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Phhis past September (e Goldbyrg spoke eith Tonr Oermes= al lis neie ~tudic
Puwibdinnee and coorkshop i Brooklun,

1G: What initially brought vou to the Art Stadents League?

TO: When 1 was in high <chool in Wichita, Kansas, | knew about the league. T was
researching where to go, D didn't want o go te college. Twanted to do serious stu-
divowork, In high school, Twon awards, scholastic art awards, and got a bunch ol
eold hevs, ended up getting a scholarship trom the league. That was really the
dueciding point for mw,

1G: Now that scholar
vou plan on surviy
in the vity?

hip, Tassume, included just tuition for the vear. How did
once vou meved o New York? And was that your fiest time

TO: 1t wa- my first time in New York. [0 was my fiest ime onan airplane. [t was
the tirst time for evervthing, [Larghs] [ must admit Edidn’t plan much. [ wanted

to he cool, and 1 didn’t want o ask too many guestions. You just be o man and
show up. vou hnow, [assumed there would be sume kind of campus and dormite-
o something, |Langls] And | showed up at the league de<k, and they <aid,
“Well, vou know, vou can sty at the Y on West snth Street.” And | thought,
“Well. that's a plan.”

IG: Didn't vour parents question this with something like, "Where are vou going?
Did vou check this out fiest?” [Ofermess Liaghs] Did they just sav, “Good, vou got a
~cholar<hip o the league. Don't torgel to call onee a week,”

TO: 1 come trom a kind of artistic background. My
parent= were loose about this. My mom had been a
waitress in New York during the thirties, and so she
hnew what was up. It she did it Feould doit | think
she worked at the Copacabana, She knew the high
side of New York, T got some amount of money from
my parents that hept me alive here.

I1G: While a student at the league, vou didn't take any
sculpture classes—all drawing and painting, and
painting with abstract arti

TO: vup.

[G: You studied with Rubert Bey erly Hale and
Theodvre Stames, Would vou talk about vour experi-
ences studying with them? You studied painting tor
much of two vears,

TO: 1t was a ~chia sphrenic beginning because | locused
on Robert Beverly Hale in the afternoon a= this High
Renaissanee anatomy teacher. And with Stamos during the evenings, | thought, I'm
woing togo abstract and get modem.

Growing up in Wichita, worked with David Salle, We had studios together
from the time we were 14 or 15, We had two very good teachers—Bill and Betty
Dickerson—who were regionalists of a sort. They knew Edward Hopper, We
painted in a Diebenkorn-like sty le. Teame to New York with this background. so
cetting radical meant getting abstract, By dav | was Renaissance, and by night. |
was an abstract painter, It seemed like a divided personality, [oved Hale, and |
pursued drawing very intensely, The same was true with Stames, And =0, 1 just
took them both on,

[ remember the tirst crits with Stamos, Tust territyving. He could be really brutal,
He'd sit there with his legs crossed, smoking, and issue these blistering critigues
about whatever would come up. You'd line your paintings up execution=style. As |
watched the nest one come up and get whacked, T got more and more nervous. |1
tinally grabbed my work and ran out of the studic for mavbe the fiest couple of
limes,
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[G: What types of things would he sav? [ho vou remember?

TO: veah. but 1 don't know it it's it o print.

[G: That's ok, Let it all out,

TO: 1n mimicking voice] “Oh, it Tooks like an old Kotex.” Or, “What are vou doing

that tor? Aaagh.” His comments were perceptive, bub it was rough. T was nosott
thin

1G: Did vou et alot out of studving with Hale and Stamao<?

TO: veah, Hale seemed like the best anatomist L ever tound, He had a deep under-
standing of classical torm that meshed with a heen insight into modern art, You
could study this hyper-classical system with Hale, but when he did a painting tor
the instructors” show, he'd theow a drip on the wall, This would drive evervbody
crazy because most of the people studying with him w anted o de brown
Renaissance paintings and to resurrect the past, He showed vou this tradition,
talhed about its worth, all its value, but pointed youin the direction of Pollock and
Warhaol,

IG: How did vour career start toevolve atter sou left that wonderful experience
with Hale and Stames?

TO: My main art practice was as an abstract painter, You know, Tgot int this
Godlike relationship with Rothhe, He had just committed suicide months betore |
came to New York, Leventuallv worked at his studico, ajob T got through Stamas,
one of his executors, As Tlett the league. my main practice had become this kind of
very serious, suicidal black painting. And then Dwould have this side study of
Michelangelo drawings. In a sense. this work turned into source material for my
later work, Drawing really served as a core tor what camwe later.

| went back to hansa= to recover Tor a vear, When 1 eame back to New York, [ g
a studio with frivnds of mine. | still have friends from the Art Students League who
I talk toand hang out with, Anvway. we got studios together and kept working,
Within two or three vears, Lot into the Whitnes independent study program. That
was my window ento contemporary art, It was like another world from the world
that was the league, Thad this training at the league that was kind of 3 foundation. |
felt like nobody else got this. But then T earried that into the Whitney.

IG: 'm curivous about the serm for vour current work, Did it start in that program?

TO: | seemed to take a Tong time. When vou are a student, vou hind of fish around
and do a lotof things. In that periced ©did a lot of tilm, photography, sort of concep-
tual work, It wasn't until mayvbe 1975 when 1 did my first sculptures. And these
were really part o this group, Collaborative Projects. We had about fitty artists that
wonld get together and do shows, big ones, eventually in Midtown on 42nd Street. 1
had done two-dimensional work out on the street. Kind of like sign painting, inter-
national signs. Twould pop them inte 3-d and make these little ting figures tosell




Clochieise from top left:

The Read World, 1992, | Detaill. Bronze, multiple figures and dimensions,
Commissioned by the Battery Park City Authority for the Nelson A,
Ruockefeller Park, Batters Park, New York City,

The Keal World, 1992 [Dodo detaill. Bronze, 35 283 21 in.
Commissioned by the Battery Park City Authority tor the Nelson A,
Rockefeller Park, Battery Park, New York City.

Uhe Tables, 1991, Bronze, 138 1 456 1 114, Temporary installation
Gemeentemuseum Den Haag.

Big. Big, Penny, 1993, Bronze, 71 x 65 1 13 in, Temporary installation:
Tom Otterness in Indianapolis, v 1onfo
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tor S99 on the street in front of the Modern, at Artist Space,

and up in the Brony, We set up sousenir <hops in conjunction with these C ulab
<hows, Kiki smith, Jenny Holzer, Bechy Howland, and many other people did major
works and then made souvenirs that could be <old really inespensivelv, It was
almest like a conceptual joke, but T got into it

1G: You obvioushy took to three-dimensional work fairly quickly. Did vou find that
it was just a better medium for what vou needed to <oy ?

TO: 1t 1ot me be on my own, Nobody seemed to be doing sculpture there at that
time, It was something I'd done, like my ittle Fon when Twas in the third grade. I'd
dome a head when [ was fourteen. And | had a natural talent tor it T leamed how o
mahe sculpture out a book, Louis Slobodkin's Sculpture: Principles and Practice, 1 d id-
n't really study with anybody,

[G: Your figures seem to combine qualities of whimsy and transparency with a
dark iromy, 1 sense 3 message about greed and corruption along with an influence of
a 1930 qesthetic,

TO: | mentioned these regionalist painters I'd studied with in high school, | love
the thirties. its sty le especially. Thomas Hart Benton, Kansas. All that stuff, The
sculpture started first with those little 3499 guys, From there, my work sort of
evolved, I made an architectural frieze with a very modern Kind of thirties ook,
more like a Russian constructivist, like Malevich, Very simplified forms, The tricze
depicted a narrative of a King being overthrown by workers, That's where my
sculpture started having that type of content, [ did other fittle monuments atter that.
At one point T went to ltaly, visited Pietrasanta, and [ did my first bronzes there.
PMlaster allows a certain kind of form. Bronze allows tor a ditferent kind of anima-
tion, and 1°d been looking at a lot of animation and did a lot of drawings. Things
sort of broke through at that point. Thad these little figures that T eould twist and lit-
erally animate from wan toys, I'd cast these prototy pes with their arms outstretched,
and then warm them up and twist them,

1G: Did vou do animation trom these?

TO: 1 am now doing some. but | didn't then, But T drew trom twenties and thirties
animation. [ got a lob of ideas out of that,

IG: When did vou get vour first big break?

TO: it really happened through Colab. |joined this big collective, Diego Cortez,
Liza Bear, Coleen Fitzgibbon, Robin Winters, lenmy Holzer, Kiki Smith, Betsy
Sussler. John Ahearn, and onand on L. more than 50 artists. We just killed each
ather during meetings, but we managed to do projects.

IG: And Colab was what?

TO: Collaborative Projects. In order 1o get moenev out of the erganization, vou had
to join up with two or three other people and devise some work that was collabora-
tive. That was the principle behind it

Cur big break as a group came when we made the Times Square show, which
was hind of 3 watershed <how on 42nd Street inan old massage parlor, in 1980,
That made a bang, and a lot of dealers came to the show, From there Brooke
Alexander came o me and offered a show. | gave him some drawings of this
frieze idea, and amazingly he went for it It was a big investment on a crazy idea.

But for a lmg time, ten or fifteen vears, he was my dealer.

IG: How did the public commissions get started?

TO: 1 had alwavs done work on the street and in a group:
posters, paintings, or whatever. 5o the idea of doing public work
was inherent in what we did as a group, But then the real com-
missions didn't start until ‘87, The one in Battery Park was one
of the first, At the same time, [was doing one in Los Angeles. a
tederal courthouse, [didn't realize then that they were very
goud commissions, [Laughs] You think, “This is nice. give me
another like this,” The Battery Park one was very good.

- ) .
1G: Did it snowball after that? Did one follow the other? The
list on vour resume of exhibitions and commissions during the
last twenty vears seems endless.

TO: It does cascade. The big thing that got me my first public commissions was
Browke Alesander and Rudolf Zwirner financing these big tables, Alesander and
Zwirner were private dealers who financed a project of 45-fool long, picnic tables
with little tiny figures, like the Battery Park figures, which told a u-mplt-\ hind ot
end-of-the world communist m}uta|1~t story. That got shown at the Modern. Then
the public commissions came. There is alwavs the same problem with work of this
sort: vou can't get a commission until vou've done a commission. That's the Catch-
22 We won't give vou the money because vou've never handled money Tike this.
We don't hnow if vou will g to Meico or what.

l + . . .
1G: Since this commissioned work has become so popular, do vou ever teel locked
into a style that's proved successtul as vou continue to work on other projects? Do
vouever wish vou could go someplace else with it or try something new?

TO: 1 suppose. There must be some part of me that feels that way, but it's small.
[Laneghs] 1 tey to get a little legroom, a little elbow room, within this niche. I'd say |
dropped back o a very geometric style for some of the work, returning to Malevich
r a Russian Constructivist kind of thing, For me this was a fresh area to go, Those
commissions allow me to do crazy things: those who select me don‘t always know
my work, and they don’t expect exactly what thev've seen betore,

IG: Really?
TO: They may not be as educated as the art world s,

IG: 1 take it there is usually a literal message in what vour seulptures are saving, |
notice an irony sometimes—very innocent looking figures doing some very...

TO: Bad things. [Laughs]
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Life Undergroumd, 2004, [ Detail] Bronze, mul-
tiple figures and dimensions, Commissioned
by Arts for Transit, Metropolitan Transit
Authority, located at the 14th Street Subway
Station on the AIC/E/L lines.

Vintarha L0 LA Ligg

Time & Monew, 2000, Bronze multiple figures
and dimensions. Commissioned by Forest
City Ratner tor the Hilton Hotel at Times
Square.

Lntitled, 2004 bronze.V arious figures and
dimensions, Commissioned by the Beelden
aan Zee, Scheveningen.

Life Undergroumd, 2004, | Detail] Bronze, mul-
tiple figures and dimensions, Commissioned
by Arts for Transit, Metiopolitan Transit
Authority, located al the 14th Street Subway
n on the A/C/E/L lines,
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IG: Yes, which is nice, I mean not nice, but a very interesting approach. Does vour
work have a literal message?

TO: 1 don’t know if vou can sum it up verbally, An image can exist on a cusp:
vou re certain it means something, but vou're not sure exactly what. You could have
contradictory readings of the <ame work. | think Ilmt s part of it [ don't think it's
necessarily |\rnp1h.1ml.1 or really delivers a specific message. [ guess at best it deliv-
ers a dilemma o people in the public sphere. The work is pointed enough, has a
dilemma starkly described. which maybe provokes comversation between strangers
out in public—about sex, class, money, race, all these tundamental things. | think
the Fourteenth Street subway project does that, or the one in Battery Park.

[G: 1 know a lot of other people have been struch by the alligator going after the
rich man, with a moneybag tor a head, under the manhole cover.

And what is the message? [Langhs]

1G: Then there is no message. There is a sonse of danger about the picee, which is
palpable when vou see it on the subway plattorm,

TO: 1t might just happen. [Foth hiegh]

[G: You've come in with this desire to grab the viewer in a metaphorical sense with
these images.

TO: sure, or grab my own attention here in the studio, Like vou said, some work
does and some work doesn't, But when 1 get a lead onto something, it is sort of 3
thrill for me. too,

[G: Do vou have any thoughts about where art education has gone? Are artists
today well-trained?

TO: [Long pai=e] Yeah. | think we are still turning out good artists, so that has to be
the answer to whether education is working, It seems to me that when we were
srowing up, there was broader public art education. Now, it seems art is reganded
like recess. You hnow, all that stuff has been largely thrown away,

| taught tor a summer at Skowhegan, about ten vears ago. It was fascinating to
see what's happening and what a vounger generation is bringing in, U'm convineed
it's changed a lot even since then.,

1G: Do vou think there is greater emphasis on theory and less on hands-on work in
the university?

TO: There's definitely a polarization in the art world, a swing toward conceptual

work and toward a hands-oft approach to making art, | think about it a lot. What
does it mean? What part of the meaning is vour hand on it? And what part of the
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nwamn;, is the construction of the image and directing someone else’s hand? | find
\lll“,\.‘ to think about those two things. Our ~chool out at Colab—at least let's
A rith, John Ahearn, Robin Winters—had a much more handmade
approach, as do L Jenny Holzer might be more hands- tf and more conceptual, In
my personal development, [ can see that separation as a reallv important step, For
me, the conceptual discipline was a missing element when | was at the league. You
really didn’t think of the larger picture. What point does vour training serve? What
concept does it support? But it goes through cveles, 'm sure it will come back to
hands again, but it's not bad to have it at this other pole tor a while where people,
even those in classical study. really have to think about the larger concept. What's
the image I'm building? What's its place inside this larger conversation that is hap-
pening between modern artists? What's on the cultural edge? On the other hand, it
is very pleasurable to focus on the small end of it. And 1 love doing that work and
not thinking. 1 ove sitting here and purifying the forms, hours spent that way. And
it is a kind of meditation.

1G: 1 think of artistic creation in very romantic terms: the artist consorts with his
creations, You can’t get a more magical experience than that, I've alwavs said that
the difference between a professional and a student is that the student needs the
instructor to tell them what to do, and the professional needs the work to tell him
what to do, While T understand the necessity ot using the labor of others ko com-
plete, sav. a big commission, | still have a ditficult time accepting that the end prod-
uct wouldn't somehow look as though it has gone through a machine.

TO: I think the lineage vou want to see trom the beginning to the present is there,
but is hard to see when it's reallv contemporary work, Warhol and koons are prob-
ably the line we are talking about, right? Heading toward Murakami, Maybe the
line is artists whose work is hands-off but who still produce objects, I'm sure in the
beginning Warhols looked terribly cold. They may still look that way to some, but
he had all that training. Hale used to say that Warhol was the best drattsman who
ever came through his ¢lass. And [ think that light hand that looked so mechanical,
that traced photographs, evinces all that training. It is not an outline anybody could
do It is really masterful.

IG: They are very skilled.

TO: But at the time it seemed like, “Oh, this is just done by machines.” Even if he
didn’t draw on it. he was doing the sitkscreens. He's making choices in that work,
and the choices are based on previous knowledge. In the same way you asked how
my work with Hale affected my work with Stamos, [ think it did. but in a subliminal
war. Then, vou get to someone like Koons, whose earlv work on projects U've seen
because we worked in the same foundry. When he did the bronze life-raft, [ remem-
ber him getting four life-ratts, blowing them up, and spending hours down there star-
ing, getting on his hands, looking at each one, choosing which of those four it was
woing to be, This isn't the public part of how he makes work, hoons is very demand-
ing—even I'm oot as demanding a= he i< You can ask the finishers on the floor at the
toundry what he demands out of the form: it is very precise, vou know. Nothing, no
flaw is going to get through there, And it's in stainless, Al those demands, Even
though he doesn’t have his hands on it—=he's ot his mind on it all the time.

[G: S0 he's there overseeing the process very closely,

TO: vnd making aesthetic choices that we, right now, don’t see, We say, "Oh.
thats a machine.” The public may think that Koons is <o tar from it that he doesn’t
even look at it He's chosen something, It's oft the shelf, and there it is, | don't think
that is really how he works, Even if he doesn't have his hands onit, he <till has a
very =olid conception of what he wants in his head. | think that is one of the biggest
values 1 got vut of Hale's class: that vou could conceptualize torm in vour head and
turn it like a computer model.

1G: Mass conceptions,

TO: Vs and vou can then
begin with L\~|‘|u-plu.1|mn-' a
pure form in vour head, and
then vou make art out of it
Michelangeloy wouldn't
alwavs draw from life, He had
an idealized human prototype
in his mind that he could
manipulate the same way we




control 3-d animation, Drawing is a really good wav to hone that skill, Then you take
that and go toa computer, and the work vou make in a computer is going to be ot a
ditferent caliber than someone who just goes straight to the computer,

IG: That's just what | am talking about. Artists seem to be encouraged to e right to
the computer. This is problematic for art because artists vften lack the technical
Skills, like mass conceptions. that would make the computer a really etlective lool—
one in service of some larger conceptual end. We have a number ot instructors wh,
when the student <avs, “Fwant to do this,” respond, “Stop wanting anvthing. Don’t
want. Wanting ing to Kl vou. See, Learn how o see, Understand color, light,
form, composition,” 1 feel that this comprises the crucial foundation for an artist to
goanvwhere, As vou said, from understanding drawing, vou can goto the comput-
er and just make that computer do a lot more for vou than it vou don’t have the
background, This is missing from most educational institutions these days,

| went to the CAA conference in Boston last February and introduced myself to
someone who was teaching at a big college in the South, And he responded, “Oh,
vou're still teaching art. Great.” | was taken aback by his canduor. but not shocked by
his <entiment. There are ~o many students with ras who do not know how to draw,

TO: But there are different lineages. What vou're describing is one lincage. Louise
Bourgenis, Kiki Smith—that i= another lincage. That, too, is very hands-on. Kiki's
strength in drawing isn't her classical rendering, but it's still profound drawing.

IG: 1t is there, and that's the point. | think we
agree. [tis present in the work. Can vou discuss
the process of creating public sculpture from the
time the commissioners sav, “Twant to do this.”?
What is vour process?

TO: 1t i the surprise place where my drawinyg,
shill comes to the forefront. A ot of the sculpture
competitions [ win—and they are usually open
competitions—I win based on drawings, Even it
they are simple, hind of cartoon-like drawings, |
<till think vou have to really draw to do this, Not
evervbody can. Falso work with computer ani-
mators and renderers, But really 1think people
are more impressed with these nutty hand-
shetches than a completely realized computer
rendering of the commission, It i= sort of John
Henry versus the steam engine. And tor the
moment, | feel like John Henry is winning, vou
know, for me. [Laughs]

IG: That just tells me we're much more com-

pelled by what we can do ourselves. with our

hands, We know what to expect from a computer. We never know what to expect
|

from one's creative process, So, what happens vnee you win a competition?

TO: well. it woes to a proposal drawing. And then usually there will be some hag-
aling about what is acceptable and what isn't. That is part of the public process Ive
gotten o like, And then we settle on a design, and [ start with ~smaller scale models
in clay. Maybe one-third scale. | might even go to a small architectural model and
work out a design in that. And once | get up to one-thind scale in clay, Ill mold that
and go through all those steps, These davs we are enlarging in the computer. It'sa
big tool that T use a Tot now, We'd scan that, sav, small-scale work. and we get that
digitally in the computer. Then it is enlarged in form up to full scale. And Leover
that with clav, and then | hand work it again, It isn't a Neros machine. You still nevd
vour twoeves on it and vour eves are seeing that initial form ditferently than they
are seving this larger form, It is the detailing and the cuts and the kind of pressure
of flesh against flesh—all those things. And just my pleasure in making it. you hnow.

IG:You ol to have fun, [Foth Liugh]

TO: That i= what | duin the middle of the night. | get guvs who come to work for
me and they think, “Oh well, it's my first day on the job, Jet me do some sculpture.”
And 1 think. “No way. I've worked thirty vears to get here. You think vou're going
tos take that trom me?”

IG: Do vou go from there directly to making the rubber mold?

TO: well. we'll go then another step usually, Pl tey to do the original in water-
Based clav, go from that water-based clay to a waste mold to plaster. chase the plas-
ter—that is like the mouse vou saw in the ather room—now it is plaster. My guvs
will help me there and refine those forms—thank vou. Tve got almost 20 people tull
time: | get a lot of help just for the labor. But then Tl pick it up. At that stage I'm
acting more like Joff Koons might, vou know: vou ge in to mark and adjust areas.
Sometimes | get my hand back in tune with it. But the forms are pretty much there.

They just need the Tumpy bumpies taken out, to shore up the bigger forms.

[G: What foundry do vou use?

TO: 1 use them all: Tallix, Polich. Walla Walla Foundry in Washington State, A.R.T.
Rescarch. and Modern Art Foundry in Queens, FI1till bid in Ttaly if it is practical.
I'm looking at China and Thailand.

IG: Who are vour artistic heroes?

TO: How do vou g at that question?

IG: 1 don't know. Start with Bernini.

TO. Any sculptor has to, Well, Tgo to Michelangelo.
IG: Who do vou drop evenything o go sec!

TO: Richard Serra is one. Kiki Smith is another, Louise Bourgeois, Robert Smithson.
Murakami. There are <o many, Ljust can’t think. | tryv te keep my tastes in what [
admire as artwork very broad, it 1 can. Tused to work at the Natural History
Museum, For five vears | was a night watchman there, and then spent one year in
the Anthropology Department, | love that stutt, It is so great. You get Mavan and
Aztec, and then traveling to Asia—all those influences. And the Greeks. You realize
the Greeks were influencing the Buddha sculptures in India and the Far East. There
i« a sort of universal sense of torm that you can boil down trom all that stuff. At the
beginning | was at that level, and more recently I've tried o spread out what itis [
look at and what | admire.

IG: Are vou more or less sanguine on the art world? Do vou think it is in.a good
place right now?

TO: 1 think it is pretty good. But 'm not in there at the bottom level. Ttind out
about people now by poing to a gallery. That's where 1see vounger artists. | used to
think when they'd show up in a gallery, “Oh. I've known about that for years. or |
know them, Lknow that moverent,” Now, don’t, T find out about it like the rest of
us, when it makes it to galleries or museums,

1G: S0 vou think we are moving in a positive direction,

TO: Yeah, | think there is a ot of stuff Treally like, [just =aw work on Rivington
Street from a collective, dr a single guy with some other artists out ot Berlin. They
are sort of Pop, kind of New Pop. He was doing a hind of party art. T think there is
good stutt happening out there that seems fresh to me.
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