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Arlist Tom Stephens takes hix vicions of 1ife al sea and ransisies
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FINE ART
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Artist Tom Stephens shares his visions of aguatic imagery.

T:Hu Stephens spends his morn-
ill.,|:1$ Mgyl lrll.' thie endless
horizon of U open polf, As o cluar-
ter-boat captain, the agustic envi-
ronment becomss second  natare
= & way to begin the dayt Stephens
will tell yons that the little subtheties
sych ax o ennk "ill'|.|'i||:‘llllll'l'1 i the
ye = are what give tee amiliar ex-
perienee the wariety he eraves,
Steplicps  calls  these  instania-
s memorics “the hittle things,
the Fon Ly moments, anal 1|!|.-|"I|.'
e issnibiad 1o his ofl- tiv-water life
ms i contemponry ariist. Stephens

makes it clear that he doss oot at-
tempt o recreate Use scenes he ob
gerves on Lhe water, In fact, repm-
duction dees not intercst Uie artist,
Eli']'-h enis merely cupsumes the end
Tes= harizon o his own — without
reasom. Il hix paintings cvoke par-
ticular sguatic imagers, il comes
frowe wathin.

Im & 1650 insterview, the renegudie
abstract expressionist Jackson Pol-
Tk =aid:

“All culiuns heve had mcans sl
I!h:]:llli:qnlll.:t of {'Ji;'lnr'i'.'.-:-'.illﬁ T T
recliate aims the Chinese, the

Bepaizsunce, all cultures. The thing
that interests me §s hal today paint-
eré do ol bave to go o a sulspect
matter ontgide of themselves, Most
meklern painters work feom a differ
ent sonree, They work from within”

Pollocks view of modern art
— that i ix less constratmxd than
former perodic cxpresions of time
amd culture — ix the very attibade
that Stephens embraces. For in-
sLance, one canol vseape religious
eonography on a stroll theougl the
“.II1;.':'“IIE Mugeim aof Arts Benmis-
sanee and Bavogque oollections, In

the cainon of painting, time and culiure
are alten inexiricable from the work. As
did Palleck, Stephens theives in the lib-
eral template of todays contemporary
perical,

Though contempoary arl may seem
E’;}p‘ﬁﬁl‘."ﬂ to the layperson, Stephens

k= nt current magazines siach as A
in Ameren and recognizes sinilaritics
in virtuzally all of the featurcd works, He
docs not want bo say the same for his own
svork, “T 5 b stay uninflosnced because
it muikes (theary) mere unique and trog,”
Seephens said.

Borg and raised in the Tallahwssee
arca, Stephens moved o Swrasola o wl-
tend Ringling College of Ast and Design
in 19494, at the age of 25. Becanse he had
completed his academic requirements,
Eﬂgph_q“: wens akle to devole his allention
ter artistie pursiails.

He gquickly surrcumded himsel with
peers thet were just as aggressive abaout
forging an identity in the art world.

"When 1 wenl W Ringling, T expected
that it was going 1o be a situation where
1 would kuve to keep op with these peo-

ple” Stephens said, "But 1 found that
there were only a hawdfisl {of students]
as fired up oz Twas” Stephicns silribules

Lhis phenomenon bo e fuct thal be was
2 35-ycar-old freshman and many of his
clagematas were just oul of hich schoal.

Stephens quickly took to the paint and
credits the lnte Leslie Lerner s his great-
et faculty influence. Stephens spent
mosh of liis tme in & small studio space

on campus, wiere he began to develop
his owm style. Though he cormently lives
very clome to the Ringling campus, Ste-
phens still misses the constant critiques
that be received from faculbty and peers,

What is the Tom Stephens style?

Though Steplens” work ranges from
fortal absiraction 1o landscape, this meth-
od i3 what e deseribes as the essence of
his work:

“Taboring over getting & stoeight line
& nob what felt comfortable to me” Ste-
phens said. “Process is paramount.”

The entire D tukuy I'I-]HI.'\E i Ll
stuedio thal Stephens built on the side of
his home, and it is dictated by his encrgy
level. High-energy days are more pro-
ductive, bul such days are fow for a cap-
tain who spends aboul 200 maorming: a
vesr on the Gulf of Mexico.

Ihe proces begins with Stephens
bunilding his own stretchers and seniing
up the canvases.

Etephans s insplred oy 19505 artidt Jackson Pollock.

Stephons uted {hese art instrumants 18 produce his acquatic imaodry,

For this reason, you'll find wood picocs
and shavings scattered alongside globs
of paint ¢n the floor and walls of his art
FpaCe.

Stephens works on severs] paintings
al once, and uses an all-over technigue
— his marks are not concentrated in any
one partieular place on a canvas

=1t i all abont the cocegy of the mark-
making and working the ¢atine canves
at onee, Stephens saud, *T see instant ne-
suilte the way that [ paint”

This expressiontstic way of spproach-
ing Lhe cagvas is evident in the saturated
natuee of his Gnished works, Even the
artizt deseribes many as “overworked,”

Although expression s important, it
is Swephens’ use of color that ma!mu his
work so appialing to the r.gtc biens
knows that a painting is finished if it
vontains the "full-range of color™ that de-
finnes his personal vision,

*T can look al (the painting) and tcll
wivich color comes next,” Stephens said,
et I e Vi EAT acdd povos ikl dashes
of orange o something that is too blue,
and then it is dome”

A finished canvas does not end the
proocss, because Stephens frames overy
work hmsell with & wood frame cut in
hiz back vard. Imstead of installing = wire
o the back of his works for haaging, Ste-

phens suggests that the work fit snng to
the wall by plecing it on a couple of sails.
Stephens is so particular about his nar-
row sesthetic — dovn 0o the hanging —
rhal when he vievws works in 4 museoam
setting. he examines how the entire work
is put together, “[ ook at how the paint-
inui:q. built — itit is ﬂrﬁighl art] whether
the canvas is warped” Stephens said.

Look at a Tom Stephens original, and
vou will gee an objoct built completely
from hare muoterial in bis home studin,
Every staple, color amd mark i= con-
spicuously placed. The finished prod-
vt reflects metieulous allention and a
specific vision. The vision is not litersl,
but instcad the prodoct of contimuous
expenience and the physical proces of
ereatinm.

When Stephens takes a look at his own
work, it becomes clear that he's sircam-

. limed the acsthetic niche that he began at

Ringling College 15 vears ago.

Stophiens believes that he has reached
the point at which his art is ready to
emerge from biz bome on & more volo-
mpirpoas seele. He envigions exhibils in 2
couple of galleries and n larger studio in
a new hame,

“First impressions occur only onee”
Etephens said. ™1 want to make sure thal
the timing is right.”



