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(RECORDING BEGINS WITH INTRODUCTORY REMARKS IN PROGRESS) 
 
JOANNE GREENBAUM: …asked to remind you that if you have questions to wait for the 

microphone, so that when this goes into the archive, we’ll be able to hear the questions.  Okay?  

I’m going to sort of read a statement that I wrote… because I didn’t want to forget anything.  I 

met James Hyde when we were both young artists, just beginning our lives in New York.  At the 

time his work consisted of these fragment-like pieces that I was later to realize were fresco.  I 

thought to myself how beautiful and simple his concept was. Over the years I would see the work 

change and expand in complexity; but the idea of color coupled with physicality remains the 

same.  James is a stubborn and committed artist who has always been confident in his 

convictions about abstraction.  He also has remained wonderfully resistant to passing trends in 

the art world.  His work has an element of folkiness that I find very humanizing.  His 

constructions, especially of boxes, perplexed me at first, but I have come to understand the ideas 

behind them and respect the hard work he puts in to each piece.  He remains committed to the 

act of painting, and insists on calling himself a painter, even though his work challenges the 

boundaries of what we commonly define as painting.  Recently I went to one of his openings at 

the AD Gallery in New York, which consisted mostly of lighted furniture; and I was really 

impressed by this furniture, and the utilitarian way he has applied some of his ideas about 

abstraction to practical use.  James has exhibited widely in Europe and the United States.  His 
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most recent show was in France at the Parc Saint-Leger in Pougues les Eaux. He has shown 

internationally in numerous galleries and museums in Germany, Italy, Switzerland and the 

United Kingdom.  In 2001 he received the Joan Mitchell Fellowship in painting, and has been 

granted many public and private commissions.  His work is in several museum collections, 

among them the Brooklyn Museum of Art and the Corcoran Gallery in Washington, DC.  He is 

represented in New York by the Brent Sikkema Gallery.  Here is James Hyde. (Applause) 

 

JIM HYDE: Thank you, Joanne… a wonderful introduction…. It’s really great to be here.  And 

it’s a really interesting experience speaking before a group of people, most of whom I know by 

name; so that’s… that’s something new.  Let’s see.  I have some good news and some bad news.  

The bad news is that I have three carousels of slides. (laughter) The good news is I’m going to go 

through them pretty quickly. (laughs) I decided I wanted to show quite a bit of work.  I’ve 

included a lot of details and a lot of different viewpoints, to try to compensate for the flatness of 

the slide with—I don’t know—just piling a little more imagery on.  I’m going to want to show 

the physical quality of these paintings. As Joanne said, I consider these paintings, not sculptures, 

and not hybrids.  Sometimes my work has been characterized as a painting/sculpture hybrid; 

but… I think of these as panel-intensive paintings.  I was telling this to a friend of mine who 

does very flat painting; and he said, “Oh, does that mean… that you’re surface challenged?” 

(laughter) But… And in a way he’s right.  My imagery is not what I paint on the surface.  The 

imagery is really… mostly the materials I use… and the general… construction and the way the 

panel looks.  The other reason I’m going to be showing a bunch of slides is… I think it will help 

make a visual case about how I think about painting.  I didn’t go to art school…. I learned most 

of my art-making on a construction site.  So there’s a… There’s a real sort of physical basis.  

Instead of… doing life drawing and going through the cycle of studio crits and all, I was… 

putting pipes up, hanging sheetrock… and I think that’s probably—That probably will be very 

apparent…. The… other reason is, even though my work is very physically structured, it’s quite 

different from how I think about structure in my work.  I think I’m more of a structuralist than a 

structural artist.  And… so structure I always think about as something that stands up, is ordered, 

organized… And structuralism was defined by the French anthropologist Levi-Strauss.  During 

my brief hiatus in university, I primarily took anthropology and archaeology classes; and the 

word at that time was methodology; with archaeology and anthropology the concern was, you 
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know, how your method would reveal truth about the culture you were looking at.  I mean, this 

seemed like a better way to approach art than art history, which I really didn’t like at the time.  

But I remember reading… a book on Levi-Strauss; a professor gave me a book of his to read, 

and… it was some wild stuff.  He would—I think it was a comparison of Brazilian Indian myths, 

and he would compare this to Bach fugues… And his language was very peculiar; he would start 

off one direction, and then find the reverse of it… and then the inverse of this, and… there would 

be dipronic (072) versus centronic, (072) and I found that really, really annoying.  It was… It 

really upset my whole idea of what methodology should be.  But the annoyance really endured 

over the years, and I came to realize the interesting thing about Levi-Strauss is, as he was talking 

about art in different cultures, he was making his own art.  And I subsequently learned he was a 

failed composer; so this was his type of music.  But… as a structuralist—Structuralism has a 

tendency to undermine structure; it’s something which… works with segments of continuity… 

reversals, oppositions… So in a lot of times as we go through the work here you’ll see things 

relate not through continuity, but through opposition… inverse contradiction.  Before we launch 

forth I want to say a few things about who I am as an artist.  I consider myself a formalist; and… 

as a formalist, what that means to me is that I value the procedures of art-making above specific 

content.  It’s not that I’m interested in denying content, but… that I believe that there’s content 

within the procedures.  And through the procedures and forms of art, that’s what’s most 

meaningful for me.  I’m also an abstract painter; and it’s often—Oftentimes people think of 

formalism and abstraction as the same thing.  I don’t think it is.  I think, for example, Morandi is 

as much of a formalist as Mondrian…. But… as an abstract painter, at this moment it’s sort of an 

interesting and unusual time.  Already abstraction has a history.  It… There’s an earlier European 

version, the abstraction of Picasso, Matisse and even Mondrian, where the abstraction is an 

extraction… a refinement… an extrapolation from the visual world, and everything is still pretty 

much held within and behind—within the painting and behind the picture plane.  With the 

American versions, starting with Pollock and Newman and Rothko, it’s a very different type of 

abstract painting.  The picture plane is exactly what it is… And I think most of the content in 

those works happened in front of it; so in a way it’s more like the Byzantine icons, that… Daniel 

Bozhkov showed earlier this year.  What’s important is not the illusion and what’s behind or 

within the picture plane; but how that panel projects forth.  This is pretty much where I am.  And 

I think there’s probably even a third variation, which is almost the dissolution of abstraction, 
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where images are considered as materials and signs, and are part of a free play… You can see 

that, with sort of the final phase of abstraction, that abstraction/representation are not really in 

opposition… but… because I partake in a tradition which is pretty much historically over, it 

make me a—what I think of as a weak genre painter.  And… being a weak genre painter…it 

means—It sounds really kind of depressing… (laughs) (laughter) like, “Oh, my God!  That’s—

Why would anybody want to do that?”  But there’s some real plusses, you know.  For the lack of 

power, there’s much more free rein for invention; and that’s something I value a lot.  So… if 

abstract painting is a genre, what is its subject?  Or what is abstraction?  This is a question that I 

always like to ask people, because it’s something that always makes people nervous.  Nobody is 

even—is really sure what it is, even if they use it and recognize it.  In a way it becomes kind of a 

Rorschach test for art making.  I mean, I have… I have some thoughts.  I don’t think abstraction 

really is a style… a mode of expression…. And I don’t even think it’s something that represents 

itself.  I mean, for example, if you go into a travel agency, you know the difference between 

what the desk is and that colorful thing behind it.  That colorful thing behind it is the abstract 

painting; but… I—what I think of abstract painting as being is fundamentally an artwork that… 

its mode of address is in the form of a question.  It’s… a work that makes a question and engages 

its viewer through an act of questioning, like: What is it?  What is that?  You know, it’s that 

Steve Martin routine that keeps coming into my head, with the two farmers standing in the field, 

like… “What is that?  What the Hell is that?  What is that thing?”  Now that’s sort of… good… 

abstract… good abstract process.  And really what I try to do with my work is to keep the work 

moving and keep the work involved with making questions… asking—making me ask questions, 

making me wonder.  And that’s part of the reason you’re going to see a lot of different things.  I 

mean there’s a—Some of it is that there’s a certain amount of anxiety.  There’s an anxiety about 

it not having particular meaning.  But then again there is also the anxiety that if it does have a 

particular meaning, then it undoes itself and it’s no longer an abstraction.  But… with all of this 

there’s… a total… love for this, and what I feel is like an almost erotic pleasure in… making 

work.  I don’t know--  It’s—You can ride a motorcycle so long and your butt hurts.  I mean, you 

can’t have sex all day long.  (laughs) And you can’t work in the studio all day long.  So it’s… 

It’s a—I don’t know.  I… I do very much enjoy my painting work.  So… let’s see.  Let’s go 

forward here.  Lights, please.  Okay….  
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SLIDE 

 

I’m starting with a few images of some solo shows.  I often… get the response that, when I show 

work, that my shows look like a group show of sculpture.  But I think what I’m going to try to do 

with this talk is go through and… provide a little—a set of little stories about my particular 

transitions and ways of thinking, sort of going from… A to B to Q to R. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is also part of that.  This is my last show at Brent Sikkema. 

 

SLIDE 

 

SLIDE 

 

So basically… what I’m going to attempt to do with this talk is sort of make a… road trip of 

transitions between something like this and…  

 

SLIDE 

 

… something like that.  Also, as I go through, if anyone has any questions or comments, 

please… let me know.  There’s going to be a lot of shifts in scale… One of the things with… 

these installations is they look a little bit spare… And there’s a reason for that.  I’m very 

interested in how the individual addresses a painting as a bodily experience.  But then I’m also 

very interested when I install shows in measuring the gaps of difference between different 

pieces; so that if… If there is a—sometimes I like to keep all the gaps very much the same; 

sometimes I’ll shift the scale; but… the areas in between the individual works are very important 

for me, both in the way I present work in shows, and in the way I think about work. 

 

SLIDE  

SLIDE 
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SLIDE 

 

This is a slide I often start my talks with.  It’s a piece of cast glass which is on a small metal 

shelf, holding up about forty pieces of colored paper.  And  this is about the size of a hand… And 

I like to start with this piece because I think, as a painter, I’m very interested in a type of painting 

which is experiential, where the painting’s meaning unfolds in time and through inspection; so 

that there’s a series of images of what it is.  From the side you can see a little bit more about how 

the gravity works… so that there’s a succession of layers; and the image of the piece then 

becomes the totality of the experience.  I think there’s… I think you can divide painting into two 

different preferences: the artists who generally prefer an experiential approach to painting—This 

would be someone like Jackson Pollock.  With a Pollock if you look at it very much up close you 

see the weave of the canvas… the way the enamel has seeped in and stained it… the way some 

paint sits on top.  You step back a little bit and you start seeing how his lines work, and zip—zip 

across the painting.  Further back it becomes almost a haze of lines.  The other artists would—

Another example of—Another way of working, the appearance way, would be someone like 

Andy Warhol, whose work is very immediate; it has great impact… and really with that work the 

experience is how you take in this image and make it part of your life and how it relates to other 

images, the way it becomes kind of a cultural landmark.  And… you know, of course these 

things are—these are not oppositions; what they really are is sort of two poles to work between.  

So… this is another way of… displaying those papers.  These are all about the same size. 

 

Question: How big is that? 

 

Speaker: This one is about two feet by one and a half… And those are push pins; those are 

different colored push pins. 

 

Question: Do you still own them? 

 

Speaker: I don’t.  I traded with Donna Moylan (268) for one of her pieces. 

 

SLIDE 
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Now… this might be—Now for something completely different… (laughter) But actually I don’t 

think so.  Much of what I talked about with that first piece, about sequential viewing, about 

gravity… is, I think, entirely applicable with this piece.  So… One of the things I generally do 

with exhibitions is I really mix up scale, because I think… size really does have—means very 

differently.  Something small, you feel it differently; you look at it differently.  It has a whole 

different set of qualities.  But I don’t think it’s something you have to work one way or the other; 

and in fact I think shifting scale is a great way of understanding how… how size works.  This is 

a… This is the ’93 commission I did for Progressive Architecture.  These are frescoes on 

Styrofoam; and each one is ten and a half feet long, six foot high… and four feet deep. 

 

Question: Are we seeing the rough Styrofoam on the edge? 

 

Speaker: Yes.  It’s the rough Styrofoam on the edge.  The… 

 

SLIDE 

 

There’s a view of that. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This piece is also very interesting for me, because I think this really makes it clear that… it’s 

really the materials which are doing the work of the imagery.  People—One of the questions I 

always get about this work is, “How much do each of those things weigh?”  And it’s—really it’s 

an odd—It’s a really hard thing to figure out, because it’s light Styrofoam; but then it’s got 

concrete on the surface… and then it’s like really big.  So… I think that question has to do with 

the size of the piece, but also the interest of the materials, the way the Styrofoam is at once 

cloud-like and stone-like.   

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 
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This was a really fun installation. (laughter) And it’s… I was going to try and get the video—I 

have a video of the making of this; and I’ll—If I get it up here I’ll put it in the library, if 

anybody’s curious.  It’s… 

 

SLIDE 

 

So…. What… As I’m working with fresco and Styrofoam, I’m also working with… a lot of 

different materials.  I mean, one of the great sources for me, in terms of where I get my imagery 

and my ideas from, is just thinking about what a painting is… and what it does.  And a lot of 

what interests me is the undercharged parts of painting.  I mean, for example, with rise here… 

gravity is a very, very central image.  And if you think about… paintings, they generally rely on 

tricking gravity.  They’re—It’s a vertical screen which is held upward.  And making these 

paintings super fat, it accentuates the usually overlooked quality of gravity in painting. 

 

SLIDE 

 

The other thing that really interests me in painting is the fabric quality.  If—Next time you go 

and take a look at a Titian.  I mean, they’re great paintings, great paint handling, emotional 

subject matter… but take a look at the weave on the canvas, because he used a funny type of 

herringbone denim quite often; and… I mean, this is something that is part of what I remember 

about a number of Titians.  So I’ve been very interested in thinking about painting as this great 

inherited lump, and… the…--which parts of this lump am I going to explore.  This piece is very 

gentle with gravity.  Instead of having the picture plane raised up and made this vertical screen, I 

sort of think of this piece as the—giving the picture screen a little bit of a rest. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is another… sort of fabricky [sic] piece.  This is linen… and… I’m very interested in the 

fold, the way the folds sort of bring in the notion of… almost the way human skin folds, or the 

way a garment folds. 
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SLIDE 

 

And this seemed to be like another good way of bigging [sic] up the panel….  

 

SLIDE 

 

Question: Jim, do you do your own sewing? 

 

Speaker: I don’t.  This is—I generally work with assistants who are good sewers. 

 

Question: Are they all fabricated, or (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: They’re all fabricated.  I’m—I don’t really work with found—I don’t work with found 

objects except—unless you call fabric… or linen… or paint found.  And it’s not because it’s not 

found—It’s about found or not found—It’s really about having a—I think of my paintings as 

telling a story about how they’re made; so if I’m making everything it has a bigger story. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And as I was doing these sort of fat, cushy paintings, I started to really think about, well maybe, 

you know, there’s a different way of looking that is—with different pieces.  And this one—I 

mean I sort of think of this as an abstract painting.  It’s almost in this position of like becoming 

pillow… so I started thinking about what would be a particular type of pillow-looking. (laughter)  

And… pillow-looking is really, really different from painting-looking.  Painting-looking, the 

way—at least we’re taught in the West is that you take a fixed point of view, and you enter the 

painting with your eyes.  And your eyes become kind of your feet; and you sort of walk into the 

painting, and move around, and come back out.  Pillow-looking is—has much more to do with 

skin.  It’s almost like you’re not looking with a rational eye; you’re looking with your skin.  So 

the implication with the pillow is that this thing goes up against your body; so… you know, this 

is you… your flesh… touching this.  And really the—on the whole the painting is fairly 

conventional.  It’s sort of a—It’s almost like an Impressionist Monet type of painting; but 
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because it’s this pillow configuration, there’s something like—almost like itchy about these 

things…. 

 

SLIDE 

 

Question: Jim? Did you paint that after it was already made into a pillow? (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: The way I paint these pieces is I start with the fabric on the floor of the studio; and I 

start laying down a few colors just to get some territorial markings…. But after than I sew on the 

back—sew on the slip cover, as it were… stuff them… and then paint them. These are very, very 

different from the frescoes.  The frescoes, as I’m sure everyone here knows, basically have to be 

finished in six or seven hours.  And this was like a really different experience for me, because 

my basic habit as an artist is to work very, very quickly, you know—go in there, get the job 

done, get out. (laughter) And I guess that’s also a—You know, it’s…. And this is probably why 

there’s going to be so much work to look at tonight, (laughs) because I can—When I’m going I 

really crank.  But this is a—This painting here is a seven-month painting.  And I… My mother-

in-law is a great—has a great eye for artwork.  And I was painting on this thing and painting on 

this thing; and this is not one of the first ones; I think it’s the third of these.  And she kept 

coming in and going, “Nope, I don’t think you’ve got it.”  And I’d paint all day, and I’d go, “I 

think I have it,” and she’s, “Nope.  Nope.”  She’s in her mid-seventies—She’s Latvian.  And… 

finally she said, “You know, you’ve got to cut off the bottom of this, because the proportion is 

too vertical.”  And I was like, “No!  I want a vertical pillow.”  And… she said, “No, you’ve got 

to cut off the bottom of it.”  And so I went for another two months without doing it, before 

finally it was like, “Damn!  She’s right!” You know. (laughter)  So I’m often—As an artist… I 

mean, Joanne asked about the sewing… I like to work with… I like to work with people; and I 

think that’s part of the construction experience.  You learn to work with people.  But I also like 

to be able to have an idea, throw it out, and see what somebody else does with it… and then try 

to come back with it and deal with it that way.  I think it helps move things along faster.  And 

usually I’m not quite as stubborn as I was with my mother-in-law. 

 

SLIDE 
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As I was doing these I also got very interested in how these things sort of bunch and sag, so that 

each one really kind of gets its own personality. 

 

Question:  What’s the year on these? 

 

Speaker: This one I think is ’99 or 2000; the other one was like, I think… Yeah, this one—the 

other one, I think, was 2001.  I—Incidentally, none of this is chronological. (laughs) It’s way, 

way unchronological. 

 

Question: What are they filled with? 

 

Speaker: In this case these are filled with crumpled newspaper.  That’s a very good question.  

And that… was—made everyone I showed these with entirely miserable; because a pillow like 

this took about two stacks, two eight-foot stacks of newspaper crumpled.  So… if you want a 

great recipe for… Carpal Tunnel Syndrome, I can… I’ve got exactly the procedure.  Now— 

 

Question: Jim, if you change the name and call it mattress, would that change it?  Would it 

change the piece? 

 

Speaker: Well, these aren’t so mattress-like; they’re more—I think just sort of—I mean, I 

chose—I called—This one—It’s called, incidentally, “Crusty Pillow;” the other one was like 

“Giant Pillow;” and the other one was “Big Pillow.” (laughter) So… the titles for these were 

something that I thought would be like the most kind of dumb, sort of big and dumb.  And… if 

it’s a mattress, then it’s sort of normal size.  These are—This is about eight feet high.  So the 

scale—It heightens the scale having it be a pillow. If it was a mattress it would sort of be like, 

“Well, that’s a strange shaped mattress.”  But this one is like, “Whoa, that’s a really big pillow!” 

(laughter) 

 

SLIDE 
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And this one is like the really, really big pillow.  This one is like six stacks of eight-foot high 

New York Times newspaper.  This one’s about twelve feet high.  Incidentally, now what I do, 

because I’m actually not a—I’m not really a sadistic person, in spite of what you’ve heard, is I 

use pool air bladders, which I sort of half fill, and seal, and put those in; and those usually last 

for the duration of a show, although sometimes the air goes out in one and it sort of slumps 

over… kilters over half-way during a show.  But the crumpling newspaper is really a drag. 

 

SLIDE 

 

Now… all of those were kind of slumped over and—because they were all stuffed.  This one is 

a… This one is a much better idea.  This one is powered by air. There’s a blower which runs 

continually and keeps the pillow inflated.  This one’s probably about thirteen feet high. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) extension on the back? 

 

Speaker: Yes, there’s a little umbilical cord, with the blower coming out behind… and a nice 

dose of white noise. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: It’s what?  Do I like the sound?  I think the sound is okay.  It’s… You know, it’s not 

really a subject in the pieces; it’s kind of necessary for the piece to be what it is.  But it’s a… 

What is it?  Like white noise…. It’s just not… It’s an air conditioner sound. 

Question: (unintelligible) treat the floor? (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: That’s—This is the floor of my studio; and so you can see that a lot of painting actually 

gets done on the floor in my studio.  You can probably see some of the color that’s on the pillow 

on the floor. 

 

Comment: Oh, yeah, I wondered if that was (unintelligible) 
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Question: Is it oil paint?  Or is it— 

 

Speaker: It’s… I use acrylic for all of these, because acrylic is very flexible; and all of these 

pieces are really easy to transport, because you take out the stuffing, wad it up, throw it in a big 

garbage bag, and don’t worry about it.  See, after doing those big fresco pieces, which are 

enormous and fragile, I really wanted to do something that was… I’d get a little more…ease with 

transportation.  Now all of these I really—I mean, I think of these as a particular type of 

figuration; I mean, they’re almost like torsos.  But— 

 

SLIDE 

 

Oh, here’s a detail. 

 

SLIDE 

 

But… I—you know… I have like this habit of, when I do something I kind of wonder like, you 

know, what happens if you do this really, really big? (laughter) And… Yes, so this is the size 

of… (laughter)—This is half of the top floor of my house… (laughs) (laughter) And… Yeah, this 

piece I couldn’t see the whole thing as I was painting it; so I’d sort of run around it, and put a 

little paint on, and if I didn’t like something up top I’d have to deflate it, make an adjustment, 

and then blow it back up again to check it out.   

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: With all of them I start painting them on the flat ground, and then I inflate them and 

work further from there.  I mean this— 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: It is.  These are horizontal… pillows; and it has a different mechanism.  Yes. –As 

opposed to vertical pillows. (laughs) It has a different mechanism.  These pillows breathe.  The 
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vertical grey pillow, which is powered by air, the blower is on all the time.  With these there is a 

blower with a switch; so when it reaches a certain height—And then I think you can see a little 

light behind this… One time the string went off; and the pillow just kept blowing up… and took 

out two lights and kind of burned the top of the pillow. (laughter) But… it didn’t pop.  It didn’t 

pop.  It was—It looked like the roof might pop, but the pillow did not pop.  It’s on a cycle, so 

when it clicks off it goes to delay switch, waits… five, ten minutes, and then starts up again; so 

it’s… sort of a big… heaving.  It’s also—With this painting I sort of was thinking about 

landscape painting, the way you could like paint a landscape painting and have it be a landscape; 

so that the land is the landscape. 

 

SLIDE 

 

Now this is the small one—This is the bigger one; and this one I couldn’t even photograph… 

in… on the top floor of my house.  This is… Smack Melon Studios in DUMBO. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This one is twenty by thirty feet by about fourteen feet high. 

 

Question: Actually nobody can see the top, right? 

 

Speaker: … unless there’s a balcony; and there is a balcony here.  I mean… Yeah, I mean, really 

what it’s—You know, I mean all of these things depend so much on how they’re displayed.  This 

is what it really—it looks like from the ground. 

 

Question: Jim, do you feel like you’re losing anything with the air, as opposed—Like it doesn’t 

have the sagging and wrinkles like the forms (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: You know, the first one I showed you, the vertical pillow…. I did one of those before I 

did these… and I really didn’t like the turgidity of it.  And then I did these.  And then I decided I 

actually liked the turgidity, and went back and did a vertical one.  But… I like them.  They have 
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a—I mean, they look like, you know, big, big, silly cushions; and they… You know, if there’s 

any sort of movement they wobble a little bit; so there’s… I don’t know.  They’re not as  static 

as the stuffed ones. 

 

Question: Were they ever placed outside…or always inside (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: No, I’ve never placed these outside at all.  So after doing this one, which is twenty by 

thirty feet, I felt like, “Well, what would it be like to do one really big, and then be able to go 

inside of it?”  So… 

 

SLIDE 

 

That’s what this is.  This is a thirty by forty by over sixteen-foot high… inside out pillow.  And 

again, that’s the sort of structuralist opposition: if you paint something vertically, let’s see what it 

looks like horizontally.  If you look at something from the outside, see about looking at it from 

the inside. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is—You know, this is sort of like a twenty-year fantasy is to paint a dome… And this 

was what this was.  Most of it I did upside down on the floor; and… when I got to the point I 

couldn’t imagine it any more—and it was tricky to imagine, because if—When you look at the 

slide, you see there’s a lot of curved lines?  There’s no curved lines at all in the piece.  The curve 

is all from the… from the surface of the pillow…. But then what I did was—and I thought it was 

going to be terrible, painting inside this thing… but it was really—Actually it turned out to be 

really great; and if I wanted to paint something up on the ceiling, what I would do is… 

 

SLIDE 

 

…simply leave the doors open, let the pillow come down, make a little adjustment on the ceiling, 

and then send—and then I’d close the door and send the pillow back up. 
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Question: Is this all acrylic? 

 

Speaker: This is… What this is, is it’s—the case is vinyl; and that’s what holds in the air.  And 

on the vinyl I laminated linen, and then painted acrylic on the linen. 

 

SLIDE 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is called “Cosmic Pillow.” 

 

Question: What’s the year on this one? 

 

Speaker: This is last year. 

 

Question: Does the light shine through on. 

 

Speaker: The vinyl casing is opaque, so… And this one is a carefully lit photograph… But… 

what happens, which is really, I think, like totally lovely; and you can get a little bit of the sense 

in this photograph with the brightness… is all the light bounces off the walls and off the floor… 

and filters in.  So you get this—You’re sort of—If you look at the painting you become in this 

super light-charged space… and… it feels very—I think it feels very nice to be in that…. Well… 

And you know, a lot of what this piece was also about, which is something I’ve—I address with 

other work is this idea of being able to submerge yourself into the painting.  I mean it’s—I 

think—What’s it?  There’s the story of the… great 8th century Chinese painter who did such a 

beautiful painting—such a beautiful and accurate painter that one day he walked into his painting 

and was never seen again…. So this is a little bit of what… this piece is a fantasy of, is this idea 

of not having the painting be a separate body, but having it be a womb that you can return to. 

 

SLIDE 
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Now back to something a little bit more normal-sized; these are little floor pillows. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And these are on—with Styrofoam cores… with poly fill around it and linen sewed on.  And 

then on top of them I paint very directly and performatively. [sic]  

 

SLIDE 

 

And… I wanted to do a pillow diptych.  Incidentally, this is—This was my former dealer in 

London; and… he thought—I asked him, “Well, you might want to send some slides with 

someone in there just to give a scale of things?”  So when I got the slides… I didn’t have any 

slides of the individual pieces; I only had pieces with someone in there for scale. (laughs) And it 

was him. (laughter)  

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a wall pillow… so it’s sort of—The aesthetic is coming kind of full circle from where we 

started.  This is a dark pillow.  But again what I was really very, very interested in was the type 

of surface, type of skin-like quality of the painting. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And… this is—There’s a dark pillow, there needs to be a white pillow.  So here’s the white 

pillow. 

 

SLIDE 

 

Well, now we’ve gone through the pillow-looking… section of the slides…. I started out really 

as a very geometric…artist; and… over the years got more and more involved with mark-
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making… and… gesture as a way of making my paintings.  And… at one point I started thinking 

about, “Well, I mean, that’s like really a—It’s a really odd thing.  I mean I’ve—For years all I 

wanted to do was work with more straight lines.  So I started to think about, well, what’s this 

gesture thing?  And I started thinking about handles as being a great way of dealing with gesture.  

I mean, is a swoopy… brush mark sort of more gestural than a handle, which invites you to reach 

out, hold it, move it, operate it?  This is a grouping of handles from a show in uptown 

Manhattan… and I wasn’t sure if I really liked this installation… ‘cause it sort of took all the 

handles and artied [sic] them up in a display… But… after I did this I had to go into a hardware 

store; and I noticed like a board where they had all the handles for sale… And they had done 

exactly the same thing.  So I then decided, well… this is probably okay. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And I also—This, incidentally—This is concrete on two by four.  I also really liked the idea that 

these things were sort of… really like bad conceptual painting… like, you know, painting you 

could get a grasp of…  

 

Question: Is that painted? 

 

Speaker: That’s concrete on Styrofoam and painted.  It’s this… special… recipe where basically 

what I add is I add a lot of acrylic to the concrete; and it makes it very, very sticky.  And it really 

sticks to anything, you know… You could fresco a dog with this stuff. (laughter) 

 

SLIDE 

 

SLIDE 

 

Question: Tape? 

 

Speaker: This is… tape on welded steel. (laughter) Yes, tape! (laughter) That’s it.  Yeah.  I 

also… With this piece I really liked the way it was entirely impossible.  You know, the pillows 
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and the handles are really not… work—are not to be used.  There’s an appeal to usefulness… 

but, as I tell everyone, it’s for metaphoric use only. 

 

Question: Jim, do you have a title for (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Each of the handles have their own titles.  And they’re usually pretty boring, like… this 

one is “Banded Handle.” 

 

SLIDE 

 

This one is… “Red and Black Handle with Yellow Grip.”  Or maybe “Right-Hand Grip.”  

“Silver-Green.”  There’s one that has a nice title… 

 

SLIDE 

 

And that’s this one.  This one’s called “The Erotic Handle;” and it’s one of the few ones I sold, 

so this is… You know, anybody that wants to be selling work, take a tip: Give it a sexy title… 

(laughter) 

 

Question: What year is this? 

 

Speaker: These… started in—I started them in ’95… but… “Banded Handle” I think is from 

2000… and I’m still doing them today.  It’s… I don’t really work in—I’m presenting the work a 

little bit like series here; but I don’t really work in series.  I think of these things not as series, but 

as gangs.  So this is kind of the “Handle Gang” here; there’s the “Pillow Gang”… (laughter) The 

“Fresco Gang”… and the thing about series is they’re—They begin and they end, and then you 

sort of move on to the higher plane, or this sort of historical, teleological thing…. And I don’t 

work that way; I’m very back and forth…. 

 

SLIDE 
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SLIDE 

 

SLIDE 

 

Ooh! Ooh!  That’s the “Athletic Comfort Handle,” almost….  

 

SLIDE 

 

“Double Door Handles.” 

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

 

“Large Group Handle.” 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this was going to be a handle, but I could never figure out how to put it on the wall.  So… 

But I really enjoyed painting it, so I—This one I just decided was a “Possible Handle.”   

 

SLIDE 

 

With the handles and pillows, there’s… what—The way I think about what I’m doing is I’m 

finding… things I feel are evocative objects, which can metaphorically function as paintings.  So 

this is a “Privacy Stall;” and… so it’s about the same proportions as a bathroom stall.  And 

unfortunately I don’t have like a good picture of it being operated, ‘cause it’s great to—usually if 

you see this… If I set it up there’s always somebody around behind it, so you have their feet 

sticking down below. 
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SLIDE 

 

This is a barrier; and… what’s interesting about this piece is it’s basically the same format as the 

handles… It’s that C-shape… but it’s larger and on the floor; so it—And it’s quite nicely 

painted.  There’s a little bit of—There’s a little pin-stripe of gold between the blue and the 

white… But it also does something interesting that you don’t see in this photograph… where the 

wall behind it becomes sort of empty—sort of full of emptiness… because it seems like it’s been 

cordoned off specially.   

 

SLIDE 

 

These are covered shelves… You know, the idea of painting as a repository for… I don’t 

know—emotion, tradition, desire… 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is sort of a more hard-core architectural…. The other one would be sort of if Agnes 

Martin did the shelves; and this would be sort of if… like Donald Judd did the shelves. 

 

SLIDE 

 

So… after doing all these useless useful things, I thought I should probably see what happens to 

do something that was actually useful.  And these are chairs which were editioned… Joanne 

mentioned that she saw a show of these at AD Gallery; that’s where I showed them first in 2000.  

They’re made out of galvanized sheet steel; and that’s a little rug covering it.  But… I mean, I 

know they look like chairs… and… But they really are abstract painting.  Well, at least they’re—

They have to do with sort of how I think about and how I look at paintings.  A lot of the time I 

find myself following what I do in front of a painting—this sort of… going up to the painting, 

stepping back, going around it… And… chairs just seemed like a really nice way to develop that 

type of figuration.  Instead of a dance it would be doing what Matisse always wanted, which was 
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to give the tired businessman a comfortable chair.  And these aren’t quite that comfortable, but… 

Actually they’re more comfortable than the Donald Judd, even if they’re not as nicely made. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And… luminosity is another favorite trope of painting; so I decided I’d do a glow table… And 

it’s also great for sorting slides. (laughter) 

 

SLIDE 

 

And… this is— 

 

Question: And they’re for sale, right? 

 

Speaker: And they’re for sale.  They’re—Yeah, there’s sort of an open edition on those.  This is 

a mobile.  Now the…  

 

SLIDE 

 

So here’s a chaise.  I mean I really got into this sheet metal stuff; but it got to the point—The 

chairs were like really lucky, because I totally got that first time around…. And the chaise was 

really difficult.  I did one, and you would sit on it and it would just like slide you right down.  So 

there was a whole technology of design that I just really, really, really didn’t know… So… I 

worked with my assistant at the time; and we posed her on a chaise, and put little bumps in to try 

to… you know, keep everything like in a comfortable position.  And that’s basically… the—

what you can see is, that’s the shape underneath; but after I got it fabricated I tried different 

height people, and it didn’t fit them at all.  So I had to put a little coil up there and a little coil 

down there.   

 

SLIDE 
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And this is sort of the… That’s the chaise and the model. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is another mobile; and the mobile had a model.  This is the model for my mobile.  That’s 

my son, Willy, who… really liked the mobile.  It would—When he’d—I mean, really, what is a 

mobile but like low tech video.  It’s…. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And I made a few for some friends.  This is a little one. 

 

SLIDE 

 

The other thing I thought that was interesting about mobiles is mobiles are really an—virtually a 

ruined art form.  It’s… Other than Calder it’s really kind of impossible to do a mobile; it’s kind 

of a closed-off genre.  And… I started thinking about mobiles kind of as ruins, because I think, 

unlike painting—and abstract painting, it’s a genre which doesn’t offer much room to move.  

And this one I—is kind of a pathetic little piece that I call “Fallen Mobile.” 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: If you look… at that blue in that hole, you’ll recognize the Styrofoam insulation blue 

color; and then it’s paper mached; and… they’re light bulbs in that.  This is only about a foot and 

a half high. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And… one of the things you’ve probably noticed at this point is I generally don’t think of the 

painting picture plane as just being this flat thing on the wall… And… I guess these are about the 

same time as “Cosmic Pillow;” and I was really thinking about the idea of something overhead 
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as a way of submerging yourself with—in this painting experience.  This is a show that I did at 

Base Camp in Philadelphia with colored furniture… and… the ceiling.  And the idea was… I 

mean, for me at least, was to feel like you were in this—within this painting, somewhere 

between, you know, the white canvas and the colored paint… and that you would actually be 

able to sort of move between the formal elements.   

 

SLIDE 

 

Only… two more carousels to go…. (laughter) It gets faster at the end.  Half the last carousel is 

frescoes that I pulled out so we can…. Then—I mean, the other thing that’s really interesting 

about this is… the way… you know, people end up becoming like kind of the subject, and it 

becomes like… It becomes a social space.  It gets used for different things. 

 

SLIDE 

 

For some reason I think the “Glowing Tables” are really great for conversation.  It’s somehow 

like the underlighting makes everybody look good. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a… One of the first slides I showed was a dropped ceiling chandelier at Brent Sikkema.  

These I call ceiling clouds; and they’re some one hundred light bulbs and eight ceiling clouds.  

And… with these pieces, when I first did that I really liked—It wasn’t so much even looking at 

the piece, but somehow standing underneath it, it felt like… you were being rained on with 

colored rains… sort of like a rainbow raining on you.  And… since this place is—where I 

showed this is called Pougues les Eaux, which a French friend told me meant in translation 

“Always Water,” I thought, well… do some… colorful rain.   

 

SLIDE 

 



 25

But the context really—always changes with work…. As I was putting this up, probably about 

two thousand crows moved in and started building their nests; so they started looking less like 

crows and more like birds.  And we won’t pull the metaphor of the thing falling from the sky, 

because there was a lot of that. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: On the trees—You see the trees outside?  All those trees had crows’ nests in it.   

 

SLIDE 

 

But… this show also gave me an opportunity to do a little more landscape painting, but in a 

different way.  This piece is called “Pandora;” and… it’s thirty shapes, which were Styrofoam, 

cast in aluminum, and painted, which I put throughout the grounds of the art center.  This—If 

you look closely you can see where that—this piece is in this frame.  And it was—Again, this is 

also kind of a… great fantasy fulfilled, because I was able to do French landscape painting… I’m 

just going to back through these…. 

 

SLIDES BACKED 

 

The other thing that was sort of strange and wonderful about this is that this area is burgundy… 

and it’s a really… kind of a spooky area.  It’s—I was asking somebody about it.  It has like sort 

of an Arthurian… legend, Hobbit-land quality, like Merlin is going to appear.  So these… little 

bits had the feeling of fairies or sprites. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a ruined building in the source.  

 

SLIDE 
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And there’s the “Pandora,” close up. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: These were—These are very unpermanently installed.  Before the show was over, 

seven of them were stolen. (laughs) So… someone in Pougues les Eaux has started a collection 

of mine…. 

 

SLIDE 

 

Question: Where was this?  I’m sorry— 

 

Speaker: This was in Burgundy, France.  But I also really liked the way—I mean, usually I think 

in terms of sort of figure in landscape.  These things were like really, really animal… in this 

funny… The models that I used when I was doing these were... I went and got… potato chip 

packages, beer cans, soda cans, and… looked at the colors; and was thinking about this kind of 

also as like… trash that would be sort of blown around… And I painted some of them in a 

garage in North Paris, where the guy who ran the garage had this enormous collection of model 

cars and trucks; so that also sort of worked its way in.   

 

Question: Jim… (unintelligible) do you have a painting in mind before you begin to make 

(unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: No.  I mean I really make these like I would make a panel.  I mean I really think with 

these—and I’ll probably get into it a little bit later—but I really think with these the gesture in 

them is really in the panel, the way that they’re folded and manipulated… So in a way I sort of 

think of it as like a reconstitution of like the elements of painting, where the gesture is not on the 

surface of the panel, but is the panel itself.  And… I mean I generally work by making a panel 

and painting it.  It’s really sort of a panel/painting dialogue. 

 

Question: Jim, (unintelligible) 
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Speaker: I… The way I did this piece was I made thirty of these in my studio in Brooklyn by 

cutting up… small pieces of Styrofoam and gluing them together.  I marked them all, took them 

apart, sent them to Ireland, where they were cast in aluminum—They were reassembled and cast 

in aluminum; and then when I arrived in Paris, they’re all these dirty, dull, grey things.  And… 

you know, I didn’t have any sketches; I didn’t have any particular plans; but I knew that I wanted 

them to be like little vehicles, or… And I wanted them to be a bit like trash, because I mean the 

story of Pandora is, you know, once the box is open, this debris goes throughout the world and 

can never come back again.  And so I was thinking—the muse—it was--I mean it really had a lot 

to with a metaphor for where we are in the world today.  But it was also through the idea of 

painting as sort of exploding and becoming debris or trash. 

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

 

You know, I wish I could take credit for rhyming that yellow with that perfect little flower there, 

but… that’s not the case. 

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

 

(AUDIO BREAK) 

 

Speaker: … monochromes gone bad… 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is an installation of these pieces in Paris.  And I came in one morning and… a dance troupe 

was performing; and I was like… I could not pay for a photo opportunity like this… but, yeah, 

it’s sort of what I think of these things as doing. 

 

SLIDE 
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Yeah.  These are not all that large.  They look… massive here. 

 

SLIDE 

 

Yeah, this is sort of nice, you know, like the way you go… it looks like one thing this way and 

another thing that way.  I don’t know—I’m easily amused. (laughter) 

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

 

With these things there’s also like a funny taste quality; it’s almost like… with these you see 

them with your tongue… And… this piece is called “Taste,” and it’s sort of like a big tongue, 

you know…. It’s painting on carpet.  

 

SLIDE 

 

And… So I—These—A number of pieces I did which sort of deal with carpet; and carpet’s kind 

of a nice… nice sort of footie— You know, it’s like, if you’re going to see with your skin; you’re 

going to see with your hands; you’re going to see with your tongue.  These are sort of see with 

your feet.  This piece is a twelve foot… by four and a half foot—Basically it’s a stage; and I was 

thinking a lot about painting as a performance.  And so I sort of set up the stage and painted the 

carpet on it.  Also something very funny happened.  It was after I did this I realized as you move 

around this… all of the tectonics of it shift; so it really becomes actually quite a lively stage.  

And it’s—I guess it’s the same thing if you walk across the land one way, and you walk back 

across it, all of the landmarks kind of shift and move… so it ends up being sort of like—you 

know, almost like fields from an airplane is the sense of this; and at the same time it’s being very 

much—have the feeling of an actual stage. 

 

SLIDE 
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This is a… roll-up. 

 

SLIDE 

 

Another roll-up. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This one is an endless painting… It’s just a big loop. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this painting… the—I got the idea for this after seeing… I think it was in… in Switzerland 

someplace; someone had… There was a Richard Serra that had been totally graffitied; and I 

thought, “I like that.  I’ve got to make one for myself.” 

 

SLIDE 

 

And… this is quite literally a rug piece.  It’s a… kind of … forms a toupee on the panel.  And 

that’s kind of another way that I like to think about how… an abstract painting can produce 

figuration is… I mean, what we do with ourselves, each other, dolls, which is dress-up. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is a glass panel with vinyl and velvet, “Two Great Tastes That Taste Great Together.”  

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is vinyl over two glass panels; and I kind of think of this as like my vinyl miniskirt 

piece…. 
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SLIDE 

 

This is kind of a snappy sportswear type abstraction. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is an odd one…. One morning I work up, and I was just thinking like… “What would a 

panel be like with pockets?” (laughter) And… I don’t know.  I just—I don’t know where that 

came from, but… 

 

SLIDE 

 

With this piece, it’s kind of cloaking the frame.  It’s that bringing… the painting back to its very 

literal system of frame and… fabric…. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is kind of a… nude… where the paint is completely on the frame.  And frames are really 

interesting things. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is an outdoor piece; and I was asked to be in a sculpture show.  And I was like, “Well, I 

don’t think I can do a sculpture for you; but I do think I could do an outdoor painting for you.”  

And the curator said, “Fine.  What would you like?”  So I sent them—I Xeroxed a drawing by… 

Claude Laurent.  And I dropped a little frame in it and sent it to the curators and said—I said, 

“Find me something that looks like this, and this’ll be my piece.”  And it was—I wish I had the 

image of the Claude Laurent drawing, because they found—I mean there’s like a little broken 

down tree… You can’t see in the photograph, but there’s a little pond behind there with the 

Laurent… There was a lake with a sailboat on it… So they did a very good job.  But my idea was 

that a frame is not something that… needs to literally frame something to frame it. It’s—it can 
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frame it simply by its name.  So… I mean, of course the photograph is very carefully framing 

this; but I think it did—It definitely works as a focusing device. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a different frame.  This is called… “Clock,” because at some point that last little corner 

will fall down and touch the ground, which it doesn’t quite… But I had a real interesting 

experience with this piece…. This was in the show in… that I did in Brittany, France; and I—As 

I was setting up the show I was asked to speak to some students, which was like—was kind of 

difficult for me, because I really don’t speak any French at all, and I felt really bad that I would 

be going to studios and not really being able to talk to people.  But… most people spoke a little 

English, so it was okay… except for one student.  This guy was like… totally like punked out, 

with like… Mohawk… and, you know, big A with a circle on it… And what he had done is 

spend like the—he had stayed up last night and did all these anti-American posters, like “No, 

MacDonald’s…” you know, (laughter) “Yankees Shit…” and… I walked into his studio, and he 

sort of looked at me defiantly, and it was like, “Well!  What do you think?”  (laughter) And I 

said, “You know, I think you just need to spend a little more time on your work….” (laughs) 

And he said, “Well, what do you do?  What are you doing here?”  And it’s like, “Well, you 

know, I’m putting up the show… The opening’s in a couple of days.  Come by and see it if you 

want.”  So… I’m having a nice glass of wine at the opening, and… he… like comes in and walks 

right up to me and says, “Well!  What is this?  What is this thing here?”  And I said, “Well, you 

know, it’s a frame… on the floor.  It’s a painting frame.”  And he said, “Well, why can’t I step in 

it?”  And I said, “Well, you can.  Just don’t step on it.”  So he had the big Doc Martens and very 

carefully stepped over; and as soon as he was inside the frame he got this big grin on his face, 

and he carefully stepped out, came over, shook my hand, and was like, “Very good piece.  I like 

this piece very much!” (laughter) So, you know, I really started thinking like a frame is serious 

business. (laughs) (laughter) 

 

SLIDE 
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This is also a frame piece.  I’m going to go through a number of these; I’ve done a lot of these.  

But this is… vapor within glass boxes; and it produces a type of cloud.  The painting always 

circulates; it’s the idea of a painting that would always be painting itself and always changeable, 

depending on the weather. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a glass box where the paint inside is all axle grease; so it’s… It remains—never hardens; 

it always stays wet. 

 

SLIDE 

 

Another one.  These are quite large; these are about five and a half feet high. 

 

SLIDE 

 

But… eventually after putting vapor and using grease, I started thinking about, well… you know, 

why not—I’m using all these substitutes for paint—Why not actually try paint.  So… I’ve done 

quite a few of these. 

 

SLIDE 

 

But… these pieces—It’s very interesting how they’re received.  In San Francisco I had a review 

where the writer thought they were absolutely hilarious, and they were performing some type of 

slapstick about painting.  In New York they were thought of as like, you know, maybe like 

another… you know, another sort of formalist approach to painting.  But… when I show these in 

London…. Whenever I do I always get a review; and the English are so morbid about 

everything.  They refer to these things as “the artist is saying painting is dead and in a glass 

coffin.” (laughter) But… I like all—I like the way this work can gather a lot of different 

references, the way it can be kind of a petri dish; it can be a glass coffin; it can be—you know, it 

can be a joke.  I sort of think of them as having a type of diorama logic.  And… I sort of think of 
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them as kind of like a formal ecosystem, you know, a little bit like those sea monkeys in a 

globe… but playing with different elements of—Yes, question— 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: It’s a six-sided box, with two large sides, and then four smaller sides… And this one is 

painted almost entirely with… caulk, which is why it’s all—it’s so intestinal looking. 

 

Question: Do they change over time? 

 

Speaker: When I used to do them I used to add lots of axle grease… so I’d get—I had a couple of 

calls from collectors, like, “Oh.  Part of my painting fell down.” (laughs) “What do I do about 

it?” And I was like, “Oh, no problem.  It’s part of the process.  It’s…” (laughter) But really it’s—

the more I did them I got more interested in the way that…  

 

SLIDE 

 

Let’s see if this is…  It’s a black and white one—Let’s see if we have one that— 

 

SLIDE 

 

No.  Let me go back a little bit…. 

 

SLIDES BACKED 

 

With this one you can see… paper which is sort of a background is torn up and crumpled.  This 

becomes like a gesture.  You know, the paint which is a foreground can become a background; 

so it becomes like this sort of, you know, free form, free association diorama structure.  And 

that’s really what interested me.  Also the way that the piece dealt with gravity, the way that 

the… various shapes would seem to levitate. 
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SLIDE 

 

And there’s an interesting thing that happens with these pieces.  From a distance they tend to 

flatten out and look very different—have a very different composition than when you get up 

close and start seeing what all the different stuff is.  This is a painting I decided I didn’t like.  

So… I… Actually that’s all vinyl tape wrapped around it.  This is sort of… shows what the real 

logic of painting is.  You know, I don’t think painting is sort of like a—really a truth structure.  

Sort of what you do with painting is you—you’re always covering; you’re always hiding.  

You’re always hiding to reveal, which sort of basically puts painting right there with lingerie…. 

  

SLIDE 

 

This is a number of paintings—a series I’m actually working on now.  These are done a couple 

of months ago.  And… they’re all the same size; and… I think these are sort of like an ideal size 

just… you know, just to… kind of explore that formal ecosystem. 

 

Question: What would you call this gang? 

 

Speaker: This gang?  Oh, this is “Glass Box Gang.” (laughter) Or the “Glass Paintbox Gang…” 

 

SLIDE 

 

Question: Do the gangs ever rumble? 

 

Speaker: (laughter) You drop this on the floor it’ll rumble. (laughs) They’re glass, not plexi, so 

they do break.  But yeah—No, I think there’s… You know things that sort of get like sort of 

caught in between gangs.  Like this one could sort of be in the “Glass Box Gang,” because it’s… 

a clear box; but it’s clear vinyl… And then there’s like the pinstriping—the piping around the 

edges; so I don’t know—Maybe it’s a little bit part of like the “Pillow Gang…” or “Upholstery 

Gang.” Or then it’s maybe part of like the “Dress-Up Fabric Gang,” because it looks like one of 

those—I don’t know, those travel cases for suits… And then it could be part of the “Lawn Chair 
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Webbing Gang,” which we’re going to go through… (laughter) we’re going to bang through 

here.  And it’s funny.  You know, it’s like after doing seating for a while, I really got into lawn 

chair webbing.  That was… strange evolution. 

 

Question: What’s the material (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: This… This material here is actually Brazilian beach chair material.  And when I was 

doing these—See, these are not in chronology—all of the webbing I was getting was the stuff… 

like we get here, which is about three inches wide… But it’s really—It’s not something that 

hardware stores carry any more, so they would just have the stuff in stock; and all the beautiful 

colors are all from the Fifties and Sixties.  So I bought all of the Fifties and Sixties colors I could 

find… and in this one you can see there are two different types of blues.  I was able to find subtle 

differences in shade… 

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

 

But… after looking all over New York for good, beautifully colored lawn chair webbing, I went 

to Brazil for Vik Muniz’s wedding; and was hanging out on the beach in Rio thinking, like, you 

know, “What am I going to do?  I can’t get any more of this like beautifully colored lawn chair 

webbing.”  And then I realized like all of the chairs around me were made of virtually the same 

fabric, and were in like the most fabulous colors. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a detail.  And these are (unintelligible) because I think of these as like extruded paint… I 

think of these as frames… I think of these as wall drawings….  

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a pretty straight-on view—that’s the full width of the Brazilian beach chair webbing. 
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Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: This one’s probably about twelve feet long… about eight and a half feet high.  Yeah.  

This one also kind of looks like a road, which is like… you know… 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: No, they’re all… actually remain very much the same.  I staple them together… and 

then stitch them.  And there’s a crispness to the nylon which allows them to stay in the same 

position, so they’re remarkably consistent.  If you have them up for like a couple of months they 

droop a little bit… but then they pop back up.  And these are also brilliant pieces to ship… 

because you just throw them in the garbage bag, and then throw them into a small box, and 

nothing happens to them. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This also gives you an idea of the material.  It really is like such translucent, bright, beautiful… 

juicy stuff. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is the American—North American variety. 

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

 

Is there a bug in the middle of that piece that I didn’t see in the photograph?  Maybe… Or maybe 

I’ve just been in Skowhegan too long… (laughs) (laughter) So I think, probably at this point, the 

type of like formal gains where you throw the gesture into the panel… you know, where paint 
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can be tape or it can be a different material… is probably pretty clear; so I mean I probably don’t 

even have to—I don’t have to—I think I can not labor that any more, and we can just look at 

some stuff here real quick. 

 

SLIDE 

 

These are all paper mache, mostly over cardboard, but maybe with like some chunks of 

Styrofoam in there.  Some of it is painted actually on the surface, and some of it is paint which I 

painted on plastic and then peeled back and applied like tape or like a decal. 

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

 

This is sort of a nice sort of (unintelligible, possible vehicular) piece; it’s—This is about four feet 

wide. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This one… is in Portland.  This is a piece I really like.  This is all made with… this chocolate 

velvet over paper mache… and it’s called “Angel.”  I think I read some place that the derivation 

of angel was from angle, because the astronomers would sort of calculate the stars by angles; and 

that was—the word had the same—And this one has lots of angles to it. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is acrylic on paper mache. 

 

SLIDE 
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So sometimes, you know, I have to go back—and go back to sort of the boxy thing; and… these 

are strips of hand-painted colored paper which I’ve woven around a box which is the panel.  

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is kind of the baggy version of that.  It’s also quite large; it’s about eight and a half feet 

long. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This was like a—This piece was incredible to do; because to make all the colored paper for this I 

never painted two colors the same twice.  What I would do is mix up paint and work with an 

assistant.  So I would mix the paint, and my assistant would actually put the paint on the paper.  I 

would say, “Start here. Stop there.” And I would control the sort of thickness of the paint so it 

would cover; but it was this sort of amazing experience, because, for four days—four or five 

days—all we did for eight hours was mix paint and apply it to these strips of paper.  And after 

the second day I started having these like insane Technicolor dreams. (laughter) I mean I don’t 

usually dream in color, but I would have these dreams, and it wouldn’t be any subject at all, but 

it would be like “zzzzzz.” (laughter) Then after I did this—The painting went together very 

quickly; I made sort of a baggy form, threw it over a wood frame, laid down all the colors in a 

very quick, very performative way, and then hung it up… And I realized very, very quickly that 

if I were to move it two or three more times, the entire thing would disintegrate.  So… behind 

that is… ten cans of Touch and Foam, so it’s actually hard.  I built an easel for it and filled the 

back with—draped it up, and so it’s not a soft drape; it’s actually hard now.  

 

SLIDE 

 

And these are kind of “Baggy Paintings.” 

 

SLIDE 
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With these paintings, you know, I was thinking a little bit about style, and how abstraction is 

supposed to be like timeless… And you know, if you think about the way paintings usually are… 

They’re sort of stretched tight, you know, like the way people in the Seventies wore their jeans… 

you know, kind of like painted on… So then I wanted to do some… Since like the style changed 

and people were wearing like baggy pants, I wanted to do some baggy paintings. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And then what do you do if you don’t like it?  Well… crumple it up a little bit… throw a little 

gesture on top of the more geometric background. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This one’s also with that vinyl tape… And this one’s quite large.  This one’s about nine feet 

long.  This is part of the “Ass-Backwards Gang.”  And it’s ass-backwards because this painting 

you do the surface first.  You start with the tape; put the tape on some paper; and then… cut the 

paper, and then staple the paper all together to make the form.  And then what I do is hang it on 

an easel, and then paper mache the back; so it—That’s… you know, I think that’s about the 

perfect backwards way to do a painting. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this one is a really big one.  It’s entirely impossible to see in this picture; but this is about 

sixteen feet long and about… I think just over ten feet high.  And… the surface comes out with 

the crevices—I don’t know—maybe two feet. 

 

SLIDE 

 

These are some more… intimate ones. 

 

SLIDE 



 40

 

A little magic marker edition…. 

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

 

This is that… The material is the frosted… fluorescent light cover for dropped ceilings.  And if 

you have sort of like nice roll-y folds, then it’s nice to have some sort of brittle… faceted…. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is the impossible-to-photograph piece.  The piece goes way over to the right. I don’t know if 

you can see that at all on the slide, but— 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is—I’m just sort of… at this point just sort of going to free associate through a few 

forms for the transparency in the plastic. 

 

SLIDE 

 

These are cast glass pieces and scrubby pads. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And again these are sort of mixed gang pieces, because they could be “Cast Glass Gang,” or it 

could be “Carpet Gang.”  So it has that dual membership. 

 

SLIDE 
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This is my fake Styrofoam piece.  It’s… cast aluminum, painted white. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And I’m going to start to go through some of the frescoes really quickly; but… this is kind of a 

neat piece.  I would—These are what all these fresco chunks look like before they’re painted… 

And I was having a party, and… my assistant at the time was like very, very precise, very clean; 

and I was like, “I’ve got to go get the ginger beer for the punch.  Will you do me a favor and just 

clean up these pieces and throw these over to the side?”  So when I came back he had like 

stacked these pieces, all like nice and neat like that; and I was a little bit like, “Hm, that’s odd.  I 

would have just pushed them to the side and thrown a tarp over them.”  But I was like, you 

know, they’re out of the way; if somebody comes into the studio they’re not going to mess them 

up or trip over them in a drunken state…. So… my studio’s behind my house.  So as the party 

was going on I was cooking and having some drinks… people started coming in out of the 

studio, and going like, “Oh, Jim, that new piece… it’s really good.” (laughter) I was like, “Shit.  

No.  That’s not my piece!  That’s—It’s just a bunch of panels stacked up.”  Well, I’ll you, you 

know, like a few more drinks and… I was going like, “Yeah, you know it really is!” (laughter) 

So… all this piece—all of these panels are like numbered and… there’s a way to put it together 

exactly like this; so this is a sort of a documentation of the imagination of… Mark Humbley 

(phonetic) 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Pretty much.  I mean, you know, with very slight variation I shifted it over to another 

wall and documented and photographed it.  But… essentially Mark is like this—I mean he’s 

incredible aesthetic person, but he’s not an artist; so he—I mean—I don’t know.  He totally 

loved it; he thought it was pretty funny. 

 

SLIDE 
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This is just sort of a shot of like… you know—all—you know—I guess it’s all the gangs 

together: “We are the world; we are the children.” (laughter) “All live in harmony here together.” 

 

SLIDE 

 

And… now we’ve entered the fresco part of the lecture here.  This is like a fresco from the 

Eighties, when I was doing much more geometric work.  And this is fresco on concrete.  It’s 

about—I don’t know—about two feet high…. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a piece I did last year.  I found one of the panels that I hadn’t frescoed on; and I thought, 

well, you know, what would it be like to go back to that?  And…so this is kind of a… It’s kind of 

a nostalgic piece. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a late Eighties painting.  The panel on the left is fresco on glass.  This very, very sticky 

cement plaster… you can stick it to glass.  And glass is a pretty good support, because it doesn’t 

bend much.  It’ll break, but it doesn’t bend much.  And the panel next to it is just a clear empty 

glass. 

 

SLIDE 

 

But… the marks on this are all done by burnishing the surface with a wood trowel… and it 

makes the sand crawl a little bit.  And then I let it temper, and I polished the top, and then 

painted black on it and then polished it up.  So it’s—I mean it’s odd.  The white bit is—are 

crevices, and the black is polished fresco. 

 

SLIDE 
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This is also a polished fresco surface.  The lighter black is burnished, and then on top of that, 

while it was still damp, I painted with exactly the same pigment to form the… sort of the black 

mark.  This is one piece.  The steel frame is part of the painting. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is—Black in fresco is just so beautiful. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is a chopped fresco.  I was working on this panel and just could not get it right; and… 

what I would often do between layers is I break the surface in order to give it a better tooth for 

the subsequent layer.  And… this one, as I started breaking it I went back down through two 

levels, which was like totally being a mess; but then I realized, “Like damn!  This thing looks 

nice.”  I like the… I like the way the breaking becomes a type of drawing… and certainly a type 

of excavation. 

 

SLIDE 

 

So of course an idea like that you can’t just let go; you’ve got to do a few more.  So… This one I 

think is three different layers chopped in.  It’s kind of an idea of like breaking into the picture 

plane. 

 

SLIDE 

 

I think this one is either four or five.  But they’re really odd paintings.  There’s a funny type of—

I don’t know—volumetric painting that happens simply through like the density.  And I’m not—

You get a little bit with the slide, but with the real frescoes they actually sort of feel like maybe 

there’s some volumetric figure behind it.  I don’t know.  Maybe that’s a tic that is inherited from 

Cubism of something, but… 
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SLIDE 

 

I mean it really is sort of—I mean they’re sort of like a perfectly elegant way of painting; and 

you could do like a whole bunch of these and they’d all be pretty good… So this is—I don’t do 

much of this any more. (laughs) Well… I did—I’ve done—I did quite a few, to be honest, but— 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is another panel intensive painting, sort of Swiss cheese… but also a little like “San 

Sebastian”—the… or… “Edward Doubting Christ,” where the body is—the panel with the body 

is opened up. 

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

 

This one’s really large.  This is about eight feet high by about four and a half feet wide.  And this 

is—I like this piece a lot.  It has a really odd quality to it because it doesn’t have any line with 

the shape that’s parallel to… horizontal or vertical; so as you sort of look at the painting, the 

whole panel has this funny way of—it feels like it’s almost swaying. 

 

SLIDE 

 

I really like the idea of bringing together shaped panel and gesture painting; because these two 

forms of abstract painting were going on simultaneously in the Sixties, but nobody ever really 

put them together; so I felt like, “Well!  Here’s a—Here’s a historic opportunity.” 

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 



 45

You can see with this one there’s a lot of lime painting on top of the—and then some pigment 

painting on top of the lime painting.  

 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

 

Okay, we’re now into the fresco chunk section of tonight’s lecture… 

 

SLIDE 

 

These things look great in houses.  This is… I… When I first put this—This is in my living 

room.  When I first put this piece up, both the UPS man and the FedEx man came by… and… 

just out of—the same day, coincidentally.  And… as I was talking to them they were looking 

around behind me, like, “What is that in your living room?”  And it was, “Oh, yeah!  It’s my new 

painting.  Want to see it?”  They were like, “What is that thing?”  So I was very… happy that 

day, you know…. 

 

SLIDE 

 

You know, sometimes it’s a lot better if you get appreciation from like UPS guys than you do 

from like a fancy curator. 

 

SLIDE 

 

That’s also in chunk of Styrofoam. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is really like my hand-happy, performative fresco painting. 
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SLIDE 

SLIDE 

 

Ooh! That’s a bright slide. 

 

SLIDE 

 

These are all quite small.  This is fresco on scrubby pads.  This is—That—I mean, this… This 

concrete acrylic mix is amazing.  Like I say, we can, you know—we can fresco the dog.  

 

SLIDE 

 

Another fresco on scrubbies. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is a faceted fresco.  And this is actually what I’m looking forward to be doing here, is 

frescoing around corners.  But that’s it.  And… (Applause) I really want to thank you all.  It was 

a long talk, and we got through all the slides—and we did it together. (laughter) Are there any 

questions?  Yes.  Mike!  Mike! 

 

Question: What is… What is sculpture, then? 

 

Speaker: That—You know, I think that’s a super, super-interesting question; but I don’t think 

I’m really the person to ask. (laughter) (laughs) 

 

Question: (unintelligible) answer? 

 

Speaker: Yeah.  Sculpture is what you… look… It’s what you bump into when you’re backing 

up (laughter) looking at a fresco. (laughs) (laughter) Or is that like a floor painting?  I don’t 

know… It’s… I mean it’s… Yeah, I mean I don’t…. I mean I—You know, I like sculpture when 
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I see it, but it’s not… I mean, I don’t know—I think there’s… I’ve been listening to these tapes 

here of other people who’ve spoken at Skowhegan; and David Smith said something very 

interesting about painting and sculpture.  He said—And… David Smith’s—I can look at 

sculpture as if it’s painting… very easily… I think—you know—‘cause he does these frames… 

and he paints them.  But he said that, since Cubism, there really was no difference between 

painting and sculpture.  And even the idea of thinking in terms of painting and sculpture is this 

tradition; and we have to stop thinking in terms of tradition.  We have to start thinking in terms 

of heritage.  But that—I mean that’s his rap.  So I’m going to channel David Smith for my 

answer…. Yes, Hong. 

 

Question: Daniel, [sic] I would like to ask you… From your slides, I feel like your work it look 

very beautiful and delicious and… tasty, and… functional… I’m just curious… Have you 

thought about putting more elements into your work in terms of, for example, color—some… 

colors that have their own symbolic and political and religious meanings?  I’m just curious.  

Have you taken that consideration in your work? 

 

Speaker: Well you know, I’m really a formalist, so it—the… formalist is like the artist who is 

like… you know, rooting around in… like… sort of in the stuff.  And really I think, as a person, 

I’m very interested in politics; and I think spirituality’s an interesting thing to talk about in art.  

But really what interests me is the way… you know painting is a way of thinking and looking.  

And really that’s what a painting to me is.  It’s a way of looking.  And… I’m just… I mean 

there’s quite a bit of symbolism in terms of like different aspects of painting.  And maybe that 

metaphorically magnifies into, you know, other viewpoints.  But I mean I really… Even though 

I’ve gone through and showed this sort of structuralist thing with reversals and all, there’s really 

a constructionism to the work, where I don’t want to bring in a lot, and I don’t want to make the 

things too complex, because then they become less whole as physical things.  And I like that—I 

like to feel like you’re—you have this sort of one on one feel between the painting and the 

viewer. 

 

Comment: Thanks. 
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Speaker: But—Yeah.  Thank you for the compliment that they look beautiful and tasty. (laughs) 

 

Question: I have one question.  When you look at good old-fashioned two-dimensional painting 

when you go to galleries… museums of contemporary art, do you feel somehow that it’s anemic 

to you?  Just because, looking at this stuff, it’s so rich… and that I see your thinking process very 

clearly… and I just wonder, when you look at contemporary painting that’s just… flat, does it 

feel less than? 

 

Speaker: Sometimes I do… but… I mean certainly, Joanne, in your case I don’t.  You know, you 

do beautiful full paintings.  And paint—I mean the interesting thing about art—I mean for me, 

and particularly for me with like a formalist viewpoint, is it isn’t the particular things; it’s like 

what you do with it.  So, you know, I mean you can do beautiful work which is flat, which is 

dimensionalist—It’s really the way everything comes together; and that—if something comes 

together beautifully it’s like totally exciting for me.  I’m… I love that, no matter, you know, 

what it is actually. 

 

Question: Sorry, I have one more question.  I know I’m talking a lot tonight… 

 

Speaker: And—Yeah. 

 

Question: How do you feel about some of the artists, contemporary artists, that are using design, 

making things, like Franz West, Jorge Pardo… Mary Heilman…?  They’re all making furniture 

now… 

 

Speaker: (affirmative sound) 

 

Question: … and so do you feel like you’re part of that, or you’re doing—your furniture comes 

out of your own… paintings?  I just know that I’ve seen a lot of it, and I love Franz West, and I 

love his furniture; and I just want to know just what your opinion of that is.  
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Speaker: Yeah…. I mean I really—Franz West is like a really, really interesting artist, and… I 

think Franz West is really interesting sculptor as well, with those things that he puts on and 

moves around—That seems like really interesting sculpture to me.  But…. But yeah, I think 

these things are… related.  I think what’s different for me is… For me everything is very much 

tied to painting, and to the—what painting is about.  I think there’s a… You know, I think what 

Franz West is dealing with sculpture—really dealing with furniture from a sculptor’s point of 

view.  But I like Franz West’s furniture sort of more than I like Mary Heilmann’s furniture, even 

though I like Mary Heilmann’s painting.  But I think I’m closer to what Mary Heilmann’s doing 

than what Franz West is doing.  (pause)  

 

Question: I guess I was wondering what your relationship to materials was, if like a certain 

affinities arise?  I mean, I know you obviously must love the things you work with; but do you 

get allegiances to things?  Or are you just totally into the making and how things work together, 

or--? 

 

Speaker: Oh, yeah. I mean I get like totally addicted to certain materials.  Like—I mean you saw 

like that lawn chair webbing; it’s just like, “(gasping sound); it’s so beautiful!”  And fresco… 

You know, you can get addicted to that.  But… you know… And it’s always—It’s a funny thing, 

‘cause it’s like I know that I like the fresco; I know that I like the lawn chair webbing; but I also 

know they don’t quite go together, so I do… a lot of different pieces.  And… One thing I was 

thinking about… The only sort of like…you know, like super-famous mega-artist that…-- or the 

first, because I’ve met a couple since then—was Robert Rauschenberg.  And I was doing a little 

bit of writing at the time, and we were talking about that… And he was like, “Oh, writing!  Oh, 

terrible, terrible.”  And… then he turned to me and said, “You know, you’re an artist; but you 

know what the most important thing for an artist to be able to do… is to forget! Ha, ha, ha, ha 

ha!” (laughter) And… really, this—There are very good artists who have very good memories; 

and their work really is about like developing their memories.  I have a lousy memory.  It’s like I 

forget things very, very quickly—and very, very thoroughly. (laughter) It’s… you know, it’s a 

terrible confession; but it has its perks.  And the thing is, a lot of those pieces, I don’t remember 

making them… at all. (laughter) I—you know.  You know, it’s like I totally understand like 

when Picasso—Somebody handed Picasso something and said, you know, “Is this yours?  Could 
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you sign it?” And he said, “Well, I don’t think it’s mine, but it’s pretty good, so….” (laughter) 

But… but, yeah.  But that’s… So… But what happens is when I engage a material, since I’m 

not—I mean I’m able to forget what I—forget other things.  I can go (makes sound like sucking 

air through a straw) and really suck into it.  

 

Question: I’m really fascinated by this body to body relationship that your work invites; and it’s 

amazing to kind of awaken that somehow.  And… you and I started talking about this 

embodiment and simulacra relationship…. Would you mind saying a few words about that?  I 

know it’s at the end of a long talk, but— 

 

Speaker: Yeah… Well, I’ll try to give that a go. I mean it’s something that I’ve been thinking 

about lately, partly because I—I mean, really—as everybody knows here, it’s not like—With 

painting it’s not like abstraction versus representation; I mean, those things are not…. But even 

with that it kind of leaves out a third term, which is like a type of physicality; it’s like a type 

with… Abstract Expressionists, like with Rothko and Newman and Reinhardt, there’s a type of 

presence through absence.  Or… simply presence.  And I started thinking about what that was, 

and I was starting to think that, in the Eighties, people were talking about that as being 

simulacra; but they were using it in a wholly negative political/social way.  And I started 

thinking about… I mean, really, what is… What is painting.  I mean painting is not—And why is 

painting different than drawing.  I mean a drawing is a wonderful plan for something; it’s a 

wonderful story… It’s a beautiful thing.  But it… It’s an act of imagination to get a hold of 

something within it.  And it seems to me that what a painting has is it has a bit of that; and it—

But it also has this presence, this type of embodiment, that you can only really deal with by 

going up and physically engaging it.  So I was starting to think, if you take the… negative social 

and political pejorative out of simulacra, and think about it in a larger historical framework, it’s a 

pretty interesting way of thinking about painting.  (pause) Any more… questions?  Well, thank 

you for… everything. (Applause) 

 

END OF RECORDING 

 


