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May 7–June 20, 2015
Capitol Skyline Hotel Lounge
10 I (Eye) Street SW
Washington, DC, 20024

Hothouse: ImPRINT, a juried, group exhibition of works by WPA member artists,
aims to highlight the personal creative process through visual art in combination
with written language.
Juried by Robert Bettmann, Hothouse: ImPRINT highlights the creative work of WPA member artists Damon
Arhos, Fallon Chase, Michael Fischerkeller, Jennifer Pizzillo, Maryanne Pollock, Rebecca Silberman, and
Sylvie van Helden. Complementary to and enhancing the exhibition experience, each participating artist worked
with editor Robert Bettmann to develop and publish an article, which was published in the arts magazine
Bourgeon, about their own work and creative process.
Hothouse: imPRINT is made possible through a partnership with the non-profit Day Eight and the support of the
DC Commission on the Arts and Humanities. You can learn more about Day Eight at www.DayEight.org and read
articles by the participating artists at www.bourgeononline.com

ABOUT THE JUROR
Robert Bettmann edited the recently published book Bourgeon: Fifty Artists Write About Their Work and wrote
Somatic Ecology: Somatics, Nature, Humanity and the Human Body. When time permits, he writes for popular
and scholarly outlets, including the Huffington Post, Americans for the Arts Artsblog, and the DanceUSA ejournal.

ABOUT HOTHOUSE
Hothouse is a series of exhibitions, installations, and events organized by Washington Project for the Arts and
take place in the Capitol Skyline Hotel. Created as a way to provide new opportunities for WPA member artists

!
and forge new connections within DC’s creative communities, Hothouse presents member-initiated programming
on a regular basis.

ABOUT WPA
Washington Project for the Arts is a non-profit organization whose mission is to serve a catalyst for
contemporary art. WPA supports artists at all stages of their career and promotes contemporary art by
presenting exhibitions, issues, and ideas that stimulate public dialogue on art and culture. Since its founding
in 1975, WPA has showcased the works of thousands of artists and has reached hundreds of thousands of
visitors and viewers with its programs and projects.
Major support for WPA comes from its members, Board of Directors, invaluable volunteers, and by
generous contributions from numerous individuals and the DC Commission on the Arts & Humanities, an
agency supported in part by the National Endowment for the Arts, The Morris & Gwendolyn Cafritz
Foundation, Abramson Family Foundation, Anonymous, Arlington Cultural Affairs, Asmar, Schor & McKenna
PLLC, Susan & Dixon Butler, Peggy Cooper Cafritz, Capitol Skyline Hotel, The Chesapeake Framing
Company, Clark Construction, DC Office of Planning, DCRE Residential, Delucchi Plus, Ditto Residential, Dr.
Joan M. Fallon Family Foundation, Forest City Washington, Nadine Gabai-Botero & Luis Botero, Raymond
Garcia, Carol Brown Goldberg & Henry Goldberg, Graham Holdings Company, Michael Gross & Shelly
Singer, Hickok Cole Architects, Giselle & Ben Huberman, The JBG Companies, Kirkland & Ellis LLP, Yvette
Kraft, La Palina Cigars, Meredith Margolis & Gary Goodweather, Mark G. Anderson Consultants, Inc.,
Marshfield Associates, Mary Snider State Farm Insurance Agency, Sophia McCrocklin & Bill Isaacson,
Microsoft, National Endowment for the Arts, NextGen LED, NoMa Business Improvement District, Bill &
Alison Paley, William S. Paley Foundation, Peacock Cafe, ripe, Robert Shields Interiors, Robert Shapiro,
Sheppard, Mullin, Richter & Hampton LLP, Shinola, Sigal Construction, Amanda & Earl W. Stafford, Andres
Tremols & Michael Reamy, and Kim & Timothy Ward.
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WINDOWS
By Damon Arhos

Damon Arhos, Cyan & Orange 2 (detail), 2014.

One of my earliest memories is of a dense thunderstorm in my hometown of Austin, Texas. Recalling that memory
motivated me to try treating my paints as rain, and my canvases as windowpanes.
For more than a year now I’ve mixed acrylic paint and water and watched – over and over again – as gravity forces the
viscous substance down the surface. The process is enlivening for me as it emphasizes the intricacies that exist
between background, foreground and everything in-between.
As the paint runs down the canvas it creates puddles of pigment on the tarp I put down to protect the studio floor. I
didn’t plan for these series to be an exploration of gravity, surface, and water, but they are. Each piece represents a
window with paint caught like rain running down its surface.
I’m currently applying the process to works on wood. Applying both stain and paint these canvases emanate color from
the wood fibers and the viscous drips that I apply. I’m also experimenting with holding everyday objects up to the
surface, which forces the stain and paint into unusual trajectories down the surface of a canvas.
I’ve been interested in the confluence of the ordinary and the accidental for some time. Back in 1998 I dug through a
box of family photos that my mother had collected and selected some as bases for paintings, often choosing to
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deconstruct figures and objects and occasionally adding in surreal elements. After my mother’s passing in 2010 I
shredded documents (from her life) and integrated them into mixed media pieces as a way of exploring the meaning of
physical traces. I also used family photos in some of those compositions, photocopying and layering them with paint
and sections of metal screen. With those works I transitioned into abstraction – an approach that continues to be the
focus of my art practice today.
It was the process of ordinary observation that motivated me to begin creating artwork nearly 20 years ago, and above
all else I am grateful for the opportunity to pursue my passion for art each and every day. As time passes and our busy
lives continue, how do we direct our attention? We see some things. We ignore others. Many appealing objects exist
right before our eyes yet we often don’t see anything.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Damon Arhos, a native of Austin, TX, Damon Arhos is a studio art MFA candidate at Maryland Institute College of Art
(MICA) in Baltimore. His abstract work is inspired by natural forms and environmental themes -- an approach that
bridges structure and spontaneity. His work has been included in numerous exhibitions including Strathmore Hall
Foundation (Bethesda, MD), Foundry Gallery (Washington, DC), City of Austin People’s Gallery (Austin, TX), Plano Art
Association (Plano, TX), and the Barrett Art Center (Poughkeepsie, NY), among others. A frequent collaborator on artistic
projects, Arhos’ affiliations have included DC Arts Studios and Washington Printmakers Gallery in Washington, DC, as
well as Art Alliance Austin, the Umlauf Sculpture Garden & Museum, and the Pump Project Art Complex. Arhos currently
lives and works in the DC metro area.
More informaton at: https://www.wpadc.org/artist/damon-arhos
This article was produced and published in the arts magazine Bourgeon with the support of the DC Commission on the
Arts and Humanities within a partnership between Day Eight and the Washington Project for the Arts in conjunction with
WPA's Hothouse: ImPRINT exhbition that will be open from May 7–June 20, 2015 at the Capitol Skyline Hotel.
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LITTLE GIRLY WORLDS
By Fallon Chase

Fallon Chase, Things to Tell You (detail), 2015.

I’m fine admitting that my work most closely resembles the notebook of a middle school girl. The pink, purple and gray
could be conglomerations of botanical doodles made with gel pens on seventh grade math homework. I enjoy
challenging what is important enough to go into a painting and want to give space to the girly vocabulary and
symbolism of hearts, stars, and flowers.
The painting I’m working on now is stretched out flat on my studio floor like a rug. Hearts, stars, and vine clusters
obscure a tablet of words. Around my studio are photos cut from fashion magazines and the old cut up soda cans I use
to hold my painting mixtures. A pile of glitter sits near the canvas.
My studio is the attic/loft area where I live (in Herndon, Virginia.) Although I grew up in the area I’ve only been in this
studio since last May, after finishing my BFA in painting and literature at Maryland Institute College of Art (MICA) in
Baltimore. I love watching the sky change color through the two skylights in my studio space. At midday the sun makes
bright marks on the floor that slowly crawl up the walls; I wish it could stay the rich ultramarine blue (that comes right
before the pink sunrise) all day long.
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I live at the end of the metro line and the commute to and from my day job is long. I frequently use the time to draw —
grids and arrays of hearts, stars, or flowers. I almost always begin my paintings by working through the patterns I’ve
made in transit with marker on paper – often on the white borders of glossy fashion magazines.
In my studio I transfer the patterns onto blank canvas. I always start on un-stretched raw canvas, bigger than I think I
may need, and build up the image with oil paint, collage, and image transfers. The paintings grow slowly and organically
as I add bits here and there and the last step is stretching the canvas for display.
I find the patterns I use in the world around me, drawing inspiration from textiles, nature and art history. I’m excited by
city trees covered in sugary ice, a patterned blouse glimpsed on a train platform, soggy moss eating up an old gray
stone, an exquisite, embroidered couture dress, kid’s art’s and crafts, those little lit up nooks that blur by deep in the
metro tunnels… Worlds nestled inside other worlds, places made of the same stuff but dazzling with a disorienting
other-ness. It’s these moments of disappearing from the known that I try to capture in my work, like little hidden
pockets of garden.
As I paint the patterns become form, sometimes growing into landscapes, tablets, or tapestries. Stories begin to
accidentally make their way into the work. Words too can become a sort of pattern and letters, secret messages,
memories, and things I’m reading often make their way in. The paintings are my little worlds, equal parts fiction,
memory, and the illogical constructions of patterns seen and imagined.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Fallon Chase, originally from Northern Virginia, graduated in May 2014 with a BFA in painting and a minor in literary
studies from MICA (Maryland Institute College of Art) in Baltimore, MD. During her time there, she received multiple
academic and painting department scholarships. As well, her writings on art and literature have been published in the
Baltimore City Paper. Her work has been shown throughout Baltimore, DC, and VA and she now lives in the DC area,
paints, reads, and works at a museum.
More information at: https://www.wpadc.org/artist/fallon-chase
This article was produced and published in the arts magazine Bourgeon with the support of the DC Commission on the
Arts and Humanities within a partnership between Day Eight and the Washington Project for the Arts in conjunction with
WPA's Hothouse: ImPRINT exhbition that will be open from May 7–June 20, 2015 at the Capitol Skyline Hotel.

2 of 2

HOTHOUSE: IMPRINT
!

A juried group exhibition of works by WPA member artists
that aims to highlight the personal creative process through
visual art in combination with written language.
A copy of this article is available at:
https://www.wpadc.org/news?f[0]=field_tags%3A348

DUE PROCESS
By Michael Fischerkeller

Michael Fischerkeller, False Sense of Privacy (Patriot Act II) (detail).

Taking from others has a bad reputation, but I believe in appropriation, and use it as a central element in building my
compositions. Appropriating art historical images within my compositions allows me to use juxtaposition and context in
a way I find particularly satisfying. I resonate with the statement by filmmaker Jean-Luc Godard, “It’s not where you take
things from – it’s where you take them to.”
I look to create dialogue between history and cultural iconography through the appropriations, and through the
dialogue, contemporary meaning.
I’m in the midst of producing a 5-painting series commenting on the PATRIOT Act. An appropriated female (in a
vulnerable state) is the centerpiece of the first completed painting in the series. Flaming June, from Sir Frederic
Leighton’s 1895 artwork of that name, is a figure sleeping in a near-fetal position, dressed in a semi-transparent gown.
In my work, Uncle Sam peers over a wall at June.
In case you’re not familiar with the PATRIOT Act, Section 215 (of 170 sections totaling 342 pages) enables vastly
expanded government surveillance powers. The Act challenges our rights to privacy and due process, and in various
ways I’m expressing my concerns through this series.
I really like the transparency effect from Flaming June’s gown, and I’ve been playing with carrying that transparency on
the figure through all of the paintings in this series. Last month I created “False Sense of Privacy” using a figure from
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John William Godward’s 1903 painting “Girl in Yellow Drapery”. The figure’s pose and the color palette of her dress hint
at intimacy and I’m using her to make a statement about how it is in our most intimate moments that we are most
vulnerable to invasions of privacy.
Aspects of legal due process (obscured by the PATRIOT Act) are inspiring the piece I’m creating now, which I’m calling,
“False Belief in Due Process”. I’m searching for the right art historical images to base the work on, and have been
playing with options. I mostly use Google for my image research. I generally work in the evenings and on weekends
after other responsibilities have been tended to, i.e., family time, to-do lists, and so on. I work in my house, finding the
images, putting together and cutting stencils in one room and spray painting in my garage. I hope you’ll come to the
upcoming Hothouse: imPRINT exhibit opening and let me know what you think of the work.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Michael Fischerkeller was born in Pittsburgh, PA in 1961. He received his Ph.D. in Political Science, from The Ohio State
University in 1996. After purchasing a piece of street art in the Summer of 2014, he was inspired to create, to try and
elucidate through art what have become increasingly complex political, social, and economic issues. Fischerkeller has
exhibited across the United States, including exhibits that focus on art’s role in highlighting contemporary social issues.
Locally his work has been shown at the Art League Gallery in Alexandria, VA, Touchstone Gallery and Hill Center
Gallery in Washington, DC, Gateway Arts Center in Brentwood, MD and Washington ArtWorks Gallery in Rockville, MD.
He lives and works in Upper Marlboro, MD.
More information at: https://www.wpadc.org/artist/michael-fischerkeller
This article was produced and published in the arts magazine Bourgeon with the support of the DC Commission on the
Arts and Humanities within a partnership between Day Eight and the Washington Project for the Arts in conjunction with
WPA's Hothouse: ImPRINT exhbition that will be open from May 7 –June 20, 2015 at the Capitol Skyline Hotel.
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SALTED TRICKERY
By Jennifer Pizzillo

Jennifer Pizzillo, Salt-aire (detail), 2015.

I’m working on a set of drawings that use some trickery with salt. I flood the surface of a really nice thick smooth piece
of paper with watercolor until it almost seems too wet, and then I place piles of kosher salt on the wet surface. The salt
sucks up color giving the surface a funky lichen effect. Once completely dry, I scrape off the salt and start working on
the surface with acrylic ink applied by a dip pen.
I love pen and ink for its sublime line making potential, but it is a risky way to work because even a slight bump can ruin
a whole piece. Oil paintings are pretty easy to fix: you just scrape up the mistake, add a layer, or paint over it, and your
flub is fixed. With acrylic ink you really can’t fix the missteps, but with a steady hand and dose of good fortune you can
get a slightly raised, slightly shiny, silky line quality that’s really lovely.
I was born in Pittsburgh just as the manufacturing industry there was crumbling. When I was about 10 we moved to a
small town in Western Maryland and I don’t know how well I fit in. It was the kind of place where everyone seemed to
be distant cousins. No one went to dangerous places like Baltimore, or Washington, and even though I spent 8 years
going to school there I still felt like an outsider when I graduated.
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I went back to Pittsburgh for a year in college to attend Chatham College. I spent more time with my grandparents and
made great friends and got to know the city again. I loved living there. I transferred to Towson to finish my art degree
but I still visit Pittsburgh often to see family and friends, and I sort of always wished I never had move away from there.
My husband and I like to travel and even those short trips north help me remember that DC is not really the center of
the universe.
I don’t make art for provocation, or to advocate for feminism, or abused victims or the powerless, or to express political
rage, or to tell my sad stories or to exorcize demons. For me, art is exploration, itch scratching, mental maintenance and
creative noodle exercise. I make things and then they pile up and I occasionally show them to other people, and
sometimes I offer them for sale to make money to buy more stuff so I can keep up with my art itching. Life is
complicated; art really isn't for me.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Jennifer Pizzillo is a graduate of Towson University. Her work is concentrated on assembling pleasing color palates and
striking pattern in order to produce something visually stimulating. Through the practice of mark making, the effect of
mixing textures and media, and the translucence of layering, she aims to create a harmonious patterned aesthetic that
incorporates a wide swath of materials, surfaces, and techniques. She lives and works in Montgomery County,
Maryland.
More information at: https://www.wpadc.org/artist/jennifer-pizzillo
This article was produced and published in the arts magazine Bourgeon with the support of the DC Commission on the
Arts and Humanities within a partnership between Day Eight and the Washington Project for the Arts in conjunction with
WPA's Hothouse: ImPRINT exhbition that will be open from May 7–June 20, 2015 at the Capitol Skyline Hotel.
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WHITE DESERT
By Maryanne Pollock

Maryanne Pollock, Crossing Over (detail), 2012.

My first creations were small and elaborate villages that I made for ants. On the Scottish side of my family I come from a
line of creatives, architects and engineers… practically minded people. My Irish grandparents came over during the
potato famine and I believe that lineage framed my conviction to stand up for the underdog and helps explain why my
current project is important to me.
The project is an intergenerational art installation initiated by the University of Maryland and The Barrie School with an
elder care facility located near the school called Winter Growth. The Barrie students and the seniors of Winter Growth
are working with me to envision what a refuge means, to transform those understandings into drawings, and to print
large panels of fabric that will be assembled into a tent structure. Our hope is to build awareness of global refugee-ism
due to war, famine, poverty, and climate change, and to bridge some gaps between the “us” of the developed world
and “them” in the underdeveloped world. We are all vulnerable in the world today.
Specifically, we are constructing an 8 foot square multi-faceted, printed, and painted tent. The tent represents our
common human need for shelter, privacy, protection, and safety, as well as beauty and remembrance. The project will
culminate in a community picnic on Barrie’s grounds, and during the picnic attendees can face-time with refugee
children (here and abroad), support student-driven fundraising, and enjoy hands-on printmaking demonstrations.
Hopefully we will realize an aspect of many childhood dreams, where the tent is a place for the imagination to run free.
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I first envisioned a series of illuminated tents almost twenty years ago. I went to Egypt shortly after the end of my
professional training, and lived and worked there for six years. Egypt was a crossroads and hotbed for international
cultures, and I found a generosity of spirit and lively intellectual discourse. While I was there I travelled in the white
desert, 60 miles from Libya, with a group of Bedouins. I was drawn to their collaborative and nomadic lifestyle, and
something about the quieted voices in the night after long hours of feasting, singing, and dancing awakened childhood
memories. I had always wanted to live in a hut or a tent somewhere in Africa and there I was actually living my dream.
With the current project I’m trying to bring that feeling to Barrie, and Winter Growth.
As a teenager I used to skip school and take the train by myself to University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia and spend
hours studying in the octagonal shaped library there. I later studied at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, the
oldest art school in America and the Tyler School of Art. As a youngster, every time I went to the Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology at the University of Pennsylvania, I dreamed of being an Egyptologist.
I’ve travelled a lot my whole life and have always had the practice of making small works on paper to capture the light
and narratives of my journeys. Some of these studies are inspirations for the panels for the illuminated tent series I’m
working on now.
I’ve been a full time abstract painter, printmaker, textile artist and art educator for years. By necessity I’ve made a
practice of leaping, and learning to trust that the net would appear — or in this case, the tent.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Maryanne Pollock is a graduate of Tyler School of Art in Philadelphia. She received her BFA and continued her studies
at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, the Corcoran College of Art + Design, and through graduate studies in
painting at the American University. Pollock is an international, full-time artist and art educator with many years of
teaching experience at institutions, including The Phillips Collection, DC Public Libraries, and DC Public Schools. She is
represented by the Ralls Collection in Washington, DC; Galerie Mourlot and SkotoGallery in New York, NY, and
Genoma Contemporary in Venice, Italy. The artist has lived and worked in her studio in an historic building in Adams
Morgan, Washington, DC for more than a decade.
More information at: https://www.wpadc.org/artist/maryanne-pollock
This article was produced and published in the arts magazine Bourgeon with the support of the DC Commission on the
Arts and Humanities within a partnership between Day Eight and the Washington Project for the Arts in conjunction with
WPA's Hothouse: ImPRINT exhbition that will be open from May 7–June 20, 2015 at the Capitol Skyline Hotel.
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MODERN MUSIC BOXES
By Rebecca Silberman

Rebecca Silberman, Trespasser (detail), 2012.

For several years I’ve been making my own kind of music boxes with sculpted miniature puppets and custom made
music box works. I’m a professor of photography at James Madison University but over the last decade my interest as
an artist has shifted away from the camera made image. In a way, my music boxes aren’t such a change from
photography; the camera is a kind of tiny room with a window (lens) that focuses the world down onto a miniature scale.
One of my most cherished possessions is a small, old, glass-domed music box. Inside the box is a captive little ballerina
who performs a sleepy dance of jumps and turns to the mechanical tune of the music box, which is concealed under a
palm-sized round stage. When I was a child part of the allure of this novelty was that it belonged to my sister. This did
not stop me from trying to smash it open by pounding it against the floor when I was three years old. The dome, which
is now cloudy with age, also bears the bruises and splits from my later attempts to liberate the delicate and perfect little
human serenely trapped inside. Years later my sister allowed me to take possession of our childhood prize and to this
day I am fascinated and delighted by it. Many influences have led me to the work I’m creating now, but the uncanny
anima of this particular treasure has never faded for me. I hope to create something that will make the viewer wild with
the kind of fascination and longing my childhood music box inspired in me. I’m currently on my fifth try, and each box is
inspired by a piece of music.
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I’m not a good singer but when my daughter was born I bought a compact disc of traditional lullabies so I could learn to
sing to my baby the way my grandmother once sang to me. My current music box is based on one of the songs on that
CD, a ballad called In the Pines. Back in 2010 I wrote this passage from the lyrics of In the Pines into my journal: “Black
girl, black girl don’t lie to me. Tell me where did you stay last night? In the pines, in the pines, where the sun never
shines. And I shivered the whole night through.” My absolute favorite line is, “The very last words you said to me were
sing me one more song”, because of the intimacy and finality it conveys and the way it resonates with how miniatures
are worlds inside of worlds.
The actual music box works are custom made by a company in Vermont from 18 note musical arrangements. My brother
in law, who is a musical director in New York City, did the arrangement for the Pines, and for the past couple of months
I’ve been fabricating the miniature puppet. The main character of the song is a sort of shadow and the song’s narrative
includes her going missing for some time. The bone that makes up the torso of her figure is possibly the channel from
the ear of the same animal skull (likely a possum) I have used for several of my puppets. The shape of this particular
fragment of bone allows the figure to wrap around and become the trunk of a pine tree. The sculpting is on an almost
micro scale, and it’s slow going. I’ve probably spent about twenty hours so far, and it will likely take another forty to
complete just the central figure.
I’ll use a micro spot to internally light the scene, and I envision this completing as a forced perspective depicting a pine
woods stage. The music box works will make the central tree rotate, one full slow rotation corresponding to the heartbreaking phrase of music from In the Pines. The puppet will both be part of and appear to be hidden in the turning tree.
I was born in Washington DC and have lived in Virginia most of my life. The house where I tried to smash open the
music box was my grandparent’s house on Mansion Drive in Alexandria, Virginia. My grandmother rescued the box and
put it up on a high shelf, mercifully keeping me from destroying it altogether.
In contrast to my maternal grandparent’s house on Mansion Drive, my paternal grandmother was an artist who built her
own house in Montgomery County Maryland for a few thousand dollars. It is the quirkiest house with the most incredible
handmade details you can possibly imagine: a mosaic wall in one bathroom made from found and melted glass
depicting an underwater scene, hand carved art nouveau-esque door trim (a result of wood that cracked while being
nailed up: the design conceals the fissure) and several low-relief concrete scenes rendered on interior and exterior
walls.
I’m fortunate to have found an equally unusual home and workspace: a formerly abandoned elementary school in
Louisa County, Virginia. The entire place is a sort of raw studio but my official studio is the old second grade classroom.
My life is full of commitments, including teaching, running a gallery, and as parent of one wonderful daughter. I’m
grateful for the time and energy I find to focus into my music boxes, and hope you’ll come see my work in the upcoming
Hothouse: imPRINT exhibit.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Rebecca Silberman teaches all manner of traditional photography, ranging from 19th century techniques through large
format to instant film transfers and lifts at James Madison University. Her special areas of interest include handmade
sensitizers, low-tech adaptations, miniatures, optics and illusions. She is also the director of The New Image Gallery, a
photo dedicated exhibition space at James Madison University. She holds an MFA in Graphics (photography,
printmaking and drawing) from Bowling Green State University in Bowling Green, Ohio.
More information at: https://www.wpadc.org/artist/rebecca-silberman
This article was produced and published in the arts magazine Bourgeon with the support of the DC Commission on the
Arts and Humanities within a partnership between Day Eight and the Washington Project for the Arts in conjunction with
WPA's Hothouse: ImPRINT exhbition that will be open from May 7–June 20, 2015 at the Capitol Skyline Hotel.
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THE UNGROUNDED COURSE
By Sylvie van Helden

Sylvie van Helden, Rotation 7 – Suspension (detail), 2015

A year ago I quit my job as a full time art teacher to focus more on being an artist.
I had been working as a full time art teacher at the high school level for ten years. Prior to that I was an adjunct art
professor, and I had stopped being a part time professor to take a full-time job with benefits. I was motivated to reverse
course and again focus on art making after my brother’s death in September 2013. His death was un-grounding for me,
and I’ve been finding recovery in the studio.
I’m the oldest of 3 children, and my brother Pierre was the middle child. Our parents met in graduate school at
Columbia University and as children we moved a lot – including from Canada to France and then to the United States –
for my father’s job as an engineer and sales director in the automotive industry.
When he was 15 years old my brother was diagnosed with severe ulcerative colitis and an accompany bile duct
disorder called primary sclerosing cholangitis. Five years later there were signs of pre-cancerous cells in his colon and
he underwent surgery to have his colon removed. For thirteen years after that he lived a relatively normal life. He
managed the remaining cholangitis, worked full-time, and eventually got married and began raising a family.
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Of us three siblings Pierre was the one who could crack a joke and have everyone in the family rolling on the floor with
laughter. Though my brother and I were not particularly close as kids, our relationship got closer as adults. In our thirties
we had stable jobs and personal lives and were enjoying all that life had to offer.
That feeling of contentment changed when Pierre was diagnosed with bile duct cancer in November of 2011. He fought
hard but succumbed in September of 2013, and his passing created a major rift in my life. I found myself turning to my
art to balance my feelings of sadness, powerlessness, and uncertainty. Sometime before my brother’s death a yoga
teacher told me: the feeling of being “ungrounded” is a state of freedom, with endless possibilities and choices. Since
my brother’s death I’ve been meditating on that understanding in my art.
I’m inspired by the Japanese tradition of woodblock prints known as “Ukiyo-e” (which translates to “pictures from a
floating world”.) Ukiyo-e prints date to the Edo period of 17-19th century Japan. The prints often depict the leisure
activities of the merchant class along with landscapes, flora and fauna. There are many things that attract me to the
work of Ukiyo-e masters like Utamaro, Hokusai, and Hiroshige: the flattening of space and simplification of natural forms
to their essentials, the color palette, and the abundant patterns are a few that come to mind. In my most recent work I’m
drawing influence from the clothing worn by geishas and samurai in Ukiyo-e. The undulating shapes of their wardrobes
convey motion and capture some of my feelings of being in flux.
My newest group of pieces, The Rotation Series, all share circular shapes. The pieces often start with a spontaneous
throwing or brushing of paint as I lay a loose groundwork into which I place circular shapes, which act as subjects and
focal points. The pieces get more dense as I work in additional ink and paint, building up the layers as I go.
I like pieces with a lot of nuance and layering allows me to produce that. I‘ve taken layering a step farther in the piece I
just completed. Rather than have a clear subject and background, I’ve tried to create an ambiguous sense of space by
having shapes recede on some edges and come forward on others and by utilizing colors with a similar saturation and
value next to one another.
When I finished my MFA I went to work as an art teacher and only managed to keep making art on an inconsistent
basis. Since my brother’s death I’ve spent progressively more time in the studio, and currently maintain a regular 40hour a week studio practice. I work out of a spare bedroom at home during the day, which leaves me evenings and
weekends for my part-time jobs, household chores, and personal life.
The most important lesson I learned from my brother’s passing is that I have only one go at life. Getting back into a
regular studio practice over the last year and a half has been essential to my happiness. I consider myself an artist first
and foremost and my dream is to eventually be able to sustain myself off of my work. Five pieces from my Rotation
Series are currently in a show at Hillyer Art Space (running from April 3-25, 2015) and you can also see one of the
pieces in the upcoming Hothouse: ImPRINT show which will run from May 7 to June 20, 2015 at the Capitol Skyline
Hotel.
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More information at: https://www.wpadc.org/artist/sylvie-van-helden
This article was produced and published on in the arts magazine Bourgeon with the support of the DC Commission on
the Arts and Humanities within a partnership between Day Eight and the Washington Project for the Arts in conjunction
with WPA's Hothouse: ImPRINT exhbition that will be open from May 7–June 20, 2015 at the Capitol Skyline Hotel.
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