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Oil painter Mary VanLandingham’s muse is found when her

camera, her car and a winding dirt road all come together. She

hunts for picturesque scenes awash in warm morning sun-

beams or cool glimmering twilight. Her drives to find inspira-

tion first began when VanLandingham was a commuter BFA art

student at Valdosta State University. h Now, she and her father

have made these trips a special outings. Every few weeks they

plan day and weekend trips to find new coastal and rural areas

to photograph. VanLandingham will snap anywhere from 700-

800 photographs to use as source material for her oil paintings.

The brilliant blues in
Mary VanLandingham’s
“As I’m Leaving,”
conjure up a trip with
her sister over the
Chesapeake Bay
bridge. MARY

VANLANDINGHAM

FROM

camera
TOcanvas

ARTIST TAKES EMOTIONAL JOURNEY IN ‘RECOLLECTION’

See ARTIST, Page 2C

Amanda Sieradzki Special to Tallahassee Democrat | USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA If you go
What: Recollection 

When: 10 a.m.-5:30 p.m., Monday
through Friday, through Aug. 28 

Where: Colquitt County Arts
Center, Vereen Gallery 401 7th Ave
S.W. Moultrie, GA 

Cost: Admission free by
appointment, masks required 

Contact: To make a reservation,
please call 229-985-1922. To visit
virtually please go to
https://colquittcountyarts.com/
digital-gallery-mary-
vanlandingham/.

In 49 A.D., Julius Caesar, a charis-
matic leader, became Rome’s dictator
for life, which lasted five years until he
was assassinated. Afterward, what was
left of Rome’s republic teetered for 17
years while would-be dictators aligned,
conspired, and fought among them-
selves to become Rome’s undisputed
leader. 

In 27 B.C., Augustus, Caesar’s grand-
nephew and adopted son, became em-
peror for life. Augustus was smart, level
headed, and a talented organizer. He
united Rome, greatly expanded its
reach, and ruled effectively for 41 years. 

Just how big of a deal were Caesar
and Augustus? Over 2,000 years later
two months of our annual calendar, July
and August, are named for them.

The Roman Empire spanned over
500 years, but after Augustus few em-
perors enjoyed long or distinguished
reigns. For one 75-year stretch, over 20
men served as emperor, usually acquir-
ing their positions by murdering their

predecessors. Being emperor was an all-
powerful but short-lived occupation. 

Notwithstanding frequent instability
at the top, the Roman Empire achieved
much. Rome built and serviced roads
and wharves throughout the empire,
which facilitated travel and commerce.
It built aqueducts, some of which are
still standing, that supplied reliable po-
table water. 

In addition to providing law, stable
government, and police power through-
out the empire, Rome instituted a wel-
fare state that provided bread for the
poor. Over the centuries, the taxes Rome
collected funded the empire’s infra-

structure and raised the standard of liv-
ing for millions of its inhabitants. 

However, those taxes also fueled
world conquest and endless bloodshed.
Rome conquered many peoples, killing,
enslaving, or subjugating them in the
process. For conquered peoples, it was a
matter of assimilation or annihilation. 

Sometimes rebellions against Roman
authority arose in its provinces. Rome
eliminated rebellions with ruthless effi-
ciency through the practice of decima-
tion. Rather than killing every person
suspected of treason, Rome simply 

It could be worse: Decimation, anarchy and plague

Ask Judge Smith
Layne Smith

Guest columnist

See JUDGE SMITH, Page 2C
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2020-21
Virtual Concert Season

Dr. Leslie Heffner, Artistic Director

Dec. 2020 - Winter Reflections

April 2021 - Our Voice

June 2021 - Out of the Darkness

for dates and more info visit:
CivicChorale.org
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Her piece, “Mornings with Dad,” came from a pho-
tograph taken on their first road trip to Jekyll Island’s
Driftwood Beach. She recalls her father getting misty-
eyed when she first shared it with him. 

“That was a special memory because it was the
start of this tradition we created,” says VanLanding-
ham. 

Her exhibition “Recollection” at the Colquitt County
Arts Center displays these memories both in the Ve-
reen Gallery and virtually. Attendees can make an ap-
pointment to see them in person, or view them online
through August 28. 

“I almost always paint my own photographs,” she
adds. “There’s an emotional connection and excite-
ment because you can recall how you felt when you
took that picture, and that’s a lot of what drives me to
paint it.” 

VanLandingham was born and raised in South
Georgia and has had exhibitions across the country.
While art was always her passion, it was not a direct
route to her current life working as a part-time artist,
part-time librarian. In high school she leaned more to-
wards abstract works, and would throw paint at the
canvas. She failed advanced placement art in her ju-
nior year before passing the class her senior year. 

In college, she changed her major five times from
undeclared to theater to psychology to business to bi-
ology, before taking a walk over to the campus’ fine
arts building. She credits a little bit of chance and fate
for placing art classes back in her path. Once she found
oils, everything clicked. 

“I love telling high school students [my journey] be-
cause it’s a bit more reassuring that you don’t have to
be in this place right off the bat,” says VanLandingham,
who has taught demonstrations and lessons at various
schools. “Any kind of success I’ve had over the years is
because I’ve had a lot of support and people behind
me. Anything I’ve done, I’ve never done it alone.” 

Her greatest mentor continues to be South Georgia
artist Steven S. Walker. VanLandingham completed an
internship with Walker as a student assistant. She
says Walker imparted many tricks of the trade—from
painting techniques to how to be a self-sufficient art-
ist, as well as create a portfolio, apply for shows, and
make connections in the community. 

VanLandingham used her time in his studio to find
her artistic voice. She admired Impressionist painters
like Claude Monet and would try her hand at more ex-
pressive pieces. Her inclination for meticulousness
would soon take over however, and she would go past
the point of “suggestion” with her brush and start re-
fining small details. Thus, she cemented her style as a
painter grounded in realism. 

“When I start to crave those finer details I can’t get
with a natural landscape, I branch out into more interi-
or related scenes,” says VanLandingham. “I want those
clean, crisp lines and will take pictures of little cafes or
interesting architecture. It’s things you see in everyday
life that you don’t notice until you start looking for it.” 

VanLandingham typically takes photographs with a

faster exposure to capture the true range of colors in
the sky. A painting may take anywhere from six to 30
hours to complete, which she likens to either being a
smooth process sans hiccups or a fight to the death.
She has 20 works in progress going at any given time,
and jokes that there is a special “corner of shame” in
her studio for paintings that need serious revival or
will be sanded down to a clean slate. 

She says her process is one of trial and error and will
scroll through online videos to gain new skills and ap-
proaches to the canvas. VanLandingham delights in
learning from international painters she wouldn’t nor-
mally have access to any other way. Despite the hours
committed to refinement, her work in the end is justi-
fied when she is able to share her pieces with someone
else. Especially, when her parents get into the studio to
give encouragement and feedback. 

“When I finally finish them and I get them to that
point where I’m happy with it, it’s the best feeling,”
says VanLandingham. “Then when you show it to peo-
ple and they fall in love with it and talk about what it
reminds them of, it reminds me of why I struggled with
it for so long.” 

Each painting in “Recollection” contains a specific
memory for VanLandingham. The brilliant blues in “As
I’m Leaving,” conjure up a trip with her sister over the
Chesapeake Bay bridge. One of her favorites, “The Re-
vival,” takes her right back to stumbling upon a horse
farm with her father in Winchester, Virginia. VanLan-
dingham hopes each work will encourage viewers to
take a deep breath, and perhaps even be transported
themselves to a place they’re reminded of or that they
long to travel to again. 

“When I get stressed or overwhelmed these are the
scenes that make me feel small again when my prob-
lems feel huge,” says VanLandingham. “I want some-
thing that allows people to take a step back and look at
something simple, that is completely pure in its na-
ture, and that can make them feel good because that’s
what it makes me feel when I paint it.” 

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature writer for the
Council on Culture & Arts. COCA is the capital area’s
umbrella agency for arts and culture (www.tallahas-
seearts.org).
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Mary VanLandingham, who has an exhibit in
Moultrie, works on a painting. MARY VANLANDINGHAM.

lined them up, counted them off, and executed ev-
ery 10th man.

The method of execution was purposely horrific,
often by scourging or crucifixion. This practice al-
lowed nine-tenths of suspected offenders to sur-
vive and continue serving the empire. It also per-
suaded them to behave or be next. 

Rome fell in 476 A.D. due to government corrup-
tion, a soft economy, and an over-reliance on for-
eign soldiers. It was overrun by invading barbarians
who raped, pillaged, and created widespread and
long-lasting anarchy. Thus, depending on the cir-
cumstances, having a bad government may be pref-
erable to having no government at all.

The Roman Empire was replaced by the feudal
system and society stagnated.

Afterward, Europe endured 1,000 years of the
Middle Ages until successive waves of bubonic
plague, mankind’s deadliest pandemic yet, killed
half of its population. 

The Honorable J. Layne Smith is a circuit judge
and author of the Amazon internationally bestsell-
ing book “Civics, Law, and Justice—How We Be-
came U.S.” Email your questions to askjudges-
mith@gmail.com. 
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