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KAREN BONDAY WILLIAMSON

 “Life has always been about art for me,” 
says Karen Bonday Williamson, who became 
a budding artist while growing up in Newport 
News. “My mother recognized that I had a tal-
ent, so I started private lessons in elementary 
school,” she says. After several years of classes 
in her neighborhood teacher’s garage studio, 
Karen’s desire to pursue art was cemented.
 However, much of her attention was devoted 
to her family’s two businesses, a local bookstore 
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chain called Book ‘n Card as well as a newspaper distribution business. 
“It was always nose to the grindstone, so I painted in between,” she says. 
“That’s how we grew up. We were all working together, which was fun.” 
 After graduating from Menchville High School, Karen studied fine 
arts at VCU in the early 1980s, with a focus on painting and printmak-
ing, while continuing to work for her family. Just shy of graduating, 
she put her plans on hold. “My dad needed me to manage one of his 
bookstores, so I didn’t finish my degree,” she says.
 Around age 40, she resumed with computer graphics courses at Tide-
water Community College until she was interrupted again, this time by 
an ending marriage. “I learned everything I wanted to learn, but I never 
got my degree,” she says.
 Degree or not, the diversity of Karen’s training combined with natu-
ral talent and passion sustained a lifelong dedication to art, from her 
first tiny oil painting sale as a child to her representation today at the 
Williamsburg Art Gallery, Williamsburg Contemporary Art Center and 
Peninsula Fine Arts Center. “I’ve always had that desire,” she says, “but 
the way life dealt its hand, I haven’t been able to paint full-time.” 
 Though achieving 100%-artist status remains her ultimate dream, 
Karen still finds her nose to the grindstone, running her own concrete 
company. “Concrete Karen” stays solidly booked with local residential 
and commercial projects, from driveways and porches to patios and 
parking lots. “Each project becomes a work of art. I take extreme pride 
in what we do,” Karen says. 
 Karen’s craving for creativity led her to the concrete profession 14 
years ago. At 45 years old, she found herself bored and discontent in her 
office job as a resort contract manager. Longing to work outside with 
her hands, she asked her friend Jim Lambert if she could help out on his 
construction jobs. “He said, ‘Women don’t do that,’” Karen says. “So, 
I just started showing up on my days off to learn. After five weeks, he 
said, ‘you’re on.’” 
 In 2011, after several years with Jim Lambert Construction, Karen 
founded her own family business and is now passing down her late 
parents’ legacy to the next generation. In addition to loyal employees 
Ronnie Holmes and Brittany Scott, Karen’s small crew includes her 
son, Caelan Williamson, daughter Meliszabeth McGuire, son-in-law 
Dale McGuire, and even sometimes her 11-year-old grandson, Braiden 
Wright, all Williamsburg residents. “I want to eventually step back and 
have them take over so I can become more involved with the local art 
scene,” Karen says.
 Daughter Meliszabeth is also now starting her own company, Hound-
cakes Bakery. “It runs in the family,” says Karen of the entrepreneurship, 
and the art, that flows through their veins. Caelan is a candle maker 
and musician, and both of Karen’s children enjoy photography, often 
a source of inspiration for her paintings. Their father, Jeff, was a self-
taught painter and musician before pancreatic cancer took his life in 
2009. Jeff and Karen’s shared love for art often prompted them to paint 
together, even finishing each other’s work. After they separated in 2000, 
Karen and her children moved from Hampton to Williamsburg, re-
maining here ever since. 
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 Having painted around town for years, Karen has always enjoyed 
plein air painting, an outdoor practice described by the French term 
meaning “open air.” Formally established by French impressionism, one 
of Karen’s favorite art forms, she explains it this way: “You are painting 
not only what you see, but the atmosphere—the feeling and energy of 
it.”
 After depicting local spots from College Creek to York River State 
Park, Karen found her true inspiration amid the tropical colors of the 
Caribbean. During a 2014 trip to Rincon, Puerto Rico with her three 
brothers, Karen painted 19 plein air pieces and sold 11 to neighboring 
vacationers. “It was uplifting and empowering. People watched me paint 
and bought my art right then and there,” she says.
 She returned to Puerto Rico’s west coast the next year with her broth-
er, Chris, who she calls her biggest fan. “We rented a car, took off for 10 
days and didn’t have a plan,” she says. “It was great. I couldn’t paint fast 
enough. We’d find little beach coves and I’d say, ‘Pull off the road!’” This 
time, she produced six in-depth paintings, selling three there, thanks in 
part to a Rincon art festival.
 The second of four siblings, Karen is obviously close to her brothers, 
who say their sister got all the talent. Chris is a Williamsburg local, and 
Karen often visits Steve and Tommy on the Outer Banks. “I sit up in the 
dunes and paint. What’s fun is that the sand blows into the paint. Not 
only do you get the painting, you get a piece of the landscape too! That’s 
the thing about plein air. They’re fresh, they’re fast. I don’t spend a lot of 
time on them because it’s about capturing the moment.”
 Though it’s sometimes a difficult task, prone to unpredictable dis-
ruptions like thunderstorms, the speed creates a unique authenticity. 
“When the light is changing and the clouds are moving, you have to 
capture that image before or as it changes,” Karen says. “It’s a good chal-
lenge. If I dwell on something too long, I muddy up the fun freshness 
of it.”
 A capture-worthy moment can strike anytime. “I keep my acrylics 
with me in case I see a ‘stop-the-car’ scene,” she says. “I’m always looking 
for the next composition. The older I get, the more it’s an obsession. I’ll 
stop what I’m doing and get up to paint. I can’t not do it. It’s really an 
inner drive, so I try to do something creative every day.”
 That includes studio painting, woodwork and sign work, too. Some-
times Karen uses her plein air acrylic studies as a reference to create a 
studio oil with the same feel. No matter the medium, “nature is my focal 
point,” she says, frequently composing landscapes, flowers and lately, 
even painting on rocks. “I feel like I can create nature whichever way I 
want to. It’s wide open. There’s no right or wrong.” 
 Karen’s original creations and fine art prints are sold through local 
galleries and festivals, like Yorktown’s “Art at the River” show, where she 
received a 2015 award. She plans on teaching at the Williamsburg Con-
temporary Art Center and has found her connection with the Williams-
burg Art Gallery inspiring. “The owners, Gulay and Clyde Berryman, 
have been promoting art locally in a big way,” she says. “Williamsburg 
should be able to support a lot more visual art, and I would love to be 
able to collaborate with other artists and organizations.” NDN
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