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I am so grateful to Joanne Mattera and Cherie Mittenthal of the Curatorial Pro-
gram for allowing me another oppportunity to create an exhibition for the Ninth 
International Encaustic Conference.

The Incisive Line takes a look at four artists, including myself, who use line as a 
formal element in an organic manner in their work.  I have been thinking a good 
deal about the nature of line and linear forms while working with molten wax and 
its exuberant flow. To incorporate line or linear elements the artist must restrain 
the flow to create edges, add linearity above or between the layers, or carve it 
in.  I have experimented with all of these, as have the artists I have chosen for this 
exhibition.

There is something about a well-drawn and hand-made line that is incisive and 
knowing. It conveys a lifetime of observation, understanding, and awareness 
that communicates directly to our souls. 

I was looking for work that celebrated the drawn line, the organic, loose, waver-
ing, and expressive line made by the hand. Amy Weil uses the inscribed line to 
“reflect the natural world”. Elizabeth Harris creates “associations to language, 
science, and spirituality” with her line.  Lisa Pressman’s wide lines in the Decipher 
Series act to “evoke a visceral response”. My work uses the line to describe con-
tours of living plants as a metaphor for the Self in the world.

All four artists use the telling nature of the drawn, painted, scratched out, or dug-
in line as an integral element in the expression of human-ness in the living world. 

                               —Debra Claffey

Preface



The Incisive Line is the second Conference Curatorial effort in three years for 
Debra Claffey. With the artist’s first effort, Natura Viva: Flora, Fauna and Us in 
2013, Claffey, who “daylights” as a landscape gardener, focused on the plant 
world she knows so well. She curated 10 artists into an exhibition expressing some 
of the vast biology of plant life, and it was every bit as luxuriant as you might 
expect the theme to be.

This year, with The Incisive Line installed in Gallery X on the campus of Truro Cen-
ter for the Arts at Castle Hill, Claffey investigates more stringent concerns in a 
smaller, more tightly focused show. She, Elizabeth Harris, Lisa Pressman and Amy 
Weil explore the line, set onto and scribed into the surface of their paintings. 

Linearity is a subject well known in contemporary art, from Matisse to Twombly, 
Krasner to Klein, and indeed there are echoes of those artists here. I cite other 
painters not only to acknowledge that artists do not work in a vacuum, but more 
importantly to place encaustic within the larger context of the contemporary 
mainstream.

Harris, whose process is notational and whose concerns are related to language 
as well as science and spirituality, employs mark making in a way that is as much 
drawing as painting. Certainly she calls to mind Twombly with her cursive scrawls, 
but there is transcendence at work here: poetry of ideas in an achromatic pal-
ette. 

Claffey’s results are more Matissean—fluid, organic—lushness suggested as 
leaves are scribed into a ground of golden hues. These linear paintings, clearly 
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of a piece compositionally with her more richly painted forms in encaustic, are 
lighter, more spontaneous. Viewing them, I think spring, when plant life is unfurl-
ing, rather than summer when it is thick and heavy with growth.

Weil combines collage, stitching and drawing in her grid-based paintings. Her 
work is the most formally organized of the four artists here, yet there is a satisfying 
handmade quality that mediates the geometric rigor. Weil describes her work as 
embodying dualities: push and pull, “linking together and pulling apart,” and a 
layering-and-scraping process she describes as “both intuitive and direct.” 

Pressman brings us to paint-laden abstraction. Graphic swaths of chromatic 
paint form the topmost layer of paintings that ask us to look deep into their 
surface, where scribed lines and scraped passages form a structural matrix. The 
broad strokes recall Franz Kline, while the overall markings and dense under lay-
ers reference the paintings of Lee Krasner, but the result is uniquely the artist’s 
own.

The Incisive Line is a project of the International Encaustic Conference, which 
takes place each year in Provincetown the first weekend in June. Through our 
Conference Curatorial Program,  conference co-producer Cherie Mittenthal 
and I encourage artists to conceive and propose an exhibition that reflects 
their own aesthetic while engaging other artists in a conceptual and visual 
conversation. 

                                 --Joanne Mattera
 Founder/Director, the International Encaustic Conference 
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Amy Weil
My paintings are about relationships. How we relate to each other and 
our surroundings is often ambiguous. Chains and circles are metaphors for 
this ambiguity. Are we linked together or pulling apart? How we relate to 
our environment also interests me. The circles and chains are often free-
floating in a “dissociative” state, reflecting our tenuous connection to the 
natural world.

I also use the grid format to explore relationships of color and form. There 
is a push and pull that happens with each square as it relates to the ones 
next to it, that I find very exciting. The grid also has a dual nature in that 
the painting can either be expanding outward into infinity or be self-
contained.

I find that the process involved in encaustic 
painting lends itself to an immediacy that 
is both intuitive and direct. I use a layering 
and scraping process, allowing the colors 
and images to emerge in unexpected 
ways. This process allows the painting to 
pull me in new directions so that the end 
result is a synthesis of my original idea and 
the process it took to get there. 
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Untitled 
Encaustic on wood panel, 16” x 16”, 2014

11



Untitled 
Encaustic, collage and oil crayon on wood, 24” x 30”, 2015
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Placentia 
Encaustic and collage on wood, 18”x 24”, 2015
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Debra Claffey

My work uses line to describe the contours and edges of living plants and 
sometimes of assorted found objects. 

The line I favor to define edges is the human-drawn line, full of tenuousness 
or firmness, awkwardness or bold confidence. It marks out edges that sort 
my visual world into recognizable information. This is ‘me’, that is ‘other’. 

In these works the line is drawn into wet paint to reveal the layer below 
and provide a depth which may exist but does not in truth define any real 
edge. There is no discernable boundary. It is illusion.
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Three Leaf V 
Oil, graphite, pigment stick on paper, 30” x 22”, 2015
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Dark Matter I 
Oil, graphite, pigment stick on oil monotype on paper, 30” x 22”, 2015
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Dark Matter II
Oil, graphite, pigment stick on oil monotype on paper, 30” x 22”, 2015
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Elizabeth Harris

Entanglement is a concept in quantum physics in which a pair of particles 
that appear to be separate exist in states that are linked together. This 
exhibition includes subsequent work from my series of mixed media works 
on panel, entitled Entanglement, created in response to, and referencing 
images of quantum particles and their reactions. Using lyrical scrawls, 
mathematical scribbles, and repetitive mark-making, the work is rich with 
associations to language, science, and spirituality.

My goal is to fuse the acts of painting and drawing. By inscribing into the 
surface, then filling the incisions with graphite, I reference a scientist’s 
notebook, the multiple layers of notations and graphics alluding to 
continued discovery.
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Entanglement 2
Encaustic, textile, graphite on panel, 30” x 40”, 2014
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Entanglement 4
Encaustic, textile, and graphite, wood panel, 24” x 36”, 2014
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Entanglement 5
Encaustic, textile, marble dust, graphite on panel, 24” x 36”, 2014
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Lisa Pressman

My work embodies a visual synthesis of stored memory. Personal recollec-
tions, both vivid and vague, build and decompose over time. Each paint-
ing, with its complex layered surface, elicits a visceral response, reshaping 
its own new history. The Decipher series reveals linear formations of asemic 
text. These fragmented, alphabetic and numeric marks are enigmatic 
codes for an unknown past and future.
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Decipher 4
Encaustic, 8” x 8”, 2015
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Decipher 6
Encaustic, 8” x 8”, 2015
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Decipher 7
Encaustic, 8” x 8”, 2015
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Decipher 11
Encaustic, 8” x 8”, 2015
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Decipher 12
Encaustic, 10” x 10”, 2015
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Decipher 13
Encaustic, 10” x 10”, 2015
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Decipher 14
Encaustic, 10” x 10”, 2015
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Decipher 15
Encaustic, 10” x 10”, 2015
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