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ABSTRACT 

RECENT PAINTINGS 

Ryan McCoy, M.F.A. 

George Mason University, April 29, 2013 

Thesis Director:  Paula Crawford 

 

This thesis examines the origins and trajectory of the primary line of thought I had 

developed while creating a body of work over a several year period.  I attempted to create 

a document that would be easily accessible and offer a real understanding of how I 

structured meaning in this body of work as well as how some of the original ideas had 

developed over time. 
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ORIGINS 

In the fall of 2009, I began my MFA program at George Mason University.  I 

brought with me an intersection of ideas, realizations, questions, and influences that had 

developed before my program and was ready to explore possible ways of structuring 

them.  In the following chapters, I will attempt to describe the most important parts of the 

evolution, and trajectory, of my body of work leading up to my Thesis exhibition in 

September 2012.  I will also address the show itself as well as provide a brief response. 

 

The origin of this current body of work occurred in 2005 during my BFA 

program.  For several years I had been reading a lot of social theory, feminist theory, and 

philosophy out of a fear I had of making work that was irrelevant or theoretically 

problematic.  I wished to make work that was smart and well informed but also genuine.  

I first focused on structuring the societal observations I had, which were based on my 

own experiences and were observed through what I thought were the sound theoretical 

lenses I had spent so much time developing.  These were major works for me at this point 

and they were executed and resolved to a higher degree than my previous works, which 

led, much to my surprise, to a 2008 Trawick Prize semi-finalist slot and many subsequent 

shows. 
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The example I will use for one of these early works is a piece entitled, 20th 

Century Jackpot Winner: The Random Nature of Privilege, (2006-2008). (figures 1 and 

2).  It is important because it is the first piece in which I deliberately attempted to 

structure a specific experience and observation.   

 

I had been traveling in Brazil visiting my wife’s family for a month.  I spent most 

of the trip in the city of Rio de Janeiro.  One weekend her family took us to their country 

home in the mountains, which is located in the interior part of the state of Rio de Janeiro 

near a town called Petropolis.  The drive was approximately two to three hours outside of 

the city.  The highway leading out of Rio took us through the slums on the outskirts of 

the city.  The slums extend to the horizon in every direction and for me were quite 

devastating to see.  I remember thinking that there was no TV footage of poverty in 

Africa or months of hurricane Katrina footage that could have prepared me for the abject 

poverty I had seen in person.  I was shocked by the vastness of it.  Just before getting into 

the car to leave I had been complaining about my ipod battery.  An hour later I was 

watching two children wearing only shorts and no shoes trying to kick a deflated soccer 

ball around a horrible vacant lot within the backdrop of these never ending slums.   It 

made me cry.  It was at this moment that I had a realization about my position of 

privilege and how randomly that privilege was achieved by simply being born into it.  I 

could have just as easily been born in that slum and the children I saw could have just as 

easily been born into my middle-class American life.  I still cannot shake the image of the 

children I saw that day in the slums of Rio.  I will never forget it.   
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I thought about this experience for days and on my flight home to the U.S. I had 

the idea to make 20th Century Jackpot Winner: The Random Nature of Privilege.  I 

thought the piece should be manufactured because it would be about an idea and not my 

brushstrokes.  I knew for the integrity of the piece that I wanted to be accountable for 

every material.  I found the only company in the world that provides all of the 

international governments with lottery machines.  After several calls, I was finally put 

through to the CEO, who kindly listened to my idea for this piece.  He liked the idea and 

agreed to help make it happen.  This began what became a two-year process of building 

this machine through four phases.  The final piece is a blue regulation lottery machine 

with regulation lottery balls, which were modified to articulate my idea.  The piece was 

successful in that it was in many shows and was recognized for several awards.  This was 

all wonderful but the main reason it was successful to me was that I saw the project 

through from beginning to end, which took two years, countless trips to Philadelphia, and 

what was for me a lot of money.  I had done it though; I had made a work that meant 

something to me; from a real experience that had affected me.  Several other ready-made 

works were made and were just as well resolved, but I realized something was missing. 
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Figure 1: 20th Century Jackpot Winner: The random nature of privilege 
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Figure 2: 20th Century Jackpot Winner: The random nature of privilege (Detail) 
 

For years before these works I had been painting undergraduate assignments, 

which were mainly self-portraits.  I was making work that would never matter.  I realized 

that an artist should not just keep hacking away at something that has been done before 

without trying to push that idea forward somehow.  I would always ask myself, “what can 

I do to forward the idea of a portrait or a landscape?’  I began seeing an opportunity in 

the materials used in a piece.  I noticed that everyday things such as a perfectly worn pair 

of shoes, a sidewalk in New York, or a hull of a ship, all contained a history; time, place, 

distance, movement, life.  Around that time, I had seen my grandmother’s human ash and 

the realization became very clear about the potential for materials to contain profound 

meaning and associative power.  I saw in her ashes every experience, every thought, 
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every moment, and every breath from birth to death.  After this realization, I began seeing 

everything in the world in this way. 

 

At this point, I really did not care about likeness or picture-making anymore.  I 

wanted to create work that went deeper than a painted portrait.  I wanted to make 

something that was felt.   

 

It is this set of ideas and questions surrounding meaning and material, in the wake 

of my experience in Brazil and my realizations upon seeing my grandmother’s ashes, 

which formed the launching point for the body of work I would create during my MFA 

program.   
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MATERIALITY 

Through my interactions with the natural and built worlds, I recognized that 

materials have a sort of charge to them.  They can contain meaning and association, 

which often trigger memories, which seem to occur for people through a sensory 

response.  For me, this was a powerful source of meaning through which to structure 

time, place, and memory from my life. 

 

The set of materials I used for this body of work represented particular points in 

time from my life.  For me, when these materials were put together in a piece, new 

intersections of meaning would occur.  I was very interested in the intersections of these 

materials and what they represented for me. 

 

Regarding my relationship with the materials and the possible question of a 

fetishization of materials on my part, I would say that while I work from a very personal 

logic, I do not fetishize my materials at all.  They are not magic and I am not overly 

reverent toward them.  It is true that there is a clearly apparent spirituality suggested by 

my connection with the earth and my process of collecting materials, but the materials 

themselves are used like words.  They are symbols.  They are codes.  They are 

metaphors.  They are signifiers through which meaning is found.  They are like language 
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in this way but when combined into a work they are transformed into a whole, which 

exists in an emotive, experiential, realm without the need for words.  I do not reveal the 

personal meaning for each material to viewers because I do not assume that it matters to 

them.  The materials are like words.  The final pieces are like poems.  I will say it like 

this: If materials are like words to me – abstract sources of meaning - then the world of 

materials is the dictionary from which I choose my words to try to create poetry.  With 

that said, these 40 major works would perhaps then be like a collection of poetry on life, 

loss, isolation, and a struggle for harmony.   

 

I attempted to make the works with some conviction so that when someone 

encounters them they might find them arresting somehow.  The only way I knew how to 

do this was to just use my own life and attempt to make works from a more personal 

place than before.  For me, the ultimate experience with a work of art is when I am 

completely stunned and fascinated by it, when the piece has a presence, a totality, a 

silence, when it just is.  That is what I aim for with all of my works. 

 

I allowed a certain amount of openness in these works so that many people might 

respond to them.  I simply allowed the interpretation of the materials to function as 

perhaps an existential or societal metaphor with the execution of each piece creating a 

different emotive impression through which the viewer could respond.  For example, the 

intersection of baby powder and ash could be seen as birth and death, old and new, 

present and past.   
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Some may notice or discover my use of the four elements: fire, water, earth, and 

air.  This is no mistake as the intersections of these elements in my work reflect my 

connection with the earth and it’s forces as well as my own constant struggle for harmony 

and balance.   

 

Together, the four elements are a force, a great energy.  On their own, they can be 

fiercely beautiful and ferocious, or they can be calm and serene.  From violent storms that 

take lives to the tranquil conditions in which some life begins, these elements can 

enhance one another, strengthen one another, work with one another, and neutralize or 

stop one another.  The earth’s balance and harmony is maintained through the 

intersections of these elements and it is always in flux, always trying to balance itself.  It 

is alive.  It is energy.  The use of the four elements in my work is, for me, a metaphor for 

a constant struggle for balance and harmony, whether personal or societal, and an 

acknowledgement of the forces of nature that are always at work around us. 
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RUNNING THROUGH THE PINES 

When I was a child, I lived near a pine forest in Illinois.  I spent many days 

running through the pines, playing, and hiding.  We camped.  My mother used pine 

needles as tinder for fires to light branches.  The smell of the pine forest and the fires 

were deeply comforting to me as this was a time in my life where I felt very connected to 

nature and to my family.  I attempted to structure these experiences in my work through 

the use of pine needles and pine needle ash.  To do so, I needed to source these materials.   

 

I found a remote pine forest at 4,000 feet a couple of hours away.  I would spend 

one or two days at a time in the forest making small fires and collecting ash.  An 

extensive collection exists of photographs, sound, and video, documenting the trips and 

the fires, from which there are possibilities for works in other forms. 

 

My favorite time to work in the forest is in late autumn and winter as the 

landscape is much more stark during that period as there is much less brush.  The cold air 

is clear at that elevation and in the forest, on the blanket of needles, there is a beautiful 

silence.  Upon entering the forest, I usually stop and just absorb.  I breathe in the air and 

the light.  In contrast to my urban life, it seems impossibly quiet in a mountain forest.  I 
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listen to my heartbeat and my breath.  I feel strangely at home and strangely comforted 

by being there.   

I like to run through the cold pine pillars. Their shadows flicker past me in the 

sunlight as I run.  I stop only when I am deep into the forest and it is there that I begin 

working. 

 

 

Figure 3: Pillars 
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Figure 4: Clearing near the entry point of pine forest  
 

I had an amazing realization while working one day.  It was this: In the attempt to 

structure a few very specific experiences, I realized, after making many works, that I had 

created a chain of new ones, which deepened my association with the materials, places, 

and memories from which I was working.  This became more important and more 

apparent as my web of experiences became larger. 
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Figure 5: Process burn 
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 THE SEA 

After nearly three years of creating this body of work I sat thinking one day in my 

studio about materials.  I realized that the one material for which I was not accountable 

was perhaps the most important material for making these works: water.   

 

Each painting requires nearly eight gallons of water to make.  I thought about 

water as the blood of these paintings, without which they could never exist.  The 

paintings have a life, which again is articulated by their ephemerality.  I believe the sea is 

part of us.  Our blood is about 70% water and it is salty like the sea from which we came.  

We are drawn to water because it is in us, and I could think of no more poetic water to 

use than that of the sea. 

 

One cold January night at around 10:00 pm I decided to drive to the coast to 

collect water.  I arrived at close to 1:00 am.  There were no people for miles.  I walked 

out onto a vast empty beach and noticed, due to a bright winter moon, that the sea was 

blacker than the night sky.  I stood and watched.  I realized at that moment, at 1:00 am on 

a cold winter night, that I might be the only person on the entire coast.  It was just me, 

and the sea.   
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The sea was so massive and so black.  It was wild and cold.  I was a little afraid.  I 

tried to gather as much water as I could without getting wet but the cold black waves kept 

getting me.  It was playful and beautiful.  I felt peaceful and energized during the hour I 

was there.  I gathered as much water as I could and headed home. 

 

Through my intention of trying to use sea-water in my work, the conditions were 

created for me to have this amazing experience with the sea.  It is one that I think about 

with each piece and will never forget. 
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POWDER 

 Ten years ago, my son was born.  I was 27 years old.  His birth had a 

profound impact on me as I had suddenly realized a new, and quite deeper, dimension of 

love and vulnerability.    

 

 I attempted to structure this experience through the use of baby powder 

but I never reveal this story to viewers.  I simply allow this material to represent new life, 

new beginning, or birth.  It is contrasted and intersected by the other materials I use such 

as, ash, rust, and seawater.  But most importantly, it is physically, conceptually, and 

metaphorically my source of light when painting. 
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ON MEANING 

  What does it mean for something to be meaningful?  What is meaning?  

How is it made or realized?  What is language?  Can I create something that is about what 

words are not?  How do I say what I cannot say with words?  These were questions I 

always had to consider and respond to while creating this body of work and, to be honest, 

I find the works extremely challenging to write about now.   

 

To begin, in this body of nearly 40 major works I attempted to structure meaning 

through materials, which signified particular points from my life.  I was mainly interested 

in the structuring of time, place, and memory and in an effort to deal with meaning, and 

meaningfulness, I chose to use materials which referenced a few very specific points 

from my life where I felt most aware of being alive or connected to people. 

 

I am not certain that life is innately meaningful.  We appear to create meaning 

through living.  It seems to come from the experiential realms of learning, being, and 

culture.  This seems to occur for people in varying degrees of realization through their 

varying degrees of awareness.  I am no different; though perhaps I am more aware than 

some.   
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When asked once about what I thought the most beautiful word in the world was, 

I realized through my struggle to translate it that words are just approximations of actual 

thoughts and feelings.  The word I had chosen was a Portuguese word, saudade.  The 

closest translation in English I could think of would be an extremely intense longing for 

someone far away, but it means so much more than that.  The impression of this word’s 

meaning is extremely beautiful to me.  But, attempting to translate it into English made 

me realize that written language has degrees of meaning through which people can 

communicate well enough by approximately articulating, through speaking or writing, 

what they mean through words.  But there is all of this “stuff” that does not make it into 

the word.  Words are just abstractions of actuals.  Anyone who has struggled to translate 

something from one language to another has perhaps experienced what I am referring to.  

This is important to me because I believe that these works exist in this realm between 

words.  Yes, we can discuss the works, but we will be dealing in approximations and will 

never be able to fully capture in words everything that these works are about.  They are to 

be felt and experienced.  There was no concern in them for picture making or likeness, so 

there is no need to put a lot of language on them.  They are impressions; physical 

representations of how I felt and thought at a point in time, which is the reason that their 

titles simply reflect the dates in which they were made. 

 

While consciously trying to not be overly sentimental, the logic through which 

these works were made was as honest and sincere as I could be.  In an effort to be 

genuine, I made them about me so that they could become not about me.  I used my life, 
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my experiences, and my feelings to try to get them to a place where they did not need me 

anymore.  Where they could exist on their own.  Where the conditions would be set for 

the viewer to have their own experience with the work.   

 

I often wish I could communicate only through my paintings for they say 

everything I wish to say but cannot.  They have the language of silence.  They penetrate.  

 

They do not seem to need or want my words or yours.  They are alive.  This is 

suggested in their ephemerality.  They are always in flux just as we are.  They age and 

change and become more fragile with time, just as we do.  When their lives are over, 

when they fall apart, they will be complete.  

 



 

20 

PROCESS 

I am not quite sure of what to say regarding my process.  I know that it is an 

unlikely evolution, a struggle, and at times a battle, but it is always beautiful and 

meaningful to me.  Every time I make a work, I seem to deepen my connection with the 

earth and the materials I use as the web of memories and associations grows and becomes 

an even larger.  It started with the intention to structure a few specific memories or points 

in time but now it is so much more.    

 

I have discussed a few of my experiences sourcing my materials in previous 

chapters, but have not yet discussed what happens in the studio. 

 

I often spend weeks sourcing materials.  I then spend one or two days building 

and preparing my surfaces.  Perhaps one of the more interesting parts of my process is 

that I never measure with a ruler.  Instead I measure everything relationally to everything 

else.  For example, when I build my canvas stretcher, I cut the first piece of wood and 

then make a decision about the second piece of wood in relation to the first.  I do not 

plan.  I feel when there is a definite plan in place we tend to just see the end goal and 

miss much of what occurs during the process of getting there.  I try to keep myself in an 

open place where I don’t really know how things are going to go.  In this territory, my 
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mind is in a more responsive state and I can trust my intuition.  I am dialed in.  I listen to 

what the work is asking for and never force my idea on it.  This is true from start to finish 

on any piece and in any space.  

 

 

Figure 6: Studio View #1 
 



 

22 

Rothko famously said, “Painting is 90% thinking and 10% painting.”  This really 

resonated with me because I spent massive amounts of time alone during the process 

while sourcing materials, building surfaces, driving, and creating the works.  Thinking, 

not planning. 

 

When everything is ready in my studio I just sit quietly for a while.  Sometimes it 

takes several days to get my head in the right place.  I always say it is a bit like surfing, 

sometimes you show up at the beach and there are no waves.  Sometimes I show up at the 

studio and there are no waves, so I think it is not time for that painting yet.  When the 

conditions are right I begin.   

 

Every time I make a painting, it feels like the hardest thing I’ve ever done.  

Making any painting is difficult let alone an eight-foot painting made of materials such as  

ash and sea-water.  The materials are unruly and are not supposed to go together so there 

is always a great tension, a resistance that I need to deal with.  The paintings want to fall 

apart.  They are a struggle to make and I think each one captures a bit of that in the end.  

But I trust the materials and understand their behavior during the process.  After a few 

minutes of working, the materials begin to speak to me and I try to answer what the 

painting is asking for.  This is why it is important for me to have my head in the right 

place for the best intuitive response to occur.  Their tone, which occurs through my 

response, is very much affected by how I am emotionally at that point in time.  Some are 

more hopeful and full of light and others are full of tension and sadness. 
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Figure 7: Studio view #2 
 

  This entire body of work is made up of pieces which became physical 

representations of how I felt and thought at a point in time.  I pushed myself to work in 

more poetic and experiential terms so that I could make something that had an openness 

through which many might experience and respond in their own way.  During the years 

of making this body or work, I have tried to find meaning in every part of the process 

from the forest, to the sea, and the many miles in between.   
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THE EXHIBITION 

Over the last several years my work has been in many exhibitions.  While most of 

these were group shows, many important lessons were learned regarding logistics such 

as, how to properly wrap and transport my work as well as important realizations about 

the stability and durability of my work.  Additionally, I realized that there were a few 

more unexpected concerns I had regarding the space in which my work was shown once 

it was there.  These concerns mainly included matters of lighting as well as what I 

perceived as a common tendency for people to clutter gallery spaces.  My biggest issues 

were cluttered shows with very warm, yellow, lighting.  I simply do not understand this 

sensibility at all and it was strangely common.  After learning from these experiences and 

observations, I felt fully prepared to show my work at a more professional level.  My 

thesis exhibition would be the first time that my major works would be shown in the way 

I intended them to be seen and where I had full control of the space and lighting. 
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Figure 8: Installation view #1 
 

I approached the show in much the same way I approach painting: by leaving as 

much room as possible for intuitive response.  I did not plan.  I just knew that I wanted to 

bring my works into the gallery and respond to the space.  I am a minimalist.  I have a 

very strong sensibility for empty space, for nothing to be there that does not need to be 

there.  I thought of the whole space as the piece.  The space would be the poem and the 

paintings the words.     
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Figure 9: Installation view #2 
 

One of the most obvious things about the space was perhaps the lighting I had 

used.  I wanted the lighting to be cool in temperature.  I also wanted a more spilling light 

rather than hard spotlights.  I purchased new light bulbs and lit the entire show with only 

14 lights.  This ended up being one of the most important decisions I had made during 

installation.  I knew if I created the right conditions, the paintings would do the rest.  I 

hoped the viewer would feel it the moment they walked into the gallery. 
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Figure 10: Installation view #3 
 

During the exhibition, the gallery felt quiet and stark, as there were only five 

paintings in the show, one of which was positioned on the floor.  The light bulbs I used 

were sparsely placed making the space feel noticeably different than everywhere else in 

the building.  I was told many times that the paintings looked beautiful but seemed cold, 

distant, and mysterious.  I found this feedback to be good because that is how they felt to 

me.  They are a bit surreal as if I am looking at old diary entries I wrote in the past, 

snapshots of myself in a time and place that is no more.  
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Figure 11: August 2012 
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Figure 12: May 16th, 2012 
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Figure 13: Regarding March 2012 
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Figure 14: Regarding November, 2010 
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Figure 15: October 6th, 2011 (10 years) 
 

In response to the exhibition, I felt pleased overall.  The space was felt.  It was 

created in the same way all of my work had been, through intuitive response, which is 

something I learned I could never plan.  This approach is something I do not question 
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anymore.  I fully trust it.  It is the only way I can ensure I am doing my best.  I know if I 

am present, and in a highly responsive dialog with the work throughout the process, I will 

not question the outcome.  It has become a way of being and it has transferred into every 

other aspect of my life as well.  It is through these years, and this body of work, that I 

have built, developed, and informed this trust of intuition, and it will serve as a very solid 

foundation for all future works to come.   
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