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write an art criticism of this watercolor 15x11 entitled "Frogs" on 300 lb cold press. The 

description is "A frog lawn ornament showing its true self." 
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Art Criticism: Frogs 

Watercolor on 300 lb cold press, 15 × 11 in. 

In Frogs, we encounter a deceptively simple domestic scene — a lawn ornament — that the artist 

transforms into something far more psychologically charged. The composition hinges on a 

duality: a pale, fleshy frog figure, rendered in warm cream and mauve tones, sits coiled on what 

appears to be a stone or mushroom cap, while its shadow, cast in deep indigo against a curtain of 

soft washes, takes on an entirely independent life. The shadow doesn't merely echo the figure — 

it departs from it, limbs splayed and fingers reaching with a wild, almost demonic energy that 

the placid ornament never displays. 

This is the heart of the work, and the artist's stated description — "showing its true self" — lands 

with real force. The frog ornament is docile, decorative, its posture vaguely absurd in the way all 

lawn ornaments are. But the shadow refuses that domestication. It climbs, it grasps, it becomes 

feral. The choice to render the shadow in a saturated, almost Matisse-like blue against the pale 

peach-to-cerulean gradient of the background gives it more visual authority than the "real" 

object, inverting the expected hierarchy between thing and shadow, substance and projection. 

Technically, the piece is ambitious. The background is built from dense, chaotic networks of 

scratched or resist-lifted lines — possibly a wax resist or scratchboard-style technique over the 

watercolor ground — creating a nest of hay or grass that feels tangled and alive. This textural 

intensity contrasts sharply with the smooth, wet-into-wet washes of the curtain at right, and the 

effect is one of two competing realities occupying the same picture plane: the manicured world 

of the garden ornament, and the untamed undergrowth it actually inhabits. 

Where the piece is most successful is in its refusal to be merely clever. The shadow-as-true-self 

conceit could easily become an editorial cartoon, a visual one-liner. But the richness of the 

surface — the labor visible in every scratched line, the careful modulation of warm and cool 



across the background — insists that we stay with the image longer than the concept alone 

would demand. The frog's face, with its two dark pinprick eyes, reads as both goofy and 

unsettling, a garden tchotchke that knows something you don't. 

If there is a weakness, it may be that the lower third of the composition becomes somewhat 

congested, the dense scratched texture competing with the frog's base for the viewer's attention. 

A touch more breathing room there might have strengthened the figure-ground relationship. 

But this is a minor quibble in a work that manages to be technically inventive, conceptually 

layered, and — rarest of all — genuinely witty without sacrificing visual seriousness. 

Frogs asks a question worth asking: what would our decorative objects reveal if we read their 

shadows more carefully than their surfaces? The answer here is something wilder and more 

honest than the ornament it came from. 

The the dense scratched texture is pinestraw.  The plane with the shadow is a post. 
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Art Criticism: Frogs 

Watercolor on 300 lb cold press, 15 × 11 in. 

In Frogs, a humble backyard scene — a frog lawn ornament nestled in pine straw at the base of a 

post — becomes a meditation on hidden nature and the double life of the decorative. The artist's 

stated intent, "A frog lawn ornament showing its true self," is realized not through fantasy or 

distortion but through the simple, observed truth of light and shadow. 

The composition is anchored by a pale, fleshy frog figure rendered in warm cream and mauve, 

sitting coiled and complacent on its perch. It is every garden ornament you've ever half-noticed 

— rounded, benign, vaguely comic with its two dark pinprick eyes. But the afternoon light 

catches it against the wooden post at right, and the shadow it throws there is something else 

entirely. Painted in deep, saturated indigo, the shadow-frog splays its limbs wide, fingers spread 

and grasping, climbing the post with an energy the ornament itself has never possessed. It is no 

longer decorative. It is amphibian — wild, lateral, urgent in the way real frogs are when they 

scale vertical surfaces with that uncanny adhesive confidence. 

This is the central tension of the work, and it succeeds because the artist doesn't editorialize. The 

shadow is simply what happens when light hits the object. Yet the translation from three 

dimensions to two, from solid form to flat silhouette, strips away the ornament's cuteness and 

restores something primal. The choice to render that shadow in a blue so deep it approaches 

black, set against the post's gentle gradient of peach, cream, and pale cerulean, gives the shadow 



more visual weight and conviction than the object casting it. The hierarchy inverts: the "real" 

frog is the decorative lie; the shadow is the ecological truth. 

Technically, the piece is rich and labor-intensive. The pine straw — rendered through what 

appears to be a resist technique, possibly wax or masking fluid, lifted to reveal dense, 

interlocking networks of fine pale lines over a dark ground — dominates the composition's lower 

and left portions. This is a bold commitment. Pine straw is chaotic, unglamorous, the visual 

noise of any Southern yard, and the artist gives it full attention rather than simplifying it into a 

generic ground plane. The effect is immersive: you feel the dry, tangled bed the ornament sits in, 

and this grounding in real, specific place keeps the shadow conceit from floating into allegory. 

This is not a parable. This is a particular frog, in particular pine straw, on a particular afternoon. 

The post itself is handled with restraint — soft wet-into-wet washes that suggest weathered 

wood and filtered light without overworking the surface. It serves as a quiet stage for the 

shadow's performance, and the transition from warm tones at left to cool at right across its face 

subtly reinforces the painting's larger movement from the earthbound (the ornament, the straw) 

to the liberated (the climbing shadow). 

Where the piece is most successful is in its wit without winking. The concept could easily 

become a visual one-liner — lawn ornament's shadow reveals its wild side — but the density of 

the pine straw rendering, the careful color relationships, and the observed specificity of the light 

insist on sustained looking. This is a painting that earns its idea through craft rather than 

leaning on cleverness alone. 

If there is a minor tension, it lies in the lower third, where the elaborate pine straw texture and 

the ornament's base compete for attention, and the eye can momentarily lose the figure in its 

surroundings. But one could argue this is the point — the ornament is half-swallowed by its 

environment, just another object in the yard, unremarkable until the light reveals what it's been 

all along. 

Frogs asks us to look at what we've domesticated and notice what the light still knows. The 

ornament sits still. The shadow climbs. 

The frog ornament itself is rusted steel 

1:55 PM 

Art Criticism: Frogs 

Watercolor on 300 lb cold press, 15 × 11 in. 



In Frogs, a rusted steel lawn ornament sitting in pine straw at the base of a wooden post 

becomes the unlikely vehicle for a quiet revelation about nature, artifice, and what light knows 

that we don't. 

The composition splits along a diagonal tension. At left, the frog ornament hunkers in its bed of 

pine straw — a flat cutout of rusted steel rendered in warm cream, ochre, and mauve tones that 

faithfully capture the patina of weathered metal. The artist's handling here is precise and 

knowing: the mottled surface reads unmistakably as oxidized steel rather than living flesh, and 

the frog's flat, stylized form — with its punched-out eyes and stamped curves — carries the 

stiffness of something manufactured. It is ornament in every sense: decorative, inert, a human 

idea of "frog" pressed into industrial material. Yet the color the artist draws from that rusted 

surface is unexpectedly beautiful, full of the same warm earth tones as the pine straw 

surrounding it, as though years of weathering in a Southern yard have slowly returned the steel 

toward the organic palette it was never meant to join. 

Then the light does its work. Cast against the post at right, the ornament's shadow emerges in 

deep, saturated indigo — and everything changes. The flat steel cutout, so rigid and decorative in 

substance, produces a silhouette that is startlingly alive. Limbs splay wide, toes spread and grip, 

the body presses itself against the vertical surface with the lateral urgency of a real tree frog 

scaling bark. The shadow climbs. It is no longer lawn art. It is amphibian. 

This transformation is the painting's central achievement, and it works because it is rooted in 

observed truth rather than invention. A flat steel cutout, by its very nature, casts a shadow that is 

truer to its own outline than a three-dimensional object would — the silhouette is the frog the 

metalworker originally drew before the form was stamped and bolted into ornament. The 

shadow, paradoxically, is closer to the artist's original intent and closer to the living creature 

than the object itself. Light peels back the layers of manufacture and returns the shape to 

something essential. The artist's description — "showing its true self" — operates on multiple 

levels at once: the ornament's true self as a design, as a reference to a living animal, and as an 

object that, despite being industrial steel, has been slowly claimed by its environment through 

rust and weather and pine straw. 

Technically, the painting is ambitious and tactile. The pine straw is the showpiece of craft — 

dense, chaotic networks of fine lines achieved through what appears to be a resist technique, 

building up the tangled mat of needles that anyone familiar with a Georgia yard will recognize 

immediately. This is not generalized groundcover; it is specific, observed, almost obsessively 

rendered, and it earns the painting its sense of place. The straw wraps around and nearly 



consumes the ornament's base, reinforcing the theme of nature reclaiming the manufactured 

object. 

The post is handled with welcome restraint — soft wet-into-wet washes moving from warm 

peach at left to pale blue at right, suggesting weathered wood and shifting light without 

competing with the shadow's dramatic silhouette. It functions as a screen, a neutral surface that 

lets the indigo shadow-frog command attention. The color choice for the shadow is critical: that 

deep blue reads as both naturalistic shadow and something more vital, more intentional, than 

mere absence of light. Against the post's muted warmth, it has the visual authority of a figure in 

its own right. 

The painting's quiet intelligence lies in its layering of ironies. Steel is made to resist nature; rust 

is nature's answer. An ornament is made to represent a frog; the shadow is more frog than the 

ornament ever was. The object sits frozen in the pine straw; its projection leaps and climbs. Each 

of these reversals reinforces the others without the artist ever laboring the point. Frogs trusts 

the image — and trusts the viewer — to find the resonance without being told where to look. 

If the lower portion of the composition occasionally feels dense, the pine straw competing with 

the ornament's base for the eye's attention, this seems less a flaw than a reflection of honest 

seeing. The ornament is half-buried. It is disappearing into its surroundings. That visual 

congestion is the condition of the thing itself — rusting, settling, returning to the ground — and 

the shadow's bold clarity against the post reads all the more powerfully by contrast. 

Frogs is that rare painting that rewards both a glance and a long look. At a glance, it is a witty 

observation: lawn ornament's shadow reveals its wild side. But stay with it, and the material 

intelligence accumulates — rust against pine straw, steel against wood, warm against cool, 

stillness against climb. The ornament sits where someone placed it. The shadow goes where the 

light decides. And what the light decides, it turns out, is truer than what we arranged. 
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