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NEW YORK—Water is essential, fluid, spiritual, 
and ephemeral. It bubbles, gurgles, drowns, 
haunts.

Zaria Forman has experienced and drawn 
the dense, dark, treacherous waters of the arc-
tic, Israel’s sandy shores, and the dancing drop-
lets of Costa Rica. 

Brought up as “a water child” by parents who 
were swimmers, she and her sister learned to 
swim at an early age. Scoliosis discovered in 
childhood made swimming her default phys-
ical exercise, and her fascination with water 

only grew over time. 
Most people, when they see one of Forman’s 

waterscapes, are surprised to discover that it was 
created in soft pastel. Using solid sticks of pig-
ment to draw a substance that’s colorless, shape-
less, and shifting at first seems counterintuitive. 

But with a closer look, the tiny granules of 
colored powder blended to subtle translucency 
make sense. Pastels, particularly the soft pas-
tels Forman uses, are fragile—the slightest 
budge can alter them. Watercolors and oils, 
no matter how thinly applied, are unchange-
able once they dry.

On one level, her images of water in their 
various incarnations—sea, fog, cloud, ice—
explore the multifarious manifestations of 

water. On another, they are a study of imper-
manence itself. 

Finding Peace
On Mother’s Day, 2011, Forman’s mother was diag-
nosed with brain cancer. The surgery a week later 
left her almost paralyzed, with limited vision. 
She was no longer the same person—even her 
personality was different. She passed away six 
months later.

Rena Bass Forman was a landscape photog-
rapher of remote regions, and every summer 
since Zaria was 10, the family traveled to a far-
away locale.
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Pastels Become Water, Water Becomes Peace

Water, when you take 
it out and put it in a 
cup, is going to look 
the same anywhere, 
but [its variations 
in appearance] 
has to do with the 
environment—what’s 
above it, what’s below 
it, how the light is 
reflecting.
Zaria Forman

Nosara #1; 45 x 60 inches, soft 
pastel on paper, 2012

Zaria Forman working 
in her home studio
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