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Walter Maciel Gallery is pleased to present EPITHELIA by Los Angeles based artist, Tm Gratkowski.  The exhibition marks his second solo exhibition with our gallery and consists of two and three dimensional works made of collaged paper on a variety of surfaces including wood panels, heavy stock paper and molded concrete.  

The definition of epithelia (plural for epithelium) reads “any tissue that covers a surface, or lines a cavity or the like, and that, in addition, performs any of various transporting or regulatory functions including secretion, selective absorption, protection, transcellular transport, and sensing.”  Gratkowski transforms these ideas into complex art works where constituted boundaries are crucial by virtue of defining the area between the inside and the outside. The overarching themes of the show illuminate semiotics used as visual elements with a focus on gesture and color to analyze and structure systems of communication all made from a variety of high gloss, metallic, heavy stock magazine pages, posters and other found papers. The physical process of designing compositions, layering materials and masking content are skills employed by Gratkowski to make harmonious images that parallel traits of sorting through superficial layers of misunderstanding and pre-judgment through to discover a more unified acceptance of thoughts, diversity and ideas.
The work is carefully curated throughout all four galleries with the installation of 101 Bad Words in Gallery 1.  Paper shipping tags hang at eye level from the ceiling, each containing a letter cut from a stencil on collaged paper and positioned with enough space left around the perimeter of the gallery to explore.  Upon further observation, the letters are grouped together by a similar color palette to spell words that are perverse or obscene including racial slangs, derogatory sexual banter, and common cuss words. Gratkowski discovered a standardized list of trigger words that are indicators for monitoring student’s behavior administered by conservative groups to teachers in various American public schools.  Hanging within the context of the installation like an oversized sheet or school essay paper, two identically sized vertical works are presented with all of the naughty words laid out in a continuous uninterrupted line. Each word is identified by an individual palette and different font to distinguish their colorful language.  In comparison, one contains the cutout letters with thick edges adhered to a large sheet of paper – the positive- while the other shows the original piece of paper that the letters were first glued to and then peeled away and removed – the negative - to show the visual components of the imprints as an attempt to control and regulate language.   
Several different formats are explored in the works presented in Galleries 2 and 3 with the use of layered paper to create surface texture, palette volume, and word recognition.  A focal piece is Polyphony consisting of eleven wood panels to create a cohesive large image with reflective silver paper loosely framing the interior content.  The overall sentiment of the piece revolves around notions of unity and equality, feelings that Gratkowski immediately began exploring after the vicious attack on the gay nightclub Pulse in Orlando and the ongoing debate of gun control in the US.  Much like the composition of a musical score, the rhythm of the geometric patterns relates to the number of deaths per year from gunshots in the US with the annual totals of the past eleven years played out on each panel.  Within the layers of information, words and phases associated with peace are offset by negative commentary.  Installed on an adjacent wall, the multi-panel piece Your Humanity explores personal text hidden within the shapes made from overlapping paper revealing a gray scheme accentuated by hues of purple. When viewed from afar the word "your" can be seen in its clever positioning across the evenly spaced panels perhaps signifying the viewer's association to the art work.  By using words as images and images as words, Gratkowski blurs the lines between painting and collage while making conceptual commentary on the meaning of visual and literal vocabulary.  A new attribute in many works is the formation of volume on the surface with rounded folds of paper literally extending from the flat collaged areas.  The eruption of folds and curls breaks the surface palette with colorful bursts of carefully arranged pages often concealing portions of the text.  
A large paper sculpture entitled Emotional Release of Energy is presented on a highly-reflective covered pedestal in Gallery 4 with attributes similar to a crumpled ball of paper.  The title defines the process of an explosion and the piece includes explicit words of emotions.   Gratkowski employs his architecture skills by constructing a central armature hidden within the form to supports the weight making the sculpture appear weightless and floating over the mirrored pedestal. He utilizes a heavier page stock covered with design and fashion magazines, movie posters and found paper with lower areas supporting upper levels.   The distinction between the sculptural form and the words on its surface is immediate with the imagery having a physical presence with subjective meaning rivaling the graceful interlace of materials.  The massive volume of Emotional Release of Energy challenges other sculptures included in the show that are made using folded paper or poured concrete all with paper edges ruffled into voluptuous shapes.   Interspersed throughout the entire show, the diverse works include content that explores and challenges our perceptions, interpretations and knowledge of language with great skill in incorporating visual and conceptual design.    
Gratkowski attended the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and the Hoschule fur Agawandte Kunst in Vienna before receiving a BS and a BFA from the University of Wisconsin.  He continued his education in Los Angeles at SCI-Arc in Los Angeles receiving an MA in Architecture.  Last fall, Gratkowski was included in the show Paperworks curated by Howard Fox at the Craft and Folk Art Museum in Los Angeles.  His work has been included in several group exhibitions including III Bienal Cuidad Juarez at the Museo de Arte de Cuidad Jaurez, El Paso Biennial at the El Paso Museum of Art, Documenta at the New Museum of Art in Detroit, Random Acts of Time at the Orange County Center for Contemporary Art, Decorative Arts at the Worlds Fair at the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art in Kansas City and 15th Annual Contemporary Art Exhibition at the Korean Cultural Museum in Los Angeles.  Gratkowski’s work has been featured in several printed and online publications including Artillery Magazine, Pulse Magazine, and Art Voices Magazine among others. His work is in the collection of many important private and corporate collections in the US including Smashbox Studios in Culver City and Loyola Marymount University School of Law in Los Angeles.
