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The 
Forest From the Trees

KAREN FITZGERALD 
by Tom Betthauser

Although Karen Fitzgerald is not tied to traditional representations of landscape, or 
the rectangular picture plain that might contain such images, her aesthetic and spiritual 

approach to making artwork is deeply rooted in her lifelong relationship with nature and the 
entities within it. In our conversation regarding her work, career and sources of inspiration, she 

relayed to me that this relationship began (as it does with so many of us) during the freedom of her 
childhood, which she described picturesquely to me as filled with time left on her own to quietly explore 

the fields and creeks of her native Wisconsin. “The weather is one of the very first things I check in 
the morning when I get up.  I grew up out in the natural world, during all the seasons.  I loved being 
outside, being with all the animals, and exploring our woods. […] Even in the city, I am very aware of 
trees, parks and gardens. The natural world has taught me a great deal - and I continue to learn from it.“

Perhaps the most prominent feature to be addressed in Fitzgerald’s work is the unifying presence of the 
circular painting space. It is certainly ever-present in her recent work, but it is by no means distracting 
or overbearing, rather it points the viewer immediately to the refreshing geometric challenges of this 
alternative visual space where her less formal subject matter can flourish. Although some of these 
circular spaces exist within a larger rectangular frame, the work seems as though it is made not 
in opposition or reaction to the traditional two-dimensional rectangle, but more so in blissful 
ambivalence of its existence, or perhaps simply free from its dominative presence in the history 

of western art. The circle, in any artist’s work, calls to my mind an autotelic, self-creating 
and quintessentially poetic space, one that might have no beginning or end, that exists 

independent of our reality and is not contingent on the presence of the viewer.

One of the more interesting regions of Karen’s thinking and reflection not 
dealt with directly in her work, is that regarding professionalism and 

career development within the art world, and her cogent personal 
distinction between the Art World and the World of 

Art. I found this compelling, especially from 
the potential perspective 
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of a developing artist of a younger generation seeking 
out alternative perspectives and models for success, and 
although every artist’s more opinionated thoughts on such 
matters are not best set in published record, the honesty 
that Karen discussed this with warrants some selected 
coverage.

As one might intuitively infer, the Art World here is essentially 
the world of art business, which of course might encompass 
any art institution in which the exchange of money is a primary 
influential force. The World of Art is perhaps less obvious, 
Karen described it to me as the world of people making 
art, their concerns regarding inspiration and technique, 
and it seemed to me that ultimately this might refer to 
the practice of making 
art as it exits outside 
institutional influence, or 
perhaps at its periphery. 
In her eloquent words 
the entire distinction is 
characterized by, “the 
thinning connection 
between contemporary 
aesthetics (as presented 
by the Art World) and the 
human spirit.“

There seems to be 
an instinctive truth in 
this division, but it is 
important to note that 
it is not based simply 
on abstract conjecture. 
Rather, it is based on the 
decades of experience 
maneuvering in and 
around the Art World that 
Karen has accumulated 
and reflected upon. In 
describing her admittedly 
idiosyncratic (but 
nonetheless successful 
and long-lasting) alternative career path she had this to say, 
“I work more with businesses, venues and people who inhabit 
the World of Art. […] I’m interested in presenting work in 
circumstances where people don’t necessarily expect to find 
artwork.  I think it’s important for people to have access to 
art, and sometimes, the work needs to be where the people 
are.  I had a solo exhibition a few years back at the Discovery 
Museum in Connecticut.  It was a perfect place to present my 
work - lots of kids visit the center to learn about science.  It 
was a natural “fit” to present work that ruminates on energy 
in its many states, and yet it was unexpected for such work 
to be present along with the gorgeous Hubble photographs of 
the Universe.”

As hinted at earlier, I found myself drawn to the apparent 
disjunction between the atemporal peace of Karen’s paintings, 
and her reflections on the art world. It seems in fact to not be 
a disjunction at all, but the two unavoidable complementary 
faces of the human experience that are perhaps too often 
suppressed for the outward appearance of two-dimensional 
personality strength. The issues she discussed so freely 
with me are issues that increasingly dominate an artist’s 
thought and time as the art world grows exponentially in 
population, financial viability and imposed academic and fiscal 
professionalism. At the most I think Karen and other like-
minded established artists have the potential to act as critical 
alternative models for developing generations, but at the very 
least she has done so with me to the extent that our all-too-

brief conversation allowed.

At the end of the day, 
Karen’s work is clearly 
founded on the sublime 
potential of making and 
viewing art, not on any 
overt attempt to develop or 
illustrate a psychological 
model for understanding 
the art world. I was 
reminded of this when I 
followed up on a poem 
recommendation that she 
pointed me to during our 
talk, a poem that seems 
perfectly to invite a viewer 
to take a second look at 
her work, and leave all 
extraneous issues at the 
door.

 A selection of Karen’s 
recent work is on view at 
the Open Center in New 
York from November 7th 
to December 12th. More 
information is available at 

their website:

 http://www.opencenter.org/blog/2014/09/30/immeasurable-
light-karen-fitzgerald-4/

---

www.fitzgeraldart.com



And some time make the time to drive out west

Into County Clare, along the Flaggy Shore,

In September or October, when the wind

And the light are working off each other

So that the ocean on one side is wild

With foam and glitter, and inland among stones

The surface of a slate-grey lake is lit

By the earthed lightning of a flock of swans,

Their feathers roughed and ruffling, white on white,

Their fully grown headstrong-looking heads

Tucked or cresting or busy underwater.

Useless to think you’ll park and capture it

More thoroughly. You are neither here nor there,

A hurry through which known and strange things pass

As big soft buffetings come at the car sideways

And catch the heart off guard and blow it open.

 

- Seamus Heaney 
(from The Spirit Level, 1996, Faber & Faber)

(previous page) The Ear of the Sky 
oil with palladium and silver on prepared, patterned paper,  
25 x 22in. overall, 2014 

(facing page) Laniakea V 
oil with 12k gold on prepared, marbelized paper,  
31 x 26in. overall, 2014 

(left bottom) Rose in the Ocean 
oil with 23k gold on panel, 15in. diameter, 2014 

(left top) Shy Moon 
oil with 23k gold on panel, 15in. diameter, 2014 


