FINDING RESONANT DETAILS
IN A BIG PICTURE
A Conversation with

ETIENNE FROSSARD, COURTESY THE ARTIST

BY JAN RILEY

FastForwardFossil: Part 2 (detail), 2009.
Harvested #2 plastic, 7 x 14 x 30 ft.

A professor of sculpture at the Rhode Island School of Design, Ellen Driscoll is known for complex installations
such as The Loophole of Retreat (Whitney Museum at Philip Morris, 1991) and Passionate Attitudes (Threadwaxing Space, 1995), as well as a variety of public art projects including As Above, So Below, a suite of mosaic
and glass works for Grand Central Terminal (1999); Catching the Drift, a women’s restroom for the Smith College
Museum of Art (2003); Aqueous Humour, a kinetic sculpture for the South Boston Maritime Park (2004); and
a recently completed work at the Cambridge Public Library. Driscoll has been awarded fellowships from the
Guggenheim Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts, the New York Foundation for the Arts, the
Massachusetts Cultural Council, Anonymous Was a Woman, the LEF Foundation, and Radcliffe’s Bunting Institute. Her work is included in major public and private collections such as the Metropolitan Museum of Art
and the Whitney Museum of Art.
In 1992, I showed a group of Driscoll’s pieces when I was a curator at the Contemporary Art Center in
Cincinnati. Her recent work—FastForwardFossil: Part 1, which appeared at the Frederieke Taylor Gallery,
and FastForwardFossil: Part 2—seems to be completely new. While the earlier sculptures spoke from a personal point of view and were made of organic materials like wood, paper, and cloth, the new, politically driven
pieces seem more emotionally detached, their distance reinforced by the use of plastic. For Driscoll, though,
the new work “has a similar template—the issue of power and displacement.” And like her earlier work, these
new pieces continue to make viewers see familiar things from unexpected angles.
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they could only give me a small amount of money. So, I collected bottles on
the Parisian streets and returned them for cash (in addition to other jobs like
tutoring and babysitting). That was then—and the motivation was different—
but the body doing the collecting is the same, just 37 years older. I do so much
reading and thinking about the impending global warming disaster. It’s hard to
wrap your mind around something so big—the dramatic changes in habits and
lifestyle required to shift the course are not something that our species seems
able to do yet—so this work is driven by a need to make that Big Idea very,
very local and, by labor, to pass it through my own corporeal and emotional
understanding so that I can get a grip on it—literally, with my own two hands.
JR: Writing about Damián Ortega’s political works, Richard Leslie recently
noted that “it is a central problem with all such art: to be on message but
not literal, leaving room for the power of the imagination in both artist and
viewer.” Do you agree, and if so, how do you go about solving this problem?

CURTIS HAMILTON, COURTESY THE ARTIST

Jan Riley: Your new work seems to have changed in
material, as well as in intent.
Ellen Driscoll: I feel absolutely driven, in a personal way,
in this recent work. Sometimes I say to myself that I
am trying to understand the global warming apocalypse by passing it through my fingertips, by counting
it on a day-to-day, hour-to-hour basis, by mapping it
block to city block—knowing full well that this is futile
but insisting on somehow making physical contact with
its proportions. One early morning, while collecting
bottles on the street, I had a flashback to myself at 19.
I was doing a semester abroad in Paris, and just before
I left the United States, my father lost his job. My parents insisted that I go and have the experience, but

Opposite: FastForwardFossil: Part 1, 2009. Harvested #2 plastic, 4 x 8 x 18 ft. Above: Details of oil refinery, oil rig, and McMansion.

ED: I completely agree because literalism seems disrespectful. We are complex human beings, and art should
go to the heart of that complexity and expose it. I attack
the “problem” or rather the “proposition” (because I
want my work to toss questions into the atmosphere)
via the methods that I mentioned. Keeping it local
means making things with my own hands, understanding things with my own eyes—not getting too big
or vague about anything, while always keeping the big
picture present. At the same time, I always keep my
eye tuned to the visual equivalent of synecdoche—the
fragment that expresses the whole. There are things in
my tool kit that I return to again and again. I use scale—
something large will shrink and become tiny—deforestation, a slum. In this way, it becomes more frightening, more haunted, and more powerful because of
the almost child-like attempt to reduce it to dollhouse
size and the primitive psychic power released by miniaturization. I return again and again to light, shadow,
silhouette, translucency, and mirroring—because one
thing becomes two or more, revealing the paradox of
substantiality and insubstantiality in one phenomenon,
or one moment.
JR: In FastForwardFossil: Part 1, you built parts of the
Niger Delta, an oil refinery in Nigeria, and the tar sands
of Alberta, Canada. Unless viewers are told, most cannot identify the locations. The specificity of those places
and the history of U.S. involvement with them give the
work much of its emotional weight. How many of the
connections made in your research do you want viewers
to be able to take away?
Aqueous Humour, 2004. Steel and glass, view of work at the
South Boston Maritime Park, a collaboration with MAKE.
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ED: My research process is always both visual and verbal. I look at lots of pictures, and I read a great deal. Somewhere in the amassing of information, my
mind becomes like a tuning fork, and certain details start to resonate—details
that are essentially sculptural in nature. It could be a small thing—the construction of boards over an open sewer, a provisional detention hut in Iraq, a dumpster at a luxury condo development—and from there, I start to test whether that
detail can signify a much larger space, a much bigger condition. This has been
my process for a long time. In The Loophole of Retreat, for example, the entire
piece was based on a detail of a hole in the eaves that Harriet Jacobs made with
a tool left over from the construction of her hiding place. The scaffolding that
appears in this new work, attached like a parasite to a host and preventing the
collapse of larger forms while simultaneously draining off energy, is a symbol
of the tenuous global and intimate relationships that I am discussing.
JR: Does the subject lead you to a project or a need to hunt for details and history?
ED: I would say that it’s a need to attempt to understand the big picture
embodied by the small, but concrete detail—because that’s all we have. We’ve

got our two hands, our feet, our eyes, and we move through the world
understanding things somatically and haptically, as well as imaginatively.
I’m always looking for ways to pack an object with a larger sense of “what
has happened before this” or “around this.” The research is often a thinly
veiled attempt to look for that emblematic detail, the object that can carry
the weight.
JR: Do you make a difference between commissioned pieces and your private
studio work?
ED: It’s all about scale really, and everything is connected in a continuum. In
other words, the global is personal, and part of what I am trying to do in this
new work is to connect the dots between the far-flung consequences of intimate daily acts that seem inconsequential—like sipping water out of a plastic bottle. Is that an emotional thing? Yes, if you click in to the fact that our
seemingly innocuous consumption of the water contained in that plastic is
based on the larger picture of oil, which is causing dire poverty in places like
Nigeria (from which we get a lot of our crude).
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Above and details: FastForwardFossil: Part 2, 2009. Harvested #2 plastic,
7 x 14 x 30 ft.
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Public Library, MA. Below: Parallax, 2004. Video stills, dimensions variable, a collaboration
with Jane D. Marsching.
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Above: Filament/Firmament, 2010. Glass, cable, and metal, view of work at the Cambridge

The public works and the studio-based, “private”
works are related, like siblings or cousins—sharing in
some traits and differing in others. The former must
always be connected to the specificity of a site; the latter
have a greater freedom to be nomadic, to exist in more
than one context. In the former, I am looking for ways
in which something local and bounded by geography, by
history, can leap over those boundaries and extend to
something more universal, more encompassing. In a
transit site like a library, for example, you can assume
that people of many nationalities, languages, and cultures use the place—a place that is physically bounded,
but poetically not. I try to design and build with this
paradox of boundedness and unboundedness in mind.
The studio work generally responds to a specific
architecture of an exhibition space (I make architectural models to be precise about scale), but a mutable quality is built into the work; parts can be reconfigured, added on, and subtracted to adapt to new
spaces down the line. In other words, it’s just the physical architecture of an exhibition space, not its history
or context—and that allows the work to be adaptable.
This adaptability suits the ethos of the studio work—
and there is also a built-in ethos of recycling. After
several exhibitions of a given work, I dive in and recycle it—nothing is sacred. This is a relief from the pressure of building public works for longevity. The dialectic between these two modes of working keeps things
fresh for me.
JR: In your description of making FastForwardFossil:
Part 1, you say, “Rising at 5:30 a.m., I harvest #2 plastic bottles from the recycling bags put out for collection
on the streets of Brooklyn. For one hour, one day at a
time, I immerse myself in the tidal wave of plastic that
engulfs us by collecting as many bottles as I can carry.”
There is also an image of you attached to a long string
of plastic bottles as you walk home from your collecting.
Is there a performative aspect to your recent works in
plastic? Or is the hunting and gathering of the plastic
merely a task that has to be done?
ED: There is no performative aspect to the collecting.
The image physically measures how many bottles I can
collect in an hour—130—on roughly three to four
blocks. It’s also that kind of slightly comical Everyman
image designed to generate empathy for the scene and
get people to come to the show because they are
intrigued and want to know what happens next. In my
real collecting, I am at pains not to draw attention to
myself, so I put the bottles in recycling bags; I don’t
have time to string them. The work of collecting is
quite time-sensitive because you are always aware
that there’s a short time between dawn and when
the trucks come. Also, there’s a kind of code of manners
for collectors, respectful of the fact that everyone has

work to do, and interruptions to that work (like making a spectacle
of yourself) aren’t welcome.
JR: Parallax demonstrates how you use puppets and figures as standins for Everyman/woman. Most of your work is representational,
but not figurative. What is your relationship with the figure, and
why are you drawn to using a universal figure from time to time?
ED: This is a hard question. There is no such thing as a universal figure—and yet there is, because human bodies share basic physiology across time and culture. Such paradoxes entice me. A puppet is
at one remove, like a doll. As children, we invest powerful psychic
energy in these surrogates; as adults, the residue of that investment burns in us like an ember. So, there is a weird recognition of
the generalized double, or doppelganger, that gives a lot of space
for individual projection. In public projects, this can be quite useful, and in more private work, I return to it periodically as a way of
stirring things up or “acting something out,” especially things that
might be particularly troubling like a death in the family or losing
all my hair (in 2001)—things better dealt with through ventriloquism or throwing my voice through the double.
JR: Was Aqueous Humour the first piece in which you used glass
and worked with Franz Mayer of Munich? How did you come to
this collaboration, which has proven so fruitful?
ED: The very first piece was As Above, So Below for the northern
passages of Grand Central Terminal at 45th, 47th, and 48th streets.
We started in 1993, and it opened to the public five years later.
This first project was also our most extensive—it is a suite of 12
large mosaics in multiple locations, depicting cosmological ideas.
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Two mosaic companies bid for the job in a “blind” submission to
the MTA. They chose the most beautiful sample without knowing
the identity of the fabricator. The image was a photograph that I
had taken of my assistant, Julie Nathanson, posing as Persephone
and eating a pomegranate—but pixilated into quarter-inch squares
of glass in 18 shades of gray. The effect was eerie: mosaic is such an
ancient art, the photograph mimicked 19th-century pioneering
efforts at motion photography, and the pixel effect is, of course,
from our own time. The Mayer studio was pioneering this technique at a time when nobody else had thought of it. It has since
been replicated quite a lot—but then, it was a stunning innovation.
The collaboration with Franz Mayer has extended my work in new
ways and challenged me. Our most recent collaboration tested us
in terms of both scale and fabrication technique. Wingspun (2008)
is an 800-foot glass wall that forms the membrane between International and Domestic Arrivals in Terminal C at the Raleigh-Durham
airport. Since this was bigger than what could be done at Mayer’s
Munich studio, they acted as consultants to help me find fabricators in other parts of Germany—Westphal and Buefa—who did a
high-end lamination process in which every window is printed digitally on a piece of film the size of the glass and then sealed between
two panes. The mural has no repeat images in it, and it tells a story
of the original inhabitants of North Carolina, the arrivals from
England, through slavery, to the present immigration from Asia,
and lots, lots more.
Jan Riley is a writer and curator living in New York.
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