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Stephen Wendt
Above: “Avatar,” peacock feathers
(“flowers” and “stems”), 5” x 7”
Opposite: “Solar Emergence,” peacock and
Lady Amherst’s, Chinese ring-necked and
Reeves’s pheasants feathers, 8‘ x 8”

ealist painter Stephen Wendt lives in two different
worlds. The main level of his McLean home is
ﬁlled with art: a hummingbird sucks nectar from
a red hibiscus ﬂower; cranes stand peacefully in a lush
wooded setting; plum blossoms fall gracefully from an
old gnarled tree. All of these paintings–reﬁned, detailed,
evocative–are Stephen’s own work.
When he asks, “Would you like to see my basement
studio?” I nod yes and he leads me down the stairs. With
each step, we descend deeper into an untamed realm:
fox pelts hang from the ﬁreplace mantel; a largemouth
bass with saucer eyes has barbed lures dangling from
its glassy mouth; and in the back I see the enormous
head of a wild boar complete with sharp tusks that curl
upward. It seems to snarl at me as if I were its prey.
These worlds may seem galaxies apart. But Stephen
Wendt the artist is also Stephen Wendt the trained
biologist and naturalist. Just like the Old Masters
centuries before, Stephen seeks to understand the
environment and the anatomy of nature so he can
render it faithfully in his artistic creations.
When I ask about his journey as an artist, the
naturalist in Stephen emerges. Though he studied
watercolor painting while growing up in Annandale,
he says his passion for painting really kicked in about

20 years ago. His inspiration was an exhibit at the
Sackler Gallery in Washington, where he saw the
work of 15th-century Japanese artist Sesshü Toyo.
The pace of his speech quickens when he recalls
the experience: “It was the silkscreens of birds and
ﬂowers that took hold.” Something within him
stirred, and when he returned home he began to
paint, focusing on Japanese and Chinese brushwork
and ink. Since then, Stephen has explored surrealism,
impressionism and Native American artwork, and he
has applied his techniques on paper, panel, canvas,
wood and screen.
There is a continuity to Stephen’s work even as
his vision has evolved and expanded. The common
thread is his precise, realist interpretation of the
natural world. “I want my audience to see the detail of
nature,” he says. “Andaman Spirit,” a piece he donated
to a charity event and auctioned under the auspices
of the King of Thailand, is a case in point. The acrylic
on board painting is a tranquil scene of Thai life, with
rich texture and detail. The layered rock wall and lush
foliage juxtaposed with the turquoise sea captures the
essence of Thailand’s Phi Phi Island. Other pieces,
including “Our World” and “Warmth,” share this same
attention to detail.
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Above: “Mother,” Chinese ring-necked
pheasant and coachman rooster with
guineafowl feathers, 8” x 10”
Opposite, top: “Evolution,” bantam hen
and rooster, guineafowl and silver and
Chinese ring-necked pheasant feathers,
8” x 10”; and “The Cat’s Meow,” Lady Amherst’s, Chinese ring-necked and Reeves’s
pheasants, barred hen and mallard duck
feathers, 5” x 7”

Back upstairs, Stephen has prepared something
entirely different for me to see. It is a new genre of art,
and I suspect his innovation will strengthen the bridge
between the two worlds he inhabits. On the mahogany
dining room table, he has arrayed examples of an art
form that uses feathers as a medium.
“Feathers?” I ask. It is as if he had been waiting
for this question, his voice rising with enthusiasm.
“Feathers are nature’s marvel,” he says, adding that,
while humans have been evolving for about 200
thousand years, fossil records show feathers embedded
in rock over 130 million years ago. “Feathers are
the most highly evolved [art] form available to us,”
says Stephen, who buys his feathers from reputable
suppliers–the same as ﬂy ﬁsherman. “It’s the essence
of survival, providing warmth, waterprooﬁng, stealth,
ﬂoatation, balance and camouﬂage.”
When he shows me his collection of feathers–his
“feather catalogue,” I begin to understand. Stephen’s
feathers offer a variety of colors, shapes and textures
for his artistic palette, and he uses their ﬂexibility to
express the feeling of ﬂow and movement. It is an
exacting and demanding art form that has taken years

to perfect. “Usually, I draw an image of what I am
trying to achieve,” says Stephen, “but sometimes the
feathers declare themselves beyond the design.”
I look around the table and experience each piece
and the different moods they evoke–some are formal
and some are whimsical; all are elegant and the
feathers themselves are regal and striking. “Avatar”
evokes a feeling of tranquility–it reminds me of a ﬁeld
of ﬂowers at dusk. “Blooming Under Two Suns” has an
otherworldly feel, and “Solar Emergence” seems to tell
the story of how a very rare ﬂower can bloom under a
blazing tropical sun.
As Stephen walks me to the door, I’m thinking
about how feathers represent the perfect medium for
this naturalist-artist. But then Stephen goes deeper,
telling me he feels transformed by the act of creating
his art. “The work I do has a lot of me in it,” he says.
“That’s the difference between art and craft. Craft is
something you can teach quickly. When I’m working
on it, my art has my undivided attention. This work
has my soul.”
Stephen Wendt | slwendt@excaliburgrpllc.com
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