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IN CONVERSATION WITH EMILY WELLS

It’s difficult to imagine that Carolee 
Schneeman once had to ask herself 
can I be both image and image-
maker?, given that this is precisely 
what she has done in her entire com-
plicated, brazen body of multi-media 
and performance pieces on narrative, 
sexuality, and gender: espoused the 
female body as a site of knowledge 
and artistry that could, would, does 
affect human history. Like many, my 
early encounters with her work were 
among the first demonstrations I saw 
of art as critical practice and embod-
ied phenomenology: here was a 
woman with an emancipatory vision 
for painting and performance, an 
articulate aesthetic of liberation. 
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Carolee Schneemann, EYE BODY - 36 TRANSFORMATIVE ACTIONS
(detail i), 1963 [photograph by Erró]

EW: Are you making new work? 
CS: I work all the time. Absolutely. 
I'm working on an exhibit for 
PPOW. I have a cat who makes 
objects and she, she's just an 
amazing young cat. For instance, 
she'll bring one bedroom slipper 
into the bedroom, place them 
together. She looks at it and then 
she leaves and comes back with a 
tiny cat toy and she places it there.

EW: Is it a collage then?
CS: Yes, definitely. She makes 
things. I can't explain it, but I'm 
going to try to describe her con-
centration, her self determination, 
and I was recovering from surgery 
when I got this kitten, so I adored 
her. We did everything together, 
but I wasn't making work. Then 
she began to bring these objects 
into the bedroom and situate 
them and asked me to look at 
them. It’s something mystical. 

EW: I  live for my cat. She sits with 
me while I’m writing, and it’s no 
longer a solitary activity.
CS: They help, right? They are 
blessing us and studying: they 
really want to understand what are 
we about, these huge people that 
feed them and can open win-
dows and doors. Now I’m editing 
interviews, and drowning in all the 
years of my work trying to make a 
legacy out of it. But unfortunately 
for all the artists we know, nobody 
wants all this work, whatever it is.

EW: When you say a legacy, do 
you mean the actual storing and 
presentation of all the work in 
your home?
CS:  Yes, and the galleries have 
quite a bit. There are hundreds of 
drawings, there's not that many oil 
paintings because I work slowly 
and I never did editions with paint-
ings as such. But there's a whole 

realm of what mattered to me to 
communicate through material. 

EW: I always wondered if critics 
had a harder time responding 
to your work because of the 
magnitude – there's a big focus 
on a few pieces, but they're not 
necessarily reflective of your 
whole body of work.
CS: Well, how would you, as a 
researcher, get ahold of old work 
to study it? 

EW: I would contact the artist 
myself, usually if they're still living, 
but it's tricky. We’re inheritors of 
history, or whatever is decided to 
be history.
CS: That's what I pray for: 
attentive, thoughtful, insightful, 
interpreters who can look at it. 
There's so much of it that's never 
been thought through carefully, 
particularly having to do with 
physical female processes like “A 
Dream Morphology.” That's a very 
compacted, intense exchange of 
race and gender over menstrual 
dream. I love it because it kept me 
preoccupied with morphologies 
for 10 years. It started off as a 
dream, and it became a slide lec-
ture relating to vulvic form, which 
was the insistence of the dream to 
simple objects, but what do they 
have in common? 

EW: There are so many perfor-
mance aspects like this in your 
paintings, and painterly aspects 
in your performances. You were 
the first artist I ever really looked 
at for whom painting seemed 
like a space for action instead 
of representation.
CS: That was painful for me. 
That transition from painting to 
performance was horrible. There 
was a moment when I was still 
at the University of Illinois, and 

living in this beautiful, tiny, intact 
landscape, full of little trees and 
a stream bed, an anomaly, in the 
flatness of Illinois. There was a 
tornado, which came through 
and knocked down all the trees. A 
tree crashed down in the middle 
of the kitchen in our very humble 
cottage, and our landlord was 
in his 80’s, and it was like, we’ll 
never get this fixed. It was a mess. 
But my cat, Kitch, immediately, 
through a smashed window and 
a tree lying in the sink, had a new 
modality between inside and out-
side. And I watched her negotiate 
this accident so that she had a 
new physical dynamic from within 
and without. I thought, that’s what 
I want to do. That's when I made 
my first action for landscape, 
giving people little cards with 
instructions to crawl, to go in the 
mud, to get wet, to get dry and I 
was very, very upset that this is 
going to change painting for me. 
And it did.

EW: But there is still that painterly 
quality — a sense of space and 
form, collage even, in your perfor-
mances, especially those that are 
combined with your body or with 
other bodies, you kind of become 
part of part of the collage.
CS: It’s part of a long transition 
of incorporating physicality, and 
that goes back to Paleolithic 
times. My studies of inscriptions 
on rocks and stones were the 
initial inscriptions of a menstrual 
calendar. Painting has led me to 
careful examination of all materi-
als and what's the dynamic, 
what is the dimensionality, if any. 

My young encounters with her performances affirmed a popular preoocupation with her work, 
not reflective of its expansiveness: that it was limited to the body. Carolee, who created projection 
systems for her installations for more than 30 years, said, “My mantra to myself is that my use of 
my body displaced my body of work.” But it is difficult not to be enchanted by a coherent, expres-
sive erotics of art-living, manifested so completely. When art historian Amelia Jones noted that 
Carolee’s work seemed related to that of the popular male philosophers of the 90’s, Carolee told 
her, “That was the guys’ stuff. I didn’t need to read it. I was doing it.”

A few weeks after my conversation with Carolee, the steady exchange of photographs of our cats 
we had since been exchanging reached a halt. When I received the news that she had passed 
away, I felt I had lost someone I knew much better than I did, perhaps because she was undoubt-
edly the most generous artist I have interviewed. While editing the transcript from our conversation, 
I found myself deleting blocks of text in which she had urged me to discuss myself and my own 
work at great length. She requested to read my book-in-progress, invited me to visit her home in 
upstate New York built by Huguenots in the 1700s, wanted to know what I thought of my students’ 
lives and of the work my female artist friends were making. She wasn’t done responding to 
the world, being part of the conversation, sharing her copious anticipations for art and life. 
We owe her so much.
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Carolee Schneemann, WATER LIGHT-WATER NEEDLE (LAKE MAHWAH) II, 1966, gelatin 
silver print, 17.7 x 23 [Photograph by Charlotte Victoria]

Carolee Schneemann, PORTRAIT PARTIALS, 1970-2004

EW: So then something like 
motion or movement can actually 
be a material.
CS: My work is always concerned 
with motion, you're right about 
that. As a landscape painter, 
you're out in the woods, and 
everything is changing. My paints 
get stiff or soft depending on 
the weather. The wind is chang-
ing, and I want to respond to the 
uncertainty, and risk, and  trans-
formation. It's vibrant. It's vital.

EW: Speaking of that transfor-
mation, I made a note before our 
interview that we should discuss 

“Vesper’s Pool.” My fondness for 
it, of course, comes partially from 
its involvement with cats, but it’s 
also this personal material without 
personal narrative attached to 
them. So the viewer receives 
some truth of lived experience, 
and the artifacts that come with 
lived experience, without a story 
informing it.
CS: Paranormal! “Vesper’s Pool” 
is from the beyond, it’s through 
the veils of life and death, where 
all of these elements arrive within 
the context of the cat’s death, 
starting with a dove falling at my 
feet when I'm in my little woods 
here and I'm making a prayer 
addressed to the spirit of the cat. 
And suddenly there's this rustling 
in the leaves, the tree over my 
head, and there's a dove falling 
down, it drops at my feet, and is 
breathing with difficulty. And I take 
it as an emissary from the cat. I 
reach down to hold it and I say, “I 
can't save you. I know I can't.” And 
I lift it up in my hands, and it stares 
at me, and then it goes clunk. It 
dies. So then it goes into my work. 
I do taxidermy on small animals 
so that it can go into my work as 
an offering.

EW: Do you find them all around 
where, where your home is? 
CS: Yes. But you really have to 
be attentive. For instance, a little 
blue flower hooks up and edge 
between the two stones where 
Vesper is buried I think, that’s one 
of his offerings, so I have to look 
it up, and in Victorian interpreta-
tion this little blue flower means 

“never despair.”

EW: I love that — the Victorians 
had a whole language with 
flowers because there wasn't the 
same social ability to express 
intimacy or sentiment directly. 
Clothes, too: their mourning 
ensembles changed color to tell 
others where someone was at in 
the mourning process.
CS: Where do you study that?

EW: I’m working on a book involv-
ing a great deal of French hysteria 
and illnesses associated with the 
Victorian period.
CS: Hysteria particular to France?

EW: Well, it’s a contemporary 
novel, but I’ve specifically been 
focusing on the 1800’s French 
hysteria, at the Salpêtrière hospi-
tal, because they have the most 
interesting history of treatment 
from an archival perspective, 
with photos of patients being 
prodded to perform their symp-
toms for photographs.
CS: Women's history has special 
psycho dynamic of burying all the 
social structures that really made 
women hysterical. 

EW: So I'm really fascinated by 
what seeps through that. How 
they were still able to perform 
or articulate their experiences 
through these photographs 
that were taken of them. They 
tried to document the women’s 
symptoms, but then subse-
quently, the photos have been 
thought of or used as inspiration 
for performances.
CS: Yes, and they did special 
projections in the dark with a 
mutated camera imagery. Do 
you get into Blavatsky? 

EW: Not yet. 
CS: Oh, she was a great influence 
on Yates, his poetry, his sense 
of sensuality and sexual config-
urations in friendships. And love 
affairs. She fits right into what 
you're doing. Gimme a footnote!

EW: I will! But I loved that idea 
of the flower articulating some-
thing that couldn't have been 
verbally said.
CS: It’s up to us to be able to 
pay attention despite prohibi-
tions against psychic phenom-
enon, paranormal information, 
everything that isn't materialistic 
or subject to male control.

EW: This has changed so much, 
though. You inherited this com-
pletely male tradition as an artist, 
but now young female artists are 
so much more common, and are 
inheriting something else — I’m 
not sure what, exactly. We don't 
have to be naked, silent muses 
anymore, but there's still objec-
tification and commodification of 
the feminine. I'm curious what you 
think of the current situation: if 
we've been emancipated, or the 
trappings look different?
CS: It's a different kind of chaos 
with my students who are chang-
ing their genders left and right. 

They’ve become them, and I'm a 
cis. And I have to prepare my lec-
tures by saying I'm a feminist het-
erosexual, and I've loved women, 
but I'm not gay, as such. And 
you know, I have to have my little 
program so they're prepared to be 
disappointed. They’re undergoing 
the kind of transformation that 
really is dynamic, but it's very con-
flicted and full of contradiction. It's 
not my realm, now. I stepped back, 
said okay, you guys run with this, 
but let me know how it's going! 
The main dynamic in my age 
group is death. Everybody's dying. 
It says absolutely insufferable.

EW: Death is an outrage.
CS: It’s so wasteful, right? With 
what we’ve made. I’m not rec-
onciled to losing everybody, or 
myself, when my body starts to be 
committed to our lifelong princi-
ples — it’s got evil elements mov-
ing around in our consciousness, 
and this death and denial, and 
it’s a kind of panic. How do I help 
this take its form? One way is I got 
my burial ground on my birthday, 
October 12th, because my old 
road where I've lived most of my 
life, suddenly the Catholic Church 
has sold its property to the town of 
Rosendale, which is our crazy little 
town. So all of the neighbors who 
want to be buried there now have 
that option, it’s amazing. I picked 
my plot in the meadow. My friends 
don't quite get it. Like, isn't this too 
soon? Or why do you want to think 
about all of this? It’s on my road, 
which I’ve passed for 50 years. So 
death is very big. 

EW: In your work, there was such 
a shift in how feminist critics 
approached it. Initially it was 
thought, because it was involv-
ing the body, it was somehow 
conceding to the patriarchy, not 
challenging it or subverting it. 
We’ve swung the other way now. I 
was thinking about something you 
said, about how at the time, only 
an idealized body could transmit 
a subversive message —if the 
body didn't look appealing, the 
message wouldn’t be received. 
But now, young women can make 
work about all kinds of bodies, 
those that aren't conventionally 
desirable, but also those are 
can't perform.
CS: Well, a lot of it's a mess, 
because they think is they 
have a photograph or intimate 
painting of their cunt that that’s 
feminism. There’s some dread-
ful work happening.

EW: What’s the solution?
CS: There is no solution. I think it's 

just time and hoping that the pos-
itive self depictions, the erasure 
of the surrounding taboos that 
they keep dissolving, and that the 
meanings of our lived experience 
are insisted upon and remain 
clear. A big dilemma is the political 
surround being overwhelmed by 
the floating pumpkin (Trump) and 
all deviations that are so relent-
less and predictable now. You like, 
how do we get out of this one? I 
don't know. 

EW: I don't know either. You men-
tioned the thing that seems most 
important to me, the insistence 
on lived experience and the value 
of looking at it, performing it, 
interrogating it. And I wonder now 
with the way that so many young 
women artists are not identifying 
as feminists, even when they're 
working with bodies or body 
imagery. What do we get instead?
CS: We have a community of 
issues, but they're very fragmen-
tary. They don't have sufficient 
rigor or depth. So many of the 
young women artists just float a 
little on one cliche or another as 
if it's really a force field, that it has 
some independence. But a lot of 
it is permutating, terrible physical 
depictions as if they were radical. 
Some of them are wonderful, but I 
despair a bit. There's always going 
to be interesting, remarkable 
work and there's some wonderful 
artists now, but there's more junk 
than I could ever have dreamt of, 
being produced with self confi-
dence and self importance. 

EW: Or some kind of hip,
ironic detachment. 
CS: Oh, I hate irony.

EW: I usually do.
CS: Well, we’ll fight against that. 
Oh, it's so beautiful today. I wish 
you could see it. It's magical. It's 
dense. Everything is white and 
soft. It's always quiet here. Where 
are you in California? What city?

EW: Los Angeles.
CS: I lived there when I taught 
at UCLA and Calarts and they 
bring out for film showings. I had 
never been in LA until teaching 
at UCLA, and my students were 
dreadful. I've been teaching for 
100 years, you know. And I never 
had full such foolish students as I 
did there.

EW: I teach undergrads at UC 
Irvine an hour away. I’m teaching 
Orlando by Virginia Woolf right 
now. 
CS: How are they doing with that? 
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Carolee Schneemann, INTERIOR SCROLL PERFORMANCE - photo #11, 1975. 
Photo by Anthony McCall. Courtesy of C Schneemann.

"Many artists are living in 
this dual world of conviction 
about their process and their 
vision and also seeing how 
cheapened it can become."

EW: They hate me for it. No one's ever made 
them read anything like this before. It's sad... 
They don't read. I'm just devastated by it. 
CS: All the novels — I read all day long, and 
in the night also, but my students, oh, very 
resistant. When I was at the Art Institute in San 
Francisco, they didn’t like to read because the 
words just laid there so passively. So we had 
to work with video more and then they didn't 
want content or metaphor. We were finally 
saved by a fly, which came in and landed on 
a video that a student who had privilege had 
shot on holiday in Cuba. The video moved 
all through the vegetable images, and finally, 
there was something between writing and 
life that I could propose to them, the fly —an 
independent marker! 

EW: I have a dance background and I wanted 
to chat to about the Judson dancers and 
kinetic theater and using the stage as a col-
lage and material.
CS: It took that pain of losing painting, and the 
exclusivity of painting and took it into this in 
large arena. It was very gratifying.

EW: I just wrote a piece on Forsythe, how he 
makes these installations that put people in a 
position of having to do choreography. He’s 
spoken about “democratizing” choreography, 
putting an untrained body into a space where 
it’s going to be prodded toward transformative 
action, which isn’t something you get to expe-
rience in dance training. Some of the Judson 
dances seemed like this, this — 
CS: Transformative action, improvisation, 
discovery of the extensivity of your physical-
ity in a given space. And then how did that 
extend itself to improvisation with the other 
participants, given the range of sensation, 
sensuousness than I wanted to bring for-
ward. And it was always kind of a miracle how 
much trust the participants had. They hadn't 
necessarily known my work or participated in 
anything public before. So it was very intense 
and remarkable for all of us to just suddenly be 
there embodying this these physical transfor-
mations and this exchange of energy that was 
so huge once it was underway. It found its own 
dynamic.

EW: In so many of your performances you've 
avoided literal instructions or explanations. Is 
this to put the participants in the midst of some 
kind of lived truth?
CS: I think you have a whole new set of 
physical responses, kind of awareness of 
space. When you have a chicken sausages 
landing on you, the rule is going to be that 
you stay connected to the material. So there 
are very specific, not demanding specific 
qualifications for how we respond to materi-
als and each other in “Meat Joy.” So it’s not 
happening the way it’s been described, which 
is infuriating for me because it's intensively 
rehearsed and explored and then you're 
given, as a participant, complete freedom: 
see where you go. But it's complete freedom 
within very specific dynamics.

EW: You found it frustrating the way “Meat Joy” 
has been discussed?
CS: Horrible, horrible. Even last month I had 
a film program in Detroit at a wonderful film 
center and a guy, a well known historian was 
supposed to end the presentation with some 
questions. And his first question to me was, 
why is your work so messy? 

EW: Messy?
CS: Messy! That means: menstrual blood,fe-
male messiness, things are out of control with 
this woman and her art. So I had to resort to 
explain that this dynamic is part of a transfor-
mation. The materials are in transformative 
stages in the performance work. Anyway, that 
was a shock.

EW:. You've, you've had a lot of that in your 
career, people not necessarily saying it’s 
messy, but brushing it aside, or responding 
with aggression.
CS: They say it’s narcissistic, dramatic, 
operatic, and as you mentioned, the woman 
cultural film historians were the most painful in 
their rejecting and misunderstanding. As you 
said, taking the work as a provocation to be 
prurient with male taboos and interests. I was 
completely working against it. But it's getting 
better now. We have a whole new genera-
tion, they get. But the male phobias are really 
hardwired. It's so deep with them. It has to do 
with envy, the world, taboo, just all of his old 
phobias that never really become realistic for 
our life experience.

EW: It’s also an unfair characterization of 
your body of work to focus only on that which 
involves because sexual or bodily material, 
since these are not necessarily reflective of 
everything else in your practice.
CS: And what’s most rejected and taboo are 
my political works: investigation and the instal-
lations I made of the destruction of Palestinian 
culture — nobody wants to know about that 
in the United States. The Vietnam film pres-
entation still has relevance because it's being 
thought about all over again.

EW: Using newspaper images of the Vietnam 
War, right?
CS: From European papers or radical news 
journals because government was suppress-
ing the degree of violent destruction and the 
disproportion of the materials between a rural 
agricultural Buddhist tradition and our mania 
for war materials, and culmination — “we 
have to destroy you for your own good.” We're 
always righteous. Well we grew up with this 
binary history of destroying all of the cultures 
that were innocent and tried to help our pres-
ence. We're still at it. It sort of never ends.

EW: And those were reacted to aggressively?
CS: Especially, anything that didn't support 
the traditions here for Israeli domination of the 
Middle East. That work was rejected, stolen, 
made invisible. The mailing lists disappeared. I 
think I had the Mossad following it. 
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Carolee Schneemann, NUDE ONTRACKS 1, 1975-2005, Archival Giclee print on Hahn Rag with 
pigmented inks, 53.3 x 73.7 cm framed [Photograph by Charles Stein]

We have an amazing American Jewish history 
here and it dominates or information about 
different cultures and what makes culture. We 
don't have a proportionate representation of 
the lives of Palestinian people and their ancient 
history, because a lot of that is now being reab-
sorbed as if it’s Israeli. Israelis are digging up 
the artifacts of Palestine as if it’s their culture. 

EW: Your work on 9/11 was also reacted to 
with a great deal of hostility. 
CS: Yeah, it was, “how dare you have female 
young woman artists assuming we're not cor-
rect,” that we have to be virtuous, and we have 
to win. So that was the dynamic going around 
the vilification of the 9/11 work. And of course, 
anything with female interiority is subject to 
outrage. A lot of it is secret disgust, right? 

EW: As though we shouldn’t have to 
be uncomfortable.
CS: Cover it up with a sheet or something, 
take it away! 

Yeah. In the interview later and they get huge. 
You're going up and down. As you probably 
know, when I was teaching my untrained 
performers, the energy, the aspects of ges-
tures, the motions that we were going to build 
with, I had to get up there and do it. And then 
I was in “Meat Joy,” I said, this is a static, this 
feels amazing. I'm going to do this. I was very 
distressed, though, because I couldn't see it 
properly, like a painting. And the performance 
had my intimacy, my prolonged time, there 
was training, rehearsal, drawing, writing. It 
happened, and it was gone. And if I'm in it, I'm 
not really seeing it acutely. 

EW: So then what was the urgency to make 
that transition from painting? 
CS: Good question. Well, I thought about that 
for all these years and… Oh, we'll have to talk 
about it again more. I'm not sure. Painting 
told me it was transforming itself, and then 
the physicality of actually painting – because 
painting was denied me in every possible sit-
uation. I had been given a full room-board-tu-
ition scholarship to Bard on the basis of my 
paintings, and then once I was there, they 
said, “you're only a girl. Don't set your heart 
on art.” That went on until yesterday, proba-
bly. (Laughs) It’s definitely changed because 
the women artists are dominating cultural 
history right now. Where are the boys? Where 
are the guys; what are they doing? They were 
centrifuge in all my years after arriving in New 
York City. I realized that the women artists I 
researched, what I called missing precedents, 
still belonged in European history books. The 
American women who were deeply influential 
to me were very few. And, of course, George 
Hartigan had changed her name from Grace 
to George — I got that right away. I was at a 
panel for the Artists’ Club; it was so exciting, 
but it was all men. They all came together 
smoking cigars and cigarettes and talked 
about painting and issues of creativity. 
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Carolee Schneemann, NUDE ONTRACKS 5, 1975-2005, Archival Giclee print on Hahn Rag 
with pigmented inks, 53.3 x 73.7 cm framed [Photograph by Charles Stein]

Carolee Schneemann, MEAT JOY, 1964, performance - raw fish, chickens, sausages, wet 
paint, plastic, rope, paper scrap, Judson Church NYC [photograph by Al Giese] [i]
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Carolee Schneemann, UP TO AND INCLUDING HER LIMITS, 1973-76, performance - 
crayon on paper, rope suspended from ceiling, [photograph by Shelley-Davis] [ii]

I went one time —  I wasn't invited, with some-
one brought me there with them – and there 
was a woman at the table, wearing a mask, 
and she never spoke. It was Marisol.

EW: She wore a literal mask?!
CS: For two and a half hours or however long 
the congress was, she sat completely still. She 
was beautiful, so beautiful. She had a grace 
where she could sit still as a bird for a very long 
time. I observed this because I was always in 
motion and restless and thought I would like to 
be like that. 

EW: How did you keep up morale, in that 
kind of climate?
CS: I had a partner that supported me aesthet-
ically, emotionally, Jim Tenney. So that made all 
the difference for me. 

EW: This was after you were kicked out of Bard 
for “moral turpitude,” right?
CS: I think so — no one told me!

EW: And so it was just for doing a nude portrait 
of yourself?
CS: I think so. I wasn't sure. No one told me. 
Everyone was sleeping with their sweethearts. 
We had a president of Bard at the time said, I 
don’t want anyone freezing in their car all win-
ter, so we could be in each others’ beds; that 
was made clear. The faculty was really crazy 
with me. No one told me what was happening, 
except that I had to leave for a year, and that 
then they would probably let me back. But why 
was I having to go? Was it moral turpentine? 
My joke. (Laughs). I got an award from Bard 
two or three years ago for excellence in the 

arts, and they gave me a big heavy medal to 
where and there were a bunch of other people 
in literature and history who got a big medal 
to wear.

EW: How did that feel, after all this time, for 
them to recognize you?
CS: It was great. It's completely nuts. But I 
realized I was kicked out for the naked self 
portraits I did, it wasn’t for necking with Wayne, 
or sleeping in his room. It must've been the 
open-leg self portraits, since they were gone 

— someone stole them from my room. I was 
working privately, quietly, because Bard had 
no life drawing. When I was kicked out, they 
had to extend my fellowship to the School of 
Painting and Sculpture at Columbia and to the 
New School. So I got to study life drawing eight 
hours a day if I wanted to, have dinner with 
Hannah Arendt. That's when I met Jim Tenney. 
So being kicked out was excellent!

EW: It really worked out in the end. But it’s 
unfathomable for my generation to think of 
being kicked out of art school for painting 
yourself. I have trouble wrapping my mind 
around it!
CS: It’s a big contradiction. It really was so 
fraught with negativity. Also the same time the 
famous writer guys were trying to get in our 
pants, and tricking us about projects. I went to 
my poetry professor, who's very well known in 
the poetry world. I went thinking about poetry, 
and he hadn't had his regular office hours, so 
I was to come to his room. I went there and he 
was lying under a big red blanket and he had a 
little table with glasses of wine, and the bottle 
of wine on his lab and under the blanket was a 

protrusion sticking up between his legs. I said, 
“Oh, you know what? I left my notes in my room. 
I have to go.” So I got away from that, but it 
was perfectly normal at the time.

EW: That’s revolting. That’s the kind of thing 
that would ruin someone’s career now, which 
I’d hardly mourn for.
CS: Yeah. But in the early days, yeah, we girls 
were so confused. The confusion could lead to 
an expressive transformation. So many of the 
girls were suicidal. They were confused. They 
were bewildered. They were being fucked by 
their professor, and they were so.

EW:if those were the conditions that were kind 
of providing the grounds for these expressive 
transformations. I wonder if maybe now, um, 
young female artists are having to discover 
different, newer, more contemporary terms by 
which to have them. Maybe that's part of the 
confusion now.
CS: Well, there's so much intrusion. The com-
mercialization of aesthetic process is a horror. 
Oh, there's so much junk now. A, lack of rigor 
and lack of concentration. At the same time, 
many artists are living in this dual world of con-
viction about their process and their vision and 
also seeing how cheapened it can become, 
and that's actually an ideal of the aesthetic 
configuration now.

EW: The cheapening is the ideal. That devaluing.
CS: Yeah.

EW: So where should we look instead?
CS: Nature, nature! Get the fuck out of here! 

Go out on the ice and fish or build fireplaces where people 
have no way to cook get those new illuminated lanterns 
where people really need them. Get out of the studio, into 
the hungry world, into the desperate world. Then you 
can bring back Goya; then you can look at Cezanne with 
another energy. You’ve got to get out of the art school for 
sure. What do you think?

EW: I did an MFA in creative writing, but I think it has been 
similarly important for me to get  out of the workshop, start 
fresh, rewrite what had been workshopped to death. But 
my time there was very valuable; I had resources and 
space to write that are harder to come by now.
CS: Where did you study?

EW: UC Riverside — I’m from the LA area, and am not 
terribly inclined to move far. You grew up on a farm, right?
CS: Yes!

EW: I wondered if your use of flesh as material maybe came 
from your upbringing.
CS: And my dad, a physician. And in the house, I could peer 
through the keyhole, and he'd be asking women strange 
things like, when did you last menstruate? You could get 
a feeling of something very mysterious there! The way my 
mom and her sisters talked when they were pregnant to 
each other, and I was maybe three or four years old and I 
thought, they’re scared, they're bringing a baby, but they're 
scared of it. One of my first books was from my dad, he let 
me have Grey's Anatomy. 

EW: That's a great first book. Your father also didn't want 
you to go to college or go to art school, even though he 
was a part of your young education?
CS: No, only typing school. That was how a girl could take 
care of herself. No one wants to have a very pretty girl who 
thinks she's an artist, whatever that is – it was all very con-
fusing and they definitely didn’t want that for their daughter. 
So I had to run away. It was making me completely crazy. It 
was a big moment and I've written about it… I was painting 
in my bedroom, I was painting a watermelon, and my mom 
was increasingly angry, frustrated, bewildered, why I wasn't 
being a normal daughter for her, and sent my father into 
see what I was doing. I was painting, and as he opened the 
door, he yelled, “drop the brush!” It was like “drop the gun!”

EW: That’s like something out of a movie!
CS: It was horrible then. He was my buddy, my dad, you 
know — I lost it. I just looked down. It was like too much. I 
rebelled. I had too much contrariness. But in the late 50’s, 
you could hitchhike. I don't know how we could, we were 

never assuming that we’d be raped or dragged 
away. We'd get to some remote place where 
other students were hanging out and you 
could evade your parents and prohibitions.

EW: Now, we're not reacting to the same 
expectations. No one's telling us to go to 
typing school, but we’re still reacting to some-
thing. Maybe it’s the commodification of the 
feminine, or being told that success is doing 
well under capitalism like men do.
CS: The depictions are still phony — phony 
boobs, phony behinds, phony noses, mouths, 
hony eyes, whatever you are, you’re not okay. 
You have to embellish, decorate, improve, 
transform, become a boy — change the whole 
nature of what you think and how you inhabit 
your fleshly body.

EW: But now we’re told it’s empowering.
CS: Question mark! It’s very hard for the guys. 
They don't know what's going on. They never 
really got it before, and just dominated our 
structures and behaviors. It’s a tough moment, 
now. How do we get out of this and still main-
tain what we know is good and fair?

EW: I’m not sure – what should we be doing?
CS: I have a hard time giving advice now. It's so 
full of contradictions. I think you're doing the 
right thing to be writing, and concentrating on 
history of the word, what language can bring 
us. We need that desperately. There's some 
wonderful painting happening with deep ten-
drils, activating history, and lost meanings. All 
this work is there to be done, thoroughly.
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