
K a r e n  B o n d a r c h u k :  2 0 1 6  M a s t e r  W i l d l i f e  A r t i s t

B e y o n d  t h e  B l a c k  a n d  W h i t e
A r t  W i n s l o w

Let us begin with the concept of autogenesis – something self-created, 

without dependence on outside forces – and assume for a moment the 

seed of artistic creation is just that: an impulse whose origin may prove 

impossible to parse, simply is, despite a given artist’s narrative of its 

growth and development in his or her life, when it was fi rst noticed, 
how it took particular form and may have been fed by education 

or experience, diligence, force of will, turns of fate, passion. How 

durable it can prove to be, too, as it shape-shifts over time, perhaps 

incrementally in gradual arcs visible only retrospectively, or in more 

dramatic tectonic fashion, analogous to what the late evolutionary 

biologist Stephen Jay Gould referred to as “punctuated equilibrium.”

Karen Bondarchuk’s sculpture bearing the
name Autogenesis (fi g. 1) seems likewise to 
spring from nowhere, a dark form inexplicably 
projecting itself almost six feet from the fl at 
plane of static space, a wall, an automobile 
headlamp cradled in its open maw, a tire 
surrounding its emergence point like a 
navel. Th e gigantic raven head and partial 
torso mimic a trophy head in presentational 
form but represent an origin myth as well, a 
Northwest Coastal native account of how the 
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Top, fi g. 1
Autogenesis, 2008
Common raven
Scavenged tire scraps and 
automobile head lamp
30 x 68 x 27
Collection of the artist

This essay originally appeared in the Leigh Yawkey Woodson Art Museum 
2016 Birds in Art catalogue. The full catalogue can be purchased  here. 

https://www.lywam.org/exhibitions/catalogues/
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raven brought light, the sun, to the world.  
It is constructed of a shaped foam core whose 
feathered exterior consists of tire scraps 
scavenged from highways in Michigan, materials 
common to all the sculptures in Karen’s Corvus 
series. Its companions in that series – the first, 
Corvus Deflatus, appeared in Birds in Art in 
2008, Karen’s Woodson Art Museum debut, 
and the most recent, Lassitude, is included 
this year – exude a powerful mortuary aura 
in their prostrate, human-scale bodies. 
Autogenesis however speaks of life bursting forth, 
enigmatically, its unruly hackles splaying about 
the base of its beak while russet-toned, curly 
and frayed wisps of steel radial banding sweep 
backward as grace notes on its body. 

The Corvus series of sculptures was conceptually 
linked to the moribund (at the time) auto 
industry in Michigan, recycling its roadside offal 
into the form of scavenger birds, meaning the 
artistic appropriation of material occurred in a 
way that would match the behavioral habits of 
its subjects. The from-scratch aspect of Karen’s 
working method emerged in different form when 
she recently changed materials and subtracted 
the third dimension to create small gessoed 
panels, manufacturing her own working surface. 
Since Karen employs varied approaches and 
materials, along the way incorporating elements 
from disparate art traditions (e.g., Japanese 
aesthetics, Paleolithic art, Medieval religious 
iconography), it might prove helpful to keep that 
“punctuated equilibrium” idea in mind. 

Left 
Boreal Oratorio, 2016  
Common raven 
Charcoal on Rives BFK paper 
30 x 22

Collection of the artist 

Lower left page 
Lassitude, 2011 
Common raven 
Scavenged tire scraps 
20 x 100 x 40

Collection of the artist
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Consistent concerns do thread through Karen’s 
art making, even as the work may stray in form 
from the more traditionally rendered, and 
minimally adorned, large charcoal drawings 
of corvids and owls that often represent her in 
Birds in Art. A wellspring issue to her has been 
indignity at human denigration of bird and 
animal consciousness, the blithe assumption 
that the cognition of other creatures cannot 
be complex, and any corresponding emotional 
life must be shallow. The fact that human 
language is often a marker of the divide, that 
animals are trapped within the narrow noose 
of our descriptive terminology, is a partial 
explanation of the presence of letterforms that 
sprinkle through many Bondarchuk works, 
like background static in a poor connection. 
Or alphanumeric symbols, plus digital-age 
markers like cursors, are used elsewise. In her 
diminutive works Caa and Cah, the reductive 
phonemes of crow calls are overwritten on the 
birds’ bodies in tiny handwritten lines forming a 
thin theatrical scrim of interference. In Calumny, 

the silhouetted crow is in a veritable blizzard of 
letters and appears to be throatily protesting the 
pelting. In reverse, it is suggestive of how, in an 
auditory sense, we reduce our perceptual profile 
of crows to their sharp calls alone. A technical 
aside here: Calumny, 2012, was the first piece in 
which Karen discovered a new type of “buttery” 
charcoal, allowing her “to create depths in the 
darkest black areas with subtleties that I had not 
realized I could achieve.”

As 2007 Birds in Art Master Artist Walter Matia 
sees it, Karen “treats her work as an important 
use of avian imagery, using these forms and 
textures as wonderful tools to examine the 
world around us. She is an artist using birds to 
talk about the things she wants to talk about, 
in which the bird is not pigeonholed solely as a 
natural history object. Her work stretches the 
boundaries of the Birds in Art exhibition, and 
represents an exploration that is well thought 
out and intellectually sound. One of the hard 
things in doing representational art is to keep 
developing it in a new way, essentially.” 

Caa and Cah, 2008  
American crow 
Charcoal on Fabriano paper 
14 x 19 each

Collection of  
Rosemary Willey and Charles Wattles 
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Pressed to talk about the origins of her own 
work, Karen, a relentlessly modest Canadian, at 
first responded, “I was born.” Being, however, an 
associate professor of art at Western Michigan 
University and naturally articulate as well, she 
did go on to amplify, recalling hours spent in 
her childhood bedroom in Ontario, not far from 
Toronto, inventing a world populated by self-
made sock puppets and rag dolls and elaborate 
miniature structures, where imagination took 
on the force of life itself. “I always feel I tap into 
something important when I create. It feels real 
and seems to make sense in a world in which I do 
not always see a lot of sense. For me, making art 
is a processing filter, an attempt to work toward 
greater understanding.”  

When Karen went off to Fanshawe College in 
London, Ontario, she began as a behavioral 
science major, taking courses in psychology and 
sociology, but quickly realized her heart was 
not in it. To enter the college graphic design 
program, her next thought, she needed a year of 
fine art courses as a prerequisite. Once exposed 
to art, she says, “I never looked back.” She went 
on to earn a fine art diploma from Fanshawe 
and a bachelor in fine arts from the Nova Scotia 
College of Art and Design in sculpture and 
video, with a minor in art history, after which 
she earned a master’s degree in sculpture at The 
Ohio State University. She finished convinced 
that she wished to sustain her art making within 
an academic setting, and continues to find that 
teaching provides inspiration for her own work.

Calumny, 2012  
Common raven 
Charcoal and presstype on 
Rives BFK paper 
22 x 30

Private collection 
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    he series is simultaneously a marker 
of my mother’s lost time and a constant 
and acute reminder of my own days, my 
life, and an attempt to signal visually the 
preciousness and individuality of each day.

 –Karen Bondarchuk

E r g o  S u m:  A  C r o w  a  D a y

T

Ergo Sum: A Crow a Day,  
August 1, 2014 – July 31, 2015  
American crow, hooded crow, common raven, 
Canada goose, white-crowned sparrow 
Charcoal, ink, graphite, pastel, Pigma Micron, gold 
leaf, and presstype on handmade gessoed panel 
7 3/4 x 5 3/4 each

Collection of the artist
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“The way I think about my life as an artist is that 
at Fanshawe and in the early years it was about 
me learning skills, ‘getting the hand,’ ” Karen says, 
“and then it was about my head, very controlled. 
And finally, about a dozen years ago, my heart 
caught up with it all. That is what guides me now, 
my heart and gut, so there is a convergence of 
elements, rather than each in isolation.” 

One recognizes quickly that emotional resonance 
is among the signal qualities exuded by a 
Bondarchuk work, whichever component of the 
hand-head-heart triumvirate seems uppermost 
in a given execution. Having observed her 
frequently in her capacious studio in downtown 
Kalamazoo, sometimes almost thumping the 
wall in zeal as she scuffs thick black strokes of 
charcoal onto a large square of 300-gram paper 
pinned five feet high, pausing to smudge sections 
with a dirtied chamois cloth or deploy one or 
another of her erasers to change value structure 
or texture, I can report that she is capable of 
drawing with remarkable speed and accuracy. 
The atmospheric sense – the emotional tonality 
of a piece – seems to arise out of nowhere, 
unannounced, as the mark making proceeds. 
Perhaps counter-intuitively, it is the head that 
lags, if anything. I have witnessed Karen pace 
for days before a drawing that is two-thirds 
complete, pondering, pondering, even flipping 
it to face the wall rather than the world. “It just 
isn’t resolved. I can’t solve it.” In the extreme, that 
can take weeks, during which she begins and 
completes other works; but when the conceptual 
solution presents itself at last, its physical 
realization will be achieved relatively rapidly.
 

“I have two general ways of working,” Karen 
explains. “Occasionally I pre-plan on a computer, 
mock up ten variations, say, and it is a convergent 
process, so that the drawing is the execution 
of an already completed idea. But what I really 
like to do is to dive in headfirst and create visual 
problems that I have to solve. Then the problem 
solving happens throughout the process; it’s 
a more divergent way of going about it and in 
some ways more difficult but can ultimately be 
more rewarding.”

Terra Incognita: For My Mother, 2012  
Common raven 
Charcoal and presstype on Rives BFK paper 
58 x 42

Collection of the artist
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Questions about the nature of nonhuman 
identity arise quite naturally in many of Karen’s 
works because they strongly project the sense 
of personal portraits, of birds as individuals 
rather than as exemplars of their species. (This 
is characteristic of the work of one of her major 
influences as well, the artist Leonard Baskin.) 
On occasion, that is literally true: an imprinted 
screech owl named Hubert has been featured 
in many of her drawings, and a young raven 
named Egbert, familiarized to human contact, 
has figured in others. By employing some of 
the compositional cues of portraiture, however, 
a strong sense of individuality becomes a 
precondition to the actual rendition of the bird, 
which compounds the intensity of the artistic 
illusion. In Terra Incognita, the quizzical look 
of a raven, foreshortened in such a way that it is 
reminiscent of a balloon figure floating forward 
on weighted feet, reminds Karen strongly of her 
mother, to whom the work is dedicated. Her 
mother, a sufferer of Alzheimer’s disease, has 
lost the capacity for intelligible speech, hence 
the association for the artist of the random 
letterforms now underfoot to the befuddled 
subject in the work. 

Other drawings demonstrating Bondarchuk’s 
sometimes sly play with portraiture do so in ways 
ranging from the near-subliminal to the obvious. 
A viewer would never suspect the leg position 
and puffed-out chest of the raven in Bird Out of 
Hand replicate the stance of Henry VIII from an 
official likeness of him by Holbein, for example, 
whereas the artificiality of the drawn curtain 
behind the raven in Utopia – plus the work’s 
title – is a recognizable nod to Holbein’s famous 
study of a contemplative Sir Thomas More  
(fig. 2). Two of the works engaging with religious 
iconography, Illuminati 1 and 2, are from a 
triptych in which gilded heavenly bodies behind 
the finely detailed owl subjects suggest a halo 
of sainthood. Karen’s professorial colleague 
at Western Michigan University, art historian 
Dr. Joyce Kubiski, remarks that Bondarchuk is 

Above, fig. 2 
Hans Holbein (1497/98-1543) 
Sir Thomas More, 1527 
Copyright The Frick Collection, 
New York
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here using traditional Old Master portraiture 
techniques, “building the form up on a neutral 
ground with strong gradations of light and 
dark, the final layer adding exquisite details” 
as its subject sits “close to the illusory edge 
of the picture plane, gazing out at the viewer, 
unperturbed and expectant,” reminiscent of a 
Byzantine icon. Adding to the effect of an almost 
otherworldly repose are the background glyphs, 
which imbue these drawings with both mystery 
and an air of timeless sanctity. 

In viewing Bondarchuk’s works, the can’t-put-
my-finger-on-it moment may arrive. The feeling 
of a grasped-at ineffability or slight disjunction 
seems to accompany what is otherwise an image 
of detailed physical accuracy. 2001 Birds in Art 
Master Artist Tony Angell explains that as an 
aspect of the primacy and power of art, the place 
where words fail, and remarks that he finds 
Bondarchuk’s work “attractive from a challenging 
point of view, since the way her subjects are 
presented gives me reason for a double-take, to 
begin to explore ideas, to go beyond the initial 
impression. The corvid is obviously engaged with 
or by something, and I try to imagine what it is. 
There is an invitation to get in a conversation 
with the art, in conversation with the bird, and 
the birds are telling us about ourselves. Her work 
causes us to think about other [animal] lives, 
in an approach that avoids beating a drum, it is 
spontaneous and free.”

Karen is hardly bashful about appropriating 
methodology or conventions of various 
established art traditions when it suits her 
aims or provides promise of a fresh direction, 
it should be noted, which abets the appearance 
of spontaneity by tangibly enlarging a sense 
of range. I visited caves in the Dordogne and 
Cantabria with her in 2012 when she had an 
artist residency in southern France, at the 
Virginia Center for Creative Arts’ Moulin à Nef 
studio center, with the specific intent to study 

Above 
Bird Out of Hand, 2012  
Common raven 
Charcoal and ink on Rives BFK paper 
72 x 42

Collection of the artist 

Left page 
Utopia, 2016 
Common raven 
Charcoal on Rives BFK paper 
30 x 22

Collection of the artist
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they resembled feathering! (fig. 3) In examining 
closely many of Bondarchuk’s larger drawings, 
incidentally, viewers may be amused to find that 
many instances of feathering are drawn with 
an extraordinary resemblance to flowing hair 
instead, received by the eye without question or 
perhaps even notice. 

A sampling of work showing Bondarchuk’s 
appropriation from Japanese tradition, scroll 
works nine feet in height, also are included 
in the Woodson Art Museum’s Master Artist 
exhibition, upscaled from those commonly 
hung in Japanese tea houses, where they are 
viewed from a seated position on the floor. She 
developed those works with a correspondence 

Paleolithic art. Needless to say, the archaic work 
we encountered was stunning in the simplicity 
and fluidity of line (utilizing charcoal!), the use of 
physical contours of rock to suggest volume and 
movement, the overlay of images, and the virtual 
dearth of the human in what was depicted, other 
than handprints, created as both positive stamps 
and in negative relief. Karen assimilated ideas 
and forms from that experience into many works 
thereafter, executing a series called Kith and 
Kin in which the archaic influence is clear and 
often executed as a kind of ghosting presence, 
as in my favorite, Neo Niaux, named for one of 
the caves. A couple of her larger-scale works 
incorporated handprints as seen in the caves, 
but she drew them in imbricated fashion so 
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to the Corvus sculptures in mind, for exhibition 
together. “The sculptures are horizontal and 
I wanted a vertical element to contrast with 
them. And while the sculptures represent the 
dead, in the scrolls are dead crows that I have 
brought to life. They are in what Buddhists call 
the Bardo state, between heaven and earth, so 
there is a division of zones from bottom to top, 
the birds occupying the in-between.” We might 
intuit that Bardo is especially hospitable to the 
playful spirit, for in one scroll we encounter 
models of the universe tricked out as the edible 
forms they approximate in abstract mathematical 
speculations (Universe à la Mode).  

Now for some true serendipity: While Karen 
was at her residency in southern France, a fellow 
visiting artist discovered as she was about to 
fly home that her luggage was overweight. As 
a consequence, she left behind eight unused 
gessoed panels, taken by a scavenger artist 
mentioned frequently in this essay. A year 
passed. Karen worked on her Kith and Kin series 
and other pieces, including Continuum, a large 
drawing featuring the imprinted owl Hubert 
and, in gridded fashion behind him, the mouse 
a day constituting his diet. It occurred to Karen 
that her mother, who is institutionalized and 
does not recognize one day from the next, was 
in a parallel situation, dependent on others for 
her care. Recalling the gessoed panels she had, 
Karen decided to experiment with them, and 
found herself immediately excited. The surface 
responded wonderfully to charcoal and gold leaf 
and was of a scale – just shy of eight by six inches 
– new to her.  

What ensued was Bondarchuk’s Crow a Day 
series, launched on August 1, 2014, in which she 
decided to produce 365 smaller-scale works on 
panels to mark days that her mother could not, 
heightening as well her own sensitivity to the 
circadian cycles as they passed in quick parade. 
Karen manufactured her own panels, cutting 

Left to right 
The Requiem Series:  
Corvus Corona, 2014 
Universe à la Mode, 2015 
Shooting Stars, 2015 
American crow 
Charcoal, ink, and gold leaf on Rives 
BFK paper on fabric 
107 x 58 each

Collection of the artist 

Fig. 3 
Aporia (detail), 2012 
Charcoal on 
Hahnemühle paper 
Collection of the artist 
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plywood, confecting her own gesso, coating and 
then sanding the multiple layers required to 
build up a suitable base. And a floodgate opened: 
Observe the buoyancy and washes of color in 
the resultant panels of the series, the flippancy 
and idiosyncrasy, the brashness mixed with 
intermittent somber notes, and you will see an 
artistic metamorphosis as it occurred, as if the 
year itself were a chrysalis from which free-form 
visual thought emerged. Renditions range from 
the finely detailed to loose and nearly abstract 
handwork, even a fine Lichtenstein-esque 
example. There is a noticeable sinuous quality 
evident, too, in the balancing of elements in 
the panels, which one finds nowhere else in the 
artist’s corpus.  

“The series was actually an emancipation for me,” 
Bondarchuk says, “because the only rule I had 
was to produce one panel every day, and aside 
from depicting a corvid, it was carte blanche – I 
was free of constraints. Other works, such as 
my scrolls, were laden with thought and very 
structured, highly conceptual. But having to 
make a crow every day, I couldn’t think much 
about them, and it allowed me to play in ways 
that I had not done in a long time. And I realized 
how important play was in my work.” The shift 
to liberal use of color in washes of ink opened 
up new possibilities as well. “It connected me to 
remembered associative patterns and textures,” 
Karen remarks, although that is not at all 
discordant with her commitment to art rendered 
in black and white, for “I never felt that the 
charcoal work needed color, in fact, in general, 
color would interfere with it.”

Left 
Kith and Kin #7: Byzantium, 2012 
Common raven 
Charcoal, gold leaf, and presstype on 
Wallis museum pastel paper 
10 x 12 1/4

Collection of  
Carlene M. Cilc and  
Douglas R. Hren

Right page 
Scriptorium, 2013  
Eastern screech owl 
Charcoal and ink on Rives BFK paper 
22 x 30

Collection of  
Paul and Linda Bowler 



17

During an artist residency at the Virginia Center for Creative Arts’ 
Moulin à Nef in Auvillar, France, I discovered a tiny museum that 
recounted the history of the city. Known for both its faience pottery 
and the production of goose feather calligraphy pens, I was attracted 
to a pen tip in a display case that depicted a pointing human finger; I 
chose to modify the pen with a screech owl feather. In translation, the 
repeated phrase ‘My name is Hubert and I am not an owl’ relates to 
Hubert’s identification with humans.

–Karen Bondarchuk
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Art Winslow is a critic and author whose work has 
appeared in many of the country’s larger newspapers 
and magazines, most extensively over the years in the 
Los Angeles Times and Chicago Tribune. He is a former 
Literary and Executive editor of The Nation magazine and 
served most recently as chair of the Pulitzer Prize jury for 
fiction for the 2016 award year.

Karen’s art is influenced from many directions, 
of course, like anyone’s. Her reading of poetry 
and literature, including volumes by Fernando 
Pessoa and David Mitchell; the work of writers 
such as bio-ethicist Peter Singer and essayist 
Barry Lopez, and Tony Angell’s and John 
Marzluff ’s books on corvids; the aesthetics of 
Japanese woodblock artist Hasui Kawase. There 
is a phrase from a neon piece by artist Bruce 
Nauman titled Window or Wall Sign (1967) that 
she keeps in mind, “mystic truths,” as a kind of 
lodestar. (Nauman has said the statement that an 
artist helps the world by revealing mystic truths 
is true and not true at the same time, a paradox 
that Karen finds applicable in art making.) Of 
contemporary artists, she is swayed perhaps 
most powerfully by the work of Ai Weiwei, 
whose use of material in meaningful ways 
creates work “that resonates far beyond what it 
represents pictorially.” I find it helpful to think 

of artwork in general, and Karen’s in particular, 
with a phrase from a philosopher and art critic 
whose work I edited for many years, Arthur C. 
Danto. In one profound essay he suggested art 
is “the transfiguration of the commonplace.” The 
vivifying of the real in such a way that we look 
at it again, harder, would be another way to put 
it: snap out of our walking trance momentarily 
to be plunged into a heightened awareness, 
be reminded that we are alive and the world is 
wondrous. 

Left 
Continuum, 2014 
Eastern screech owl 
Charcoal, ink, and gold leaf on Rives 
BFK paper 
42 x 42

Collection of the artist

Right page, top to bottom 
Illuminati 1, 2013  
Eastern screech owl 
Charcoal, ink, and gold leaf on Rives 
BFK paper 
24 x 24

Collection of  
Karen Levine and Gene Gunsberg

Illuminati 2, 2013  
Eastern screech owl 
Charcoal, ink, and silver leaf on Rives 
BFK paper 
24 x 24

Collection of  
Karen Levine and Gene Gunsberg 
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