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T
hese are Ruth Laskey’s first prints since 

she became an artist. Considering that 

she’s known for creating small linen 

weavings, the change in size, materials, 

and process represents a departure for her. 

She came to the studio thoroughly prepared 

and yet very open to the innovation that 

might take place. One of the surprises she 

found was how fast a single print can be 

produced after intense preparation. Laskey 

is an artist who likes making an object and 

its component parts slowly over time. In 

this medium, collaboration was a catalyst 

for something new.

- Kenneth Caldwell

Paulson Bott Press: Did you know that you 

wanted go to in this general direction when 

you got here? 

Ruth Laskey: We had done tests ahead of 

time with the woven material, so we knew 

that’s where we wanted to go with it, to 

print the texture. We made a plate from the 

weaving itself because we liked the results 

of the texture coming through. I knew I 

wanted to weave something that we could 

print with. It didn’t make sense for it to be a 

one-to-one thing, to just print a woven image. 

I wanted to do something I couldn’t do in 

weaving. So the solution was to come up 

with kind of a modular weaving that we could 

play around with. 

Q: Which threads are you coloring or dying?

RL: It’s all linen. So I’m using one type of 

thread, and then I’m dying this thread to 
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PLAIN WEAVE GRID (EMERALD 
GREEN / RUBY RED / SPRING GREEN 
/ PRIMROSE YELLOW), 2015
Color softground etching; 

29" x 29"; Edition of 35

get the color. I’m dying the weft. Any part 

that’s colored is in a twill pattern. And then 

anything that’s not colored is in the plain 

weave pattern. So I’m using two different 

patterns together.

Q: How do you get such precise edge? Are 

you diagramming this all out ahead of time?

RL: Yes. The weaving is a grid itself. To create 

the twill pattern, you’re creating a diagonal. 
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These are just points on a grid that create 

the diagonal. I’m actually using a tapestry 

technique, but not with a tapestry pattern. 

I might be using seven different spools of 

threads at the same time on one line.

Q: Why were you drawn to weaving? 

RL: I didn’t study it. I was painting, and 

what I was most interested in was paying 

attention to the materials. So I was making 

my own paint and putting these blobs on the 

paper. It was all about the body of the paint 

and the feeling of the paint and not really 

about image. The medium was as strong a 

component as the image. 

I was painting on raw linen so you would see 

the texture of the weave and that would be 

part of the painting, too. But I didn’t really 

like using the store-bought linen, because it 

was such a major part of a painting. I wanted 

the paint and the ground to have an equal 

amount of intention.

On a whim, I took a weaving class just to see 

if I could achieve what I wanted to in that 

direction. I started by weaving linen squares 

that I could paint on. But by learning the 

techniques of weaving, I realized I could 

create imagery through the weaving itself.

I was creating a linen square, a section of 

tapestry, and then painting it. So there were 

two things going on at once. The paint felt 

like too much extra. I was putting it on top, 

and that didn’t feel right. 

Q: Was it hard to sacrifice the weavings to 

make the prints?

RL: That was definitely a consideration in 

terms of what size weaving I wanted to make. 

Conceptually, I didn’t want to just reproduce 

a weaving, but also it didn’t make sense in 

that way, to make a whole weaving and then 

destroy it. It made more sense to create 

these modular pieces. That worked perfectly 

in terms of what made sense to do on the 

loom in relationship with what’s happening 

in the print.

Q: How many plates for a single print?

RL: Eight. Four for the background and then 

four for the colors.

Q: Both weaving and printing take so much 

patience. 

RL: That draws me to it. It’s interesting to 

have this experience within a print studio 

because when it’s right it can happen so fast. 

Obviously I’ve been thinking about them for 

a long time, and the setup takes a while, but 

getting them to be physically produced was 

so fast compared to working in my studio. 

Q: Here you can change your mind about 

the colors quickly, but not so in the weaving 

itself.

RL: Yes. It’s set. I’ve been sitting with these 

for a month or two. That’s how it works in 

my studio. I make the drawings, and then 

I sit with them for a long time to work up 

the courage to weave them. So the choices 

happen pretty quickly and intuitively, but 

then there’s this process that happens where 

I commit to them. That already happened 

with these, because I’d been sitting with 

them for a long time. But when I got here 

on Monday, I was back to working colors for 

some of the other arrangements. 
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29" x 29"; Edition of 35 
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Now that I’ve sat with them for three days, 

they are fine. But when those first came off 

the press after only a day or two, looking at 

that color combination, I was like, “Ooh, I 

don’t know about that one.” 

Q: Can you see how this experience might 

inform something you’d do next?

RL: I’ve ended up creating patterns within 

the image, which is something that I don’t 

do in weaving. One of the characteristics 

of weaving is patterning. But I create an 

autonomous shape. This process took 

me out of that. One of the things that we 

were talking about is using these prints as 

possible installations. Perhaps we could tile 

them to make a larger pattern on the wall? 

A larger pattern has the potential to get 

quite large, if a situation arose. It will be 

interesting to go back to weaving and think 

about this.

Q: Can you talk about inspirations for your 

work? 

RL: The first person I thought about when 

we talked about doing prints was Anni 

Albers. When I got closer to what I wanted 

to in terms of doing the modules, I started 

to think about Frank Lloyd Wright and his 

textile blocks. I wanted the weaving to be 

simple enough that the texture was the main 

component. If it got too intricate or detailed, 

you might be more focused on the image 

and not see the texture or pay attention to 

it. It also had to be something that could be 

rotated or had a lot of variety in the different 

combinations. 

Q: In choosing this method of practice, was 

it a conscious response to this overwhelming 

technological age? 

RL: Not consciously, but I love slowness. I’m 

always drawn to things that are slower. When 

I was a painter, the process was faster where 

you would do something and you would just 

see it, it materialized. As much as I love 

painting, there was something lacking in that 

for me. It was too fast. 

TWILL WEAVE GRID (PERMANENT 
VIOLET / RUBY RED / COBALT 
BLUE / PRIMROSE YELLOW), 2015
Color softground etching; 

29" x 29"; Edition of 35
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Spotlight 

Ruth Laskey  
(MFA Annual 2004)  by Evan J. Garza

In recent years, contemporary painting has seen a surge of artists 

re-evaluating the use of their materials, and in turn re-examining 

the medium of painting itself—expanding it in the process. Not 

only does San Francisco’s Ruth Laskey produce her own dye, but 

she also weaves the fabric on which it’s placed. There is no fiber in 

her work which is not touched, woven, or augmented by the artist, 

and she wouldn’t have it any other way. 

 The daughter of two professors, Laskey earned her under-

graduate degree in Art History from UC Santa Cruz and later, after 

taking summer classes at California College of Arts and Crafts 

(CCAC), where her father teaches writing, she realized she wanted 

to pursue a studio program for painting and drawing. 

 Laskey has hit quite a stride since she was included in the 

2004 MFA Annual while in grad school at California College of the 

Arts in San Francisco, a period in which her work shifted from 

something closely resembling painting to something much more 

conceptually and materially rooted in the practice of weaving. That 

woven patterning in Laskey’s work has also had a dramatic effect 

on her compositions, wherein the geometric forms in linen are the 

result of the weaving process itself.

 “Out of undergrad,” Laskey tells me, “I started experimenting 

with materials and feeling like that was a really important part of 

the process of painting—investigating the materiality of it. The first 

step was to make my own paints, and once I did that, the whole 

materialist notion really exploded. By making my own paint, I’m 

really invested in the materiality of my work.”

 While working at CCAC in 2001, Laskey took 

a weaving class, and while it seemed like a strange 

direction to her at the time, her work would never be 

the same. After creating her own linen textiles on a 

loom, she began painting on the material, composing 

organic forms on the surface of the unprimed linen. 

Laskey, however, was interested in much more than 

just surface qualities, and by the time she started her 

master’s program, she would nearly abandon painting 

altogether. 

 “My work changed quite a bit,” she says, “mainly 

that big leap [from painting to weaving]. Before, the 

work was about making organic shapes. And so, 

between the two years of grad school, I made that 

big leap and said, ‘Ok, I’m not going to use the paint 

anymore, I’ll just do the weaving,’ and that’s when the 

geometric [forms began].”

 Laskey’s compositions are marked by their 

inherent ties to the act of weaving, with colorful geo- 

                                                                                              >

Laskey’s practice of 
careful appreciation  
for her materials points 
to a shift in values in 
emerging contemporary 
art-making... 

<
Twill Series (Peach)
2010
hand-woven and hand-
dyed linen
23.5 x 17.5 inches 
Image courtesy of Ratio 3, 
San Francisco, CA
 
>
Twill Series (Sky Blue) 
2010
hand-woven and hand-
dyed linen
21 x 24 inches 
Image courtesy of Ratio 3, 
San Francisco, CA
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metric figures cast in white linen 

fields of negative space. What is 

most remarkable about Laskey’s 

practice is her ability to draw by cre-

ating woven patterns. Her imagery 

is rooted in the structure that the 

loom creates by its nature, with 

elegant gradiations in color and 

form carefully planned in advance 

of the weaving by dyeing threads of 

linen. The result is as subtle as it is 

meticulous.

 This shift—“from painting to 

no painting” as she puts it—has 

produced some of the most cele-

brated work in Laskey’s career. She 

was recently awarded a prestigious 

SECA Art Award through the San 

Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA) and the Society for 

the Encouragement of Contemporary Art (SECA), a biennial prize 

given to a small handful of Bay Area artists whose work will be 

featured jointly at SFMOMA. 

 “[The SECA Art Award] is really exciting for me because I grew 

up here,” she says, “and SFMOMA is where I really learned about 

art. So, it’s exciting for me to now be featured in that institution.”

 Art historically, there is a great appreciation for artists who 

create their own materials, but the artist to whom Laskey may have 

the strongest ties—from the incorporation of geometric forms to 

the use of the loom—is Anni Albers. Perhaps the best known tex-

tile artist of the last century, Albers was a student of the Bauhaus, 

where the collective manifesto was ‘starting from zero’—purported 

in large part by her future husband Josef Albers—and the concept 

of starting from scratch has everything to do with Laskey’s work.

 “As a very young painter, my motivation was not feeling 

invested in the materials. I couldn’t just pick up a tube of paint off 

a shelf and go about it that way. I wanted to get to the fundamen-

tals of things. I think there’s something happening currently—and 

I don’t know if it’s something that I’m connected to or not—but the 

whole D.I.Y. movement, with a lot of people doing things on their 

own and starting from scratch.”

                                                                                                                       >

“By making my own paint, I’m really invested in 
the materiality of my work.”

<
Twill Series (Yellow Green)
2009
hand-woven linen
21 x 24 inches 
Image courtesy of Ratio 3, 
San Francisco, CA

>
Twill Series (Cayman  
Isle Green)
2010
hand-woven and hand-
dyed linen
18 x 27 inches 
Image courtesy of Ratio 3, 
San Francisco, CA
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  “For weaving, [Anni Albers] is number one for 

me in the way she thought about things, and the 

work as well,” she says. “I don’t usually look at too 

many weaving artists. I’m definitely more concerned 

with painting and drawing. “[Anni Albers] is definitely 

someone I’m thinking about. If anyone has really dealt 

with process and materiality a lot, it’s her.”

 With that said, Laskey has certainly carved out a 

place for herself within contemporary practices. At a 

time when major international artists have perfected 

the ‘studio staff,’ with figures like Jeff Koons and Julie 

Mehretu making work with the help of dozens of assis-

tants, Laskey’s practice of careful appreciation for her 

materials points to a shift in values in emerging con-

temporary art-making where conceptual framework 

and technique go hand in hand.

 “It’s all based on my thinking about giving the 

loom its own expression,” Laskey explains, “and 

thinking about what forms can come out of the pat-

terning. Then thinking about how I can push that in 

various directions… I’m interested in seeing where 

it takes me, and following the process along that 

journey—seeing how far the loom will take me.”  n

>
Twill Series (Black Cherry/
Amethyst/Fire Red)
2007
hand-woven linen
19.75 x 18.25 inches 
Image courtesy of Ratio 3, 
San Francisco, CA

>
Twill Series (Deep Orange/
Dark Brown/Purple)
2007
hand-woven linen
19.75 x 18.25 inches 
Image courtesy of Ratio 3, 
San Francisco, CA
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String 
Theory
Delicate weavings reveal  
a painter’s approach to 
tapestry BY ELIZABETH KHURI CHANDLER

At her Glen Park studio, Laskey sits  
in front of work from her Twill series.

uth Laskey tucks her long, brown 
hair behind her ears and settles in 
front of her floor loom, much like a 

pianist about to strike ivory keys. Leaning in 
close to count the threads, she places her 
feet against the pedals and passes the shut-
tle through the web of alabaster strings. 

The 35-year-old California College of the 
Arts graduate first began weaving in 2001 
because she wanted to paint on handmade 
canvases. She purchased a 1970s loom off 
Craigslist, then jettisoned oils entirely—
choosing to make weaving the medium  
instead. “With painting, I felt very discon-
nected from my work because I was buying 
the paint, buying the canvas, spending five 
hours making a painting, and then I was 
done. It didn’t feel complete,” she says.   >>
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From a distance, her technique does look like brushstroke.  
Geometric patterns, series of squares, one flickering diagonal—
color in these tapestries whispers with deliberate tempering. 
She hand-dyes her threads to generate gradations of tone. In one 
series, Laskey uses a third thread to represent the overlap of two 
hues on the grid. “I’ve always been more focused on the materi-
als,” she says. “The weaving becomes a fluctuation. It’s what’s 
going on between the hard-edged and the curvy.” Critics have 
called the interplay, as seen in her Twill series, anachronistic 
and quiet; a fusion of design and process.

San Francisco art dealer and collector Sabrina Buell was  
intrigued by Laskey before she pur-
chased a piece in 2008. “She is able 
to remove her hand from the gesture, 
and they [the art] are both personal 
and formal at the same time, which I 
find compelling,” says Buell. 

Most recently, the artist was named 
a recipient of the Biennial SECA 
(Society for the Encouragement of 
Contemporary Artists) Art Award from 
SFMOMA. The honor is bestowed 
upon four independent artists who 
have not yet received widespread 
recognition. Nearly 30 finalists host 

curators and patrons from the 50-year-old society at their ateliers—
in Laskey’s case, her Glen Park garage, in front of the home where 
she grew up and now lives with her husband, sculptor Jonathan 
Runcio—to view their methods in action. Along with the award 
and a modest cash prize, Laskey will receive some well-deserved 
attention as part of a fall showcase at the museum. “We were 
impressed by the meditative quality and precision underlying her 
working method and how, with each investigation of color, line 
and gradation, she continues to push her materials in new 
directions,” says Tanya Zimbardo, co-curator of the prize.

For Laskey, process reigns supreme: She flicks on experi-
mental jazz on her stereo, creates  
a version on graph paper and weaves 
each tapestry for a month until  
satisfied. In a way, her care mirrors one 
of her idols: Canadian “stripe” painter 
Agnes Martin. “She used to make 
them very slowly,” Laskey explains. 
“It was about the way the mark went 
across the painting rather than trying 
to make the mark mean something.” 
Then she pauses for a second. “It’s 
all about getting to the essence.” 
Ruth Laskey is represented by Ratio 

3 in San Francisco; ruthlaskey.com. •
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In order to create the woven part, or weft, the wooden 
shuttle is fed through vertical threads called the warp. 
Laskey colors her threads by dipping them in a dye  
bath and names the final piece after the manufacturer’s  
paint color. ABOVE At work at her 1970s loom.  
BELOW An assortment from Laskey’s shuttle collection.
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