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Ultralight Beam Terzetto, 
2016. Graphite on paper, 

41 ½ x 63 inches. Courtesy of 
Western Exhibitions, Chicago.

Moments before Jack Worthington proposes to 
Gwendolyn in Oscar Wilde’s 1895 theatrical com-
edy, “The Importance of Being Earnest,” she ad-
monishes him, “Pray don’t talk to me about the 
weather, Mr. Worthing. Whenever people talk to 
me about the weather, I always feel quite certain 
that they mean something else. And that makes 
me quite nervous.”1 Indeed, in late Victorian 
England, talking about the weather carried with 
it a certain kind of conversational camouflage 
or an ever-slight pretense that might be said to 
embody the “ennui of suburban life,”2 as it does 
today. Nobody controls the weather, and casual 
talk of climate conditions, between strangers or 
friends, stands in as an unconscious, if subtle, 
nod to our shared powerlessness over the forc-
es of the natural world. In some small but signif-
icant way, the unpredictability of weather bears 
a deep relationship to our ever-changing, shared 
human condition. 

Weather and the full spectrum of its allegorical 
meanings play both an obvious and oblique role in 
Los Angeles-based artist Robyn O’Neil’s graphite 
drawings, the primary medium in which she works 
and through which her prints and acclaimed ani-
mated film, WE, THE MASSES, emerge. Like war, 
weather has the capacity to displace and to de-



molish, and colloquial expressions confirm such 
veiled meanings. “To weather the storm” means 
to tolerate and endure; “to take by storm” implies 
acquisition by force.  And, like film, which is one 
of the major focuses of this exhibition, weather is 
also constantly in motion, never remaining com-
pletely immobile or still. 

Born in Omaha, Nebraska, O’Neil grew up in tor-
nado alley and settled in Houston following her 
undergraduate studies at Texas A&M University 
and her post-graduate work at the University of 
Illinois, Chicago. As a child, O’Neil experienced 
the devastating effects of Hurricane Alicia on 
Galveston Island and Houston, when the roof of 
her family home was stripped away during the 
storm.3 Later she enlisted as a volunteer weather 
watcher, diligently recording high and low tem-
peratures and daily rainfall. Far from engaging 
with climate on an environmental or politicized 
level, O’Neil developed a virtual obsession with 
weather as a psychological and spiritual concern 
with deeply interior themes. 

The first and longest of her investigations began 
for her at the turn of the millennium, with simple 
drawings of middle-aged suburban men (based 
loosely on O’Neil’s father and his friends) wear-
ing sweat suits and Nike shoes in often desolate, 
barren landscapes featuring ominous skies. In 
the world O’Neil created, they engage restlessly 
in alternately innocuous or baleful tasks, from 
calisthenics to the cryptic pondering of a dead or 
injured animal. Culminating in such drawings as 
These final hours embrace at last, this is our end-
ing, this is our past (2007), in which a man hangs 
from a long, sagging rope that stretches from 
one end of the sky to the other, O’Neil’s narrative 
never really ended, but rather assumed a more 
distinctly filmic form. Begun nearly four years af-
ter the completion of O’Neil’s first major body of 
work, WE, THE MASSES (on which O'Neil teamed 
up with Irish director Eoghan Kidney) seems to 
pick up where her first body of work ended, with 

Father #11, 2012. Hand-coloring on aluminum plate 
lithograph, 15 3/8 x 22 ½ inches.

Mother #17, 2012. Hand-coloring and collage on 
stone lithograph,15 3/8 x 22 ½ inches.

Son #17, 2012. Hand-coloring on stone lithograph,  
15 3/8 x 22 ½ inches. 

University Art Collection, Western Michigan University. 
Purchased with funds from the John M. and Linda T. 
Dunn Endowment for the University Art Collection. 

3



her lithographic trilogy, Mother, Father, and Son, 
the image of Mother is represented by a calm, 
sparkling stretch of ocean, with a high horizon 
line dividing water and sky. Here the division be-
tween water and air is punctuated by a golden red 
sun and apocryphal-looking slate-gray structures, 
perhaps tombstones, which echo the gray, steely 
wave rendered in oil crayon that O’Neil pasted in 
the lower left quadrant. While something about 
the sea, perhaps the hint of reflected stars, bears 
loose kinship with Latvian-born American artist 
Vija Celmiņš’ painstaking depictions of water in 
motion, O’Neil’s collaged and hand-drawn embel-
lishments imbue this image with an archaic qual-
ity, as if the artist were an ancient stenographer 
translating foreign hieroglyphics. 

Filled with dark, mystical light, Ultralight Beam 
Terzetto likewise suggests imagery befitting pre-

a man—one man or Every man—falling from the 
sky in its opening scene. 

O’Neil’s solo exhibition in the Richmond Center's 
Rose Netzorg and James W. Kerr Gallery, com-
posed of  drawings, prints, and the artist's animat-
ed film, represents what the artist has described 
as the “infinite possibilities” of paper and pencil. 
WE, THE MASSES, installed at the opposite end 
of the gallery from three lithographs recently ac-
quired by Western Michigan's University Art Col-
lection (Father #11, Mother #17, and Son #17 of 
2012), strikes a formal and conceptual counter-
point to those works. Situated in the center of the 
gallery, three graphite drawings—Ultralight Beam 
Terzetto (2016), Hurricane (2009), and To the Left 
(2009)—represent O’Neil’s quintessential crisp, 
dense, and labor-intensive graphite images, each 
of which deserve brief commentary. 

Take Hurricane, for example. Drawn with Renais-
sance clarity, Hurricane features a huge upside-
down wave, an homage to O’Neil’s familiarity 
with Midwest flooding and the effects of extreme 
weather. In this drawing, which is closely related 
to two equally large drawings, On Sorrow and The 
Climate (both 2009), a mountainous wave, nearly 
abstract in its mimetic form, threatens to swallow 
the silent void beneath it. Sublime and ominous 
at once, Hurricane evinces O’Neil’s belief in nature 
as a formidable, God-like equalizer. Raised Catho-
lic, O’Neil neither completely conceals nor totally 
discloses her tendency toward religiosity, a term 
broadly defined as ways in which one engages 
with the intellectual, moral, doctrinal, cultural, 
or social aspects of religion. In Hurricane, water 
conveys a multiplicity of meanings—it appears 
baptismal, in that it could wash everything away, 
while it also represents the capacity to drown or 
flood with power and impunity. 

Large bodies of water and waves—sometimes 
violent and jagged, other times soft and calm—
reoccur throughout O’Neil’s visual vernacular. In 
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ellipse of Father—forms that are recapitulated in 
the arc of the waves in Mother.  As family, these 
three characters are interconnected, but they are 
also plucked from the pages of O’Neil’s broader 
storytelling mechanisms. As noted above, water 
scenes are plentiful in O’Neil’s work. And Father’s 
heavy shadow appears frequently in the artist’s 
numerous cloudscapes, while apocalypse-themed 
images in O’Neil’s early work from the 2000s de-
pict birds falling from the sky, landing flat on their 
broken backs. O’Neil’s upcycling of images points 
toward the idea of a slow and constant character 

historic cave paintings. In it, a sea of tightly coiffed 
male heads, seen from behind, appear to look to-
ward three light beams around which float eagles, 
an evergreen tree, pyramids, and mountainous 
shapes among other forms. In To the Left (2009), 
two disembodied male heads look away from the 
viewer toward something unseen, as if the men 
are lost or hovering in some unnamed purgatory. 
In part because procreation is deemed impossi-
ble—women never appear in O’Neil’s drawings—
the men she depicts are bound for end times. 

Like her foray into film, O’Neil’s prints materialize 
as a natural consequence of her drawing prac-
tice. Akin to film stills, the lithographs recently 
acquired by Western Michigan University feature 
imagery extracted from larger narrative sequences. 
In this visual trilogy, the contours of a bird lying 
prone on its back in Son echo the shadow or 

These final hours embrace at last, this is our ending, this 
is our past, 2007. Graphite on paper, 83 x 166 ¾ inches. 
Collection of the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth, 
Gift of Marshall R. Young Oil Co. in Honor of George 
Marshall Young, Sr., Chairman. 
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building that can only occur through time, a grad-
ual sewing together of reoccurring themes, im-
ages, characters.   

Many excellent essays narrate O’Neil’s place 
within the history of landscape painting and the 
incisive ways the artist has been known to cite 
art history, from Hieronymus Bosch to Winslow 
Homer. While there is no need to rehearse those 
accounts here, one particular element deserves 
specific mention: the severed branch or gnarled 
trunk. As scholars of American art have pointed 
out, the blasted tree—the lone, barren, or dead 
tree—represented what Hudson River School 
painters considered to be the “antiquities” of the 
United States, since this country did not have such 
structural ruins as could be seen elsewhere in the 
world.4 O’Neil capitalizes on this compositional 
device. The opening scenes of WE, THE MASSES, 
for example, include jagged, broken trees, stand-
ing like skeletons or natural relics near the edge of 
an evergreen forest where men practice yoga or 
hop up and down until the earth shakes beneath 

them. And in Father, two thin, broken branches 
frame the back of a head; in this print, the two 
tree branches look more like powerful staffs or 
lightning bolts than wood. It is precisely this kind 
of duality (or as I later suggest, visual conflict) that 
enriches O’Neil’s work with a cinematic sensibility, 
wherein a fragment of an object or image acts as 
a visual frame or doorway into an alternate mode 
of “seeing” the scene. 

Although WE, THE MASSES counts as O’Neil’s 
first animated film, her drawings have long em-
bodied movielike attributes. Much like the weath-
er, the full effect of a film could never be captured 
in a single frame, and here I want to zero in on 
what cinema scholars have long since identified 
as the “tension between the still and the mov-
ing image.”5 O’Neil’s work, which has been pro-
ductively analyzed in light of such Russian liter-
ary greats as Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy,6 in this 
instance benefits also from a brief consideration 
of Sergei Eisenstein’s theories of montage, which 
rank among the most significant contributions to 

Hurricane, 2009. Graphite on paper, 
60 x 60 inches. Courtesy of Western 

Exhibitions, Chicago. 
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cinema history and theory. While unraveling the 
complexity of Eisenstein’s dense and sometimes 
contradictory comments about montage would 
be impossible to undertake at present, the Soviet 
film director and theorist’s basic idea of collision 
and conflict bears relevance to O’Neil’s work.  “At 
the basis of every art is conflict,” Eisenstein wrote 
in “The Cinematic Principle and the Ideogram,” 
an essay in which he questioned how montage 
and “its cell—the shot” might be characterized, 
concluding, “By collision. By the conflict of two 
pieces in opposition to each other. By conflict. 
By collision.”7 This in turn prompted Eisenstein’s 
formulation of his well-known analogy defining 
montage as the “series of explosions of an inter-
nal combustion engine, driving forward its auto-
mobile or tractor.”8

Although the conflict Eisenstein refers to relates 
primarily to film-form—scales, volumes, masses, 
graphic directions—he cautions that conflict as 
such can assume varied forms, writing that “it can 
even be conflict in—the story.”9  It is from this lat-
ter perspective that O’Neil’s work—her drawings, 
prints, and film—align with Eisenstein’s ideas 
concerning montage; that is, her images and char-
acters are embroiled in a constant and unending 
state of conflict. Her black-and-white, grayscale 

palette—the snowy apocalyptic scene that opens 
WE, THE MASSES, for example—further reinforces 
the notion of oppositional forces pushing against 
one another. There is never any resolve or true dé-
nouement in O’Neil’s work, only a constant, per-
vasive hard-scrabble, survival-of-the-fittest tone 
that infuses her drawings. Animating such harsh 
human conditions and filtering these through the 
filmic channel of time passing only heightens the 
notion that O’Neil’s work is based in and on con-
flict, both internal and external. 

This conflict, exacerbated as it might be, uncovers 
itself slowly and subtly, but deliberately, through-
out the artist’s work. Framing colossal inquiries 
about nature and the sublime, the apocalypse 
and humanity—both our cruelty and our capacity 
to endure—O’Neil’s panoramic vistas and smaller, 
more intimate drawings are made with the most 
modest of materials—graphite pencil. Physically 
taxing, the artist’s process of making hand-drawn 
images with thin leads held in small mechanical 
pencils epitomizes the “culture of slow.” Reacting 
to the merciless pace of modern life, the so-called 

“slow culture”—from slow food to slow fashion 
to slow goods—refers to a trendy shift toward 
deceleration said to affect numerous economic 
facets. Despite that the contemporary art world 
seems to know no true slowness, O’Neil’s niche 
has much to do with the fact that her work is, in 
fact, slow. And it functions best and holds deepest 
meaning when considered in light of its own sto-
ry—the story O’Neil has been drawing out since 
her graduate school days. 

Significantly, cultural thirst for strong, holistic sto-
rytelling has arisen conspicuously throughout the 
past decade, arguably emerging as early as the 
turn of the millennium. Critics refer to this cur-
rent era as "the new golden age of television,” 

To the Left, 2009. Graphite on paper, 15 x 15 inches. 
Courtesy of Western Exhibitions, Chicago.  
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for example, primarily because storytelling and 
character development have reached new heights, 
epitomized by such television and cable programs 
as Lost, Six Feet Under, and, more recently, Break-
ing Bad. Moreover, from Facebook to Instagram, 
social media interfaces create storyboards that 
stand in for one’s identity. These picture montages 
tell the stories of our lives, creating a modern-day, 
visual shorthand through a series of images in-
tended to read more like a continuous cinematic 
reel than individual film stills. O’Neil seems to 
have been aware of this pining for epic narratives 
since the very beginnings of her work. Deliberately 
or not, even her earliest drawings embody such 
storytelling qualities, capturing one of the most 
defining aspects of the global zeitgeist since the 
turn of the millennium. 

Indra K. Lācis, Ph.D.
Director of Exhibitions
Richmond Center for Visual Arts
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