
At the intersection where high art and 
haute couture meet, you will find Karen 
F. Santry, painter extraordinaire and co-
founder of the Fashion Art Bank, the only 
world-licensing agency of its kind, located 
on Manhattan’s swanky 5th Avenue. 

“I spent the first part of my childhood 
in Holland, looking at the Rembrandts 
and Vermeers in the Rijks Museum,” says 
Karen with an easy smile, green eyes flash-
ing as she uncaps a fresh tube of Cadmium 
Yellow oil paint in her Westbeth studio in 
Greenwich Village.

However, when renowned architect Philip 
Johnson, suggested New Canaan, Conn., 
as an ideal place to raise kids, Karen, along 
with mom, dad and sister Sue, packed up 
and made the trek across the Atlantic to 
the land of white picket fences. Lessons 
learned from the Dutch Old Masters went 
along with her.

“I loved the art classes at New Canaan High 
School, but was advised to augment the 
program with more art,” Karen remarks. 
That meant Saturday afternoons spent at 
the Art Students League and drawing les-
sons at the Stamford Nature Center. Later, 
at Skidmore College, where she majored 
in art, Karen met professor Robert Reed, 
who motivated her to earn an MFA at the 
University of Pennsylvania.

“This was one of the greatest experiences of 
my life,” recalls Karen with cheery candor. 
“It was art heaven for three years.”

Then, art brought her back to Fairfield 
County, where Karen became skilled as a 
scenic artist with Atlas Scenic Studios, Ltd, 
in Norwalk. Her theatrical temperament 
suited the job perfectly.

“The experience of painting sets for 
Broadway and opera was life altering,” says 
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Karen F. Santry revels in her exploration of art, from portraits to Broadway sets to fashion illustration to teacher at 
FIT, her excitement and enthusiasm know no bounds. More recently she has become intrigued with the theater 
of weddings and is currently at work on a series of life-size Kabuki actors. 

Karen, who worked on such sets as Jesus 
Christ Superstar, Hair and many other 
groundbreaking musicals of the era. The 
smell of the grease paint fueled Karen’s 
dramatic style and painting on a large scale 
gave her the courage to work big on her 
own canvases (15’X15’). It also taught her 
the importance of camaraderie. During 
the late 1970s, Karen founded SoNo, the 
artist community on Washington Street, 
where fellow artists as well as carpenters 
from Atlas and dancers from Ballet Etudes 
became her models. It was during that 
period that Karen began exhibiting in 
Manhattan at the Alan Stone Gallery.

Yet her earliest influences from Holland 
lingered on as she mixed her palette with 
the bold colors of the Renaissance. Karen’s 
highly realistic works, striking in costume 
and lighting, could well have been rendered 
by Rembrandt himself. 

Karen teamed up with former professor 

Robert Reed at both the Silvermine School 
of Art and at Yale University, where she 
was named a Lily Fellow. The praise she 
received there convinced the rising artist 
that she needed to move to New York City 
to make a name for herself, where it mat-
tered most. 

In 1983, Karen found a loft on Tribecca’s 
Thomas Street and soon made plans to 
dine at the Odeon with an old pal from 
school — Andy Warhol. 

“I met Andy at Skidmore when he was a 
visiting artist,” says Karen, casually. “He 
had taken a shine to me there, and used 
to invite me to his studio in Saratoga 
Springs.”

Although life was tough as a New York City 
artist, Karen’s creativity found all kinds 
of new outlets. Her works began appear-
ing in the Whitney, Guggenheim and 
Smithsonian museums as well as in Europe 
and Japan. She also exhibited works in 
more than 200 galleries worldwide. 

This was both an exhilarating and ter-
rifying time for Karen but it gave her the 
incentive to become a mentor for young 
artists crossing the bridge into the real 
world —just as her professors at Skidmore 
and UPenn had done for her. So, Karen 
applied and was accepted as a professor 
of Illustration at the Fashion Institute of 
Technology (FIT).

“The environment is perfect for me — it is 
a dream school and I love teaching there!” 
exclaims Karen, whose talent and flair 
landed her work as a fashion illustrator 
for names such as Valentino and Andre 
Van Pier. She also worked with students on 
book jackets and on storyboards at Dream 
Works and Pixar. 

“The best of fashion illustration is very 
beautiful and has been nudged aside by 
fashion photography,” says Karen. “I 
formed the Fashion Art Bank with several 
other partners in Manhattan, who were 
professional fashion illustrators and inter-
ested in promoting it. Our method is to 
provide fashion illustration and style art to 
the licensing and surface design industries. 
We represent some of the most talented 
and well known illustrators in the busi-
ness.”

A new division of her company deals with 
the commission of original bridal por-
traits. It was the theater of the wedding 
that captured Karen’s attention most. 

“The bride in her bridal gown epitomizes 
the moment of beauty, and greatly inter-
ested us in rendering romantically and 
accurately the bridal gown and flowers,” 
explains Karen. “And who better to create 
this portrait than veteran fashion illustra-
tors?”

Karen’s talented colleagues will paint wed-
ding cakes, bouquets and other vignettes 
of the day’s scenes, including the bride & 

groom posed in dramatic and imaginative 
poses and settings.

Karen has also painted portraits of David 
Bowie, Sean (Diddy) Combs, the Prime 
Minister of Dominica and Laura Bush & 
her daughters  — paintings which were 
recently exhibited at the White House. 
She is currently working on a series of 
25 life-size Kabuki actors (also in the 
Dutch Master style) and is in the process 
of selecting a date to display them at FIT. 
Additionally, Karen was recently invited to 
serve as official illustrator for W Hotels at 
New York Fashion Week in Bryant Park, 
where she sketched Vogue editor, Anna 
Wintour, and many other notables from 
the fashion world. The drawings will be 

auctioned off for DIFFA (Design Industries 
Foundation Fighting Aids) this September 
at W headquarters, in Times Square.

“The New York fashion scene is an excit-
ing place to work,” says Karen, who is very 
much at home at Westbeth, the largest 
community of fine artists anywhere on 
earth. “The industry is very fast paced and 
I find it suits my personality. Fashion art 
exemplifies the essence of beauty, energy, 
elegance and the cutting edge of style —  all 
aspects my art has always concerned itself 
with!”

For further information, contact 
www.fashionartbank.com.
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