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Matthew Ronay: Animals, Environments, and Patterns  
 
ABOUT THE ARTIST 
Since 2004 New York-based artist Matthew 
Ronay has created dreamlike installations and 
sculptural tableaus with psychologically 
charged subject matter. His earlier, cartoonish 
objects often addressed sexual or violent 
imagery constructed with industrially 
produced medium-density fiberboard (MDF), 
lending them a cool, machine-produced aura. 
Recently he has transitioned from these 
brightly colored, flatly painted sculptures to 
more self-consciously handmade and organic 
pieces rendered in dark earth tones that 
emphasize their materiality. This, along with 
increasingly theatrical elements, such as 
refashioning the environment in which the works are shown, demonstrates Ronay's shift 
from a cynical critique of contemporary popular culture to a more metaphysical 
investigation of primitivism, archetypes, and spirituality.  In 2012 Ronay had an 
exhibition in Artpace’s Hudson (Show)Room titled, Between the Worlds. 
 
 
 

Above, Left: Matthew Ronay, Between the Worlds,  2012. Above, Right: Detail of Matthew Ronay, Between the Worlds,  2012 Photos by 

Kimberly Aubuchon. 

Above: Matthew Ronay. Photo From huffingtonpost.com. 
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LESSON OVERVIEW 
Matthew Ronay develops fantasy installations within gallery spaces.  This lesson will 
promote and encourage student’s imagination to creating his or her own fantasy 
animal and forest environment. Students will learn about Ronay’s artwork, and the 
importance of his handmade scenery and characters that relate to primitivism and 
spirituality.  Students will illustrate these influences by making imaginative animals to 
guide them if they were to walk through one of Ronay’s installation forests.  It is critical 
for the students to select and be able to defend what animal they choose to interpret 
and why.  
 
OBJECTIVES 
In this lesson, students will: 

• Reflect on concepts found in Matthew Ronay’s exhibition Between the Worlds 
• Explore the relationships between contemporary and primitive; bright color and 

black and white; manmade and machine-made; reality and fantasy; realistic and 
abstract 

• Learn about symbolism. 
• Create a magical animal to guide you into the forest 

 
MATERIALS 

• Black felt 
• Black construction paper 
• White markers, crayons, and pastels  
• Grey markers, crayons, and pastels 
• Black markers, crayons, and pastels 
• Yellow markers, crayons, and pastels 
• Orange markers, crayons, and pastels 
• Scissors 
• Glue sticks 
• Pencils 
• Scrap paper 
• Clay (optional) 
• Resource worksheet 1: Animal shapes for inspiration  

(Google images: animal silhouettes)  
• Resource worksheet 2: Animals and their symbolism 

http://www.princetonol.com/groups/iad/lessons/middle/animals2.htm 
• Resource images of Matthew Ronay’s artwork at Artpace’s Hudson (Show)Room 
• Images/videos from his website at www.hideamongthetrees.com 
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(Hit the second ^ and scroll down to the parenthesis, click on the parenthesis 
and the YouTube video should show up) or try 
http://www.hideamongthetrees.com/Forest.html 

WARM-UP 
• Students will also each be given a piece of paper with a detail image of Matthew 

Ronay’s installation.  From this detail image the student will recognize a pattern 
within the image. The student will glue this small piece of paper onto a larger 
piece and repeat and extend this pattern across the entirety of the page. On the 
next page there are some example images of the detail photographs students 
should use and identify patterns. 

• Watch the video of a viewer walking through the gallery space at the Hudson 
(Show)Room to see how the exhibition was set up and how the viewer 
encountered the space.   http://www.hideamongthetrees.com/Forest.html 
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PROCEDURE 

The student will… 
1. Recall the main concepts behind Matthew Ronay’s installation in the Hudson 

(Show)Room, Between the Worlds. Ask questions to get the students thinking 
and talking about animals, the environment it would be in, and patterns you 
could use. 

2. Define the term Symbolism (a systematic use of symbols or pictorial conventions 
to express an allegorical meaning important in religious arts and mythology), 
and ask students to think of examples of symbolic animals. (Examples: Lion, 
Dove, Owl, Eagle)  

3. Using scrap paper for brainstorming, have students draw the animals they would 
like to make in the forest. Student should also think about the pattern they will 
create within the environment and background. How will this repetition enhance 
their environment?  The students should also think about the magical power 
their animal will have. 

4. Begin gathering materials needed for their project.  Most of students will be 
using construction paper and pastels (using the color schemes of Matthew 
Ronay).  Or you may use clay or other materials if you want them.   Students can 
cut, rip, fold, and crumple paper to achieve various surfaces.  Student should 
think about these questions as they start their final project: 
- What kinds of plants and trees would you see in your forest? 
- What type of patterns would the plants/trees/animal have? 
- Where would the animal be sitting in your forest, the ground, on a rock, in a 

tree, in a river, …? 
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5. Using Matthew Ronay’s chosen colors and materials as a starting point have the 
students begin creating their animal and the forest in the background utilizing 
pattern and repetition. Students can overlap and create depth through various 
elements of the environment and patterns. 

6. As they draw their animal and build up their environment, have student 
periodically refer to the Ronay’s PowerPoint projected on the screen for shape 
and mark making ideas.  If they are using construction paper make sure the 
students are creating layers on their project.  Making almost a low relief 
sculpture that emphasizes pattern. 

7. Once the animals and forest are complete, have students leave their artworks on 
their workspaces and walk around the student studio to view their peer’s 
artworks. Ask them to consider these questions. 
- How is this animal “magical”? 
- What are the similarities and differences between the subject of your creation 

and Ronay’s artworks?  
- As you walk around and look at all of the artworks, ask yourself how is an 

handmade abstracted animal different from a photograph of an animal from 
a book or website? 

    

 

 
 
 
 
 

Above: Student examples.  Photo credit to Kaela Hoskings and Alex Freeman 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS TO FACILITATE A CONVERSATION WITH STUDENTS 
• What is an installation?  Have you ever been in an art installation?  How is this 

different then other kinds of art you have encountered (paintings, sculptures, 
etc? 

• How do you think Matthew Ronay created his installation? 
• What type of message do you think he was trying to portray?  Watching the 

video did the mood of the piece seem happy/sad/scary/fun? 
• Why do you think he chose the colors he did for this installation? In what ways 

would this exhibition be different if the plants and creatures where made out of 
bright fabric and color instead of black, white, and grey? 

• Why do you think Matthew named this exhibition Between the Worlds? What 
clues in the forest may help to explain his choice? 

• Why do you think the artist created all of the objects by hand instead of buying 
them at a store? 

• Matthew’s previous works examined contemporary popular culture (issues and 
images that appear today on TV, magazines, or internet for example), but the 
sculptures and drawings in Between the Worlds are influenced by primitive 
cultures. What are some differences between contemporary culture and 
primitive culture? 

• Patterning is important to primitive societies and is also used today in computer 
design. What kind of mark making does Matthew create? (dashes, dots, circles, 
chevrons, and eyes) 

• The artist has made use of abstraction when creating his sculptures; this means 
he simplified the forms so they look less realistic. How does the realism of an 
object affect its meaning? 

• Matthew believes that he is transferring his energies to each individual piece, 
enlivening them with magical qualities. Do you think it’s possible to transfer 
energy when you’re making art? How could someone do this? What kind of 
magical qualities would you like to transfer to your own art? 

 
EXTENSIONS 

• Research into archetypes. Have the students choose an archetype they are 
interested in and write a paragraph about it. 

• Research into spirituality.  Have the students list the diverse ways a person can 
engage in spirituality.  

• Create your animal in a 3-D modeling application on the computer and 3-
dimensionally print it out. 

• Develop more extensively the environment that your animal would potentially 
live in. 
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• Perform a spiritual ritual to gain an energized atmosphere before beginning the 
project. 

• Create writing prompt to go along with your lesson. 
 

FOR YOUNGER STUDENTS 
• Create multiple imaginative animals, giving each one a role for example, the 

guide through the forest, the villain, the hero, etc. 
• Create a play or a skit to go along with their animal and environment. 
• Make a mask to go along with the project for them to wear. 

 
FOR OLDER STUDENTS 

• Design some sort of sculpture instead of making a low relief drawing from found 
materials and adding onto it like Matthew Ronay. 

• Create an installation like Matthew Ronay.  Assign different elements using 
multiple materials for different students and then assemble all together. 

• Research deeper into primitivism and the conceptual ideas that go along with it.  
 

TEKS 
• FINE ART 

o 117.11 (b.1), (b.2), (b.3.A), (b.4) 
o 117.14 (b.1), (b.2), (b.3.A), (b.4) 
o 117.17 (b.1), (b.2), (b.4) 

• SCIENCE 
o 112.10-112.17 (b.2.A, B, E), (b.3.B, C), (b.6.D) 
o 112.17-112.20 (b.3.C) 

• ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS AND READING 
o 110.10-110.16 (b.18.C), (b.6.B, C) 

• SOCIAL STUDIES 
o 113.10-113.16 (b.2.B), (b.12.A, B), (b.16.A) 
o 113.17-113.20 (b.18.A, C, D) 

• MATH 
o 111.2 (b.1.B, C), (b.2.D, (b.6.A-F) 
o 111.3-111.5 (b.A-C) 
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Below: Resource worksheet 1: Animal shapes for inspiration 
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Animals and their symbolisms 

• The following animals appear in a variety of cultures and represent a variety of things. In one 
case an animal might symbolize something good, while in another culture might consider it 
representative of evil. Each animal below is followed by symbols from different cultures and 
religions. 

•  
• Alligator - Aggression, survival, adaptability. Cunning, deceptive. 
• Ant - Group minded, perseverance, self-discipline, group effort, teamwork, industriousness, 

orderliness, virtue. Strength, stamina, honor. 
• Antelope - Lunar animal, associated with the Mother. Grace, beauty. 
• Ape/Monkey - Mischief, mimicry, cunning, benevolence. Humanity, nurture. 
• Baboon - Hailer of the dawn. 
• Badger - Supernatural power, mischief, playful. Other world, wisdom, caring. 
• Bat - Guardian of the night, cleaner, obscurity, messenger, double nature, happiness, good 

luck, longevity, peace; also - hypocrisy, melancholy, revenge, wisdom. 
• Bee - Immortality, rebirth, industry, order, purity, soul, chastity, messengers between worlds, 

secret wisdom, Mother and priestesses. Community. 
• Birds - The soul, transcendence, spirits of air, ascent, communication, freedom, sight. 
• Bear - Primal power, mother, cunning, healer, gentle strength, dreaming, sovereignty, intuition 

married with instinct. Nurturing, protective. 
• Bear Paw - Power, direction, connection to creator. 
• Beaver - Builder, gatherer. 
• Blackbird - Enchantment, the Gateway, the inner call. Guide, illumination. 
• Boar - The warrior spirit, leadership, direction, lust, gluttony, fertility, prophecy, magic, 

protection, hospitality. 
• Buffalo - Sacredness, life builder. The buffalo provides all good things for living, and bestows 

great curing powers. 
• Bull - Wealth, potency, beneficence, generative force, male procreative strength, kingship, 

taming of the masculine and animal nature. Destructive force. 
• Butterf ly - Metamorphosis, carefree, transformer, immortality, rebirth, resurrection. Grace, light, 

soul. 
• Cat - Guardianship, detachment, sensuality, stealth, desire, liberty, pleasure, magic, lust, pride, 

vanity. 
• Cock - Solar, courage, vigilance, supremacy, passion, pride, the underworld. 
• Cougar - Leadership, courage, power, swiftness and balance. 
• Cow - Nourishment, motherhood, power of Earth, plenty, procreation, gentleness, nurturing. 
• Coyote - Prankster, insight, playful. The coyote symbolizes duality and the ability to present 

both sides of an issue. Clowning and humor, perhaps sarcastic. 
• Crane - Solitude, independence, messenger, communion, higher state of consciousness, 

wisdom, knowledge. 
• Crocodile - Devourer, liberation, guardian, dual nature, conscious and unconscious, fertility, 

brutality,  
viciousness, deceit, treachery. 

• Crow - Messenger, death, wisdom, communication, the underworld. 

Below: Resource Worksheet 2: Animals and their Symbolisms 



	
  

Artpace San Antonio  445 North Main Avenue  San Antonio, Texas  78205-1441  210.212.4900  
www.artpace.org  

	
  

• Deer - Love, gentleness, kindness, gracefulness, sensitivity, purity of purpose, walking in the 
light, swift, nimble, meek, gentle, meditation, love, longevity, wealth. 

• Dog - Guidance, protection, loyalty, fidelity, faithfulness, watchfulness, the Hunt. 
• Dolphin - Kindness, play, savior, guide, sea power, swift, intelligence, communication, breath 

control, awareness of tone. 
• Donkey - Humility, patience, peace, stupidity, stubbornness, lewdness. 
• Dragon - Power of Earth, combining bird and serpent as matter and spirit, breath of life, 

supernatural power, magic, strength, wisdom, knowledge, guardian. 
• Dragonfly - Flighty, carefree, swift, activity, shamanistic, supernatural powers. 
• Eagle - Divine spirit, air, the sun, power in battle, protection from evil, clear vision, success, 

prosperity, wealth, intelligence, renewal, courage. 
• Elephant - Strength, fidelity, memory, patience, wisdom, intelligence, power. 
• Elk - Strength, agility, freedom, power, nobility. 
• Fox - Cunning, provider, intelligence, feminine magic, diplomacy, wildness. 
• Frog - Power of water, sensitivity, medicine, hidden beauty, power. 
• Goat - Vitality, fertility, creativity, virility, abundance, lust. 
• Goose - Guardian, watchful, wind, the sun, war, inspiration, swift, happiness, providence. 
• Grizzly Bear - Mother, nature's pharmacist 
• Hare - rebirth, rejuvenation, resurrection, intuition, balance, fertility, fire, madness, 

transformation. 
• Hawk - Nobility, recollection, cleansing, messenger, observer, Solar, clarity, discrimination, 

inspiration, the soul. 
• Heron - Vigilance, quiet, power of water, the underworld, tact, delicacy, renewal, life, 

transformation. 
• Horse - Stamina, mobility, strength and power, coping under difficult circumstances, love, 

devotion, loyalty, the land, travel. Life and death symbol, intellect, wisdom, power, nobility, 
energy, freedom, wildness, divination, prophecy, fertility. 

• Hummingbird - Messenger, stopper of time, optimism, sweetness. 
• Jackal - Guide of souls, associated with cemeteries. 
• Jaguar - Messenger, forest spirits, power. 
• Kingfisher - Beauty, dignity, speed, calmness, serenity. 
• Leopard - Ferocity, aggression, intrepid, Great Watcher, courage, activity, speed. 
• Lion - Solar, splendor, power, majesty, strength, courage, nobility. 
• Lizard - Conservation, agility, promotes dreaming. 
• Moose - Headstrong, unstoppable, longevity, value, integrity. 
• Octopus - The spiral, water, unconscious. 
• Otter - Laughter, curiosity, mischievous, feminine power, grace, empathy, joy, play, helpfulness. 
• Owl - Wisdom, truth, patience, darkness, a death messenger, divination, solitude, detachment, 

wisdom, change, totem of clairvoyants and mystics. 
• Python - Darkness, feminine, power of Earth, wisdom. 
• Rabbit - Alertness, nurturing. 
• Ram - Sacrifice, breakthrough, achievement, virility, creativity, the Sun, solar power. 
• Raven - Trickster, teacher, hoarder, healing, initiation, protection, shaman's power, 

transformation, change in consciousness, mark of a shape shifter. 
• Salmon - Instinct, persistence, determination, wisdom, inspiration, rejuvenation. 
• Seahorse - Confidence, grace. 
• Serpent - Life, rebirth, resurrection, wisdom, passion, healing, poison, preserver, destroyer, 

malice, fertility. 
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• Shark - Hunter, survival, adaptability. 
• Snake - Shrewdness, transformation, life, death and rebirth, rain, fertility. 
• Spider - Creative, pattern of life, connects the past with the future, creating possibilities. 
• Stag - Pride, independence, purification. 
• Swan - Grace, balance, innocence, faithfulness, solitude, retreat, poetry, sincerity. 
• Tiger - Creator, destroyer, strength, ferocity, power, anger, power of Earth. 
• Turtle - Self contained, creative source, Earth, informed decisions, planning, adaptability. 
• Unicorn - Chastity, purity, dreams, virtue, strength, integrity, magic, healing, freedom. 
• Whale - Power of Water, regeneration, death, rebirth. 
• Wolf - Loyalty, success, perseverance, stability, thought, pathfinder, teacher, intuition, learning, 

the shadow. 
• Wolf Print - Tracking, movement. 
• Woodpecker - Prophecy, magic, power, guardian of trees, Heralds rain and storms. 
• Wren - Spirit, witchcraft, the Oak King. 


