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A Passage of Force Through Matter demonstrates the vibrancy 
of painting in contemporary art, and considers the role it plays in 
our visual world. The exhibition explores painting as a practice 
that artists use to reconcile and transcend their own experiences 
of our overburdened image landscape–both the physical world 
and the endless scroll of news images, selfies, digitally-created 
content, and, increasingly, AI-generated materials that fill our 
various screens. 

This perspective ties the exhibition into broader conversations 
on the role of painting in the present moment. We encounter 
an avalanche of images on a daily basis, on a succession of 
screens that present an illusion of depth on a smooth, flat 
surface. How can painting, which blurs the boundary between 
object and image, interrupt the relationship we have with visual 
representation in this environment?  

The phrase "a passage of force through matter" is borrowed 
from art historian David Joselit's text for the 2016 exhibition 
Painting 2.0.1 In Joselit's text, the phrase describes the painterly 
mark, drawing attention to the material manipulation at the heart 
of painting. Citing art historian Robert Schiff, Joselit begins 
with the Impressionists, artists whose focus on the painterly 
mark drove a  fundamental disruption of European painting. 

Following the Impressionists, the painterly mark, rather than the 
potential for paint to cohere into a recognizable image, became 
the dominant force behind the European avant-garde's drive 
towards abstraction. 

With this shift, Joselit argues, modern painting became "a 
spirited investigation into how marks, or gestures, occupy the 
space between subjects and objects, or between persons and 
things."2 By focusing on the painterly mark, Joselit argues, 
modern painting oscillates between the artist's subjective 
experience and the physical impression left by the artist's hand 
on a surface. The mark is both a physical mark that exists in 
the world, visible to both artist and viewer, and an expression of 
the painter's subjectivity. It "simultaneously registers an objective 
optical sensation and a subjective temperament."3  Rather than 
cohering into a stable picture, an abstract collection of painterly 
marks takes on a dynamism that reflects this movement between 
subject and object. 

This approach reached its apotheosis with the work of the 
Abstract Expressionists, specifically Jackson Pollock, the 
movement's standard bearer. Pollock's champion, critic Clement 
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1. David Joselit, "Reassembling Painting," in Painting 2.0: Expression in the Information 
Age, ed. Manuela Ammer, Achim Hochdörfer, and David Joselit (New York: DelMonico 
Books, 2016) 168 - 181.

2. Joselit, "Reassembling Painting," 169.

3. Joselit, "Reassembling Painting," 169.

Matthew Mann,  State of Arcadia, (left) and Maggie Michael, Reverse Earth/Orientation: Swimmers’ Breath (to the left, 
to the right), (right). 



Greenberg, presented Pollock's work and the dynamism of 
his all-over compositions in direct opposition to the pictorial 
approach to painting. In certain circles of the American art world 
throughout the 1940s and 1950s, the belief in the superiority 
of "pure" abstraction over representational painting drove an 
ideological conflict so intense that artists who dared move from 
one mode to the other risked being labeled as traitors. 

Despite this elevation of abstraction, representational imagery–
what Joselit terms "the picture"–re-emerged as a dominant force 
in painting in the United States beginning in the 1960s. Building 
on the work of artists like Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper 
Johns, Pop Art placed painting in conversation with the image 
landscape of mass media. This re-emergence was driven, in 
part, by the inclusion of existing images, appropriated by artists 
from across visual culture. These artists reintroduced the picture 
back into painting not by returning to realistic depictions painted 
from life, but rather by bringing their painting into conversation 
with images from across visual culture. 

According to Joselit, then, the picture came back into painting 
not in opposition to abstraction, but as another strategy for 
situating painting within a network. The painterly mark prioritizes 
the painting as a vehicle to create a network between the artist, 
their experience, their creation of the mark, and the viewer. The 
inclusion of pictures creates a network between artist, viewer, 
image, and visual culture more broadly. Rather than constituting 
opposing sides of a high-stakes debate, both abstract 
and pictorial modes of painting contribute to the medium's 
contemporary relevance.

What Joselit describes as the "necessary coexistence" of these 
two approaches to painting, which were once considered 
strictly opposed to one another, provides a useful framework for 
understanding the work included in A Passage of Force Through 
Matter.4 Throughout the artists' work, these two modes–
abstraction's painterly mark and the representational mode of 
the picture–co-exist side by side on the gallery walls or even in a 
single canvas. 

The painterly mark as a dynamic movement between subject 
and object is visible throughout the work of Maggie Michael. 
Michael creates textured, lush abstractions, driven by her 
experience of particular moments and places. Michael draws 
on her surroundings, channeling her experience of them into 
dense layering and mark-making. She also incorporates physical 
materials like dirt, plant matter, and other objects from these 
environments into her paintings. Through these strategies, she 
translates her subjective experience through both the physical 
marks she makes on the canvas and the direct inclusion of 
material objects. 

Tom Bunnell's layered abstractions incorporate familiar shapes 
and marks, cultivating complex, dense compositions through 

4. Joselit, "Reassembling Painting," 171.

Claudia “Aziza” Gibson-Hunter, We Knew How to Rise Above Our Condition, (detail) 
2024, Pulp painting, 30 x 20 in. Courtesy the artist



references to recognizable shapes, patterns, and forms. In The 
Red Line, curves evoke the linework of cartoon thought bubbles. 
The Ledger's all-over composition is composed of repeated 
white starbursts. Throughout Bunnell's work, familiar shapes 
and marks take on a depth and a form through repetition and 
layering, resulting in complex compositions created from simple 
and familiar shapes.

The importance of the picture is visible in the exhibition as 
well, through the incorporation of representational elements, 
the appropriation of existing imagery, and the transformation 
of familiar symbols. Familiar symbols and forms are the 
foundation of Claudia "Aziza" Gibson-Hunter's pulp paintings, 
which incorporate evocative shapes and forms in landscapes 
that call to mind centuries of Black resilience and collective 
struggle. Gibson-Hunter's use of paper pulp, rather than paint, 
emphasizes the physical presence of the works. The ground of 

the work (handmade paper) and the material from which the 
composition is created (paper pulp) share the same material 
form, emphasizing the artwork's status as both a picture and an 
object. 

In the three works in the exhibition, Matthew Mann includes 
screen-printed imagery from found archival materials on the 
surface of the canvas. These insertions include the title pages 
of Enlightenment-era books, flyers from DC punk shows, and 
municipal notices. These inclusions point to both the history of 
20th century painting and, in our present moment, the Internet's 
endless archive. Through this layering, Mann's paintings evoke 
the false depth of the computer desktop and the smartphone 
screen.

In Marisa Rasum's Lucky, the presence of imagery derived from 
digital culture only heightens the contrast between the antiseptic 
experience of screen imagery and the visceral layering of Rasum's 
paintings. Rasum's use of thick paint to emphasize the material 
presence of their work forms the core of And Refuse. In that 

Tom Bunnell, The Red Line, 2020, Oil on canvas, 60 x 58 in. Courtesy the artist and 
Addison Ripley Fine Art

Marisa Rasum, Lucky, 2025, Acrylic on wood, 16 x 16 in. Courtesy the artist



work, the text from an airplane sickness bag fills the middle of the 
composition. With that text, an otherwise abstract, largely white 
composition, is transformed. And Refuse isn't an identifiable 
painting of an airplane sickness bag–rather the painting becomes 
the bag itself. 

Asha Elana Casey's painting's further emphasize the sculptural 
possibilities of painting, in opposition to its presumed flatness. 
Casey carves into and scorches the wood of the panel on which 
she works. The textured surfaces evince the physical labor of the 
artist's hand, creating a vibrant environment for the subjects of 
her portraits. 

While it offers a specific perspective on the broader relevance 
of contemporary painting, A Passage of Force Through Matter 
can also be viewed through the lens of the DC metro area's art 
history. Painting, already one of the dominant forms in modern 
and contemporary art, has had an especially strong presence 
locally. The region's most well known contribution to 20th 
century art history, the Washington Color School, continued 
the emphasis on abstraction that dominated American painting 
in the postwar period. Artists Alma Thomas and Sam Gilliam, 
two artists whose work is related to but also distinct from the 
Color School, reflects the region's contributions to abstraction, 
especially by Black artists. 

Multiple threads of influence from this history are visible in the 
exhibition. Claudia "Aziza" Gibson-Hunter was a mentee of Sam 
Gilliam and has been a crucial and influential member of the arts 
community in DC, including as co-founder, with colleague Michael 
B. Platt, of Black Artists of DC. Gibson-Hunter's use of paper pulp 
and handmade paper derives from her training in printmaking, 
another material with a strong history in the DC area. Many of the 
artists in the show, including Maggie Michael, Tom Bunnell, and 
Matthew Mann (American University), Asha Elana Casey (Duke 
Ellington School of the Arts, Corcoran College of Art + Design), 
and Claudia "Aziza" Gibson-Hunter (Howard University, Bowie 

State University), have been associated, as students, teachers, 
or both, with educational institutions in the area.

DC's history of punk and DIY cultural spaces, and the irreverence 
and humor of these subcultures, is reflected in the exhibition as 
well. Matthew Mann's work incorporates screenprints of flyers 
from DC's punk music history and his interest in architectural 
spaces reflects the influence of DC's brutalist architecture and 

Matthew Mann, Tongue Tie (detail), 2023, Oil, acrylic, silkscreen, and collage on 
canvas, 50 x 40 in.



the rapid gentrification and development that occurred in the 
city in the first decades of the 21st century. Artist Marisa Rasum 
was involved in influential underground space Hole in the Sky, 
a more recent incarnation of the city's often overlooked DIY 
culture, before its closing in 2022. 

In these subtle ways, the exhibition emerges from the still crucial 
networks of influence that exist in specific environments like 
the DC area, where the social and professional relationships 
also cultivate and shape the work artists create. In these 
environments, artists absorb both the broader art historical 
context within which they work, and the more intimate, perhaps 
less visible, undercurrents of influence that flow through direct 
relationships between artists.

A Passage of Force Through Matter seeks to highlight the 
ongoing vibrancy of painting, specifically its role as a material 
practice. This focus on the physical and material experience of 
painting contrasts the practice from the creation and reception 
of the digital images that make up so much of our image 
landscape today. The artwork draws attention to its own material 
qualities through the presence of thick layers of paint and the 
dimensionality created by the use of paper pulp, wood carving, 
and other nontraditional materials. This materiality stands in 
stark contrast to our primary daily experience of visuality - the 
screen. 

Installation image featuring artwork by Asha Elana Casey (left), Claudia "Aziza" Gibson-Hunter (center), and Asha Elana Casey (right). 



Tom Bunnell's practice encapsulates the unique nexus of 
attentive observation, critical thought, and skilled material labor 
that characterizes painting as a practice. Bunnell draws on 
forms, patterns, and shapes he observes in the world. The artist 
develops, alters, manipulates, and layers these influences into 
wholly new visions, with depth beyond the seeming simplicity of 
their central forms or patterns. The resulting paintings show the 
viewer something wholly new, created from something familiar. 

The Red Line calls to mind the cartoon thought bubbles. The all-
over composition of The Ledger, dominated by simple starburst 
forms, is frenetic at first glance. With longer observation, the 
complexity of the composition's layering reveals a dimensionality 
and depth expanding below the work's surface. Bunnell's 
paintings reward the type of long, slow observation with which 
they were made. Which is to say, they give the viewer the space 
for the exact type of looking that the endless image scroll of 
contemporary culture emphatically discourages.

TOM BUNNELL

Born 1968 in Aspen, Colorado
Lives in Washington, DC

Tom Bunnell
So Quick Bright Things Come to Confusion, 2023
Oil on canvas
60 x 58 in. 
Courtesy the artist and Addison Ripley Fine Art



Asha Elana Casey
Eloise, 2024
Oil, acrylic rhinestones, glitter, mica flakes, 
and nails on burned and carved wood
36 x 48 in. 
Courtesy the artist 

ASHA ELANA CASEY

Born in Washington, DC
Lives in Chevy Chase, MD

Asha Elana Casey's recent portraits focus on the artist's family 
and friends, bringing her loved ones into the history of portraiture 
and its role as a means of commemorating and celebrating the 
powerful. The impact of Casey's work and the celebration of its 
subjects derives from the sculptural textures and layered, vibrant 
combinations of materials that surround the work's figurative 
elements. 

The complex botanical environments in which Casey presents 
her subjects evoke the realities of life and death. Casey 
carves into and scorches the wood panels on which she 
works, creating a texture and dimensionality and reflecting 
the experiences and traumas of human life. Her paintings 
incorporate glitter, rhinestones, and other materials creating a 
sense of otherworldliness that suggests multiple realities. The 
visual impact of these components contributes to the artwork as 
both an image–a portrait of a particular individual– and an actual 
object–a wood surface that has been physically transformed. 
Casey's work honors its subjects both as a visual representation 
of the individual, preserving their likeness, and as a physical 
representation of the time and labor the artist has devoted to 
creating this likeness. 



To create her pulp paintings, Claudia "Aziza" Gibson-Hunter 
applies colored paper pulp onto handmade paper, using pulp 
in place of paint to depict forms on a ground. Gibson-Hunter's 
work with paper pulp reflects her training as a printmaker and 
her investment in material exploration and experimentation. Like 
other artworks in the exhibition, Gibson-Hunter's pulp paintings 
emphasize the complex physicality of painting and other types of 
artwork that are often described as two-dimensional. 

The layering and material complexity of the pulp paintings creates 
a visual depth and dimensionality which transforms the abstract 
shapes included in the compositions into otherworldly spaces 
and landscapes. As part of Gibson-Hunter's Flight School 
series, the works suggest narratives of Black resilience through 
the symbols they include and the environments they evoke. 
The titles of the three pulp paintings included in the exhibition  
are quotes from Toni Morrison's Song of Solomon, a story of 
metaphorical flights. In Gibson-Hunter's work, abstract shapes 
that evoke birds act as visual metaphors for Black liberation 
through ancestral intelligence. The triangular forms in the work 
appear as murmurations–flocks of birds that travel together to 
protect themselves from predators–emphasizing liberation as a 
collective undertaking. 

CLAUDIA "AZIZA" GIBSON-HUNTER

Born 1964 in Philadelphia, PA
Lives in Washington, DC

Claudia "Aziza" Gibson-Hunter
If You Surrender to the Air You Can Ride It, 2024
Pulp painting
30 x 20 in.  
Courtesy the artist



Maggie Michael
Reverse Earth: Camo for Troubadour 
(Tony and Marlene), 2024
Ink, acrylic, enamel, oil, acts of nature on canvas
74 x 94 in.
Courtesy the artist and Luis De Jesus Los Angeles 

MAGGIE MICHAEL

Born 1974 in Milwaukee, WI
Lives in Washington, DC

Through layered, lush, abstractions, Maggie Michael absorbs 
the world around her–natural and urban spaces, objects, 
relationships, material sensations–and brings these experiences 
to her paintings. This influence takes multiple forms. It includes 
the literal inclusion of found materials like soil, plant matter, 
and found objects in the work, as well as a more open-ended 
process whereby Michael channels her experiences of the world 
to shape the marks, patterns, and pours that form the foundation 
of the paintings. Incorporating nontraditional materials into 
the canvas can bring unexpected results. "The object asserts 
itself," as Michael explains, sometimes in ways she didn't seek 
out. Navigating these variables requires material skill and an 
improvisatory approach that embraces a moment and a place.

Through its dense layering and darker color palette, Reverse 
Earth: Camo for Troubadour (Tony and Marlene) reflects the 
natural surroundings in which it was created and channels the 
sense of foreboding and fear of the last year. While making 
the painting, Michael spent time by a pond in West Virginia, 
absorbing the reflections of the surrounding landscape in the 
pond's dark surface. The work's visual depth, darkness touched 
by moments of bright color, and sense of energy bring Michael's 
understanding and experience of that environment to the viewer.



Marisa Rasum's work explores the aesthetic language of popular 
culture, as experienced through the overwhelming deluge 
of information fed into our lives through social media and the 
Internet more broadly. Rasum translates their diverse influences, 
including art history, cartoons, and digital culture through the 
use of thick paint and bright colors. The resulting paintings give 
a material form to the frenetic abundance and gleeful nihilism 
that characterizes popular culture, as filtered through our digital 
platforms. 

Clyde's Motel incorporates Rasum's aesthetic with the bodily 
grotesquerie of underground comix and a nod to painter Philip 
Guston. Buildings and grass form a legible ground for the 
composition, but Rasum denies the viewer any strong sense of 
perspective or central focus. An array of characters fill the space, 
sitting, lying in the grass, and generally relaxing, seemingly 
unencumbered by the busy-ness of their environment. A banner 
waving at the top of the composition reads "It's fine, I'm on 
vacation," hinting at the inevitability of boredom within the chaos. 

MARISA RASUM

Born 1993 in Boston, MA
Lives in Washington, DC

Marisa Rasum
Clyde's Motel, 2021
Acrylic and house paint on canvas, 36 x 60 in. 
Courtesy of Aldis Rasums



Mathew Mann
Tongue Tie, 2023
Oil, acrylic, silkscreen, and collage on canvas
50 x 40 in. 
Courtesy the artist

MATTHEW MANN

Born 1977 in Kansas City, MO
Lives in Washington, DC

Matthew Mann's layered and complex compositions collapse 
time and space, consciously mimicking the Internet's endless 
archive and the influence it has on the way our minds process 
and retain information. Mann's visual influences are wide-
ranging, from 14th century Sienese painting to modernist 
architecture and Instagram advertising. His recent paintings 
feature architectural and environmental structures, including wall 
studs and trees, that are presented as compositional elements, 
rather than as functional aspects of a recognizable space. 
Instead of presenting the viewer with a window into an imagined 
environment, Mann's canvases mimic the visual language of the 
computer desktop, with its simultaneous illusion of depth and 
flatness. 

That toggling between spatial illusion and flatness is accentuated 
by the inclusion of collage elements, often screenprints on 
paper and cardboard. Printed and collaged materials in the 
three works on display in the exhibition include cleanup notices 
posted during the destruction of tent communities in DC and 
flyers related to the history of the city's punk scene. They 
are layered with book plates from canonical Western texts, 
including Thomas Moore's Utopia, Plato's Apology, and Kant's 
Critique of Pure Reason. The materials tie the punk scene to the 
philosophy of the enlightenment, while pointing to the inherent 
tension between utopian worldviews and the ruthless utility of 
the attention economy.
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1.	 Tom Bunnell, The Red Line, 
2020, Oil on canvas, 60 x 58 in. 
Courtesy the artist and Addison 
Ripley Fine Art

2.	 Tom Bunnell, So Quick Bright 
Things Come to Confusion, 
2023, Oil on canvas, 60 x 58 in. 
Courtesy the artist and Addison 
Ripley Fine Art

3.	 Tom Bunnell, The Ledger,  
2022, Oil on canvas, 52 x 50 in. 
Courtesy the artist and Addison 
Ripley Fine Art

4.	 Asha Elana Casey, Eloise's 
Realm, 2024, Acrylic, glitter, 
graphite, rhinestones, and oil 
pastel on burned and carved 
wood, 12 x 9 in. Courtesy the 
artist

5.	 Asha Elana Casey, Eloise, 2024, 
Oil, acrylic rhinestones, glitter, 
mica flakes, and nails on burned 
and carved wood, 36 x 48 in. 
Courtesy the artist

6.	 Asha Elana Casey, Eloise 
Enthroned II, 2024, Oil, acrylic 
rhinestones, glitter, white color 
pencil, and nails on burned 
and carved wood, 48 x 60 in.  
Courtesy the artist

7.	 Claudia “Aziza” Gibson-Hunter, 
We Knew How to Rise Above 
Our Condition, 2024, Pulp 
painting, 30 x 20 in. Courtesy 
the artist 

8.	 Claudia “Aziza” Gibson-Hunter, 
If You Surrender to the Air 
You Can Ride It, 2024, Pulp 
painting, 30 x 20 in. Courtesy 
the artist

9.	 Claudia “Aziza” Gibson-Hunter, 
We Circled in the Field, 2024, 
Pulp painting, 30 x 20 in. 
Courtesy the artist

10.	 Maggie Michael, Reverse Earth: 
Camo for Troubadour (Tony and 
Marlene), Ink, acrylic, enamel, 
oil, acts of nature on canvas, 
74 x 94 in. 2024, Courtesy the 
artist and Luis De Jesus Los 
Angeles

11.	 Maggie Michael, Reverse 
Earth/Orientation: Swimmers’ 
Breath, Ink, acrylic, enamel, oil, 
charcoal on and nails through 
canvas, 36 x 72 in. 2024, 
Courtesy the artist and Luis De 
Jesus Los Angeles

12.	 Maggie Michael, Tree Vision 
with Serpent, No Eve, Fear of 
Fire, 2024, Ink, acrylic, enamel, 
and oil on canvas, 72 x 60 in. 
2022. Courtesy the artist and 
Luis De Jesus Los Angeles
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13.	 Marisa Rasum, Clyde's Motel, 
2021, Acrylic and house paint 
on canvas, 36 x 60 in. Courtesy 
Aldis Rasum

14.	 Marisa Rasum, Lucky, 2025, 
Acrylic on wood, 16 x 16 in. 
Courtesy the artist

15.	 Marisa Rasum, And Refuse, 
2025, Acrylic on wood, 16 x 16 
in. Courtesy the artist

16.	 Matthew Mann, Tongue Tie, 
2023, Oil, acrylic, silkscreen, and 
collage on canvas, 50 x 40 in. 
Courtesy the artist

17.	 Matthew Mann, State of 
Arcadia, 2021-2023, Oil, acrylic, 
silkscreen, and collage on 
canvas, 70 x 56 in. Courtesy the 
artist

18.	 Matthew Mann, Rib Pricks (with 
Apologies), 2021-2022, Oil, 
acrylic, silkscreen, and collage on 
canvas, 70 x 56 in. Courtesy the 
artist



The Museum of Contemporary Art Arlington is an independent 501(c)(3) 
non-profit organization that enriches community life by connecting the 
public with contemporary art and artists through exhibitions, education 
and public programs, and an artists-in-residence program. 

Established in 1974, and formerly known as Arlington Arts Center, 
the organization has a long history of launching and supporting 
artists' careers in the mid-Atlantic region, presenting contemporary 
art exhibitions, and offering art-making classes for all ages. In 2022, 
the organization changed its name to reflect its position as a premiere 
hub for contemporary art and artists and as the only art museum in 
Arlington County. The Museum’s longstanding commitment to connect 
the community to living artists remains central to its mission and 
programming today.

At 17,000 square feet, the Museum includes nine exhibition galleries, 
ten artist studios, two classrooms, and outdoor space for public art.

Through its rotating exhibitions and dynamic related programming, the  
Museum connects the community with artists from around the world, 
launches careers of emerging artists, provides established artists with 
opportunities to experiment, and showcases Arlington’s position within 
a global contemporary art sector to the public.

The Museum offers high-quality art classes year-round for all ages. 
Taught by artists, classes are small and cover an array of media. Tuition 
is reasonably priced, and for families in need, the Museum offers tuition 
assistance.

Free public programs are offered for the community to engage with 
creativity and contemporary art. Often these programs highlight public 
partnerships, community cultural celebrations, music, and performance. 

The Museum also has a second location, an Innovation Studio + Store 
in National Landing, where the public can make art for free and interact 
with artists.

The Museum’s resident artist program provides subsidized private 
studio space in a supportive environment encouraging interaction 
and exploration. Artists-in-residence participate in Museum activities, 
exhibitions, and community programming where the public can interact 
firsthand with artists.
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HOURS & LOCATION
Museum of Contemporary Art Arlington
3550 Wilson Boulevard | Arlington, VA 22201 | 703.248.6800 
Metro: Silver & Orange Lines | Virginia Square

Open to the public Wednesday – Sunday, 12:00 – 5:00 pm | Free Admission

MoCA Arlington Innovation Studio + Store
525 14th Street S | Arlington, VA 22202 | 703.566.7436
Metro: Blue & Yellow Lines | Pentagon City

Open to the public Tuesday - Saturday, 10am - 6:00pm | Free Admission

For more information, visit www.mocaarlington.org
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