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1. RGP, 784-11, 2011, 59 3/4” x 59 3/4” x 2 3/4”, Acrylic, toner, pencil, pen, dirt, enamel and varnish on panel

THE PRODUCTIVE THINKING OF RON GRIFFIN.  

Art as visual research

by Paola Trapani
Professor of Visual and Multimodal Communication,  
Università degli Studi di Milano 

Born Ronald Dean Griffin on May 27, 1954 in Pomona, 
California. At present lives and works in Venice, California. 

Ron Received an MFA from California Institute of the Arts, 
and since then his career has been recognized by numerous 
grants and scholarship from prestigious institutions, 
including the Pollock Krasner Foundation and the University 
of California. He has had individual and group exhibitions 
worldwide and his works are part of important international 
collections, such as The Panza Collection in Lugano, 
Switzerland, The Fisher Landau Center in New York, Museo 
di Arte Moderna e Contemporanea di Trento, Italy and The 
Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles. 

Ron is interested in investigating the traces that, sooner 
or later, we leave behind on the scene of our lives, such 
as documents from old archive binders or letters and 
photographs he finds inside abandoned trailers in the 
Mohave Desert. Such remnants of other people’s lives often 
come his way. In terms of expressive language, his work 
produces disorienting perceptual effects in the observer, 
absolutely realistic and abstract at the same time. The actual 
found objects never take part physically in the composition, 
which is not collage. The representation is a sophisticated 
visual construct capable of producing in the viewer the 
illusion of aspects of the real object.
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2.
Untitled
RGP 794-11
Detail
2011
10” x 8” x 1 
3/4”
Acrylic and 
Polyurethane 
on panel

3.
Untitled
RGP 795-11 
Detail
2011
16” x 20” x 
1 3/4”
Acrylic and 
enamel on 
panel
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PERCEIVED CAUSALITY

Imagine a needle that pierces a mustard pouch and a drop 
begins to drip. The needle is nowhere to be seen,  only the 
consequence of the punching is visibile. Observers may 
imagine the punching in their minds, even though they 
did not see it happen. This mental completion is defined as 
amodal, as it is a cognitive and not a visual reconstruction. 
In Griffin’s work, represented objects are often affected 
by a previous unknown - yet presumed - traumatic event 
which caused a plastic deformation. The object is all which 
is left, looking like a survivor.



 

4.
Untitled, 
RGP 712-04 
2004 
10” x 8” x 
1 3/4” 
Acrylic, ink 
and varnish 
on panel

5.
Untitled
RGP 752-11 
Detail
2011
36”x42”x2 
3/4”
Acrylic, toner, 
pencil and 
varnish on 
panel
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6.
RGP 784-11 
Detail
2011
59 3/4” x 
59 3/4” x 2 
3/4”
Acrylic, 
toner, 
pencil, pen, 
dirt, enamel 
and varnish 
on panel

7.
Untitled,  
26”x  19 1/2” 
handmade 
paper
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CONTINUITY  

OF DIRECTION

When two or more lines intersect, we may suppose their 
trajectory continues after the crossing; we don’t imagine a 
rapid change of course.
In our world, destinies intersect constantly, yet everyone 
continues their own trajectory - in sidereal solitude.





 

8.
Untitled
RGP 730-04 
Detail
2004
54” x 48” x 
2 3/4”
Acrylic, 
toner, 
pencil and 
varnish on 
panel

9.
Untitled
RGP 690-03
Detail
2003
20” x 16” x 1 
3/4”
Acrylic and 
varnish on 
panel
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CONVEX-CONCAVE

The relationship between figure and background is not 
at all an easy one. Some factors help unraveling this 
ambiguity -convexity to name one. A convex contour 
is easily interpreted as a figure, standing out against the 
background, while concave lines tend to be perceived as 
background.
On the left, the object offers further proof of this, while 
the one below seemingly contradicts this percetion. This 
is where the laws of past experience - which  help us 
recognize a singlet - and that of transparency contribute 
to solve an ambiguous perception.



 

10.
Dean With 
RGP 645-02
2002
48” x 54” x 
2 3/4”
Acrylic and 
varnish on 
panel

11.
Untitled
RGP 579-00
2000
42” x 36” x 2 
3/4”
enamel and 
polyurethane 
on panel
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PERCEIVED FOLDING

Perceived (or phenomenal) foldings are bi-dimensional 
figures interpreted as flat lamina or folded sheets. 
Thanks to an automatic and involuntary process of 
completion of the occluded and non-visible parts of its 
structure, observers believe they are truly viewing a folded 
object. An idea of randomness contributes to the resulting 
deformed shape, which is therefore neither predictable nor 
programmable, as in Japanese Origami.



 

12. Untitled, RGP 799-11, 2011, 36”x42”x2 3/4”, Acrylic, toner, pencil and varnish on panel

13. Untitled, RGP 799-11, Detail, 2011, 8” x 10” X 1 3/4”, Acrylic, toner, pencil and varnish on panel 
14. Untitled, RGP 791-11, Detail, 2011, 16” x 20” x 1 3/4”, Acrylic and varnish on panel

15. Untitled, RGP 790-11, Detail, 2011, 8” x 10” x 1 3/4”, Acrylic, and varnish on panel  
16. Untitled, RGP 652-03, 2003, 16” x 20” x 1 3/4”, Acrylic and varnish on panel
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17.
Untitled 
RGP 710-
04 
Detail 
2004 
20” x 16” x 
1 3/4” 
Acrylic, 
toner, 
pencil and 
varnish on 
panel

18.
Untitled
RGP 696-
03  
Detail
2003
20” x 16” 
x 1 3/4”
Acrylic, 
toner, 
pencil and 
varnish on 
panel
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ATMOSPHERIC COLOR

Also known as filmy color, it is the opposite of surface 
color  -it doesn’t belong to a surface located in space but 
has a filmy, foggy, inconsistent quality, its edges are blunt 
and can be pierced by the look.
If memories or dreams have a color, then it must be 
atmospheric color.
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2000 
Hosfelt 
Show 14
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Untitled 
RGP 724-
04  
Detail 
2004  
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Acrylic, 
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pencil and 
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22.
Untitled 
Triptych
RGP 728-04 
Right Panel
2004
16” x 20” x 
1 3/4” (times 
three)
Acrylic, 
toner, 
pencil, ink, 
polyurethane 
and varnish 
on panel

23.
Untitled 
RGP 689-
03  
Detail 
2003 
20” x 16” 
x 1 3/4” 
Acrylic and 
varnish on 
panel

21. Untitled, RGP 698-03, 
2003, 36” x 36” x 2 3/4, 
Acrylic, ink and varnish on 
panel
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MENTAL ROTATION

Mental rotation is our ability to rotate mental 
representations of two-dimensional and three-dimensional 
objects and understand whether they are the same image 
or if they are mirror images.
Shepard and Metzler originally discovered this phenomenon 
in 1971. They demonstrated that the time people needed to 
decide if a pair of items were or not matching was directly 
proportional to the angle of rotation from the original 
position.



24.
Untitled 
Triptych
RGP 728-04 
Left Panel
2004
16” x 20” x 
1 3/4” (times 
three)
Acrylic, 
toner, 
pencil, ink, 
polyurethane 
and varnish 
on panel

25.
Untitled RGP 
217-94 
Detail  
1994  
8” x 10” x 1 
3/4”  
Acrylic, 
enamel, pencil 
and varnish 
on panel
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SPATIAL ORIENTATION
There is more to the background than negative space between 
figures. Background has a valuable perceptual function, it is a 
frame of reference, defining the position, orientation and size of 
the objects represented. Therefore the presence of a background 
delimited by a border and which defines space affects the way 
the characteristics of the objects represented are perceived. For 
example, the relative size of an object can be judged only on the 
basis of a comparison with another object nearby or with the 
space occupied. Even the orientation of the subject represented 
may be correctly decoded only when there is a border, be it  
horizontal/vertical, straight/slanted. 
Griffin challenges the distinction between figure and background, 
his compositions rest on a nesting rule, each figure being the 
background of the next one. A procedure that cues the idea of a   
three-dimensional displacement of overlapping objects.



27.
Untitled  
RGP 757-11 
2011  
8” x 10” x  
1 3/4” 
Acrylic, 
toner, pencil 
and varnish 
on panel

28.
Untitled 
RGP 715-
04  
Detail  
2004  
8” x 10” 
x 1 3/4” 
Acrylic, 
toner, 
pencil and 
varnish on 
panel

26. Untitled RGP 262-94 
Detail, 1994, 8” x 10” x  
1 3/4”, Enamel, pencil and 
polyurethane on panel
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29. Untitled Triptych, RGP 728-04, Middle Panel, 2004, 16” x 20” x 1 3/4” (times three), Acrylic, toner, pencil, 
ink, polyurethane and varnish on panel

30. Untitled, RGP 718-04, 2004, 16” x 20” x 1 3/4”, Acrylic, toner, pencil and varnish on panel 
31. Untitled, RGP 678-03, 2003, 8” x 10” x 1 3/4”, Acrylic, toner, pencil, ink and varnish on panel
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TRANSPARENCY

The perception of transparency is another leitmotif of 
Ron Griffin’s production. Here the triggered perceptual 
experience helps the observers’ eye perceive different 
surfaces, which are partially overlapping: envelopes 
containing letters, photographs, train tickets, checks; they 
are never entirely accessible, explicit, clear and sharp. 
Partial transparency stands here for the impossibility of 
assessing the truth of things in the natural world. 
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Untilted  
RGP 738-04 
2004  
59 3/4” x 
84” x 2 3/4” 
Acrylic, 
toner, 
pencil, ink, 
polyurethane, 
pastel, dirt 
and varnish 
on panel
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Untiled
RGP 709-04 
Extreme 
Detail
2004
16” x 20” x 
1 3/4”
Acrylic, 
toner, pencil 
and varnish 
on panel



34. Untitled, RGP 730-04, 2004, 54” x 48” x 2 3/4”, Acrylic, toner, pencil and varnish on panel
35. Untitled, RGP 726-04, 2004, 10” x 8” x 1 3/4”, Acrylic, toner, pencil and varnish on panel
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36. Untitled, RGP 801-11, Detail, 2011, 16” x 20” x 1 3/4”, Acrylic and varnish on panel
37. Untitled, RGP 699-03, Detail, 2003, 8” x 10” x 1n 3/4”, Acrylic, toner, pencil, polyurethane and varnish on 
panel
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38. Untitled, RGP 734-04, 2004, 36” x 36” x 2 3/4”, Acrylic, toner, pencil and varnish on panel
39. Untitled, RGP 660-03, 2003, 10” v 8” x 1 3/4”, Acrylic, pen and varnish on panel 
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40.
Book 4, 
Page 4, 
Detail.
Still life 
with 
flowers.
Enamel, 
ink, toner, 
pencil and 
varnish on 
26” x 20” 
handmade 
paper
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41.
Book 3, 
Page 5, 
Detail.
Epoxy, 
acrylic, 
toner, 
pencil on 
26” x 20” 
handmade 
paper

42.
Book 3,  
Page 6, 
Detail.
Epoxy, 
acrylic, toner, 
pencil on 
26” x 20” 
handmade 
paper

40

41 42

VERISIMILITUDE

One might easily think that the work of Ron Griffin is aimed 
at faithfully reproducting reality or even at establishing 
the equivalence with reality.
On the contrary, his pictorial representation is always an 
interpretation, regardless of fidelity to reality and attention 
to detail.
When he wants to make the viewer believe that an image 
is real, a veridictive language of construction of the image 
is used, by means of various elements:  the display of the 
planar surfaces of the object (consider, for example, the 
familiarity we have with regular solids, such as a cube, from 
an early age), its main common orientation (e.g. verticality 
to represent a panty liner), the presence of symmetry axes 
(like for a pair of condoms) or other regularities such as 
the pattern of the texture and the selection of the view side 
that conveys more information than others (e.g. the front 
view, rather than the side for playing cards).
At this point it is very tempting to talk about the 
equivalence between the object and its representation. 
The ability of Griffin make us forget that it is a fallacious 
equivalence, since the representation is always a matter 
of putting into code, and the code involves choices that 
reduce the possibility to adapt to reality.





43.
Untitled
RGP 782-
2011,
Detail,
2011
16” x 20” x 
1 3/4”
Acrylic, 
toner, 
pencil and 
varnish on 
panel



45. Untitled, 2011, 10” x 8” x 1 3/4”, acrylic, toner, pencil and varnish on panel45. Untitled, 2011, 10” x 8” x 1 3/4”, acrylic, toner, pencil and varnish on panel



46. Untitled, RGP 732-04, Detail, 48” x 36” x 2 3/4”, Acrylic, toner, pencil and varnish on panel

WHOLE-PART

According to the Gestalt Theory, shape, as a whole, is more 
than the simple addition of its elements. It is perceived 
immediately, even before there is an awareness of the 
existence of individual parts.

Edited by Paola Trapani,  
Professor of Visual and Multimodal Communication,  
Università degli Studi di Milano.


