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Emil Lukas 

Born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, in 1964, Emil 
Lukas has exhibited throughout the United States 
and abroad. Solo museum shows include “Emil 
Lukas: Connection to the Curious” at The Aldrich 
Contemporary Art Museum in Ridgefield, CT 
(2005); “Emil Lukas” at The Weatherspoon 
Museum, Greensboro, NC (2005); “Things with 
Wings,” The Mattress Factory, Pittsburgh, PA 
(2005); and “Moderate Climate and the Bitter 
Bison” at the Hunterdon Museum, Hunterdon, NJ 
(2008). In 2016, a solo exhibition of his work was 
held at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, 
Philadelphia, PA. Lukas’ work has been featured 
in group shows at the Musée d’Art Moderne de la 
Ville de Paris (1995), Museo di arte moderna e 
contemporanea di Trento e Rovereto (1996); 
Contemporary Arts Museum, Houston (1998); 
Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art, Kansas 
City (1999); American Academy, Rome (2000); 
The Drawing Center, New York (2002); and 
SCAD Museum of Art, Savannah (2012-2013). 
His work is in important private and public 
collections, including the Panza Collection, Italy; 
the Dakis Joannou Collection, Greece; the 

Anderson Collection, Stanford University, California; Baltimore Museum of Art, Maryland; Crystal 
Bridges Museum of American Art, Bentonville, Arkansas; Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego, 
California; Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, Philadelphia; San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 
California; the UBS Art Collection; and Weatherspoon Art Museum, Greensboro, North Carolina.  
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Baumgardner, Julie. “An Eye-Bending New Series of Paintings, Without Paint.” www.nytimes.com (T 

The New York Times Style Magazine), 4 January 2017. 
 

 
 

 
Two works from the artist Emil Lukas’s new “Tubes” series. Courtesy of Sperone Westwater 
 
When the artist Emil Lukas decamped from his Harlem studio about 25 years ago, he landed in Stockertown, 
Penn. — only 90 minutes from downtown Manhattan, but remote enough to include an impressive 
compound with a barn for painting and an industrial space for large-scale projects. “I moved out here 
because I wanted to work and be left alone,” says the 52-year-old multimedia artist, who considers himself 
a painter but uses paint about as often as he receives visitors (which is to say, rarely). 
 
Currently, the industrial space — a 14,000-square-foot former factory that dates back to the turn of the 20th 
century — houses new “paintings” about to be unveiled for the first time this week at his longtime gallery, 
Sperone Westwater. Lukas is best known for his “Thread” series: canvases overlaid with multicolor woven 
polyester, using a loom system nailed into the frame, ultimately achieving a unique luminosity. “There has 
to be an optical excitement that’s transmitted from the artist to the viewer,” he says. “A ‘Thread’ becomes 
more special than just thread.” 
 
The show will debut expansions of his “Threads,” along with “Stacks” (multilayered towers that are, he 
explains, “all connected conceptually, physically and visually”), “Bubble Wrap” (an updated take on a 
series that began in the late 1980s) and his magnum opus, “Liquid Lens,” an experiment using tubes from 
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last year that’s quickly become his latest artistic fascination. “In a weird way, I consider these paintings, 
because they’re a warped surface that been manipulated and altered to create this event,” Lukas says of all 
of his series. 
 

 
Clockwise from left: Lukas with one of his “Thread” paintings; a detail shot of a “Tube” work; the former factory in rural 
Pennsylvania where Lukas’s studio is located. Courtesy of Sperone Westwater 
 
At first, “Liquid Lens,” a 12-by-9-by-3-foot behemoth of welded aluminum tubes, might appear to fall into 
the realm of George Rickey and other practitioners of kinetic art. (“Everyone loves them; I’m O.K. with 
them,” Lukas quips.) But there’s a key difference: “I wanted to make a kinetic sculpture that moves with 
you but has no kinetic parts,” he explains. In creating “Liquid Lens,” the first and largest exploration in 
what has become his “Tubes” series, Lukas concerned himself with the tricks and mechanics of one- and 
two-point perspective — much as a traditional painter would. Depending on where one stands, sight lines 
and shadows connect quite literally to the viewer. “People get reconnected to what’s on the other side. They 
move with you, they follow you, in a way,” he says. “When you look at something, something has to 
happen. That’s what happens in my work.” 
 
Lukas’s work may seem conceptual, but he avoids placards or lengthy essays explicating how to experience 
his pieces. “A painting needs to reveal itself. I think it’s generous to leave a work at a point where someone 
can look at it and figure out what it is, no explanations,” he says. “Let it be the way it is. Anyone curious 
enough can find the truth of the whole thing.” For Lukas, who has spent much of his career attempting to 
understand, interpret and play with the mechanics of the human eye, that truth often lies in the space 
between perception and optical illusion. “You really just have a few ideas, it’s all you’ve got,” he says. 
“The reason why they’re the few ideas you have is because they don’t let go of you.” 
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Emil Lukas. Exhibition brochure. Philadelphia: Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, 2016. 
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Lieberman, Michael. “Emil Lukas at PAFA: Magic made from cardboard, string, and bubble wrap.” 

www.theartblog.org (Artblog), 29 January 2016. 
 

 

 
“Large Lens” (2015). Cardboard, glue, and wood. 120” x 130” x 30”. Image courtesy of the artist and Sperone Westwater, New 
York. 
 
Five works of art comprise Emil Lukas’ exhibit at PAFA’s Morris Gallery. Yes, five. And not only are the 
pieces awesome, but their spare presence makes the austere, skylight-lit Morris Gallery look stunningly 
beautiful. Okay, the highlight of the show, the sculpture “Large Lens” pictured here, composed of glued-
together cardboard tubes, commands the gallery, and it is huge, a good 10 feet in both the vertical and 
horizontal, and two-and-a half feet wide, and it is curved like one of those giant, otherworldly 
communication satellite dishes you see here and there. And notwithstanding its size and pedestrian 
components, “Large Lens” is an enchanting plaything—more on that below. But the four other works by 
Lukas, though unequal in size, are equally formidable and engaging. So, what you have here is a gorgeous 
skylit gallery and five totally absorbing works of art which must be seen and experienced to be believed. I 
should leave it at that. 
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“Large Lens” (2015). Cardboard, glue, and wood. 120” x 130” x 30”. Image courtesy of the artist and Sperone Westwater, New 
York. 
 
The “Large Lens” 
 
“Large Lens” was conceived by Lukas to be an interactive lens that breaks down the physical elements of 
seeing on a large scale. The sculpture thus serves as a portal into the gallery, changing the way the viewer 
experiences the space. Likewise, the physical structure of the piece changes as you move around it. 
 
Facing into the gallery, you will be on the concave side of the lens. Pace the sculpture’s length and an 
illusory orb of white light glows through the hollow cardboard tubes. The orb shadows your movement, 
contracting or expanding depending upon your distance from the piece. You might feel as if you’re taking 
the moon, slightly obscured by clouds, for a walk. From the convex side, the orb, which likewise changes 
character with the movement of the viewer, is larger and more diffuse, and the ocular impression is quite 
different, but no less intriguing. See the optical changes of “Large Lens” in a video on the artist’s website. 
 
Experiencing “Large Lens” is like being in the presence of some of the light and space work of James 
Turrell: that is, the experience is intended to be an act of discovery, and it is. 
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“Cloud 1480″ (Detail) (2015). Paint on plaster, 12” x 9” x 2,” 2015. Photo by Zachary Hartzell. Image courtesy the artist and 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts. 
 
“Cloud” 
 
The four other pieces in the show are pairs displayed on opposite sides of the gallery. First, the “Cloud” 
pair. They are small, curved, painted plaster casts of sheets of bubble wrap. Because photographs do not do 
them justice, I’ve included here an image of the detail of one them. The word that comes to mind to describe 
these works is “elegant”. Perhaps “brilliant”. Like “Large Lens,” wonder extracted from the prosaic. 
 
The thread paintings 
 
Two thread paintings, titled “Contracting Hum” and “Expanding Hum,” make up the second pair of other 
works. They are deep, luminous layers and layers of crisscrossed fine, multicolored threads strung over 
shallow, painted wooden trays, and arranged so that large glowing orbs appear in the center of the pieces. 
The color combinations of these works create an illusion of depth, opacity, and even motion: the orbs seem 
to pulse. You feel like you are in the presence of celestial phenomena. Again, photographs do not do them 
justice. The image above provides a sense of their intricate detail and the almost painterly impression the 
pieces convey. You can observe the visual effect of the orbs in the paintings, which flank the “Large Lens” 
in the image displayed at the beginning of this review. 
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Photo by Zachary Hartzell. Image courtesy of the artist. 
 
It is difficult to place these exemplars of Lukas’ work into an art-historical perspective. As suggested above, 
there is a connection to James Turrell, particularly with respect to “Large Lens” and the thread paintings. 
Both artists have focused upon the optical, spiritual, and emotional effects of luminosity. I also wonder 
whether Lukas has been influenced by Agnes Martin, particularly by the subtle variations in hue of her 
beautiful abstract grids, which, like Lukas’s thread paintings, challenge our perceptions. 
 
Emil Lukas was born in 1964 and attended Edinboro University. He has exhibited throughout the United 
States and abroad and is represented by Sperone Westwater. Lukas lives and works in Stockertown, 
Pennsylvania, which is about 80 miles north of Philadelphia in the Lehigh Valley. 
 
This show runs through April 10 at the Pennsylvania Academia of Fine Art’s Morris Gallery. 
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Baker, Kenneth. “Chance Encounters.” www.1stdibs.com (Introspective Magazine), 19 April 2015. 

 
 

 
 

 
On view at San Francisco’s Hosfelt Gallery through May 9 are works from three recent and ongoing Lukas series. Photos by 
David Stroud 

 
With his latest body of work, Emil Lukas situates himself in a lineage of modern artists interested in 
surmounting their own conscious creative intentions. Collages of found material by Pablo Picasso, Georges 
Braque and Kurt Schwitters, like the notorious “readymades” of Marcel Duchamp, allowed chance or mass-
produced materials to determine details of novel artworks. 
 
Lukas has added a new technique — “larva painting” — to the repertoire of 
artistic collaborations with chance. These pieces are among a variety of other 
recent work now on view at San Francisco’s Hosfelt Gallery through May 9. 
His 2014 canvas-over-panel piece Cold Slope may look at first like an 
exercise in gestural abstract drawing, distantly descended from Jackson 
Pollock’s webs of flung and drizzled enamel. But the graphic energy of 
Lukas’s work lacks completely the expressionist drive and follow-through of 
Pollock’s execution. And no wonder: The ornate traceries of black line in 
Lukas’s work were produced by ink-dipped fly larvae trailing pigment across 
the surface. 
 
How much influence 50-year-old Lukas, based in Stockertown, 
Pennsylvania, has over the movements of his insect collaborators we can only 
guess, but they generate paths and rhythms unlike anything a human hand 
might produce. I can think of nothing comparable in contemporary art, other 
than the chalk floor drawings Japanese artist Yukinori Yanagi has made 

Emil Lukas is dedicated to 
exploring ways that he can limit 
his own control over his work, 
placing himself squarely in the 
lineage of modern masters from 
Picasso to Hans Arp.  
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intermittently since 2000, which involve carefully following the paths of an ant trapped within a steel 
enclosure. 
 

 
For his 2014 mixed-media painting Cold Slope, Lukas allowed chance — or, rather, the paths of ink-dipped fly larvae as they 
moved across the canvas — to dictate composition. 

 
A series of very spare ink drawings on panel-mounted paper, also 
begun by larvae, bring to mind the sparest of Richard Diebenkorn’s 
abstractions on paper. But, again, the starkness and slackness of line in 
Lukas’s work suggest a vitally different approach. 
 
The Hosfelt show samples three other ongoing strains of Lukas’s art, 
which have little in common besides his impulse to limit his own 
control over the outcome of his efforts. The ongoing “Thread 
Paintings,” of which The Ring of Distant Events, 2015, is a superior 
example, are made by crisscrossing innumerable fine threads over the 
void of a framed white rectangle. Their randomly sequenced hues 
create a haze of colored striations through which soft light seems to 
pulse from behind. 
 
Each “Bubble Painting,” meanwhile, comes pock-marked with a grid 
of semi-spherical indentations — the result of Lukas having molded 
plaster over bubble wrap. Proceeding intuitively, he then tints each 
indentation with a color, creating a sort of pointillism so gross in grain 
that it defies resolution into an image. 
 

Another facet of the artist’s production 
involves complex networks of colored 
thread, which he weaves across a 
frame; The Ring of Distant Events, 2015, 
seems to be lit softly from behind. 
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Works like Double Bend, 2015, from Lukas’s “Bubble Painting” series, recall pointillist paintings from afar, but, in fact, their 
honeycomb-like surfaces result from plaster that the artist molded over bubble wrap, creating individual indentations that he then 
tinted with color. 
 
Each “Bubble Painting,” meanwhile, comes pock-marked with a grid 
of semi-spherical indentations — the result of Lukas having molded 
plaster over bubble wrap. Proceeding intuitively, he then tints each 
indentation with colors, creating a sort of pointillism so gross in grain 
that it defies resolution into an image. 
 
The “Puddle Paintings,” meanwhile, may be the artist’s most 
improbable inventions. In Between Stars, 2015, a black field spattered 
with white paint, the canvas has six ovoid depressions interrupting it. 
Each depression is ringed with color, suggesting craters with 
geological layers exposed. A back view — unavailable to the casual 
gallery visitor — clarifies Lukas’s procedure. To create the 
depressions, in which he then puddles successive layers of paint, he 
has threaded his canvas to extensions of the frame, stabilizing the 
eccentric ovoid forms and incidentally giving a new meaning to the old 
term “shaped canvas.” 
 
 

Lukas creates “Puddle Paintings” 
like Between Stars, 2014, by flooding a 
manipulated canvas with layer upon layer 
of pigment; the colors pool and dry in the 
surface’s depressions, offering the visual 
impression of geological strata. 

https://www.1stdibs.com/art/paintings/abstract-paintings/emil-lukas-double-bend-1441/id-a_310492/
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Chun, Kimberly. “Emil Lukas: Art from maggots, bubble wrap and sewing notions.” www.sfgate.com 

(San Francisco Gate), 18 March 2015. 
 

 

 
Emil Lukas’ 2014 painting “Floating Mat No. 1374,” featuring paint and ink on canvas over a wood panel. Photos: Courtesy of the 
artist and Hosfelt Gallery 
 
Working with maggots, bubble wrap and sewing notions comes naturally to artist Emil Lukas: He has been 
experimenting with these materials for years. “It’s about making images that line up with what they are, 
and how the viewer perceives them,” he says. Yet an element of the ineffable edges into the picture. 
“There’s the trance I’m in when I make them,” he says, “and the trance the viewer goes into when they see 
them.” We spoke to the 50-year-old artist about his larvae, thread, puddle and bubble paintings in his solo 
show, “Ringing of Distant Events,” at Hosfelt Gallery, from one of his two studio spaces in rural 
Stockertown, Pa. 
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Q: How do your larvae paintings work? You use maggots? 
 
A: The larvae move the pigment. It’s a way to make a mark that has 
a very clear intention. So, for example, at certain stages, the larvae 
want to move away from the light. There’s an intention to their 
marking, and it’s a way of having an abundance of markings 
happening simultaneously. It’s a really fantastic way to work within 
a cycle or season. 
 
I don’t really want to create an elaborate apparatus to work against 
something that happens naturally. The puddle paintings form circles, 
and those circles form naturally due to gravity and the canvas. 
 
Q: There are two thread paintings in the “Ringing of Distant 
Events”? 
 
A: One of the main inspirations is the physicality of thread. It’s a 
great adhesive, and it’s an amazing structural element at the same 
time. It has amazing pictorial potential. You go to an art supply store 
and look at paint, and you go to a sewing store and look at a thread 
rack — it’s hard not to fall in love with a thread rack. You go, 
“Wow,” when you see a Gutermann thread rack of 700 or some 
colors. 
 
Q: You seem to have a complicated relationship with paint and 
painting. 
 
A: I agree with you. In searching for the potential in the materials 
you’re using, part of that is structure, and that is part of the painting. 
The thread paintings are very structural, but they’re optically read 
against a wall — they’re appreciated the way a painting is 
appreciated. 
 
This little section of a life cycle of a fly and how pigment separates 
with gravity into a shape or the breakdown of one color to another 
— they’re all structural elements of how paintings are made, and 
we’re left seeing the visual. There are all the basic formal elements 
of paintings — transparency, light and color. But a lot of the 
inspiration is structural, in finding the potential in the physicality of 
the material. 

Emil Lukas’ 2015 painting “Between 
Stars,” featuring paint on canvas with wood 
and thread. 

Emil Lukas’ 2014 painting “Valley No. 
1414,” glass and wood. 

Emil Lukas’ “The Ring of Distant Events 
No. 1438,” thread over a painted wood 
frame with nails. 
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Manus, Elizabeth. “Emil Lukas’s Abstract Larvae Paintings Are Physical Feats of Creation.” 

news.artnet.com (Artnet News), 6 July 2014. 
 

 

 
View of studio barn. Photo: Zach Hartzel, courtesy the artist and Sperone Westwater, New York. 
 
Many years ago, the artist discovered an alternative for conventional paintbrushes. 
 
In case you missed it, the Farmers’ Almanac, which for 2013 correctly predicted a colder than usual New 
York winter, delivered a disquieting forecast for this summer. “Exceptionally hot” is the outlook for much 
of North America, with the Northeastern region of the country predicted to be “oppressively humid, wet, 
and thundery.” 
 
For Emil Lukas, this may not be unwelcome news. 
 
A sculptor and process painter who once divided his time between a Harlem studio and one in Stockertown, 
Pennsylvania, he now maintains two studios in the Keystone State, and in one of these he creates what he 
calls Larvae paintings. 
 
The paintings are not representations of larvae, as you might think. In this case, the actual fly larvae of, 
say, Calliphora vomitoria, the blue bottle fly, behave as tools of his trade. They are what Lukas uses instead 
of conventional paintbrushes (not exactly Yves Klein’s “living brushes,” but hey). 
 



 SPERONE WESTWATER 
257 Bowery New York 10002 
T + 1 212 999 7337  F + 1 212 999 7338 
w w w . s p e r o n e w e s t w a t e r . c o m  

 

 
Emil Lukas, Liquid Reflector 1-6 (2013) Photo: Courtesy Sperone Westwater, New York. 
 
It is February 22nd when I meet the artist at his downtown gallery, Sperone Westwater, on a bright Saturday 
morning. The Bowery neighborhood is on the march—to yoga, the nail salon, the Apple store, Falai. But 
in here, in this space, there is a slow heartbeat, thankfully. 
 
This is the final day of Lukas’s solo exhibition, which opened on January 9th. On some walls hang 
his Thread paintings—works with colored polyester thread (physical, structural, pictorial lines) pulled over 
painted wood frames and “locked down” (as he puts it) on the edges. On other walls hang the Larvae 
paintings. It is these that hold my attention. 
 
Lukas and I discuss the role that the weather plays. Consistently hot weather is essential to the work; it’s 
what motivates—literally—the insects during their residency at his Stockertown studio. The temperature 
determines the speed of what Lukas refers to as his two-month production season. During the doggy days—
usually August and September—when the weather is the hottest, the larval life cycle is the most rapid. 
 
Months before the larvae arrive, however, Lukas is hard at work, alone, during dark afternoons. Round 
about mid-February, he begins fashioning wood panels and stretching canvases. Then he adds many layers 
of gesso, applied and sanded many times, to approximate a surface as smooth as paper. 
 
Come May (and crocuses), he’s applying acrylic paint and introducing color and composition. During these 
early days, Lukas estimates that he applies between 30 and 50 layers of paint using everything from rollers 
and all manner of fibrous brushes to splashing to spraying. He tints the primers, puts in lines or circles—to 
produce a set of compositionally unique “underpaintings.” One might be warm, another cool, another 
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congested, another light. “I want the paintings to stand in relationship—I want the paintings to stand apart 
from one another as early as possible, before the larvae,” he explains. 
 
And then, come late June or July, Father Nature sets his schedule, and Lukas is in his hands. The 
anticipation can be uncomfortable. Lukas says he asks himself a battery of questions: “Is it gonna be hot, 
is it gonna be cold? Is it gonna work? It is not gonna work? Is it gonna be a good week or a bad week? Am 
I going to paint this this week, or am I going to paint something else this week?” 
 
Any day, Lukas must paint when the weather is hottest because a surprise cool front might always arrive 
unannounced. “It becomes a real drain by the end of summer,” he says. “It’s fantastic, but after a while, 
you definitely need a break. You don’t mind it being seasonal.” 
 
How Lukas lures his blind collaborators is his own private, ugly secret about what he terms “the science” 
of the process. He won’t discuss that part. 
 
“There’s no other insect that makes sense to connect these paintings to,” he says. “What larvae do, why and 
how they are—it’s the perfect connection.” 
 
But come on, I say. Why flies? 
 
“What I’m trying to achieve I feel can only be achieved this way, and it’s something that I’ve worked for 
20 years to develop,” the artist states. 
 
Twenty years? Actually, a few more than that. 
 
One night during the late 1980s at his Harlem studio, Lukas casually murdered a pesky fly and left it 
overnight in a four-inch puddle of paint on a piece of cotton paper. The following day, much to his surprise, 
he returned to a drawing suggestive of a pattern of electricity or lightning. It turns out that his victim had 
been a life-bearing fly, carrying larvae, and the tiny life forms had tracked paint all over the paper. 
 
Lukas was intrigued and began to conduct research and experiments with many organic materials, such as 
mold, seed germination, spore drops, carbon, and fat. Only flies (he has not worked with other 
insects) achieved the status of full-blown obsession and then: art. 
 
Okay, but still: Why flies? (Personally I find them disgusting.) 
 
“I’m after a mark that has intention,” Lukas tells me. “An intention then goes to rhythm, the rhythm goes 
to repetition, repetition starts to look like the human hand.” 
Now I’m beginning to understand. 
 
He continues: “There’s a formula that is very difficult to find when it comes to this intention, the human 
brain, and patterns. This is a link to a device”—the device being the fly larvae—“that allows me to work in 
a very clear and deliberate intention without the pattern subscribed by the human brain.” 
 
Of course, Lukas sets countless parameters of play—including lighting (natural, artificial, direct, diffused—
the larval visual system reacts to all of these), vibration level (the paintings are on wheels), density of color 
(Lukas uses a mixture of ink and paint, both water soluble), and the level of wetness of the canvas itself. 
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The process allows him “to direct a painting that has millions of lines, and the lines don’t fall into the pattern 
that a human would have if a human made a painting with millions of lines. That’s one of the things I really 
love about the paintings.” 
 
I suppose I must love that too. I lean in towards one, then out. It’s wider than I am tall. A wiggly line 
reminds me of a river seen from 35,000 feet in the air. Hm. Now I inspect a coil. Could a human brain 
produce that design? 
 
Lukas describes how he intervenes at one moment of the flies’ life cycle to get this effect. “From the time 
they are larvae until the time they pupate, I intervene at this little interval,” he says. “We make these 
paintings, and then the larvae are outside again; they hatch, they fly away—they fly all over the community. 
There’s something that’s very significant to me. There’s a moment they come in, there’s a moment they go 
out; and this is what we make.” 
 
He and I pause, we human-brained beings, and look at each other. 
 

 
Emil Lukas, Rain (2013) Photo: Courtesy Sperone Westwater, New York. 
 
One painting, called Rain, has an underpainting of cloudy-day white; the foreground is a brambly tangle. 
“I want people to look at the paintings, and I want them to think about them like calligraphy or like lightning 
or roots or the history of painting being applied to a canvas in the many ways that other artists have done 
it,” he says. 
 
But none of this occurs to me. Thoughts are not formulating. Instead, I begin to peer into the abundance of 
tangle. The mind-feel (for lack of a better phrase) of a small child in the woods comes over me. Somewhere 
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beyond that derangement of lines, in the center of the canvas, is a place akin to the Platonic ideal of a 
clearing. I feel as though I can step into the canvas, away from grownups into a safe place of my own. No 
flies are here. 
 
I look at Lukas. By virtue of his curiosity, sparked all those years ago in Harlem, he has landed me 
somewhere realer than fiction. It’s possible the expression on my face tells him he has accomplished 
something unusual. 
 
“Randomness,” he mentions, “is a difficult pursuit.” 
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Castro, Jan Garden. “Emil Lukas.” Sculpture Magazine, May 2014, pp. 72-73. 
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  “Process – Emil Lukas” Modern Painters, February 2014, pp. 30-31.  
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Tan, Dion, and Eric Gordon. “Emil Lukas, Weaving Art with Nature.” www.blouinartinfo.com (Blouin 

Artinfo), 10 January 2014. 
 

 

  

Who might have thought spools of thread in every Pantone shade and trails of ink-covered crawling 
larvae would be the foundations of a painters work? Those are the media at the core of new inspirational 
body of work from Emil Lukas. For his latest eponymous exhibition, the Pittsburgh-born artist brings his 
layered pieces of thread and larvae paintings to Sperone Westwater Gallery in New York City. 
 
Lukas lives and works in Stockertown, Pennsylvania, where he converted a 19th-century barn into a 
studio where he weaves his distinctive thread paintings. 
  
He creates his stratified pieces in a silent dance: Lukas loops a line of thread on nails affixed on the sides 
of a shallow box, stretches it across the face, and waltzes to the opposite border where he takes a moment 
to observe the composition before locking it down. 
 
“It’s a very meditative state,” said Lukas. “The relationship is one with light, color, and the relative color 
that’s going on with the painting.” 
 
He continues the technique with other strands of thread in multiple shades and he calls the result a 
“painting”. They are dense on the edges and seem to emit an ethereal glow from a distance. However, the 
individual lengths of raw material and color reveal themselves as one draws closer to the work. 
 
While Lukas’ thread paintings suspend in a box of optical-illusion color, his larvae paintings are grounded 
in complex layers of monotone. 
 

http://www.blouinartinfo.com/artists/6019-emil-lukas
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A few hundred yards away from Lukas’ studio was an old Massey Fergusen Tractor dealership factory, 
which he bought a year ago and turned it into his experimental space for his larvae works. 
 
In the summer, Lukas breeds fly larvae eggs in the space and begins working on multiple paintings at one 
time. He introduces mature larvae onto a primed canvas and deposits ink next to them. He maneuvers 
their movement by casting light and shadows while they crawl, dragging the ink across the surface, 
creating dynamic squiggly lines. He applies a milky wash over the larvae-drawn canvas and repeats the 
process. 
 
“One of the thoughts is to bring something from the outside, work with it for a short period of time, and 
then return it.” said Lukas. “With that, [I] capture some potential from that experience.” 
 
Lukas doesn’t keep count of how many larvae or layers he goes through to finish the paintings. But rather, 
he goes for a “look” or pictorial atmosphere he wants to achieve, often based on the title or relationship it 
has with paintings next to it. 
 
“We are an accumulation of our experiences,” said Lukas. “It’s a basic function in life and that function 
has found its way into my work for the last 25 years.” 
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van Straaten, Laura. “Margaret Garrett, Emil Lukas, and Melissa Meyer.” www.whitewall.art (Whitewall), 

27 January 2014. 
 

 
 

Three new shows of abstract paintings 
in New York share a musicality and 
colorful beauty that merit a mid-
winter’s visit. […] Then there is the 
truly elegant display of work from the 
last year by Pennsylvania-based 
artist Emil Lukas at Sperone 
Westwater Gallery. Although not 
widely known in the United States, 
Lukas has shown his work throughout 
Germany, France, Switzerland, and 
Italy, including as part of the 
renowned Panza Collection in Varese. 
 
Lukas “paints” his so-called thread 
paintings, to which half of the show is 

devoted, by drawing intricate skeins of various colored polyester threads across his canvases. 
  
(The show also comprises one other series, what Lukas called his “larvae paintings.” Jeff Koons’ dozens 
of studio assistants cannot compare to the millions of fly larvae Lukas lets loose to eat patterns as they will 
into freshly painted canvas.) 
 
These thread paintings can read like musical instruments, nearly throbbing with a tympanic tautness. Five 
of those on view have a glowing circle-within-a-square motif that seems to invert Anish Kapoor’s widely 
exhibited, seemingly floating, two-dimensional, fiberglass wall sculptures. The luminous orbs in these five 
works appear to be lit from within. Like James Turrell, Lukas can seem like an illusionist, optimizing light, 
color and the shifting angle of the viewer to create a unique and elusive optical experience. 
  
Unfortunately, as Lukas said when we toured the gallery minutes before the show’s opening, “Historically 
I make work that is impossible to photograph.”  He’s right on this count. No image I’ve seen has been able 
to capture either the ethereal luminosity or complexity of craftsmanship of the thread paintings. 
  
In the exhibit’s accompanying catalog, Lukas noted that he was “first attracted to thread” when traveling in 
Germany in the late eighties where he remembers seeing huge racks with hundreds of spools in different 
colors on display in garment stores and drugstores. “The dramatic visual effect fascinated me.” 
 
“For me the thread paintings are about color. They’re about compositions of color, light, reflection, and 
opacity. They’re much closer to formal wet-on-wet watercolor paintings than they are to anything in the 
textile field.” 
 
That rings true, because despite the materials, there’s nothing artsy-craftsy about these works. If, like me, 
you’ve ever admired the artistry of a handmade drum or marveled at the inside of a piano, you will 
especially like Lukas’ work. 
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Laster, Paul. “Emil Lukas.” Time Out New York, 23-29 January 2014, p. 26. 
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Sheets, Hilarie M. “Emil Lukas.” Elle Décor, September 2012, pp. 86, 88. 
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Di Biase Dooley, Lucienne. “Process.” In Emil Lukas: Structure Becomes Image. Exhibition catalogue. Sent: 

Gian Enzo Sperone, 2011. 
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Halle, Howard, ed. “Emil Lukas.” Time Out New York, 24 February – 9 March 2011, p. 58. 
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Hashimoto, Jacob, and Emil Lukas. “Interview.” In Emil Lukas: Accumulate and Dissolve. Exhibition 

catalogue. Sent: Gian Enzo Sperone, 2009. 
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Feinstein, Lea. “Emil Lukas.” ARTnews, March 2007, p. 124. 
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“Emil Lukas: Connection to the Curious.” www.aldrichart.org (The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum), 

2005. 
 

 
 

 
 
Emil Lukas: Connection to the Curious 
July 10 – October 9, 2005 
 
The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum is pleased to present Connection to the Curious, a solo exhibition 
of the work of Emil Lukas, on view from July 10 through October 9, 2005. 
 
Lukas is interested in the beauty that results from an open-ended exploration of materials and the art-making 
processes. Engaging the viewer’s curiosity, Lukas champions non-traditional ways of viewing his work, 
allowing the viewer to engage and interact with the work in multiple ways. This exhibition will feature an 
indoor installation of a stacked sculpture, titled White Center, made with paper, canvas, wood, plaster, 
thread, and organic material. Thirty-one double-sided sections are stacked to create the 72-inch high 
sculpture. In piling the sections one on top of the other, Lukas is shielding the remarkable surfaces and 
textures unique to each piece, underscoring the inter-relatedness of each of the components. Meant to be 
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flipped through like a book, the sculpture challenges our conventional sense of viewing, forcing us to 
engage with Lukas’s work more physically to try to understand his process. 
 
Using a boroscope, or “lipstick camera”, Lukas provides the viewer with a peek inside the stack to view the 
materials that make up his vernacular in the video, Connection to the Curious. Filled with complicated 
layers of materials such as a dehydrated frog, plaster, and the wells of paint that recur in his work, the video 
offers a peek at the layers of White Center. The film transforms the sculpture into an architectural space, 
the wide-angle lens enlarging the scale and giving the viewer the sensation of passing through the work. In 
another new work for the exhibition, Drawing Rocks, Lukas discreetly places a series of stone sculptures 
throughout the Museum’s property, both inside and outside the Museum. Each of these “rocks” will have a 
recess filled with castings the artist made from material selected from his vernacular: cement, plaster, 
plastic, or glass. Visitors are invited to make their own works, by rubbing, piercing, burnishing or 
embossing the surfaces of the sculptures. 
 
Born in Pittsburgh in 1964, Lukas lives and works in Stockertown, Pennsylvania. He will be mounting a 
solo exhibition at The Weatherspoon Museum, Greensboro, NC, and in June 2005 and The Mattress 
Factory, Pittsburgh, in September 2005. 
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“Emil Lukas: Moment of Process.” www.absolutearts.com (Indepth Art News), 30 September 2001. 

 

 
 
The fall exhibition in Kidspace at MASS MoCA, Moment of Process, will feature two- and three-
dimensional works by Emil Lukas. Lukas works with a variety of organic and inorganic materials, including 
plants, insects, plaster, canvas, paint, and found objects, to produce abstract paintings, prints, drawings, and 
sculptures. 
 
For Lukas, the processes through which he creates his work and the inherent properties of the materials he 
uses are central to his art practice. By pulling a canvas taut so that paint drips and puddles in the resulting 
indentations, or sewing potato chips to paper and allowing the oil to seep through and stain the surface, 
Lukas sets processes into motion and then enables, as he describes it, marks to make themselves. Lukas's 
experiments with materials and processes are informed by phenomena in the natural world. For example, 
in his Larva Painting, larvae coated with paint crawled across the surface of a large canvas, leaving a dense 
network of interlacing trails. Here Lukas gives control of the work to the materials themselves, thus wedding 
the art-making process to the life cycles of the insects. 
 
Lukas also works with different printmaking techniques, and two series of recent prints will be on view in 
the Kidspace exhibition. Press and Vent is a series of 31 prints made in collaboration with students at 
Lafayette College in Easton, Pennsylvania. Based on his work with Lafayette students on this series, Lukas 
has designed an original art project for Kidspace in which all visitors will be able to participate and make 
their own pressings. Moment of Process also features three new silkscreen prints that Lukas made at the 
Durham Press in Durham, Pennsylvania, as well as one large painting and three sculptures made of plaster, 
wood, glass, and other organic materials. 
 
Born in Pittsburgh, Lukas received a bachelor's of fine arts degree in 1986 from Edinboro University in 
Pennsylvania. He spent eight years in New York and Europe before settling down in Stockertown, 
Pennsylvania, located near Lafayette College in Easton. 
 
In the past year Lukas has had one-person exhibitions in New York, Cologne, Paris, and San Francisco. He 
is represented by Gorney Bravin + Lee, New York, NY; Studio la Città, Verona, Italy; Haines Gallery, San 
Francisco, CA; Galerie Alain Le Gaillard, Paris, France; and Renate Schroeder, Cologne, Germany. Since 
1985 Lukas has participated in group exhibitions in museums and galleries around the world. 
 
“Emil Lukas: Moment of Process,” 2001-09-30 until 2001-12-15, MASS MoCA, North Adams, MA, USA 
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EMIL LUKAS 
Biography 
 
1964 Born Pittsburgh, PA. 
 Lives and works in Stockertown, PA. 
 
 
Education 
 
1986 BFA, Edinboro University, Edinboro, Pennsylvania, 1986 
 

Solo Exhibitions 
 
2019 “Emil Lukas,” Sperone Westwater, New York, 9 January – 23 February 
2018 “Emil Lukas: Twin Orbit,” Hosfelt Gallery, San Francisco, 5 May – 16 June 
2017 “Emil Lukas,” Studio La Città, Verona, 12 October – 18 November 
 “Emil Lukas,” Sperone Westwater, New York, 7 January – 11 February (brochure) 
2016 “Emil Lukas,” Morris Gallery at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, Philadelphia, 14 January 

– 10 April (brochure) 
2015 “Recent Works,” Photo & Contemporary, Torino, 15 May – 30 June 
 “Emil Lukas: Ringing of Distant Events,” Hosfelt Gallery, San Francisco, 21 March – 9 May 

(brochure) 
2014-15 “Emil Lukas: Large Curtain,” Studio La Citta, Verona, 13 December 2014 – 7 February 2015 
2014 “Emil Lukas,” Sperone Westwater, New York, 9 January – 22 February (catalogue) 
2012-13 “Emil Lukas: Curvature,” Studio La Città s.r.l., Verona, 10 November 2012 – 9 February 2013 

(catalogue) 
2011 “in, on, un,” Hosfelt Gallery, San Francisco, 21 May – 1 July 
 “Emil Lukas: Larva, Bubble, and Thread,” Sperone Westwater, New York, 25 February – 26 

March 
2010 “Recent Works,” Photo & Contemporary Gallery, Torino, November – January 
2009-10  “Accumulate and Dissolve,” Gian Enzo Sperone, Sent, 29 December 2009 – 31 March 2010 
2008-09 “Titration,” Hosfelt Gallery, San Francisco, 13 December 2008 – 31 January 2009 
2008 “Moderate Climate and the Bitter Bison,” Hunterdon Museum, Hunterdon, 10 May – 20 June 
2007 “One to the Other,” Hosfelt Gallery, New York, 15 September – 27 October 
2006-07 “Recent Sculptures and Related Paintings,” Hosfelt Gallery, San Francisco, 2 December 2006 – 20 

January 2007 
2005 “Things with Wings,” The Mattress Factory, Pittsburgh, September – December 
 “Emil Lukas: Connection to the Curious,” The Aldrich Museum, Ridgefield, 10 July – 9 October 
 “Emil Lukas,” The Weatherspoon Museum, Greensboro, July – September 
2003 “Developmental Years,” Gallery Otto, Bologna, March – April 
2002 Marcel Sitcoske Gallery, San Francisco, September – October  
 Starks Gallery, New York, 2 February – 2 March  
2001 “Emil Lukas: Moment of Process” and “Kidspace,” MASS MoCA, September – December  
 Haines Gallery, San Francisco, May – June 
 “Exploring the Interior,” Galerie Lucien Durand Le Gaillard, Paris, March – May 
 “New Works,” Galerie Schroeder, Cologne, March – May 
 “Marks that Make Themselves,” Grossman Gallery at Lafayette College, Easton, February – 

March 
2000 Galleria Otto, Bologna, October 
 Spence School, New York, September – October 
 “The Use of Evidence,” Gorney Bravin & Lee, New York, 25 May – 30 June 
1998 “Story Without Words,” Haines Gallery, San Francisco 
 Galerie Schroder, Cologne 
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1997 Studio la Citta, Verona, April 
 Haines Gallery, San Francisco 
1996 Bravin Post Lee, New York 
1995 Studio la Citta, Verona  
 “The Use of Evidence,” Art Museum of The University of South Florida, Tampa 
 Haines Gallery, San Francisco 
1994 Bravin Post Lee, New York, 17 November – 23 December 
 Tom Solomon’s Garage, Los Angeles 
1993 Studio la Citta, Verona, 2 October – 20 November 
 John Post Lee Gallery, New York, 4-27 February 
1992 Thomas Solomon’s Garage, Los Angeles 
 Galerie Nova, Pontresina 
1990 Althea Viafora Gallery, New York 
1989 Mendelson Gallery, Pittsburgh 
1988 Pinta Galleria d’Arte Contemporanea, Genova 
1987 Mendelson Gallery, Pittsburgh 
1986 Mendelson Gallery, Pittsburgh 
1985 Meadville Council on the Arts, Meadville 
 
 
Selected Group Exhibitions 
 
2018 “W.W.W. – What Walls Want,” Marignana Arte Gallery, Venice, 23 May – 15 September 
2017-18 “Sculpture, Painting, and Video,” The Margulies Collection at the WAREhOUSE, Miami, 25 

October 2017 – 28 April 2018 
2017 “The End of Utopia: Jacob Hashimoto, Emil Lukas,” Studio La Città, Palazzo Flanginni, Venice, 

13 May – 30 July 
2015 “La percezione del futuro. La Collezione Panza a Perugia,” Galleria Nazionale dell’Umbria, and 

Museo civico di Palazzo della Penna, Perugia, 20 June – 8 November (catalogue) 
 “On Paper: Spin, Crinkle, Pluck,” The Baltimore Museum of Art, Baltimore, 19 April – 

September 20 
2014 “Prospect 2014,” Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego, LaJolla, 22 February – 30 April 
2012-13 “Stretching the Limits,” SCAD Museum of Art, Savannah, 22 October 2012 – 3 February 2013 
2012 “Tra Natura e Spirito: Omaggio a Giuseppe Panza di Biumo,” Galleria San Fedele, Milan, 29 

October – 21 November (catalogue) 
 “Look Both Ways,” Hosfelt Gallery, San Francisco, 8 September – 6 October  
2011 “Nel Frattempo (Meanwhile),” Mercato della Frutta, Valeggio sul Mincio (VR), 23 September – 

16 October 
2010 “State of Mind,” Lucca Center of Contemporary Art, Panza Collection, Lucca, April – August 
 “In Full Color,” Hosfelt Gallery, New York, January – March 
2008 “Group Show,” Mendelson Gallery Pittsburgh, May – July 
2007 “Whole Parts,” Sam Francis Gallery, Santa Monica 
2006 “Material Abuse,” Caren Golden Fine Art, New York 
 “Group Show,” Bravin Lee Programs, New York, June – July 
 “Studio in the Park,” Riverside Park Fund Art Project, New York, May – September  
 “Summer Group Show,” Marlborough Chelsea, New York, May – July  
2004 “Paintings that Paint Themselves,” Kresge Art Museum, East Lansing, September – November 
 Germantown Academy Arts Center Gallery, Fort Washington 
 “Challanged Horizons,” Gallery 31 North, Glen Gardner, January – March  
2002 “The Drawing Center’s 25th Anniversary Exhibition,” New York, 21 September – 25 October 
 “Made by Nature,” Dorsky Gallery, Long Island City, September – October 
 “Group Show,” Gorney Bravin & Lee, New York, 15 March – 20 April 
 “Officina America,” Galleria d’Arte Moderna di Bologna, Imola; Museo di San Domenico, 

Censea; Ex-Pescheria, Rimini; Palazzo dell’Arengo, Ascoli Pisceno, January – March 



SPERONE WESTWATER 
257 Bowery New York 10002 
T + 1 212 999 7337  F + 1 212 999 7338 
w w w . s p e r o n e w e s t w a t e r . c o m  

 
2001 “New Prints 2001,” International Print Center, New York 
 “Lafayette Faculty Exhibition,” Grossman Gallery at Lafayette College, Easton, 20 October – 8 

December 
2000 Chiesa di S. Antonio, Breno (BS), November 
 Rocca di S. Giorgio, Orzinuovi (BS), October 
 Spazio Mostre del Vittoriale, Gardone Riviera (BS), September 
 “Dello Spirituale nell’Arte,” Torre Avogadro, Lumezane Pieve (BS), July 
 “The Panza di Biumo Collection – Works from the 80’s and 90’s,” American Academy, Rome, 

March  
 Galerie Lucien Durand Le Gaillard, Paris 
 “Life Cycles,” South Eastern Center for Contemporary Arts (SECCA), Winston-Salem, 18 

February – 21 May  
1999 “Gallery Artists,” Gorney Bravin & Lee, New York 
 “Morbida Quiete e La Notte,” Studio La Citta, Verona 
 “Abstract Painting Once Removed,” Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art, Kansas City 
1998 “Abstract Painting Once Removed,” Contemporary Arts Museum, Houston, 3 October – 6 

December 
 “Interior Landscapes,” from the Collection of Cliff Diver, Delaware Art Museum, Wilmington, 21 

April – 12 July 
 Bravin Post Lee Gallery, New York, February 
 “Landscape & Memory,” Haines Gallery, San Francisco 
1997 “Human Nature,” The Work Space, New York 
 “Onomatopoeia,” Studio la Citta, Verona 
 “Obsession + Devotion,” Haines Gallery, San Francisco, 15 October – 15 November 
 “Le Jardin Complice de l’Art,” Foundation d’Art Contemporain Daniel et Florence Guerlain, Les 

Mesnuls 
1996 “The Collection of Panza di Biumo,” Museo di arte moderna e contemporanea di Trento e 

Rovereto, Palazzo delle Albere, Rovereto (Trento) 
 “Painting in an Expanding Field,” Ursan Gallery, Bennington 
 “Heineskjerning Og Zenit,” Galerie Zenit, Frederiksberg 
 Studio la Citta, Verona 
1995 “La Belle e la Bête,” Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris 
 “Up the Garden Path,” The Work Space, New York 
 “From Nature,” Haines Gallery, San Francisco, 4 May – 17 June 
 “A Drawing,” Bravin Post Lee, New York 
 “Recent Work,” Heines Gallery, San Francisco 
1994 “60 Drawings from Art Hotel,” The Drawing Room, Amsterdam 
 “Possible Things,” Bardamu Gallery, New York 
 “Critical Mass,” Yale University, New Haven and The McKinney Ave Contemporary, Dallas, 5 

December – 21 December 
 “Inner Circle,” Tom Solomon’s Garage, Los Angeles 
1993 “Between,” John Post Lee Gallery, New York 
 “Windows and Doors,” Holly Solomon, New York 
 “Hyper-Cathexis,” Stux Gallery, New York 
 “Major Medical,” City without Walls, Newark 
 “Painting as Paradigm,” Stark Gallery, New York 
 “Group Show,” Margulies|Taplin, Miami 
1992 “New Address,” Muranushi-Lederman, New York 
 “The Hole is Part of the Sum,” Micheal Klein Gallery, New York 
 “Collector’s Choice,” Ruth Vered Gallery, East Hampton 
 “10 Steps,” Horodner Romley Gallery, New York 
1991-92 “Casual Ceremony,” White Columns, New York, 13 December 1991 – 13 January 1992 
1991  “Ornament,” John Post Lee Gallery, New York  
 “James Hyde, Emil Lukas, Vik Muniz,” Mendelson Gallery 
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 “Benefit Show,” White Columns, New York 
 “A Question of Paint,” Hallwalls Contemporary Arts Center, Buffalo 
 “Works on Paper,” Paula Allen Gallery, New York 
 “Small Works,” 80 Washington Square East Gallery 
1989 “Selection 46,” Drawing Center, New York 
1988 Mendelson Galleria d’Arte, Genova 
1987 Pinta Galleria d’Arte, Genova 
 “New Attitudes: Recent Pennsylvania Abstraction,” Southern Allegheny Museum, Pittsburgh 
 “Pittsburgh Now 8 Artists,” Three Rivers Arts and Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh 
1985 “Spring Exhibition,” Erie Art Museum, Erie 
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