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Introduction of speaker by Linda Earle: Hello everybody…. Okay?  Good.  Okay.  Hello 

everyone, good evening…. We’re about to begin.  I want to welcome Jane Hammond 

here and thank her for coming on short notice to do the studio visits and to talk to you.  

Jane is a Governor of Skowhegan, and we’re blessed that way… She was a resident 

faculty member here in—Was it in 1992?  1992--  and has been involved ever since… 

and we’re very lucky.  She’s a wonderful artist, and tonight she’s going to talk to you 

about painting; but she’s worked in many media… And her most recent show, which was 

a beautiful, beautiful show, included painting collage, photo-collage… in installation, and 

it was… dazzling in both its variety and its unity… which is kind of hard to explain 

unless you see it.  It’s quite wonderful.  She’s been called an alchemist because of that; 

and in fact alchemy is one of the disciplines and pseudo-disciplines she draws on for 

imagery and sources.  And… they include mathematics, linguistics, phrenology, 

medicine—I was trying to think of everything I’ve seen (laughs) in your paintings.  It’s a 

lot.  She’s won many awards, including an NEA Award, NYFA… Joan Mitchell Award, 

Tiffany Award; and she’s been shown internationally… the Whitney, at Exit Art, at the 

New Museum, and many other places, here and in Europe.  And we’re… very happy to 

have her with us tonight.  Jane….  (Applause) 

 

Speaker: Thank you.  It’s really nice to be here.  I didn’t think I would be her in this exact 

place, but it’s a great surprise.  You can turn the lights out… soon, if you want.  You 
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never know—Well actually, keep them on for a minute.  I’ll make some introductory 

remarks.  You never know where to begin… a talk like this; and every place you begin 

you think, “Well… I should have begun a little sooner.”  But I’ll just kind of parachute 

down with the fact that I—I moved to New York as a recent MFA recipient in 1979.  And 

I got myself some housing, which was no small task, as I’m sure some of you have heard.  

And I didn’t have any money… And I had received an MFA in sculpture; and I was 

extremely hooked on casting… metal, and welding… and making videos.  Those were 

my three main activities—as well as fiberglass sculpture.  So I sort of thought I needed a 

big studio… and I thought I needed all these materials to work, so… I set out and I got 

myself one job and then another job and then another job and then finally I have five jobs.  

And then, after five jobs, I started running a tattoo parlor in the back, ‘cause I thought if I 

have to have a sixth job there’s really no point in having this big place to work.  But I had 

this idea that art was a little bit like athletics, un-mystical as that sounds, which is, if 

you’ve worked yourself up to being able to do eighty-five sit-ups—which I can’t—you 

should stay there, ‘cause it’s really hard to get back up there again.  So I was committed 

to the idea that I should keep making art in some small way, even though I had these five 

jobs, ‘cause I was sort of afraid that if I stopped I wouldn’t get started again.  So even 

though I was a sculptor, and I had never made drawings before and I had no particular 

interest in drawing, I started drawing, because it was the only thing I could do that was 

fast and cheap and I could do it late at night when I was tired.  And those drawings led 

me to these larger sort of oil-stick drawings on this kind of thick-bodied—it was 

fiberglass paper; and those drawings led me, in a very kind of ass-backwards way, into 

something that for a long time I didn’t want to call painting, but it was getting close to 

being painting.  I got my MFA in 1977.  It was a very anti-painting era.  And my favorite 

artists—This always surprises people—were Richard Serra and Barry LeVa.  And I was 

really into this idea that underneath your work there had to be a kind of conceptual 

scaffolding… And if any of you have studied Richard Serra’s work you know that he 

went through this phase where he made this list of instructions for himself in different 

ways to make sculpture.  So that was sort of my bias, that you couldn’t get at something 

merely optically.  And there was also, I think, a very kind of anti-self-expression bias—or 

an anti-autobiography bias.  And, as I say, it was a radically anti-painting time, anti-color, 
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et cetera.  But I sort of stumbled into painting… and… I’m—basically I think I’m a more 

is more person.  And… in my own mind the way I think of this is that because painting is 

less bodied… I could stack more information into it than I could sculpture.  And for me 

that worked better and I liked it.  So I kind of stayed in this realm for a while that I never 

really meant to be in.  And then I decided that I should go out and look at some painting, 

and maybe kind of educate myself further, or see what I thought, or how I might fit in or 

whatever.  And I started looking at paintings in galleries in the early Eighties in New 

York; and…I became extremely dismayed, because I felt like I was an ambitious person, 

and I wanted to have a gallery, and I wanted to have exhibitions… sort of like everyone 

else… and I felt like, in order to do that, you had to have a style, which to me seemed like 

this very reducible set of concerns that functioned almost like a logo functions in 

advertising.  And… I felt very confused about this.  First of all I felt like I was a very 

complicated and interesting person… and I had all these different sides to me… and I 

didn’t want to reduce myself into being this one person.  And second of all I didn’t know 

which Jane Hammond to reduce myself into being; I didn’t know whether I wanted to be 

the one that was interested in science, or the one that was feminist—but then there were 

days when I didn’t feel so feminist—or the one that was interested in history, or the one 

that wanted to make really obscure and beautiful processes out of which my art was 

made… or the one that wanted to make—you know, all—I had all these different ideas, 

and I didn’t want to just sort of choose between them.  And… I also felt like, in a high-

minded way, that art was supposed to be this open-ended, investigative, exploratory 

thing; and if you carved out this tiny little corral that you stayed inside of so that people 

could look through the window and say, “Oh, that’s the Jane Hammond show,” then you 

were going to become the mere manufacturer of your own work three years down the 

pike.  So I wanted to figure out something that was internally inconsistent… open… 

exploratory… and could encompass all the different aspects of myself, and any other 

aspects that might come down the way a year or two later, should I get interested in 

something else.  So basically I conceived of for myself a way of working that was a 

system that I considered to be a surrogate for style.  And I’m a great collector of 

information; I’ve been that way all my life.  I’m sort of someone that reads the paper is 

cutting it up into pieces and clippings and files and everything else.  It’s kind of a great 
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character flaw, really, basically.  But anyhow, I work from found information.  It’s 

probably just—I don’t know—It’s something that—you’re either—you’re either 

interested in here, or you’re interested in here, or you’re interested in this mix of the two.  

And I guess I’m in the latter category.  So I already had all this stuff I had been carrying 

around that were pictures of the ways bees did dances and names of castles in Scotland 

and Girl Scout knot-tying manuals and all these things that I was interested in.  Not even 

necessarily for art.  So briefly what I did was I made for myself a kind of language…. I 

took all this found information.  I made it into a sort of set.  And I gave myself 

permission to make any kind of painting I wanted out of this information.  And I knew 

what I wanted to do right was work across what you might call stylistic boundaries, like I 

wanted to make figurative painting and non-figurative painting.  And I wanted to make 

colorful painting and black and white painting.  And I wanted to make messy painting 

and sort of stricter, more tightly drawn painting.  But more importantly to myself, I 

wanted to make painting about myself and my life and my feelings and ideas; and then I 

also wanted to reserve the right to make other paintings that had nothing to do with Jane 

Hammond and her little life in this place now.  So I made this set of 276 things; and I was 

initially fearful that there would be like no apparent relationship between all the 

paintings… for hundreds of years, or, you know, for a long time… because, if you take 

276 things and you let yourself use any number of those things, then the possibilities are 

like huge.  So I restricted myself to a very small palette of six colors, and my instinct 

about that was… okay, there’s going to be all this different kind of information… and 

there’s going be flat space and deep space—whatever—But at least when you walk in the 

room, on some subliminal level, these paintings are going to have an immediate kind of 

visual discourse with each other.  So that’s… You can make the dark now, if you will.  

That’s kind of where we start…  So… --Oh.  Let’s see, where’s the clicker?  Oh.  Okay. 

 

SLIDE 

 

So… I don’t really do this chronologically, although the things that come in the 

beginning are older than the things that come at the end… But I—After I kind of 

conceived of this idea for myself—and it took me a while to do it, and there are kind of 
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antecedents in my mind, like… poetic forms like the villanelle… and certain ideas about 

language—whatever.  But… then I kind of set out in a sense to explore like how big this 

territory was that I’d made for myself, and what the things were that I could do with it.  

So this is relatively early painting.  And I should tell you too that… I had an idea that one 

of the things I wanted to do was explore what I call to myself the elasticity of meaning.  I 

wanted to take pieces of information; and I wanted to deploy them in all different 

contexts.  And I wanted to feel how they would have different meanings in different 

settings.  And how I could kind of knead and squeeze the meaning to be—to be as sort of 

elastic as possible.  Therefore I didn’t want anything to be named.  So what I did for the 

first maybe seven years that I worked was, I assigned all these pieces of information that 

I had assembled into this lexicon a number.  And every painting that I made had the same 

title, which was “Untitled” and then the number of the constituent images.  Some of the 

paintings like this one only had one image, so it was called “Untitled Three One;” and 

years later I made a painting that had like three clowns and four buckets of paint in a 

deep-spaced room with this image on the back, and number thirty-one appeared among 

seven other numbers in the title of that painting.  Some of these things are immediately 

identifiable and some of them, like this one, you would have to be told that it was 

actually taken from a science periodical and it was the path of a fly walking on the wall.  

And I liked it because it—You know Harold Rosenberg made this comment about 

Jackson Pollock that it was Action Painting, meaning that the painting was a kind of 

document of the path in space of Pollock’s body.  So I thought this was a kind of little 

tiny concrete action painting. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this painting, the thick red line in it—is another fly shape.  (Not every fly walks in 

the identical pattern.) And I—I married it with a collection of phrases that came from 

Lewis Carroll.  I had been having dinner in a Chinese restaurant with a friend and we 

broke open all these fortune cookies and we made a necklace of the fortunes.  And so it 

sort of gave me the idea of taking these Carroll phrases, which are things like “A prudent 

man shuns hyena;” “No fossil can be crossed in love;” “No large birds live on honey;” 
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“Guinea pigs never really appreciate Beethoven;” and… one of the things that I liked 

about the painting, which is actually a little smaller than you see here—but also cockeyed 

like you see here—is that… you’re always driven to read text when you see it.  So you 

end up sort of like miming the path of the fly, ‘cause you’re going through all these kind 

of contortions when you look at it.  

 

SLIDE 

 

Oh, sorry.  So… this painting came directly from the painting before it.  And… 

 

SLIDE 

 

… this painting came directly out of that painting.  And even that example of 1-2-3 is a 

little bit of what I wanted in terms of the ability to kind of… not be too confined.  I made 

a couple of these paintings where I took these found Lewis Carroll texts, and then I 

teased out of them anagrams, which were other texts… and then I associated those things 

with images.  So you see the shape Huts comes out of there, and then something like this, 

which I was thinking of as looking like sort of like a Saarinen building… was actually 

Popeye’s hat with a little door inserted into it. 

 

SLIDE 

 

Oops! I—(sound of slides changing) And this was another one that worked in the same 

way… I have to say that when I was in graduate school, whenever I would make 

anything—and the same was true for every other student—the faculty would come 

around, and they would say, “That is really terrific.  You should make a series of those.”  

If anything was even mildly good, the paradigm was you should make nine of them that 

are tiny variations on this theme.  And I remember finally one day in exasperation saying, 

“Why is a series on one idea better than nine different ideas?”  And it was like nobody 

could really answer the question in a logical way.  So I made these two; and you can see 

from two paintings back that there was twenty-five Lewis Carroll phrases, so I could 
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have made a series of these… but I never did.  I only really wanted to make two of them.  

I made a number of paintings where… I took an image—I think I got the idea from—you 

walk around sometimes in New York and you look very quickly at the headlines in the 

Daily News or the Post; and… there’s this quick association of the picture and the text.  

So I had this notion of taking a picture and then marrying it with a text that caused you to 

have a slightly different thought about the picture than you would have otherwise had.  

And a number of paintings worked that way.  And because I had a number of found texts, 

drawn from alchemy and from magic and from comics… and then eventually—I kept 

giving myself—I would say over the last fifteen years I’ve given myself more and more 

and more permissions—or another way of saying that is a kind of entropy seeps into all 

systems—So initially I had maybe seven kinds of found texts; and then I decided, “Well, 

if I’ll let myself use any small part of a visual image, then I can deconstruct any text into 

the alphabet, and I can really say anything.”  But I wasn’t thinking that way at this point. 

So this was a kind of “list painting.”  I’ve made a lot of paintings that are lists… of… the 

names of magic accoutrements and the names of  magic tricks.  

 

SLIDE 

 

I’ve made a few paintings just because I had one idea about a technique I wanted to try, 

and I never wanted to try it again.  And this was a fly painting where I took the image and 

I Xeroxed it and I Xeroxed the Xerox and the Xerox and the Xerox, so it broke up and 

got really dirty… and then I made this kind of elaborate kind of pointillist ground that 

was extremely anal and compulsive, that had all these little dots of white inside a grid 

drawn with string.  And… the thing I always remember about this painting is I had to 

take aspirin every night, because my wrists were so (laughs) kind of hurt-y.  So… 

needless to say, it was my only one. 

 

SLIDE 

This is kind of typical, I think, in some ways, although I kind of—I guess I reject the 

word typical… when other people use it—But… I can look at this and recognize it as a 

painting I made fairly early on because it has a flat, sort of more sign-like quality.  And… 
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I remember that when I was making it, it was sort of a design problem for me of the 

relationship between the big string and the little string, the big person and the little 

person, the big square—or rectangle—and the circle.  And when I look at it now, I also 

think of it as being a painting somewhat about the tricky condition of being an artist, and 

somewhat about this notion of a person in a precarious position, kind of pulling imagery 

out of their body.  And… the story—the disgusting story I always tell about this painting 

is that… one of my favorite games when I was little is that I would tie long strands of 

spaghetti—cooked spaghetti—together and swallow them, and see how long a piece I 

could pull back up (laughs) (laughter).  So I think that (laughs) there’s also something—I 

mean, that’s the thing about—I don’t know how many of you agree with this, but… I 

think the thing about your art is sometimes it kind of amazes you all this stuff that kind of 

leaks into it.  You can have your most high-minded ideas and you can read your most 

theoretical texts, but then these kind of… disgusting things you did as a five year old sort 

of creep in there too. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This was an example—I made a painting that was about sound—It got a nickname of 

“The Sound Painting,” although it has a long numerical title too—and I made another 

painting that was about smell; and then of course people said to me, “Oh, are you going 

to do all five senses?”  But… again, I didn’t do that.  But I did make several paintings 

that had these little ventriloquists in them.  And then I made one larger one.   And… you 

have to understand that… I came to all this from sort of a minimalist bias and a 

conceptual art bias.  So as I said before I was… I was sort of anti-expression, and I 

wanted to be kind of a cool manipulator of maybe warm information, but to have this 

system and this lexicon so there was sort of a filter between me and what I was making… 

a kind of—The way I say it to myself is a sort of semi-displaced intentionality.  And I 

was very resistant to the idea for a long time that any of the paintings had anything to do 

with me or my life… But—And I’ve always gotten my ideas extremely intuitively; 

they’ve just—The image has literally come to me in a kind of dream.  So I had these 

three ventriloquist paintings, or maybe there was another one; and I made this one… And 
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I just kind of trust that the painting is important and means something, but I don’t have to 

know what the meaning is before I start.  And then I came into the studio one night after 

I’d finished the painting, and I looked at the painting in that moment that you have where 

you reenter your studio and you’re not in the spell and you almost look at it like it’s 

someone else’s work; and I thought, “Aha! The ventriloquist is a person who inserts their 

self into the world through the body of another.  And this is some kind of metaphor for 

me about my relationship to painting, that I speak through the paintings.”   

 

SLIDE 

 

I also noticed that—I began using a few old theater etchings that were three dimensional 

spaces; and I did notice-- in a sort of a half-baked way I noticed—that when I used these 

three dimensional spaces there were these kind of psychological dramas that got sort of 

made.  This one is very resonant to me of a particular phase of my own childhood, when I 

was about the age of that child in the basket.  But anyhow, this is a painting that came to 

me… I had a dream—I’m such a Calvinist that I don’t let myself nap in the daytime—

So… I always say, “If I’m so tired I can sleep on the floor, then a nap is permissible.”  So 

I had a dream in which I was napping on the floor, and my husband… at the time, who 

was Chinese… came and gave me hummingbird food-- Do you know what a 

hummingbird feeder looks like, with the red--? To revivify me.  So it was—In my mind it 

was a very kind of positive and nourishing dream.  And… I decided to make a painting of 

this.  It was a little bit scary for me, but I did.  And somehow I ended up exhibiting it in 

Chicago.  And this was really a moment for me where I saw how these things—no matter 

how specific my entry point was—that they were tremendous Rorschach’s for other 

people.  And people said to me things like—Well three or four people said, “I saw that 

abortion painting of yours…” And then some people said, “I saw that painting where the 

man was sucking the blood out of you…” And each person’s remark was like… kind of 

interesting, and particular, and… I suppose some people would say all about them and 

little about me.  But anyhow, what—another thing I’ve always kind of related to as much 

as this dynamic thing, is this sort of relationship between her vagina and this little igloo 
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door… and this idea that these obviously inanimate dogs become these kind of 

voyeuristic observers in this little scene that’s going on here. 

 

SLIDE 

 

I  made a number of paintings… that were quite overtly sexual.  This is one about me 

having sex with myself.  And somehow—I don’t know—I don’t seem to be doing that as 

much any more. (laughs) That is probably a very revealing thing. (laughter) (laughs) 

Tune in…  

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a painting that I made—I had a very specific idea in my mind, that I was holding a 

kind of—sort of like a cross between a Victorian bell jar and a snow globe.  And it had all 

these images inside it, and you would have to look through it to see me.  And I had my 

neck painted down here, and my hair on the side, etcetera.  And very late at night, after 

working on it for hours and hours and hours, I completely painted out myself—my—

every—all of myself that wasn’t inside the box.  And it was really kind of an interesting 

phenomenon, when I came in the next day and I realized that now… there was no Jane in 

the painting; the Jane in the painting was the—me, observer/painter Jane, and the box was 

sort of a mirrored reflection of that.  And all of these things happened for a long time that 

sort of forced me to at least allow partially that there was a psychological and expressive 

component possible within this system, which seems kind of laughable to me now; but as 

I say, I was so against it.  I supported myself for ten years by teaching; and… three 

quarters of my teaching job was a lecture course on the history of modern art, that I was 

sort initially forced into for job security.  But it turned out to be a great thing for me.  And 

I forced myself to read lots about artists who I wasn’t particularly wild about, so I could 

give a broad overview.  And I read this book called The Art of Memory, ‘cause it was a 

book that Du—It was important to Dubuffet.  And it was a history of the mnemonic 

device.  And one of the mnemonic devices that I remembered was this idea that you 

would—If you wanted to remember the events of a long battle, for example, or a 
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genealogy, you would picture a complex architectural space, like a house; and you would 

seat the events in the different rooms of the house… And then when you wanted to recall 

the string of incidences, you would visually visit the house in your head and move from 

room to room.  So that’s where that… painting came from. 

 

SLIDE 

 

In the early days, because, I guess, other people didn’t understand sometimes when they 

saw my painting what the connection was between different images in them, and God 

knows I don’t blame them in a lot of cases… some people said that I made paintings 

randomly.  I’m a great devotee of John Cage; I’ve read almost everything I can get my 

hands on about him… And I’m very interested in the idea of making art randomly; but I 

realize that in order to do that you have to go through all kinds of rigorous pursuits that 

take out your taste, your psychology, and your intuitions, etcetera.  So it’s actually quite 

hard to make art randomly.  But I did make a couple of pieces, and I used—because I still 

had a six color palette—I used dice, ‘cause it has six sizes [sic], and I constructed all 

these various procedures—I think there were maybe ten different procedures.  And I 

made a grid with four hundred squares… and I rolled the dice seven times four hundred 

times to determine where the colors went, where the numbers went, what the numbers 

were, etcetera… and painted all that information.  First I made a graphite chart.  I had no 

idea what the painting would look like, and I made the commitment that I would make 

the painting whatever the chart told me it was supposed to be.  And then I thought, “Well, 

that’s only really interesting to do if you do the same thing another time so you can feel 

what the vagaries are when you do the same system again.”  Again, this is the kind of 

thing I could have done more of, but… I felt like after I did two I… I trust my own 

restlessness, I guess, is one of the things that I’ve… learned to do as an artist. 

 

SLIDE 

 

Linda mentioned this idea of alchemy.  This is a sort of… I guess you might say 

figurative alchemy painting in my mind.  And… I’ve made several that are more kind of 
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alchemy charts.  And I do see connections between alchemy and painting, having to do 

with the transubstantiation of materials from one state to another…. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This painting I made when I got back to New York City after teaching at Skowhegan in 

the summer of 1992.  (laughs) (laughter) And I think… And I think the two things that 

are in it—Now… my conscious idea… My little conscious idea was I was going to give 

myself this really great body by grafting me onto this Esther William drawing that I 

found in a coloring book.  But my larger idea was it was going to be a picture of my way 

of working, where I was going to be a kind of orchestra conductor; and surrounding me 

were going to be items in my lexicon.  And it’s the only painting I’ve ever made that 

actually has the numbers in it as if the people are speaking out which numbers they are.  

So I see it as sort of a portrait of my system and my way of working.  But I also think it 

was probably extremely influenced by the fact that I did swim across the lake and back 

every day… and in fact that year I made the show, and my dealer pointed out to me that 

there was water in all seven paintings.  And I also went to this local grocery store—I 

don’t know if they still have it here—but… where you take a number and they call the 

(laughing) number out.  And you get like potato salad ‘cause you’re number thirty-seven.  

So, as silly as it sounds, I’m sure that’s part of… you know, what got in there.  And… I 

had a show at this museum in Ohio, and the curator there was also moonlighting as a 

teacher.  So she had her students write essays on my painting.  And then she sent me 

twenty essays, all on this painting and what the meaning of this painting was.  And the 

essay that I remember the best… one student said, “This is the artist, and these are all her 

lovers.  And their ankles are chained to the bottom of the pool. “ (laughter) “And they’re 

calling out how many years they’ve been there.” (laughs) (laughter) It’s really good, 

right?  And… the funny thing about it was… from the essays, I didn’t even realize I’d 

only put men around me.  It’s like until someone else pointed this out to me I didn’t see 

it.  And then of course I saved the essays, because I thought you could make a wonderful 

series of paintings, you know, by giving these essays to someone else and have them 

make the paintings that they thought the essays were about. (laughter)  
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SLIDE 

 

Occasionally I worked from a way where there wasn’t a picture in my head… sort of like 

an “exquisite corpse” kind of idea.  I would make a ground in this case—I made this kind 

of curtain; and then I just let one thing go to another to another to another… almost 

imitating—as if different people were making the painting—you know like the way 

someone comes along and puts a mustache on a poster; I sort of felt like that devil came 

along and popped into that boat… that kind of thing.  And… of course these paintings—

Paintings like this have extremely long titles; I mean no one wanted to label my slides, 

‘cause it has like thirty-five numbers in it.  So they all got nicknames, because you can’t 

refer to them—Even I can’t remember the numbers of this painting.  So this nicknamed—

this became nicknamed “The Breakthrough Painting.”  And… for a long time I would 

never refer to myself as a painter.  In fact, in many ways I still often don’t.  And I still 

like a fraud if I’m sitting with a group of real painters and they’re all talking about like 

which cadmium yellow is the best or something like that.  But it did become known as 

“The Breakthrough Painting,” and these are the… the Chinese letters for woman and 

paintbrush. 

 

SLIDE 

 

So I’m still—I’m still working with this lexicon… I’m exploring the various possibilities 

of it… and… I’m—I’m really intrigued with this idea of something that’s operating like a 

language… so that there are these constituent elements; if you see enough paintings you 

can see them reappearing and maybe meaning differently in different settings… But I 

also felt like when you know that there is this kind of toolbox, or this kind of system, as 

much as there is some felt and particular meaning in any given painting, you also know 

that all of this is going to dissolve and reconfigure itself in another painting next month 

that could have, not only a wholly different meaning, but a meaning that’s at odds with 

this meaning.  And that’s—That sort of recombinative structure… of heterogeneous kinds 

of content is something that I was really interested in.  In fact I was joking to someone 
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the other day, when I started all this I was constantly likening my work to recombinant 

DNA; and even highly educated people would say to me, “Re-whatisit?”  You know… it 

was a very kind of obscure phrase; and I notice now that the Internet has come up and 

we’re kind of surfeited with an endless amount of sort of bodiless information, and an 

easy ease (381) to combine and recombine, and that this is a sort of much more dominant 

metaphor.  Anyhow… I had these long numbers, these long numbers trailing every 

painting, and one day I got up and thought, “found titles.”  And it was just something that 

came to me rather instinctively.  And… I do love collaboration—In the same way that I 

like found information, I’m interested in other voices and other sensibilities in the 

work… and sort of finding which one of myself bounces off of the new person.  So I 

called up the poet John Ashbery; and I proposed to him the idea of him making 

paintings—Excuse me—of him making titles for paintings that I hadn’t made yet.  And I 

asked him if he would create for me a set of titles, and I would then make the paintings 

for his titles.  So in June of 1993… after that conversation, in which he seemed extremely 

disinterested, extremely unimpressed by my idea, and extremely unforthcoming—but he 

faxed me a week later with forty-four titles—I started making these paintings, and… I 

worked off the forty-four titles that John gave me in 1993… I think of this as a discrete 

body of work; I’ve never asked him to make any more titles.  I’ve made several paintings 

for some titles, but it’s a body of work that’s over now.  And… I made over time sixty-

two paintings for his forty-four titles, and this is the very first one and it’s called “Sore 

Models.”  And as dumb as it sounds, I think “Sore Models—“ I have an interest in lots of 

model-like things, like phrenology, alchemy—lots of things that are systems of 

knowledge; but I also think somehow “sore feet—“ I don’t know—I think it got in there.  

And… I’ve always loved these Tantric paintings of the Buddha.  There’s a show right 

now in New York at the Rubin Museum… of only paintings that are handprints and 

footprints.  So this was the first painting.  And… 

 

SLIDE 

 

 my dear friend Judy Pfaff came over when she saw that painting and… she looked at it 

and she said, “What’s that book about right brain and left brain?”  And somehow the 
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minute she said it I knew that you could also make a pair with two dissimilar things.  So I 

made this as “Sore Models Number Two.”  This painting has… copper leaf underneath 

this foot, and this painting has silver leaf underneath this foot.  And… in a—some way 

that I can’t really explain logically, the Ashbery collaboration began a much more mixed 

media sensibility in my paintings.  Once I started working on—It’s almost like I was so 

concentrating on whether I could make a painting that had an authentic relationship to his 

title that I started making shaped paintings without really thinking about it, and multi-part 

paintings without really thinking about it, and using other materials without really 

thinking about it; and all of that just kind of crept in.  Whenever I was working on this 

painting I thought of it as a kind of circuitry of energy between the two parts.  And this 

little image here on the left, which is a diagram for how to make a home-made battery 

using a strip of copper and a strip of zinc in a solution of salt water being held by two 

hands there, is sort of a metaphor in my mind for the way that I wanted the painting to 

work. 

 

SLIDE 

 

… In addition to the fact that I had my own ideas about wanting to make all different 

kinds of paintings, I also had no control over the titles John gave me.  Like this title is 

“The Hagiography of This Moment.”  Now I had to actually look hagiography up in the 

dictionary; it’s a biography of a saint or a worshipful biography.  But that sort of helped 

me push myself in different directions, because he was doing it too.  So this was a 

painting—I also had a show—This is right after I taught at Skowhegan, I had a show in 

Milan; and so I was sort of obsessed with these different kinds of shapes.  But this is a 

painting that tells the story of this very bad thing that I did when I was little, which is that 

I fried the neighbor’s goldfish. (light laughter) 

 

SLIDE 

And after I did this—the two feet paintings—I did a hand painting, like this; and then 

after that I did one that was exactly my hands… And… I  kind of picked the thread of it 

up years later. 
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SLIDE 

 

This is called “Sea of Troubles;” it’s another one of those seven water paintings from the 

post-Skowhegan period.  It has a lot of life-saving information and then this… gold 

skeleton standing in an aquarium.  And the interesting thing—I thought of this as not 

having anything to do with death; I thought of this as being a rhyme with this figure.  

This was a person who just kind of forgot to wear their body that day… that like had a 

rhyme with this.  But I had this enormous kind of technical problem knitting the two 

halves of the painting together.  And in the final analysis I just put this line up there.  

And… I’d made… a number of paintings in the shapes of books; and they really all came 

out of having this problem with “Sea of Troubles.”  You can also—Maybe you can’t see 

it; but this is a collage of rice paper here, and graphite drawings and… solvent transfers… 

and linoleum block prints.  There’s all this kind of collage-y stuff, which is sealed in 

matte medium; and then the oil paint is on top of that.  And I don’t know—I’m 

increasingly a huge proponent of collaboration, ‘cause I think somehow… you forget 

about—This is a rice paper ground here—You forget about yourself a little more and 

it’s…it’s good for most of us. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is called “Pumpkin Soup.”  And after I finished this painting I was kind of sorry I 

didn’t do something with these mirrors on the dresser; so I did a second version of it, and 

I put pictures of myself and John Ashbery… in the mirrors.  So to me this is kind of the 

painting that’s about the collaboration.  I’ve kept this painting and I have a very kind of 

sweet feeling about it, although everyone always says to me, “Who’s that?  Your 

grandmother?” (laughter) (laughs)  

 

SLIDE 
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So this is a book-shaped painting that came out of the “Sea of Troubles” thing; it’s called 

“A Parliament of Refrigerator Magnets.”  I used to have a refrigerator with like five 

hundred magnets on it, and… I’m sure that’s—This is one of the few titles where I think 

John was really kind of making the title for me, ‘cause he’d been to my house and he’d 

seen…. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is a painting called “The Human Condition Revisited;” and I really—the thing 

that really grabbed me about that title was the “Re-.”  The idea of a painting that was a 

painting done again.  So… when I made it I actually took an earlier painting of mine, 

which is this painting… 

 

SLIDE 

 

…and… I did my best to copy it.  And then I painted it out with big house-painting 

brushes and then I put this painting over it. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is called “Freezer Burn;” it’s a map of Antarctica, which is something I actually just 

did again the other day, as if you were holding the world up like that… and looking at it 

at the bottom.  I think of—The way that I use—I think of each painting as a lens… 

looking through the particularity of that lens… I look out at the same information I’ve 

used in myriad other paintings; but I’m looking at it in a very particular way.  So for 

example… the same devil that was in the boat you saw before—He’s here.  He’s here 

now because this is Tasmania, you know, or… This flower is here now because this is the 

Trans Valdezi (phonetic) and this is South Africa…. 

 

SLIDE 
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This is called “Surrounded By Buddies.”  It’s very influenced by a book I read about sex 

and smell… 

 

SLIDE 

 

I made the ground with fishnet stockings… Not with fishnet stockings on, but with 

fishnet stockings. (laughter)  This is called “The National Cigar Dormitory.”  It’s a great 

example of—if I didn’t have that stupid, in a way, title from John Ashbery, I would have 

never put “National,” “Cigar,” and “Dormitory” together, although I do think it rhymes 

with that “Art of Memory” painting; and I’m drawn to this kind of multi-spaced house 

where you can make different realities in different rooms.  And I have myself here 

collaged kind of lurking outside of the window there.  

 

SLIDE 

 

One of John’s titles is “Irregular Plural.”  It’s a title I really didn’t like at all.  It didn’t 

suggest anything to me; it wasn’t visual in the least; and it seemed to refer to language 

itself.  But… I liked the scrap of idea, because I like the idea of a collection of details 

where you don’t have to have any causal relationship between them, because it seems to 

me that most days in my life are more like that than they are like a musical symphony or 

a David painting.  And… so what I did here was I had a collection of details on the right-

hand side… and I had the irregular plural of them on the left side.  So there are two 

newspaper headlines, and there are two medieval hats, and there are two ice holes and 

two batteries and two rabbits, etcetera.  And I made the ground of this painting with… 

with silver and kind of black paint like just kind of running down it.  And then this is 

another—I actually turned out to love this title and to love this way of working ‘cause it 

affords you the ability to… like showcase different representations of the same thing.  So 

I made five “Irregular Plural” paintings in the end; and this one has a kind of – like a 

mono print ground that I made with lace… lying on the floor—the lace was lying on the 

floor.  
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SLIDE 

 

This is “You Saw It First Here,” which is the only painting that has the title in it; and it’s 

based on the kinds of ads that you find in the back of Fifties comic books.  So I’ve made 

myself into… kind of a character and a salesman of these… of these rubber masks.  This 

is a great example to me of what I call… like retro-fitting, where this is a hocus eye 

drawing, and you can plausibly see it—at least I think you can—as a demonstration of the 

rubberiness of these rubber masks.  And then the text can read, “Stretches any size to fit 

head,” or “Stretches to fit any size head.” 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a painting I made based on a game board I found in a junk shop in Paris.  And I 

kind of had the—I had the rules translated, and then I… I kind of jiggered the rules of the 

games to fit my lexicon of images, and I jiggered my lexicon of images to fit the rules of 

this medieval game… which were quite complicated, but it was fun to figure them out.  

And I did this in French… 

 

SLIDE 

 

… and then later on I found on the street another version of the game—on the Lower East 

Side—in Spanish, which kind of blew my mind.  So I took it as an omen that I should 

make a second painting in Spanish… which I did.  You can see it’s a sort of funny shape 

where it’s starting to come apart there on the lower left.  

 

SLIDE 

 

This is “Wonderful You,” the first of three self-portraits.  I took the phrase “wonderful 

you” to mean that I should do a self-portrait as a group.  I can’t explain how I made that 

assumption, but I guess it’s ‘cause I had this belief that we’re all different people in—you 

know, to our grandmothers and our boyfriends and our… neighbors and our students—
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whatever.  So it seemed like that’s a more interesting personality model to explore than 

the holistic one.  And… it has a… border of fingerprints.   

 

SLIDE 

 

And then after I did I was sorry that I hadn’t thought about Jesus… (laughter) (laughs) 

And I don’t mean that in the normal way.  So… I did another one, like this, with a very—

I like to use different techniques, and I like to use new techniques in each painting; so this 

has a lot of lace that’s gold-leafed, and it has flannel… and it has this… kind of old 

giraffe fabric… and it’s got this real messy ground that it’s done on top of…. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And then the third one is a self-portrait as Frida Kahlo in the studio.  And… I made like a 

tile wall by cutting up little—by painting paper and then cutting the paper out with 

scissors and then building the wall like you would make a tile wall.  And… this is 

actually an image that I got out of an old book called Puppetry for Invalids.  But… the 

funny thing is that this is exactly what Frida Kahlo did in the hospital was… use the—use 

the metal, hard strong-ness of the hospital bed to rig up a puppet theater.  So what I 

always say about this Chihuahua is I’ve used this Chihuahua for his littleness, his brown-

ness, his Mexican-ness, his dog-ness—you know—and here he’s being used for his Frida 

Kahlo-ness.  It’s really hard to see, but there’s kind of like bloody dog prints all over the 

floor of the painting. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And this is a painting called “Keeping the Orphan,” which I made after my grandmother 

died.  And it’s all things that I did with her as a child… with texts, some of which are 

kind of quotes from her.  It’s on top of a map of Connecticut, and it’s got these birds—

This is an old scarf that was hers that I cut up; so it’s got all these different sort of layers.  

And it’s all this kind of girly stuff—It’s like… sewing and cooking and knitting and… 
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It’s a huge painting… And… it’s kind of all these things I did with her and I learned 

about from her.  

 

SLIDE 

 

This is called “Long—“ Oh, brother! –“Long Black German Heels and Back Areas.”  

And I know that John Ashbery made this title up to just think, you know, what is she 

going to do with this?  It was like… kind of a nutty title.  And finally I got this idea of… 

of the back hardware-y side of things you’re not supposed to see; so I flipped the 

stretcher around and I just did everything on the back of it; and I screwed all these 

backward stretchers on… and then I made the thing as kind of like… you know, I redid 

all the stapling so it was really hardware-y and bad and constructed and obvious and… 

And I just kind of played with this whole idea that you’re looking—This is probably hard 

to see, but this image here is a group of people kind of peering through a curtain, where 

you’re seeing them backstage.  So you’re basically—Everything’s about backs and feet.  

And it hangs on this big wire from this nail. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is another “Irregular Plural.”   

 

SLIDE 

 

This is “No One Can Win at the Hurricane Bar,” which is a kind of… It’s a kind of 

painting about the dislocation that you see after storms… I have this theory that 

whenever—You know… there was storm in North Carolina; it hit all these hog farms and 

there photographs of like refrigerators with pigs on top of them in someone’s pond… 

And I thought to myself, “You know, if I did a painting like that people would say to me, 

‘Oh, that’s so surreal!’” So it’s all about this kind of dislocation that you see after storms, 

where… shoes are hanging off telephone wires and… 
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SLIDE 

 

Oops!  Sorry.  This is “Lobby Card,” which has a sample silhouette from many, many 

paintings in the series inside of it.  And it’s very—It’s encaustic; it’s the only Ashbery 

painting that’s encaustic and it’s got all this color through the layers (lace?), ‘cause my 

theory about silhouettes is… silhouettes don’t—You don’t get more information when 

you get up close to them.  You have a viewing distance, and that’s all you get… So I 

wanted to make some other reason that you would see something different when you got 

up really close to it.  So it’s got all this kind of fleshy wax with all this color behind the 

lace. 

 

SLIDE 

 

I’m going to skip a few paintings here.  This is “The Bread and Butter Machine;” it’s a 

plate-shaped painting… I guess… something about dinner plates and bread and butter…. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a comic book called “Nightstick.”   

 

SLIDE 

 

And this I think of as a nursery rhyme.  It’s called “Tom Tiddler’s Ground.”  It’s a cross 

between a garden plan and a nursery rhyme, I would say.  

 

SLIDE 

This is “Confessions of a Fop.” It’s a dress-shaped painting… with a little picture of 

Duchamp in the top dressed as Rose C’est La Vie (phonetic). 

 

SLIDE 
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This is called “Do Husbands Really Matter?”.  This is another painting that I think John 

designed for me, but I’m not going to tell you why. 

 

SLIDE 

 

This is a lovely title that he gave me.  It’s called “The Soapstone Factory;” and it caused 

me to create a series of five paintings of a sculptor’s studio.  And the beauty of it for me 

was that I could make sculpture while I was making painting… And I could depict, in a 

finished object, art in process… and the sort of like messiness of the studio.  And I 

really—I really think it’s a great example of like a title that caused me to stumble on a 

whole kind of rabbit hole of ideas I might not have gotten to otherwise.  So this was the 

first one… 

 

SLIDE 

 

And then I was in the show at the New Museum called “Picturing the Modern Amazon;” 

so this became the second one.  The floor is a collage of marble papers; I don’t know if 

you can see that… 

 

SLIDE 

 

 And this is the third one… I was pretending it was a kind of carnival game. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And in the fourth one I thought, “Well, instead of making a colorful room with 

monochromatic sculpture, I’ll make colorful sculpture in a drab room, and I have these 

sculptures going on in the arches… and… I organized the men by hair type, so I have 

Warhol and Einstein the center, flanked by Gandhi and Picasso.  And you can see all the 

detritus on the floor is sort of like… from whatever sculpture was going on right around 

it. 
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SLIDE 

 

This is “The Friendly Sea.”  They’re maps of the water around Hawaii and the Canary 

Islands. 

 

SLIDES 

 

And this is called “Midwife to Gargoyles.”  It’s actually one of my favorite paintings.  

It’s a conflation of medieval things and baby-oriented—nursery oriented—things—Like 

there’s this baby carriage in the lower left with Notre Dame sticking out of it.  And… 

after I finished it I was reading further about gargoyles; and it seems like the essential 

thing of a gargoyle was that it’s a downspout, and I didn’t have any water in my painting.  

So I did a second version of the painting that had more water… and downspouts and 

gutters in it… and… I deliberately made them so they had six images in common; so they 

were kind of like a pair.  I was—If any of you have ever read The Alexandria Quartet 

by Lawrence Durrell, I was thinking about that.  And this became a really interesting 

thing for me.  This—I finished the painting about a week after this woman in the 

Carolinas drowned her children.  So I’m very interested in this idea of how like a given 

image can have a different—have a meaning and then maybe three weeks later it ends up 

having a totally different meaning because of something that happened in some other part 

of the world. 

 

SLIDE 

 

And then I did another “Sore Models” based on acupuncture… largely because I threw 

my back out and went into acupuncture. 

 

SLIDE 
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This is “Love You in the Morning.”  It’s a kind of cockeyed, very constructed painting 

with holes and Plexiglas windows, and it’s sort of a trapezoid… but then it has these 

images—You can see this is the Frida Kahlo invalid bed used differently.  And… that 

have to do with eroticism and the morning; there’s grapefruits and bananas and orange 

juice and toasters and… 

 

SLIDE 

 

Hmmm.  I think I’m going to just close with showing you, just briefly—I’ll have you 

here all night if I talk to you through every Ashbery painting… This is the last Ashbery 

painting.  It’s called (unintelligible possibly “Prevent ???”) I hated the title; I didn’t know 

what to do with it.  And I made a three-dimensional box, and invented an herbal remedy 

that I called Blue Marrow Tea; and one of the claims for it—you know how these holistic 

medicines have these unbelievable—or old medicines have these unbelievable claims… 

Oh, if you can just pop that other one on—I just want to show you there’s a kind of… 

One thing I want to show you, then I’m going to… 

 

SLIDE 

 

(pause) I’m—This is a huge painting I made for the show at the Whitney Philip Morris; 

and I’m going to just rip right through it.  Oh—I put the clicker on just as you put the—

Sorry. (long pause) I was going to show you like the two groups of paintings I’ve done 

post-Ashbery.  But I think it’s… hot, right?  These are rebus paintings that I made 

recently that are about this size and they’re shaped like books… And they say things.  

This says “Charles Darwin” on the left and Marilyn Monroe on the right.  You have to 

kind of believe me. (laughs) Anyhow, what I wanted to show you in closing is… One of 

the things that I always say about my paintings is that I make fictions from facts.  I take 

these found, factual givens in the world, and then what I do is I make things out of other 

things.  And so recently—I mean very recently, like in January—I started to think about 

doing this in photography; it just really came to me kind of all at once out of some other 

works on paper that I was doing—and out of the fact that I was collecting great quantities 
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of photographs for these works on paper.  So—To me, I see that this is a large—kind of 

ridiculously large—slide of a photograph that’s this big.  But I’ve been making these 

black and white silver gelatin prints, where I take found photographs and I combine them 

to gather and make a new photograph out of them, which is a fictional photograph.  And 

this one in particular I see as very similar to the Soapstone paintings, in that I have this 

room, and then I have all these figurative things going on inside of all the different 

spaces.  I guess you could say it’s a little bit like that “Art of Memory” painting too.  And 

this is the first one I’ve done with it.  I showed it with a group of, I guess, fourteen other 

photographs.  And I’m now engaged in making another photograph for this room—this 

apartment—actually two other photographs for this apartment, one with pairs of people 

and one with all different kinds of snake handlers.  I have now a big collection of snake 

handling photographs.  And I’ve also procured photographs of different lines of laundry; 

so that I’m changing the laundry around in each one.  I think I’m going to close here… 

without any great summational overview; and… let you ask questions if you would like 

to, or… (Applause) Does anyone… have a question? 

 

Linda Earle: I’d ask you to use the mike. 

 

Question: Did… Has John been seeing (unintelligible) the paintings that you’ve been 

doing? (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: John… I can’t say there’s been lots of dialogue… Word has come back to me… 

once or twice—First of all, he doesn’t come over to the studio.  But… in his own way I 

think he’s pleased that this went on, and that it went on as long as it did and… There was 

a poem of his published in The New Yorker after this happened that was a list of titles 

which—that twenty people said to me, “Did you see that poem?”  You know—So it 

wasn’t—If I—If I looked at the poem and thought, “Ah!  This is about me,” I wasn’t 

completely crazy.  But… But he did go to some or all of the exhibitions—I can’t 

remember which.  And… like… I show with this gallery that’s kind of primarily a French 

gallery, and the guy that runs it said to me, (adopts French accent) “John Ashbery tells 

me your paintings are fabulous….” So—you know—I got some feedback, but… you 
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know—not because John called me up and told me, but just kind of ‘cause it—But I don’t 

say that with any complaint… you know.  I think that he… he has his own work to worry 

about, kind of.  But it’s—It worked out to be a great thing and… you know, he has said to 

me several times, “I’ll make you more titles any time you want them.”  But it seems like 

the constraint of the thing was… to do that.  And I think—I don’t want to… you know go 

back to it.  So… It was almost a little scary when it was over, ‘cause it—It was such a 

nice kind of armature.  Yeah. 

 

Question: The way you describe John Ashbery giving you the titles, you sound like he… 

was sort of begrudging, and sort of (laughs) unenthusiastic.  I was wondering why you… 

described it as a collaboration with him? 

 

Speaker: Yeah. (laughs) It’s a collaboration… Well… I always make that joke because… 

I don’t know—If you knew him it would be funnier, I guess, really, but… he—You 

know, he’s a very esteemed person who is much farther along in his field than I am in 

mine; and I have great respect for him.  So it was an extremely hard phone call to make, 

and I didn’t—I didn’t want him to think that I was saying, like, “Well, John, like you’re 

this genius poet, and I’m this genius painter, so let’s work together.”  Do you know what 

I—I was trying to be humble about it, and polite, and… and all of that, so I was probably 

saying too much.  And he—He probably didn’t know, in that conversation—You know, 

this is what’s so great about email; you have time to think about it, right?  But I just kind 

of caught him off guard and he probably didn’t know whether he wanted to do it or not 

and… he can be very laconic.  That’s… a better word.  He wasn’t quite begrudging, but 

he was almost begrudging.  But… I think after he thought about it he realized that it was 

something that he could—he could do easily, and that… as a man who loves painting and 

has written about—You know, I don’t know if you’ve ever read “Reported Sightings,” 

but he was a great art critic.  You know, he can like… He can… He has written this like 

three paragraph thing on Joseph Cornell; it’s the smartest thing I’ve ever read on Joseph 

Cornell… you know.  But anyhow, I think that he… kind of just… got into it in a 

somewhat slow way, but… it’s a collaboration because they are my paintings, wholly 

made by me; but they are not the same paintings I would have made in those eight years 
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had I not had those titles from John Ashbery.  And those titles are extremely Ashberian… 

You know, so they definitely… you know… if you want to use the analogy of a tennis 

game in a collaboration, he hit the ball where he hit the ball… you know, and I had to run 

over there and get it.  So that’s—I don’t know.  That’s why I used the term.  But, you 

know, people have joked to me, like, “Ah! He made the titles in an afternoon and it took 

you eight years to make the paintings.”  You know?  (laughter) Poetry’s faster, I guess.  I 

don’t know.  But… (pause) Well, thank you. (Applause) 

 

END OF RECORDING 

 


