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W      hen Seagate hired me, I started 
working on the manufacturing 
lines, soldering blocks, and build-
ing stepper motors. It was dull and 

labor intensive. In six months, with hard work and 
determination, I was promoted to Line Supervisor. 
I continued to increase in job responsibilities within 
the Seagate corporation, and within my seven years 
working there, I had spent time as a Manufacturing 
Manager, Production Control Manager, and Sales 
and Marketing Manager. Looking back, I can see how 
those jobs prepared me for what I am doing today.  

At this point in life, there wasn’t much creativ-
ity, in terms of the arts happening. Within time, 
my husband’s career took off, and I was able to 
leave the working world. My new job became the 
official “soccer mom.” My son loved sports, and he 
was especially active within the baseball world. Any 
parent with a child involved in sports knows what 
this means. I spent all my afternoons driving him 
and all his friends to the games. It was a wonderful 
time in my life. I was able to enjoy those moments 
of watching my son grow up, and it was when I dis-
covered digital art.

Digital art was a lot different than it is 
today. Painter wasn’t part of Corel; it was called 
Metacreations Painter 5.5, and I had passed head-
quarters daily. So, how did I get from there to here, 

you might be wondering? 
One day I had been curious about what 

Metacreations was as well as what they did, so I 
looked it up. I found out they specialized in a “new” 
technology called “digital painting.” This is the 
moment my journey began! 

Before life took off, I had completed three years of 
my Bachelors Degree in Art. I missed art and paint-
ing. Like many mothers, I was outputting a lot, but 
finding I wasn’t getting the nourishment I needed, 
and digital art fit perfectly into this empty spot.

I took some online classes to learn digital paint-
ing, and within a couple of years, I was teaching my 
first digital painting classes at the same place I first 
started taking classes.  

I became passionate about digital painting, and I 
wanted people to learn to enjoy it as much as I was 
in life. Within two years, I decided to start a forum 
called “Painter Talk.” It was one of the few places to 
talk about digital art created in Painter. 

About one year after I started Painter Talk, I had 
another idea. I wanted to start my own school and 
call it  Digital Art Academy, and I wanted to intro-
duce something new. I wanted to have live sessions 
where students could join a meeting, ask questions, 
and paint along.  

Looking back, I can see how everything worked 
together to bring me to my ultimate calling, which 
is to teach Painter.

I felt this painting came 
together perfectly for me, 
and I was able to capture 
the tranquil, mood for  
the story. 

Painting well 
takes time and 
lots of practice!

Karen Bonaker
My start in digital painting was different than a lot of people might imagine. I worked for Seagate 
Technology during its rise. It was at this point that Seagate Technology was producing the first disk  
drives for Apple, IBM, and HP. On the same campus as Seagate was an organization called Metacreations. 
I passed this business daily, but I didn’t realize how pivotal this organization would be to my future….

Artist Journey 

FACT FILE

Born USA

Country Living USA

Age 65

Digitally Painting 21 Years

Programs Used  Corel Painter, 
Art Rage, Rebelle, Photoshop

Computer Specs  HP ENVY 
Desktop - Intel i7 -  16 GB Ram - 3 
GB Gforce GTX 1060 video card

Website:  
www.digitalartacademy.com
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 What current artistic challenge are you trying 
to overcome in your life?

When you are teaching a subject such as Painter 
it can put you at a disadvantage in terms of staying 
current or staying true to who you are as a painter. 
I find that I struggle with this often. 

I must present a way for the student to grow 
but permit myself to grow as well. I think my 
greatest challenge is finding time to devote to my 
personal development as well. It can be difficult. 
 
What has been your biggest frustration with 
being a digital artist, and how have you over-
come these frustrations? 

I have two frustrations! The first is the software.
It can be frustrating. I solve this by looking at 

it the same way I do when I paint with traditional 
media. I stop and pick the right colors, sharpen the 
pencil, dilute the watercolor, and I pick the right 
paper.

My second frustration is, that in general, there 
is still a substantial philosophical gap between 
traditional and digital artists, and I wish it would 
improve. I haven’t been able to solve this prob-
lem yet, but I think open dialogue is a start.  

ArtistQ&A FAVORITE ARTISTS

John Singer Sargent  
I lean towards him because of his 
ability to express himself through 
the brush in such a natural and 
expressive way.   
 
John William Waterhouse  
I am drawn to mythical scenes, and 
that is the reason I admire his work. 

James Gurney 
He is a master of color and 
light and every aspect of it!   

Aaron Blaise

He is able to capture the soul of the 
subject. He is a testament to the 
saying to know your subject is to 
paint it well.  

Where do you find your reference material to 
paint your artwork? 

I enjoy taking my own reference. It feels more 
like part of me when I paint it.

 
What is your typical workflow, and how long 
does it take you to complete a digital painting? 

I generally start with a storyboard. I sketch out 
my ideas and develop a concept. From there, it is a 
process of elimination and getting to the heart of 
the painting or the story. 

I generally have an idea of what medium I will 
use; however, painting digitally, I can dip my stylus 
into anything! 

I establish my color palette and maintain it 
throughout the painting. This is a discipline that is 
important to me. If I have very few colors to work 
with and tend to work within the values of those 
colors instead of jumping all around the color sets 
or color wheel, I am satisfied. 

When I start to paint, I work big to small. By that, 
I mean, I work the big shapes first and end with the 
details. I paint shapes and not things. The details 
are left to establish what the eye sees. It is hard 
to describe or put parameters on digital painting 
because it is not like painting traditionally. It is less 
stressful in many ways and is far more forgiving. 

There is usually a predefined discipline with 

Lavender Sunset is one 
of my older paintings, but 
I felt great painting it. At 
this moment in time, I was 
fascinated with the Disney 
expressions and capturing 
“diamonds of light” 
throughout the piece.



My Cringe Painting -  3

My Cringe Painting-  2My Cringe Painting 1

My Cringe Painting-  4
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Painting one is just a mess! What I didn’t know about atmospheric 
perspective is evident. Painting two is busy, flat, and feels amateurish. 
I remember at the time I finished it, I thought it was one of the best 
paintings I ever did!

Painting three is one of my first digital paintings. The painting is flat, 
and the water moves the eye out of the painting. Painting four I consider  
naive.   When I look at it I see how far I have come.
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IT CAN CLOSE AND OPEN AT ANY MOMENT.
LIFE CAN BE LIKE A BOOK

”
“
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in your development.
 

 What was your biggest “ah ha” moment where 
something clicked, and you started to flourish 
with your digital art?

To be very honest it was when I decided to 
learn Painter from someone who knew the soft-
ware very well. Then it all started to come together.  
 
What is your favorite tool that you use?

I love to work with Captured Dabs of every type. 
Brush creation is something I can spend hours on. I 
have created hundreds if not thousands of brushes 
over the years, and many of them are offered in my 
classes and with the Digital Art Academy Community. 
 
Have you ever been burned out? How have you 
overcome this in your life? 

Yes, I lead a busy life, and I work hard. Burnout 
will happen. When it does, I simply must pull 
back and rest, meditate and come back to my 
center. I have to monitor this in my life because 
if I am tired, my students will feel it, and I 
won’t be able to bring them the best experience. 
 
How do you feed your creativity, so you don’t 
feel burned out?

I get out my traditional paints from time to time 
and do something completely different. For me get-
ting away from art is not a good thing, but changing 
mediums can spark new ideas.
 
Do you feel you have artistic support in your 
life, and how has it helped you?  

I have had relatively few good experiences 
on large art, or digital art, forums. There always 
seems to be people there that ruin it for you. Be 
careful to join art communities that make you feel 
welcome and a part of what is going on. The popu-
lation is aging, and there are millions of seniors 
out there looking to take up digital painting and 
to feel supported while learning it. I could not 
imagine being in a group or class where I did not 
feel supported along the way, and I feel I gain sup-
port from Digital Art Academy’s community group.  
 
What would your future self, tell your younger 
self, if you could zip back in time? 

You wasted a year trying to learn Painter by your-
self! Why didn’t you take a class!

I was self-taught to a point, and this is important 
to mention. We all know that Painter is not an easy 
program to master. I had been working with Painter 
for about a year when I found that I was getting very 
frustrated and found it hard to get ahead. I decided 
to take a class. At that time, there was only one site 
that offered Painter classes, and it was called LVS 

FAVORITE RESOURCES

Classes

I highly recommend classes with 
Tim Shelbourne, Aaron Blaise, Jason 
Maranto, and Skip Allen. 
 
Website

www.digitalartacademy.com

I am a bit biased here, but for 
the digital painter just getting 
started, there is not a better place 
to learn Painter than Digital Art 
Academy. It is an extraordinary 
place where every student is 
supported along the way.

Books

Carlson’s Guide to 
Landscape Painting 

It is the “Bible” of the 
landscape painter.  

Color and Light: A Guide for the 
Realist Painter by James Gurney

This book taught me more 
about color and light in one 
sitting than three years of art 
classes! It is everything you 
need to know about color. 

traditional painting where a digital painting is a 
process and step driven. 

It isn’t easy for me to define how long it takes 
to complete an art piece because there are so many 
factors involved; nevertheless, to try to define a 
timeline, I would say it usually takes two or three 
days. However, sometimes, it takes a lot longer. 
There are times when I save the painting and come 
back to it weeks later and finally see what I need to 
do to finish it.

 
What piece of advice would you give to someone 
starting out in digital art? 

I would tell them to try to mentor with someone 
that nurtures their soul and helps them to see their 
potential. I think you need to find a teacher that 
encourages learning the fundamentals and believes 
they are essential to your personal growth. 

I also think it is important to learn the basics, 
and you will be ahead of the learning curve. 

 
What has helped you grow the most in your 
art skills? 

The thing that has helped me grow the most is 
simple, practice! There is no substitute for it. Learn 
all you can about digital painting and try to recog-
nize early where your strengths and weaknesses are. 
When you arrive at a point where you can realize 
what is right and what needs improvement in your 
paintings, you have arrived at a significant moment 
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Online. I enrolled at LVS Online and took some 
wonderful classes from some amazing teachers I 
will never forget.

I like a challenge, but I don’t like frustration. By 
taking classes, I gained confidence and direction. 
 
Do you have an art degree? Do you think an art 
degree gives a person an edge when it comes 
to creating artwork?  

No, I don’t have an art degree, but I did go to 
art school for three years. Then life got in the way 
as it usually does, so I didn’t finish my degree, but 
I wouldn’t have missed a second of all those life 
events for school. 

As to recommending an art degree, well, that 
is a hard question. Many things go into a degree 
in terms of the overall experience and life experi-
ence, but I also believe that one can master the field 
without a degree as well. It certainly depends on the 
field of art you want to enter, which is very broad. 
Mentoring is important. I think if you can find 
professionals who will mentor you, that is the key. 
 
What do you want to do with your artwork 
and why? 

That is a good question and one that I cannot 
readily answer. When I was younger, I worked very 
hard to master watercolors and was frustrated most 
of the time. I would produce hundreds of paintings, 

but there were only a few I truly liked. I am very hard 
on myself, and I have not been able to overcome 
that yet. Perhaps it is what keeps me pushing for 
excellence. 

My goal is to draw and paint well. This is easy to 
say, but hard to do. 

I want to smile more when I finish a painting. 
 

What has been your biggest struggle?
I think the business side of Digital Art Academy 

is an ongoing struggle for me. It’s hard to find the 
right platform for our students. The main concern is 
that it is hard to change, especially as we get older. 

My general attitude towards change is that 
it is good for us and allows us to grow. Without 
change, we can’t realize our full potential. So ulti-
mately, growth comes with change, but you must 
be confident that the outcome will be beneficial. 
 
What has been your greatest success thus far 
in your journey?

Every time a student learns something new is a 
huge success for me. 

I also think it is a success when my students say 
something positive about Digital Art Academy and 
even about me. These are the things I feel make it 
worth it. The ultimate success is when I see a student 
go on to become a “Master” or when they sell their 
first painting.

Seaside Farm is probably 
one of my signature 
paintings. It was an 
interest in the Dutch 
Masters that got me 
enthusiastic about painting 
this one. 

Conte and Charcoal was 
originally a full-color piece. 
I experimented with layer 
composite methods and 
came up with a desaturated 
image that appealed to me. 
The painting was inspired 
by one of my favorite 
landscape artists  
Clyde Aspevig.

WHEN YOU STOP 
GROWING, YOU 
ARE IN  TROUBLE.
If you feel you are 
not growing,  
then take a class on 
a new subject.


