
The first time I met Yuri Tuma, our encounter was brief. 
He was swathed in the arms of his friends, seemingly glowing 
under very white lights in front of images the same shade. His 
printed works back then were complex studies in symmetry— 
lots of patterned multiplicity and geometry, almost kaleidoscopic 
in their presentation and as mathematical as equations. This 
was almost three years ago, the opening night for his Sym City 
exhibition at Butter Gallery, who’ve represented him since 2010. 
Butter had just switched locations and taken Yuri with them.

I didn’t know it then, but his prints actually began as photos— 
often shot with cell phones— of architectural spaces and figures; 
Yuri then used more cell phone software to transform the images, 
maximizing and replicating certain aspects until they became 
patterns. Born and raised in São Paulo, Brazil, Yuri moved to 
Miami as an adolescent, and became fascinated with the ways  
in which the city interacts with nature itself, often mirroring its 
shapes and ecology. He snapped photos constantly, drawn to the 
reflections and lines he saw on the street, and later reworked 
them into something more magical.

Though his practice of applied photography is essentially the same, 
the execution and results have shifted. Yuri’s new pieces are pared-
down— rounder shapes, simpler patterns, circular mandalas that 
come from photos not of street scenes, but colors and structures 
he deliberately sought or created himself with other mediums. 
The simplicity of his newer work, it seems, is soothing and 
unexpectedly tranquilizing. But that’s the thing: they’ve always 
been weirdly visually palliative, even at their most intricate.  
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When I finally met Yuri properly, 
I discovered that we both suffered 
with Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder 
(OCD) as children and attempted, like 
so many of the afflicted do, to quell 
the accompanying obsessions with 
series of strange habits and rituals. 
Yuri was lucky to eventually overcome 
these compulsions, but found that, to 
a mind already racing and fractured 
and so analytical, pattern-making was 
calming. Entering into a subconscious 
space, where his photos transformed, 
was ultimately healing. The benefits of 
art therapy need no espousing, but art 
as self-transformation that, in turn, 
creates a sense of peace in the viewer— 
this is no small thing. The burgeoning of 
the creative spirit in anyone, says Yuri, 
is the first step toward healing the soul.

 

When did you start developing an artistic 
practice? How? 

I think as a child, we’re all artists. As 
a child, I loved coloring books. I used 
to buy cartridges of colored pencils.  
Colors were always this fascination 
I had growing up. I used to love the 
color pink— hot pink. That was kind of 
taboo in Brazil, a little bit, because it’s 
an effeminate or a girly color. So that 
played a little bit on my allowance of 
creativity from an early age.
 
Maybe I was socially shut down from 
really being who I wanted to be as a 
creator or an artist, because I would 
think, “oh my God, I can’t use pink, 
they’re going to make fun of me.” I think 
because of that— feeling ashamed of 
how I liked to create— I kind of started 
blocking my creativity. It wasn’t until 
later in life that I let it open again. That 
came with getting to know myself, even 
my homosexuality— allowing myself to 
be who I really wanted to be. I started 

being true to my voice. I also had some 
sort of an idea that I wanted to be an 
actor, too. But again, I felt a bit shut 
down at an early age, maybe because 
my mannerisms were a little effeminate. 
When I moved to Miami my English 
wasn’t that great. Everything was a little 
bit interrupted.

It wasn’t really flowing.

Which, in a way, was good, because 
that wasn’t the path I had to take. 
Photography was the exclamation 
mark— how do I become a creative 
person, how do I release the creative 
force inside? I started taking photos 
with my cell phone; it was old school, 
one of the first phones with cameras. I 
didn’t go to school for art; I never told 
myself, “I’m an artist,” until late in life. 
Maybe that was a lack of confidence, 
but photography gave me that push. 
I felt comfortable taking photos and 
exploring the world through that.

What’s great about photography is that 
it allows you to explore and examine the 
world, but you’re still an observer, a witness.

Exactly. I started photographing people. 
I actually wanted to be a writer at 
some point, and I felt like photography 
was another way of telling a story. 
But it wasn’t necessarily what came 
naturally to me. I enjoyed it and I 
learned from people I collaborated 
with, but it became more of a personal 
and intimate device, especially when 
I started shooting architecture. It was 
much more of an inner acquaintance. 
I was getting to know myself through 
inanimate objects and seeing the world 
in very minimal forms and shapes.

Maybe because you experienced early 
repression, you were forced to go within to 
find the hidden parts of yourself and bring 
them back out.





I had to find some freedom within to 
be able to become an artist— or even 
become the photographer I wanted to 
be. Architecture has some sort of power. 
It’s hard to compare architecture to the 
horizon or to mountains, but there’s such 
a perplexing feeling when I look at a huge 
building, especially if it’s reflective. It’s 
comparable to sitting at the beach and 
looking at the horizon. I was able to feel 
that same tranquility.

Did art always serve as a soothing mechanism 
for your mental state?

I believe we’re all creative. We all have 
an artist inside. In a conversation about 
awakening, and finding our calling and 
happiness— one of the biggest aspects of 
that pursuit is to allow yourself to create. 
We see this phenomenon of everybody 
taking photos and posting them online, 
and that, for me, is a clear sign of creativity 
entering the daily life of people. It’s 
exciting. I think it’s beautiful to see people 
expressing themselves through visuals. 
That’s part of achieving that awakened 
state, or at least trying to— even if it’s 
subconscious.

In terms of  “awakening,” you’re referring to 
awakening the expressive self. Are you also 
speaking to a larger, spiritual awakening?
 
I definitely am. What I mean by 
“awakening” is putting ourselves in 
a mental or spiritual state where we 
understand that we are a community 
of beings— including nature, including 
man, and understanding that we affect 
each other. I think the awakening process 
is to understand that we are connected 
and everything we do affects everything. 
Creativity is a tool that allows you to 
see that. We live in such a programmed 
society— grow up, go to school, get the 
best grades or not, get married, whatever. 
We have stories we believe we have to 

fulfill, and I think that deviates from 
the understanding we are all together. 
It’s always a pursuit of an individual 
story, rather than the group. 

You came to your own growth as you moved 
past your OCD. When did you find out  
you had it?

Finding out about OCD is tricky. You 
only find out once you’re already deep 
into it. It was at such an early age, and 
I didn’t have the tools to understand 
what was going on. When you’re little 
and forcing yourself to do these things, 
you don’t know why you’re doing 
them, but you feel that if you don’t, 
you’re going to have a heart attack or a 
panic attack. They usually happened at 
night before going to bed, and that led 
to all kinds of different things: maybe 
some sort of insomnia, existentialist 
questions at an early age, because my 
mind was always going. I wanted to 
distract myself, but that also gave into 
the OCD. It was this vicious cycle of the 
brain not stopping. Sometimes, it came 
out as physical actions.

I had an intense fear of growing up and of 
death, and I would perform very elaborate 
rituals to stop the fears from coming 
true. The simplest one was excessive 
hand-washing.

I think in many cases, that’s at the root 
of obsessive-compulsive behavior. It’s 
a way to deflect the fear of death. Our 
brain tells us, you have to do that, or 
you’re going to die. For example, the 
hand-washing: “If I go to sleep and my 
hand touches something, something 
will invade my body. If I touch the 
light switch before I go to sleep, then 
I have been dirty; there’s a chance I 
touched something I shouldn’t have.” I 
didn’t know it was about the fear of it 
killing me, but later you can see that.

It has to be one of the most tiring mental 
disorders.

It’s harsh and consuming, especially 
when you’re young and you don’t have 
the tools to understand what’s going on. 
It makes you grow up in a strange state 
of mind, through suffering and pain. 
A lot of my OCD dealt with religion. 
I think religious behaviors, such as 
praying— and other habits and rituals— 
when you give that to someone who has 
an obsessive-compulsive personality and 
you tell them it’s powerful, you’re giving 
them ammunition. The religion aspect 
was big for me: “Am I being good? Am I 
doing the right thing? Did I pray enough 
today? Did I speak the right way?” That 
was hours of inner conversation every 
night, plus the physical rituals that I was 
doing as well.

I think as I started making sense of my 
sexuality and understanding my religion 
didn’t accept my preference, I could 
rebel against that. It helped me break 
away from everything the church told 
me. Finding the strength to stand up for 
myself allowed me to stand up for other 
things— to say no to things I didn’t agree 
with, even my own obsessive rituals. 
I’m going to question my religion and 
these behaviors I have. Questioning 
was the step to clarity, a freedom from 
the compulsiveness. While you’re being 
compulsive, you’re just accepting and 
trying to have that feeling be gone. 
But when you start asking, “Why am 
I doing this?”— that’s the first step 
to saying no to what doesn’t work  
for you. I don’t know how you feel about 
it, but now— and even ten years ago— 
I’m thankful for having gone through 
that as a child.

I’m grateful for it, too. Not to sound 
overconfident, but I think it has made me a 
more empathetic person.

It was hard as hell and not something 
I was thankful for then, but it’s such 
an intense experience. If you face it 
and find a way to survive it— it’s pure 
bliss. I survived this mayhem that was 
inside my mind. I survived questioning 
things that I didn’t believe in, and 
that took me to becoming who I was, 
believing in who I wanted to be. There’s 
only darkness and light— it goes super 
dark, and you can’t see anything. 
But that’s when you start opening 
the window to let more light in. 

How did your art-making practice 
transform into something to help with  
this condition?

Most of the deep compulsion was gone 
when I started making art. I faced it on 
my own and tried to treat myself with 
respect. But once the artwork came in, 
it became a ritual all its own— it wasn’t 
hurting me, it was benefitting me. I 
was sharing things with the world, 
and creating beautiful designs; it was 
something that was doing me good. 
And the beginning of symmetrical 
exploration, puzzling things together, 
soothes the brain, especially if you 
have compulsive tendencies, because 
you can make sense of it.

Especially symmetry. That’s something 
I would love to tackle more and get 
more scientific facts about. Symmetry 
gives you a sense of perfection, in 
a way: there’s no end, there’s no 
beginning, the sides are the same. 
Everything is visually perfect. I think 
that’s some kind of art therapy. As I was 
montaging photos together to create a 
pattern— and I was using thousands 
of photos to put it together— it was 
a meditative process. It takes time. It 
takes trying. It takes silencing the mind 
so you can puzzle these photos in a way 
that becomes coherent and beautiful.



Talk to me about your new series of works, 
the pieces you featured in “Departure.” 

I think it’s a deviation from symmetry 
into geometry. I think symmetry 
became a comfort zone for me. It was 
an exploration, of sorts, of how to 
transform the world around me into 
symmetrical patterns, and that was 
some sort of study: meditation study, 
shape study, geometry study, my 
personal language of “study.” How to 
transform the world into symmetrical 
patterns— that was something I did for 
a while. I want to try something new, a 
different approach of seeing the world, 
one that is more geometric, more 
open and more free to shapes and 
lines, as opposed to the ultimate goal 
of achieving symmetry. I’m allowing 
myself to have different outcomes. 

Do you feel art can be healing for others?

Most definitely. Any time you allow 
your personal creativity to flourish, 
it is a healing process— not in the 
sense that something was broken, 
but it allows you to listen to your true 
self. Only your own mind can create 

whatever you’re doing— through 
influences or whatever it may be.

When you’re being creative, you’re 
not following rules, and I think that’s 
when you learn who you really are. 
So even if there’s nothing broken, it 
can be therapeutic.

Do other aspects of your subconscious 
come to the forefront as you make work?

Yes. One of my favorite things to 
do is to create while surrounded 
by nature; in most cases in Miami, 
this is by the water. I try to let go 
of the ego, that learned persona 
or fear of society. Through that 
meditative process, I break free of 
those thoughts; that’s when the 
true voice can come through. I 
think that is responsible art: when 
you’re not thinking of yourself.

Maybe that’s why some of your work 
has a trance-like quality.

Ultimately, that’s what I want to give 
the world— a moment of stillness 
and softness and quiet. u


