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Cover: Burn Thru 7-25-13 4:49, 2013 Acrylic and Burns on Canvas/Velvet 84h x 84w inches
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In Kathleen Kucka’s newest body of work, the past becomes the present. Two years ago, 

after moving into a new Brooklyn studio, Kucka unwrapped some of her earlier canvases, 

done about a decade ago, in which she used burning as the primary element. She was 
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She was inspired to work the medium again. 

Almost seamlessly, she picked up where things left off continuing her investigation of 

abstract mark-making. Burning canvas or paper is a conscious physical act, one that cannot 

be erased or reversed. While it may be easy to interpret burning as a metaphor for 

destruction or a symbol of pain, Kucka is cautious that her marks never become referential. 

7LI�YWIW�½VI�EW�TVSGIWW��

Choreographing an abstract dance between materials and process, Kucka shares a kinship 

with the former Japanese avant-garde artist collective Gutai (meaning “concreteness”), 

which advocated a direct engagement between artists and their materials. In their 1956 

manifesto, Gutai artists stated that the appeal of their artworks “lies solely in the strength 

of their material properties, their colors and forms.”1 Similarly for Kucka, burning is a 

means of “making a primal mark”.

It is with an electric charcoal lighter that Kucka began to physically break through the 
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stiching work on burlap and canvas. Her initial burns were large and assertive. The six 

vertical scorches in “Untitled 1995” suggest thick tar oozing down the canvas. The black 

velvet backing creates an illusionistic void and renders it nearly impossible to perceive the 

depth behind the picture. 

The largest work, Kucka has completed, is “Color Burn”��HEXIH�������������,IVI�LYRHVIHW�

of small oval-shaped burns swirl in whirlpool patterns. While similar in shape, the marks 

do not conform to any standard size or symmetry; rather, their sweeping accumulations 

create a dazzling visual vibration. “Color Burn” VITVIWIRXW�/YGOE´W� ½VWX� I\TIVMQIRX�[MXL�
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color beneath the surface of the burns.

Burn Thru 4-19-13 5:22 pm, 2013 Burns on Canvas, 85h x 75w inches



The works comprising the “Burn Thru” series follow the example of Gutai; there are 

no longer titles, but instead each piece simply notes the date, year, and exact minute of 

completion. “It’s like a birth record,” she says, “of when the painting became itself.”� “Burn 

Thru 9-19-12 4:22” is a large canvas that achieves a structured rhythm. Kucka’s strands of 

elliptical burns form three columns that convey a sense of volume and drape. Interestingly, 

when viewed from the left-hand side, the black velvet backing becomes indigo due to the 

nape of the material.  Rabbit skin glue is applied to the finished canvases to ensure 

that the delicate charred edges remain intact. Equally integral to her compositions is the 

wispy residue of smoke that drifts above each burn. The “rising” smoke in “Burn Thru 2-4-13 

11:00” creates the impression of movement: the burned forms appear to slide down the 

canvas, like contrails, leaving smoky streaks in their wake. 

In “Burn Thru 4-8-13 12:49”, Kucka’s burns create sinuous lines of complimentary orange 
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Individual bursts of neon orange fabric, punctuate the otherwise subdued palette. The 

incorporation of colored fabrics has taken on greater relevance over the past year. Her 

color choices are bold and often combine multiple hues within a single composition. 

Another work spanning two time periods, is “Burn Over Burn”, which was begun in 1995 
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into nine pieces of paper. She then darkened their surfaces with charcoal, careful not to 

conceal the brown borders around each burn. The thin streaks of exposed white ground 
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the artwork poetically evokes the patterning of rain on a glass window.  

The “Burn Bright Series” is a large installation composed of nearly sixty individual works. It 

features both older burn pieces and more recent drawings; it is, in essence, a visual diary of 

Kucka’s multiple processes over the years. Varied burn formations are visible throughout—

straight lines and starbursts, sweeping arcs and structured grids—creating lively juxtaposi-

tions of pattern and scale. Included amidst the sea of abstract shapes are twelve miniature 

hand-sewn outfits and three figurative por traits. These delicately ar ticulated faces have 

a haunting presence as they gaze outward with empty eyes. Kucka’s monochromatic 

arrangement is interspersed by bursts of bright crimson color on several drawings. 

Left: Burn Thru 9-19-12 4:22,  2012 Burns on Canvas/Velvet 70h x 52w inches



*SV�LIV�[SVOW�SR�TETIV��XLI�EVXMWX�QYWX�EGX�UYMGOP]�ERH�HMPMKIRXP]�WMRGI�TETIV�FYVRW�QYGL�

faster than canvas. The smaller scale and change of medium, however, allow for greater 

expression in gestural marks and color selections. Unlike the neutral canvas of her burn 

paintings, Kucka’s drawings on paper are vibrant and saturated with pigment. She uses oil 

pastels and beeswax crayons to chart new designs amid the numerous burns. In “Burn 

Thru #7”,�/YGOE�WLITLIVHW�E�W[EVQ�SJ�FYVR�QEVOW�MRXS�E�HEVO�WXVIEQ�XLEX�¾S[W�XLVSYKL�

E�FVMKLX�½IPH�SJ�]IPPS[��7LI�XVERWQYXIW�XLI�IPPMTXMGEP�JSVQW�MR�“Burn Thru #9” into diamonds 
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Thru #8” ¾YXXIVW� PMOI� JIEXLIVW� MR�E�½IV]�WO]�SJ� VIH�ERH�FPEGO��/YGOE´W�HMWGIVRMFPI�GVE]SR�

marks are evidence of the artist’s hand, lending immediacy to the works. In every drawing 

she intentionally leaves a halo of untouched paper around each burn. It would be sacrilege 

to cover it; for Kucka, “the burn mark is paramount.”��

Kathleen Kucka’s exploration of materials and mark-making has led her on a decades-long 

journey. She has remained steadfast in her formal investigations. Her burns, whether on 

canvas or paper, compose complex, lyrical compositions that ultimately revel in the 

TVSGIWW�SJ�XLIMV�GVIEXMSR��0MOI�+YXEM��[LS�GLEQTMSRIH�±E�[MPPJYP�VMXI�SJ�HIWXVYGXMSR�XS�

yield something new,”4 Kucka deconstructs the canvas to reveal its intrinsic beauty and 

potential as an art object itself. She engages simply and wholly in the process of her art. 

Ellen J. Keiter

Curator of Contemporary Art
Katonah Museum of Art
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��Ibid
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Burn Thru 2-4-13 11:00, 2013, Acrylic and Burns on Canvas/Velvet, 70h x 52w inches



Burn Thru 4-8-13 12:49 pm, 2013 Burns on Canvas/Velvet/Mesh 60h x 60w inchesBurn Over Burn, 1995-2013 Burns and Charcoal on paper/plexiglass boxes



Above from left to right:
Burn Thru #7, 2012 Beeswax Crayon and Burns on Paper 20h x 13w inches
Burn Thru #9, 2012 Beeswax Crayon and Burns on Paper 20h x 13w inches
Burn Thru #8, 2012 Beeswax Crayon and Burns on Paper 20h x 13w inches

Right Page: Burn Thru #1, 2012 Beeswax Crayon and Burns on Paper 20h x 13w inches



Burn Thru 2-4-13 11:18, 2013 Acrylic and Burns on Canvas/Velvet 24h x 20w inches

Above: Burn Thru 4-19-13 5:29 pm, 2013 Acrylic and Burns on Canvas/Velvet 24h x 24w inches 

Next spread page Burn Bright Series, 2013 Mixed Media on Paper 96h x 96w inches





Kathleen Kucka 
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