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The mountainous terrain nearby the Yellowstone Art Museum in Billings, Montana and 
Yellowstone National Park has been a perpetual magnet to ambitious explorers, hikers, 
talented painters, photographers and illustrators along with stalwart pioneers, historians 
and the curious since the park’s establishment. Although remote rock structures confirm 
evidence of human activity more than 11,000 years ago, it wasn’t until the 1800s that 
European Americans began investigating the local terrain with the first organized 
expedition in 1869, a few years before Yellowstone National Park was founded as the 
nation’s first national park in 1872. The expansive land marvels were nearly a complete 
mystery to Congress and most of the U.S. population until artists began portraying the 
area, which was instrumental in the establishment of a national park and sparking the 
interest of American tourists. Three artists in particular, Thomas Moran, William Henry 
Jackson and Frank Haynes, played a seminal role in Yellowstone’s eventual 
preservation as their paintings, watercolors, sketches and photographs did far more in 
illustrating this legendary environment than written or oral descriptions. These artistic 
portrayals soon persuaded Congress and President Ulysses S. Grant to protect the 
wondrous natural setting that was at the cusp of development. The railroad finally 
arrived in 1883, allowing more practical access and, in 1915, roads were developed 
from early meandering trails, making regular visits easier and more economical.  

Today the Yellowstone vicinity continues to be one of the most popular travel 
destinations in America, and in addition to attracting tourists from around the world it 
remains an inspiration for contemporary artists, such as David Hockney.  

In many ways, artist Jill Krutick’s latest series of works seems to have a direct 
connection to the enchanted scenery surrounding the Yellowstone Art Museum. The 
landscape’s colors come alive under midday light to reveal stunning oranges, blues, 
reds and greens accented by the rugged surfaces of this notable vista. Complementing 
the light in the Big Sky are the exhilarating ground level surfaces that are covered in 
ancient rock formations and gravel particles that often sparkle in the sunshine, 
amplifying minute fragments of reflective materials, and accenting an endless natural 
carpet of grasses and wildflowers. An aerial view reveals a network of rivers and 
streams that over centuries have cut deep into the earth. In Krutick’s paintings the 
viewer can make comparisons with the hand-mixed earth tones that are a signature of 
her artwork, along with the variety of textures that seem to be intuitive nods to our 
surroundings. In an area known for thousands of steaming pools and geysers casting a 
magical mist into the air, it is relatively easy to discover a link between the artist and the 
native forms and colors. 

Regardless of the peripheral association to nature and the serendipitous linking of the 
environment surrounding the Yellowstone Art Museum, Krutick’s recent series benefits 



from an in-depth analysis of the artist’s repertoire. In almost all of the work that she 
produces there is a common denominator of rugged textural surfaces and bold 
harmonizing colors joined to powerful, nearly ambulatory swirling designs that move 
around to each corner of the canvas and then seem to double back, like an animated 
film loop. From a distance, many of the paintings that are saturated with earthy tones 
appear to be high-altitude observations looking down through the clouds. Some of the 
more forceful lines take on the character of bluish lakes and babbling streams that 
meander across the picture plane. There are two handsome paintings in the show 
whose titles have a direct relationship to the terrain surrounding the museum. One is 
“Montana Hills” and the other is “Valley of the Stars,” which might refer to the 
remarkable clarity of the Montana night sky. Another painting, “Rainbow Trout,” certainly 
relates to the vividly hued finned creatures that live below the water’s surface. In 
“Cutthroat Trout,” “Brown Trout” and “Brook Trout,” Krutick cleverly zeroes in on a close-
up abstraction of what nature has provided these famous sport fishing trophies. Other 
works in tones of blue take on a sense of water or perhaps a storm at sea, which are 
compelling and well-balanced artistic graphic statements that also possess sumptuously 
mixed colors and highly textured surfaces. “Pink Field” also could be a conceptual 
reconfiguration of a nearby scene that delicately balances a churning surreal skyscape, 
complete with a subliminal smiling face united with a color field (literally!) of orange-
tinted trees hinting at autumn’s changing façade. “Purple Mountains” may be a nod to 
Montana scenery, but even though highly abstracted, the artist adds a pinch of narrative 
to the early morning adventure.  

In the tradition of abstract expressionism, works were often “untitled,” but Krutick takes 
advantage of her knack for intriguing titles, often suggesting a remote correlation to the 
painting’s composition. A favorite of mine is “The Way We Were” from her abstract 
landscape series, which portrays a delightful panorama of made-up surrealist-like 
aquatic forms that seem to invite the viewer to take an underwater dive in the deep blue 
ocean. In this painting, the artist meticulously positions dozens of colorful corals and 
seashells accented by gently waving underwater plants that are highly abstracted and 
full of engaging consistency. In other paintings, the perception of landscape is 
obliterated, and pure abstraction takes over.  

In an ambitious exhibition like this one, it is important to establish the actual placement 
of the works well ahead of the setting up process so that each painting balances 
another and at the same time retains its independence. This important plan of action is 
conceptual initially and, as she completes the remaining works for the exhibition, slight 
shifts and adjustments are made before the actual installation. Jill Krutick clearly excels 
in this pictorial exercise and it shows. This is a memorable exhibition that is consistent 
in its quality and range of styles and compositions and is a visual salute to celebrating 
the inherent beauty of our landscape and the inventive abstract interpretations of a 
gifted artist.  
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