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In their art, Mari Rantanen and Bonnie Rychlak share little in terms of visual imperatives, exe-

cution, means or materials, but they do share a studio in Long Island City and an abiding 

friendship that crosses some two decades. Where Rychlak’s sculpture hovers between mem-

ory and allusion, Rantanen is resolutely buoyant; the incandescence in Rantanen’s painting 

counters the elusive nature of Rychlak’s sculpture. It’s not surprising that within their practices 

there is little common ground, yet their differences fuel this exhibition with compelling coun-

terpoints that are lush and generative. 

A native of Finland, the arch of Mari Rantanen’s artistic development references both 

Scandinavian and American art, perhaps most notably the artist Sam Vanni whose rhyth-

mic abstractions helped to propel Finland’s artistic dialogue beyond Concretism, a movement 

that influenced Finnish art through the early 20th century. Like Vanni, Rantanen’s layered 

abstractions bounce between ultra-flatness and the multi-dimensional while patterns find 

synthesis amid popping, polyphonic color. She has employed structural elements that range 

from Persian ornamentation to architecture, maps, networks, and schematics as well as the 

purely geometric. In new works, the composition is reductive, focused on circles, ovoids, and 

lozenges, with intersecting diagonals that migrate through parts of the picture plane assert-

ing a sense of ordered chaos. Her palette, mostly blazing hot, is both ebullient and euphoric, 

conjuring the likes of Bridget Riley, Richard Anuszkiewicz, Latin artists Antonio Asis and Julio 

Le Parc—Peter Max, even. 

Possessed of a crisp and immaculate graphic quality, Rantanen’s paintings quiver with the 

kinetic energy generated by complementary colors and juxtapositions of positive and negative 
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space. In the large scale painting, There is a crack in everything, that’s how the light comes 

in #11, the image field swells with red-orange disks floating amid a rich gradient the color of 

molten lava; an oval cutaway reveals clustered hoops attenuated by an errant grid. The blue 

lozenge that punctuates the lower half of the canvas acts as both anchor and salve as it yields 

to the retinal hypnosis induced by interactions of opposite colors. Taken altogether, the forms 

coalesce is if smacked by the bellow of a cosmic gong. 

In contrast, sculptural works by Bonnie Rychlak invoke visual metaphors touching on the 

archeology of urbanism, industry, and identity, and on lost language and solitude. Born in 

southern California, Rychlak’s childhood memories of long summers at Pacific Ocean Park are 

formidable. There, her favorite attraction was the diving bell, a hydraulic chamber that sub-

merged visitors into the coastal belly of Santa Monica’s waterfront. Descent, submersion and 

the awe of the sea, viewable through portholes, had a lasting impact on Rychlak whose use 

of mutable elements such as beeswax, paraffin, resin, and glass as well as the substance and 

actions of water has been key to her art since the 1990s.

Rychlak’s photo-narratives are not unlike light boxes, except that the imagery is sunken 

behind pebbled glass as if memory itself was plunged under water or under the aegis of 

mid-century design. In some, small drains are embedded in the glass surface, as if no amount of 

water would be too much water to flush over these relics. Likewise, in 1,000 Leagues, Rychlak 

plumbs the depths of marine technology, empathy and endeavor through a hand-carved wax 

sculpture that resembles a vintage diving helmet. The work, a polished jade-like orb, is fitted 

with metal drains that serve – only visually – as a type of breathing apparatus; rubber cables 
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swirl like entrails at its base. As an object, the helmet is neither real nor unreal, but it conjures 

aspects of Surrealism, science fiction, and industrial design as well as the inferred occupant, for 

whom a wordless elegy speaks through its core.

Intellectually and psychologically fluid, Rychlak’s subject is unfixed, drifting from ambigu-

ity to the real and actual. In her storm drains and sewer grates, a series of cast wax and 

hand-carved sculptures, she touches on the sacred and the profane—purity and waste—while 

reimagining the minimalist grid. Torqued into imperfect circles and rectangles, here the grid 

morphs into spokes, apertures and bars, finally resting in the form of a geometric siphon; a 

modern still life. 

Where Rantanen’s vision is dynamic and frontal, residing at the surface of the eye,  

Rychlak examines the unobserved, moving through low visibility to inhabit an area existing 

behind vision. 

Janet Goleas 

E A ST HAMP TON, 2017



Mari Rantanen

1 There is a crack in everything, that’s 
how the light comes in #10, 2017   
Acrylic on canvas 
72 × 30 inches  
Collection of Paavo Turtiainen

2 There is a crack in everything, that’s 
how the light comes in #13, 2017   
Acrylic on canvas 
72 × 36 inches

3 One of Each Kind, 2016   
Acrylic on canvas 
38 × 48 inches

4 Right in the Heart, 2017   
Acrylic on canvas 
24 × 20 inches

5 There is a crack in everything, that’s 
how the light comes in #12, 2017   
Acrylic on canvas 
72 × 42 inches

6 There is a crack in everything, that’s 
how the light comes in #11, 2017   
Acrylic on canvas 
72 × 42 inches

Bonnie Rychlak 

7 Not for the Faint of Heart Hand, 2017 
Carved cast wax, rubber, metal, and 
terry cloth  
18 × 24 × 24 inches

8 Four Ravaged Drains, 2012–2013  
Outdoor installation at Sculpture Key 
West, Zachary Taylor Historic State Park,  
Florida  
Each approximately 18 × 3½ inches

9 Not Surfacing, 2017  
Hand colored photograph, mirror,  
metal, and painted wood  
21 × 17 × 5 inches

10 When All Else Fails, 2017   
Hand colored photograph, mirror, glass, 
and painted wood 
13 × 11 × 5 inches

11 Surfacing,  2017  
Hand colored photograph, mirror,  
metal, glass, and painted wood  
12 × 21¾ × 5 inches

12 Down the Drain Again, 2017  
Hand carved wax, mirror, and rubber 
wheels,  36 × 4 inches
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Mari Rantanen and I would like to extend our special thanks 

to Eileen Boxer for her brilliant design of this catalogue, 

Jenny Gorman for all the photography, and Janet Goleas for 

her insightful essay. And of course, Sara DeLuca for giving 

Mari and I the opportunity to have an exhibition together.   

— BR
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