
 1

This is a transcription of a lecture that was given at the Skowhegan School of Painting & Sculpture, an artist's 
residency program in Skowhegan, Maine (www.skowheganart.org). It is part of an Archive of lectures recorded 
from 1952 to the present, which are available in audio form on CD at this institution. It is important to note that 
most of these lectures incorporated visuals, which are not available. However, the Skowhegan School of Painting & 
Sculpture does have a limited number of slides from a selection of lectures in the Archive. You may contact 
Skowhegan to find out if they exist for a specific lecture. 
  
These lectures are not edited. Please be advised that there will be typos, misspellings and occasional “breaks” in 
the audio.  It would be prudent to listen to the audio to help determine the lecturer's intent. You must obtain 
permission from the artists or their representative to publish any material contained herein. The contact information 
is available from this institution. 
 
SKOWHEGAN SCHOOL 
OF PAINTING & SCULPTURE 
Skowhegan, Maine 
 
Lecture by Donna Dennis 
Summer, 1982 
 
Transcriber: Judith Stoodley 
(Transcriber’s note: This speaker had considerable difficulty handling slide changes, so 
although the changes themselves are audible, it’s not evident when she is advancing or going 
back) 
 
Speaker: If you can’t hear me, tell me, ‘cause I’m—I had a judge recently tell me I’m no good at 
projecting my voice.  Can everybody hear me? (various responses) Yes? Okay.  I’m going to 
start with slides of a show that I had at Holly Solomon in New York in 1980; it was my most 
recent one-person show.   
 
SLIDE(S) 
 
Both of these pieces are about eleven and a half feet tall.  Wait a minute.  I have to find the 
button thing here. (laughs) (laughter) (pause) The house is called “Two Stories With Porch;” and 
the other piece is called “Tunnel Tower.” 
 
SLIDES 
 
Now this takes you back… to 1964… when I spent a year in Paris… and… I show this to show 
that I started out as a painter…. This is a painting I did in Paris in a very frustrated day. 
(laughter) And I hadn’t shown this before in lectures; but a friend of mine, a poet named Ted 
Berrigan, did a lecture on my work at Cooper Union last fall; and he remembered this painting 
and thought that… it connected with the “Tunnel Tower” piece… And I thought that was very… 
interesting idea that he had; so… I’m showing that I was using words back even then; and I… I 
do think that… the kernel of what someone ends up doing is there right from the start. 
 
SLIDE 
 
This is a painting that I did in 1965 when I came back to New York.   
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SLIDE 
 
And this is another one.  And I was—I didn’t know at the time, but when I look back I realize 
that there were some… things that still carry through and are part of my work today.  One of the 
things is an interest in light and shadow; and another is an interest—all of my work has to do 
with travel, in a way.  None of the structures that I’ve made are really permanent homes.  There’s 
subway stations; there’s hotels; there are tourist cabins… Even the house is a boarding house.  
But when I was making these paintings I felt very… I liked the paintings but I wanted very much 
to get off the canvas… so… here I’m about to drive right off the canvas. (laughter) 
 
SLIDE(S) 
 
And these are the pieces I did next…. In a way they’re big collages; they’re about seven by 
eleven feet tall, I think…. And this was my attempt to get off of the canvas; but it took me a long 
time.  And what I did first was just use mirrors to cut holes in the space…  
 
SLIDE 
 
One of the things that dissatisfied me about painting was that I wanted something that  
would… could be read… in time; that you would… I think I moved toward sculpture because I 
wanted to do work that you would have to walk around and you would have to experience over a 
period of time.  But this was just my very… early beginning with that kind of thing; so I had 
these—the dark strips in this piece are mirrors… and one of the things I liked was that… if you 
stood in a certain part of the room they would look dark and opaque as they do in this slide…. 
 
SLIDE 
 
…and then if you moved, so that they would reflect the light in the room, they would look like 
slits of light—or I hoped that they looked like slits into… some other world beyond. 
 
SLIDE 
 
So I did those pieces in the late 1960’s… but I became very dissatisfied with them as well.  And 
part of the thing was that I was really not painting very much any more; and I was spending most 
of my time hanging around in hardware stores waiting for the next shipment of contact brick 
wallpaper to come in. (laughter) And… it just wasn’t what I thought being an artist was going to 
be like.  So… about 1970 I moved to a new loft; and I just… started into a whole new phase of 
rejecting everything I’d done before…. But I knew that I wanted to do work that was more 
personal, and I wanted to do work that involved painting again… involved my hand a lot more.  
So I did this… self—I really didn’t know what to do; but I just—I knew I had to keep on 
working; but it was… It was extremely difficult.  So this is the tiles on my bathroom floor, and 
this is a photo of me…. 
 
SLIDE 
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But I also started to make small collages that involved painting… and I had no idea where this 
was leading; but it did feel better than what I’d been doing before.  
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
Oops. (pause) (SLIDES) So on the right is another collage I did about that time…. I also wanted 
to work smaller, because I felt I’d been trying to impress with size (unintelligible) that seemed 
kind of phony to me.  Also about this time I became involved in the Women’s Movement and 
was in a couple of consciousness-raising groups; and it became very important to me to think 
about who I was as a woman, and what my background had been… and what I might contribute 
as a woman that might be different from what was being seen in the galleries at the time.  And 
this led me to go back to my childhood a lot…. I’ve also known that I wanted to be an artist since 
I was about five years old; and making art has been an enormous amount of fun, and… was the 
most wonderful thing I could do when I was a child—I couldn’t do enough of it… and… there 
was no end to my ideas and… So I wanted to get back to that because art really hadn’t felt that 
good for a while, and I knew that it could.  So… one of the things I remembered was a school 
trip to the Metropolitan Museum; it was Mestava (phonetic 078, possibly Mustafa), which is… 
on the right off of the lobby.  And it was a very strong memory for me; so I went back to look at 
it and try to discover what it was… about it….  
 
SLIDE 
 
And I walked in this entrance; and then I made a turn to the left, and then the turn to the right… 
and you have a feeling that you’re getting to the heart of the mystery… you’re getting 
somewhere… 
 
SLIDE 
 
… but you end up at this false door, and only your imagination can take you beyond that.  But I 
liked that very, very much; and I think that that was what the memory of the school trip was 
about… So I knew I wanted to work with that; that was one clue. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And I even went back and played with the blocks I played with as a child.  These were blocks 
that my mother had had… and that I’d spend many hours playing with.  And I just—I got them 
and I’d play with them to see what I would come up with. 
 
SLIDE 
 
Also at the time I started to keep… journals… and do drawings.  And this drawing was rather 
typical of the kind of things I was putting in my journals, where I just tried to let—let 
everything… flow and… whatever popped into my head.  But these are the kind of 
configurations I was coming up with based on the Mestava and the blocks and…  
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SLIDE 
 
And another thing I did was remember… the game that had been the most fun for me to play as a 
child was the kind of game where you put a blanket over a card table… and you pretend it’s a 
house… or….  My family’s photo album had a picture of a snow house that my uncle had 
built—like a real igloo—and every time it snowed I wanted—I hoped it was that kind of snow…. 
So I got in touch with that memory again too… and I started to do these drawings.  And once 
these drawings started coming, you can see how they’re related to the collage that I’d been doing 
before…. But once these came I began to feel really wonderful, because I knew I was on to 
something; and it just—it felt right, and… I knew it wasn’t going to stop.  Also because of the 
Women’s Movement I decided I didn’t—as Jake was talking about the other night; he had his 
own experience where he decided he didn’t care about being Modern any more—I didn’t care 
about that either.  I didn’t care if I did things that were silly, or too personal, or… childish or 
whatever—or not Modern… It just didn’t matter.  I was on to something that I cared about. 
 
SLIDE 
 
In a way these were kind of… self-portraits; and… I could talk about that a lot more; but maybe 
that’ll come up in questions or something. (laughs) 
 
SLIDE 
 
But anyway, I was having a lot of fun; and the false front started to do a lot of things that were 
fun. It went on a trip to the jungle… (laughter) 
 
SLIDE 
 
…and then it multiplied (laughter) itself and became… a slum going up a hill outside of Rio… 
 
SLIDE 
 
And then I decided to build one… This is the last stretched canvas I ever made; it was the most 
complicated thing, it was… extremely hard to make. (laughs) (laughter) But… also at this point I 
chose the scale that I work with; I based it on my own height… So this is my—This piece was 
my height, five feet eight and a half inches tall… and I still work with this same scale, even if 
I’m doing a two-story house, and… the piece may get taller, but it’s still the same scale. 
 
SLIDE 
 
This had a step-back entrance like Mestava did… and a mirror… down the center. 
 
SLIDE 
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And I’ve seen a performance of Robert Wilson’s where he had a very decorated stage; and it 
gave me a lot of courage… I decided I wanted palm trees, and I thought, “Why not palm trees?” 
I mean… some people might think they’re silly.  So I did a palm tree and I enjoyed it a lot. 
 
SLIDE 
 
There’s also a ceremonial aspect to this whole thing.  For years I’ve worked as a photo editor for 
encyclopedias.  And at the time I was doing picture research for Encyclopedia Americana… for 
an article—illustrating an article on the South Pacific.  And because I was thinking about 
feminism a lot… I noticed as I researched the pictures that there were wonderful men’s houses, 
where men could go—they were sacred to men, and women were not allowed to go… and I 
noticed that there were none for women.  So one of the things that I wanted to do was make kind 
of a spiritual space for women… so that’s why this looks kind of ceremonial… But… I was also 
reading Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, thinking a lot about… the kind of space 
women have in the world. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
Question: Why are (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: Wait, I— 
 
SLIDE 
 
I… You’ll have to speak up, ‘cause I’m… a bit (unintelligible) 
 
Question: Why was that (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: Why would it be? 
 
Question: Yeah. 
 
Speaker: Well because it was… Well, maybe it wouldn’t be; but… that’s where I saw the lack, 
so I wanted to… There were wonderful things that had been done that were called men’s houses; 
so I just wanted to fill in the blank.  And it met my needs, and I’m a woman, so… that’s….  I 
was also looking at photographs of Walker Evans a lot; and these are two photographs that I 
particularly liked. 
SLIDE 
 
So the next piece I made… you can see the similarities… the way I borrowed the form. This 
piece also had a mirror down the center… and was at, once again, my height. 
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
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Speaker: Pardon me? 
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: Three-dimensional? 
 
Question: Two-dimensional…. 
 
Speaker: Well, there’s a central… part, and then a step back… doorway to the room… and then 
two side-wings that are a little bit behind, like two inches behind the front… and then the steps 
come out.   
 
SLIDE 
 
Maybe this answers—What? 
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: Well this is masonite on a wood frame and… acrylic paint.  This is… as you move 
around, one of the things I wanted to do was… make it so that there’d be a reward for the viewer 
to move around, so… if you move to the side a little bit you get to see the color… in the step-
back… doorway. 
 
SLIDE 
 
Also at this time I was just—I did all kinds of drawings; I mean I did a drawing a day at least—It 
was a really wonderful time… and just…drawings out of my imagination.  And I guess I decided 
at this point that I wasn’t making false-front gates; I was making hotels.  And I had been looking 
a lot at Joseph Cornell; I liked his hotel pieces a great deal.  
 
SLIDE 
 
(pause) 
 
SLIDE 
 
Question: How much… would you (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: Did I study what? 
 
Question: Stage set building  
 
Speaker: No.  I never studied sculpture either—(laughs) but…. 
 
SLIDE 
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Another thing that engrossed me a great deal at the time was a book by Jane Bowles, a novel 
called Two Serious Ladies.  I think it’s probably my favorite piece of literature.  And she had a 
description of a hotel in Colon, Panama… talked about… blue-green walls and… parrots in 
cages; and it was such a wonderful description… it never left me, and I did a lot of these 
drawings in order to kind of understand why… the description was… haunted me so much. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
I figured this one was in the Yukon somewhere. (laughter) 
 
SLIDE 
 
And then… in the spring of 1973 I had a show at a coop gallery… called West Broadway 
Gallery in New York; and I called it “Hotels.” 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
This is hotel was called “Hotel Pacifica,” after a character in Jane Bowles’ novel….  
 
SLIDE 
 
And I was… At the time I really enjoyed playing off… trompe l’oeil… the painting against real 
details, so the diagonal lattice that you see is painted; and then the horizontals with the light 
behind are actual…. I also had sounds of jungle birds… or like a jungle night… record playing in 
the background. 
 
SLIDE 
Some of these slides are very dirty because they were at the bottom of a river in Ohio; and I’ll 
get to that later. (laughter)  
 
SLIDE 
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
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Speaker: Wait—I can’t hear you. 
 
Question: What are your palms made from? 
 
Speaker: … lattice bound together—the trunks are lattice bound together and wrapped with 
cheesecloth dipped in… what? – flour and water and things like that…. And the leaves are made 
of New York Times… (laughter) (laughs) and… with wire down the middle, and painted and 
shredded… with scissors. 
 
Question: How (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: They’re… hung by monofilament.  
 
SLIDE 
 
This piece was called “Bird on (unintelligible)” is very obviously influenced by Joseph 
Cornell…. And if it looks, when you look in the doorway that you’re looking through to the wall 
behind, that’s an illusion created by the fact that I put a mirror inside; and that’s one of the things 
that I often like to do is to take a very small space and try to make it look bigger than it is. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And this—I show these just to show you some of the decisions I went through in reaching the 
final piece. 
 
SLIDE 
 
That thing on the right is a parrot flying in; but… it didn’t work so well.  I also love Matisse’s 
work; and I think I was looking at Diebenkorn’s work a lot of the time; I don’t know if it shows 
or not. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
And the last hotel I did was called “Dark Hotel.”  It also had a mirror strip down the center of the 
doorway. 
 
SLIDE  
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
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SLIDE 
 
Whoops. 
 
SLIDE 
 
When I was making the hotels, before I had the show, I felt I could go on and on and on and 
make two hundred hotels; but once I had the show… and then I moved to a new space, somehow 
I couldn’t do them any more.  And it was a terrible feeling… where I really felt I hadn’t—Once 
again I had no idea where I wanted to go, and felt really, really lost.  But one day when I was in a 
particularly bad mood I was sitting waiting for the subway; and I looked across the track and I 
saw the niche that you see… on the right.  Unfortunately it’s a bad slide just because the light is 
off; and what attracted me was the warm light inside…. It’s a close-up of it on the left… and… 
another time when I was taking the subway and I was on the opposite side of the track on the 
other platform, and took a closer look, I really enjoyed noticing that above the doorway or the 
niche was a mosaic that spelled out “Women.” 
 
SLIDE 
 
So I did a drawing based on that… working with… kinds of… kind of format I had  
already worked out with my hotels….  
 
SLIDE 
 
And then I did another one, developing the idea of sort of a…. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And that’s the finished piece.  At first I thought I was making stations; but then I decided I 
hadn’t really left my hotel, so I was—It was a station hotel… and that’s what I called this piece.  
One of the things I was really interested in with this was the difference—I don’t know if it shows 
up in this slide—but the difference between the cold fluorescent light over the door and the warm 
incandescent light inside. 
 
SLIDE 
 
Whoop.  Sorry, I keep pushing the wrong button. 
 
SLIDES 
 
After that piece I knew I—for sure I was interested in doing more with the subway; so I went 
back and found I was very attracted by these… eyebeams; so I thought I’d make a piece around 
that.  
 
SLIDE 
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So this the drawing I did, based on that.  It’s one of several drawings I did…. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And then for the first time I made a maquette, because I realized that I was moving into three 
dimensions more; and… I knew it would be a danger to get all hung up with just the front, and 
not think about the sides and the back… while I was thinking about the front.  So the way to 
do—to handle that—was to make a maquette and think about all the sides at once.  And that’s 
something I continue to do. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: Pardon me?   
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: I’m sorry; I (unintelligible) 
 
Question: (unintelligible)  
 
Speaker: Am I using… in the maquettes?  Well at that time I was using pebble board; but 
since… it’s the only… it’s about the only part of my work that sells, I decided to use museum, 
because I would really see how they were deteriorating.  So I use museum board now; and… hot 
glue, wire, watercolor… nylon stockings—whatever… (laughs) This is the piece that came out 
of that; and it’s called “Subway With Lighted Interior.”  And actually with this piece… With the 
maquette I’d thought about three sides, but I’d forgotten about the back; so… I had a moment of 
panic when I realized I had to do the back… And maybe it shows, but I think I resolved it in a 
not too bad way… but it was… quite a surprise when I realized I hadn’t thought about it at all. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And these are just details.  The eyebeams are made of… plywood; and… balsa wood in some 
places. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And the light bulb that you see straight ahead through the entrance is intentionally off… because 
I wanted that to be off, and then I wanted the one that’s the actual source of the light to be 
unseen.  And that’s something that I’ve used a lot.  I knew one day I’d turn all the lights on; but I 
knew I wasn’t ready to do it yet.  So…  Also the subway looks a lot like that too. (laughter) 
 
SLIDE 
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SLIDE 
 
And this is a photograph by Wright Morris of a bank in the Midwest… I’m very eclectic, and I 
don’t—It doesn’t bother me to borrow from all kinds of sources; and… because the subway I’d 
been looking at had just a flat ceiling… I had trouble figuring out how the cornice should look, 
how to finish off the top of the piece.  And this photographed helped me to do it.  And even 
though it’s a bank, it seemed to be okay. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
Also on this piece I did something that I’ve continued to do, which is to imply that there’s a 
basement space, like another unknown or unseen space… perhaps something down below the 
floor of the gallery or whatever.  I think I like to think of my pieces as just being the surfacing 
of… a whole network of spaces.  This is just—happens to be a visible part of it. 
 
SLIDE 
 
Question: Donna, how do you feel about… the Duchamp (unintelligible) 
Speaker: I’ve heard of it; I’ve never seen it.  So… I don’t know. (laughs)  After this I knew I 
wanted once again to work with the subway; but since I’d encountered problems with finishing 
the top and the back… and I knew I was moving more and more three-dimensionally… I began 
to notice that there were some above-ground subway stations too; so this is one of the ones I 
looked at; and these were like complete little buildings and… seemed to be a good thing to… 
work with in my next piece. 
 
SLIDE 
 
So I made a whole series of (unintelligible); this was the first one.  And really the first impulse 
for the piece was to have a stairway that went up… to nowhere… and then on the same diagonal 
a stairway that went down and seemed to go somewhere.  So that was the… first idea for the 
piece. 
 
SLIDE 
 
Then these show me working on it… to show how… I can’t build my pieces the way a builder 
would, in a sort of straightforward way, some—a piece that’s—or like a building that’s going to 
have to stay there forever; my pieces have to move… so I have to be able to take them apart; I 
have to get them through that elevator door in the back… so that forces me to build them in a 
particular way… and also— I don’t know if I’m right about this, but it seems that I still think a 
lot the way a painter does; and I try things… like I may… build a certain kind of a roof, and then 
see how it looks and live with it for a while, and then decide I don’t like it; and then I take it off 
and throw it away and build another one… so I don’t know what a piece is going to look like 
when I start.  I have certain idea, but I don’t know exactly what it’s going to look like… 
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SLIDE 
 
… which is another reason I can’t build in a straightforward way. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
This piece originally had little steps; and then they didn’t work out.  I built a different kind of… 
 
SLIDE 
 
…step.  Also, when I was working on this piece-- and I usually work on a piece for about a 
year… or more… -- I took a trip to New Orleans; and… I hadn’t planned it this way at all; but I 
was very—I enjoyed a lot the fact that what I was doing… had a lot in common with the little 
mausoleums and the cemetery there, and I guess other cemeteries other places.  I liked what it 
meant metaphorically. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
I also refer back to my subject matter the whole time I’m working; so when I got stuck with this 
piece I went back to the subway and… noticed this gateway.  And first I—And so then I made 
another maquette and I thought at first that it would… 
 
SLIDE 
 
--Whoop, I have to change. (Transcriber:reference slide tray?) I thought I’d put it around the 
back of the piece, but…. 
 
SLIDE 
 
So this is the way the maquette first played with that idea. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
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But then I realized what I wanted was to visually block the… stairway that went up; so… 
 
SLIDE 
 
… I ended up with putting the gate there.  So this is the finished piece called… “Subway  
With Yellow and Blue;” and there’s a stairway going up the front…  
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
… and then a stairway in the back on the same diagonal…and I like my pieces to be shown 
pretty much in the dark with only their own lights…. I don’t know if this slide shows it, but 
there’s light coming up through those little holes in the bottom of the floor on the down stairway; 
I wanted to suggest that there was another whole level down there.  
 
SLIDE 
 
And I paint all the surfaces, and that’s very important to me. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
While I was working on this piece I’d been looking at the photograph which is by Walker Evans 
of a tourist cabin; and I was very drawn to that photograph, and so I knew I wanted to do 
something with that.  And on a trip to Maine I found this tourist cabin and took a photograph of 
it.  I think it’s near Ogunquit, and it was in a… like a whole city of tourist cabins, and the whole 
thing was for sale.  
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
So I made a maquette… The screen is made of nylon stocking. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And the finished piece is called “Tourist Cabin Porch,” because that’s all it is.  I realize now it—
in a way like my false fronts, it’s like a double false front; there’s no building behind it. 
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SLIDE 
 
And in the same way that… when I went to New Orleans I discovered the mausoleums in the 
cemetery there, this was sort of unbelievable; but I was doing picture research for Reader’s 
Digest on a book on American Indians when I was working on the tourist cabin…. And a 
photographer came in from the Yukon and showed me these photographs… and it looks like a… 
tourist cabin… camp; but it’s actually an Indian cemetery. 
 
SLIDE 
 
But once again I really was delighted by what it meant metaphorically, the way it fit in with what 
I was working on. 
 
SLIDE 
 
This is the next piece I did, called “Tourist Cabin Pensacola.”  And in this I was interested in 
using screens and lights sort of like scrim in a theater to… so the doorway was really an open 
screen, but the way I used the lights and the screens I could obscure the… It could be open and 
yet… obscured, so you couldn’t—You could just get hints of the interior. 
 
SLIDE 
 
So this is the show I had at Holly Solomon Gallery in 1976 called “Tourist Cabins and Subway 
Stations.”   
 
SLIDE 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
Immediately after that I was asked to do something—an entrance maze for a theater at Kennedy 
Center in Washington, an experimental theater.  And they wanted an entrance maze, and a friend 
of mine knew my work and thought I—he was the director and he thought I’d be just the right 
person.  So I had to work so quickly I couldn’t… get into new images; so I decided to go with 
the images I already was familiar with.  And so I went back to the subway… and I made a 
subway station with sounds of trains pulling in and out that… the audience could walk through 
the store… 
 
SLIDE 
 
…and get to the token booth where they would pick up their tickets; and then they’d move on 
through the back of the station…  
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
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This was all done in about a month; and it was pretty nerve-wracking. 
 
SLIDE 
 
So they would walk—This was behind the token booth; they’d walk through there and…sort of 
enter a passageway that wound around a little bit. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And then they’d get to a chamber that had a facsimile of my “Tourist Cabin Fortunate,” and 
sounds of a northern summer night—crickets and things like that.  And then they would walk 
behind the cabin and there was another… an exit and a little passageway that would take them 
into this chamber, which had sand on the floor and palm trees and a facsimile of the “Tourist 
Cabin Pensacola.” 
 
SLIDE 
 
It also had mirrors on all the walls so one cabin was multiplied many times.  So what you’re 
seeing is the one cabin plus a reflection of it. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
And then they would walk… around this and then enter into the theater proper where they would 
take their seats. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And that last chamber also had sounds—the jungle sounds again—that I’d used in the hotel 
show. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
For a number of reasons that was a really bad experience, and I didn’t feel like working for a 
while, but… the one thing that moved me in the slightest bit was a photograph by George Tice of 
his house… His photograph was very wonderful; this is my photograph and it’s not so great.  
But… But it was this house in Phillipsburg, New Jersey.  So I decided to make a maquette of 
it… in a way just to keep working…. 
 
SLIDE 
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And then after a couple of years I had a finished piece which I called “Two Stories with Porch.”  
Actually the whole title was “Two Stories with Porch for Robert Cabuzzio” (phonetic 480) 
because a friend of mine who… was born in New Jersey died while I was halfway through this; 
and it became in a way a memorial to him because he liked it very much. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
One of the things I tried to do with this piece was make it so that if somebody took the trouble to 
walk around and peek in any window they would see something that they couldn’t see from any 
other window.  So there’s a stairway behind the front door that you can only see from the 
downstairs left bay window; and there’s a room above the front door that you can only see if you 
look through the window with the pink wallpaper in it… So I really wanted to make people 
move around and look. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
This is a building at the entrance to the Holland Tunnel in New York; and I’d been looking at 
this for a long time, in fact even before I’d made the house; and… in fact came—the house and 
the “Tunnel Tower” piece came out of this building; but there was too much information to deal 
with, too much scale-wise, so I broke it down into two pieces. 
 
SLIDE 
This is the maquette I made trying to figure out how the whole building went together.   
And I actually tried to build this piece at one point, but… the ceilings in my studio are twelve 
feet tall; and to get the whole building in with the two stories and the scaffolding, I had to make 
the building itself so low that people would be able to peer in the second story windows, and 
that… when I built I realized just absolutely did not work.  So I had to take it apart, and then 
make it…. So with the “Two-Story House…” 
 
SLIDE 
 
… I dealt with the second story… and what I—one of the things I like about this building, which 
is that you can look… You can look through one second-story window across the interior space 
and out through another window.  So I was able to get that in the “Two-Story House…” 
 
SLIDE 
 
… and then I saved the scaffolding and the sign for the next piece.  I knew I—the building had to 
be very simple… so there are buildings around the Holland Tunnel that are triangular; so I 
decided this piece should be triangular…. 
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SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
And for details I once again went to George Tice.  This is his photograph of a white castle. 
 
SLIDE 
 
 So I started to do drawings. 
 
SLIDE 
 
I probably did about ten drawings.  These are a couple of them. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And then I made maquettes. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
And then this is the piece nearing completion…. 
 
SLIDE 
 
…And the finished piece called “Tunnel Tower.” 
 
SLIDE 
 
And in both pieces that came out of the Holland Tunnel, the buildings I showed at Holly’s in 
1980, and I called it “New York and New Jersey.” 
 
SLIDE 
 
(pause) I also persuaded her to paint the walls dark grey; she really didn’t want to do that, but I 
think it worked pretty well. (laughs) 
 
SLIDE 
 
This is a show of maquettes… What I usually do is a whole group of maquettes, and then choose 
one or two to make into larger pieces; and then once I do that a lot of changes happen too, but… 
 
SLIDE 
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SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
So out of that show this is one that I chose to work on; and it’s in my studio now and I’ll go back 
to it in the fall. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And this is the one that I just completed and is in Venice. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And this is a photograph I took; I’m not very pleased with it, but it’s the only photograph  
 
I have of the piece in Venice.  It has a platform and a track and a building behind… 
 
Question: How tall is this one? 
 
Speaker: Pardon? 
 
Question: How tall is that— 
 
Speaker: It’s… twelve feet tall.  But it is the biggest, most complicated piece I’ve ever  
done.  There’s a stairway that goes up behind the Exit sign… There’s a lot you can’t see, but— 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
 
And then this was happening just this time last year; this is my only outdoor piece… in Dayton, 
Ohio.  And… now comes the story about the slides… being under the river.  And that’s the Mad 
River in the background; and when I was asked to do a piece in Dayton… it was a couple of 
years before I actually did the piece; and… I wanted to think of a way to relate it to me in a 
personal way.  And I was born in Springfield, Ohio, which is north of Dayton, but the same river, 
the Mad River, flows through both cities.  So I asked the person in charge of the program if there 
was some site along the Mad River.  And he said yes, there was.  And… I’d been at a show in 
Cincinnati; and… I was—he had said, “Well why don’t you come up to Dayton?  You can fly 
home from Dayton.  Instead of Cincinnati you can look for a site…” So that’s what I was doing; 
and the plane was leaving in about an hour, and it was a very… dark, stormy November night.  
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And… we drove up to the edge of the river… and then we both hopped out to look at a point 
called “Deed’s Point” down to the right.  And he left the motor going and the headlights on; and 
we walked down, and then… he turned around and said, “Oh my God, my car just went in the 
river!” (laughter) So… there was my plane ticket and my slide lecture and… everything. (laughs) 
But… So I didn’t leave Dayton that night.  And then I thought, “Well, should I do a piece there 
or not?  It seems like a pretty dangerous place for me.” (laughter) But then when I thought about 
doing it, I thought I had to do it there, like this place had kind of chosen me; because one of the 
things that was a really strong visual experience was that the car… It was nighttime, and it was a 
stormy November night; and the car… was submerged, but the headlights stayed on… (laughter) 
under the water and shone up onto the opposite bank.  So when I thought about doing a piece I 
thought, well what… How could I use that experience?  And I thought, well, what that river 
needed was a tunnel.  So I would make the entrance and the exit to an imaginary tunnel under the 
Mad River; so that’s what I was doing…. And since I’d never worked with outdoor materials 
before, I decided I should—and it takes me a long time to finish a piece—I decided I would use 
an image that I already had worked out, which was my “Tunnel Tower” piece, and just adapt it to 
this particular site.  So that became the entrance… 
 
SLIDE 
 
So here’s the work going on.  That’s George Bush’s nephew working there. (laughter) 
 
SLIDE 
 
I used real tiles for the first time; I really wanted it—I consulted an architect friends—that this 
was meant to last forever. (laughs) 
 
SLIDE 
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: Pardon me? 
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: I can’t hear you. 
 
Question: What is it made out of? 
 
Speaker: … Well, I used concrete… foundation, and… I think it was three-quarter inch  
plywood, two by fours, I got the Tile Council of America to donate tiles… I used… shelving 
materials for the scaffolding… It was really meant to be watertight and last. 
 
SLIDE 
 
SLIDE 
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If it looks like I never worked on this, it’s because I’m taking the photographs, but – (laughs) 
(laughter) But… on the opposite bank was a scaffolding that just—it had an exit sign 
(unintelligible) on, so that was how the two pieces were connected, ‘cause the entrance… --piece 
on one side with an entrance sign, and then… exit sign on the other side. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And this was the eleventh hour; this was about four-thirty in the afternoon; and… a couple of the 
people in the background are Life Magazine photographers who’d come… and had a deadline.  
They wanted to do a piece on women who did outside architectural sculpture; and it was going to 
be on me, and Mary Miss… Alice Ayecock and Jackie Ferrara.  The article never came out, 
unfortunately, but… anyway, I was racing to meet their deadline. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And then… the next photograph is—it’s a funny photograph; but… I was posing for Life 
Magazine; and… they wanted to photograph at twilight… 
 
SLIDE 
 
(laughter) so they put… (laughs)—and they didn’t think my work clothes looked enough like 
work clothes; so they said I should dress up—and I was in the mood to do that after being in 
work clothes for two weeks, so…. 
 
SLIDE 
 
(laughter) (laughs) 
 
SLIDE 
 
And there’s the piece with the exit sign on the opposite bank.  Unfortunately when this 
photograph was taken I wasn’t there, and the photographer didn’t realize the light inside the 
building was off; so to me it looks a lot colder than it should look. 
 
SLIDE 
 
And then… the end of the story is… that three weeks after I finished it I got a phone call, and 
was told that the piece had been blown up in the middle of the night; it had been pipe-bombed.  
So it no longer exists.  I could have made it out of cardboard. (laughs) (laughter) 
 
SLIDE 
 
That’s it. (Applause) Any questions? 
 
Question: How do you feel that (unintelligible) was blown up? 
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Speaker: What? 
 
Question: How do you feel that everybody’s (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: I have complicated feelings about it.  My first reaction was… Well, I was  
incredulous at first.  And then I called up a friend and burst into tears.  And then I decided—
talking with a friend I decided it was funny… in a way—I mean—So my final thought was sort 
of I just wish that I’d have been invited, because it must have looked great.  (laughs) (laughter) 
 
Question: Did they ask you to build it again, or any parts… 
 
Speaker: No.  I mean, that’s the thing that hurts most, is that Dayton seems to sort of blame me.  
It’s like I chose the wrong site; I didn’t relate it enough to the community.  It’s like… you know, 
blaming the victim.  And that’s (unintelligible) it hurts. 
 
Question: Was it insured? 
 
Speaker: No.  My dealer’s (unintelligible) huh?  So. 
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
 
Question: (unintelligible) did they catch whoever did it? 
 
Speaker: The police seemed— 
 
Question? Comment? (unintelligible) 
 
Comment: Turn off the machine. 
 
Speaker: Yeah.  Are these cool enough to turn off? Yeah? (Projector turned off) 
Well, the police seemed really only interested in how much the materials had cost; and so they 
didn’t pursue it very hard.  The program had been under some attack already; and there was one 
sculptor who had enraged—did something that enraged a local citizen; and I think maybe my 
piece was more vulnerable and got what was intended for that person; but I don’t know.  I don’t 
know…. 
 
Question: Did you ever… study (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: Ever study what? 
 
Question: Architecture? 
 
Speaker: No. 
 
Question: When you do the maquettes, or when you start out, do you take measurements of the 
(unintelligible), or do you just kind of like sculptural mock—sort of like (unintelligible) 
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Speaker: Do I take measurements of what—? 
 
Question: Like… of the Holland Tunnel building. 
 
Speaker: No. In fact, you can’t photograph that building; the police come after you.  
(laughs) (laughter) 
 
Question: I mean, you couldn’t go up to it with a tape measure (unintelligible)  
(laughter) 
 
Speaker: No.  (laughs) It’s like an old ordinance left over from World War II, and they’re afraid 
that you’re going to—that you’re a spy for the Germans or something… (laughter) 
 
Question: Have you ever considered a piece that people could actually walk inside of… that— 
 
Speaker: Well, the Kennedy Center piece people could walk inside; but then I did something 
typical of me; I also made places that… inside the places they could walk in that you couldn’t get 
into… like the token booth and the cabins. 
 
Question: Uhuh. So which one could you get into? 
 
Speaker: Well, you could walk inside the whole station part of that; but the token booth you 
couldn’t get in; and then… you could walk into the room with the mirrors and the palm trees, but 
you couldn’t get into the cabin. 
 
Question: Was there an intentional sort of distancing in the earlier pieces where you couldn’t get 
in, but… you’re trying to have the viewer try to get in? 
 
Speaker: Yeah.  And I’m not exactly why [sic] I like that, but I like it. (laughs) I mean I like 
secrets, I guess. 
 
Question: Yeah, it seems like there’s a lot about viewing things—the veil is important—the veils 
are kind of a real (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: A real what? 
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: Yeah.  I hope—Yeah, I think they have that; I also hope they’re funny.  I mean some 
people—I also hope that they’re funny.  Not everybody gets that, but— 
 
Question: Are you drawn to making pieces that are environmental, or… you know, where you 
can walk through them, or more so singularly contained… objects where the pieces are a small 
environment? 
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Speaker: Well… every time I have a show I really like to control the environment to a large 
extent—like I insisted that Holly Solomon have the walls painted dark grey last time I showed.  I 
like to control the light a lot; so… in a way I guess they’re environmental. 
 
Question: How is that piece in Venice received?  I should think they’d be very exciting in the…  
 
Speaker: I don’t know.  See the bad thing about the Venice show—I’ve been sort of talking 
about that—is that the Americans—none of the Americans’ work arrived until after the press 
opening. 
 
Comment: Oh, heavens! That’s too bad. (laughs) 
 
Speaker: And when I left, which was ten days after the press opening, some of the—some 
people’s paintings were still lying on the floor (unintelligible) 
 
Question: How did that happen? Was it that, because of the American Pavilion did that too? 
 
Speaker: It wasn’t in the American Pavilion; it was a show that was put together by the Italian 
government, and… (light laughter) this must be younger artists…. 
 
Question: Was it the Biennale? 
 
Speaker: Yes, it was, but it was in a different—it wasn’t in the American pavilion.  It was a show 
put together by the Italian government.  Some people said “conspiracy,” (laughs) so I don’t 
know. (laughter) I don’t know… But… it was quite disappointing… at any rate. 
 
Question: How was that built?  Was it before you—here? 
 
Speaker: Yeah, and flown over. (laughs) 
 
Question: And flown? 
 
Speaker: I couldn’t believe it. 
 
Question: How long did that one take to make?  (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: I started it about a year ago… actually at Tyler, because I was a visiting artist at  
Tyler… in Philadelphia.  I started it there… and then… I was planning to finish it next winter; 
and then when Holly Solomon found out about the Venice Biennale she said, “Finish this piece.” 
You know, “I’ll get helpers for you.  Do it.”  I said, “Well… you know, every piece has a 
lifespan of its own, and I”—you know—“but I’ll give it a good try.  But if it’s not ready to go, I 
won’t send it.”  But it was ready to go.  So.  But it was incredibly accelerated; it was five people 
working with me… for a month… to finish it. 
 
Question: How does the Kennedy—How did the Kennedy Center piece relate to the production 
of the play that was—it was the frontispiece to? 
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Speaker: Not very well, I guess. (laughter) (laughs) ‘Cause… that (laughing) was another bad 
experience…. The… It was meant to be permanent… And the plays were experimental 
musicals… and they wanted no reviewers; and there were no stage sets… and minimal costumes.  
And I think… They ended up not wanting to pay me; and they also took it down without telling 
me… And I think maybe part of the problem was the… plays were so minimal… and that I had 
this huge stage set over to the side… and it just didn’t work out very well. 
 
Question: When they took it down what happened to the… (unintelligible) You said they took it 
down at the time. 
 
Speaker: Well, I… I happened to find out about it, so I was able to rush down and take 
photographs.  I mean— 
 
Question: I see.  But you have the… 
 
Speaker:-- And I have the facsimile—facsimiles like the tourist cabins, but they threw away all 
the palm tree leaves. (laughs) And they… It was… So I saved some of it. 
Comment: Yeah.  Do you think of using that for any other theatrical—in any other theatrical 
use?  I mean, would it be salvageable for… for instance— 
 
Speaker: I still have it, and I keep thinking about throwing it out because it takes up a lot of 
space, but…(laughs) I haven’t done it yet. 
 
Question: Donna, can you describe what initially attracts you to a building? 
 
Speaker: No, I don’t really understand it, but… as I said, it’s like when I tried to go back to when 
making art was fun and making things had been fun when I was a child… I remember the 
experience of like the… It was—the thing that was almost the most fun I could think to do was 
to try to make a house out of something, or… you know, an enclosed space out of something—as 
I said, like a blanket over a card table… or… big cardboard boxes or a tree house, or—So I just 
focused on that, because it was the strongest thing I could think of that drew me. 
 
Question: But they’re more of a shrine than a doll’s house, aren’t they? 
 
Speaker: Oh yeah.  Well they’re more… They’re not at all like dolls’ houses; I never liked dolls’ 
houses; but they’re like playhouses. 
 
Question: Do you like shrines, then? 
 
Speaker: Well… I mean, my work has been called shrine-like… I don’t know.  I mean, I was 
drawn to those mausoleums in the cemetery and the Indian cemetery.  I mean I don’t fully 
understand what I’m doing, in a way…. But…. 
 
Question: Have you ever considered including figure groups… around or in— 
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Speaker: No. 
 
Question: No? 
 
Speaker: Not at all.  Because they’re—I want my pieces to—Well, they’re self-portraits in a 
way; and I want them to have the presence of a human being; so I don’t want them—to have a 
human figure would be completely distracting, not at all what I want. 
 
Question: Is there such a thing as… women’s art; and how do you feel about your art in relation 
to feminism?  I’m curious about that. 
 
Speaker: Well, I just feel that… Well, I know that feminism was a—gave me an enormous 
amount of freedom and was incredibly important to my development… so I don’t know where 
I’d be without it.  And I think I do believe that women’s art may be different from men’s art.  I 
mean that’s one of the things I’m trying to explore; because women are, in general, or have been 
brought up differently from men…. And that maybe there’s something interesting about that that 
should be… part of what people see in the world… 
 
Question: How did Berrigan… (unintelligible) talk about your work?  How did Ted Berrigan talk 
about it; and did you like… what—how he presented it?  You said he lectured— 
 
Speaker: Yeah, I’m trying to remember… I mean I thought that thing he put together with that 
rats painting and the “Tunnel Tower” was kind of brilliant. 
 
Question: Right… yeah.  He hasn’t written anything. 
 
Speaker: No… He was supposed to do a review for my last show at Holly Solomon’s for art in 
America; and he didn’t do it.  So this was his way of making up. (laughs) But…no, he has never 
written about it; but… he called me the most literary artist working today. (laughs) 
 
Comment: Hm.  Yeah?  That’s interesting; he’s very… 
 
Speaker: Yeah… 
 
Comment: … poetic anyway. 
 
Speaker: Yeah. 
 
Question: I wanted to ask, how important is it—(unintelligible) the reason I ask is that the house 
piece you did kind of looked like a painting in some of those shots… a painting of a house—and 
you had the different-colored windows and so forth…. That was the only piece that I really got 
that from, where it looked flat, like you’d constructed it to be seen as some arrangement… as 
opposed to— 
 
Speaker: The windows looked different colored to you? 
Question: I think so…. 
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Speaker: ‘Cause they were all just glass… 
 
Question: Were they? 
 
Speaker: But then they had different things inside, I mean like… 
 
Question: I seem to remember the two top being green….  Maybe not…. I don’t know. 
 
Speaker: Well the whole thing was a little bit green— 
 
Question: Maybe it was just the way it was arranged… in the slide… it looked so flat; and it was 
kind of neat that way, as opposed to some of the others had more of a… almost a human kind of 
quality. 
 
Speaker: Well, I mean definitely I’ve looked a lot at Edward Hopper; so I’m sure some of that 
went in there.  But also that was the piece where I particularly tried to make it so that if people 
took the trouble to walk around and look in each window, they’d see something different.  So it 
was really very much meant to be moved around and seen from different viewpoints too.  
There’s a lot of Edward Hopper in that piece too.  Hm—I don’t know. (laughs) 
 
Question: Are you still involved with the idea of false fronts in your new pieces.  I kind of saw 
that about (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: … in my new pieces?  I think—I mean less and less, although that one tourist cabin 
porch… I realized several years after I made it was like a double false front, ‘cause there’s no 
building; and it’s just like… the front of the porch and the front of the building’ but nothing 
behind… But…  
 
Question: How does that relate to it being a self-portrait? 
 
Speaker: Well… I mean this is sort of complicated, but when I was—when I was doing the 
pieces with the mirrors… I was thinking about the moon and reflected light… and that the moon 
was supposed to be feminine… and then… that… And there was very little space; there was just 
like a little tiny slit with a mirror in it… but no real energy of its own…. And then… I knew I 
wanted to move in the direction of more and more real interior space; and… buildings that would 
have their own… energy—like turning all the lights on.  And the “Tunnel Tower” piece had a lot 
of different lights on it, and… yeah—So that’s… the direction I’ve seen the work moving; and I 
just took it step by step; but it has moved that way.  So…. 
 
Question: Have you ever been to the movie lots in LA? 
Speaker: … When I was in Los Angeles a couple of years ago I drove—somebody drove me 
by…  and I saw this big sky… and that’s all I’ve seen, but it was quite amazing. (laughs) 
 
Comment: You should see if you can steal something out of there…. (laughs) (Speaker laughs) 
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Question: Do you do a lot of traveling? 
 
Speaker: (pause) No, not really; it’s been more in my head. (laughs) Like when I did the hotels 
I’d never been to any place tropical; I’d never seen a palm tree.  But… No… I’ve traveled 
more—The more I’ve shown my work the more I get these free trips place, like Venice, so… 
(laughter) you know…. 
 
Question: Have you been asked to do stage sets? 
 
Speaker: Yeah, I’ve got a letter in my cabin where I’ve been asked to do something for some 
school… the background for a dance thing.  They want a big kitchen; and I—I haven’t focused 
on it; I have to (laughs) make a decision and call them up.  I have been… but not really; 
nothing’s really worked out… and I’m not sure what I think about it ‘cause I—I see my pieces as 
not being—as being the whole thing and not being a background for something.  So… I’d have 
to approach it in a different way.  
 
Question: What do you think of Noguchi’s stage sets? 
 
Speaker: I don’t know him. 
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: Hm. 
 
Comment: He makes them… (unintelligible) plants out of stainless steel…. 
 
Speaker: A lot of ours have been wonderful… stage sets—so I think it’s a challenge I’d like to 
take on, but… I really would have to be very careful, though, I think, because my work looks so 
much like stage sets already. 
 
Question: You said something about time, about being interested in sculpture because of the 
time…element.  Is there anything else that’s… about time.  You know (unintelligible) this 
morning to walk around the piece… and pieces—like the time of the architecture? 
 
Speaker: The time of the architecture? 
 
Question: Yeah. 
 
Speaker: Oh, well, there is that I’m drawn to… I’m not drawn to buildings that are designed by 
architects… and built in a professional way; I’m drawn to things that have been made by… 
ordinary people; and I… And I see a building—lack of a building as being analogous to a lack of 
a person… and the different uses that a building has as all leaving a mark on it…. And I’m very 
interested in the kinds of additions, or whatever, to a building that people who aren’t self-
conscious about architecture make. 
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Question: Your little subway station was designed by a president of the American Institute of 
Architects, I hate to (laughs) tell; (laughter) I hope that doesn’t ruin it for you. 
 
Speaker: Yeah, except it’s been through such a mess of changes since. (laughs) 
 
Comment: He wasn’t the best of architects anyway. 
 
Question: (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: In the what? 
 
Question: (unintelligible) (laughter) 
 
Speaker: Ummm… no.  I should be, I think. (laughs) I don’t know.  I haven’t… Actually I’ve 
been looking at houses; but… I should look at mobile homes. (laughs) (laughter) 
 
Comment: (unintelligible) 
 
Speaker: What? 
 
Comment: They’re only vehicles, not about land… 
 
Speaker: Oh, really?  It’s like barges in New York; I mean, I guess that’s probably the answer for 
artists who are losing their lofts. 
 
Comment: Sampans in Hong Kong… 
 
Speaker: … Live in a barge… (laughter) Are there any more questions?  Nope.  (Applause) 

 
END OF AUDIO 

 
 
 
 
 
 


