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artin Grelle recently finished a piece titled A
Moment of Peace, a concept that has recently
eluded the painter’s own life. “I’m on 18-hour days
right now,” he says from his studio, a wet palette at the ready
near his easel. “They’ve been marathon painting sessions for
the last several months, but an end is in sight.”
The reason for the epic late-night painting sessions is
a November 11 solo exhibition, Bound by Heart and Paint,
at Legacy Gallery in Scottsdale, Arizona, an exhibition that
has all the makings for a historic art opening and not just for
Scottsdale or Grelle, but for all of Western art. It’s rare to see
more than three Grelle paintings in a single room together at
one time, and for this show Grelle has aimed for nearly seven
times that amount—20 in all. As best he can reckon, it will be
the largest show he’s had in more than 15 years.
The build-up for this new solo show has been a long time
coming for the Texas painter, who has busied himself with
everything but a solo exhibition for many years. Three years
ago, as president of the Cowboy Artists of American, he helped

Martin Grelle at work on new works in his Texas studio.
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Texas painter Martin Grelle to unveil
20 works in a historic new show November 11
at Legacy Gallery in Scottsdale, Arizona.
By Michael Clawson

set into motion the group’s 50th anniversary celebration,
which itself was a year’s worth of museum shows, sales and
retrospectives throughout 2015. Then, of course, there were
the annual museum shows in Oklahoma, California, Indiana
and others, each of which required anywhere from one to
three major pieces. All of this was in addition to his personal
life, which included a studio renovation, two sons were
married, and Grelle himself was married in December 2016.
“Joyce has been very patient with her new husband as he lives
in the studio,” the artist says, laughing at the ease at which
he descends into a labyrinth of deadlines and commitments.
“I’ve been told, ‘Grelle, there is a word called no.’ I tell them
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A Moment of Peace, oil on linen, 36 x 24”
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On a Late Winter’s Trail, oil, 18 x 24”

I use it frequently but there is still so much to
say yes to.”
Meanwhile, the Western world has waited
patiently for each new Grelle work, whether
they slip intent-to-purchase tickets in bid boxes
at museum shows, make silent bid offers at
gallery openings or raise paddles at auctions,
where Grelle commands prices that hover in
the mid-six figures and often stretch to half a
million dollars and beyond. These events, while
rewarding for his work, tend to spread him a
little thin, which is why this long-gestating solo
show is so exciting—he can tell a larger story
about himself, his subjects and paintings.
“Every artist wants to think out of the box,
and to push themselves, and I certainly see
that opportunity here,” Grelle says, adding that
artists came before him helped pave the way
for those who would follow. “You just always
want to grow, and I often look back on people
like John Clymer and Tom Lovell and some
other guys—Howard Terpning is certainly in
that group—you just want to find a point where
you can find yourself. When I started I was
following Jim Boren, who was doing horses and
barn paintings and they really influenced me a
lot. And then Melvin Warren’s oils influenced
me even more, even though I didn’t know him
as well as Jim. As you get going you just want
to try on things and see how they fit you. And
that’s what I did until I found what I like. You
take bits and pieces, whether its Sorolla or
whatnot, and you find who you are.”
He specifically mentioned Boren and
Warren because they came before him in
Bosque County, Texas—the three of them are
nearly half of the Bosque Seven—and showed
him what was possible within Western art. In
fact, as one story goes, a much younger Grelle
was working at his father’s service station in
Clifton, Texas, and Boren came in with a flat
tire that resulted in a spontaneous and informal
meeting with a painter who would later
become Grelle’s mentor.
“As long as I can remember I was always
interested in trying to replicate things with
drawing. When I was a little bitty guy, back in
those days you had school projects, drawings
on the bulletin board and whatnot, and
everyone in the class would be asked to draw
for Easter or Christmas and other events. Mine
always got a really great response, so I kept at
them. My mom and dad were very supportive
so for Christmas and birthday gifts they would
give me paint-by-number kits. After I did the
paintings I would keep the extra paints and do
my own paintings,” Grelle remembers. Things
progressed quickly from there: watercolors
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Blackfeet in Yellowstone Country, oil on linen, 48 x 38”

from his mother, a book on drawing came in
the fifth grade, oil paints and a small easel
came from his brother around junior high.
“I would paint anything I could find, even those
old Mobil oil calendars. By the time I was in
high school Jim and Melvin had moved into
town and I was seeking them out.”
His early amateur works were dogs and
horses, occasionally figures, followed by old
farms and ranches as his professional career
was kicking off. “Bosque has this really great
German and Norwegian architecture that’s fun
to paint, as well as Bosque itself, which is very
pretty with hills and creeks,” Grelle adds. As
his work and worldview expanded outward,
he was eventually drawn into Native American
subject matter. “You have to be curious and
investigate the world around you, and that’s
what I did.”
By the mid-1980s, still in the early chapters
of his professional career, the painter would
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meet another artist, Bruce Greene. The two
quickly became pals and today are practically
neighbors. Several years after meeting, likely in
1990, Green and Grelle were in Phoenix for the
annual CA show which was then at the Phoenix
Art Museum, and after the show they went to a
Mexican restaurant in Scottsdale. “I remember
sitting there and we were telling each other to
do whatever it took to reach that level that we
just witnessed. And we were committed, too,”
Greene says. “We told ourselves to never be
satisfied with our work, to always push it and
make it better. That was our goal then, and
that’s our goal now.”
Within several years, both would be CA
members, and today they are two of the group’s
top-selling artists.
Greene still pops into his buddy’s studio
to see new work, and he’s seen many of the
pieces for Bound by Heart and Paint. “What
you’re going to see is absolutely magnificent.

I’ve seen the work in person—Martin and
I still critique our work together—and people
are going to love it. It’s going to be absolutely
over-the-top fabulous,” Greene says. “These
big shows are something else. It’s just really
fun to put a pile of those things together in one
place to see the results.”
Grelle was approached about a large solo
exhibition in early 2016, several months before
John Coleman’s massively successful Legacy
solo show, during which the painter and
sculptor not only sold out but racked up more
than $1.6 million in sales in a single night. The
Coleman show didn’t necessarily change the
Grelle show, but it did blow the doors open
as far as what could be done with a big eventstyle show in Scottsdale. For Grelle and Legacy
owner Brad Richardson, the sky was the limit.
“When Martin and I started talking about the
idea, we both agreed it needed to be a largerthan-normal one-man show, and to make it
more of an event by putting a large body of work
out there for collectors,” Richardson says. “And
what you see is really something extraordinary.
Martin’s done some pieces he’s never done
before, including a buffalo hunt and some other
exciting new things. We set out to do something
on a whole new scale, and he’s delivered that
with these exceptional new works.”
The Legacy owner is no stranger to Grelle’s
paintings: as one of the partners of the
Scottsdale Art Auction, Richardson had been
involved with six of Grelle’s top eight auction
records, altogether representing more than $2.6
million in sales, including the 2014 sale of
Dust in the Distance, which sold for $575,000,
an artist world record. Richardson attributes
the artist’s success to his rich color, evocative
imagery that is sensitive to the subject matter,
and his adherence to authenticity to Native
cultures, artifacts and traditions.
Works in the exhibition include Chasing
Thunder, which shows a hunter on horseback
descending upon his massive prey. The piece is
one of many examples of work that show the
artist pushing himself into new and unexplored
areas or subject matters. Other pieces include
Between Earth and Sky, a camp scene that
shows a teepee in a stunning backlight that
emphasizes the sun and quality of light—“Got
this idea up in Montana during the CA trail
ride…I just loved the idea of light wrapping
around the top part of that teepee,” Grelle
says—and the brilliantly colored Singer of Old
Songs, which the artist did as a tribute to the
drummaker in the painting, Alex Birdinground.
“He was a really interesting man, just a neat
guy. I got to meet him before he passed and
I did a piece of him for the Prix de West,” he
says. “He had this wonderful emotion on his

Chasing Thunder, oil on linen, 46 x 54”

face, and was a truly great character. I was
happy to revisit this wonderful man.”
In Blackfeet in Yellowstone Country, Grelle
paints two Native figures on horseback as they
stand at a lake that has several submerged logs
near the bank. The translucent and reflective
qualities of the water were the reason the piece
exists—“I wanted to capture that water, which
is what that painting is about,” he adds. After
this year’s CA trail ride, he and Joyce went up
through Cody, Wyoming, to Yellowstone since
his wife had never seen it before. “Right inside
the east entrance coming from Cody, just up
over the pass, we found this little lake with the
logs in the water. It was a challenge for me, but
that’s why I wanted to do it.” Reflective and
translucent water also plays a role A Moment
of Clarity, showing a solitary figure, his shadow
turning a muddy creek into patches of brilliant
abstracted shapes below the striking image of a
horse and rider.
Other works include the portrait Man of
the Comancheria, featuring a stoic figure with
a green shirt that required a soft pink in the
distant mountains to balance visually, and
Bound By Heart and Paint, which is also the
title of the show. “It’s such an intimate moment
as this man paints her face. I’ve read that several
tribes did that, including Crow and Cheyenne.
This one centers around the Cheyenne,” Grelle
says. “I wanted to capture the proud and caring
attitude about this man painting his wife’s face,
and to feel their closeness.”
The works, like many of Grelle’s paintings,
have a peacefulness embedded within every
brusthroke. His Native figures are rarely angry
or violent. They are quiet and calm as they
gaze out into the landscape, or occasionally
at the viewer, in reverence and stillness. It’s a
personality trait that comes from Grelle himself.
“I’m a peaceful kind of person and I’m just
drawn to beauty, whatever that beauty may
be,” he says. “I’m also drawn to their history,
from their colorful and amazing regalia to the
country they lived in. The American West was
their home; they were part of it. What I’m trying
to give people is a glimpse back in time, one
single moment in time.”

Martin Grelle —
Bound By Heart
and Paint
November 11-19, 2017; artist reception
and live auction, Nov. 11, 5-7 p.m.
The Legacy Gallery, 7178 Main Street,
Scottsdale, AZ 85251
Between Earth and Sky, oil on linen, 36 x 36”
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