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MARA HELD

Using an elaborate process of her own invention, this New York-
based painter transforms patterns
found in nature into colorful, Iyrical abstractions.
BY VICKY LOWRY

MaraHcld didn't becomeanartist  at least officially—until she was
35, but she grew up so immersed and fluent in the art world that she
has lived the life of one frotn the start. Her father, Al Held, was an
influcntial abstract painter known for canvases full of big, bold geo-
mctricshapes, He took her to look at art throughout her childhood
on New York's Lower East Side. "My mother likes to tell the joke
that when I was a baby I'd crawl around and clean the floor of my
father's paint withiny diaper,” Heldrecalls.*I'd roller-skatc through
his studio with a paintbrush ininy hand, and he would say, ‘Sce that
big canvas over there? Gototown!"”

Thesc days.Held's paintings arc far more deliberately crafted. Lay-
ered with repeat patterns and ribbonlike circles suggesting topog-
raphy. and infuscd with luscious, modulating colors, a canvas can
take her months to complete. Her output—she made 14 picces last
year, some the size of a windowpane—is far from prodigious (to the
chagrin of her dealer, Garth Greenan). Held dwelled a half-y ear on

thelyrical, piercingly blue Ogee (2012), one of the new works shown
last spring at the Gary Snyder Gallery in New York's Chelsea neigh-
borhood. "My paintings all happen very slowly,” she explains. “Ogee
may look fresh and spontancous, but it kicked my ass.”

Hers was a circuitous route to the family business. In her sopho-
morc ycar at City University of Ncw York, Held followed aboyfriend
to Guatemala, where she lived for two years, lcarning to weave on
a back-strap loom and absorbing Mayan culture. After getting a
degree, she moved to California, took courses at UCLA in art ther-
apy. and sct up a private practice. When Held returned to New York
City in the 1980s, she taught essay w riting to college students; as an
adjunct professor teaching two days a week, she finally had the time,
schedule, and desire to pursuc paintingin carnest.

Today she works in arustic studio (originally a bull barn) on an
old dairy farin in upstate New York that her father bought and reno-
vated inthe 1960s. Inspirations for her paintings are both tacked B






