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INTRO:  Elizabeth wanted to know, is it a long one? I said I’m afraid so. It’s very hard to do a 
very short thing on a person with such a long accomplishment. 
 
I first want to welcome all our guests who are here tonight, on behalf of all of us, especially 
Barbara and the whole school. I am, of course, very honored to be introducing Elizabeth Murray. 
First of all, I’d like to know if I can be heard. Louder? Okay. Thank you. If my voice drops, 
please tell me. 
 
The work of Elizabeth Murray has been a conundrum and a source of impassioned controversy 
for many years now. However, since her retrospective exhibition, which started out at the Dallas 
Museum of Art in 1987; traveled to MIT and the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston,; MOCA, in 
Los Angeles, and the Des Moines Art Center; the Walker, in Minneapolis;  and ended at the 
Whitney, in 1988. Her reputation sparkles in a firmament that includes Louise Bourgeois, 
sculptor; Cindy Sherman, photographer; and Elizabeth Murray, painter. 
  
I think it is generally agreed that the most difficult, problematic field of art, for some time now, 
has been painting. Reports of its demise circulate continuously. Painting is the “Sick Man” of art; 
“abstract painting is finished”; “figure painting is impossible”; “oil painting is corrupt”; “the 
photograph has replaced the need for painting”; “all painting is reducible to illustration or 
decoration”; “Jackson Pollock painted abstract, drip paintings, because of his frustration with the 
attempt to use the figure.” These myths, rumors, exaggerations and simplification evidence the 
unease with which painting has been looked at, and in many places, still is. It also describes 
some of the background against which Elizabeth Murray developed her complex art. Her work 
takes on the viability of illusion vs. the physicality of sculptor; the war between the pure 
abstractionists and those who are figurative, or who permit figuration; questions of scale and 
ambition; feminism; and the tradition in American art of the sublime, the transcendental, and the 
great, tragic themes associated with Abstract Expressionism. 
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Born in 1940 in Chicago, Murray took her B.F.A. at the Art Institute in 1962; her M.F.A. at 
Mills College in 1964. In 1967 she moved to New York, and nine years later -- in 1976 -- she 
had her first, one-person exhibition, at Paula Cooper Gallery, which still represents her. Minimal 
and Process art were going strong at the time, and Murray found the scene, “shocking to me. I 
felt more than anything else this kind of rebellion. The mood was that painting was out; that hip 
people -- people who were avant -- weren’t involved with painting. That was unnerving, but 
then, I didn’t give a damn. For the first time in my life I was exactly where I wanted to be.” 
  
Her worked moved from acrylic painting and sculptural forms and combinations to a moment, in 
1971, when she decided to concentrate on painting, and painting in oils. She says of this period, 
“The minute I got back into physicality, I knew I would make some big changes. The subject 
matter became less important, paint more important.” 
  
Since 1972, Murray’s work has shown up in Whitney biennials; selected theme shows at the 
Whitney and its branches;  numerous historical surveys and reviews of the decade; many 
exhibitions of lithographs, and, especially, of drawings. Venues include Toronto, Tokyo, Paris, 
Vienna, Cologne, Munich, Amsterdam, Madrid, as well as galleries in major American cities, 
and college and university art galleries. Titles of some of her shows tell something of her range: 
“Large Drawings,” at the Museum of Modern Art; “Great Big Drawings” at the Hayden Gallery, 
MIT; “Thick Paint,” at the Renaissance Society, University of Chicago; “Dyno Mix” at the 
Contemporary Art Center in Cincinnati. 
  
In writing about Elizabeth Murray’s work, critics itemize her iconography, calling the objects 
“homely icons -- cups; saucers; the splat or splash as the coffee cup breaks or falls; tables; chairs; 
rooms; the brush; the palette; the beer glass; shoes; hands. Like Philip Guston before her, she 
utilizes the paraphernalia of her life, and transforms the baby; the baby’s cry; the woman seated 
in a chair, holding a spoon, or a brush, into intricate, spatial foreplay, the climax of which is a 
totality of throbbing, colorful forms, in a slipping, sliding, thrusting motion, or, several spiraling 
eddies. While she is often associated with Matisse, for their common love of color and sense of 
joy, Murray speaks of her involvement with Picasso and his special breakups.  I see in her some 
of the sexual aggressiveness and drive for total sensation which is often associated with Picasso.” 
  
Writing in Art in America in 1989, Robert Storr (the head curator at the Museum of Modern Art 
now) lists some of the elements colliding in Elizabeth Murray’s amazing amalgamations -- 
complex reliefs with beveled edges; cylindrical and elliptical perforations; contorted corners and 
warped surfaces. Storr writes: “She forces a reconsideration of the enduring antagonism between 
Cubism and Surrealism.” Storr sees the surrealist’s bio-morphic forms -- emblems of a melting 
or sexually responsive universe, combined in a newly defined, Cubist-derived space, in such a 
way that she has, and I quote Storr, “altered basic assumptions regarding the spatial mathematics 
and pictorial dynamics of painting, as a whole. This discovery has earned Murray a significant 
place in art history.” 
  
He goes on to say: “To take full cognizance of her accomplishment would not only overturn an 
established hierarchy, but also require a major revision of the standard account of modernism, 
upon which that hierarchy is founded.” And one more quote from another critic, from Roberta 
Smith, of the New York Times, who says it differently but no less strongly: “Murray is part of 
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what might be called the ‘de-genderization’ of art, which has been pushed forward on many 
fronts and in various media, since the early ‘70s -- gaining force as it goes. Subverting from 
within, Murray has helped rework abstract painting from a specifically non-male point of view. 
Her development has been a process of progressively taking on the most persistent issues of 
modernism -- flatness; figure-ground; illusion; the physical support -- in order to deal with 
feelings that, while not strictly the province of women, are definitely more familiar to women, 
and she has made these feelings available to everyone.” 
  
Writings about Elizabeth Murray often use the word “generous.” They speak of a “craziness” she 
wants and gets in her work. They see in her work anguish in the guise of whimsy. She has 
spoken of wanting her work to reflect her feelings about society, about the society we live in:  “I 
would like not to look at politics and just deal with my work, but it’s impossible to do that.” 
Which is probably why I meet her at WAC -- Women’s Action Coalition’s meetings in New 
York -- and the demonstrations that grow out of those meetings. People also speak about her 
honesty and directness, which I experienced when she recommended me for a grant, with the 
following words: “For God’s sake, give this woman a Guggenheim!” [Laughter and applause] 
Elizabeth. 
 
ELIZABETH MURRAY:  Well, I don’t have to say anything now. Thank you very much, May. 
That’s very kind of you -- and it saves me a lot of words. 
  
I find it’s hard for me to start talking until the lights go off and the slides go on. So, do I work it 
from up here? Okay. Are we hooked in? [Technical talk]  
  
For those of you who have seen me do this before, it’s basically the same thing I always do. I 
always tell myself I’m going to really try to just give some kind of a talk and not show my slides, 
and I never have the guts to do that. So what I’m going to do is show you some early work. I’m 
going to show you work from all periods when I began to do work (this is some student work 
that I’m going to start out with), and I’m not really going to try to talk specifically about the 
slides, because they’re just slides of my work and they don’t show very much, really, but they’ll 
just have to do. 
  
This is work that I did in Chicago, when I was a student there. I went there in 1958, as May said, 
and it had an enormous impact on me that was life-giving, major, and I never forgot it. I’ve 
basically lived with it since then. I went to this art school that was kind of, unbeknownst to me, 
the hot-bed of bohemianism. I became twenty in 1960, sort of in between the beatniks and the 
hippies. I sort of fell into that little space there. The Art Institute of Chicago, at that time, was the 
weirdest, wildest place I’d ever set foot in (I was raised in the Midwest [laughter]), and I met for 
the first time bearded men, women and men who were not afraid to be exactly what they were. If 
they were gay, they were gay. They were open about their sexuality. They were open about their 
desire to be artists -- to be poets, to be artists -- and it was all very flamboyant and very filled 
with angst. It was the most amazing experience. It took me a couple of years to decide that I 
wanted to make paintings, and it wasn’t even a kind of decision. I remember very clearly an 
amazing moment, when I was walking through the museum, looking at these paintings, and 
suddenly realized that these paintings were made by people -- not “artists,” but by human beings, 
just like me -- and it occurred to me, in kind of a flash, that I, indeed, could do this, and I set 
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about trying to make paintings. And I have to say that, in a very major way, as I began to try to 
learn to paint, and began to do this, the things I discovered were, at that point, extremely 
important to me, and I still kind of believe them. I think they were sort of essential discoveries. 
  
First of all, needless to say -- and I don’t want to harp on it -- but, because I am a feminist, and 
that kind of independence and the need to make my own definitions has always been essential to 
me, but I’m certainly not a suffragist. The world I was working in (unbeknownst to me, because 
nobody ever turned around and looked at it. If you’re on the inside, as a young white woman in 
the early ‘60s, those were things you didn’t question, but it) was an all-male culture, and the 
rules I learned (or didn’t learn) were all given to me by those people. They were all my heroes, 
too. The only thing that was a little different for me was that I found it really impossible to listen 
to my teachers, and it’s still something I wouldn’t advise any student to do. [Chuckling] 
Sometimes it’s kind of necessary to nod respectfully, so you can get out of there, but listening 
isn’t always important. And sometimes the things you hear that do become important are things 
that you only remember much, much later, when you can really take them in, after you’ve had 
some experience. 
  
But my heroes were men, the painters I really loved and looked at were all men, and I didn’t 
question that. I didn’t question it because of this: Because something told me that, when I was 
looking at Pollock or De Kooning, or, say, somebody like Johns (who became very important, 
influential artist for me), or Rauschenberg, it was never the male, or the macho, in the work that I 
experienced. It always seemed to me it was the beauty of that work and the sensitivity -- because 
Pollock seemed to me to be utterly sensitive and beautiful, and De Kooning, too. It wasn’t that it 
was masculine or feminine; it was more like a kind of way where, within the work, you met what 
was feminine and masculine in yourself. I guess the word is androgyny. May was mentioning 
someone saying “de-genderizing.” There was just a way within art where it felt like gender 
became -- the sex was important in the work, and art-making, I think, is very sexy, very physical, 
and about that part of our nature -- but it seemed to me that it was kind of obsolete to think of it 
just as a sort of masculine- or feminizing kind of thing that a painting carried. 
  
Those were the kinds of things I felt very early on. Some of the other things I felt that I learned 
that became important -- there was a kind of a way where, when you’re younger -- when I was 
younger -- everybody sat around and talked a lot. I kind of made up my mind that that was 
something -- smoked cigarettes, drank wine, and talked a lot -- and it looked like a lot of fun. But 
what I found was that if I talked a lot about what I was doing or what my plans were, I kind of 
wouldn’t do it. And it became very important for me during that period of my life to shut up, and 
just work. Some of the other things that seemed important during that time -- and I still think 
about it and I still think it’s very important -- were a kind of mystification of art-making and art 
that always turned me off. I was talking about that with somebody today. It’s not that I didn’t 
feel that painting and art-making and creativity didn’t have an enormous sort of mystery and 
unknown part of it, because I feel it does -- but there was a way where I felt that people -- the 
people who taught me or many artists -- tended to create this kind of mystique out of it, that sort 
of separated it from just regular, ordinary living. And one of the things that I felt very much was 
that if I were going to do anything, to do it, it was connected to me, and it was -- it is -- always 
art-making -- and I know this sounds very romantic, but I guess I am a romantic -- that it was a 
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search for self, a real search within yourself -- and that’s always what style, as I kind of searched 
for style, it seemed clear to me that as I found myself I would find how I wanted to speak.  
  
Showing this work, I guess it’s pretty clear that I went through many kinds of changes and 
different places, as I worked through myself, into myself, and went to different places. I went 
from Chicago to California, to Buffalo, New York, where I did this particular piece. Then I 
arrived in New York. (I didn’t plan that statement as this slide came up. I can never remember 
the order of these slides.) When I got to New York, as May said, the theme there -- I had 
dreamed of coming to New York for many years, and when I got there, in 1967, it was incredibly 
shocking. First of all, just the difficulty of learning to live in a city as energetic and tough and 
immediate as New York takes a lot of energy. I think everybody who comes there, from 
anywhere, has to spend a couple of years just getting used to the streets. But it was immediately 
clear to me that being in the city was going to feed me, nurture me, and feed my work. I’m still 
very attached, and very connected to the city. 
  
At any rate, there was a lot going on there and most of it wasn’t painting. None of my friends 
were painting, and there was a lot of pressure to move into conceptual or minimal; to write; to 
play with words in some way; to deal with any other kind of media except painting. And I did 
try. I experimented with other ways of expressing myself, but nothing ever took hold for me, I 
think primarily because I’m just a person who needs to work it out myself. I need the physicality 
and the immediacy of the paint. The more I find myself intellectualizing about what I’m going to 
do, I lose it completely. So at a certain point, in the early ‘70s, I turned to painting, and I kind of 
think of that particular moment, when I was around thirty-one or thirty-two years old, as the 
moment when I began to make my work; where I really began to do my work. So the slides that 
come now will sort of show you where I went to from there. 
  
I also found myself, at that point, in New York, by myself. I separated from the man I was living 
with, with a child, and I have to say that I never, never planned, in the least bit, on having a 
family. My idea, when I was in art school, of what it took to be an artist, if you were a woman, 
was that you had to sort of be this asexual being who locked herself up in an attic and struggled 
to work. And, of course, at that point, one other really big thing was that none of us -- Everybody 
was really poor, and it was really okay to be really poor. Luckily, at that time in New York 
(which is not a great thing now, for a young person coming to the city) you could really survive 
on very little. You could get a job doing anything, find a cheap space, survive, and have a lot of 
fun.  
  
So after I had my first child some interesting things started to happen. First of all, I was never 
able to really “hang out.” I couldn’t have a “wife” [chuckles], so I found myself in an interesting 
position that kind of amazed me. Because I’d never really -- I’d been totally, totally wrapped up 
in my work, and in my life within my work, and had not really “lived.” I thought that women 
with children were boring, and how could you sit around in the park with your kid? And there I 
was, sitting in the park, with my kid. So I started, for the first time, really, since I went to art 
school, talking to regular people and to other women, who were -- In New York City, in the 
parks downtown, most of the women -- at the time we were there, in the early ‘70s, with their 
kids -- were, I found out, pretty much women like me, who had other things to do and other 
things they were very interested in. But I also found it, at that point -- in the early ‘70s -- an 
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extremely lonely experience, because very few of my friends had children. I felt a little out of it, 
a little distraught and very much confused. What it did for me, which I think was very positive, 
was that it forced me to realize that if I was going to make my paintings, I had to really buckle 
down and do it; that it was something I wasn’t doing in an immediate way for anybody else but 
myself. And at that point it was really clear to me that it was making my paintings that was really 
keeping me alive. 
  
It was also at that point (which was just good fortune) that I began to show my work. I don’t 
want to paint this rosy picture of New York at that point, because it certainly never has been 
rosy, and artists can be just as back-biting and nasty and greedy (well, we couldn’t be greedy, 
because we didn’t have any money at that point) as any CO, in any boardroom), and that’s 
absolutely the truth. But it was somehow, to me, a much simpler, smaller situation. There 
weren’t that many galleries where you could show your work, and when you did show your work 
-- for me, anyway, and for most of my friends -- it wasn’t that you necessarily had the 
opportunity to, so much, sell the work. It was more that you “got it out there”; that you got this 
experience of having your peers and your colleagues see what you were doing. When I began to 
show my work, it was in, what seems, looking back now, an extremely simple, almost simplistic 
situation. And it was an enormous amount of fun to begin to communicate in that way. I have to 
say, I’ve always, always enjoyed it. The kinds of questions that have to come up, I think, as you 
show your work, and you get more recognition, certainly caused (and continued to cause) me 
some confusion, when I think about them. But at the time it was really positive, to be getting my 
work out in New York. And at the time, the early ‘70s, the women’s movement was beginning to 
have this wonderful resurgence. I found myself, for the first time, in a women’s consciousness-
raising group. That, I think of as another kind of basic, essential experience where, again, after 
my experiences with other moms in the park, and being “just a mom,” and not some kind of 
“superior artist type,” to begin to talk to women in that kind of a way, was another eye-opening 
experience that was just incredibly deepening. It really flipped me around, to have that 
experience, and, I think, very much focused me into my art-making, and gave me a lot of 
courage to push forward.  
This is still all work from the ‘70s, from the mid-’70s. 
  
So, really, what happened for me, as I worked along, was I began to, through, I guess, working 
with color, and playing with edges, figure out, kind of, that the thing that most fascinated me, in 
terms of my art-making, was, really -- I don’t know how else to say it -- but conflict, and when I 
began to focus on those kinds of conflicts that I wanted to try to pack into a space, I began to 
want the edges to kind of disintegrate, and I wanted the painting to become more, in a sense, a 
part of the wall, and I think that was kind of a need to let the painting not just be the painting, but 
to find a way to let the painting flow out, in another kind of way or dynamic. I never figured out 
a way to really articulate it. 
  
So I played around with edges, and it took me a while to kind of figure out what -- At first, when 
I began to play with the edges, it wasn’t clear to me at all why I wanted to do it. It was more out 
of a sense of boredom, and wanting, really, to try something different. What began to happen is 
that one thing led to another, and I began to just follow my nose, through these paintings.  I 
began to arrive at more complex shapes, and, really, when look at it, I would go back, 
occasionally, to working on a rectangle or a square, and when I look back on these slides, I do 



 

 7

so, I have to say, with a certain kind of uneasiness and embarrassment. Because some of the 
paintings, when you look at old work, feel like they’re alive and well, and other things escape me 
completely. It’s not that I would necessarily destroy them if I had them, but I feel a little 
uncomfortable with them. 
  
When I got to this painting, I began to -- This is the first painting where I used a glass, or a kind 
of cup-shape, and the idea came out of actually taking two similar shapes, turning one upside 
down, and working with the idea of breaking. It’s, I guess, a kind of very academic painting, but 
when I was doing it I was very tongue-in-cheek, using sort of ideas of flat shapes and synthetic 
Cubism. Then I went on to work with the image a little bit more, and I found it was fun to work 
with an image like the glass or the cup again, because it seemed that the possibilities of it, in 
terms of illusion, and the visual kind of hollowness of it, and also, the sort of -- the meaning of 
the cup, which seems very rich -- it very much engrossed me.  
  
At this point -- This was a really exciting time for me, because I was really working a lot with 
breaking up the shapes, shattering the shapes, and trying hard to get the image to pull the thing 
together again. That kind of opposition I found very exciting in the work. This period of time 
was a very easy working time for me. I think what kind of happens -- As I get older -- I used to 
think there must be a moment where you really knew what you were doing, and where maybe 
you could go through a string of work where you didn’t have to question yourself, from painting 
to painting. In other words, a time where some kind of wisdom would allow you to sort of sit 
back and produce the work, and it would just flow out. I’ve found that to not happen.  
  
For me what happens is, there’s kind of a period of time, maybe just a few months or a little bit 
more, where a few paintings will seem to come very easily, then it’ll get jerky again. Why this 
should be, for me, I don’t know. I’ve always assumed it’s true with many, many artists. The 
thing I usually feel compelled to do is keep working. What will usually happen then is that, in 
keeping working, I’ll spend an enormous amount of time working on one painting, working out 
one painting, and it will go through -- in the very same way it used to when I was a student, like 
thousands of transformations -- and finally, out of those transformations, I’ll arrive at a kind of 
place that is the painting. I have to say that -- I think I haven’t quite sorted out for myself that it’s 
always amazing to me that my dealer can actually find somebody who will sometimes buy these 
things. [Chuckling] Because the reality is -- and I suppose somebody who’s really well versed in 
Marxist theory could perhaps explain this to me; that as art becomes a commodity, and what it 
does to the creator, and so forth and so on -- that after I’ve had the experience of making the 
painting, what’s left I’m not that interested in. I don’t really like to look at my paintings that 
much, after they’re finished. I don’t like to have them up and around me, I really like to get on to 
the next one. 
  
Somebody, today, was asking me about particularity -- what I thought about particularity within 
painting -- and, interestingly enough, he used the idea of a series of paintings about one’s 
mother, the death of one’s mother, and the series of work we were just looking at came out of 
that experience for me. It was the first time I ever experienced the death of someone very, very 
close to me, and I remember about the same time I met May, who was doing a series of paintings 
about her mother, and that had an enormous impact on me -- going to May’s studio and seeing 
that particular work that she was doing. But this particular work was very much involved with 
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that experience, and I found doing these paintings enormously fruitful and special, and very 
humbling in a sense; to be working that clearly and that directly with my emotions and with my 
sense of loss, and finding that I could actually work it out in my paintings was an incredibly 
wonderful experience -- those past paintings we were looking at. I really value that experience. It 
taught me a lot.  
  
So from now on, one of the things I began to focus on was getting the shapes as complex and as 
sculptural as I could get them, and still, in my mind, be able -- still physically be able to paint on 
them. This comes up and people ask me the question, but it’s never been an issue to me, whether 
they’re paintings or sculpture. Somehow, I’ve never really been able to deal with issues of 
painting or sculpture. It just doesn’t seem to matter. The thing is, you make a thing, you put it 
together, and if you’re going to paint on it, you paint on it, or if you’re going to make videos, 
then you go about that, because you’re drawn to that experience. But in my mind I think of them 
as paintings, and in this group of work, what I wanted to do was make a kind of painting that 
would kind of look like a piece of paper that was flying through the air. I got the idea (I guess I 
was ready to do the idea, but), I got the idea from looking out my studio window. Occasionally, 
in New York, you’ll be in a bunch of buildings, you’ll look up, and you’ll see a bird flying 
through these buildings, or a piece of newspaper flying through the air, and it’s always this 
incredible experience in terms of scale and flight, the bird’s power and the paper’s helplessness. 
So I did a group of work twisting the canvases around, and curling up the edges, like-so. In these 
paintings, what I found was that the images were becoming more of the table and kind of body 
shapes, and penetrating the paintings with holes, and you could see the wall, within; making the 
painting open -- becoming more and more kind of powerful, compelling, more obsessive, for me, 
as I went along. When I showed them, when I could have control of it, to sort of create a wall 
space, where the wall sort of seemed to curl with the paintings. This is a really distorted slide of 
the installation. 
  
This is a shot in my studio of one of the pieces before we put the canvas over it. The supports 
have really been exciting to invent, and I worked on them -- The first person I worked on them 
with was Bob Gober, who was real essential, because Bob worked for me for a couple of years, 
and gave me some really great ideas of how to go ahead with working with them. For some 
reason, a young artist named “Solongo,” and another artist named Warren “Cloner” work on 
them with me, now. Maya’s worked for me for quite a while now, for six or seven years. For 
some reason I could not really explain, it’s very important for me to do them in wood -- which 
seems like it would be a disadvantage, as a pile of shapes, before we stretch them. What I do now 
is I make clay models for them, to help myself see the dimensions and help them see the 
dimensions. But the thing that’s advantageous about working with the wood, for me, is that I can 
have it right in front of me all the time, and we’ve learned -- through sanding and gluing and all 
kinds of nailing -- to mold it almost like clay. The disadvantage is that it’s really heavy.  
  
So, for a number of years, up until a few years ago, I had the really good fortune of just being 
able to focus on my work. And, believe me, it really is lucky to have had this time to really be 
able to focus on my work and my family. In the last few years I’ve found that I just had to get 
out into the world more. I think the situation, the inequities around me, just became too much to 
bear. I think they have for a lot of women -- not just women, for men, too -- so what I found 
myself becoming is much more of a political activist. I think the final straw, for me, happened 
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this fall, and it wasn’t the Anita Hill trial; or the threat to abortion rights for women; or the 
terrible inequities to blacks and people of color, and women -- to the oppressed, in general, in 
this country. The thing that happened to me was (and it had very much to do with having two 
daughters) the St. Johnsbury trial. I could not believe it when they let these young La Crosse 
players free. It was just unbelievable to me. I saw looking at the New York Times in the morning 
for fifteen minutes, in a complete rage. I felt to myself, “Okay. This is the time where your art’s 
going to be okay; your daughters’ are going to be okay. You’ve really got to go out and address 
this.” Fortunately, there were a few other women who have been (and I really completely admire 
women like May, who have been activists, for many, many years) -- who were forming this 
group, which I feel completely privileged to belong to, which is the Women’s Action Coalition. 
I’ve really very much involved myself with that, and I’m excited about it, because I’m learning -- 
I feel like I’m getting back, in a very different way -- because I think women have learned so 
much since the early ‘70s about how to act. I think we’ve probably learned a great deal from Act 
Up. There are just so many young women, who are in their teens and early twenties, in this 
group, whom I just find absolutely remarkable. 
 
MURRAY:  -- women and men. It’s really, really hard to come out of yourself, and your studio, 
and your safety within that, and join a group, for any purpose. I think it’s scary, because I think 
isolation, to do our work, is really essential. I know it’s essential for me, and I need it. I’m not 
saying I feel the least bit guilty about that. I just feel, now, that it’s really important for 
everybody to begin to really work and put as much strength as they can to these issues of 
inequity. On the other hand, I have to say that I think artists -- all of us, women and men alike -- 
have an incredible opportunity right now. Because, I think because of what we’ve done, and 
because -- I think that a base, through all the artists who have ever done anything -- good or bad, 
mean or misogynist, whatever -- have, in very good faith, built a kind of base of creativity that 
we all kind of live on, and it feels like one of the most wonderful sort of rocks that we have to 
stand on right now, and I very much believe in the power of creativity to change people’s lives. 
Because, ultimately, I see it as life-affirming; that it’s the affirmation of life. And within the 
creation there’s a great deal of violence, a great deal of violence. I don’t think anybody who 
creates -- any artists -- begins to understand your own rage, your own violent parts of yourself. 
The difference, to me, is that we get to act it out in a kind of benign arena, and we get to 
communicate it to other people. In that communication, I think, it can show people that those 
feelings can be safe; that they can have boundaries.  
  
So I see a real purpose to art right now, and I think artists right now have a lot to teach people -- 
not in a superior kind of way, but in a very open-hearted way. I think we can do that. I think we 
have a lot to offer, and I think many, many people are intrigued and willing to listen. I think the 
danger is you can get yourself involved, as a young person, in this country, in an incredible 
media blitz, because the media is really “out there,” right now, and it’s completely immoral, and 
there’s absolutely no way to control it. So in that sense, I think artists have to be very, very 
careful, very shrewd and very astute about how you go about dealing with those people. But, in a 
sense, I feel, right now, that (I hope) I’m kind of turning a new page for myself. I find it a little 
frightening, and I feel very hopeful, and I must say, I’m very glad right now to sort of belong to 
“the other.” To be a woman and to be an artist feels like an enormously hopeful and positive 
thing. I just invite all the young artists here to join me. 
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And that’s all I have to say. [Applause] 
  
I didn’t mean that if you don’t have questions, I wouldn’t answer questions. 
  
Q:  When you come up with shapes, do you always have a preconceived idea of how [ ? ] -- 
  
A:  No, I don’t -- which is really an exciting kind of media for me, right now, because I work a 
lot of things out in clay. It’s a lot of fun. I have an idea of something. I mean, what happens as 
you get older is that you work more and you do begin to have ideas of what you want to do, from 
one thing to the other. But the clay is a lot of fun, because I make a lot of physical discoveries 
within that. 
  
Q: Two questions, actually. One is, do you ever get to Africa or the Caribbean? 
  
A:  I’ve been to the Caribbean twice, for brief vacations, but not to Africa. I would very much 
like to go, although I’ll confess to you that the idea of going to countries like Africa or India 
frightens me a lot. I’m not a brave traveler. And the reason it frightens me -- I know it would be 
enormously helpful and interesting to me, and fascinating to go. It frightens me because it feels 
like there is so much turbulence and strife there, and so much difficulty. I’m very emotional. I 
think I would find it extremely disturbing in many ways. On the other hand, I’m also beginning 
to understand that I would probably find it extremely helpful and supportive to do that. So 
someday I do hope to do that. 
  
But why do you ask that question? 
  
Q:  Primarily in response to some discussions with some students here, and because of the 
colorful kind of vibrant qualities that could be construed as having that element, of -- 
  
A:  I see what you mean. Well, I really didn’t talk about that kind of thing in my work, but a lot 
of the forms I work with, I think, come out of an interest in African art. And the color -- When I 
was quite young I made a trip to Mexico that had a powerful influence on me in terms of color, 
and the kind of activity of an attitude toward the coloration of things there. The Caribbean 
depressed me when I went there, because I felt like -- I was a white person there, and I wasn’t 
going to be allowed into the “real culture.” It was very hidden from me, and I was really too shy, 
and not there long enough to try to penetrate into it. 
  
Q:  [ ? ] -- emotion in your work and particularities, because it seems like that’s one of the most 
challenging things; to make something meaningful; to have significance, and yet not be 
completely private, somehow; to have that channeled through the work, or have those powers 
attainable to the viewer, or through process.  
  
A:  Yes. I concur. I don’t have anything to add to that. I think what you said is exactly the point 
of the whole thing. 
  
Q:  When I look at your work, I think of the opposite of using a “pane” with the window, and 
how that’s sort of a “neutral” space. Then I think of the enormous investment to a piece that you 
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build like that. I was wondering, how many do you actually junk? Do you ever get to the point 
where you feel like, “I’m trapped in this space?”  
  
A:  Yes. 
  
Q:  And secondly, why still “canvas?” 
  
A:  Well, I’ll answer the last part -- I guess I still do have an attachment to the canvas, which 
may be -- I can’t say I really question it. If I do question it, I override the questioning, and I 
really like working on the canvas, on the wood. I’m very attached to it. And it still works for me, 
to have the canvas. The first part of your question -- Yes, I do throw pieces away. Not very 
many, but it usually happens about once a year, where something just -- You know, when you do 
your work, you go through a whole love-hate thing with it, right? I always say to myself that it’s 
when I start to hate it that I’m really going to start to get there. But there are those moments 
where you never get past the hatred point. 
Then it’s always difficult to take a big, hunky thing like that, that has cost a lot to make -- a lot of 
time, a lot of energy, a lot of money -- and to really heave it away is really hard to do. But it’s 
always a big relief, and I don’t look back. 
  
Any more questions? 
  
Q:  I’m sorry. I was thinking about what you relationship to oil and acrylic -- why you have a 
preference for oil, or -- 
  
A:  I think -- I worked with acrylic briefly, and it’s not just technical. It’s definitely emotional. I 
find that acrylic paint just doesn’t have the kind of richness that oil paint does. Oil paint really 
has a kind of depth. It’s scintillating and rich in a way that acrylic really doesn’t work for me. 
And I haven’t ever gone back to it, really. I haven’t thought about it. 
  
I’m definitely slow when it comes to materials. I found what I wanted to work with, and I’ve sort 
of stuck with it. It seems endlessly interesting to me.  
  
Yes? 
  
Q:  A few students have asked if the Women’s Action Coalition has branches elsewhere, other 
than New York City. 
  
A:  Yes. 
  
Q:  Los Angeles? 
  
A:  Yes. There’s a branch in L.A., that just started, and somebody might know where it is or 
where it meets. 
  
Q:  At [ ? ] -- 
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A:  At [ ? ] -- Okay. And I understand that -- May, do you have more information? 
  
MAY:  I think I heard that somebody was thinking of starting something in Washington, D.C. 
  
A:  Yes, I heard that, and I know a group started in Toronto. One of the members of WAC went 
to Toronto, and a group was formed there. I think they’re probably spreading all over, and we 
certainly are intending to start one in Houston. At the Republican convention, WAC is going to 
Houston, and I’m sure, thenceforward, there will be a Texas group. 
  
Q:  Can you talk about that, actually, and [ ? ] -- 
  
A:  Yes, I’ll be happy to, and I’ll make it brief. The action that’s going to happen there has been 
invented, not so much by me, but by several other women, and myself. It’s two-pronged. One 
part of the action is going to be visual. There’s going to be a slide show of women, concerning 
women’s issues, that’s going to be projected onto some building (the building is as yet unknown, 
in Houston), and the slides are going to be enlarged and projected, so they’ll be at least forty feet 
in dimension. The people who are working on the slides are the group of other artists whom you 
would probably all know -- Cindy Sherman, Laurie Simmons, Sir Charles Worth, filmmakers 
named Jude Ray and Deb “Meehan.” Gretchen Bender is involved with it, Jules Barry. There’s 
another artist, whose name I’m blocking (I’m sorry I can’t remember). Then WAC has a drum 
corps, and part of the drum corps is coming. We’re renting a truck, and we’re going to go out and 
sort of meet the Houston folk, in whatever way we can. So it’ll be a very exciting action, and if 
you’re in Houston, during the Republican convention, please join us. 
  
I think the point of it is that we’re going to the real heart of what I think most women would 
consider the real enemy. Because I do believe it is the Republicans -- the men who call 
themselves Republicans, I think, have caused most of the woes that are being inflicted upon us 
right now, and it’s been very painful to see the inequities and the rights -- the hard-gained rights -
- of people of color and women of all races, shapes and sizes go through this period of time. So 
now’s the time to really make ourselves known. I think it’s very unknown what will happen, too, 
because I think it’s going to be a very slow process. But I really think this is going to happen, 
now, something different. 
  
Yes? 
  
Q:  [ ? ] -- you hear a lot about artists and stuff. I as wondering what kind of range of women 
who are involved in other fields are involved in WAC, also. 
  
A:  It’s mostly artists. Not all artists. There are, I think, a lot of writers, a lot of people who are in 
the media who are involved also. But because it started in SoHo, and it started with people who 
are artists, it’s tended to be that group of people. There’s a big desire, which is the reason for the 
name (the Action Coalition), to really broaden our base in that way, and I think we’re seeking 
ways to do it. But it’s open to everyone -- to all women. You don’t have to be an artist to be in 
the group. 
  
So. Thanks very much.  [Applause} 


