
Ryan OstROwski:  tRibal POP



Ryan OstROwski
WHAT HAPPENED AFTER POP ART?
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We live in an art world that seems to resound with the word ‘post’. Post Modern. Post Post Modern. 
Post Pop. All too often the implication is that nothing very original is happening – that all we are 
in fact being offered are reflections, sometimes mildly distorted ones, of things that have happened 
previously. The great ship Avant-Garde is securely anchored, dead in the water, propellers no longer 
turning.

Very often the artists who rebel most successfully against this situation are self-taught. This is the 
case with Ryan Ostrowski. In his teens, he was not a painter, but an obsessional filmmaker. This 
interest continued in his college years. It was linked to an interest in facial expression, and to a 
parallel, paradoxical fascination with masks, which conceal facial expression. Where these apparent 
opposites converge is in the contemporary cult of celebrity. Celebrities tend to present a mask to 
the world, which is in fact a kind of simplified alter ego – not the true self, but nevertheless subtly 
related to it. The celebrity face, for example as seen hovering above the red carpet at a film premier, 
is a carefully edited and enhanced presentation of a commercially valuable individuality. 

Of course any aficionado of the art of the 1960s and later will immediately think of Andy Warhol in 
this context, and there is plenty here to reinforce the connection – not merely a portrait of Warhol 
himself, derived from a well-known series of self-portraits, but the image of Lady Gaga, seen as a 
kind of surrogate for Warhol’s iconic versions of  the public face of  Marilyn Monroe. An equally 
telling comparison can be made with Ostrowski’s series of colored drawings of Anna Wintour, the 
formidable editor of American Vogue, made on top of photographs of the subject. 

What is more interesting in this context, however, is Ostrowski’s reversion to aspects of Early Mod-
ernist primitivism. As everyone knows, the Modernist revolution that began in the early years of 
the 20th century was profoundly influenced by the tribal art of Africa and Oceania. Masks played a 
prominent role in tribal ceremonies and are some of the best-known and most prized ethnographical 
works now on view in Western museums. One of the most celebrated examples of this influence is 
Picasso’s early masterpiece, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907), where the faces of the two figures on 
the right of the composition seem very clearly to have been influenced by African masks (though the 
artist himself denied the connection).

One can also suggest a link with Performance Art, now so much in favor with major official muse-
ums of contemporary art, among them Tate Modern in London, the most-visited institution of its 
kind in Europe. Tate has now got dedicated spaces devoted to this aspect of contemporary practice. 
There is a degree of intellectual slickness involved here. Performance Art is often forcibly linked, 
by contemporary art promoters and theoreticians, to tribal body-painting and tribal, criminal and 
military tattoos. In fact, the more closely one looks at these supposed links, the more tenuous they 
seem. Modern practitioners may imitate images and patterns of this kind, directly applied to the 
body, must they usually seem to have little or no knowledge of the ritual or social significance of the 
markings they imitate. One might say, however, that Ostrowski’s faces carry the tribal markings of 
Modernism.

A much more easily provable link exists between Performance Art, the religious performances of the 
Middle Ages, the courtly masques of the Renaissance and Baroque periods and 18th century harle-
quinades. The problem is that, in modern times, we know them only in fragments – the records are 
very incomplete. We know, for example, that Leonardo da Vinci designed ambitious masques for the 
Sforza court in Milan, but all we have left are a few drawings of costumes, and written descriptions 
that may or may not be fully trustworthy.



What I’d like to suggest here is that Ostrowski, with keen intelligence and a well- developed 
sense of humor, is presenting us with a modern harlequinade. His real forebear is G.D. Tiepolo, 
with his wonderful series of drawings illustrating the life and adventures of Punchinello (who, 
of course, wears a grotesque mask). Ostrowski’s examination of Early Modernism, his ironic 
relationship with ‘60s Pop (which took itself much more seriously than he does) and his experi-
ence with moving images, equip him to present the culture of modern celebrity as a comic-ironic 
spectacle. Into this he is even able to introduce major images from the past – the Mona Lisa 
(the Marilyn Monroe of the early 16th century), a self-portrait by Van Gogh – because these too 
have in a certain sense become ‘celebs’. It’s the only way we can deal with them, in terms of the 
culture we now possess.
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2012, ink and acrylic on paper, 11 x 17 in.
Print Available, chromogenic metallic, 20 × 27 in. Edition of 30 
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Ryan OstROwski biOGRaPhy

Ryan Ostrowski is an artist who was born in Vermont.  A developed interest in filmmak-
ing drew Ostrowski to the arts at a young age.  Through his teens he wrote and produced 
a great number of short films, most of which depict people in vulnerable situations, op-
pressed by a menacing masked character.  A link to an interest in facial expression can 
be traced to these early films, concurrent to an interest in the horror genre of American 
cinema and the films of Stanley Kubrick.  The mask would continue to make its way into 
his matured college films and later materialize once again as a metaphor in his paintings.

Ostrowski studied film production and cinematography at Keene State College in New 
Hampshire, graduating in 2008. During these years, Ostrowski continued to examine 
storytelling through the lens, further magnifying people and expanding on characters.  
The focus of his late academic work is lent to video portraits and identity studies.  As 
narrative was being stripped of the films, Ostrowski came to appreciate images by them-
selves, and the focus soon shifted from moving pictures to still pictures.  His aesthetic 
retains much of his cine sensibility, as a filmic emphasis on the power of nonverbal com-
munication is captured in many works.  Consequently, his paradoxical fascination with 
the mask and the emphasis of facial expression converge on the platform of celebrity 
culture.   

Ostrowski shares with many other self-taught artists an individualized style.  He is 
known for portraiture that is heavily fragmented with symbols and motifs, which revert 
to Early Modernist Primitivism, enfolding both tribal and pop.  His work synthesizes the 
Warholian idiom of the 60’s, the markings of Modernism and the fame monster culture 
that defines our own zeitgeist.  Ostrowski lives and works in New York. 

Ryan Ostrowski is represented by Isis Phoenix Arts. www.isisphoenixarts.com

“What does it all mean?  These little pieces that fit together so perfectly.  I 
look no further than the mask.  It’s heavy on my heart and mind because I 
wear one.  I have from an early age, and he does, and she does and you do 
too.”
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