A Blurred Position
A dialogue with Pam Lins by Ian Berry
Pam Lins refers to her work primarily as sculpture and consistently interrogates
the medium through its relationship to other forms of representation, most
notably painting and photography. Mixing a love of formal, modernist art with an
idiosyncratic sensibility, Lins’s work complicates divisions between abstract and
representational, colorful and unadorned, hollow and full, and front and back.
Constructed in response to the Tang Museum’s mezzanine space, Denver Gold
continues Lins’s long-running exploration of sculpture’s unique relationship with
its viewers and its environment. At the center of the installation lies a forest of
freestanding sculptures whose plywood pedestals, topped with small paintings
and objects, play with traditional conventions of sculptural display. In the recreated Corner piece reconstructed painting background, a section of the wall
remains unpainted, revealing its internal material. On a curved shelf, paintings,
propped as though still in the studio, gradually recede outward until the final
pieces hang on the finished gallery wall.
Several works refer to photographs of sculpture by well-known modernist
sculptors, including Constantin Brancusi (1876–1957), Naum Gabo (1890–1977),
and Henry Moore (1898–1986). Lins’s dialogue with these influential figures of
modern sculpture comes from a deep admiration of their work, as well as a keen
understanding of her relationship to it as a contemporary female sculptor. For
Fireplace reconstructed sculpture background, Lins recreates a section of
Brancusi’s studio. An avid photographer of his own work, Brancusi used a
monochromatic painting propped behind his fireplace as a backdrop for
photographing his sculptures. Lins’s newest series, Slabs and Armatures,
similarly shine light on the unseen, eccentric aspects of art-making—the plaster
sculptures refer to a photograph Lins found of an armature inside a Moore
sculpture. These pieces sit upon a shelf-like base painted in exterior color
options for the 1974 Pontiac GTO. Their shades and names conjure an earlier
time in American visual culture—for Lins, specifically, her childhood in the
Midwest. In this way Lins reclaims the less-examined parts—the inside, the
middle--of artistic influence and experience.
Ian Berry: Many of your works explore how we look at a sculpture, taking on
some of the big ideas in the history of sculpture while also inventing ways not to
be beholden to that history.
Pam Lins: I know it seems limiting to stick with the genre of “sculpture” at this
point, but I see my project as more reformatory in approach. I consider other
forms and languages that frame and depend on the category of sculpture but
also on the conversations floating around in real time.
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IB: Many of your works explore notions of display.
PL: Yes, and of course this seems a bit obvious with sculpture. We’re tied at the
hip. I remember at one point I was showing photographs of my work and
someone said, “Maybe next time you shoot it, you should take it off the kitchen
table.” How do you respond to this? That table was part of my sculpture.
Photography has always been the primary medium sculpture has wrangled with.
I’m interested in display, in the whole predicament of getting the thing off the floor
or onto the wall or whatever, and the language of display in relation to sculpture
but also as a discussion of how we live. I think of these locations and situations
as a tool to discuss space within and between sculpture and the built world.
IB: For you the display isn’t separate?
PL: No. It’s a smudge, an indistinct mass.
IB: You’re just making a thing.
PL: Yes, but it took me a while to get there.
IB: With your earlier work you would make a sculpture, and make a display after?
PL: It was forced, but it was always something I was interested in. I think that I’m
there now.
IB: What makes you feel like you’re there – what is different?
PL: For me it’s because I’ve been making work for a good chunk of time. Being
able to look back and forward helps the way I work. I think it is also the product of
trying things, and the idea that if you say something enough you start to believe it
yourself. When I hear someone describe my work as atop something or beside
something, or using these kinds of adjectives of display, I always get a little upset
because my working mode deals with this idea of blurring until work and display
become one. The pedestal becomes the sculpture, the thing on top, the thing
below, the stuff from the inside. I like the idea of becoming. The painting on the
wall, which is now in the sculpture, speaks to modes of perception. So I like to
think about it as a kind of blurred position.
IB: I love the idea of a blurred position. You have made a number of works in the
past few years based on looking at older sculptors’ work or classical sculpture.
PL: Old men.
IB: How do you pick them?
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PL: I have spent a lot of time with some of them, like Brancusi. I’ve been
interested in him for a million reasons. Then there are people like Henry Moore,
whose work I don’t know if I always like, but who is just as interesting to me to
use, and claim, to rethink some problems. I like to hunt through archives and
collections of pictures of artists in their studios and try to find some weird thing
that’s like the threshold of their work—something that has never been historically
organized—and work with that. It involves looking at a ton of photographs, so
sometimes it’s about who you can find photos of. All the old men have been
archived. So, in a way, I’m also speaking to who has been left out.
IB: Is it less about their artwork and more about the archive - those pictures you
find?
PL: I can’t say that across the board, but it is about how they worked in their
studios and about the photo archives, and how to think about what a photo is.
IB: What’s so great about time in the studio?
PL: Nothing; it’s often horrible! It’s hard. And I respect it as a way to try to get off
the computer, bring my body back from the screen freeze. I know that when I go
into my studio I don’t have that much time because of the crazy way we live. I’m
super-interested in how work is generated, often more than the final product. I’m
often disappointed in the final product.
IB: You like the process?
PL: Yes, totally. I don’t go into the studio to close out the world and have a
solitary experience. I go into the studio to let the world in and contemplate
everything. It’s just quieter; it’s a quiet place for me. Except talk radio is always
on, and from that the news seeps in. And also music. I listened to the countdown
of five hundred classic rock songs over Memorial Day and was surprised to
realize I knew five hundred songs. New thoughts meet old thoughts.
IB: What does it mean to let the world in?
PL: I don’t go in there to be alone and go deep into my unconscious although I
may hope and wait for that to happen. It’s not about getting away. It’s not about
being alone. Alone, but not lonely. It’s not about some kind of…
IB: Romantic isolation?
PL: Right. It’s really to sort out the world—to edit, read, generate thoughts, pick
through things. Proustian and Freudian.
IB: You have an activist side. Do you see your work dealing with older male
artists as a part of that? How have you made your activism fit with your artwork?
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PL: All histories should be questioned. Don’t you have to put yourself in a sort of
contradictory position of studying and questioning simultaneously? And to forget
both at times? I depend on my gaps to make work. I know this sounds antithetical
to how we are supposed to proceed, but I want to use history like information or
material...sometimes! I’ve always been blown away that the study of art history
and the practice of being an artist are placed next to each other sometimes, and
separated at other times. I also think aesthetics and politics can lie together.
IB: But you don’t make work that’s narrative or has a story?
PL: No.
IB: What fuels your work?
PL: It’s fueled by this idea of questioning history. This is why I often remake work,
which I think at some level is an empathetic process: to know what it feels like to
remake someone else’s work, or be near that feeling. The remaking I’m involved
in doesn’t mean a copy. I like to have that knowledge of what it would feel like to
make someone’s work and how that can generate an impression that influences
the way I look at that work, think about the world, make my own work, remind
myself not to be an asshole, think about what’s next, and project my work out
there. If I make something and you look at it--something has happened.
IB: You’ve also remade your own work.
PL: Yes. For me, it’s a way to be a viewer of my own work. A device to split the
self.
IB: It’s an alternative way of working because most of us value studio time as
time to make something new. Deciding to remake something is the opposite—it’s
going in the opposite direction of what a lot of the world is telling you. In that way,
your practice involves a bit of resistance.
PL: It is a bit of resistance but probably like aggressive resistance and some sort
of re-knowing of resistance. I don’t know what it means to remake a work but I
think it’s good. There are always changes in the remaking. I’m not an artist that’s
constantly in touch with the meaning of the work.
IB: Can you describe how remaking operates in an earlier work, like Please Bear
With Us?
PL: In the works Please Bear With Us, I employed a sort of remaking. I could
barely find any women artists while using the archives, so I remade some work
by some contemporary women painters and also sculptural works based on
mythic figures: Mary Magdalene and Medusa. I think about the stasis of history
4

versus the action of the recent past. One of these pieces is an homage to Alma
Thomas and the other is for Moira Dryer. It comes back to the idea of remaking
and what homage is. I know homage is a word that people don’t really use
anymore, which of course is partly why I want to drag it out. It satellites around
other words; influence, appropriation, quotation, grabs, loving, stealing. I think
about remaking as an event. Maybe it could offer something emotional.
IB: Putting homage back in circulation?
PL: Yes, I would like to see someone write about homage right now. I think I
approached the women painters in a similar way as I was doing those other men:
if I remake their thing, I have a simple empathy and a re-knowing and an
understanding. There is a circular psychology about this process for me—I can
see the painting; can it see me if I make it? It is a condition of maintaining an
attachment to a problematic object in advance and while you are remaking it.
IB: Can you say more about an artwork seeing you?
PL: There are a couple of things by Lacan that have stuck with me. One of the
reasons I remember Lacan is because among his weird, metaphysical style of
writing and my “creative memory” there are some really great anecdotes. In one
of them, he is on this fishing boat and the guy he is with points to a shiny tuna
can floating in the sea and says, “You see the can? Do you see it? Well, it
doesn’t see you!” I just love that. The process of remaking is a little bit like this for
me--I can see their work, but until I think about a remake or find the right item, I’m
not really part of it. It’s hard to find the right situation. But it also makes me think
of cans all the time.
In another anecdote, Lacan is describing a pigeon that won’t mature into an adult
until it recognizes its own species. Then they figured out that if they held a mirror
in front of the pigeon it would mature, so it just needed to see another version of
itself. He suggests that the mind needs this image to organize the visible world-the subject must be able to visualize herself in relation to the objects around her.
That’s my project! and I’m not a Lacanian. It’s an enlightening moment in a
portion of a text. Sometimes those anecdotes get close to how I feel. I think it’s
some kind of mix of splitting yourself, trying to remake yourself, something about
how others feel, and something about the politics of feminism, and some way to
consider abstract political thought. But I also love and use comedy and humor
and Buster Keaton in the same way. This is probably more improv, as I think
scripted comedy may have more to do with craft. My work is very concerned with
how things are made, but I am more interested in trying to keep the work moving
somehow.
IB: How do you see feminism working in that mix?
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PL: Feminism has such a complicated history that it’s hard to figure out how to be
creative with it. That’s the key: how to take these things with these impassioned
histories that you don’t want all of, and figure out how to work with them
creatively at the same moment you are studying them. I allow myself some
abstract thinking.
IB: That’s a great way to use something in a building way. There are lots of ways
that transaction can get bogged down by arguing about who is right and who is
wrong, and not really moving forward.
PL: Artists always try to stick stuff out into the world that people aren’t used to.
IB: You’ve taught for many years—do you have a clear break between your
teaching life and your art life?
PL: No. I don’t teach as an extension of my practice by any means, but it puts me
back in touch with the reasons I wanted to become an artist.
IB: What are those reasons?
PL: I feel that art can help the human condition. I try to hold onto those ideals
even though we have to negotiate all the problems with the market and all that
distracting stuff. I still feel it’s something that can help us, though I shouldn’t use
the word help. It teaches us that we’re asking the wrong questions.
IB: At the Tang, we considered how to position the sculptures and how people
would move through the space. What do you think about when you’re setting up
an installation? Your last few exhibitions have felt like total artworks in
themselves.
PL: I think every artist would probably rather work in a space, in situ. The space
of the gallery I show at, Rachel Uffner, is a Lower East Side storefront, so it’s
long and skinny. Because I have been in New York for a long time, it’s like a
historical space. Before her gallery was there it was the artist-run gallery
Orchard, which I had been to quite a bit, and before that it was a store. So
dealing with a space that I have been to in other incarnations is weird in itself. It’s
a container. I think that also loads the space for me. It’s the fascinating and
sometimes horrible thing about New York: how it changes. I’m sure you feel that
way with the Tang. Sergej Jensen is an artist who hangs his show the way the
show before was hung. That seems okay to me; in fact, I think it is also hilarious.
But for my installations, or the installing of the work, I mostly consider the walk.
One of the things that I take on with sculpture is the idea that you walk around it.
And this is also a clichéd negotiation about looking at sculpture. But the space
around a sculpture is much more unruly than the space of a sculpture. I try to
consider it an optimistic walk because you are going into the future and you don’t
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really know what’s around the corner. There is an idea of hopefulness. And once
you pass that corner, a memory kicks in, which I think about in terms of both the
body and the face, each of which brings up a different sort of response. Ideas
about beauty are shaped in part by notions of scale and symmetry derived from
the dimensions of the human body. With the works that picture a kind of portrait
head, such as Medusa [Medusa page design decoy, 2010] or Lincoln [Lincoln
bookend obstruction, 2010], this experience is delayed a bit when the beauty of a
face is suddenly presented. The sculptures’ placement obscures things, delays
things, and blocks things, all as you’re walking. I work with that.
IB: Like a speed bump, it slows you down.
PL: It could be like a speed bump, but I don’t think about it as manipulating. It’s
more related to seeing and considering suspension as you move. It’s more like
walking through a Japanese garden but not taking the path—when you walk
here, you’ll see this, and it will be framed by that, and then you’ll walk over here
and get this view based on the memory of the last view. It’s not necessarily about
slowing people down, although I try to throw in delays.
IB: That’s more of an architectural point of view.
PL: It’s about the body walking through built space, so in that way it does have to
do with architecture. Sculpture always considers the spaces around it. I think it’s
a sort of a compressed dialogue between the body, the sculpture, and the space.
IB: There are many cutouts in your work, like the white recesses on the sides of
your wooden sculptures.
PL: The niches.
IB: They are holes?
PL: Yes, there is some idea of a hole, which is something that I have a bit of a
relationship with. There is an index in my work for dealing with the interior of a
sculpture, and interiority. There was a time when not all sculpture was hollow.
What does it mean to have hollow sculptures? I always like to touch on that. I
went from being interested in infrastructure within buildings (like ventilation) to
more provisional situations, like slitting and slotting and rigging. Now I am sort of
digging out and building back up. It’s about negative space. It’s about the politics
of being hollow. Eventually hollow processes of sculpture moved weight and
material without showing the loss. What to do with the loss....
IB: Are you taking that negative space and reinserting it somewhere else?
PL: There is some of that. It’s never that easy because I look for those spaces in
the world and sometimes those spaces are a negative of a sculpture and
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sometimes it’s a hole. Considering and revealing the interiority of a base
engages the process of its exposing itself -- redirecting the interiority. It is
showing itself while remaking and extending itself. Then there is active
hollowness. The digging of the New York City subway tunnel moved the waste
from the hole around. The excavation removed internal debris and rock and the
foundations from skyscrapers and moved it horizontally or above ground to
extend Governors Island and the Jersey shore. The comings and goings of all of
the conditions and networks of the subway revolve around that hole.
IB: Let’s talk about your paintings. You paint from photographs, some that you
take and some that you find?
PL: Painting has a lot of different sources for me. I often get into a project by
painting my way into it. As I’m researching all those crazy archives and picking
out pictures of artists in their studios, I’m painting pictures of their work. I create a
transcription. Some of that makes it to the final work, some of it gets painted
over, and some of the representation gets abstraction over it. I think in some
ways it also has to do with why I started painting. It’s kind of corny, but this idea
that with paint and a couple movements of my hand, I can do a whole lot--that
means a lot in contrast with making sculpture, which is heavy, slow, and a total
pain. It has to do with time. You can have a quicker thought that you get out. And
it can change the time and space of the read of a sculpture.
IB: Is it like notetaking?
PL: It can be related to that. Or jotting. Accumulative jottings can add up to a lot
after awhile. That may be my work method. Then I stuck the paintings in the
sculptures. Painting has also always been my alpha, and sculpture was often
defined by how it worked in regard to painting (many times negatively). I always
felt just in awe standing in front of paintings. Many of the really smart people I
know are painters, and painting’s history is so long and articulated and written
about on so many levels. I just always went to painting. Maybe every artist has
to. Finally I just made the move and started painting in 2004. I was a horrible
painter, although there is nothing I like better than a bad painting. I have looked
at thrift store paintings for a long time.
IB: Why do you love them?
PL: I don’t know. Maybe because I grew up in the Midwest and that was what
was around. I loved Jim Shaw’s Thrift Store Paintings and used to comb through
stores in Chicago, looking for things. I began painting from my photo archive. I’m
a better painter now and am starting to deal with painting in ways similar to my
interests in sculpture. I’m trying to think about the future condition and about
time, because a painting could almost be a stand-in for an armature in a
sculpture, suggesting a future. A few years ago I started calling the paintings in
my work armatures, I had been looking at an archive of photos of Avard T.
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Fairbanks working in his studio on sculptures of Lincoln. There are many photos
of the armatures before he applied the body. I made paintings from some of the
photos of these armatures. Things hang on them. They support things. They are
a foundation for something else beside themselves. They hold a language. The
representation of an armature became a schema that links a shifting
infrastructure to an idea of a real thing. I’m not thinking just about judging
sculpture using pictorial criteria, but more to disrupt and delay and blur the way I
both use and avoid an essentialist read of sculpture. The transcripted paintings
and the sculptures they are part of can exist in a degraded space. Then I realized
it didn't need to be a painted representation of an armature. Just a painting in a
sculpture could grip that logic. So they could be relieved a little bit….
IB: Of painting’s history?
PL: Yes, and of their finished-ness.
IB: Can you describe what gets lost when something is finished?
PL: That’s a really good question. I think that’s the answer. Something gets lost
when you finish it. The question is the answer.
IB: There is a melancholy about having to leave something.
PL: Right, and you’re confronted with this idea that you have to move on.
IB: You have to finish, and finishing doesn’t feel right.
PL: It is never good when you finish the meal, or when you finish the movie, or
finish the book. I’m not even going to go to the sex thing.
IB: A lot of artists, curators, and writers try to suggest that their work is open as a
way to avoid this problem.
PL: I think it’s related to that. You did just call it a problem. It’s also about the fact
that you can wake up in the morning and think differently about the way you felt
about something the day before.
IB: You want to stay alive.
PL: That’s for sure. You want to stay alive. You want to be in the present.
IB: Do you think about viewers when you make something?
PL: Yes, but I’ve also always done things my own way and been very confused
by that. I think that probably brings us back to why I remake work, because I
want to know what it feels like. I’ve often thought that, and this is something I talk
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about when I teach, that it’s one thing to make work, and you can probably sort of
figure that out, like figure out how to be an artist. But I think being a really active
and aggressive viewer and spectator is super hard. How do you become the
unconstrained viewer? It’s a lifelong thing that I struggle with. I don’t know how to
be empathetic with a viewer that well. But that’s part of what keeps me going.
IB: You have close relationships with other artists. Are they in your head when
you’re in your studio making things?
PL: I hope that I’m generous to the people that have looked at a lot of my work,
that I’ve had a lot of conversations with, that I’ve gone to their studios, that I’ve
been influenced by their ideas. I really hope that I’m generous to them, or at the
very least that they think I’m funny.
IB: I think a community of artists is very important. To many artists the community
of artists that they are in, whether those artists are alive or dead, or people they
know or don’t know, or their partners or their studio mates; that community is
critical. I think that’s often invisible to viewers.
PL: Hearing you say that reminded me of what someone said the other day: that
he wanted to make his work for the average Joe, and I was thinking to myself,
well I’m the average Joe, too. I never want to have that kind of bigotry with regard
to who does and doesn’t understand my work.
IB: If you didn’t have viewers, would you still make art?
PL: You want to show your work. You want to put eyes on the work. It goes back
to what we talked about earlier—how I think art can live in the world and help
things. I am an artist who has made a lot of work that was never shown. I had to
think very creatively about storage. Barely anyone sticks with sculpture.
IB: It’s public speaking.
PL: I hope so. You strive to know more. It keeps you there. I keep learning things
and doing things, and giving things.
IB: Can you describe Table of Contents? Why did you make it?
PL: It came about while I was making my show, Problem Picture Sources New
Sculptures. As I was doing all my making and painting and blurring, and touching
the computer all the time and looking and reading, I was thinking, “What is
holding all this stuff together? I’m trying to make a show here,” and I realized it
was the text. It’s like a text. So I decided to make my own book. I made that book
cover and photographed it. It’s a model book. The thing on the cover of that book
is from a painting I did of a lamassu [the Assyrian winged bull god with a human
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head] at the Met. That whole show has about five or six sculptures that I’ve been
obsessed with for a really long time.
IB: Historical sculptures.
PL: Yes, and classical sculptures.
IB: Brancusi, The Lincoln Memorial....
PL: Yes, also things in the Met from ancient Syria, Donatello, some Italian
Renaissance stuff, Michelangelo’s Dying Slave. There are a few that have been
with me for a really long time. So I made the book.
IB: Made the book as an object.
PL: Right, because it’s the text without a body. I decided to have a table of
contents because it could give me a place to structure everything. So I created a
structure, put in the thoughts of the show, and so the table of contents came
about. It’s really about how to look at the show, how to think about sculpture, and
how to address some messy thinking.
IB: What is messy thinking?
PL: Thinking about the work and doing a show and articulating it means
cramming a million ideas into one place at one time.
IB: Several artists I have talked to have an attraction to modes of not knowing,
like a place that’s messy or not fixed. I’m wondering if you are attracted to that,
and what that offers.
PL: I think that whenever you sit and look back at the work you’re no longer in the
not-knowing. When I’m making the work, I think I let go of some ideas. But then
you also have the history of your own work, which gets thrown in there, and the
irrational part comes into it. I allow myself to work in the space of unknowing, or
not knowing, for a while, but at some point there is a knowing.
IB: In Owl you reference an owl sculpture you saw at a church in France.
PL: Yes, it was on the edge of a medieval church in Dijon, France, and was
carved by an anonymous sculptor. There are a lot of versions of the story, but
during the years the church was built, there were problems with the working
conditions—workers weren’t being treated right and were getting hurt—and the
owl became a token of good luck. It’s a really beautiful thing because in the town
everyone will walk by the owl and touch it. I really took pleasure in the whole
procession of coming toward it, touching it, and walking away. It has to do with
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the idea we were talking about earlier about the optimistic future. I wanted to
have that in my sculpture, so I made it.
IB: Your newest series combines armatures from Henry Moore and colors for
Pontiac’s 1974 GTO. They come from a specific time and a specific car.
PL: That is one way to frame it. 1974 was a big year: it was the last year the GTO
was made and the year we pulled out of Vietnam.
IB: Is that how you got to that specific car and its colors?
PL: I became interested because I like to read about color, pigments, and paint
applications. I’m in a color reading group that I would like to give a nod to. There
was a point when there were a lot of reds because of car companies. I think it
started in Europe with Fiat, and then it came over to America, and it has affected
how people paint. They were the people with the money to do the chemistry and
get away from the pure pigments. The GTO was also a car that kicked up a lot of
things with me, so it is probably some combination of fetishizing it, or at least
conducting an irrational relationship with it, and claiming it. It’s a classic American
item. It’s similar in some ways to claiming a Brancusi, but something I knew
differently than from photographs. There is also the economy of the car industry
in America which is a big foundation.
IB: Why pair that with a Henry Moore unfinished work?
PL: An armature that I didn’t even know was there.
IB: You’re exposing the interior or the underneath.
PL: And suggesting the thing that’s going to come.
IB: You mean the idea of an armature?
PL: It’s all mysterious to me. It’s like a subliminal foundation for something else. It
doesn’t look like its finished self. That interests me.
IB: That it doesn’t look finished?
PL: Well just what an armature is. I’m not sure that Henry Moore armature was
used for a finished piece. It might be an armature for a model. I don’t always do a
lot of research to find out what the thing is that I find. I find it and I consider it.
IB: What do you think about that notion of revealing your process? You’ve talked
about your Table of Contents as a guide to your last show.
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PL: I used it for many things: it’s an art piece, it’s a press release, it offers some
thoughts, and it’s an art statement.
IB: So viewers should have some information.
PL: There is always a text floating around somewhere - everything is so
complicated.
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