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DANCING THE DANCE
Karen Bondarchuk, Visual Artist

W
hile our visions of a primordial 
Western landscape often include 
an image of the original great 
mammals moving unfettered 

across the plains, visual artist Karen 
Bondarchuk points out that “there’s an 
ever-present Acme hole that seems to exist 
for lots of these creatures.”
 What she means is this: we’ve gone 
to a place that we can’t return from; a 
tripwire waits to arrest the motion of our 
wild animals, curtailing them and altering 
their evolutionary patterns, ranges, and 
behaviors. The “Acme hole” (a familiar 
trope for viewers of Roadrunner cartoons) 
represents sudden disappearance and 
erasure on those same storied plains. 
 Bondarchuk’s work over the past 
several years has been invested in “really 
looking at the way these creatures exist in 
this human environment they’re subjected 
to.” In her Kith & Kin series, she examines 
wildlife’s tripping points with incisive 
intelligence and a mixed media approach. 
The artist is new to Western Visions this 
year, and it is immediately evident that 
she contributes substantively to the body 
of Wild 100 artists while simultaneously 
adding something off kilter and more 
conceptual to the show.
 Take, for example, Bondarchuk’s 
Eclipse drawing in her Kith & Kin series. 
In work that she calls “almost a rejoinder 
to that idea of the Romantic West,” her 
bison, densely rendered in charcoal, rears 
on an abstracted, featureless background 
tinged a foreboding pink. His hooves blur 
over a scattering of typeface—letters 
abandoned in a jumble of grammar as 
he veers, inevitably, towards the round 
Acme hole and the enigmatic vanishing 
it represents.
 Bondarchuk frequently introduces 
snippets of lettering into her finished 
works because she hopes to trouble the 
notion that human language separates us 
from other species. “It’s just the notion 
that language in the human world is 
different. It isn’t a matter of kind; it’s a 
matter of degree,” she explains. “How do 
we communicate as humans? What do we 
consider effective communication? 
Language is this unreliable marker of 
what’s ‘human.’”

 A student of Darwin and his 
ripple-making revelation that “we exist on 
a continuum with these creatures, on this 
planet, with anything that is alive,” the 
artist recently had an encounter of her own 
with an ancient, and profoundly moving, 
era of human and animal coexistence. 
During an artist’s residency in the south of 
France, Bondarchuk was able to visit many 
of the famous Paleolithic cave paintings 
of the Dordogne and Basque regions of 
France and Spain. What she saw there 
shook her to the core:
 “It was so indescribably amazing—the 
attention to detail; the ability of these early 
ancestors to depict in such a sensitive 
way through the absolutely masterful use 
of very simple, elemental material—
manganese, charcoal, iron oxide. It was 
absolutely some of the most profound work 
I’ve ever seen.” She was especially struck 
by the egalitarian presentation of the 
human and animal imagery.    
 “There wasn’t a sense of [human] 

removal or dominance; there was a sense 
of equality.  After humans started to 
become the dominant species on the 
planet, those depictions went from those 
of reverence to a kind of domination.” The 
clean works, unfettered by conceptual 
baggage of how we order the animal world, 
continue to have an impact on Bond-
archuk’s studio practice—this is glimpsed 
in the bold, strong lines of her subjects, 
often drawn in charcoal.
 A native of Canada (where her video 
work is featured in the National Gallery), 
Bondarchuk first encountered the NMWA 
through fellow artists at exhibitions such 
as Birds in Art, as well as via her extensive 
self-education on the Wild West and its 
attendant mythos. Of the museum, she 
says, “I have such a deep respect for any 
place like the National Museum of Wildlife 
Art that is looking at this dance that we do 
with these creatures.”
 It is a dance she will continue 
to honor. 
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Walking the Walk  (far left)
Painting – Charcoal, ink and presstype on Rives BFK paper 
30 x 22 inches  |  $3,000  

Part of a three-part series in a related vein, “the works were really inspired 
by that idea of human intervention changing the course of the lives of these 
creatures. There are mapped out steps creating an infinitely complex kind of 
dance that these creatures have to navigate in this human constructed world 
that they have to exist in. I’m really thinking about the human presence that 
is always there, particularly with the bison in this work.”

Kith & Kin #6: Eclipse (above)
Painting – charcoal, pastel and prestige on Wallis paper
10 x 14 inches  |  $700

When Lewis and Clark first made their expedition into the great open West, 
there were several million bison on the Great Plains; this number was 
reduced to fewer than 100 animals by around 1870. 

Stormy Weather (left)
Sketch – Charcoal and ink on gessoed board
7.75 x 5.75 inches  |  $350
Bondarchuk has spent the past several years visiting a raptor rehabilitation 
center north of Chicago. Here, she researches imprinted birds—birds that 
have become so identified with humans that they no longer identify with 
their own kind. She finds this to be a “metaphor for this idea of the bird 
not having its own innate identity” and the hubris of the human psyche. 
In many of her works featuring birds, Bondarchuk depicts the way a bird’s 
inner sight might mirror human consciousness.

“This series is dealing with the idea of 
human intervention that is deleterious to 
[a species’] well being and existence. There’s 
also humor, too—I don’t want the work 
to be seen as this grave, negative, doom and 
gloom idea. There’s a kind of playful nod 
to it as well.” The patchy pink sky is meant 
to connote the old adage of “Red sky at 
morning, sailors take warning.”


