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 For more than 35 years, artist Rudy 
Vavra has been reinventing his practice, 
shifting mediums and redefining his 
relationship with the natural landscape and the 
environment through art. Born in Yonkers, NY, 
and raised in Hastings-on-Hudson, NY, Vavra 
later moved to Texas, where he attended 
Texas A&M University, earning a BED in 
Environmental Design (1984) and teaching at 
the university’s College of Architecture and 
Environmental Design. After returning to New 
York in 1987, Vavra received an MFA from the 
School of Visual Arts (1989) and then worked 
as an assistant to artists Doug and Mike Starn 
while also maintaining his solo career. 
 In the early years, Vavra embraced a 
bit of everything. He created floor collages; 
constructed tapestries using everything 
from plastic and found objects to more 
traditional materials (wool, flax, horsehair); 
wove watercolors; assembled suits inspired by 
clown costumes; painted with bulldozer toys 
on canvases; and built his own furniture. His 
degree in architecture fueled his practice as 
an artist: Vavra became a master at making 
things, and every shift in his trajectory seems 
to indicate his having excelled at making 
something, been satisfied with the path he 
had followed and become ready to pursue the 
next body of work. 

 Vavra’s oeuvre can be considered 
chameleonic, but even more interesting 
has been the artist’s disinterest in entirely 
embracing mainstream artistic trends—
stemming perhaps more from a desire to 
stick to the materiality of his works than from 
unfounded dismissal. Vavra has valued the 
interior challenges of each technique and 
material he has used, having remained loyal 
to sculpture and painting, to objecthood and 
to beauty. In that sense, Vavra has joined a 
group of U.S.-based artists from the 1990s 
such as Elizabeth Murray, Louise Fishman, 
Brice Marden, Jacqueline Winsor, and Judy 
Pfaff (he studied with these last two) who 
dedicated their careers to offering viewers 
versatile objects and alternative notions of 
space and materiality. Some of them, such as 
Murray, Fishman and Marden, have painted; 
others, such as Winsor, have continued to 
explore the sculptural domain; and a third 
group, represented by Pfaff, has remained 
in between, using installation art to move 
across both painting and sculpture. Instead 
of following dematerializing currents such 
as body art, performance, identity politics 
or relational aesthetics, which were all 
flourishing with urgency in the U.S. during 
the politically troubled 1980s and 1990s, the 
aforementioned artists, among many others, 

defied critics’ slogans, such as “Painting 
is dead,”(1) that tried to categorize these 
traditional mediums as finite and obsolete. 
Contrary to what a number of writers and 
historians believed in the 1980s, interest in 
painting has continued into the 21st century, 
accompanied by a renewed desire for 
materiality and beauty—both of which are 
paths Vavra has followed since he earned his 
MFA.
 For the past five years or so, painting 
has been everywhere. It has been “re-
glorified” by the art market and has even 
received new status among critics, who have 
nicknamed certain types of paintings as 
belonging to a fresh, and ill-famed, category: 
“zombie formalism.” In his now famous 2014 
article “Flipping and the Rise of Zombie 
Formalism,”(2) writer Walter Robinson 
criticized a phenomenon that combines art 
market machinations, in which auctions 
and highbrow galleries participate, with a 
revival of gestural abstract paintings that he 
described as “a straightforward, reductive, 
essentialist method of making a painting.” As 
happens with the many labels the art world 

1 Famously pronounced circa 1839 by French painter 
Paul Delaroche when he saw the  
daguerreotype. 
2 Walter Robinson, “Flipping and the Rise of Zombie 
Formalism,” Artspace.com, April 3rd, 2014. http://
www.artspace.com/magazine/contributors/see_
here/the_rise_of_zombie_formalism-52184

has created, critics and writers have begun 
to discuss what “zombie formalism” really 
means, to identify the artists doing it and 
what “contemporary painting needs to do to 
move forward”; everyone has an opinion, and 
many shows have occupied art institutions, 
showcasing their own “solutions,” from the 
2014’s Whitney Biennial to MoMA’s The 
Forever Now: Contemporary Painting in an 
Atemporal World (2014-15).
 Some critics seem to agree that 
so-called zombie formalism’s combination 
of flipping art business and boosting a type 
of “easy painting” has had a huge effect 
on young artists. Even when honestly 
making what they love, these artists have 
been caught by mechanical processes that 
create polished, seductive, mass-produced 
works that “look good” digitally. About 
this phenomenon, Jerry Saltz wrote, “The 
saddest part of this trend is that even better 
artists who paint this way are getting lost 
in the onslaught of copycat mediocrity 
and mechanical art. Going to galleries is 
becoming less like venturing into individual 
arks and more like going to chain stores 
where everything looks familiar.”(3) 
 
 
3 Jerry Saltz, “Why New Abstract Paintings Look the 
Same,” Vulture, June 16, 2014. http://www.vulture.
com/2014/06/why-new-abstract-paintings-look-
the-same.html

Introduction: Painting in a World of Numbness 
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 Despite critics’ well-founded pessimism 
concerning abstract painting today, not 
everything has gone adrift. If curators and art 
enthusiasts have had difficulty detecting serious 
practices among zombies and sleepwalker-
paintings, an answer to this highly commercial 
trend has been to look at artists who have 
dedicated their lives to plunging into and 
exploring painting and sculpture and who have 
remained loyal to their practices, independent of 
the art market’s volatility. In that sense, Vavra’s 
disinterest in trends has been beneficial to his 
practice, which he has “let sit” in his sanctuary—
his studio in New York’s Hudson Valley—
consciously detached from the mayhem that has 
inundated the art world with its big ciphers. 
 Instead of partaking in the fuss, Vavra 
decided to paint only what he enjoyed painting, 
just like young emerging artists; the difference 
is that Vavra’s dedication to abstraction is not 
spectacularized, but affective. Vavra revives an 
old master’s passion for nature and spirituality. 
What’s more, his works offer to observers an 
alternative to a world swarmed by virtual, numb 
and hyperreal images. 
 In such a world, painting can still guide 
the viewer into finding meaning in beauty, color, 
form, gesture, process. Although formalism has 

been deemed a dead horse by art history, its 
momentum today may mean that materiality is 
rising again. This time the stakes may be even 
higher, especially as younger generations forget 
touch in favor of swiping and miss experiencing 
color and light as they are replaced by voids in 
black mirrors and touchable-but-numb screens. 
It is in seeking a counterbalance to this abyss 
of optical and sensorial unresponsiveness that 
contemporary painting can be understood. 
In the case of Vavra’s practice, his paintings 
become visual emanations, glimpses into 
affective interactions between making things 
and being in nature. 
  Although for the past 10 years Vavra 
has dedicated himself solely to painting and 
drawing, an important part of his practice 
remains active underneath these mediums: 
Vavra’s direct relationship with nature and with 
making crafts. This aesthetic, which I would like 
to call an aesthetic of grooming—not taming—is 
related to nature in different ways: in “making,” 
in “taking care” and in admiring elements of 
nature. This kind of intimacy is akin to the oldest 
modes of human relationship with nature: 
using it as a tool, modifying it by enhancing its 
qualities. This is an ongoing feature of Vavra’s 
practice. 
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people could lie on it if they wanted to. 
 In Film Flag (1976; Fig. 1), Vavra created 
an American flag with stripes made out of 
35mm film: infrared, positive release and 
negative film. In Vavra’s work, instead of flying 
triumphantly on a pole, the American flag is 
rotated to the right and hangs like a banner; the 
stars are represented by little holes framed by 
grommets, and there are loose, dark fringes of 
Mylar framing the flag. Due to the transparency 
of the film, the flag looks vulnerable, as if it 
could suddenly dissolve. Vavra was commenting 
on the events of the time in America, such 
as the bicentennial celebrations and Richard 
Nixon’s impeachment.
 Vavra also used discarded technological 
materials for two other pieces, giving them 
an autobiographical touch. He made two self-
portraits, both of which were black and white 
photographic weavings (Figs. 2, 3). In one of 
them (1973; Fig. 2), Vavra used 15 strips of 
photographic film to create a double-exposure 
image: The young, long-haired artist is seen in 
the upper right corner of the composition with 

his left arm raised, his hand almost touching 
his hair, as if caught scratching the top of 
his head. A dark Ford van, with a sign saying 
Hastings Plumbing and Heating, heads down 
a road toward the horizon, from which the 
artist boy emerges, gigantic; the van was a gift 
from his dad. As with a textile, the 15 strips of 
photographic film placed horizontally make a 
warp, while vertical blank film strips transverse 
them, as if mingling the artist’s future with the 
present. Either unconsciously or merely as a 
result of the materials he had at hand, the white 
structure that frames the weaving is made of 
PVC tubes. As much as there is nostalgia in 
these self-portraits, there is also a space in 
which the hope of youth unfolds: hope in the 
future of the 1970s; hope in the gigantic dream 
of seeing oneself at the dawn of day, of time, in 
America.

 For Rudy Vavra, making art emerged out 
of making things: His first piece was a huge light 
brown oval weaving called Shield. Building a 
fence and a tree house, digging an underground 
refuge, and assembling sticks and feathers 
and wrapping them were some of his first 
experiments with aesthetic transformation. In 
the 1970s, in Texas, he bought cheap Mylar and 
computer tape that was being trashed by Texas 
A&M University and started experimenting 
with these materials. He went to a 10-acre 
pasture in Wellborn, placed several poles 
around the property and connected the poles 
with hundreds of feet of crisscrossing Mylar 
tape. He noticed that because the Mylar was so 
light, it would twist and move with the wind. At 
a certain moment, the tape started to vibrate 
and make a strange whirring sound; it also 
reflected the sunlight, creating a field of energy 
that temporarily transformed the landscape. 
 Throughout the 1970s, Vavra continued 
to use recently discarded computer tape and 
other tapes. A few works are highlights from 
that time: for example, Sampler (1974; Fig. 

4), an 8-by-8-foot plastic piece for which the 
artist wove together rows of soft, transparent 
plastic, sealed by grommets, and filled the 
rows with brown Mylar and black computer 
tape. Although it looked like a textile, the 
piece suggested a contradiction created by 
the juxtaposition of an American tradition 
with a high-end technology that was already 
being discarded. The title refers to a tradition 
in American female education dating from the 
early 1600s in which young girls learned and 
practiced basic needlework on small square 
textiles depicting religious and decorative 
motifs and often alphabets. These samplers 
were often showcased by a girl’s parents to 
demonstrate their daughter’s talent and status. 
Given that the Mylar and computer tape in 
Sampler had unseen data on it, Vavra thought of 
his hybrid textile as a reiteration of the weaving 
tradition despite the fact that the messages 
and the content of his “American sampler” were 
concealed in the piece, un-accessed. Because 
it would rest on the floor, Sampler was also a 
space modifier, in between furniture and art; 

1. Exploring Americanness and Technology: the 1970s 
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Fig. 1. Rudy Vavra, Film Flag, 1976. Woven 35 mm film, Mylar, 
brass grommets, clear plexiglass, 50 x 72 in. 

Fig. 2. Rudy Vavra, Self-portrait, 1973. Woven 35 mm film, PVC pipe, Mylar, brass 
grommets, 32 x 36 in. 
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Fig. 3. Rudy Vavra, Clowns and Zippers, 1975. Mixed media, 72 x 96 x 8 in. Fig. 4. Rudy Vavra, Sampler, 1974. Mixed media, 72 x 72 x 6 in. 
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designated geometric areas could be thought of 
as a meditation: It is part of a spiritual character 
that remains alive in Vavra’s practice to this day.  
 On the one hand, those discarded objects 
remained somehow attached to a tradition of 
landscape painting: Instead of strokes, there 
were textures inherently bound to the artificiality 
of each object; instead of painted volumes, 
there were tiny, medium-size or large objects 
emanating notions of spatiality and materiality. 
On the other hand, because the picture plane 
now occupied the horizontality of the floor, the 
viewer had to follow a path to find numerous 
perspectives and points of view in the work, 
and in doing so, she had both the experience of 
walking toward a “real” landscape and looking as 
if at the self-referential space of a painting. 
 Both the meticulous aspect of Vavra’s 
installations and the amount of walking 
necessary for the spectator to grasp the entire 
work could lead to myriad connections with 
spiritual, meditative methods in the Christian 
and Buddhist faiths. The promenade-provoking 
feature of the floor collages unleashed their quiet 
spirituality, akin to the tradition of designing 
temporary sawdust or colored sand carpets, 
over which Christian processions still walk, on 
streets across Latin American cities.  Through 
the assemblage of an artificial “like-natural” 
environment, Vavra was discussing not only 

space and plasticity, but also the resignification 
of those objects through an “introspective walk” 
around the work. 
 From the late 1970s throughout the early 
1980s, Vavra also created sculptural art objects 
with feathers and other organic and inorganic 
materials (1977; Fig. 8), made woven tapestries 
and painted exquisite watercolors that were in 
some sense reminiscent of his floor collages. 
He would cut the painted watercolor paper into 
strips and weave the strips together, creating 
delicate meshes of checkered patterns and 
abstract shapes filled with color (1984; Fig. 12). 
 In 1987, Vavra moved to New York 
City and, while pursuing his MFA, returned to 
painting with intensity. He experimented with 
embedding toys—from bulldozers to figurines 
to dinosaurs—as well as computer circuit boards 
in his paintings (Figs. 9, 10, 11). It was as if Vavra 
had inverted the picture plane again, as he had 
with the floor collages, and now what could be 
understood as environmental maquettes were 
hanging on walls: maps transformed into art. 
As in the floor collages and his early paintings, 
the natural landscape was evident: soil, land and 
dirt are the representational elements beneath 
the miniature bulldozers or circuit boards, but 
they are also vast masses of color—blue, yellow, 
green, terra-cotta—that expose the materiality 
and the texture of paint.

 While still living in Texas in the 1980s, 
inspired by trips to Utah, Vavra created paintings 
that were full of bright colors, intensively 
delineated volumes that coalesced into abstract 
landscapes. In these large-scale paintings—
sometimes made of three joined canvases 
on horizontal planes (1984; Fig. 5)—vertical 
formations are clearly recognizable, although 
they are mainly suggestive, as if sprouting 
from an alien planet or inhabiting a lost utopian 
time on Earth. Some of these works, such 
as Untitled (1985; Fig. 6), even remind us of 
Georgia O’Keeffe’s New Mexican landscapes: 
Viewers find a similar play of tensions between 
abstraction and figuration, familiar color palettes 
and pink and terra-cotta tones that refer to soil 
and mountains, although Vavra’s use of lines 
and marks and his adoption of bright colors 
convey bouncier, more playful atmospheres 
than O’Keeffe’s. Infused with organic motifs, the 
forms within his paintings sometimes resemble 
coral reefs; at other times, it is as if the artist has 
witnessed dreamlike fields or caves from which 
one can glance at an exuberant sunset outside. 
 In the mid-1980s, just after receiving 
his bachelor’s degree, when he was still based 
in Texas, Vavra was commissioned to create 
large, site-specific installations—which he 
called “floor collages”—in university exhibition 
spaces across the country, including at the 

University of Colorado at Colorado Springs, 
Louisiana Tech University and Texas A&M 
University. At that time, Vavra collected found 
neglected objects such as plastic flowers, plastic 
containers, packing Styrofoam and black film 
canisters and lids, all discarded or trashed; the 
artist would then draw geometric shapes with 
black or colored computer tape on the floors 
of the galleries, delineating specific areas for 
each group of found objects and meticulously 
arranging them over those areas (1983; Fig. 7). 
The resulting installations often achieved the 
appearance of lengthy tapestries around which 
the spectator had to circle in order to experience 
them. The relationship of these works with their 
surroundings was present in the appropriation of 
everyday objects that were not only repurposed 
and resignified to occupy the domain of art, but 
also arranged and grouped according to plastic 
and spatial qualities. Because of the length and 
scale of these installations, the artist was able 
to translate the slow process of painting into 
an accumulative method of selecting objects 
based not only on their function, but also on 
their texture, volume and materiality. Looking 
at photographs of those installations, one sees 
the floor taken over by objects of different 
colors and shapes that nonetheless have been 
harmoniously “curated.” The selection process 
involved in arranging those objects across the 

2. From Abstraction and Back Again: the 1980s
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Fig. 5. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1984. Oil on canvas, 96 x 144 in.
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Fig. 6.  Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1985. Oil on canvas, 48 x 134 in.
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Fig. 7. Rudy Vavra, Floor Collage, 1983. Mixed media, 20 x 45 ft. Texas A&M University. Fig. 8. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1977. Wood, horsehair, wool, feathers, steel, 60 x 30 x 18 in. 
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Fig. 10. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1988. Oil on canvas on wood with plastic toys and circuit boards, 
42 x 46 x 6 in.

Fig. 9. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1988. Oil on canvas on wood with plastic toys, 42 x 46 x 6 in. 
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Fig. 12. Rudy Vavra, Woven Watercolor, 1984. Watercolor on Arches paper, 
22 x 30 in. 

Fig. 11. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1988. Oil on canvas on wood with plastic toys, 30 x 48 x 6 in.
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color. But land art, either more or less tragically, 
appropriated nature, or the vast “wastelands” 
of the American countryside, carrying the 
contradictions between destroying and 
manipulating and at the same time “worshiping” 
nature and seeking to enter its spiritual, or at 
least “mysterious,” domain. Nomadic, inspired 
by ancient, indigenous or quasi-dystopian 
themes, those 1960s and 1970s practices 
constituted the forefront of a moment wherein 
American artists used nature to escape art 
institutional spaces. Vavra, however, returning 
to painting in the 1990s, did not need to 
pledge allegiance to those early “terraforming” 
impulses and intervention-based tendencies.
 In addition to their mingling of the 
human-made and nature-made, Vavra’s object 
paintings presented tensions between weighty 
and light, tough and soft, wild and quiet. In 
Untitled (1994; Fig. 16) the artist used brownish 
tones of oil paint and wax to cover the canvas’s 
surface entirely. In the upper left corner of the 
painting he placed a large, heavy, textured 
gray rock over a small painted yellow square in 
relief. The rock is attached to the canvas with 
wires, which are visible around it, as if from 
that combination of rock and wire has emerged 
an ancient human tool. Around the painted 
yellow square, one can see slight scratches over 
the velvetlike brown surface, drawn lines that 

converse with the wires around the rock. On 
the lower left side of the canvas, the artist has 
hung a tiny, round white rock––delicate, shy. 
The space between the rocks seems to become 
a space for a prayer, a territory of balance when 
facing adversity, a domain that shelters the 
tough and wild and the round, quiet and simple: 
a sun and a moon. 
 For the occasion of the exhibition About 
Landscape at the Wexner Center for the Arts 
in Ohio, curator Sarah Rogers-Lafferty wrote 
about this body of work: 

…Vavra’s stones are generic—metaphors for the 
first tool.…Nature here is defined in human terms 
not by reference to natural cycles. The paintings 
themselves are the result of a more deliberate 
process. Layer upon layer of oil paint and wax 
is meticulously applied to achieve a precise 
balance of tonal value, spatial depth and texture. 
The resulting pictorial fields are moody, and 
occasionally romantic, abstracted landscapes––
sometimes an atmospheric, turbulent haze and 
sometimes an ominous, impenetrable wall.(4)

4 Sarah Rogers-Lafferty, About Landscape: Mary Beyt, 
Tom Czarnopys, Rudy Vavra, Wexner Center for the Arts, 
1991. 

 It was in 1990, after Vavra earned his 
MFA at the School of Visual Arts, that not 
only the nature-inspired themes, but also the 
spiritual atmosphere of his practice reinhabited 
his painting. Instead of representing organic 
forms or incorporating discarded objects as in 
the past, Vavra’s works from this time literally 
“carried” nature on them. The artist started 
using canvases of different sizes—16” x 24” to 
96” x 108”—painting them in tones of yellow, 
lighter or darker brownish hues, neutral or dirt 
white. Over those satinlike surfaces, he would 
place organic materials found in nature, such as 
stones and sticks. 
 The artist started collecting stones and 
branches during walks, letting them sit in his 
studio until he suddenly realized how to unite 
them with his paintings. The type of placement 
differed for each work, but Vavra would often 
create punctures on the oil-painted surfaces 
and hang up to a dozen heavy, rounded stones 
of various sizes along the canvases. At other 
times, a bundle of sticks or a solitary stone 
would appear in the middle of a painted surface, 
creating a clear tension between the toughness 
of the organic material and the nuanced, 
delicate color field (Figs. 13-19). 
 In one of the most astonishing works 
from that period, Vavra painted a very large 
canvas (1993; Fig. 13) in dark brown, ocher and 

blue paint; delicate, satinlike depths emerge 
from the color field as if the viewer is facing 
foggy or liquid spaces that dialogue with the 
light that shines over them. The canvas leans 
against the wall, resting on two long slabs 
of grayish stone that Vavra laid on the floor, 
one over the other, both exceeding in length 
the borders of the canvas. A pear-shaped, 
vertically poised white stone sits in the center 
on a squared slab similar to the other two. 
Three different universes coexist: A space for 
imagination is created out of the disparity 
between a color field’s emission and reflection 
of light; an architectonic space is represented 
by the stone slabs, which look like steps leading 
into the canvas; and finally there is the white 
stone, anthropomorphic, only subtly groomed.
 One can think of Robert Smithson’s site/
non-site pieces and the legacy of American land 
art as historical references for these works, but 
Vavra, free from the theoretical discourses of 
the 1970s, instead created an affective space. 
This kind of space is less apparent in works that 
interfere directly with nature, such as Michael 
Heizer’s Double Negative (1969), Smithson’s 
Spiral Jetty (1970) or Walter De Maria’s The 
Lightning Field (1977), though a certain appeal 
for an affectionate spirituality appeared in 
practices such as James Turrell’s site-specific and 
overwhelming experimentations with light and 

3. A Minimalistic Spirituality: the 1990s 



28 29

 As Rogers-Lafferty articulates, the 
stones and slabs can suggest the human hand, 
even though it is a minimal touch, a touch of 
craft, a touch of being native to a land. In Vavra’s 
case, these contradictions between the natural 
and the human-made are aesthetic, without 
environmental impact: Whereas stones refer 
to a changed nature, the color field suggests a 
space for a fictional nature created by humans, 
and both are in-between domains. These 
works could be spaces for prayers, rituals or 
ceremonies, but in the sense that they do not 
subscribe to a specific religious tradition, they 
whisper a neutral, minimalistic spirituality to 
viewers (1991; Fig. 14).
 For many reasons, these paintings 
represent a crucial moment in the artist’s career. 
First, they disclose a clear, pronounced clash 
between the artificial and the natural, mediated 
by the spiritual. Second, although Vavra’s 

practice has always been about abstraction, 
through those color fields he performed 
the highest degree of abstraction, in which 
pure color is void of signification: The color 
fields become natural emanations, free from 
representation but still devoted to living, organic 
phenomena. While in Vavra’s previous work one 
could identify predominance of soil (5)—either 
as a theme or in his use of color palettes—
now one could imagine those paintings’ color 
fields as something liquid, a mist or noise, not 
necessarily bound to either the horizontality 
or the verticality central to the tradition of 
landscape painting.

5 Later in 2005, Vavra collected dirt, found or sent 
to him from around the country, and used entire 
buckets of it to create dirt paintings, inspired by Robert 
Rauschenberg, who, in the 1950s, while in his twenties, 
made paintings using black tar. 

Fig. 13. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1993. Oil, wax on canvas on wood with stone, 84 x 87 x 28 in..
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Fig. 14.  Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1991. Oil, wax on canvas on wood with stone, sticks, and 
steel, 60 x 72 x 14 in. 

Fig. 15. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1993. Oil, wax on canvas on wood with stone, sticks and 
steel, 66 x 72 x 12 in.
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 Fig. 16. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1994. Oil, wax on canvas on wood with stone and steel, 96 x 
108 x 12 in.

Fig. 17. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1991. Oil, wax on canvas on wood with stone, sticks and steel, 
60 x 72 x 14 in.



34 35

Fig. 18. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1993. Oil, wax on canvas on wood with stones, sticks, and steel, 
72 x 54 x 16in.

Fig. 19. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 1992. Oil, wax on canvas on wood with stone and steel, 
60 x 68 x 14 in.
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 Spirituality, abstraction and nature, 
although acquiring renewed contours, have 
accompanied the artist to his most recent 
iteration, a practice of color painting via mark-
making, which has lasted ten years. It started in 
1998, when Vavra left New York City and moved 
to Rhinebeck, NY, in the Hudson Valley. He and 
his wife bought a 19th-century Greek Revival 
house and barn on eight acres. Vavra spent 
several years repairing the house and renovating 
and converting the barn into his studio. 
 The barn’s renovation, as well as the 
maintenance of the property’s woods and grassy 
fields, would result in a new moment in Vavra’s 
practice. He began making random marks with 
paint over canvas, infusing the canvas with 
color and covering it almost completely. This 
gave birth to a series of more than 20 paintings, 
created between 2008 and 2010, that were 
highly gestural, with mixed tones of different 
colors. Some of the first ones had more negative 
spaces in them than the 2010–2016 series 
of paintings, in which several layers of color 
and strokes accumulate, occupying the entire 
surfaces of the canvases. 
 As if retrieving the loaded legacy of 
postwar American abstractionism, since 2007 
Vavra has been revisiting and rethinking a few 
contradictions that have permeated his entire 
practice. Unlike his minimalist spiritual paintings 

from the 1990s, which were “as if” sites for 
prayers, this new series of gestural paintings 
are materialized prayers: They emphasize the 
marks and the colors and look like contained 
sounds and flashes of light, inscriptions that 
narrate conversations.
  Each painting starts with a decision, or a 
passion, for a color; each offers a predominant 
tonality—an orange painting, a yellow painting, 
a blue one, a pink one, a green one. This 
predominant color emerges after an almost 
random process of mark-making on the canvas: 
Round, curvilinear, sinuous, twisted and 
winding marks accumulate over the surface, on 
and on. After each layer is done, the process 
becomes less “random,” slower, and the artist 
spends more time deciding where to interfere 
again with the color through mark-making. The 
results are often paintings in which territories 
of color, puddles of nuances, proliferate—as if a 
Monet lake had just encountered a Rothko color 
field. Nature is everywhere, but also nowhere in 
the sense that there is not a stone, or sticks, or 
bulldozers placed over painted representations 
of landscapes, to remind the viewer of the 
artist’s relationship with nature. Instead of a 
straightforward statement about nature, what 
exists here is an atmosphere as well as the 
affective space one experiences when being in 
nature.

4. Natural Emanations and Aesthetics of Grooming: 
2007-present 

 Fig. 20. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2008. Oil on canvas, 48 x 66 in.
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 In one of his red paintings from 2008 
(2008; Fig. 20), Vavra used dozens of tonalities 
to reach an idea of red, an emanation of red: 
Strokes of burgundy dance amidst orange and 
brownish tones on the top of the canvas, from 
right to left, from left to right, up and down. 
With no beginning or end, the red mutates and 
flows; there is only depth and perception, as if 
the nuances were moving along one’s body and 
within one’s eye. Sometimes a pond of orange 
gathers in the middle of the canvas, like a flower 
or a heart, sprouting from pinkish strokes that 
embrace the orange, molding, sculpting and 
caressing it; at other times, a yellow splash 
introduces a layer of brown into a corner, as if 
a drop of water mirrored a vague idea of leaves 
trembling in the woods. Together, these zones 
vibrate, pounding and resonating, in a silent 
rhythm that comes alive through the eyes, a 
radiant and impetuous music. 
 In a more recent yellow painting  (2016; 
Fig. 21), circular strokes dance as if moving from 
the upper part of the canvas to the lower area; 
it is as if they are moving to increase in size and 
to take up more space. Some strokes slightly 
resemble letters. It is as if, from the bottom of 
the painting, a fountain has just splashed out 
different yellow tones, bright and then quickly 
becoming darker or egg-yolk-colored, and those 
gestures are climbing to the top of the piece. 
Some of the strokes are creamier, smoother, 
than the letterlike ones; they create a space of 

coziness that encounters the energized dancing 
strokes, swirling and spinning. 
 Vavra creates entire families of these 
paintings, working simultaneously on up to six 
works. One could think that these works are 
about color and color only, or about gesture 
and gesture only—and they are. Looking at 
them, one achieves the pleasure of entering 
that fictional world of color, texture and light. 
One can imagine the sounds they would make: 
jazzy, classical, romantic. One can spend 
long minutes entering the materiality of each 
stroke, each color, and the complex mesh of 
textures that emanates from them. The eye 
begins an immersive adventure following the 
nuances of each piece of color, noticing the 
way in which light makes ephemeral marks on 
the canvas. All the aspects canonized and later 
dismantled, existing in the legacy of American 
abstractionism, are laid bare and ready for 
the pleasure of the viewer, who can choose to 
escape the dark, anesthetized spaces of the 
touchscreens that surround her. 
 These features encompass the aesthetics 
of these paintings, but they also point to a 
subtle process that has followed the artist 
throughout his life: grooming nature. In the 
early 1970s, Vavra went into a pasture in Texas 
and wrapped Mylar around a tall stand of grass 
he saw in the wild (1970; Fig. 22). It was a quick 
gesture, an exchange of familiarity between an 
already fading technology, computer tape, and 

Fig. 21. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2016. Oil on canvas, 48 x 66 in.
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the natural landscape. The grass was six feet 
tall, and after Vavra enveloped it, it acquired an 
anthropomorphic quality, as if it could now talk 
back. For Vavra, grooming through aesthetics, 
making things borrowed from nature, has 
been a continuous mode of creating that has 
been transferred into his current paintings. 
Although there is nothing representational or 
conceptual that suggests that these paintings 
make reference to the natural environment 
of his property, to notice Vavra’s grooming 
of the land and the woods is to understand 
that the arrangements he makes in nature, 
transforming the wild, are essentially related 
to the contradictions between the apparent 
“randomness” and “spontaneity” of the 
mark-making process of his paintings and the 
precision and decisions inherent in the process. 
Of this, the artist has said: 

I’ve always had this fascination with the word 
“contradiction,” and I’ve always had an interest 
in the relationship between opposites. One of the 
things that really excites me on our property when 
we are walking down into the wetlands is the 
stone wall that I built there. There’s a real thrill 
to me to have a very controlled, very groomed 
thing that comes right up to a very wild and 
natural thing. Those two things get in relationship 
to each other. You can be in that space, and in 
terms of landscape, you can walk right up to that 
stone wall. You have all this information and a 
greater appreciation for the wild and a greater 
appreciation for the groomed. You can think 
of it as if they were zones; there are different 

experiences as you come up to the wall. And as 
you stand closer to that line, you start seeing new 
relationships, you discover new things.

 Just like that, in describing a walk across 
his property—a universe between the wild and 
the groomed—Vavra articulates the tensions 
between a spirituality that comes from nature 
and the experience of the natural space one 
could already identify in his early site-specific 
installations and the placement of stones on 
canvases. The intimacy with the wild, the 
minimal interventions in nature depicted by his 
object-paintings of the 1990s, changed when 
the artist learned how to reconcile time in nature 
with time inside his studio:

There’s not much difference for me between 
making a painting and making a stone wall, 
cutting the grass and making a drawing... .So 
when I came here [moved upstate]…one of the 
dangers for me was being seduced out of my 
studio to the outdoors. After I moved, I spent more 
time out there than I spent in here [the studio].… 
And then I learned about the relationship between 
the two [grooming nature and making a painting] 
and, in a way, that there was a time for me to 
paint and a time for me to build a stone wall. I 
don’t think I’ve learned this consciously—I think 
I’ve learned this inside myself—because I’ve 
become aware that painting, and building the 
stone wall or cutting grass, were making each 
other better.

Fig. 22. Rudy Vavra, Tall, c. 1970. Computer Mylar tape and grass, 6 ft.



42 43

 While his paintings have become more 
and more abstract, Vavra’s sculptural practice 
has gone into the actual grooming of nature, 
though the viewer gets only the final result 
of this mode of living. Whereas in the 1990s 
the affective space was mysterious, sacred 
and a bit gloomy, today these ponds of color 
celebrate, through the aesthetics of grooming, 
the most exquisite properties of nature. These 
current works still suggest a desire for an 
affective space, but it is now a delicate space 
that offers light, sound and movement, that 
could create the feeling of going for a walk in 
the woods. Instead of representing nature, 

these paintings emanate nature. 
 The word “emanation” comes from the 
Latin emanatio, or the Latin past participle 
emanare, which means “to flow out, to spring 
out of.” The term is also related to the word 
“aura,” which in Latin means “breeze, air” and 
in English means “a subtle emanation around 
living beings.” Emanations are amorphous 
substances, imagined or natural; they float 
around us, requiring us to sense their presence. 
An emanation can be understood as a space 
between feelings and materiality, something 
only graspable through intuition, half-animal 
and half-human: a sensorial celebration.

Fig. 23. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2008. Oil on canvas, 36 x 66 in.
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Fig. 24. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2013. Oil on canvas, 48 x 66 in. Fig. 25. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2014. Oil on canvas, 48 x 66 in.
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Fig. 26. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2016. Oil on canvas, 50 x 84 in. Fig. 27. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2014. Oil on canvas, 48 x 66 in.
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Fig. 26. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2008. Oil on canvas, 48 x 66 in. Fig. 27. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2008. Oil on canvas,48 x 66 in.
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Fig. 28. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2016. Oil on canvas, 28 x 30 in. Fig. 29. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2016. Oil on canvas, 32 x 38 in.



52 53

Fig. 30. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2016. Oil on canvas, 32 x 34 in.
Fig. 31. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2016. Oil on canvas, 24 x 26 in.
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Fig. 32. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2013. Oil on canvas, 28 x 30 in.

Fig. 33. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2016. Oil on canvas,24 x 28 in.
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Fig. 34. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2007. Oil on canvas, 48 x 48 in. Fig. 35. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2007. Oil on canvas, 48 x 48 in.
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Fig. 36. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2013. Graphite and charcoal on paper, 22 x 30 in.

Fig. 37. Rudy Vavra, Untitled, 2014. Graphite and charcoal on paper, 15 x 18 in.
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