
A MURALIST COUPLE PAINT THEIR WAY 
FROM POLAND TO PROVIDENCE
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Before Mateusz “Bezt” Gapski and Natalia 

Rak joined The Avenue Concept in 2015 

to paint two of the largest murals in 

downtown Providence, the Polish artist couple 

made names for themselves individually in 

their home country. Rak was known for creating 

vibrant, mysterious images in painting, drawing, 

screen-printing, and sculpture; since 2008, Bezt 

has been one half of renowned street artist duo 

Etam Cru. Bezt and Rak met and began dating 

while attending the Academy of Fine Arts in Lodz, 

Poland. They got married this summer.

     Their works tower over a popular parking lot 

at Washington and Mathewson streets. Bezt’s 

She Never Came captures a devastating shift in 

circumstance for a planned proposal, depicting 

a well-dressed and evidently stood-up man 

hunched over a restaurant table, an unused 

engagement ring still hanging in the air above his 

hand where he’d just longingly tossed it. Rak’s 

Adventure Time shows a young girl approaching 

the doorway to a dreamscape of supersized 

flora, as Jake the Dog—a main character from 

the mural’s namesake Cartoon Network show—

peers out from her backpack. 

      Though completed in under two weeks, both 

sprawling images are the result of a longer bond 

between the artists and The Avenue Concept. 

Nicholas Platzer connected with Etam Cru for 

an exhibition at his INOPERAbLE Gallery in 

Vienna, Austria, where he met Bezt and Rak, and 

developed a close friendship with Bezt outside 

of their artistic work. Years later, when curating 

artists with The Avenue Concept for some of 

downtown Providence’s larger walls, Rak and 

Bezt easily came to mind. Platzer initially worried 

the rougher condition of the particular wall 

he envisioned for Bezt’s mural would give the 

artist pause, and suggested the two artists come 

together to put everyone at ease. 

      “I had this idea for a long time,” Rak says of 

her work. “I wanted to paint not just a portrait 

but a whole scene. The main theme of the wall 

is not the girl but the story in front of her. At 

that time every night before I went to sleep I 

was watching a cartoon series, Adventure Time, 

and I decided to add one of the main characters 

to the composition. I was also inspired by Alice 
in Wonderland and [Studio Ghibli film] The 
Borrower Arrietty. That’s why I used a certain 

angle to show more of the magnified elements 

of the ‘fantasy world’ the girl will enter. I 

personally like to look at the world from different 

perspective(s), too.”

photos by Cheryl Adams-Johnson
50

theavenueconcept.com
51



“I think I made his mother 
the happiest person in 

Providence.”>BEZT         
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52

theavenueconcept.com
53



     While Bezt came to Providence with his initial 
sketch in hand, he sought a new subject for the 
portrait before putting paint to brick. “I think he 
had already known from the beginning he didn’t 
want to paint his own face. He felt it was a little bit 
egotistical to paint yourself giant on a wall,” Platzer 
says, noting that Bezt and Rak often use each other 
as the subjects for their sketches and murals. Given 
their rapport, Bezt asked Platzer if he would sit for 
the new source photograph, which Platzer gladly 
accepted. “I’m happy to have my face plastered 
across Providence downtown,” Platzer says. 
     “I think I made his mother the happiest person in 
Providence,” Bezt says. 
     The murals’ sheer scale and inviting aesthetics 
have made them a modern landmark in the 
downtown community. Passersby stop for casual 
snapshots, careful photography, even drone video 
footage. Johnny Gates, a veteran parking attendant 
in Providence who works the lot at Washington and 
Mathewson streets, wryly explains the attention Rak 
and Bezt’s works receive. 
     “It’s remarkable. You could get 40 to 50 people a 
day come in with cameras and take care of it. They’ll 
ask, ‘Who painted it?’ and I’ll say, ‘I did! I had to do it 
on my lunch hour.’ The tourists really seem to love 
it,” says Gates. “The young man and the young lady 
that done the murals in this lot—very hard workers, 
very very sociable, and when they left here they 
were gonna get married. I wasn’t invited to the 
wedding, though.”

     “Sometimes I felt overwhelmed by the cameras,” 
recalls Rak. “I remember a lot of well-wishing people 
who visited us at walls. One of them was the mayor 
of the city, which I had the pleasure to meet.” Her 
connection with Platzer enabled another personally 
important artistic pursuit. “Thanks to the kindness 
of Nick’s mom, I fulfilled my dream and visited the 
Norman Rockwell Museum in Stockbridge. It was an 
amazing experience to see his work live,” she adds.
     Rak and Bezt enjoyed regular breakfasts across 
from their lot at Blake’s Tavern before starting 
to paint each day of their residency, and felt 
comfortable taking breaks from their separate work 
to support one another. “Residency is almost always 
the same: you wake up in the morning and then go 
paint,” says Rak. “We had a great place to eat close 
to the wall and we had great company. I did enjoy our 
stay in Providence.”
     “Every single artist who’s come and spent time 
there has really fallen in love with the city and is 
down to come back anytime,” Platzer says. The 
Providence community has certainly welcomed the 
artists in general, although sometimes the surprise 
of visiting international talent leads to amusing 
exchanges. “I remember one guy came up to us while 
Bezt was painting. He was sort of disgruntled at first, 
saying like, ‘This is fake, this is a ripoff, this looks 
like Etam Cru.’ And I said, ‘This is Etam Cru, this is 
Bezt.’ He couldn’t believe. He was like ‘What? Why is 
he in Providence?’”
     Platzer offers a simple explanation. “Why not?”
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