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T o begin to understand Kyle Polzin and the current 
space he’s occupying, you must first go back to 
April 2014. At the Scottsdale Art Auction, Polzin’s 

Mystic Warrior—a tall, narrow and incredibly detailed 
still life of a Native American headdress—had been 
expected to fetch around $40,000 from bidders. It was 
a noteworthy piece, with a fair estimate, but no one was 
quite ready for what was to come. As bidding heated up, 
the lot gained momentum, then lost it, then gained it 
back. The auctioneer, sensing the excitement, played it up 
and worked the crowd. Each new bid created a flurry of 

excited whispers. The audience and bidders were riveted. 
When it sold for $287,500—exceeding its high estimate 
seven times over and creating an auction record for the 
Texas artist—the room erupted. 

There were other auction highlights that day and in 
the weeks and months that followed: Home is Where 
You Hang Your Hat sold four times over its high estimate, 
The Tracker three times over, Looking For Eight doubled 
its high estimate, Favorite Pastime six times over, The 
Dispatch three times over—no bracket of numbers could 
contain his works. 

The Devil in the Details
After a string of auction hits, Kyle Polzin focuses in on  
his newest show at Legacy Gallery in Jackson, Wyoming.  
By Michael Clawson

Above: Rusted Iron, 
oil on canvas, 23 x 33"

Opposite page:  
Kyle Polzin works 
on Rusted Iron in his 
Texas studio with 
his youngest of two 
daughters, 6-year-old 
Taylor, at his feet. 
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After the record-breaking sale and the ones 
to follow, Polzin did the only thing he knew 
he could do: he celebrated briefly and then 
promptly purged it from his immediate view. 

“It was surreal, so surreal that we had to 
step back and take a moment. There could have 
been this huge pressure to go out and recreate 
that success. I’ve heard stories about artists who 
chase auction prices, and I knew there was a 
danger in that. I stepped back and practically 
forgot that it happened,” the painter says from 
his studio in Austin. “The stars aligned that day, 
but I wasn’t going to let it mess with my head. 
I’m 40 years old now, and if I don’t retire and 
my hands and eyes keep going I’ll be able to 
paint for 40 years. I don’t want to let one piece 
define the rest of my career.”

What followed after Mystic Warrior was 
a series of pointed, almost tactical, business 
moves that would show not only Polzin’s 
commitment to his art, but his discipline as 
an artist: He didn’t paint another headdress. 
He didn’t start dumping a bunch of paintings 
onto the market. And he didn’t raise his prices 
to capitalize on the auction records. Even 
immediately after the auction, a new Polzin 
piece could be attained in the mid-four figures. 
“The prices were always very important to me.  
I didn’t want to price anyone out,” he says. “I see 
every painting, and every collector, as growth.”

He also made the decision to send all his new 
work exclusively to The Legacy Gallery, which 
will be hosting his new exhibition on September 
17 at the gallery’s location in Jackson, Wyoming. 
The show is important to collectors and fans 
of his hyper-realistic Western still lifes because 
it will be another major glimpse of what a  
post-Mystic Warrior Kyle Polzin looks like. The 
10 new works once again show Polzin’s careful 
eye and precise hand for detail, and also his 
commanding presentation of artifacts—with the 
paints he’s an artist, but with the objects he’s a 
master curator. 

“I try to paint in a way that feels really 
detailed, and more than anything I’m trying to 
capture the texture of the objects I’m painting. 
I don’t want it to be photorealistic. I want there 
to be a fuzziness to it, like you’re recalling a 
fond memory,” Polzin says. “I’m looking for 
that romantic quality. And I want you to get lost 
in those shadows, with that glow and the haze 
in the air. I want you to be able to close your 
eyes and remember something from your own 
life related to these images.”

Brad Richardson, owner of The Legacy Gallery 
and a partner in the Scottsdale Art Auction, says 
Polzin’s works are quickly becoming must-own 
staples for every Western collector.

“The success of any artist is always linked to 
the actual work, as opposed to auction records. 
And with Kyle his work speaks for itself. 
What he’s doing truly resonates with collectors 
because he’s working at such a high quality. 
The other thing that I think people don’t realize 

is that he’s not just rendering a photograph. 
He’s making edges softer, he’s moving your 
eyes through the painting, he’s using values to 
draw importance to one area versus another…
his pieces do so much all at once,” Richardson 
says. “And with that kind of quality, he’s fitting 

Art of the Chase, oil on canvas, 28 x 43"
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into many Western collections perfectly.”
The Legacy owner also points out Polzin’s 

methods, which tend to go above and beyond 
just the painting. For instance, in a new piece 
titled Into New Territory, the artist wanted to 
paint items that told a story about a French 

trapper who came to the United States in the 
19th century and traded with Native Americans. 
Polzin couldn’t find a carved powder horn that 
wasn’t in a museum to help tell this story, so he 
simply made his own. 

“I had seen these great scrimshaw pieces in 

a photograph, but I couldn’t find one to use in 
the studio—I always try to use live objects so  
I can see how the light falls on them or bounces 
off. So I found a book and learned how to make 
it myself. It took several days, but it was worth 
it because you can’t fake those small details,” 
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Into New Territory, oil 
on canvas, 22 x 21"

Hydrangeas, oil on 
canvas, 25 x 40"
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he says, adding that those fabricated objects can 
then become part of his own collection or can be 
presented with the painting. “I want to find objects 
that captivate my attention, and then paint them in a 
way that tells a story.”

In Rusted Iron, Polzin—who studied works by 
Vermeer and Rembrandt to help him achieve his 
marvelous compositions and lighting—displays an 
array of cowboy artifacts arranged in a Western 
tableau: wooden crate, leather chaps, work gloves, 
a branding iron and a length of rope. “It has a 
working-man’s kind of feel to it,” he says. “A 
couple rules I set for myself on arrangements are 
that the paintings would always be life-size. I also 
don’t ever look down on something. I’m just really 
looking for that balance at eye level. Another thing  
I do is I only use a single source of light, and you 
can really see that here with Rusted Iron, which 
looks like warm light is streaming in through a barn 
door that is cracked open.”

Art of the Chase sees Polzin exploring a new 
subject, American fox hunting. The idea was given 
to him many years ago by an Atlanta collector, who 
eventually provided some of the authentic materials, 
including riding gloves, a riding crop with an ivory 
handle, a small bugle in a leather holster and one of 
the iconic red jacket worn by fox hunters. 

“He was a huntsman, which means he managed 
the hounds. He told me all the nuances of each 
item, that they were his dad’s items and how the 
huntsman was very protective of his bugle, and how 
each hunt had red jackets but that each hunt would 
have a different colored collar on the jacket. These 
were the details I love for my pieces,” Polzin says. 
“They allow the paintings to tell stories and to speak 
to viewers.”

Polzin, one of Western art’s fastest rising stars and 
auction phenom, always circles back to narrative. 
“Auction records or not, I want to be a storyteller. 
That is my passion. I love the toughness of my 
objects, the mechanical nature of certain things, the 
textures on them,” he adds. “I want those objects to 
showcase great and meaningful stories.” 

Kyle Polzin’s Mystic Warrior, which sold for 
$287,500 at the Scottsdale Art Auction in 2014. 
The piece was a huge hit for the artist, and also 
set an artist world record.

Kyle Polzin:  
One-Man Show
When: September 17-20, 2015
Where: The Legacy Gallery,  
75 N. Cache, Jackson, WY 83001
Information: (307) 733-2353,  
www.legacygallery.com
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