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Rafa Esparza: staring at the sun 
Artist to work with community as he covers the gallery with handmade 

adobe bricks and paintings  

NORTH ADAMS, MASSACHUSETTS —  

Rafa Esparza first used the labor-intensive 

process of hand-making adobe bricks in 2014. 

Extending the skill he learned from his father 

— who made adobe bricks in Mexico to sell 

and to build his first home — Los Angeles-

based Esparza hand-made approximately 

1,400 adobe bricks to cover the surface of 

Michael Parker’s sculpture, The Unfinished. 

Through this project the artist examined his 

relationship to land, the Los Angeles River, 

and his family with whom he collaborated. 

staring at the sun is a solo exhibition in which 

Esparza will continue this investigation by 

creating a new space out of adobe, while also 

returning to his practice as a painter. Opening 

January 19, 2019, the exhibition confronts the architecture of the museum, “browning” its typical white 

walls.  

 

Traditionally made by hand with dirt and other organic material such as clay, horse dung, hay, and water, 

adobe is among the earliest of human building materials. Due to their remarkable strength, sundried 

structures were extremely durable and functioned as some of the earliest architectural foundations for 

indigenous communities across the Americas. Adobe construction is still prevalent across the Southwest, 

a source of both strong and readily available building materials and income for the skilled laborers who 

use it. 

 

Esparza explores adobe as both material and politics, creating what he has termed “brown architecture:” 

“My interest in browning the white cube — by building with adobe bricks, making brown bodies present — 

is a response to entering traditional art spaces and not seeing myself reflected. This has been the case 

not just physically, in terms of the whiteness of those spaces, but also in terms of the histories of art they 

uphold.”1  

                                                      
1 See Rafa Esparza talk about his Tierra. Sangre. Oro. exhibition at Ballroom Marfa with Kate Green at Artforum: 
https://www.artforum.com/interviews/rafa-esparza-talks-about-tierra-sangre-oro-at-ballroom-marfa-72422 . 

Rafa Esparza  
Detail of New American Landscapes. Self Portrait: Catching Feelings 

(Ecstatic), 2017 
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Within art institutions, Esparza creates adobe spaces that also function as platforms for collaboration for 

many constituencies and communities, including queer brown artists.  

 

Best known as a performance artist, Esparza began his career in visual arts as a painter, yet was unable 

to relate to the “old master” paintings and drawings that he studied as an undergraduate. He turned 

instead to performance, making art with his body among the landscapes of Los Angeles. staring at the 

sun allows Esparza to design a brown space and to simultaneously engage, create images, and build 

narratives intrinsic to his use of land — brown matter — as context, surface, and content. This exhibition 

will include a series of new paintings on the surface of adobe, which will include portraiture, landscape, 

and abstraction. Adobe will cover the pristine white walls of one of MASS MoCA’s few “white cube” gallery 

spaces, serving as a threshold into an earthly dwelling. Entering the gallery, visitors will be immersed in 

dirt. Notes Esparza, “I want to overwhelm you with earth.” 

 

Related Programming 

Esparza started a residency at MASS MoCA on November 12. Additionally, in collaboration with MASS 

MoCA staff, the North Adams community, and Williams College students, he will be holding adobe-

making workshops in preparation for the exhibition: 

 Tuesdays, November 27, December 4, and December 11 from 10am to 1pm 

 Thursdays, November 29, December 6, and December 13 from 3pm to 6pm 

 

The show will open with an in-gallery performance by the artist on January 19, 2019. 

 

About the Artist 

Rafa Esparza is a multidisciplinary artist who was born, raised, and currently lives in Los Angeles. Woven 

into Esparza’s bodies of work are his interests in history, personal narratives, and kinship. He is inspired 

by his own relationship to colonization and the disrupted genealogies that it produces. Using live 

performance as his main form of inquiry, Esparza employs site-specificity, materiality, memory, and what 

he calls (non)documentation as primary tools to investigate and expose ideologies, power structures, and 

binary forms of identity that establish narratives, history, and social environments. Esparza’s recent 

projects have evolved through experimental collaborative projects grounded in laboring with land vis-à-vis 

adobe brick-making, a skill learned from his father, Ramón Esparza. In so doing, the artist intends to 

divert institutional resources to invited Brown and Queer cultural producers to realize large-scale 

collective projects. In the process, he gathers people together to build networks of support outside of 

traditional art spaces. He is especially committed to working in the local geographies that are the 

Southwest, including Mexico and Latin America.  

 

Esparza is a recipient of an Emerging Artist 2014 California Community Foundation Fellowship for Visual 

Arts, a 2014 Art Matters grantee, and a 2015 recipient of a Rema Hort Mann Foundation Emerging Artist 

Grant. He has performed in a variety of spaces, both public and private, throughout Los Angeles, 

including Elysian Park, the Los Angeles River, AIDS Project Los Angeles, Highways Performance Space, 

REDCAT, Human Resources, Vincent Price Art Museum, LACE (Los Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions), 

and the J. Paul Getty Museum. Esparza has also shown throughout the United States in art institutions 

such as the Whitney Museum of American Art, the Bemis Center for Contemporary Art, and Ballroom 

Marfa, and internationally at Oficina de Procesos, Mexicali, and El Museo del Chopo in CDMX. Esparza 

was part of the 2018 spring cohort at the renowned Artpace artist-in-residence program in San Antonio, 
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Texas, and recently led a guerrilla processional performance with over 25 artists through the historic 

fashion thoroughfare market The Santee Alley as part of his project, de la Calle (of the Street), in 

collaboration with the Institute of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles. 

 

Sponsorship 

staring at the sun is made possible by the Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute in support of MASS 

MoCA and the Williams College Graduate Program in the History of Art. The exhibition is curated by Marco 

Antonio Flores, a graduate student studying American and Latin American modern and contemporary art 

at the Williams College Graduate Program. 

 

Images  

High-resolution images are available through this link: bit.ly/EsparzaMM 

  

About MASS MoCA 

MASS MoCA is one of the world’s liveliest (and largest) centers for making, displaying, and enjoying 

today’s most important art, music, dance, theater, film, and video. MASS MoCA's 250,000 sq. ft. of gallery 

space includes partnerships with Laurie Anderson, the Louise Bourgeois Trust, Jenny Holzer, Anselm 

Kiefer with the Hall Art Foundation, Sol LeWitt, and James Turrell. 

 

Gallery admission is $20 for adults, $18 for veterans and seniors, $12 for students, $8 for children 6 to 16, 

and free for children 5 and under. Members are admitted free year-round. The Hall Art Foundation’s 

Anselm Kiefer exhibition is seasonal and currently closed. For additional information: 413.662.2111 x1 or 

visit massmoca.org. 

 

Hours 

MASS MoCA is open from 11am to 5pm, from September 4 through late June, closed Tuesdays, 

Thanksgiving, and Christmas. From late June through Labor Day, MASS MoCA’s galleries are open 

seven days a week — from 10am to 6pm Sundays through Wednesdays and from 10am to 

7pm Thursdays through Saturdays.  

 

About ArtCountry 

ArtCountry is nestled in the Berkshire hills of western Massachusetts and at the foot of the Green 

Mountains of southern Vermont, with art and music all year round from four incredible museums — MASS 

MoCA, The Clark Art Institute, Williams College Museum of Art, and Bennington Museum — and the 

unparalleled Williamstown Theatre Festival, all less than three hours from New York and Boston. 
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