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During Leif Nilsson’s early growing up 
years in the 1960s and ‘70s, the Florence 
Griswold Museum in his hometown of 
Old Lyme, now known as the home of 
American Impressionism, hadn’t yet hit its 
full stride. But art was in the air. Nilsson, 
today an accomplished and award-
winning impressionist artist, recalls that 
every public building — the town hall, 
the library, the school, the church — had 
at least one iconic American impressionist 
painting of the Lyme landscape featured 
prominently on its walls.

  The 
Renaissance
   Man

INSPIRED BY LIFE: A lifelong resident of southern Connecticut, Leif Nilsson has no shortage of real-life inspiration for his paintings.
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Nilsson took great interest in art 
from an early age.  He recalls that he and 
his schoolmates all drew when they were 
young, but at a certain point, around 
fifth or sixth grade, many stopped 
drawing as often. One day, he came back 
to school after being out sick and his 
classmate Randy said he wished Nilsson 
had been there the day before. Some kids 
had needed to draw a donkey, and knew 
that Nilsson would have been skilled at 
the task. Something clicked for him — he 
realized that not everyone could create art, that he had been 
given something special. This epiphany evolved into the 
desire to be a professional artist, although he also considered, 
among other things, working in carpentry, or with leather.

Nilsson was recognized recently with the prestigious 
Stobart Foundation Award for his “From Hamburg Cove” 
oil painting at the Mystic Seaport Maritime Gallery. He 
received the Lyme Art Association’s People’s Choice Award 
for another work in oil, “The Studio Rose Garden.” But 
rather than rest on his laurels, he remains a big believer in 
practicing and in working hard, applying continual, laser-
focused attention to the foundational basics of his craft. 

Nilsson says that even now, with decades of experience 
behind him, it’s never wise to assume that he knows it all. 
There is always more to know, more to learn. He admires a 
similar trait in 19th-century artists like Pissarro and Monet, 

who he says were always evolving and 
“pushing the limits.” 

Nilsson enjoys painting from life, 
setting up his easel and working to 
capture the moment at hand. He often 
works in oil, although he also dips into 
other mediums, like drawing, pastels and 
working in gouache (opaque watercolor). 
When he can, he prefers to create alla 
prima  (“at once,” or in one session), 
but sometimes his work may take a new 
direction, evolving from its original plan 
and requiring several sessions. 

And of course, distractions can enter the picture. Many 
trucks idle near his studio, delivering goods to the stores 
and restaurants along Chester’s charming Main Street. 
And recently, Nilsson was treated for Lyme disease. The 
condition seems less vexing now that it has been identified 
and addressed, but the knee ache and fatigue that preceded 
the diagnosis made it challenging to spend long stints at the 
easel. 

He often works on a large canvas. “I like big paintings 
that you can ‘walk into,’ when they are like a picture window, 
almost like you can walk into the scene,” he says. For him, 
creating a painting that mimics real sunlight coming into the 
room, one where the viewer might say, “Oh look, it’s sunny 
outside — no, wait, that’s the painting!” is a worthy pursuit. 

Knowing where he comes from is another basic that’s 
guided Nilsson’s life. He recounts his plan to hitchhike 

with a friend to Santa Cruz 
in 1980. They stopped for 
the International Black Hills 
Survival Gathering in South 
Dakota, where about 12,000 
people had convened. Nilsson 
describes common worries 
among the people there, about 
the multinational military-
industrial complex and the 
potential antidote to be found 
in natural living, natural food, 
and peace with the earth. 
The gathering included many 

Nilsson admires a 
similar trait in 19th-
century artists like 
Pissarro and Monet, 
who he says were 
always evolving and 
“pushing the limits.” 

AN ARTISTIC TOUCH: 
The historic home shared by 
Leif Nilsson and his wife, Caryn 
Davis, is adorned with his 
paintings.
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Native Americans, and one advised, “Go back and find out 
where you come from, and decide what you want to do with 
the world.” 

Nilsson took the advice seriously. He didn’t make it 
to California on that trip, but instead returned home and 
began learning more about his ancestors. His grandparents 
had emigrated from Sweden to New York in 1920. His 
grandfather, who had been one of 13 siblings back in 
Europe, with the family paying rent with what they grew 
as sharecroppers, ended up working as a gardener at Black 
Point in Niantic. His grandmother did domestic work, and 
Nilsson’s father was one of the four children that the couple 
managed to raise during the Great Depression. 

Once reacquainted with his roots at home, Nilsson 
went on to meet and work with some cousins in Sweden, 
also hitchhiking around to see much of Europe, including 
England, France, Germany, Italy and Spain. Around that 
time, he enrolled at the Lyme Academy of Fine Arts, where 
he spent six years altogether, completing the classical studies 
curriculum. The program was rigorous, often involving 12- or 
13-hour days that included life drawing (from a live model) 

and provided a solid foundation in anatomy and art history.
It’s clear that his family’s legacy of hard work has 

resonated with the artist, helping him to become successful 
in a field that can be quite unforgiving. Odd jobs helped him 
get through school. Today, he keeps busy with hands-on work 
on his home and garden, applying the same stick-to-itiveness 
that he uses to perfect his art.

His grandfather connected deeply with nature and 
growing things, and Nilsson has not fallen far from the family 
tree. His studio sits amid abundant flowers and greenery. His 
artistic sensibility spills out into the garden, with the credo 
that, ideally, there must always be something in bloom. New 
things must be continually tried in both studio and garden, 
as he experiments with what works best. Sometimes when he 
paints the landscape outside his door, he thinks to himself, 
“this needs something.” So he’ll go out and get a flat of 
annuals with the right color and characteristics to complete 
his scene. 

The garden benefits from this venture, too. At one 
point, he counted 170 varieties of plants in this relatively 
small space.

AN EYE FOR DETAIL: Nilsson puts the finishing touches on a painting of the whimsical entrance to his garden amphitheater, which is 
home to monthly concerts.
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When he needs a new perspective, he launches his 
boat, and paints much-loved places like Hamburg Cove, 
South Cove in Essex, and Selden’s Creek from the water. He 
relishes his quiet time out there, which on a good day won’t 
be disrupted by a Jet Ski or the like. He appreciates the calm 
and the goings-on in nature — the wild rice, the pickerelweed, 
and the antics of the beavers. 

The Hamburg Cove piece that garnered him the Stobart 
Foundation Award uses eye-catching texture and soft, 
blended color, making viewers feel like they’re actually on 
the cove, watching the light and the land. Nilsson strives to 
evoke a feeling for his viewers, capturing the time and the 
atmosphere that can spark the senses and lead to a whole 
range of human emotion. 

That said, he realizes that art appreciators may have a 
very different take on a scene than the artist who created 
it. One friend purchased a piece that he’d been admiring 
and later marveled about what the “bridge over the creek” 
evoked for him. Nilsson knew that the “bridge” was, in fact, 
a shadow and chuckled at the interpretation, but he also 
appreciated the meaning that his friend found in the image.

A modern day Renaissance man, Nilsson has a talent 
not only for art and gardening but for construction, design 
and music. He and wife Caryn B. Davis, a photographer, live 
in a circa 1830 home, which many years ago was the Chester 
Hotel. The age of the house has meant plenty of fixing and 
rebuilding — for Nilssen, it was another chance to dive in and 
create something beautiful. 

Before his 2011 wedding to Davis, Nilsson took on yet 
another project: he created an amphitheater in preparation 
for their wedding ceremony from stone he acquired from a 
construction project. 

After the wedding, the “Sunday Salons” that he had 
been hosting since the 2000s — throwbacks to the centuries-
old tradition of inspiring get-togethers for artists, writers 
and musicians — found a new home in the tiered stone 
seating amid Nilsson’s abundant blooms. Now, he and Davis 
host monthly concerts in the garden amphitheater, with 
musicians on the stage that he created. He takes great pride 
in the stage’s handsome eyebrow dormer, which “took a lot 
of drawing, planning, math, erasers, pencils, rulers, graph 
paper.” Nilsson riffs on a familiar phrase, commenting on 
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MUSIC FOR THE SOUL: Nilsson built a garden amphitheater that is now a stage for monthly concerts in his backyard.
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the intensity of the work needed for the stage: “measure 80 
times, cut once.”

It’s clear that Nilsson admires the musicians who visit 
his place. He spoke with great excitement about an upcoming 
garden concert that would fall on his birthday and feature 
The Meadows Brothers, a talented, young Americana 
and folk music duo. Even better, Nilsson and his band 
Arrowhead were asked to open for the main act with some of 
their original songs. The artist plays the banjo and has been 
in a succession of bands, on and off, over the years. They 
have played in some bars and for private parties, and Nilsson 
has found that, with the recent challenges of Lyme disease, 
getting into the musical groove has come more easily than 
the visual arts, since it seems to call for “more feeling, less 
thinking.” 

But talking to Nilsson, one gets the sense that all of these 
endeavors are linked, and work to edify each other. As with 
his visual art, Nilsson attends to basics on the musical front, 
noting that he’s “trying to relearn the structure of music.” 

His passion for music started young. He recalls getting 
good enough at playing guitar so that he could ride his bike 

while strumming, and still relishes the trade he made in 
South Dakota, of a leather bookmark for a baritone ukulele.

One concept pops up a couple of times while speaking 
with Nilsson about his earlier education, and about traveling 
abroad: These experiences opened him to a bigger world, a 
world that he continues to find fascinating. 

While he still travels from time to time, most recently 
to the island of Malta, he doesn’t seem to seek long, far-off 
journeys as much as he did when he was younger. Quite 
often, the world that Nilsson paints is just a short trip from 
his door. Whatever the location of his subject, his paintings 
have us traveling, in a way, stepping into a world that we can 
see with fresh eyes.

For more information on Leif Nilsson, visit 
nilssonstudio.com. 

Katherine Hauswirth’s book on experiencing nature in Connecticut, 
The Book of Noticing: Collections and Connections on the 
Trail (Homebound Publications) launched in May. She lives in 
Deep River.
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SUNDAY SALONS: Concerts at the amphitheater attract friends and acquaintances who gather to enjoy music played by guest artists, 
and by Nilsson’s own band, Arrowhead.


