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PUBLIC LIVES

PUBLIC LIVES; The Artist Lights a
Little-Known Tunnel

By Joyce Wadler
Dec. 3, 1999

THERE are treasures to be found beneath the streets of the city: the
saxophonist in the subway, whose exceptional riff is there, then gone; the more
permanent pleasures of the little turtles that hug the wall of the subway tunnel
on the way to the Central Park Zoo.

If you are not a commuter on Metro-North, however, it is likely that you are
unaware of a more recent addition to the subterranean permanent collection, the
20 pieces of mosaic art by Ellen Driscoll, scattered in Grand Central North, the
underground grid of passages that go from Grand Central Terminal to Park
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Avenue and 48th Street. The entrance to the passage from the main terminal is
not well marked. As if in a secret society, you must be told to descend between
Tracks 21 and 23, simply to find it.

""Alot of people just don't know it's there," says Ms. Driscoll, with remarkable
good nature for someone who spent seven years on a work and was required for
much of that time to take a second job to survive. "I keep getting reports of
people getting lost. One of my friends told a cabdriver she wanted to be dropped
at the 47th Street entrance to Grand Central and he told her there was no 47th
Street entrance to Grand Central and refused to stop. I don't get the feeling the
people in the main terminal know anything about it."

Certainly, the Metropolitan Transportation Authority Arts for Transit program
and the Metro-North Railroad, which underwrote the project, could at least put
up a sign?

Some underground rumblings: "I think they didn't want to draw attention to it,
because it was two years late and they went over budget."

Schedules, budgets -- let us put them aside, in celebration. The famous night sky
ceiling of Grand Central was the starting point for Ms. Driscoll's work;
illustrations of stories from cultures around the world about the cosmos.

On the 47th Street cross-passage, between Tracks 34 and 37, is a mosaic
regarding the ancient Egyptian goddess Nout, who was said to devour the sun
every day at dusk. ""Actually, she ate the sun, creating night, and it passed
through her digestive tract, but I left the details out,' Ms. Driscoll confides
during an impromptu tour yesterday. Near track 19 is Sisyphus, condemned to
roll a boulder up a hill in perpetuity.

""Self-portrait,'' the artist says.



While the stories are ancient, the models in the illustration are for the most part
contemporary, from photos taken by Ms. Driscoll. In a mosaic, near Track 12,
that represents a Celtic solar god, the model is Ms. Driscoll's husband, Tom
Sleigh, a poet, who is a professor at Dartmouth. "I needed a man with a beard
and there he was,"' Ms. Driscoll says. "I paid all the other models, but I definitely
did not pay him. That would have been terrible."" On an escalator wall, near the
station master's office, is a photo-mosaic of Albert Einstein as a young boy,
against a compass.

"I thought we should have a contemporary idea about the sky, because the other
stories are so ancient," Ms. Driscoll says. ""Einstein's theory about relativity is
essentially a story about how the universe was created. There is a story that
when Einstein was a boy, his father gave him a compass and he was interested
in the movement of the needle, so I situated him in a compass."

A playful smile.

""Putting him near the station master's office was my way of saying the station
master is a genius," she says. '""He has to run this whole thing from here. I don't
think the station master knows. It's my own little joke."

AN admission, here, about our bragging rights to Ms. Driscoll: She has
apartments in both Brooklyn and Cambridge -- ''dual citizenship'' as she puts it.
Ms. Driscoll teaches full time at the Rhode Island School of Design. Also, while
Ms. Driscoll has spent much of her life in New York, she grew up in Boston.

Ms. Driscoll's father was dean of admissions at Brandeis; her mother was an art
historian who took jobs at two private schools so that her children (there were
five) could have free admission. ''Socially progressive,"' Ms. Driscoll terms her
parents. Her mother took her to her first civil rights rally at 12.



Ms. Driscoll, after graduating from Wesleyan University with a degree in fine
arts, worked on her sculpture during the day and supported herself in the
evening by weaving for a designer -- doing elegant piecework. She came to New
York, got a master's degree in sculpture at Columbia, then worked for a few
years in the admissions office of Parsons College to pay off the loans. In her
work, Ms. Driscoll has had some success: A sculpture is in the New School, the
Whitney has a drawing. Ms. Driscoll showed at a New York gallery, then left,
deciding she wanted to reach ''a more democratic audience."

""That rendered me somewhat noncommercial,'' says Ms. Driscoll, whose
subsequent work involved a project with stroke victims.

What was Ms. Driscoll's fee for seven years of work in the permanent
installation without the sign? She answers, ''$70,000."

That would be $10,000 a year? '"The artist's fee is written by law in public art,"
Ms. Driscoll says, without rancor. "'It's a percentage of the budget. The original
budget was $350,000, it went up to $550,000, but my fee didn't change. I don't
know why. C'est la vie. We aren't in it for the money, right? All I can say is I did
something nice for the City of New York."
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