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SPLASHING COLOR 
Michelle Chrisman's plein air landscapes

BY LAURIE CELINE

T
aos contemporary colorist painter, 
Michelle Chrisman, paints outdoors 
nearly every day. When she isn’t 
splashing color onto large canvases 
from an overlook, or in someone’s 
garden capturing blossoms, she is either 

teaching classes — sometimes at Ghost Ranch 
in Abiquiú or at the Harwood Art Center in 
Albuquerque — or private lessons.

Eight galleries represent Chrisman in New 
Mexico and Arizona, including Joe Wade 
Fine Art in Santa Fe and Wilder Nightingale 

Gallery in Taos. That means she travels 
throughout the two Southwest states 
delivering paintings, as well as creating them.

She grew up in Colorado Springs and left for 
New York City when she graduated from high 
school. There she obtained a bachelor’s degree 
at the School of Visual Arts and an associate’s 
degree at the Fashion Institute in Technology. 
Then for more than a decade, she worked 
as an art director in fashion advertising for 
Macy’s Department Store. 

Chrisman believes her fashion background has 
helped her find her voice in painting. 

“The world of fashion is about exaggeration, 
and it’s also theater, so it helps in giving my 
paintings flare,” she said. 

Chrisman describes her artist self as “an 
expressionist that works from a place of being 
grounded in the principles of impressionism,” 
she said. “I’m thinking of all those 
impressionist principles — how light works in 
the world, shapes and value — but I apply the 

paint as an expressionist.” 

While in New York, Chrisman, whose father 
is Lebanese, grew up with Arabic music. 
She began belly dancing professionally and 
eventually got recruited by her supervisor, who 
was Egyptian, to go dance professionally in 
Cairo. 

“It was a novelty to see an American belly 
dancer,” Chrisman said. She stayed for two 
years, where she also worked part time as 
an art director in an advertising agency. “I 
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