape, but it’s the Potomac River that he returns to
again and again. And it is this river that serves as the
subject of so many of his paintings.
Jack Warden | jackwarden@hotmail.com
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