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INTRO (Sidney Simon):  Judy Pfaff was born in London. She received the degree of Bachelor of 
Fine Arts at Washington University in St. Louis. She got her MFA from Yale. She has had 
shows, special shows -- her special thing, of making these environments -- a big one this year at 
the Holly Solomon Gallery. She's had several there, but she's also had them at the Albrect-Knox 
Art Gallery; the Venice Biennale last year; Bennington College; the Ringling Museum in 
Sarasota; the Artist's Space; and a lot of other places. She's now working up here practically full-
time, on a big one, for the fall, which she'll probably talk about. She's shown at American 
museums and a lot of museums in Europe. There's a quote from a recent arts magazine article by 
Michael Auping, who said, "One of a generation of artists, highly educated in and conscious of 
modern art history, Pfaff uses its divergent, stylistic vocabulary as metaphors for various 
sensations she's trying to impart. Yet, the vocabularies are so thoroughly subordinate to her 
reeling expressionism, and complicated views of space, that they can be appreciated outside of 
their historical context. Pfaff's art is a natural representation of the pluralistic matrix that 
characterizes post-modern art as a whole." You can see examples of it, and with pleasure, I 
welcome Judy. [Applause] 
 
JUDY  PFAFF:  Oh, gosh. I am so nervous, I can't believe it. I've been talking to you guys, and 
all of a sudden I thought, "Uh oh, they're gonna --" [Giggling] 
  
Anyway, I lost half my slides. About ten minutes ago I found them all. Everything is probably 
upside down. If you've heard me before, it's the same thing. I don't change. [Giggling] The same 
anecdotes fall into the same places, if I can remember them. 
  
I found one slide which was from a while ago, maybe thirteen years ago, and it's probably very 
close to the last painting I did. The first slide is the piece I just finished a few months ago, five 
months ago. I think there's a relationship in it. Someone asked me what I was doing before, so, 
for better or worse, I'll -- 
I've never taken a sculpture class. I still don't know how to make it. All of my sculptor friends 
cannot believe that I run headlong into the stuff that I do. 
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This is the last piece that I did. All of the linear stuff is welded. Most of the stuff you're seeing is 
crunched metal and wood. The wood is [ ? ] -- my assistant, who's here, did most of the welding 
with me. I usually hold it, and he zaps it together.  
  
This is about as dense a show as I've done. I was talking earlier today that probably most of my 
shows are probably mini-retrospectives, and then they're disposed of. So they tend to get denser 
and denser, if my slides tell the truth. So can you go to the next slide. 
  
That's the last painting. It's about ten or twelve feet long, I don't remember the height. I think this 
was when I discovered Eastern space, or thought I discovered that. I was at war with Al Held 
who was my teacher at Yale, and he was in some incredibly complex spatial systems, most of 
them I thought Western. I had this idea that Western art was a tyranny, especially at Yale, so it's 
my nature to go against it. But I was looking at it, it's like -- Subliminally, there are a lot of 
vortexes. There's a tremendous amount of material which is on that stuff. I would go around 
gathering things -- debris, organic stuff -- and it was all done on the floor. It's sprinkled, like 
planting a field or something, so there was a kind of -- the space was spacey. So that's the only 
painting I have. 
  
This is at Yale, too. Those paintings, they weren't that lyrical all the time. They got very dark, 
and very opaque, and they were really like the LaBrea tar pits; they were all oil paint. The 
pigments were getting thicker and heavier, and cold turkey, I stopped painting. It has taken me 
this many years to sort of come back to it. There's more dirt on this slide than there is image, but 
this was my "clean it up, get it out," this was my conceptual phase, if there ever was one. Most of 
the materials are pretty natural. There are a lot of wires. Probably there's more space to the 
imagery, the slides, to really flatten things out. Wax paper, wood, etc. I don't think there was any 
real thing I was dealing with here. This was my anti-structure phase. All I was doing was moving 
around, moving from one place to another, working out an area. Usually something retinal would 
happen, like there would be a shadow that looked flat that was round, etc. That kind of -- this, 
that, here, there -- that kind of reason to leave something alone, or to have it be. I did this for a 
while -- just filled stuff up, emptied it out, and went around the room again. 
  
Then I got out of school, and everything stopped, everything. I drove into New York. I had a dog 
and a truck, and the truck got stolen, the dog got killed. It was like New York City. Everyone has 
that story the first year. It changes a little bit -- you lose your husband -- you know that thing. 
Something traumatic happens. I got a job, which was good. I found a loft, which was very good. 
And for the longest time, there was very little time to do any art, and for the longest time, I did 
things that looked like this, which is almost nothing -- meaning that I would just take a wire and 
roll it up, have it stand up, have it fall down. I thought that someplace, sort of like cleaning out 
everything and sort of acting like there was no education -- because I felt like I had a lot of it, 
and was pretty impressed by it, and certainly didn't know where to go from it. My teachers were 
pretty powerful mentors -- that if there was a way to start from the bottom up and erase 
everything, this felt like a good idea. 
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Somewhere along the way I kept thinking I was really learning about something, either how 
delicate a thing can be; how easy a thing is to blow away; how much light a thing can have, etc. 
Very simple, so humble, it's hard to believe for me, now, that it felt that way. 
  
These are huge. It fills up quite a large area. They're just wire and droppings. I think I would start 
counting, or start -- something I thought was happening, on a low level, but I was determined not 
to make anything. 
  
Q:  Was it on the floor? 
  
A:  Yes, most of this was on the floor. Also, someone gave me a dog when my dog died, then it 
had thirteen puppies, because she was pregnant, so these were the only things they didn't eat. 
And they sort of got lost in between the stuff. These slides may be upside down, I don't know, 
but it got a little bit more dense. 
  
All this work was pretty experimental. I would start in one place -- and this thing about having 
no reason to do something seemed very important, because I was stacked up with a lot of 
reasons. So this one was how to stay alive. So I would stand in one place, work out an area -- this 
is in "plasticene" and cutting back into the wall, taking a step and making another image; taking 
another step, and making another image. What happened after a day was there became a 
structure that developed and revealed itself. I would think, "That's interesting," sort of erase it 
and start again with another processor. 
  
The studio ended up looking like this, like a lot of experiments sort of piled up on each other. 
Something about that now still interests me, just in time, stuff happens, and stuff sort of is over 
something else. In time it seemed to make sense. Not exactly, but enough. Okay. Okay. Okay. 
  
My friends thought I was a little nutty. This went on for years -- three, four years, drawings 
relative to the tables and chairs. 
  
Q:  Were you showing at that time? 
  
A:  No. Oh, maybe. Yeah. Occasionally. But in the basement -- they were called alternative 
spaces. Then I moved studios. This was Richard Serra's old studio. And he's a pisser. I don't 
know. His presence was so heavy in that space. This is all aluminum foil. I thought it was a great 
cure for lead and steel and male-dominated -- That place was like a cave. He'd blacked out all the 
lights. This faces the river. It was really -- So this was, I think, a kind of exorcism for -- I think 
he was horrified. He came in one time. 
  
Anyway, with the aluminum foil, I think there was beginning to get some volume into this work, 
beginning to get some other language, maybe much more organic. Occasionally a figurative 
thing would happen. Occasionally, I could drop in pots and pans, which I thought was sort of 
funny, made out of aluminum foil. And it was very obsessive. I would buy tons of aluminum 
foil, and just pound on it for days, and roll it up, and see how large a mass could go into it, how 
small a thing. Okay. Okay.  
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This was a piece done in East L.A., a real Chicano neighborhood. I was supposed to be on the 
inside of the gallery, but -- I've been in a lot of backyards. It's like, "What is this work? Get it out 
of here." From what I understand from the guys who work in this place, this is the only stuff that 
didn't get terrorized. I think they didn't know what it was. It was around Christmas, and I think 
they thought it was kind of decoration for a party that never happened. [Laughter] Anyway, it 
survived a little bit. The only thing I remember liking about this particular piece is that it sort of 
reacted to the moon in a very nice way, and something that happened that seemed sort of strange. 
Okay. 
  
Contact paper on the floor. This was the lobby of a theatre in Tampa, Florida, at the university. 
Okay. I did floors for a while, flat things, so people could walk on them. It's just contact paper, 
this was a floor in an artist's space, I guess. 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  Mostly Styrofoam. There's something about space that I wanted to get to. Occasionally, these 
things got a little -- they look sort of naive to me now, but I thought of the floor as this really 
amazing field where things could float and be free from gravity. I thought if you understood it 
that way, then, sure enough, things would have no weight. Okay. 
  
These were in California. They were paper. They sort of rolled around on the floor, and 
restructured themselves. Okay. If there was one there was usually 100. Quantity seemed to make 
a kind of sense, and I always understood it as sort of one piece. All right. Okay. This is a little bit 
later, maybe '77. 
  
This stuff was probably the first sculpture, and it was figurative. Everything was figurative. Each 
piece was worked on specifically. It usually had some reference to either historical stuff, or 
people I knew. Most of it was sort of constructivist in orientation, and I think for the first time I 
really decided to make something. It was getting to me now that I should take a stand, and do 
that.  The work that was figurative was very, very peculiar, mainly because my background is 
not that, and even though these are slide, figurative references, it scared me a lot. I tend to back 
off from psychological information, orientation. Okay. Okay. 
  
This was a show in Los Angeles, at Lace, which is an alternative space -- a very good space, still, 
really good. It was a wonderful show for me. It seemed very clean, very sure-footed, for me, and 
the range of attitude that I could get from a free, simple, modular system, say, intrigued me an 
awful lot. This one was for Richard Artschwager, if you saw it from the side. It's like this guy 
walking into the wall. He is the stubbornest man. We used to come into contact with each other 
all the time. This one was from another friend. Most of it -- the attitude -- the upside down, the 
positioning, were hopefully to be read as for meaning and punctuating space, and for as complex 
a language as I could get out of the figure in space, as a marker. Okay. 
  
I got a grant, and then I got Plexiglas, and then I got this fancy material down here. The contact 
paper changed this [ ? ] -- Mylar. I thought they looked like video sets on the floor. It was a 
wonderful show. This was at Purchase, where I teach. It's the Neuberger Museum. It was a great 
company, a terrific company, and it's a very large space, like an airplane hangar. I was pretty 
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nervous about all this linear stuff, all this kind of detail, to carry that kind of volume. It was 
exciting, in a way, that something happened. It was very -- It popped a lot, and it sort of snapped 
over to each other, and there was a kind of relay. I think it was called reinventing the wheel. It 
dawns on me sometimes, when I'm making stuff, that I bump into an awful lot of historical 
things and attitudes, inadvertently. I think I get a kind of comfort from sort of being aligned with 
someone or other. Okay. 
  
This is a detail. Same show. Okay. 
  
Then I got known to make stick figures, which kind of horrified me. There's something about 
New York City that labels you and tags you, and I was hearing an awful lot of stuff about the 
gaudiness, and the color, and the explosion, and the glitter factory, etc. I don't think I could have 
made another figure, at all, if my life depended on it. It just seemed too cloying, too easy to use. I 
don't know. I didn't know, really, where else to go with it.  
  
This was the next body of work. It was a joy to make this work. I don't think I've ever moved so 
easily with an image. I went to the Yucatan, and I think anything south of the border just makes a 
kind of sense to me. I love the color. They love plastic, I love plastic. There's a way in which 
technology is understood and used very, very quickly, if it's available, and all the materials I 
began using changed quite a bit. This is all basket-weaving material, and it's reed, and if it's 
soaked it freezes when it dries, in a configuration, and I thought it felt like the sea was still in it, 
which was wonderful. I was just wondering -- For me, I know that part of the thing with 
sculpture is I think it should be able to be light. I don't think it has to always be about mass, and 
density, and moving space around in the way that, at least the sculptors I know, talk about it. So 
this seemed to be a real opportunity to make transparencies, ephemeral stuff, air, and it just 
seemed brilliant. I made a lot of this kind of open stuff. Okay. Okay. 
  
This was my first commercial show, at the Holly Solomon Gallery. She hated this work. She 
thought it was hippie art, and she was a wee bit horrified, because the only thing she'd ever seen 
me do was the figures. She was very, very supportive. She is a great dealer in that way. In spite 
of not liking it, in spite of sort of not really being able to sell this work -- She just wanted me to 
tell her what it was about, so she could tell somebody else. But it was the most support, actually, 
that I had ever gotten. I thought that alternative spaces were places where you were really free to 
experiment. That's not really true. I was quite censored, in terms of the spaces I worked in. In 
this one, it was really my ballgame, and I could do anything I wanted to the walls. There was not 
a moment's hesitation with the gallery. So it was quite a pleasant surprise, because I had been 
quite skeptical of the gallery. 
  
Q:  I've been to a lot of your shows. Did anyone ever say that walking into your show was like 
walking into a [ ? ] -- 
  
A:  A [ ? ] -- No. They've said other things. 
  
Q:  It seems to be kind of an environment to walk into, but it seems as though you're walking 
into a part of life that [ ? ] -- 
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A:  That's inadvertent, because I don't mean to do that. It's funny, because I stay a little bit aloof 
from revealing a whole lot in the work. Inadvertently, what I'm thinking about and what [ ? ] -- is 
very visible, I think, in a way, if someone is interested in looking at that. Most people find them 
very theatrical. Dancers always say, "Gee, I would really like to dance in that," which makes me 
a little ill. [Laughter] Anyway. 
  
I'll tell you something, too. I don't make installations because I think they're the way to go. If I 
knew what a Pandora's box I would open, I think I would never -- Mostly, the sculptural 
elements you see don't hold, in my studio. In my studio, these things, they were wild. They were 
not put together in sort of cascades, or -- They were just tons of things which were in [ ? ] -- just 
roll around. It looked fantastic. I brought this stuff into the gallery, it looked ill. It was really 
depressing, to find something which had a life in one place, that would go mute and dormant and 
lay there. So the painting on this stuff really filled out what was not there in the sculpture, so it 
needed it. It was because the stuff didn't, in fact, hold up. Partly, I liked that aspect of it anyway. 
Okay. 
  
Q:  What do you do when you dismantle the installations? 
  
A:  It takes me a long time to throw it away, but eventually -- If you saw what an installation 
looks like before it's put together, it really is flotsam and jetsam. It's nothing. It's really nothing. 
And when it comes down, it goes back to nothing. This is hard to tell, because photographs take 
funny things, but there's a lot of structuring that goes on, and layering, and we move around 
things and penetrate different ways. 
  
Q:  But how do you feel about them disintegrating [ ? ] -- 
  
A:  It's not a good idea. It's a terrible idea. I don't feel -- I feel okay. I have very mixed feelings 
about that. For myself, I would like to see an old piece. Because none of this stuff I've shown 
you exists. Not any of it. 
  
Q:  And if you showed it another place, in another country, it wouldn't look the same. 
  
A:  No.  
  
Q:  [ ? ] -- permanently. 
  
A:  There's one in someone's dining room. It was horrible. It was so bad. I didn't mean to make it 
-- It's like -- they were very rich people. White rugs, glass tables. They had formal dinners, while 
I was on the ladder, doing this thing, saying, "Oh, darling, isn't that nice?" [Laughter] On the 
right-hand side there's an Ellsworth Kelly, and there's a Twombly, and -- It's a heavy-duty 
collection. I tried to get out of there so fast. And I can tell that I was a bit shy. It's a bit tasteful. 
That's one. 
  
Q:  Are these installations meant to be looked at from the outside rather than walked into? 
  



Pfaff-'83 - 7 

A:  No, they're very -- The slides tend to be from one position, and they look more like a 
proscenium stage much more than, in fact, they are. Most people don't know whether they can go 
in or not. It's like when you open a door, and there's a party going on. There's a question whether 
you do go in, because it's a little noisy, on some level. Okay. Okay. 
  
This photographs the best. I don't know why. It photographs very clear. It was very close in time 
with the show at Holly Solomon, so a lot of the imagery is very, very similar. This was called -- 
It was supposed to be called "Formula Atlantic," which is a racecar. It was supposed to be a 
piece about speed. On the way down to the Hirschorn I lost all of the pieces, so it began to be 
about something else, and that night  saw this movie, a Curacao movie, called "Kagamusua," so I 
thought, "Make it Oriental. I don't know. So the name changed a little bit, to "Kabuki," or 
something. Anyway. 
  
Q:  Where was this? 
  
A:  It was at the Hirshhorn. It was called "Directions." It's a show that's in Washington every 
couple of years, for young artists. 
  
Q:  Do you paint directly on the wall? 
  
A:  Yes. With everything there are, like, stories. It's part of the Smithsonian. So you have to have 
pathways for wheelchairs. You have to have floors that don't skid. There are all kinds of 
regulations that don't hold true for other spaces, because it's federally funded. This stuff made the 
powers so nervous. They came in with machines that beeped on the floor, to make sure that it 
was safe. [Laughter] And it wasn't, according to this beeper. [More laughter] And what happened 
was, brilliantly, the curator said, "Test the lobby." The whole museum failed. So they decided 
they would either have to close the museum, or open the show. But this was like ten minutes 
before opening. I tend to sort of know who the janitors are, who does the light -- I know an awful 
lot about how museums run, on the most pedestrian level. I don't know if you need to know these 
things. 
  
Q:  How long do you work on something like this? 
  
A:  That took about six days. They're taking longer, and I'm not completing them on time. The 
process is a bit silly. I don't prepare. I know what imagery I'm working with. Like, for the show 
at Holly Solomon's, it was called "Deep Water." The space is this tunnel that goes in -- I don't 
know if you know that space. It's a very long tunnel. I thought it would be curious if, when you 
traversed that space, if it felt like you were going down and not across. So I thought "Deep 
Water" was a metaphor for being over your head. It got seen as an aquarium, and underwater 
aquarium. But I knew I wanted the work to be light. There was some buoyancy that I wanted. 
That I know, that that's part of the piece. But the rest of it, how it fits in place, it has to be worked 
out there. 
  
Q:  Who are your influences in art? 
  
A:  Oh, just about everybody. A lot of people. It changes. 
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This one was at the Whitney. These three pieces came very close together. I think if you have a 
body of work that's new, and enough people see enough pieces that are differentiated enough, 
they figure out what you're doing. So I think, luckily, these three shows came together within 
months, like four months, and they were both well documented shows (this is the Whitney 
biennial). So, suddenly, there was an awful lot of attention focused on this work, because it 
seemed like I was everywhere, all over the place, suddenly.  
  
This piece was called "Dragon." The space was set up so you walked through it. There was sort 
of a right-hand and left-hand area. The slides are useless. It's like talking about the Emperor's 
new clothes, but the ceiling height is maybe eighteen feet -- pretty high there -- and since I had 
been sort of working with water, I decided maybe I could work with the image of fire; that it sort 
of looks the same I thought was real curious. I think because fire actually looks a little bit like 
water, if you watch it -- the structure of it. The ceiling height I thought sort of helped, with heat 
rising. 
  
When I have a show there's some image that I'll keep. I think everything somehow makes sense; 
like everything fits together and it rejuvenates the work for me, one more time. It's just really a 
slight alteration in fact. This one, I think the show was a bit more visceral, and it tended, in 
subsequent shows, to get a little bit more so. The linear stuff became vines, big vines, some of 
them fifty, sixty feet, from trees, and they really are like boa constrictors. They have a life of 
their own, and are very stubborn to move around. Most of this stuff was laced through the 
ceiling. Okay. 
  
Oooh. This is in Germany. I shipped all this stuff to Germany -- you should have seen it. Vines -- 
The customs people were opening these things [laughter]. Francesca was in this show, also. It 
was called [ ? ] -- It was a survey show of Western art from 1939 to 1982, I think. There was a 
young section, called the "haute" section, the "today" section, and we were in these stalls. There 
were very few women represented. Most of the history of art, except for that new section, was 
represented by no women, which was a bit frightening to me. I hadn't noticed that history was 
being written without them. I thought they would "stand for good." 
  
I was considered very decadent. My piece looked quite peculiar there. Figuration was really 
catching hold, and I was associated with the pattern and decoration area, which, I think, seemed 
decadent and flimsy, and without content. I would tend to argue that point, even though I don't 
associate myself with P&D. 
  
This got so gothic, and so surreal, and so fucked up it was amazing. I was spinning, doing it, and 
sort of wild, at the time. I wanted to get out of there. I had a feeling Cologne was haunted. Okay. 
Okay. Same. 
  
A lot of Plexigas. This is in the Ringling Museum, it's in Sarasota. It's the John and Mabel 
Ringling Museum of Art. If you're ever in Sarasota, go there. It's a reconstructed, Italian piazza 
or something. It's incredible. There's a statue of David, twice life-size [chuckling]. On either side 
are palm trees, which are diminished by the statue. It's so strange. He went to Italy, I think, and 
got all the stuff that no one was interested in -- such a deal. It's sort of amazing, but it's sort of 
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weird. Very strange. Anyway, Michael Auping who Sidney read that quote from, was a young 
curator, and this was one of his first, modern shows. Okay. 
  
This show was called Rorschach. This is probably the central image. I was determined to make a 
piece a bit darker and very moody, and maybe a bit more psychological and thicker in tone. 
Okay. This is as you walk around. I don't know what those people are doing there. The museum 
sent me those slides. There are people in every slide. Okay. 
  
Amherst. With this show, this is called "Boa." It is a very narrow space. It's about ten feet wide. 
The ceilings are a few inches above your head. It was very, very claustrophobic. Slides tend to 
clean things up a bit. And it was a sixty-foot run. So that really is a corridor, and it was like -- 
You know, like you build a ship in your basement and you can't get it out the door? [Tittering] 
Because when I said, "Oh, sure. That's an easy space, really simple," there was more building 
going on in this piece than I think I've ever done. I think you can tell most of the imagery is 
getting a little bit heavier. There's a lot of wood. There's a lot of fake paneling. There's a lot of 
Cubist sort of references, sort of "Spitteresque" space. Okay. Okay. Okay. Okay. Collage. [ ? ] -- 
Bennington. Okay. 
  
Q:  Is this one of the ones that can be dismantled and sold in pieces? 
  
A:  No. No, this was really a failure. I was trying to figure out something that could be -- I find it 
to be very flat, very opaque, and very -- the moves awkward. It was a beginning, I think. This 
one I find a bit more successful. It was about twenty feet across, maybe. I think the lightness sort 
of helped. This is the same piece, from the side.  
  
Venice. This is before I got to work on it. This show I had to get ready in about ten days. 
Thomaso Trini came to American and sort of found a group of artists he also wanted to be 
represented in this other section, not really in the Venice Biennale. In this other section, for 
younger artists. When I did this -- I was supposed to go to Japan, so I was thinking about 
miniatures, and bonsai trees, and Oriental something or other. And then it was like, "No, go to 
Italy." So suddenly I just made these cones. I made hundreds of cones, and I thought it was like 
[makes musical sounds]. I thought it was good for angels singing, for bombs going off. Noise. I 
thought if I could -- Could it be something to make a sculpture, it would be very, very noisy, 
very, very noisy. I don't think it worked very much, but the situation was a bit complex. We were 
in this place that had no light, had no electricity, had no -- it was raining in on us, and it was 
pretty depressing, considering I thought it was going to be Venice, like, "Ah, Venice." 
[Laughter] And the work never came, no one ever saw the show. It interested me, myself, 
because it was the first, themic thing that sort of had -- It was one image, and the sculptural 
elements were just one kind. It was called "[ ? ] War." That's the finished product. 
  
There was a lot of reconstruction done on the walls. There was moss growing through, so I 
plastered the whole thing up. Okay. 
  
Q:  What material is that? 
  
A:  It's tin. It's tin, aluminum, and this sort of set of circles coming out is steel-braced. 



Pfaff-'83 - 10 

  
Q:  What kind of paint is it? 
  
A:  Oh, it's sign-painter's enamel. It's very garish. It's very harsh. Just enamel. Sign-painter's 
enamel. Very little fluorescents, actually. I think there's just so much action and contrast in the 
stuff that it flips around a lot. Okay. 
  
Q:  Do you construct all those things yourself, or do you have people doing them for you? 
  
A:  I have, usually, one assistant who works with me two or three days a week. When I 'm doing 
a show, it's a marathon. So he's there, and, technically, now -- Bill is here, and he's excellent at 
figuring out a technique to do them. We usually work together. But it's not high-tech. It's very 
low-tech, really. [Chuckling] If you've ever seen the shows, they're terribly funky. You can see 
how they're put together; like, anyone can put them together. A lot of this is just "pop-riveted" 
together. There are some sheet-metal screws. Very simple. Usually very simple structures. The 
paint sort of tends to make them more complicated. 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  It felt like a cellar. It did feel that way. It was a very oppressive air there. 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  No, it got taken down. 
  
Q:  Those windows in -- 
  
A:  I knocked those in. When I looked, there were no windows, there was no light. I really need 
light -- because it's nice to be able to look out a window if you're there for a long time. I went 
behind, and they had bricked it up. So I smashed a hole in there. 
  
Q:  It looks like a window on one side, and then the other side looks [ ? ] -- 
  
A:  It was broken down. But it had just been bricked up. It was a huge window that had been 
bricked up, previously. 
  
These are the drawings, for [ ? ] -- 
 
AUDIO BREAK 
 
PFAFF:  These correspond to those earlier pieces, with the more lyrical -- Okay. Okay. Okay. 
Okay.  
  
Q:  Is that paint, or is that paper? 
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A:  It's all printed paper. I printed tons of paper, then cut out solid, adhesive-back, printed paper. 
Okay. 
  
It's funny, because they're pretty tedious. Because that's all cut paper. I don't like painting 
directly. I avoid it like the plague. I'll do anything to avoid putting paint on, without feeling -- 
putting it on. I'm getting a bit better. I'll do it now. I love that picture. That's the scaffolding. This 
piece was done in a staircase. All right. That's Bill, my assistant. There were two at the Albright-
Knox.  This was called "Rock Paper Scissors." Do you know that game? I don't know how it 
goes. I like the metaphor, because you can win that game without just power. In most games, it's 
really just power. So it interested me. Also, I tend to splice a lot of layers and levels on, and the 
materials go from, really, very gentle and very rough -- hopefully, at this point -- so I liked using 
that metaphor. The Albright-Knox is the Abstract-Expressionist museum. If you ever want to see 
a great collection, I would suggest you go there. It has great Pollocks, great Rothkos, great Stills, 
great de Koonings, just about -- Seymour Knox put that collection together. There are a 
tremendous amount of visual references. When you go from one floor to the other, the paintings 
you see, right when you go in, sort of hearken back to this piece. It was stuff that I used as 
information, to make some kind of consistency with what that place was about. Okay. Okay. 
Okay. Okay. That's that new show. 
  
All this wife creates like a huge matrix, that's strung across that place. This kind of cobweb-
eyeball-vortex thing -- I thought was good as a catcher for imagery. It seemed really nice to me. 
There's a lot of shattered glass in this stuff, plastic, and transparencies, and I think the painting is 
a bit more integrated and robust than usual. There's an awful lot of corrugated, and compound, 
sort of metal [ ?  ] -- I think probably, in terms of my own vocabulary, it was probably the best 
I've done, and the most complex. As a piece, I don't think it works so well. It was very 
claustrophobic, and I was a wee bit hysterical. But I think showing in New York makes me really 
nervous. 
  
This is the same show, it's when you turn to the right. So there was some change of mood there. 
Okay. Okay. Okay. Okay. I think that's it. 
  
Q:  What's that material. 
  
A:  Steel. Which one? Oh, this? This kind of wastebasket thing?  
  
Q:  It looks like folded paper. 
  
A:  This? 
  
Q:  Yes. 
  
A:  Oh, it's sheet metal, galvanized sheet metal. It's funny. That is also sheet metal. Every show I 
do, if I read the reviews, they get every material wrong. They'll say, "Crunched paper with 
Styrofoam." I'm saying, "Steel!" I don't know. Maple. I'm the only one I know who can take 
quality materials down. [Laughter] Okay. I think that's it. [Applause] Do you have any 
questions? 
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Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  I couldn't think in painting. I really couldn't. It got me stuck. It just felt like -- stuck. When it 
got three-dimensional, I could move things around. I didn't have to erase. You could take things 
down and -- You had no memories of the mistakes. It sort of -- I could think for the first time. It 
cleaned everything up. And it was a slow way. I mean, painting is my -- Probably my strength is 
in painting, but I'm very -- I react too fast with it. Sculpture slows me down. I try to make the 
fastest sculpture in town, and I'm determined to make it faster, because it's real -- It's a slower 
process. But I could measure, and I could say no, maybe here, maybe there. I could really reverse 
spatial things. I could begin to think for the first time. I'm sure those things are paintings. That's 
what it's about, but painting -- They just so -- You couldn't tell that they were paintings that I did. 
I was [ ? ] -- the kitchen sink on those things, to make it more real; to make it alive; to do 
something sort of more. I couldn't get enough action out of the paintings. It's not painting's fault, 
it's my fault. Now I look at paintings which are in a very healthy condition, very vigorous and 
full of it. I couldn't, myself, think of a way through that. Also, I get so impacted. I would be a 
mess. I would come out of the studio like -- You know, when you come out, like, "Oh, shit, I've 
just ruined everything I own. No one would come near me." It was social. I changed because I 
wanted some friends. [Laughter] It wasn't easy to be a slob. I don't know. Also, at Yale, the 
floors were heated. There was no way that the guy who designed the building -- I mean, I could 
point to some sort of health reasons, but mostly, I think, it was because it made sense to me to be 
able to clarify some things. The paintings -- I couldn't do what I wanted to do. And even if it was 
slow-moving, to build a vocabulary for myself, I really had confidence in that process. Certainly, 
no one else did. I was in a painting class at Yale, and I was doing scatterings on the floor that 
looked like -- For years. I'm sure my teachers were saying, "Oh, no, what did we do?" But it was 
the only way for me to go, and I liked going from -- I liked cleaning it out, in the beginning, and 
having no [ ? ] -- one idea over another; one, you know, [ ? ] -- as important as structuring. 
Everything seems a little fundamental. Even just pounding aluminum foil felt like the way 
pounding is when you make anything, through forming, or pounding, or weaving. It just felt like 
everyman's experience. I was in love with that. It made so much sense to me. Watching 
something roll around on the floor was like for the first time growing up in your own visual 
language, even though I had no imagery. It was basically just pretty "straight-away." 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  I would love that to be true. There is something about peripheral vision that I like. There is 
something about noise, or the way you "can't hear it." There's something about something that's 
behind you and in front of you that you sort of understand and know about, but you can't have it 
and know it, exactly, because it sort of goes in place. I like that there's a way that you can't know 
that work, usually. It doesn't set up once, and I don't know if it becomes more interesting, it's just 
not located, and I like that it moves. I think I would like it to -- although I like that it functions -- 
I remember, "Oh, yeah, that's what that was about, that's how that came about." That I like. And 
something about -- I'm pretty eyeball -- I can't conceptualize -- that's why I can't get ready before 
the show. I don't know what things will look like in that space, so once I see it I think, "Oh, now, 
I'm -- " Usually, right before the door opens, I figure out something. I think when you put 
yourself on the line, that's the only -- There was this movie with Marcello Mastrianni, where he 
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could only make love in the elevator or -- For me, right before the deadline I finally figure 
something out. That interests me kind of on that kind of heightened place. It's the only way I'll do 
anything -- at the last minute. 
  
Q:  Do you find that working for sculpture is more "confronting" to people's personal space? And 
is that one of the reasons why you're drawn to that? 
  
A:  Things make sense to me when they're around, and I think -- Most people, lay people, are not 
terrified of that work. They like it; they don't like it; it reminds them of their plumbing. 
[Giggling] I think they're more intimidated by paintings before it involves, maybe, a different 
kind of intelligence, or a different kind of confidence in understanding the history of -- I don't 
know. But with my work it's like, "Oh, what is that? That's wire fencing? I can do that." No, it's a 
way in which, I guess, if you know the material, you have a feeling like you can understand it. 
Children pretty easily see the work and are not intimidated, so it may be the sculpture has that, 
where, maybe, if it was a painting they would not be able to recognize it as any kind of reality. I 
don't know. 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  I think it has a level of that. I think it has an aspect of that, yes. 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:   Yes, the collages are much -- They're private, and they're worked out, and they're slower. 
They operate -- I enjoy doing the collages. There's something about cutting paper, and cutting 
wood through a bandsaw which is very similar. It sort of teaches me how to move, and to work 
the material. 
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  Usually, when I finish a show -- My studio is in two different places. Where I make the 
sculpture is a very large place in Brooklyn, and it's usually pretty cold, and you sort of really 
have to make a trip out there. It's physical. In my home it's quiet, it's cozy, it's warm, usually, and 
usually, after a show, I really drop way down. I could not move. It feels like the last show, and 
the idea of making another one seems preposterous -- like, why do that one more time? Why 
proliferate that much stuff, that occupies so much space, and tires you out, carrying them up and 
down stairs? So I go home and I cool out, and usually I get a little bit replenished with the 
drawings. Usually, the imagery, in the collages, as benign as they look, actually, precede the 
sculptural elements. So I think that's where I sort of gather a kind of strength, slowly, there. 
  
Great. Bye. Thank you. [Applause] 


