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Polk Museum of Art is proud to 
present this exhibition of paint-
ings by Lilian Garcia-Roig. We 
deeply appreciate the Annual 
Exhibition Fund Sponsors who 
make outstanding exhibitions like 
this possible throughout the year.

In addition, we gratefully ac-
knowledge The Nature Con-
servancy’s Disney Wilderness 
Preserve, a beautiful example of 
natural Florida. Lilian Garcia-
Roig was artist-in-residence this 
summer at the Preserve, where 
she painted the stunning diptych 
that graces Page 2, titled Palm 
Menagerie. The painting is being 
exhibited for the first time at Polk 
Museum of Art this fall. 

The Disney Wilderness Preserve 

is one of the earliest and largest 
off-site mitigation projects in the 
country. Twenty years ago the 
Preserve property was slated for 
development, but a progressive 
approach that included state 
and federal regulators working 
with The Walt Disney Company 
instead led to the restoration and 
protection of the landscape.

The Disney Wilderness Preserve 
provides habitat to threatened 
and endangered wildlife, includ-
ing red cockaded woodpeck-
ers and the occasional Florida 
panther. The 11,800 acres is 
home to more than 1,000 spe-
cies of plants and animals. The 
Preserve is also part of the larger 
Northern Everglades — a natural 
freshwater system flowing from 

the Kissimmee River valley to 
Lake Okeechobee. This system 
includes large tracts of wilderness 
and working ranchlands.
 
Today the Preserve is considered 
a national model for sustainable 
development and state-of-the-art 
management. Its protection of the 
water system is essential to mil-
lions of people living in Central 
and South Florida for drinking 
and irrigating crops.

Visitors are welcome to explore 
Florida’s environment through 
the Preserve and its hiking trails. 
To learn more about The Nature 
Conservancy’s work across the 
globe and get directions to The 
Disney Wilderness Preserve, 
please visit www.nature.org.

Lilian Garcia-Roig was born in 
Havana, Cuba, and lives in Tal-
lahassee, Florida. Her latest works 
feature large-scale on-site painting 
installations of dense landscape 
that overwhelm the viewer’s 
senses. Each individual painting is 
created over the course of a day or 
more in an intense wet-on-wet cu-
mulative manner that underscores 
the complex nature of capturing 
the multidimensional and ever-
changing experience of being in a 
specific location. The final works 
are as much about the materiality 
of the paint and physicality of the 
painting process as they are about 
mixing and mashing the illusion-
ist possibilities of painting with its 
real abstract nature and somehow 
making the final work seem, feel 
and look “right.”

She has shown extensively in 
Texas and Florida and has been 
included in numerous national 
group shows. Recent solo exhibi-
tions include Hyperbolic Nature, 
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Jacksonville, Florida, 2010; More 
Than A Brush With Nature, UNF 
Gallery, Jacksonville, Florida, 
2010; Caught in the Act of Looking: 
Post-Modern Plein-Air, Broward Col-
lege Gallery, Hollywood, Florida, 
2010; Bob Rauschenberg Gallery 
of Edison State College, Fort My-
ers, Florida, 2009; Valley House 
Gallery, Dallas, Texas, 2009. 
  
Recent group exhibitions include  
Southern Mix, Edge Zones Gal-
lery, Miami, Florida, 2011; Space, 
Unlimited at the Art Museum of 
the Americas in Washington, 

2009; TIME + TEMP: Surveying 
the climate of current painting in 
South Florida, Art and Culture 
Center of Hollywood, Florida, 
2009; Inaugural Exhibition, Florida 
Museum for Women Artists, 
Deland, 2009.

Among her awards are a Joan 
Mitchell Foundation Award in 
Painting, State of Florida Indi-
vidual Artist Grant Fellowship, a 
Mid-America Arts Alliance/NEA 
Fellowship Award in Painting, 
and fellowship residencies to Mac-
Dowell Colony, Vermont Studio 
Center and Skowhegan School of 
Painting and Sculpture. She holds 
an MFA from the University of 
Pennsylvania and is professor of 
painting at Florida State Univer-
sity in Tallahassee.



Catching Up With the Instant
For many years, Lilian Garcia-
Roig has been painting images of 
dense forest, working at outdoor 
sites. Her canvases show obvious 
signs of landscape representation 
— vertical tree-forms, branching 
elements, the colors of vegeta-
tion. Yet, especially in areas of 
accumulated detail, these  works 
leave an impression of pictorial 
abstraction. Both the large scale 
and the aggressive surface quality 
encourage a viewer to zoom in on 
individual sensuous strokes of pig-
ment, perhaps assuming precisely 
the point of view that the artist 
must have taken as she engaged 
her developing painting directly, 
intently, establishing this degree 
of material presence. Seen close 
up in isolation, any given area of 
one of her forest scenes threatens 
to degenerate into mere deposits 
of pigment, as if no mimetic im-
pulse had been guiding it — as if 
the painter, in a moment of mate-
rial concentration, had forgotten 
the trees just beyond her canvas. 
In the context of the whole, how-
ever, this impression reverses. The 
collective rhythm of Garcia-Roig’s 
strokes and their range of color 
generate effects of form and il-
lumination readily translated into 
features of a natural scene. She 
has mastered the art of keeping 
tactile materiality and the optics 
of representation in balance and 
in productive tension. She calls 
her work “maximalist” because 
no sensory aspect, psychological 
orientation, or perceptual attitude 
escapes it.

Garcia-Roig is a restless, adventur-
ous artist. During the past year 
or so, her impulse to experiment 
has led her to creating images of 
moving water. When I asked her 
to explain this relatively new inter-
est, the terms of her understand-
ing confirmed what her maximal-
ist paintings had already revealed 
to me. Glassy, stilled water has 
little appeal to her as a representa-
tional subject. She notes that the 
conventional inclusion of water 
in landscape painting usually does 
little more than create a kind of 
pause or relief in the context of 
more actively articulated forms of 
terrain and vegetation. It seems 
that painters often get lazy about 
water, rendering it with pictorial 
rigidity, contradicting the inher-
ent instability of fluids in nature. 
Even in a quiet lake, water moves. 
Garcia-Roig recognizes this aspect 
of water and welcomes it into her 
art. She accepts the challenge that 
the rapid currents of a woodland 
stream or a wilderness river pose. 
With its ever-changing palette of 
reflected color, fully animated 
water presents a visual density 
comparable to the weave of trees 
in a lush forest where, as Garcia-
Roig points out, “the figure is 
the ground and the ground is the 
figure.” Within a dense forest, no 
background ever emerges: behind 
the trees are more trees, filling all 
available space. 

Why, more precisely, does Garcia-
Roig perceive in moving water 
effects analogous to those of 

the forest? We might object that 
water, after all, is transparent — 
vision penetrates this substance 
while failing to penetrate a 
wooded grove. I imagine the artist 
countering with considerations 
along the lines that follow. When 
we view an active stream or river, 
we observe one level of color 
and light building on another, 
combining levels of depth. To 
look into moving water while also 
glancing along its surface is to ex-
plore interchangeable, ultimately 
impenetrable, effects. Reflection 
is affecting everything, every-
where. Reflection fills the space. 
For the painter who troubles to 
look, moving water generates 
pictorial possibilities very similar 
to those of the forest — a perspec-
tive both yielding (illusionistic, 
representational) and resistant 
(materially textured, abstract). 

Garcia-Roig’s paintings of moving 
water depict it in at least three of 
its aspects. The water moves with 
respect to its immediate physi-
cal environment (the banks and 
stream bed that contain it), it 
moves in interaction with ambi-
ent light (its reflections), and it 
moves relative to the position of 
the artist painting it. “The idea 
that I am looking at something 
that is changing,” Garcia-Roig 
says, “makes the challenge of cap-
turing a cumulative experience of 
that image very exciting … there 
is no one right (or even obvious) 
way of doing it.” As she paints, 
she observes multiple qualities 

Dr. Richard Shiff, The University of Texas at Austin
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that she feels she must convey: 
“With flowing waters, one usually 
looks first at the general flow and 
surface of the water, but then 
one might focus under the water, 
and then notice a reflection.” If 
she is to paint what she sees, the 
representation will be in triplicate 
(or more): She needs to represent 
the water’s flow, its unmoving 
base underneath, and its transient 
surface reflections above. This 
last factor amounts in itself to 
a double movement: The mate-
rial surface, the actual water, is 
moving, pulled along by gravity; 
but the material source of reflec-
tion is also moving, for example, 
clouds passing in the distant sky, 
brought close by water’s optical 
play. The painter has to put all of 
her resources to work to convey 
this accumulation of effects. In 
response, her surfaces become 
remarkably varied, punctuated 
by boldly abstract, thick strokes, 
often applied by pressing pigment 
directly out of a tube. She also 
inverts this exaggerated material-
ity by either reserving, or scraping 
down to, thin spots that reveal a 
white painting ground. In the rep-
resentational context of highly re-
flective water, these thin areas can 
evoke a view below the surface 
into a visually quieter realm or, 
quite the contrary, a complicating 
variation belonging to the surface 
of reflection at the top.

The fact that Garcia-Roig renders 
these related features — flowing 
water, a stream bed underneath, 
reflections of sky above — evokes 
for me an experience recorded in 
another era in a different me-
dium: what Henry David Thoreau 
wrote at Walden in 1854. Moving 
water fascinated Thoreau just 

as it does Garcia-Roig, and he 
anticipated her paintings with his 
poetic words. Along with the for-
est and other elements of nature, 
moving water inspired in Thoreau 
some of his most profound philo-
sophical thoughts. “Time is but 
the stream I go a-fishing in,” he 
wrote in his journal. “I drink at it; 
but while I drink I see the sandy 
bottom and detect how shallow it 
is. Its thin current slides away, but 

eternity remains. I would drink 
deeper; fish in the sky, whose 
bottom is pebbly with stars.” 
Thoreau can see the sky reflected 
in the stream; the optical phe-
nomenon provokes his musing 
over stars and pebbles. The visual 
effect leads him toward a tem-
poral abstraction. Through the 
metaphor of the stream, he grasps 
an immaterial phenomenon by 
a material aspect (like a painter 
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16. Mossy Hemlock
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9. Hyperbolic Nature: Yellow Autumn
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using her colors to grasp light). 
The time Thoreau imagines is 
both intimately close and utterly 
remote. We use the word deep to 
describe both waters below us 
and heavens above us. Observa-
tions of a shallow stream suggest 
to Thoreau that, in one respect at 
least, the deep eternity of the sky 
is shallow enough to be accessible 
from his humble position on 
earth. Pebbles, stars and Thoreau 
himself constitute a single nature 
— both transient and eternal, near 
and far.

“Eternity remains,” Thoreau 
concluded long ago, out in the 
woods. This realization might 
apply just as well to Garcia-Roig’s 
renderings of dense forests or 
streaming water. Eternity remains, 
while the painter often works to 
compress into a single surface 
the changing illumination of the 
entire span of daylight, hour by 
hour, for as many as three succes-
sive days. One day in 2010, she 
slipped out of her usual custom, 
having been especially pleased 

with the look of a diminutive 18- 
by 24-inch canvas completed dur-
ing the morning hours alone. The 
view of this work, Fluid Waters 
Morning, is an extreme close-up 
of a segment of the Skykomish 
River in Washington. During the 
afternoon hours of the same day, 
the painter returned to precisely 
the same position and rendered 
Fluid Waters Afternoon. The two 
canvases have significantly differ-
ent ranges of color — Morning is 
cooler and greener, with contrast-
ing yellows, whereas Afternoon is 
warmer and redder, with contrast-
ing blues. This is barely a descrip-
tion, since both canvases contain 
Garcia-Roig’s characteristically 
broad range of hues and values.

Most, if not all of Garcia-Roig’s 
other views of this river include 
the rocks that protrude from 
the underlying bed, accounting 
for much of the agitation in the 
current. The two Fluid Waters 
paintings represent animated 
water exclusively — the current, 
its deviations, its eddies. The art-
ist framed the view to eliminate 
the rocks, making the effect that 
much more abstract, with moving 
paint-strokes representing moving 
water, nothing more. In essence, 
paint is liquid just as water is, so 
each inclines to imitate the other: 
a photograph of a water stain 
can look like a paint stain, even 
though Garcia-Roig’s paint would 
be the most viscous water nature 
has ever known. Some of her 
thickly applied strokes waver or 
seem to tremble (a breeze strikes 
the surface?); some are straight 
and direct (forceful, unimpeded 
current?); some punctuate the 
presence of others (spots of re-
flected light?). 

All of these effects occur simulta-
neously within the painter’s range 
of observation but not within her 
course of action. She necessarily 
makes her marks in succession, 
shifting from one gesture to 
another. To develop a working 
method fast enough to suit the 
subject of flowing water — and 
also for her forest scenes, which, 
after all, waver with the animated 
passage of light — Garcia-Roig 
will have at hand a palette of as 
many as 65 commercial oil pig-
ments, supplemented by around 
100 mixtures of her own devising 
that she prepares in tubes. As she 
observes one color after another 
in nature, she attempts to seize 
these transient combinations 
by choosing from the vast array, 
switching pigments as rapidly as 
conditions seem to demand. Her 
project requires that she somehow 
catch up with nature. Any artist, 
no matter how well prepared, 
loses this contest; but Garcia-Roig 
plays the game as well as any and 
in her own way. Art is the result — 
Thoreau-like art, perhaps.

With her densely physical paint-
ings, Garcia-Roig, like Thoreau, 
touches eternity. This is quite a 
claim, but it feels right to me. 
It is my own claim, not Garcia-
Roig’s; she is more modest, more 
pragmatic, about such things. So 
I need to explain. To paint nature 
is to be involved with natural 
cycles of passage and renewal. To 
paint water is to confront, all the 
more obviously, the phenomenon 
of time — eternal, ever-moving 
time. With her pictures of moving 
water, Garcia-Roig enters a natu-
ral cycle in a specific location. 
Water itself, no matter where we 
find it, participates in a round of 

Detail, 20. Fluid Waters II: 
Morning
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evaporation and condensation. 
And, as a fluid, it can assume any 
shape and take any direction. Its 
natural movement is downward 
— “seeking its level” in accord 
with the universal force of gravity 
— but evaporation (and at times 

sublimation) reverses this effect to 
restart the cycle. 

It may be that Garcia-Roig cares 
little about gravity, condensa-
tion, evaporation and the like 
— these are a natural scientist’s 
abstractions, not those of an art-
ist who renders nature with her 
own material means. Yet each of 
Garcia-Roig’s paintings enters a 
natural cycle. Her art is less about 
fixing the image of a moment, 
more about participating in the 
moment, which heightens the 
artist’s sensitivity to her existence 
within nature’s continuity. In one 
sense, as Garcia-Roig paints, she 
must lag behind time, which de-
feats her attempts at being true to 
nature, seizing water’s movement 
by its passing color — the tail of 
the beast. Whatever effect she 
captures has already run past. But 
we need to recall that the finished 

painting is as much an abstraction 
as a representation. As a material 
abstraction — as the object that 
Garcia-Roig has fashioned — the 
work is complete when (in her 
words) “my eye is never stopped 
in any one place in the painting.” 
In this respect, when she faces her 
finished painting, it is no longer 
“finished.” At this moment of 
contact, the painting never ceases 
to move, nor do Garcia-Roig’s 
vision and comprehension of 
it come to a static rest. Her art 
establishes an eternal harmonic 
balance — an energizing equilib-
rium that, like nature’s configura-
tion, keeps changing.  

Dr. Richard Shiff is a professor in the 
Department of Art and Art History 
at The University of Texas at Austin. 
He specializes in the modern and 
contemporary art of Europe and the 
United States.

18. Fluid Waters I: Afternoon

Detail, 18. Fluid Waters I:  
Afternoon



10

23. Big River Rocks
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FLORIDA

1. Serpentine Nature, 2007  
Oil on canvas
4 x 9 feet (triptych)

2. Hyperbolic Nature-Vines, 2008
Oil on canvas
60 x 96 inches (diptych)

3. St. Mark’s Inlet, 2007
Oil on canvas
40 x 30 inches

4. Palm Menagerie, 2011
Oil on canvas
4 x 6 feet (diptych)

5. Wetlands Water Lilies, 2011
Oil on canvas
3 x 4 feet  

6. Palm Frenzy, 2011
Oil on canvas
30 x 48 inches (diptych)

7. Oak, Pine & Vine Triptych, 2008
Oil on canvas
5 x 12 feet

8. Baroque Florida Foliage, 2011
Oil on canvas
4 x 9 feet (triptych)

 
NEW HAMPSHIRE

9. Hyperbolic Nature: Yellow
Autumn, 2008
Oil on canvas
5 x 12 feet (triptych; each  
painting 5 x 4 feet) 

10. Birch Melt, 2006
Oil on canvas 
3 x 4 feet

11. Fall Flows, 2008
Oil on canvas 
4 x 10 feet (triptych)

12. MacDowell Pines, 2006
Oil on canvas 
4 x 3 feet

13. Cadmium Carnival, 2006
Oil on canvas
4 x 3 feet

WASHINGTON

14. Hemlock-Maple Arch, 2010
Oil on canvas 
4 x 6 feet (diptych)

15. Stained Glass Woods, 2007
Oil on canvas 
4 x 11 feet (triptych)

16. Mossy Hemlock, 2010
Oil on canvas 
4 x 3 feet

17. Thick Web, 2009
Oil on canvas 
3 x 4 feet

The following paintings are from the 
Skykomish River in Washington:

18. Fluid Waters I: Afternoon, 2010
Oil on canvas 
30 x 24 inches

19. Water & Rock Flows, 2010
Oil on canvas
4 x 4 feet

20. Fluid Waters II: Morning,  2010
Oil on canvas 
30 x 24 inches

21. Rapid Waters, 2010
Oil on canvas 
3 x 4 feet

22. Big Rock Bank, 2009
Oil on canvas 
3 x 4 feet

23. Big River Rocks, 2010
Oil on canvas 
30 x 30 inches

24. Warm Waters, 2009
Oil on canvas
3 x 4 feet
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