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BRUCE KATZ 

BOLD AND  
TRANQUIL

Bruce Katz joins the latest wave of Bay Area painters to explore abstraction, while retaining a foothold in representation.

—— —  BY BOB BAHR  —— —

What would you get if you 
combined the approaches 
of Edward Hopper, 
Wayne Thiebaud, Rich-
ard Diebenkorn, Armin 

Hansen, E. Charlton Fortune, David Park, 
Elmer Bischoff, and Fairfield Porter? Probably 
something of a Frankenstein’s monster. But if 
the above influences were channeled through a 
sensitive artist with his or her own vision, the 
result might be something like the work of San 
Francisco oil painter Bruce Katz.

Katz takes bits of brilliance from each of 
his guiding lights (leaning heavily on the Bay 
Area Figurative School) and allows it all to 
influence his artistic approach. He also adds a 
tranquility to the mix that is all his own. The 
results are sun-drenched views of his beloved 
San Francisco, elevated to an idyllic dream and 
infused with peace.

“I’ve lived here for almost 40 years and 
I’m still in love with this city; I continue to 
get very excited by it, visually,” says Katz. “I 
have moments — not every day, but frequently 
— when I turn a corner and the view takes 
my breath away. I want to communicate that 
feeling in my paintings.”

Katz says several things make San Francisco 
special for him, from the hills to the rich archi-
tecture that often displays pretty pastel colors. 
Plus, he sees the great things about all big towns 
in his hometown of choice. “All cities lend 
themselves to greatness, and I see a lot of that 
here, especially in terms of visual drama,” Katz 
says. “I enjoy communicating the beauty of the 
city, then elevating it using design and value 

contrast to show it off, to emphasize its drama. 
And the light — I think the light is very special 
here. It reminds me of the light in Italy, and I’m 
not sure why that is — maybe the closeness of 
the water? The moisture in the air? Or the color 
of the sky? I don’t know.”

He points out that San Francisco, like most 
big cities, has all kinds of structures that create 
dramatic shadows, providing interesting value 
patterns. He also feels that his City by the Bay 
has more greenspace than many, which makes 

it more beautiful. There’s one more thing the 
artist clearly enjoys about cities in general. Katz 
may paint landscapes, but the human element is 
often present, either in manmade structures or 
in figures themselves. “I like to paint landscapes 
with structures in them,” he explains. “To me, 
they add something of a contrast and make the 
landscape more interesting. The same goes for 
figures, which I usually add back in the studio. 
I have done figure drawing and painting for a 
long time, so it comes more easily. Now, I don’t 
want to make my work too detailed, so I try 
to just capture the gesture at the start. I can 
put down something that looks really messy or 
disproportionate and shape it as I move along 
with the painting by refining the background. 
I’ll push and pull it until it’s right.”

IMPORTANT INFLUENCES
“Push and pull” — it’s no mistake that Katz 
would name-check one of abstract painter and 
teacher Hans Hofmann’s main tenets. The 
concept of push-pull for Hofmann referred to 
the use of adjacent colors to emphasize color and 
value relationships — a more formalist approach 
to painting than many representational artists 
embrace. The figures in Katz’s paintings may get 
pushed and pulled simply by the artist’s alterna-
tion between painting the figure and painting the 
surrounding background, but it’s clear that his 
head lives in a space that encompasses both clas-
sic California impressionism and the other giants 
of 20th-century art. He is enthusiastic about the 
work of Diebenkorn, for instance.

“Right now my strongest influences are 
Porter, Park, Hopper, and Diebenkorn,” Katz 

Bruce Katz paints on the streets of San Francisco.
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Looking West, Potrero Hill
2016, oil, 12 x 9 in. 

Private collection

Plein air
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says. “Diebenkorn gets very abstract, but there’s some representation 
in there that anchors his work for me. Diebenkorn is a standout, 
along with Park and the others, for their use of paint, which shows a 
spontaneity and a lack of any kind of fear. The way that Diebenkorn 
was known to experiment inspires me, as well. He would use gouache, 
watercolor, charcoal, pencil, oil — I consider him an artist’s artist. He 
was always exploring, always experimenting. He’s inspiring, not just 
for his finished products, but also for all that practice and the love of 
creating art — and that’s what led to his great paintings.

“I’m also inspired by how these representational painters took 
their work a step further, and in doing so, brought out something in 
their subject matter that you otherwise wouldn’t have noticed,” Katz 
continues. “Something unseen is presented through the way they ab-
stracted their subjects, treated them, colored them, and applied paint 

A View of the Bay from Hill Street
2015, oil, 9 x 12 in.

Private collection

Plein air

Waiting for Brunch
2017, oil, 24 x 24 in. 

Private collection
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to suggest them. Those four artists in particular 
appeal to me mainly for how they used abstrac-
tion, color, design, and similar traits to bring out 
something intrinsic or spiritual in their subjects. 
Granted, for Diebenkorn, the whole process was 
part of the final product, and that’s not the key 
thing for me. I don’t think I’m headed in that 
direction, either. I like a more finished look. 
With Diebenkorn, it was also the simplicity of 
the shapes. It’s the way he crafted the composi-
tion, the way he abstracted the landscape by 
making a painting that is simple in shapes. Porter 
was similar, in terms of the way he simplified his 
subject matter.”

When Katz was focused on painting still 
lifes, Thiebaud was a major influence, and he 
still admires Thiebaud’s use of color, his thick 
impasto paint application, and his choice of 
subject matter. “He was great at taking the 
commonplace and elevating it through the use 
of color,” says Katz. “He was definitely another 
artist’s artist. Painting still lifes and the figure 
for so long alla prima taught me the value of 
painting from life, including when painting 
landscapes and cityscapes.”

From Hansen, Katz adopts an appreciation 
for the uncommon subject. Hansen painted in 
Monterey during the early 20th century, but he 

didn’t paint the popular views of the coast. “He 
didn’t want to paint anything commonplace, 
so he painted the fishermen and the workers 
at the cannery,” says Katz. “He chose subjects 
that were unusual — not the typical Monterey 
scenes. That really impresses me.”

STUDIES TO STUDIO
Katz’s choice of subject matter for this article’s 
demonstration painting reflects this apprecia-
tion for unexpected scenes. The rotunda at 
the Palace of Fine Arts, in San Francisco, is 
a well-known landmark. But rather than the 
structure, he painted a portion of its reflection 

SMALL PAINTINGS, 
BIG IMPACT
Katz recently participated in Arc Gallery’s 
FourSquared exhibition of 16 Bay Area artists 
— each of whom produced 16 small works, 
presented in 16 clusters, creating, in effect, 
16 micro solo exhibitions. “I enjoy painting 
on small surfaces — in this case, 8 x 8 inches 
— because I can describe my subject in an 
economical way, saying a lot with a minimum 
of brushstrokes,” he says. “A small painting 
can be started and finished in one sitting, and 
convey a sense of spontaneity. That’s much 
harder to do on a larger surface that presents 
the challenge of how to fill all that space in an 
interesting way.”

(TOP) Fort Mason, 2015, oil, 8 x 10 in., private col-

lection, plein air  •  (BELOW) Morning Walk, San 
Francisco, 2018, oil, 24 x 36 in., private collection, 

studio



DEMONSTRATION: 
Getting the Values Right

Step 1
Katz tones his mounted linen with a warm mix of 

what’s on his palette to get a peachy-ochre color. “I 

like that light, warm feel — it’s my go-to on a sunny 

day,” he says. “The pieces of that color that show up 

in the final painting, the tiny unpainted bits, add to 

the energy of the daylight scene.” Katz is a big fan 

of squinting “all the way down,” to draw a rough 

outline. He then adds his darks before blocking in 

big shapes with local color (the natural color of each 

shape unaffected by light, shadow, or reflections). 

“My goal is to fill in these shapes with the right 

color and value, although I know I’m going to come 

back to them and refine them,” says the artist. “I’m 

moving fast. I’m most interested in getting the value 

right. Squinting is really the key.”

Step 2
He likes to work over the entire canvas rather than 

have finished shapes creep over the surface. Katz next 

subdivides some of the shapes, such as the shrubbery. 

Again, he uses local color, but he’s “not ultra-concerned 

about accuracy,” because he will refine. He then begins 

putting in lighter darks. “I think this is really important 

to establish the relative values of things. Some of the 

lightest values go in at this step, so I can gauge the light 

values that aren’t quite as light. Once again, I squint, 

which is important for relative values — not absolute 

values, which require your eyes to be fully open.”

Final Step
In the final stage, Katz returns to the depicted 

columns and adds hints of light. He paints more 

vibrant color in key spots, and puts some shadows 

under the rocks. “I consider the painting blocked in if 

all the shapes are painted,” he says. “Then I suggest 

some details to give it more dimension and a sense 

of the light.” With a few ripples added to the water, 

Katz feels like he has gleaned all he needs from the 

plein air scene. “I may do a few minor touch-ups in 

the studio, but they’ll amount to maybe 10 percent 

of the entire painting.” 

Palace of Fine Arts
2018, oil, 12 x 16 in. 

Collection the artist

Plein air
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in the foreground water. The artist stops work on the painting 
“slightly early, because maybe it’s enough,” he says. “After 
24 hours or a week, I’m in a better position to see it clearly. 
I know I’m seeing things other people won’t. I see all my 
mistakes, mistakes that no one cares about. I might be unsure 
about how I depicted the exact shape of the urns, for example. 
But if I try to fix it, I can deaden it.”

Katz has done a lot of plein air painting, but he also paints 
in the studio, where he works from a combination of photo 
reference and plein air studies. “Studio work gives me the op-
portunity to improve on and push what I was attempting to do 
in the field but maybe didn’t have the time I needed, or realized 
afterward I could have simplified more, or pushed the values 
more,” he says. “The studio is the place where I have the time 
to think things through and figure out what will make the 
strongest painting.”

The artist does sell his plein air work as well, especially at 
the twice-yearly open studio events held where he works at the 
Hunter’s Point Shipyard alongside more than 150 other artists 
in rented studios. Still, one of Katz’s prime reasons for going 
out and painting is just to have fun, he admits. “I often go 
with friends, and it’s just wonderful to be outdoors,” he says. 
“We usually have good weather here, and I generally go out 
when it is sunny. Going out to paint serves other purposes, 
too. Plein air has become a fact-finding mission, a way to 

(TOP) Looking North, Nob Hill, 2016, oil, 10 x 8 in., private collec-

tion, plein air  •  (BELOW LEFT) Down to North Beach, 2018, oil,  

8 x 8 in., collection the artist, studio  •  (BELOW RIGHT) Stevenson 
& 6th, 2016, oil, 24 x 18 in., private collection, studio
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(ABOVE LEFT) A View from Nob Hill, 2018, oil, 24 x 18 in., collection the 

artist, studio  •  (AT RIGHT) A View from Nob Hill, 2016, oil, 10 x 8 in., 

private collection, plein air 

Potrero Hill
2017, oil, 8 x 16 in.

Collection the artist

Plein air

Looking West
2018, oil, 8 x 8 in. 

Collection the artist

Studio
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practice, experiment, loosen up, and explore color and 
brushwork. It also helps me increase my speed, build 
spontaneity, and learn about color in the real world. Any 
kind of painting from life can instruct you, but I think 
plein air is irreplaceable as a tool. 

“I have amassed a knowledge of the city through 
plein air painting that helps my studio work. And it 
works both ways, as well. After a period spent mostly in 
the studio, I am eager to get out and paint en plein air. 
And then I find that my plein air painting has improved. 
There’s a lot to learn in the studio, too. It’s a dialogue 
that works both ways.”  

BOB BAHR has been writing and editing articles about art 
instruction for more than 12 years. He lives with his wife 
and two sons at the northern tip of Manhattan.

(ABOVE) Pacific Pastels, 2016, oil, 6 x 8 in., private collec-

tion, plein air  •  (RIGHT) Yesteryear in San Francisco, 2018, 

oil, 8 x 8 in., collection the artist, studio


