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AMY LAY

By Sara Gilbert Frederick

A Noble Pursuit
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Amy Lay admits that it took her 
a few years to recognize the 
value of the art degree she 

earned from Eastern Oregon Uni-
versity in 1994. At the time, most of 

the faculty members were interested 
only in abstract art and didn’t appre-
ciate her passion for wildlife and na-
ture. 
	 Since those were the only sub-
jects that interested her, Lay often 
felt that her instructors snubbed 
her. But there was one professor 
who encouraged her to take the time 
to explore and to develop her own 
style. Thirty years later, the style 
that emerged from that exploration 
has become the hallmark of Lay’s 
wildlife paintings. 
	 As a student, she focused on 
watercolors. She had been using 
them since she was a child and loved 
the looseness and freedom they al-
lowed. She also loved that the pencil 

(Left) Mountain Gentleman, oil and charcoal, 48” by 
36” 

“Creating an elk painting, for me, is entwined with an 
acute amount of pressure.  It is a creature so closely 
coveted, worshipped in the world I grew up in, that to 
depict one poorly felt like a kind of sin.  I always feel 
that pressure but have tried to make it a good  push 
for myself. This painting captured my vision of those 
most noble creatures that I have the gift of sharing my 
backyard world with.”

Instinct, oil and charcoal, 36” by 48”  

“The gray wolf is such an ancient and historically infamous creature, but a most favorite subject for me.  In this piece, I was trying to represent the obvious duality with harsh 
and soft lines, and the contrast of the grey, a soft place to rest the eye and the red pigment and black lines, life’s finality.”

lines of her original drawing showed 
through the paint. The drawing, she 
says, has always been the most im-
portant part of any piece she creates. 
	 “I spend the majority of my time 
on the drawing,” Lay says. “That’s 
the slow part for me. The paint goes 
on fast, but the drawing renders 
slowly.”
	 Over time, the lines of the draw-
ing that show through her paint—
she now works in oils—have become 
the most recognizable element of 
every painting she does. “The pencil 
drawing is the bones of the piece,” 
she says. “Whatever else I’m going 
to do with the piece, I need to start 
with the drawing. That’s the most 
important part; it’s got to hold up the 
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Rowdy, oil and charcoal, 20” by 10” 

“A smaller piece can be such a great exercise in looseness. The charm of this painting, for me, was to capture 
that hold-onto-your-britches attitude of a burro with some precision.  I’m always reminded that, when a 
finished piece makes me happy, it has a solid first drawing. The anatomy of this piece carried me to the 
freedom in the end to make a quite peachy decision of a background, which I think ultimately made it a 
happy piece.”

whole piece.”
	 Lay’s pencil is the first thing to 
touch the canvas—and it’s also the 
last. As she paints, she orients her-
self around the first line she draws. 
If it gets too faint, she darkens it up. 
And when she finishes painting, she 
draws the line one last time. “That’s 
my signature thing,” she says. “The 
pencil line is always there.”
	 Collectors have come to expect 
it, which is exactly what Lay was 
hoping would happen. She wanted 
to have a style that was uniquely 
her own, one that others would rec-
ognize when they saw it. And they 
do. “When people see my work, they 
know that it’s me,” she says. “That’s 
what I always wanted.”
	 Lay grew up in the northeast-
ern corner of Oregon. Her family’s 
remote ranch sat among the pine 
trees of the Wallowa Mountains and 
butted up against the national for-
est. “It’s very, very rural—at least 20 
miles from a town in any direction,” 
she says. “It’s just kind of wild still, 
one of those forgotten places that 
hasn’t changed much over time.”
	 In that setting, Lay developed a 
love of animals and an appreciation 
for nature. In addition to the cattle, 
horses, sheep, chickens, dogs, cats, 
and guineas that were part of the 
ranching operation, deer and elk 
were often on their land—and in 
their freezer, thanks to the hunting 
exploits of her dad, brothers, and 
uncles. Wolves and coyotes were 
also nearby, and the stream that ran 
through their land was full of rain-
bow trout. 
	 “I was constantly surrounded 
by animals,” Lay says. “The horses, 
especially, were my closest compan-
ions. Some of the old ranch horses 
were a little like babysitters for me. 
I just had such a strong bond with 
them.”
	 After earning her art degree, 
Lay returned to her hometown to 
raise her own family, which includes 
three children—a son and two 
daughters, now all grown. She went 
on to earn a degree in teaching and 
spent 10 years teaching high school 
history at the same school she had 
attended. 
	 During that time, Lay also con-
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Second Thought, oil and charcoal, 16” by 40” 

“I think my work is starting to take a softer direction in general. This painting is probably on the quieter end of my spectrum when it comes to line, color, and composition, but 
I think it speaks loudly for narrative. This direction is fun; I think I will venture further.”

tinued to paint and began to see gal-
lery representation and to attend art 
shows. She started making friends, 
becoming known, and attracting the 
attention of collectors. She told her-
self that, when she was able to make 
more money with her art than she 
did teaching for two straight years, 
she would quit her job and try to 
make it as an artist. 
	 “That happened in 2010,” Lay 
says. “I was a little worried to quit, 
to be honest. I loved teaching, and I 
had a good job. It was hard to leave 
it, but art had been the plan for my 
whole life, from the time I was a little 
kid. I knew I had to do it.”
	 Lay and her husband, Thomas 
Terry, moved their family to Jack-
son, Wyoming, to be closer to the 
galleries that were carrying her 
work. With more time to focus on 
her art, Lay was able to hone her 
style and develop closer relation-
ships with galleries. 
	 “The gallery owners are truly 
my partners,” she says. “I have been 
able to have strong, long relation-
ships with my partners, which has 
made this become a true career for 
me. For so long, I felt like I was on 
fringes, but now it’s sustainable. It 
feels about as secure as you can get 

in the art world, the most secure that 
I’ve ever felt.”
	 After eight years in Wyoming, 
with the kids grown and on their 
own, Lay and Thomas moved back 
to Oregon. They returned to the 
now-retired ranch, where they are 
closer to family and to many of the 
animals that inspire Lay. On a recent 
day there, she saw 50 elk hanging 
out just below her house. She also 
regularly hears the coyotes that are 
constantly stealing her chickens. 
And there are so many birds. “It’s 
a bird party here,” she says. “We’ve 
got swallows, blue birds, sandhill 
crane, Steller’s jays, golden eagles, 
hawks—it’s a bird mecca.”
	 Being back in Oregon has also 
opened up some new ideas for Lay. 
She missed the ranching lifestyle 
while she was gone and has been 
thinking about expanding her art-
work beyond wildlife to embrace 
more of the cowboy lifestyle that 
she grew up with. She’s been paint-
ing more horses and longhorns and 
even dabbling with figures.
	 “It won’t be your typical cow-
boy,” Lay says. “I want it to be the 
West that I know, to show what I 
think of when I think of the West. 
I want to show what’s in my heart. 

And I want it to look like me, to look 
like my style.”
	 Early in her career, Lay used 
photographs as references for her 
drawings of wildlife. But she often 
ended up frustrated because her 
drawings didn’t end up looking like 
the photographs. Eventually, she 
stopped relying on photos and fo-
cused more on her drawing skills. 
Now she rarely uses a photo to guide 
her drawing. 
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Maggies & The Bull, oil and charcoal, 36” by 48” 

“I adore movement, even when the main subject is standing still. Usually, I find that motion in the continuous graphite lines that run the length of nearly every canvas. I decided 
to have magpies follow those lines in this piece.  Magpies (the maggies) have always been a bellwether creature at the ranch.  Wherever they are, something is happening, 
and I’ve noticed that most of the other animals pay attention to their movements and chatter.  I adore them, and I greatly enjoyed the softness of this piece; the noise can be 
imagined.”

	 “When I finally let go of follow-
ing the photos, I felt like my work 
improved,” Lay 
says. “I think 
it helps each 
painting to look 
more like my work. It isn’t perfect, it 
isn’t exact, but I don’t want it to be.  I 
want it to be artful.”
	 Instead of capturing every de-
tail, Lay wants her work to show the 
nobleness of each animal she paints. 
“I want to promote the animals, to 
put them in the best light that I can 
imagine,” she says. “I want the paint-
ing to be able to grab people’s atten-

tion but also to show the animal in a 
gesture or a pose that shows their 

power and their 
nobleness.”
	 Yet, when 
people ask Lay 

what her goal as an artist is, it isn’t 
her subject matter that she thinks 
about first. For her, it’s about her 
unique style, about the pencil lines 
that have grown and evolved during 
her more than three decades as an 
artist. 
	 “For me, it’s about my style,” she 
says. “No matter what I’m painting—
it could truly be anything—my style 

is the one thing of value that I have 
in there. It’s my sacred thing, my 
true north, and I have to protect it.” 
	 The way Lay paints has changed, 
she says, and will continue to do 
so, but the pencil lines remain. She 
doesn’t think that will ever change.
	 “If I could do one thing as an art-
ist, I wanted to develop a style that 
was recognizable,” Lay says. “And 
now that I’ve done that, I want to 
keep it. This is one thing I’m not go-
ing to lose.”

Sara Gilbert Frederick lives in Mankato, 
Minnesota.

Matthew Hillier, Dust Devil, oil, 16” by 48”

“We were watching a group of giraffes in Western Serengeti in Tanzania. They started to run, which looked amazing. I had seen several dust devils that day and noticed that 
they really spooked the animals. I remember thinking that it would be exciting to have the dust devil spook these giraffes. I love telling a story in a painting.  A long, thin format 
is a wonderful format to tell that story.”

“I want it to be artful.”
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Soul, oil and charcoal, 14” by 11” 

“So soft, but a raptor after all.  When I feel like a painting really works (and it does not always), it has some type of inner contrast that grabs you. I want to incorporate soft with hard 
and, in the case of this painting, the soft came easily with the soft light, whites, raw sienna, yellows, and powder blues. Finding the hard was a bit trickier in this piece, but it finally 
emerged in the dark eyes that were looking back at me.”


