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Faye Hirsch: I am so sorry about David Driskell. You knew him for a very long time and, if I’m not mistaken, he’s 

one of the reasons you went to Skowhegan. 

 

Mary Lovelace O’Neal: Absolutely. I had some hard times with the department at Howard University, but he was 

somehow a person who understood very deeply what I was about and probably much more than I understood even 

about myself. And Mr. Porter had said, “Look out for her,” because I was having real trouble with Miss [Loïs 

Mailou] Jones. She didn’t want me to go to Skowhegan because, she said, “She’ll go up there and start trouble. Plus, 

she wears this dirty trench coat and those dirty sneakers and look at her hair.” She was very much against me going, 

but Mr. Driskell got in and really fought her, which was pretty interesting, actually, because he was a young and 

fairly new professor. Mr. Porter was also one of my arch enemies—or so I thought at that time. I had an interesting 

relationship with him. 

 

FH: Yes, the James A. Porter Colloquium on African American Art, where you presented the paper as an honoree.1 

From nearly the start of Skowhegan, the school had ties to Howard, which would send a student every summer. 

 

MLO: Howard was really quite a special place. But I would also say to you that because of being an African 

American institution, a Black institution, a Negro university from its inception, it had a very different kind of 

mission than most white universities. It saw us—those of us who were there—as the so-called “talented tenth.” We 

were the legacy of that. Very special attention was paid to us, and they expected great things. There was never a 

time when they didn’t believe in us, didn’t believe that we weren’t as good as any student in the country, in the 

world. I mean, they had that kind of security about who they were as a university. And then there’s all the other kind 

of stuff that we as students didn’t understand. But certainly, we were special. I have taught in a number of places 

over the years, and I really feel sorry in a way for my students, because they don’t have the special caring that we 

received. 

 

Often it was overbearing. I had a really terrible critique once—I tell this story often, or, it occurs to me often. And I 

returned to the dorm and went to sleep for a week. That was the way I settled shit. I just went to sleep until it was 

better or gone. I missed classes, so Mr. Driskell came over to the dorm and said, “Tell Miss Lovelace I want her 

down here in 10 minutes.” I knew that was like, “Oh God, this man’s getting me out of my bed,” so I put on my 

trench coat over my pajamas, brushed my teeth and went down to meet him. He said, “We’re going back to the 

department right now.” So, as we walked across campus, I’ll never forget, it was one of those weird kind of autumn 

half-sunshiny days, but a pleasant time to walk. I lived sort of in the city in one of those dorms—Slowe Hall. 

 

 
1Artist James A. Porter (1905-1970) was closely involved in Howard University’s Department of Art from 1927 as 

first instructor, then eventually Chair of the department until his death. In 1943, he published his groundbreaking 

survey of 19th and early 20th century African American art history, Modern Negro Art. He, along with Loïs Maillou 

Jones, regularly recommended students to Skowhegan. 

http://skowheganart.org/library
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We had a conversation. He said, “Look,” and I’ve never forgotten this and I’ve tried to teach in this way, “You can 

not be undone by a critique. You have to get back up the next day and come back again. You can think what they 

said was bullshit, or you can think about it and see if there was useful information or just put it in the back of your 

cap and let it be for a while to see what happens with it. But you cannot not come back. That doesn’t work. You 

have to get up and do it again and again, so that you can support what it is you believe in, what you think. And it 

may even be bullshit that you think and believe in, but you’ve got to be able to support it and support it until you 

know another way, or know that you seek another way.” He was like that. I have tried, as a teacher, not to 

immobilize my students. To make it certain that they just have to stand up for themselves and they have to come 

back again and again and again. 

 

FH: You actually listened to him. You had grown up on the campus of a historically Black college in Mississippi, 

right? Tougaloo College? 

 

MLO: And also in Arkansas. In Pine Bluff. I had grown up at Arkansas State University, or what is now Arkansas 

State University Pine Bluff. Back then it was Arkansas Agricultural, Mechanical & Normal College. My father was 

chair of the music department there. He had been prior to that at Jackson State in Jackson, Mississippi, and then he 

came to Tougaloo, which was really a hotbed—like Howard—of civil rights activity and student activity. If you 

don’t know about Tougaloo you really should, and you should investigate the wonderful collection that they had that 

is probably one of the best art collections anywhere in the country—Black or white, college or university. It 

included famous New York Action Painters like Pollock, de Kooning, Frankenthaler. Peter Selz, who had been 

Curator of Painting and Sculpture at MoMA, helped Ronald Schnell, who was then developing an art department at 

Tougaloo, to get that collection. There were people who poured in wonderful, incredible stuff. I’d need just to go 

through a good list to tell you that person and that person and that person gave really good pieces. Good pieces, not, 

you know, something they threw in the trash can to Tougaloo. Through some really unfortunate circumstances about 

ten years ago they started selling off the collection until some of us heard about it and put an end to it. They were 

selling these magnificent pieces for pennies because the people in charge of the finances and, you know, taking care 

of Tougaloo ran into some real hard times. Many of us found out about it, including Mr. Driskell and Selz, and any 

number of people. Movie stars, people who had become really important entities in this country for whatever they 

did, like really important researchers, scientists, doctors, lawyers and artists of great note. All of these people just 

said, “Oh, no, this won’t work.” I don’t know the actual status of the collection at this moment, what actually was 

saved. But I know that a good deal of it was saved before they were able to sell it off. 

 

Ingrid Schaffner: It looks like Tougaloo got a great big grant from the Mellon Foundation in early 2020 to help care 

for the collection.2 

 

MLO: I didn't know that. I've been, in many ways, so out of touch with things, for a number of reasons. Usually, I 

kind of keep up with what's going on there, but I haven't in the last couple years. I'd be invited to speak or to critique 

work of young students. You know, because it's home, and they were proud of me. I had made something of myself. 

I wasn't that crazy girl they assumed I would be, who was so unruly. 

 

FH: So, Driskell recommended you strongly for the Skowhegan program. You had come from these colleges in the 

South, and then Howard, and then you wound up in Maine at Skowhegan. Do you remember arriving at Skowhegan, 

and what that felt like? 

 

MLO: I do remember some of it. I think if I were to speak with people who ended up being my dear friends I could 

remember more. But I remember getting off, I think it was a bus. And that bus put us off at some kind of store. It 

was maybe like dry goods, a store that had lots of different things. But I remember there was a blind door. I came 

out and this little towhead white kid was coming from the other direction and he was screaming. 

 

FH: What?! 

 

 
2 In addition to the Direct Art Collection Grant (2020), the Mellon Foundation continues to support Tougaloo 

College’s art collection. In 2022, it joined the American Federation of Arts and the Terra Foundation for American 

Art to fund a touring exhibition and catalogue of the collection. 
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MLO: We were in Maine in 1963. Where the fuck was he gonna see a Black woman? One that looked like me? 

Maybe if they had a maid that would have been the case, but he was a little, little boy. And it wasn't like even a 

scream of terror, it was just like, “Wow.” Like, you know, “They didn't tell me about this.” It was that kind of thing. 

 

I remember that. And it seems also that they sent a car or a little bus, not a bus but there used to be those wonderful 

Outbacks. They had wooden dashboards. They were very popular. I think there might have been a car like that, or a 

truck that wasn't a truck.  I don't remember who was in the car with me, or if I was alone. They had apparently been 

told who would arrive and when, blah blah blah. We drove and drove and arrived at—I may be making all of this up. 

I probably am. I haven't thought about it in years—we passed cows and baby cows. I made a note to myself, “I'm 

going to come and see them and talk to them.” And there was a barn on the right side as we were going towards the 

lake. That was the painting barn. I know that there was the sculpture yard on the left side of that drive. Then we 

went through almost an awning of trees that crossed over and shaded this path. These trees sort of joined hands 

across the road, almost like an arbor. 

 

I remember how I got into where I lived—you had to go up steps. I was on the second floor and it overlooked the 

lake.3 It was wooden, lots of wood. I had a room by myself; I guess we all did. I remember that there was never 

better food. I, and most of my mates, were so fat when it was time to come home that we couldn't get in our clothes. 

I could barely get in my shoes. We had lobster. Everything was fresh: fresh milk, fresh breads every day. There must 

have been fresh pasta, fresh vegetables. In the morning baked goods that might have been cinnamon rolls or 

something delicious. And you ate like a pig. You just ate and ate and ate. There were only two things that you 

basically did, because there weren't even enough boys so that you might be fucking somebody. And the teachers, 

there weren't many of those either. My class was the first class back after the fire.4 And so it was a very odd class 

because there were a greater number of women—as we would have been called at our great ages of nineteen and as 

much as twenty. I think Nancy Graves was about twenty. And Sandy Walker.5 

 

And there was, another guy with a B name. It was a French name. And he had developed a big career at some point. 

 

FH: Are you talking about Bruce Gagnier? 

 

MLO: Bruce Gagnier. Exactly.  

 

Sandy Walker was in my graduate class at Columbia.6 But at Skowhegan, there weren't enough boys—most of them 

were boys, compared to we women. Girls tend to mature more quickly than boys at that age. I mean, you know, 

guys. But it was a very affable group of folks. There was one other Black woman. Gina? We called her Jeano and I 

can't remember her last name, but she came from St. Louis.7 

 

FH: I was curious about Nicholas Carone, resident faculty, and you, because he was an abstract painter.  

 

MLO: He was wonderful with me. We got into it about stuff. Like, I would say, “Well, I don't believe that,” “I don't 

care about that.” 

 

Then there was another guy who was also particularly wonderful with me who came from Seattle, I think, or 

 
3 This was Cummings dormitory, a large dormitory solely for female students, built prior to 1946. This is one of the 

original dormitories on campus, and it remains in use as of 2026. 
4 The fire referenced took place during the end of the 1960 session. There was a session the following year in 1961, 

followed by a hiatus in 1962—one of only two in the school’s history—as officials assessed the status of the school. 

Mary Lovelace O’Neal’s year was the first after that hiatus. The second hiatus was in 2020, the year of this 

interview, during COVID-19. 
5 There were forty-eight students in 1963. Nancy Graves was twenty-four years old.  
6 Mary Lovelace O’Neal went on to earn her MFA from Columbia University in 1969. 
7 This alum is listed in Skowhegan’s paper archives as Jean Nofles. Jean was a rising senior at Washington 

University in St. Louis. 



 4 

Washington, or Oregon. And he was sort of naturalistic painter. I mean, he painted, like, bugs and beautiful birds 

and stuff. What was his name? I can't remember.8 

 

FH: Could it be Calvin Albert? 

 

MLO: Calvin, but isn't that a sculptor?  

 

FH: Oh, no, no, you're right. You're right. He was a sculptor, so it wouldn't be him. 

 

MLO: I'm so glad you mentioned his name because I think he was someone who was very, very important in the 

development of my work, especially the black work.  

 

Yes, I'll tell you a story about that man and I have been trying—I keep describing him to people because I think he 

wore coveralls and I didn't really work with him. He came to Skowhegan to do a lecture. And I was having a hard 

time because there was really nothing to do, but paint, and eat. We would paint late into the night and drink. I 

wouldn't turn down a drink at that time, but I learned to do it a lot better as I grew older. But there was nothing to do 

and then we would sit around at the lake and talk and some people would swim at night and shit like that. An 

interesting thing that happened during the eclipse too. But at any rate, what was his name? Calvin Andre? Calvin, 

Calvin Albert. I keep getting him mixed up with the sculptor Carl Andre.  

 

FH: Andre wasn't at Skowhegan. There was a Calvin Albert at Skowhegan the year you were there. There was 

James Kearns. Carone.  

 

MLO: Do you have a list of the visitors? People who would come for the weekends and do the speech? 

 

FH: Yes, Abbott Pattison was a sculptor guy. Phillip Evergood. Joseph Fiore. 

 

MLO: Phillip Evergood. He was nice to me. And then there was a lady. 

 

FH: Isabel Bishop? 

 

MLO: Yes, she was fabulous with me. I mean fabulous. These are people I knew, and they had fantastic reputations 

at that time. My god, however did I pull all of that together? Because whenever I talk about Skowhegan, so many 

people don't even know about it. But I managed to get a scholarship for us at UC [University of California, 

Berkeley] when I was there.9 This is such a wonderful opportunity to reminisce and try to remember all of those 

things and those names. 

 

FH: Was it a good experience for you in general? Did you enjoy it? How was it different from being at Howard?  

 

MLO: It was very much different, because it was work. You had a chore [of making art]. It wasn’t like being in 

undergraduate school. It was, in some ways, more like being in a master’s program, though I haven't really drawn 

that analogy or connection before. In undergraduate school, there are tons of distractions: sororities and fraternities; 

being queen of this and that; on this board or that; for me, being in the Civil Rights Movement. The Student 

Movement was my other half. That kind of schizophrenia governs my life; those were my two passions. And there 

were conflicts in the department because they wanted me to be a certain kind of person. And yet they knew that the 

job, the [Civil Rights] work we young students were doing was important. It had to be done, and it had to be done 

then. It was that time. It was that time in the nation to make a stand. That certain and particular thing. It could not be 

ignored. Porter was furious with me most of the time because he was trying to impress upon me the fact that being in 

jail was not a part of my curriculum. I had other work to do.  

 

FH: I think of Skowhegan as very apolitical place at the time. And you were really politicized by the time you got 

there. Weren't you already in SNCC? 

 
8 This faculty member was Kenneth Callahan, an artist, critic, and curator based in Spokane, WA where he was 

involved with the Seattle Art Museum in addition to his own practice. 
9 Lovelace O’Neal taught at the University of California, Berkeley from 1978 until she retired in 2006. 
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MLO: No—I was already associated with SNCC in terms of the ideas and the Student Movement, or the student 

organization on my campus, which was the Nonviolent Action Group (NAG). So we were kind of an outgrowth of 

SNCC because we were still in undergraduate school, whereas a lot of our fellows, like James—oh god, I can't even 

think of the names of these people right now— who left school and, Chuck McDew, who was the first chair of 

SNCC.10 We had all of this guidance, all of these mentors in there. There were specific groups, and we in DC at that 

time were closely associated also with the labor movement. There was a lot going on.  

 

I guess in response to your question, there was a great difference because there were all of the distractions that any 

young person has in a college. You have falling in love right and left, and being threatened to be kicked out of 

school if you don't come to class. And the pressure from your folks, who are trying to help you to say, “look, no.” In 

my case it was, “no [Mary], you cannot be a psychiatrist. I don't care what you want to learn so that you can help our 

families. Being a psychiatrist is not it. You do not understand math. You got through it because that guy at Tougaloo 

helped you do your work and gave you the answers. And the other guy at Howard did this, that and the other. You 

do not understand math. To do that you must be a doctor, and you don't understand how things work in that way. So 

you need to stop thinking about that.” 

 

FH: I mean, it was the hottest time. It was the March on Washington, and then the next year, 1964, was the Freedom 

Summer. And you were at Skowhegan. That must have been weird. Was it strange? 

 

MLO: It was extremely weird because I had to make that choice. I had gone back to Mississippi—I’m just kind of 

now putting all these pieces together—because for me, that was home. And then there are all of these people who 

had come, Black and white, from all over the country, from California, from Oregon, from Nevada, from New York, 

from Pennsylvania, from Chicago, from Illinois, I mean from everywhere, who somehow ended up in the South at 

various times. The concentration of that, however, was the Freedom Summer. But in 1963 I had to really choose not 

to go to the march because it was all happening at the same time. I went to Skowhegan and that was really a very, 

very odd choice. It was almost as if I had to pray on it. And the choice was mine. My folks had gone over it with me 

and said,” You know, this is a decision that's ultimately up to you. We can help you try to work through these 

choices or put them side by side. But basically it's going to be something that is magical. That is spiritual. That is 

blessed. That's going to happen to help you make this decision.” Everybody was at the march. Carmichael, who was 

my boyfriend at that time, Stokely Carmichael, came up to Skowhegan. 

 

FH: Oh, you're kidding. 

 

MLO: Oh, yeah. He was there for the eclipse of 1963.11 He came up with this beautiful—I mean drop dead—I mean, 

this boy was beautiful, beautiful, beautiful. His last name was Diamond [Dion Diamond], and his sister and I were 

great friends. But this boy was some kind of beautiful. Stokely was beautiful, but this boy was beautiful too. I mean 

really beautiful. And he and a woman by the name of Jean Doakes came up for the eclipse.  

 

They came up to see me, because they knew I was suffering, because there was only one other Black person and that 

was Jeano. Not really suffering—you know, I have grown up in some weird places, like Chicago and Gary, where I 

was in this group of really diverse folks. There were immigrants in those big steel towns. The steel mills in Gary and 

in East Chicago had drawn all of these people away from that first immigrant stop in New York, and they came west 

as far as Chicago and Indiana.12 The children had not learned a kind of horrendous racism yet. We played ball in the 

streets, in the alleys, stole fruit from the branches that were overhanging, or some of the boys would climb over 

fences. Other people did the same thing to our property because we had apple trees and a wonderful grape arbor with 

black grapes and those really fine green grapes. What do they call them anyway?  

 

FH: Concord grapes?  

 

 
10 The individuals mentioned are James Lawson, an SNCC mentor for student movements in Nashville, and Charles 

“Chuck” McDew, whom was the second national chairman of SNCC. 
11 This was a solar eclipse that occurred on Saturday, July 20, 1963. 
12 Lovelace O’Neal’s father’s family had settled in Gary during the Great Migration. The memories discussed here 

likely refer to summers visiting those relatives. 
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MLO: The other ones were green ones. What were they called? Seems like it’s something with an M. Sort of golden 

green as they ripened. Oh, sweet like it!  

 

We would just have fits waiting for those grapes to ripen by the end of summer and apple trees, and my aunt and 

uncle grew vegetables: tomatoes and corn. There was a smoke house and a smoker that was in the ground. It had a 

metal top that I fell right through, that oven or whatever it was, and I still carry the scar on my side. But I say all of 

this to explain that this was my group, my gang, my village at that time, made of all of these kids who were the 

children of immigrants from all of these far-flung places. 

 

Being in Skowhegan was much like that. There were a greater number of white folks, obviously. But there was still 

an ease to it. There was a gang of us who mostly lived in the same dorm. Nancy [Graves] was a little aloof. But she 

and I were in side-by-side studios. I used to go in and watch her draw. It was a wonderful thing. She was a little 

older too, a first-year graduate student at Yale. 

 

FH: I just sent you an email with a list of the students who were there. 

 

MLO: If I can't remember them all today and put it together, maybe I can think about it and send you the missing 

piece. Let me tell you the story and then I'll look at that group—these women somehow tied into each other's life, 

probably because of our age and there were no men as a distraction. We didn't end up having love affairs and that 

kind of thing because were so few guys and they were also young. And those guys, now that I think about it, were 

quite driven. All they liked to do was drink and paint and eat. Maybe two or three of them had affairs, not even. You 

wouldn't even call it affairs. They were probably one-night stands. 

 

But this group of women, there must have been about five of us. I know Jeano. [Nancy] Graves was not a part of it, 

Nancy [Wilson or Youse] was not a part of it, but [Judith] Schiff and there might be two others.  

 

Another thing I remember is that when we got to Boston, it was like having been dropped into another planet in the 

bus station there. All of these lights and things blinking off and on. All kinds of smells of grease and hamburgers 

and shit cooking and all of this activity. People were rushing around and it was like culture shock. 

 

Sometimes people's folks would come up to Skowhegan. I went to stay with Mr. Driskell and his children once. 

They still tease me because we had a barbecue and I was barbecuing the chicken. And then it turned out that the 

chicken I had fixed for the dinner was half raw. The children—these are Mr. Driskell's daughters Daviryne and 

Daphne—one of them got sick from trying to eat it. I was a mess. Mr. Driskell of course salvaged everything 

because he was a great cook, a great gardener. He knew all of the medicinal plants and just, you know, he's just this 

amazing person. 

 

FH: I don't want you to forget about the eclipse. Your boyfriend, Stokely, came up, and he brought the beautiful 

Dion Diamond, and what did they think of Skowhegan? What was that like? 

 

MLO: Well, I don't know, really, what they thought of it. They ate with us and they came to dinner and this boy 

Diamond met one of the models that was there. Skowhegan had models who stayed a while. And he and this 

model—I remember this—went swimming that night. And there was a huge, huge moon. They looked up. And she 

was a beautiful, beautiful girl. Tall, reddish hair. Just really beautiful. They were swimming that night and they 

looked like a god and goddess. It was just this incredible thing. I mean, just really sensual. It was memorable. And 

it's also interesting. I met that woman many, many years later, at the (San Francisco) Art Institute. I was teaching a 

class. And they had sent a model. I was teaching a figure class and after the class, she came to me. She said, “You 

don't remember me, do you?” and I said, “No, I don't think I do.” It turned out she was the one who had been the 

lover of Diamond. They kept up a relationship for a number of years. My life has been in many ways so magical, 

you know. We became friends and I hired her when I started teaching at UC. I can't remember her name now. And I 

don't know anyone who would remember. Every now and then I think of people and wonder as one does wonder, 

“What happened to this woman?” That is one.  

 

Carmichael and I, and Doakes and Diamond went into a clearing in the woods to see the eclipse. We had gotten 

these special glasses for the purpose. At some point when it got dark or whatever, Carmichael and I were under a 

tree together talking about what had happened in DC, what was going to happen. And he was trying to comfort me 
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that it was really okay that I had made this decision because I had struggled with it, really, even after I was there at 

Skowhegan. It was just something I would push to the back of my mind. But I had a lot of guilt. And I remember 

very well his trying to assure me that it was alright, that this was another part of my life. In fact, Carmichael and I 

were in Mr. Driskell's class. 

 

FH: Was Stokely Carmichael an art student? 

 

MLO: No, he wasn't. He was a philosophy student. He was brilliant. Carmichael was absolutely brilliant. He was a 

student of Toni Morrison's at that time, and another brilliant philosophy professor—I can't remember his name—and 

Mr. Brown, the poet Sterling Brown. Those people were all our mentors. Also James Baldwin, Malcolm [X], Martin 

[Luther King]—all of those people had a hand in our lives. And even Sidney Poitier, who told me that I shouldn't 

worry that many of the men in fraternities and so on were screaming at me because I had decided to wear my hair 

natural. And in fact, I had been on one of the fraternities’ courts. The Queen—I don't remember who the fuck she 

was—but anyway, it was one of the first times a really dark brown skinned woman had been on the Kappa court. 

There was this talk of me being considered for the Queen position the next year, but at that point, I had not started to 

wear my hair natural. Well, I guess you know, that once I started to wear my hair natural, that was the end of being 

in the good graces of Kappa Alpha Psi. Let's see, where was I? 

 

FH: You were in a clearing and Stokely was comforting you that it was okay that you were there.  

 

MLO: But then, Carmichael and I went off into the woods and I remember sitting under this tree. And it was there 

during the eclipse that he and I had time to be quiet together to talk about my time there and all of the things I told 

you. So that was the highlight.  

 

FH: I have a question about what you were making, because, as I understand it, you were an abstract artist. I don't 

know if you were influenced by what you saw at Tougaloo or not, but it sounds like you were a pretty committed 

abstract painter. You had those two sides, probably pressured to be content driven, given what your political activity 

was, versus abstraction, which was a big battle at Skowhegan during those years. The abstractionists versus the 

representational figurative artists. Did you have any sense of that when you were there? 

 

MLO: I did, but I was struggling so hard at Skowhegan. And at Howard. I just was trying to learn how to lay it 

down. We had figures available to us and while I use the figure, it really wasn't paramount. What I wanted to learn 

was how to paint, how to make this shit work. So that I could tell my own stories. I had visions of painting 

Michelangelos—that was my favorite, that was my boy. And then I realized, Miss O'Neal—Miss Lovelace at the 

time—you are not going to be Michelangelo, not in this life, so forget about that.  

 

But it was that same kind of spirit. I felt spirit. I could see things that seemed to me really quite naturalistic. And in 

fact they weren't, so I was some kind of natural in that that was the way I was going to handle paint. And Mr. 

Driskell never forced anything else on me except to learn how to talk about that figure or talk about that box or talk 

about that apple or talk about that line or to talk about that color. And so that is what I spent time trying to do and 

never feeling satisfied that I was getting it.  

 

I would look at Nancy Graves’s work, which was just really elegant. When I was at Howard, Mr. Driskell had 

brought in books that really excited me. He brought in Pollock, he brought in Kline, he brought in de Kooning. De 

Kooning and Kline spoke to me. Kline perhaps most of all for whatever reason, but I saw myself making in their 

image. And there were others. I really loved Jake—Jacob Lawrence—who was also one of our mentors. But it was 

something about the paint itself that was important to me. And I say often, and even to this day, when I get new 

colors, I want to lick them. 

 

FH: Did you by any chance take any fresco while you were there? Were they teaching it that summer? 
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MLO: A lot of things were missing in terms of what had been done before the fire.13 I think even the decision of 

whether to open the school back up in our year had been questionable. And that's why this is so skewed in such a 

funny way. There were all of these women, and so few men. And we weren't a huge, huge class. I think there may 

have been classes that were bigger. 

 

FH: Yeah, definitely. Definitely. There were forty-eight of you where usually there were sixty-five.14 So that was a 

tender, fragile start again, for sure.  

 

MLO: Yes, and we were made aware of it. They told us, “Look, you guys are missing this, that, and the other, but 

we're going to do the best we can to make you the best bunch of painters. Or the best bunch of artists, painters and 

sculptors that you can be, that anyone has ever seen in this whole wide world.” You know, they gave us all of this 

bullshit. There was a time we went into town for some reason or another, a bunch of us, probably my gang, and at 

the gas station—which was across from where we had been buying food and liquor and all the bad stuff that we 

weren't eating up there because all the stuff was fresh—I looked up and I saw a Black family. And just as I spotted 

them, there were two children getting in the car, and that last one got in and they started to drive off before I could 

get to them. I chased them at least half a mile down the road and they never looked in the mirror. They didn't see me 

trying to—I had not seen any Black people at all. Other than Jeano. 

 

FH: It must have been weird. 

 

MLO: Yes, of course it was weird, but it was my circumstance and I wasn't unhappy. It was all a part of what I was 

a part of. I didn't have any problems about it, except it was so wonderful seeing those Black people, like "Oh, my 

people!" It was the same way when Carmichael and Diamond came. It was just wonderful to be at ease with your 

village, your folks. And it wasn't to be disdainful of the experience that I was having, but it was real clear to me this 

experience that I was having was like those old days, in that little tiny immigrant community that I had been a part 

of. It wasn't strange—like imagine if you're white and they drop you down in the middle of Nigeria. It wasn't like 

that. It wasn't that kind of alien experience. I had had white teachers because there were many white teachers in the 

systems at Black colleges and universities. These were also immigrants.  

 

FH: Did you have professors who had escaped Europe? 

 

MLO: Tons. I had wonderful experiences and these professors came almost like missionaries. I mean, it was the 

same kind of head that many of them had. They thought they were coming to teach poor Black people something 

and then all of a sudden they got caught up in the syrup of our lives and found out that, “Whoa, this is a whole bunch 

of people we had no idea about,” because they came from Germany, or Sweden, or Poland. Our lives are so 

circumspect in a way, so small. To be immersed in these communities of Black folk and teaching them and finding 

out how brilliant these young students were—it was pretty amazing. You had kids coming right off the farm out of 

rural communities, practically communities of enslavement, where their parents were sharecroppers and they didn't 

really know how to use a knife and fork and spoon. That was a part of the job of all the Black teachers. It was a part 

of the job they had to do. Teach these farm kids. This kid with this contralto voice that would knock you off your 

feet. This kid with this soprano voice that would take the top of your head off. 

 

FH: Jessye Norman was one of your classmates. Right? 

 

MLO: No, she wasn't one of my classmates. I think she was the class behind. Phylicia Rashad was. And there are so 

many of these so-called rap singers who are pretending they just grew up out of the ghetto, like little geraniums 

bursting through the sidewalk. These kids came from super intelligent families. Have you seen that series Empire? 

The lead character Cookie Lyon—Taraji P. Henson—who plays her, is a graduate of Howard. I mean, half the 

people around are. Its just wonderful. The double lives they lead. 

 

 
13 Fresco was suspended during summer 1963 as the first year back following Skowhegan’s 1962 pause. The 

program was begun again in the following years and continues as ongoing curriculum across the contemporary open 

pedagogy model. 
14 Over half of the students in 1963 were women. 
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FH: We're very interested in the founders of Skowhegan, Willard Cummings and Henry Poor. They were both there 

that summer. Do you have any memories of them? 

 

MLO: Only vaguely. I think we were welcomed, or Cummings came by. Seems like he wasn't always so well. Or 

maybe that was later. That may be something that I learned later, but I'm sure they were all there for our so-called 

closing graduation, or whatever it was. But I have good memories of what's-his-name? Henry Varnum Poor.  

 

And the visiting faculty. I think the sculptor that has mattered so much in the life of my materials was a visitor. I was 

so unhappy with myself and my work and I thought,” I just can't put another piece of paint on anything. I can't make 

another mark.” I was actually heading back to the dorm, when I noticed this sign that said, “Lecture today in the 

sculpture lab.” So I said, “Fuck it, I'll go over there and see what that's about.” I saw this man mixing this powder. It 

turns out to have been powdered pigment—black. And he was mixing it into a pot of bubbling beeswax and paraffin. 

And it was just so beautiful, that stuff getting mixed up. I don't even remember what he talked about. 

 

Let me describe the sculpture to you. He made an armature of like, nails and wire from coat hangers and those paper 

towels in the bathroom. He was talking and answering questions, and I really wasn't paying attention. I was 

watching what the fuck he was doing with these nails and a little piece of board that he had found. As he was 

talking, he was forming this wonderful sculpture. He made an armature of nails and then he wound the coat hangers. 

He had cutters and clipped off the heads to use them again, the hook of the thing. And then he started dipping the 

paper towel in—it must be that guy. What was his name again? 

 

FH: We think it must have been Theodore Roszak, an abstract sculptor who was also a visitor that summer. 

 

MLO: I think that was he and I'm going to look him up. Because I have revered it, that material revelation, and 

talked about it to other people. About Calvin Albert and some other sculptor, someone who was in residence. It was 

someone who came there to do a lecture and probably critiques and stuff. 

 

FH: So how did that translate? When did you start using that in your own work? Was it that summer or after you got 

home? 

 

MLO: No, it wasn't that summer. He got through with his sculpture, and he got through with the lecture, and the 

questions afterwards. I didn't ask him anything that I recall. And then after everybody rolled out of the studio, I 

stood around to examine those materials, to look at that stuff. I was just fascinated by what he got done. And he was 

still there putting his shit away or something. And he saw that I was also still there not seemingly intent on leaving, 

so he started to speak with me and asked me questions. I don't even remember what he asked me or what I asked 

him, I just remember being in conversation with him. And I remember asking him if I could have that stuff, the 

leftovers, the powdered pigments, the pot of stuff that he had already made and those towels. He said, “Sure, you 

can have this, I don't have use for it anymore.”  

 

I took nails and pieces of cut wire and those hangers back over to the painting studio, to my place, including that pot 

with all that stuff in it. And then at some other point, I don't really actually truly remember the sequence of this, but I 

know at some point I made what I had seen him make. I took those nails, I started to weave the wire, and this and 

that, and I took the paper towels. I went over to the sculpture lab when no one was there some days later, and I got 

the hot plate out and made the sculpture. And I liked it.  

 

Back in my studio it was just in the way, so I took it back because I thought maybe I'll do something else to it at 

some point, and I put it on the shelf where the other kids had all of their stuff: some plaster work and this and all 

that. I just put it on the shelf so that it wasn't in my studio. Turns out that someone put that piece into the 

competition.15 I got an honorable mention for sculpture as well as for painting. But no one could have been more 

 
15 Lovelace O’Neal is listed as receiving an “Honorable Mention” for sculpture as part of an annual student 

competition at the end of each summer where students would receive the Skowhegan Purchase Prize, “Honorable 

Mentions,” and “Most Improved” in various areas of study. Across its history, the Prize was awarded consistently 

for sculpture and painting, with additional awards in drawing, fresco, graphics, landscape, and miscellaneous 

categories across different years of the first four decades. In addition to purchase prizes awarded by the School, 

miscellaneous categories were often tied to other collections (Colby College Museum of Art, University of Maine, 
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amazed than I was about that sculpture. That honor was really quite incredible. I don't know if I brought the 

sculpture back. I don't think I did. I was too fat to carry it really. I could hardly get in my shoes. It was the same for 

all of us. I came back to Howard, and it didn't cross my mind. Again, I started painting. And I had the breakthroughs 

that I had hoped for at Skowhegan. Which happened in my first semester back home, at Howard.  

 

FH: A lot of people have said that. It’s not so much what they did at Skowhegan, but what they did when they got 

back. 

 

MLO: It’s the same way in terms of leaving school. The school thing is one thing. And you have to get it in your 

mind, especially in graduate school that you want in-and-the-fuck-out of this place. That's what you want to do. 

Stephen Green was my major professor at Columbia and he and I, we had battles royale. 16 We were also fighting 

about race, the Israeli thing was getting ready to and did explode. I mean it was a mess. One of my best friends 

Matthew, who was one of the most beautiful painters you ever want to see, he and I got into it too. He and I stopped 

speaking to each other except through our spouses because my husband and his wife were also great friends, so that 

they would still go to dinner with each other. But I would send messages through his wife to him. It was a mess.  

 

FH: Oh, youth. 

 

MLO: Yeah. But Green—his claim to fame was actually that he had taught Stella [at Princeton]. And I was just 

getting into it, bumping heads. But I figured out that I had to make up some bullshit about what it is I was doing. At 

the time I was reading Nietzsche, so I made this big, humongous and elaborate paper for a thesis. The thesis was 

also a problem for Sandy Walker. He had done this ridiculous thesis. He had just filled the pages with typed letters, 

no rhyme or reason. But he had between forty to sixty pages of that shit. And they were so furious, his committee, 

the whole department was furious. 

 

But they couldn't get around it, because somehow all of these pages were convincing. Of what, I don't know, but 

they were convinced by it. 

 

FH: He was at Skowhegan with you too, right?  

 

MLO: I don't know — I know that Bruce Gagnier was Skowhegan, right? 

 

FH: Yes. But also Sandy Walker. 

 

MLO: Okay, so then we were. And those two guys and I all ended up at Columbia. All three of us ended up there in 

that same year.  

 

FH: You say you're not remembering a lot, but it really is a very wonderful sense of what of who you were when 

you got to Skowhegan. We always are wondering how—whether politics—like in the 1950s, there was the 

McCarthy hearings and things like that. And we're always asking, was there any impact from politics on Skowhegan 

in those early years? And almost always it's a big no. It's really interesting to see how you were negotiating that part 

of your spirit. 

 

MLO: I think the leveler is struggle. I don't know anyone who came there and breezed through. Not even Nancy 

Graves. Her ass was hard at work, sun to sun. She was a hardworking woman. And she was after something, and I 

think she got it and she achieved it. I mean, I had no interest, no knowledge—no desire—to be in a gallery and that 

kind of fame and acclaim. At that time, I just wanted to make a good painting. And so, to talk about her 

sophistication… Even Judy Schiff had some ideas. Because I think she eventually started going out with—I don't 

know, I can't really remember, some New York painter who was in the light. I mean, they understood how to 

negotiate that. That thing which was often tied up with sex, and manipulations, and that kind of thing.  

 

 
Trustee’s personal collections), specific scholarships, and materials from the painting store Bocour Artist Colours. 

The Purchase Prize is now disbanded with no mentions of the prize in institutional records after 1981. 
16 Lovelace O’Neal attended graduate school at Columbia University in New York. She graduated with an MFA in 

1969. 
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I was so into another world. I just wanted to learn how to make a good painting. And I wanted Mr. Driskell to know 

it, and I wanted my father to know it. Like, look, I did it! I did! I did it! 

 

FH: It sounds like your parents were super supportive of you. 

 

MLO: Well, yes, indeed. My mother's position, however, was that I was a much better artist before I went to art 

school. Oh, she loved my little drawings. In those days, dressmakers were very popular. You would get dresses 

made for certain parties. We had stupid shit like cotillions, and I always had, as we call it, a store-bought dress for 

those cotillion things. But I can remember drawing things that the dressmaker would make for me, little strap things 

or things cut all the way down your back, and a lot of white clothes, especially in summer. I would draw the things 

that I wanted my mother to give to the dressmaker. They were brilliant women, and sometimes men as tailors, and 

they would design the clothing by making the patterns themselves. My girlfriends and I also tried to sew and we'd 

learned how to cut out patterns. Mine was always a little off but I was very good at making holes. 

 

FH: Now everybody's wanting to sew. 

 

MLO: It’s wonderful. You know, two good things, the mask and the clean air, have come out of this stupid horrible 

disease [COVID-19]. But I don't want to go to that dark place. Because that man [Trump] is a monster. I mean, he 

murdered Mr.Driskell and I feel it like that. And the fact that he will not give money to help people bury their folks, 

people who don't have money and all he has to do is sign his fucking name to a document and give it to FEMA and 

those monies will be released to those poor folks who lost their own. How can you be that fucking ruthless? Don’t 

take me there because that’s so dark and deep. I get—I can just get really— 

 

FH: Yeah, I know. So listen, let’s just to go back to this. I think it's been a long interview and I'm wondering if 

Ingrid or Paige have questions for you that I've missed.  

 

IS: Mary, I feel so saturated with information and all that you've shared and now I too will never forget the image of 

Diamond and the model swimming in the moonlight as well. 

 

MLO: Happy to share, happy to share. If there is a student who would like me to participate in his or her thing, you 

know, something like a critique—I always feel awkward being brought in.  

 

Over the years, I've been asked to come to a senior crit at that last week, you know, and you come there in a 

wonderful—professional—way and you speak about it as someone who's just walked into a gallery space. But this is 

a much more delicate situation than that, because those people have worked hard. Who they are, what they've 

achieved, where they come from. I would just like to see it. 

 

FH: It would be interesting for you to see how students are handling lockdown. 

 

MLO: Yes, that's what I need. Because, how does the work really work? I mean, how do you really see it? 

 

FH: Yeah. 

 

MLO: You know, Mnuchin is doing one of those virtual tours of my show—take a look at it if you can.  

 

FH: How do you get to it? I went to the gallery’s page and I didn't see a virtual tour.  

 

MLO: Okay, I will send it. Paige. I will send you the link right now and then you can share it. 

 

Paige Laino: Yeah, I'd love to see that. 

 

MLO: Mnuchin just sent me a review from Artforum. And do you know Tussle magazine? 

 

FH: Yeah, I saw that. I saw the press that was posted. Jan Avgikos at Artforum and Jonathan Goodman at Tussle. 
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Are they going to leave to show up for a while so that when this is all over, we can still go and see the work? The 

installation shots are gorgeous. 

 

MLO: Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. I feel very, very fortunate because I just met Sukanya 

Rajaratnam, the Director of Mnuchin, in October.17 She came here to the studio. I met her at the Baltimore Museum, 

where I had gone because the Baltimore Museum bought a piece to go into their permanent collection. They had a 

big opening of the collection of Pamela Joyner and Alfred Giuffrida. Miss Joyner introduced us.  

 

Sukanya said she wanted to come to my studio and I said, “Oh, yeah.” There's the same bullshit they all talk. “Oh, 

fine. Come, when would you like to come?” And she said, “Can I come next week?” And I thought, “Yes, sure. 

Come.” You know, it's like when people say, “Oh, I would love to go to lunch” and then they don't give you the 

phone number. Yeah, as I said, I thought it would be that kind of shit, right? And Sukanya showed up the next 

Saturday. 

 

FH: Wow. That's so good.  

 

MLO: It is. It is a tremendously exciting period in my life. Very exciting. 

 

FH: Congratulations. 

 

MLO: I'm just going to say this one last thing: I'm very fortunate because Mr. Driskell came to my show at 

Mnuchin. And I feel like if I had known what was going to happen, I would never have let him go. I feel so happy 

that he got to see that. He got to see me back in New York, in a show in a major gallery. And that his work had 

borne fruit. It's sad, but I am so grateful. So thankful that he got to see that with me.  

 

 

 

 
17 At the time of this interview Sukanya Rajaratnam was Partner and Director at the Mnuchin Gallery, which is now 

closed, with Rajaratnam now with White Cube. 


