
















An Interview with Robert Gordy 

Mitchell Kahan 

KAHAN: In 1981, you made a tremendous shift in your work, moving from 

predominantly painting to working almost exclusively with monoprints, 

from using allover repeated patterns to individual images, and from using 

hardedged outlines to an expressionistic, casual method of rendering. 

What provoked that change? 

GORDY: My retrospective that the New Orleans Museum of Art put 

together had a lot to do with that. When I saw all my work, I realized 

that the best work from the last sixteen years really lay in the middle 

of that time and after about 1976 my work started to dry up on me. I 

tried several maneuvers to keep from throwing the baby out with the bath 

water but finally I was supposed to have a show with Phyllis Kind in New 

York and my show was scheduled and I was working on a big painting and 

suddenly felt •I just cannot work this way anymore.• I just didn't want 

to work in that tight controlled manner anymore. 

KAHAN: I have heard you use the phrase that you would go up to your 

studio and you felt as if you were knitting. 

GORDY: Yes, the creative level of what I was doing was so controlled 

and preplanned and parcelled out that I could literally work for 13 or 14 

hours sometimes if I was on a really big painting. 

KAHAN: So the monoprint represented the opposite. 



GORDY: Yes, the absolute opposite. When I stopped working--for six 

months I really didn't do any creative work--I decided to take some of 

the ideas that I had been working with and do some screen prints. I was 

working with a couple of printers out of Albuquerque, and a lithographer 

who is a friend of mine--Robert Arbor--invited me to do some monotypes 

with him on his lithographic press. I was so taken with it as a medium; 

it seemed to solve a lot of the psychological problems that I was having 

with my work. 

KAHAN: Thinking back to your work from around 1961, it seems to me 

that the looseness of handling and the concentration on the individual 

figure was picked up again in 1981, 

GORDY: Yeah! After about six months of not knowing what I was going 

to do I really did begin to look at the early work (of which I still had 

a fair amount ... and a lot of it was very tentative) and there were lots 

of drawings and so on and so forth. I began to look at that work and to 

pick up on some things that hadn't loaned themselves to my style. In 

other words, every foot had to be fit in •.• like fitting a foot into a 

shoe; if it didn't fit, if it was too large or too small it just didn't 

get in. And also, I wanted to work with some feelings that I had that I. 

couldn't work with in such a decorative style. 

KAHAN: What then were the attractions of the monotype over the screen 

prints that you had been doing? The fact that you didn't preplan and the 

fact that you had some kind of time element? 

GORDY: Yeah ... there were several things which suited me very well, 

for instance the fact that I only have at the most six or seven 



hours to get it done before the ink begins to dry too much to take an 

impression. 

KAHAN: In a sense that was a new kind of restriction, instead of the 

old restriction of pattern. 

GORDY: Also, I couldn't fuss with it, as I had tried twenty years ago 

to work with more expression. I couldn't fuss with it that way. I had 

to get it down, and it either worked or it didn't work. If it worked 

well enough to take an impression, then I have the impression for 

reference purposes, and occasionally I would get an impression back that 

I would show. 

KAHAN: With the monoprint you were surprising yourself? 

GORDY: That's the thing that was the biggest requirement: a feeling 

of surprise in myself and occasionally having a small miracle. Something 

happens on the plate that seems to be way outside of you, through 

accident, through various things that you don't really have that much 

control over. 

KAHAN: Do you experiment with the image and with making different 

kinds of surface effects while you're painting it? 

GORDY: Right, I try to get as wide a range of effects, given that I 

use a very simple monotype technique. I try to use any kind of line that 

I can think of--a strong, bold line, a tentative line--I try in the heads 

to get as many as different kinds of expression as I can from timid 
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to aggressive to manic or whatever. 

KAHAN: You have a forty by seventy inch press and you actually paint 

on formica panels. 

GORDY: Yes, I use formica panels because its easier for me to tell 

what I am doing with the color. The ink is oil based etching ink and my 

medium is turpentine. 

KAHAN: What other inks or paints did you exclude from consideration? 

GORDY: I find that the regular oil paints that 

"~ .. ;~ 7, (Y\~ 
have enough pigment and then the.,~don't give 

some people use don't 

it enough drying 

time. I,ve had them two weeks ... so I don't use those. I sometimes 

supplement the etching inks with lithographic inks. But I haven't been 

able to get as good results with the lithographic inks so I don't use 

them very much. 

KAHAN: You spoke the other night about the paper surface being so 

important to you in trying to achieve a transparency by which the white 

of the paper becomes as integral as the color. 

GORDY: Yeah. You depend on the color of the paper for the light in 

the print. It is very interesting to me that since I am not using any 

white at all I get the light, the luminosity, by wiping into the paint 

that is on the panel. 



KAHAN: Do you think that makes the monotypes more ethereal, more 

immaterial, than the former screen prints and the paintings, which were 

so hard and flat? Not only do these have a depth to them, but they have 

an almost hallucinatory quality. Or is that going too far? 

GORDY: Well, I guess that's not for me to say. I am very interested, 

and I was in my old work too, in the sense of obsession, that business of 

doing the same thing over and over again until it takes on an obsessive 

kind of thing. I think all good art has that kind of real feeling of 

obsession. For instance, Cezanne has it. His whole way of working was 

very obsessive. 

KAHAN: The concentration on the face that has characterized so many 

of the monotypes is an obsession that I find very exciting because it 

allows me to, in a sense, be a voyeur and really study these faces and 

study these various people in a way that I cannot study a live human 

person because it is too embarrassing to look at one like that. 

GORDY: Right. That kind of encounter between the viewer and the 

image is really important to me. I want that to be as direct as 

possible. It's really kind of difficult now to know how to make art in 

the sense that art really at its best level exists in a relationship with 

the person who owns it. In other words, you buy the painting, you put it 

on your wall and you live with it over a period of time, and it reveals 

itself to you. That's the first job of art, I think. At the same time, 

you deal with an exhibition ... you show it in a museum and you're lucky to 

have one one look at the thing for ten seconds. So, how can I really 

deal with the person who wants to own the thing and give him a lot of 



subtle information and at the same time deal with people on the level of 

seeing in a museum where you're lucky if they look at it for ten seconds. 

KAHAN: There is no doubt that a three-foot tall head has a kind of 

iconic power that draws you right to it. 

GORDY: 

to it. 

KAHAN: 

And you almost have to look at it ... you almost have to relate 

Do you think of these faces as having more to do with real 

people or imaginary people conjured out of your own mind? 

GORDY: Well, they work for me when they become real, in the sense 

that a character in a good novel is real. They seem to work best when 

you start to make up stories about them in your head, like ... she looks 

like a waitress in a roadside cafe in east Texas ... or ... this man looks 

like he is from Morocco. sometimes you place them geographically; 

sometimes you place them emotionally. 

KAHAN: For example, you talked about the series of works you did and 

called The Moroccan as the result of seeing ~omeone in Morocco when you 

were there. Is that the genesis for most of the faces? 

GORDY: No, I almost never really start with a fixed image in my 

mind. More and more often, I literally start cold on the plate in the 

morning. I don't know whether it's going to be a figure; I don't know 

whether it's going to be a head. I might start developing an image, and 

then I'll wipe it out because it doesn't seem to be giving me any 



surprises, and sometimes I will even wipe it out after working on it two 

or three hours. I keep trying to get something ... doodling into the inks 

on the plate and spattering and doing anything to keep the surface 

lively ••• drawing into the surface and painting into the surface ... until I 

get something. 

KAHAN: Drawing with what? 

GORDY: I can usually draw with a brush or I can draw with a Q-tip, 

something that takes away the paint. 

KAHAN: 

that? 

GORDY: 

What kind of spatters and speckles do you use? How do you do 

I take a bristled brush or something and usually a lot of 

transparent base in the color and spatter across the surface. If you 

spatter it right after you put something down you get lots of action from 

the spatter ... kind of like big drops of rain or something. If you let it 

dry out for awhile (like go down and get a cup of coffee and come back in 

an hour or something), the spattering is much more subtle. It looks much 

more subtle when you print it because of course you're printing it in 

reverse in the sense that what is laid under and what is closer to the 

surface of the plate is what is going to be on top. So the spatters 

don't look that obvious. But you are able through the spattering to 

really change colors very subtly from one area to another .•• to spatter 

some Indian red into your ochre or into your greys as an accent so that 

everything takes on a kind of close relationship. 
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KAHAN: In looking at the faces that you have been working on for the 

past few years, so often they have the appearance of being masks rather 

than real flesh and blood. I realize that this probably relates in part 

to your interest in African art over the years. 

GORDY: Yes, in fact there are several pieces that I own that have had 

a really strong influence on the heads. 

KAHAN: Do you think of these faces as a sort of mask hiding some 

other inner feelings or as the masks that actually express the inner 

feelings? 

GORDY: Quite often, I want to say something about the face as mask, 

as the persona that we all present to the world. I also quite often want 

to give a feeling of what's behind the mask, so that they can exist on 

different levels. 

KAHAN: It surprised me how vulnerable some of these figures seem, 

given the intensity with which they project their power, or anger, or 

whatever. Often even with the most aggressive figures, there is 

something soft and vulnerable behind them. 

GORDY: I like your seeing that. Back to the idea of the images as 

existing in a museum or existing in a home: when they exist in a home 

they have to have that. There has to be that more complicated, more 

subtle sort of thing. If it isn't there, you're going to get pretty much 

bored living with such an aggressive image. 



KAHAN: In looking at the faces and the recent full figure nudes it 

seems that there is a wonderful balance in many of them, between the real 

personality or physical body and then this other thing ... which is art. 

GORDY: Yeah. I would say that they have much more to do with art 

than they do with nature. But my work has always been like that. A lot 

of the more interesting ideas that I have really come from my love of 

art; I just love art. I have recently been taking a course in which I 

have to do a fair amount of reading in philosophy and that sort of 

stuff. I realize that unless something can be given to me in art, it is 

very hard for me to deal with it. In other words, I much prefer reading 

a novel by Jean-Paul Sartre than reading a philosophical paper. I like 

for it to speak to me through art. 

KAHAN: In the creative way rather than the more disciplined essay. 

Before the break in your work in the early '80s it seemed that the 

traditional idea of the female nude was so much more important to you as 

both an important image in the history of art and also in dealing with 

the theme of sexuality. I remember when first seeing some of those 

works, it didn't occur to me that these female nudes were doing anything 

in particular, whereas some women firends were shocked that these women 

were masturbating. 

GORDY: I have never thought of them as masturbating. 

KAHAN: The crouching women with their hands in their crotches? 



GORDY: If you are doing a reclining figure (a typical image), the 

fact that one of the hands might cover that area is the way you look at 

an image. I never thought of them as masturbating. It's very strange. 

KAHAN: I guess it's because when your women are reclining they really 

often are not that calm. There is a little bit of tension or nervousness 

there which you associate perhaps, not with rest, but with an activity. 

There was that painting I remember, La Toilette, No. 2, that specifically 

dealt with menstruation. 

GORDY: Yes, that did in the sense of female ritual and that 

mysterious quality of being a woman. 

KAHAN: There was that forest of red corpuscles flying up and down the 

left-hand side of the painting, and then wasn't one woman putting these 

little triangular Kotex-like things between the other's legs? 

GORDY: No, not exactly, the triangular forms were off to the side. I 

am afraid that you read more into that. It was done in 1968 when you 

know I first got my style going and was able to get some big things. The 

crouching women are in a position that reminds me of a cat basking in the 

sun. The main standing figure doesn't have a head on. It's headless and 

also armless and footless in the sense of Greek or Roman sculpture. 

KAHAN: Even when you have a head in so many of your early works there 

are no faces. It's more like it's the idea of the body, but there is no 

personality. 

/o 



GORDY: No, there is no personality. Here, a couple of figures seem 

to be doing something to the headless figure, as though they are 

preparing a toilette. You know the toilette is a repeated subject in 

Western painting. The background red things like arteries or veins, and 

these little triangles and banana shapes, come mainly from a book that 

someone gave me years ago called Flowering Shrubs of the Caribbean. It 

was those kinds of colors that interested me, you know, brilliant reds 

and scarlets and greens and banana yellows of the various plants that 

grow in the Caribbean. The background is broken up in a way that for me 

has a feeling of a sail on a boat or something. In that respect, it is 

kind of positive, as though it is billowing out. 

KAHAN: In the recent female nudes you seem to be poking fun at the 

female nude, with the breasts either very, very saggy or else sticking 

out pointed. Do you think of them as satire? 

GORDY: No, I don't, but I don't mind there being some humor there. I 

haven't worked very much with the female nude recently. I have mostly 

been working with the male nude, which I think of as very 

autobiographical. 

KAHAN: This represents a change from the early works, where it was 

predominantly the female nude that you were working with. 

GORDY: Right. 

KAHAN: But I'd say your male nudes poke fun a little bit too--maybe 

not as much as the women--but especially in the way their penises poke up 

or hang down or seem aggressive or weak. I find that particularly 

amusing. 
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GORDY: I am interested when I am working on the male figure. I mean 

I notice that I am usually including the penis in the work because it 

just seems important to the figure. 

KAHAN: rt is an emblem of the maleness in the way that the saggy 

breasts were of your females. 

GORDY: Yeah. 

KAHAN: Are these from memory or do you actually have someone come 

pose in your studio? 

GORDY: Just recently, I have started having someone pose. I used to 

work a fair amount from the model just as a foil to my other work. Then, 

for about 10 years I didn't work with models very much, but I have found 

that with the nudes, unlike the heads,·! really did need to work from the 

figure. so I have started doing monotypes from the figure, actually from 

life. Sometimes I'll get someone to pose and start about three or four 

plates and then after they leave I will work on them some more. I don't 

know the figure as well as I do the head. It is very hard for me to find 

fresh ways of showing the figure. 

KAHAN: The distended shoulders I noticed in a couple of the male 

nudes were wonderful, as if these bodies were different from yours or 

mine. 

GORDY: Yeah, that worked very well. It was almost like an accident. 

That kind of distortion makes you look at the figure in a very 



-

different way. It is really when I get surprised by something like that 

happening to the figure that it really means something to me. 

KAHAN: In looking at both the early work and the recent work it 

seemed that in the early work the theme of the pastorale was so important 

and the idea of the nude figure, usualy female, was very important to 

that. The sensual then was equated with the decorative because you used 

those all-over patterns. Do you now feel that the sensual, and really 

the sexual, element of your work is now more divorced from decorative 

considerations, or do you still find that the decorative is still pretty 

much important to you even though you're not using patterns? 

GORDY: I am perfectly willing to be decorative in one thing and be 

very undecorative in something else. I don't want those kind of 

limitations. I want the new work to be as broad as I can possibly make 

it. I want the technique to be able to change. 

KAHAN: In other words, you use tight forms and you use loose, 

expressionist forms. 

GORDY: Right, I'll use tight forms and do a very aggressive one and 

then do a very kind of passive, subtle image. It's really what I get 

that counts, not the direction I am going in. I would like to get into 

compositions with three and four figures. I would love to do some 

landscapes; I would just like to pull anything into the new work that I 

possibly could .•. eventually. 

KAHAN: rs the new work also involved with humor as much as some of 

the older pieces? 
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GORDY: Yes, but I don't feel as much humor as I did--the visual puns 

and everything that you quite often got in the old work. The humor is 

not as obvious. 

KAHAN: Sometimes you feel like these people are making faces at you. 

GORDY: Yes. Sometimes the ugly ones are meant to be mock horrible, 

like an entrance to a fun house or something like that ... a kind of mouth 

kind of staring at you very frontally. They are meant to have that sense 

of confronting you. Sometimes I do another head which is very subtle and 

deals with very complicated emotions. You see I am not consciously 

trying to do one or the other. It just happens. 

KAHAN: You have always dealt with the sexual in your work in some 

way. But, do you draw a distinction between dealing with sexuality and 

dealing with pornography? Do you ever feel that the pornographic image 

of women was something you were addressing? 

GORDY: No, in fact I get very irritated with people asking me if it 

is meant to be pornographic, or when it is taken as pornographic. I 

don't intend that at all. I just want the kind of vitality that comes 

from using imagery that has a sexual starting point. 

KAHAN: Especially in the recent work, sexuality has more to do with a 

sense of life. 

GORDY: I am not trying to titillate anybody in any of my things. 

That does not interest me at all, and in fact I am not even interested 



in pornography. 

KAHAN: It's the difference between enjoyment and arousal. The sexual 

is for pleasure but does not take that next step toward arousal. 

GORDY: Yes. The sexual imagery in the work is really there 

because ••• unlike say if you were doing religious paintings ... the 

sexuality in the paintings really allows you to relate to the painting. 

Something we all have in common are our libidos. 

KAHAN: When you were in your twenties you lived all over the world, 

and then you settled back in New Orleans in the late sixties. Do you 

feel that you then made a sacrifice in not moving back to New York where 

you had earlier lived? 

GORDY: No. I moved back to New Orleans really for family reasons. I 

had lived in New York and had found my work getting more and more 

self-conscious and kind of wanting to fit in up there somehow, so, when I 

finally did leave New York (which I had enjoyed and gotten a lot out of), 

it was partly because I realized that my work was going in a very kind of 

private, obsessive direction and I wanted to deal with all of that and it 

just didn't seem important to be in New York except for financial 

reasons. I still go to New York three or four times a year. But, the 

main reason is that it just suited me to live in New Orleans. It's not 

even that I like New Orleans that much; I was just comfortable there. I 

worked well there. 



KAHAN: It seems to me that in the past five years especially, 

beginning in the late '70s, that New Orleans has really become a rather 

active place, a mecca for Southern artists. 

GORDY: It is quite lively. It's hard to see all the things that are 

happening there ••• to get to all the openings. There are lots of very 

talented younger artists in New Orleans who have a real chance to do 

pretty interesting things. 

KAHAN: It seems that more than many artists you have been such an 

avid student, a devotee, of the history of art as well as literature. 

How has literature played a role in the genesis of your images? 

GORDY: I think both the novel and movies have played an important 

part, in the sense that they have taught me that there is a certain kind 

of thing they deal with best. The novel deals very well with social and 

philosophical issues and the way society is structured; and movies deal 

very well with visual material. It is quite often easy to compare a play 

or novel to the movie that is made from it. Because they really are very 

different things. And also, painting ... for me ... has certain things that 

it does better than the novel or music or whatever. 

KAHAN: And yet the novel and film generally tend to be narrative, 

while your painting seems to stop just this side of being that. 

GORDY: Yes. I've decided that real narrative quality is not what I 

am interested in doing in painting. And I don't think it is done very 

well generally by painting. 
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KAHAN: You're more interested in the image that does not tell you 

what's happening? 

GORDY: Years ago when I started working, I was using a lot of imagery 

from Greek mythology •.. like Ulysses washed up on the shore and Nausicaa 

discovers him, or something like that, things that I had in mythology in 

college. I realized more and more that the subject, the narrative part 

of the thing, was not the important thing. The important thing was the 

relationship between the reclining male on the beach and the woman kind 

of peering at him. 

GORDY: The energy of what you are looking at really doesn't come from 

the story, except in the sense that if you have a really popular subject 

like Susanna and the Elders or something, it is interesting to see how 

you handle it and how some other artist would have handled it. 

KAHAN: I remember the painting you did called Rimbaud's Dream. was 

the relationship to Rimbaud more the idea of fantasy and the incongruity 

of imagery in that painting or did it really relate to specific things 

that you had read in Rimbaud? 

GORDY: It was done remembering some things about Rimbaud's biography: 

the fact that he abandoned poetry and went to Africa to seek his 

fortune. And it is really a dream of treasure, a dream of wordly goods. 

KAHAN: So all those little shapes floating around the figure have to 

do with things .•.. 



GORDY: Yes, are meant to be kind of jewel-like, the things you might 

find if you open the door of a dark tomb, you know, King Tut sort of 

stuff. That's Rimbaud's dream. His dream of being a poet was pretty 

well abandoned. 

KAHAN: You have also read a lot of Paul Bowles, reminding me that you 

also did a number of tropical fantasy figures. 

GORDY: Right. Sometimes they have literary connections. Also, they 

connect with a part of modernism: in the 19th century in France, where 

there was a lot of interest in the exotic, the fascination with the 

Oriental thing or Gauguin going to Tahiti. My series called Tortola 

Stomp really has to do with making some sort of comment on that kind of 

subject that you get from someone like Gauguin. 

KAHAN: It's amazing how wide-ranging some of the references are in 

your work to older art, but there does seem to be a special interest in 

early French modernism: Matisse, Picasso, and then your African art 

interest also reflects their interest as well. 

GORDY: Right. There are certain things in art that seem particularly 

important: early cubism, •primitive• art, surrealism--the surreal-dada 

thing is very important. Those really seem in a funny kind of way to be 

the three things that have given me the most meat for my own work. 

KAHAN: In terms of Matisse and Picasso's early work in cubism, I see 

those actual forms reflected in your work. But I don't see the 

connection with Dada and surrealism. Is that more subtle? 



GORDY: Well, the obsessive imagery. Using the same imagery over and 

over again. Now, the fact that I'm working out of action so much, I 

think it has a lot to do with some people like Henri Michaux and so on. 

KAHAN: The people who bridged surrealism and abstract expressionism? 

GORDY: I am very interested in my own psyche--what turns me off and 

what turns me on and all that. It seems very important to work for me, 

and of course surrealism is a particularly self-conscious kind of art. A 

lot of bad art came out of surrealism, but some of the most exciting 

imagery in 20th century art did come out of that. I think Duchamp is 

terribly important to everyone who has worked in the past 20 or 30 years. 

KAHAN: I remember looking at some of your very early works and it 

seems to me that you had been at that time interested in DeKooning. Is 

that true? 

GORDY: At one time, in the early 60's. I guess he was the artist 

(the women paintings and everything) that influenced me a lot and made me 

realize that I wanted to deal with the figure. (I did very little 

abstract painting though, just a little bit in college). That was the 

image that had the real power for me. 

KAHAN: well, it is funny though. In the early 60's and 70's, people 

might assume that dealing with the figure has to do with human 

relationships. It seems really that for you the figure was mostly a 

convention more than a real thing. 



GORDY: It was the animation of the figure as much as anything that 

attracted me. 

KAHAN: Whereas now, the figure seems much more of a psychological 

interest, with a human dimension. 

GORDY: You might say that the central image in my work is that kind 

of figure that stares out at you. And that is what I had in my work all 

along--a kind of figure that confronts the viewer. A lot of time that 

figure isn't in the paintings because they were more interested in the 

field. 

KAHAN: Also, in the earlier work it was rare that you would actually 

have a face. 

GORDY: Not that rare. For instance, The Red Room or the dog 

paintings .... 

KAHAN: But in so many of them it is just an oval or round shape for 

an eye. 

GORDY: Yes, sometimes I can't put in feet or hands or features 

because they just don't fit the rhythm of the painting. Those parts of 

the anatomy break the rhythm of the painting. 

KAHAN: r think it is funny when looking at those images where the 

heads and hands and feet have been cut off, the viewer automatically 

thinks of them as being amputated, whereas you think of them more in 



terms of antique statuary, classical forms. 

GORDY: Yeah. I mean they just had to be lopped off because they 

broke the rhythm of what I was doing. 

KAHAN: Would you say it is a conflict between the structure and the 

composition and the formal element? 

GORDY: Yeah. It seems to me, like in German expressionism, the real 

weakness is that they are not interesting enough on a formal level, 

compared to Picasso. The French, I think, were right. You need a lot of 

structure. You need a real scaffolding to hang all this information on., 

KAHAN: Would you go so far as to say that there is almost a conscious 

tension in these recent works between the figure's expressive potential 

and the formal qualities, which in a sense try to restrain the expressive 

potential and psychological element? 

GORDY: Well, I am not sure. I'm not really sure that the formal 

elements really restrain it. I think that they support it, even though 

you feel a kind of conflict. Take a painting like a head by Picasso from 

the 1930's--you know that wonderful picture of Dora Maar. That has some 

things in it that you just do not get in German art. It is much more 

invented and in a curious kind of way, it is a lot richer. 

KAHAN: Whereas German expressionism is more like a distortion or 

rearangement of reality, the French way and your way is more like a set 

of conventions which then relate to a real situation. 



GORDY: Right. 

KAHAN: Observation, then, has played a fairly small role in your work? 

GORDY: I never thought of myself as a particularly observant person. 

I could go into a room and probably not describe it very much better than 

an average person. I'm not very interested in that. 

KAHAN: You are more interested in constructing a set of conventions 

and manipulating them. 

GORDY: That allows me to deal with some pretty heavy visual 

information or pretty subtle visual information; I can to anywhere that 

the image takes me. There is a lot of editing you know -- things that 

don't get printed; a lot of things that get printed that don't get signed 

and go into a drawer--so that really only a fifth of the work really ever 

is released. 

KAHAN: You talked about the early work using pattern as a mechanism, 

even as a crutch, to order the space. 

GORDY: That's how it started. I needed control, and one of the 

easiest ways to bridge the painting from one side to the other was to 

deal with pattern as a way to do this. 

KAHAN: But even in the '60s, did you also think of the pattern as 

relating to the decorative tradiion of art? 



GORDY: Oh yes. Some of that came after the fact. In other words, 

whenever one of my paintings really works well, it speaks to me. 

Whatever happens when I am using pattern, or if I am using a kind of 

obsessive image of some sort, that image is speaking to me. It is 

teaching me. Quite often when you are doing something you don't really 

know what you're doing. The painting of an image or whatever really 

talks to you or continues to carry on a dialogue with you. 

KAHAN: I want to ask some other questions. Did you ever think of the 

crouching women or of any of these women in your earlier work, especially 

the women in The Red Room, as prostitutes? Is The Red Room a bordello? 

GORDY: No. I think of it more as a nursery, if I can say that and not 

have it taken as facetious. I don't want it taken as putting down 

women. But the female images always have been for me an image that 

stands alone. In other words, the female seems like a complete figure. 

KAHAN: It is rare that you have put men and women together. 

GORDY: I find it very difficult. Even with an Adam and Eve image I 

had to make them androgynous enough so that they'd seem like they are 

part of the same thing. 

KAHAN: Your males and females tend to inhabit separate worlds. 

GORDY: Yes, and sometimes the female is very phallic--there are a lot 

of penis-shaped heads, and so on. 



KAHAN: Another thing that seems to carry over from the early work to 

the recent work is that there are two psychological strains--one being 

celebratory, and the other anxious and nervous. sometimes you see both 

those qualities in one image, but often there are works which are much 

more tense, nervous, or frightened and others which are more lyrical, It 

is interesting to see those two dimensions. 

GORDY: Right. That is one reason I have enjoyed doing the monotypes 

so much. Whatever I am doing is tailored to the mood of the moment. If 

I get up one morning and I am kind of depressed and in a bad mood, I 

don't have to try to do something very calm and collected. I can work 

out of my mood at the moment, When I am in a very calm and collected 

mood, I can work out of it. 

KAHAN: But it is also much more than autobiographical; it is like the 

classical versus the dionysian. 

GORDY: Yes, That is the big subject of western art and it always has 

been, even in a lot of religious early painting where you think the work 

just has to do with man's relationship with God; that really isn't the 

case. That is really what the Renaissance is all about, It's the 

Apollonian and the Dionysian. Look at someone like Piero della Francesca 

in The Flagellation of Christ. You feel both of those things in the work, 

KAHAN: Did we talk about whether or not you viewed the paintings as 

moving more toward artificial and symbolic modes or toward the real and 

the personal? 



GORDY: I don't make any distinctions. It is all in me hopefully. I 

really don't mind art about art. It seems to me that is one of the 

interesting things about art. 

KAHAN: When you were doing prints in the 1970's, you were doing 

fairly large additions of screen prints, generally about 75, because you 

wanted them to be accessible and you thought if you were going to do a 

print, why pretend it is a very limited, exclusive item. But now with 

the monotypes, they really are technically a print, but they function 

more like a painting as a unique object. Are you thinking that you 

(might) want to do more works in editions now? 

GORDY: No. Only occasionally do I get an image that I think would 

make a good multiple. I am trying to do prints more like when I do 

monotypes in working more directly--going and working with a printer and 

not knowing what I am going to do. That is very hard because the 

printer's time is very valuable, so you don't have the luxury of screwing 

up. For instance, right now I am setting up some tiny experimental 

etchings simply because when I eventually do work with another printer, I 

want to feel more at home in the process. 

KAHAN: Do the etchings really suffer if you do more than an edition 

of fifty? 

GORDY: Oh, I probably wouldn't do that with many etchings. Of the 

etchings that I have done recently, the biggest editions have been like 

35. I have run an edition of 16. It just depends on how I feel or 

whether the image is reproductive. 



KAHAN: A couple of years ago, we were on a panel with Lucy Lippard, 

and after your talk, Lucy and I had comments about your images of woman, 

and you seemed reluctant to agree that they were a statement about 

women's roles, about women's position in society. You really wanted to 

see them more exclusively in the realm of the woman as the subject of art. 

GORDY: The funny thing to me was that when I showed the slides, (and 

she was not at all familiar with my work), she sort of attacked it in a 

women's lib sort of stance, and I said wwhy is it alright for Matisse to 

deal with the female figure this way, but it is not alright for me?" She 

told me that I should know better--that Matisse was bourgeois. After the 

talk I said to her that I am homosexual and I don't think any of this 

means anything in that way. I paint what I feel strongly about. I can 

be celebrative--I can show a virgin--I can do anything I want in dealing 

with that image. 

KAHAN: But I tend to agree with Lucy. I see somehow those earlier 

images of women as not about real women and relationships; they take 

woman out of the real world and put her into this art world as a subject, 

as a device that can be manipulated, and there is something disturbing 

about this to me. 

GORDY: I see what you mean--that it is too objective--that the 

subject is dealt with too objectively as an object. But there is another 

way to look at that. There is also the fact that they are more at home 

in their environment. In a funny kind of way, they don't need a male. 

And women, I do think, are much more self-sufficient than men. They are 

much more at home with their bodies. A lot of it is just biology r 

suppose. 



KAHAN: Do you think there is a difference in the way that you have 

used the female images in the earlier paintings compared to the way you 

are now using the male nudes in the monotypes? For example, do the male 

nudes display themsleves in the same way as objects for visual 

possession, or are they more active than the female or more passive than 

the females? 

GORDY: I don't think of it in that way. I have never really thought 

about it very much. I am just willing to take anything that happens at 

this point as long as it is interesting. I do think that there is an 

autobiographical element--that the males images are more specific than 

the females were in the old work. 

KAHAN: Are they more often doing things; are they more active? 

GORDY: As active as I can make them. They try to walk. The male 

image is Werther-like, a wanderer, that sort of thing. 

KAHAN: More errant, where the woman has the place and occupies it and 

the man is still kind of searching. 

GORDY: Yeah. 

·KAHAN: It is interesting too that I think maybe the penis and breast 

are created similarly in this strange way. 

GORDY: Well, it is certainly the easiest way to tell someone that 

this is male and that is female. 



KAHAN: But it is also like the breast and penis have these 

personalities. rt is almost like in the early 20th century, moving from 

Baudelaire's correspondances to Burchfields ideas of color. They are 

active, they are passive, they are soft, they are erect, The breast and 

penis are barometers of some emotion or psychological dimension. rs that 

relevant? 

GORDY: Not really. For me the main reason I would use a penis quite 

often when I would be doing male figures is because I want to give the 

information that it is a male. 

KAHAN: Then these parts of the body that have been so highly 

eroticized in our culture really to you are more equal to other parts of 

the body. They don't take on this special kind of status but are more 

like signs for male and female. 

GORDY: Yeah. But I don't want to pretend that is not an important 

part of it. I really don't think about it very much. 

KAHAN: So where are you moving now toward? 

GORDY: More toward the entire figure. Fewer heads, more complicated 

figure compositions--two or three figures--kind of working together 



in some kind of tableau. 

KAHAN: But still using the monotype? 

GORDY: Using the monotype. Hopefully getting into some big 

paintings. Doing the paintings have been hard simply because I have been 

so satisfied with monotyping that I haven't felt a need to paint, but I 

am trying to get back into painting. I've also been playing around with 

a little plaster of paris--doing a little sculpture--seeing if something 

happens. I have been through this about four times in my career--feeling 

like I want to do something in sculpture and everytime I really don't get 

anywhere. And I'm also doing some linoleum block prints, 

woodcuts--things I can do completely on my own, without a printer. A lot 

of things that I am really interested in dealing with I may not do, cause 

we don't know how long I'll be here. The new painting seems to be 

expanding, whereas the world of the old paintings kind of froze up on me 

and got dryer. I am trying to keep it as open as possible, doing 

something very mannered and doing something unmannered. 

KAHAN: And yet it seems it would be hard for you to do something 

unmannered .... 

GORDY: I mean unmannered for me. You know what I mean? 

KAHAN: Yes, because you are so aware of all the precedents in the 

history of your own art and the history of art in general. 



GORDY: Yes, but not to be afraid of going in any direction. I am 

essentially a very conservative artist, with a lot of inhibitions and it 

is very hard to break those down. They were rules that I made for myself 

that have a great deal of meaning. I needed those rules. 

KAHAN: It is ironic that ten or fifteen years ago we would have used 

that word that you just used, conservative, to characterize your interest 

in the history of art and thinking of yourself as part of that continuing 

tradition. But now it is called •postmodern• and is in some circles 

avant-garde. 

GORDY: Yes, and I've missed this boat as well! [Laughs]. It was the 

same thing with the patterned work. 

I was admittedly not doing it for the same reason that the people in New 

York were doing it, like those at Holly Solomon. The pattern stuff 

really comes out of a lot of things that were happening in the 

contemporary art scene having to do with seriality. They were made to 

have a sense of inventory--similar things that were all brought together. 

KAHAN: It is interesting because that idea of the serial image went 

so many different routes: to a purified state in minimalism and to the 

more social orientation of pop-art serialism, and then you taking it back 

to a more traditional sense of pattern. we forget how important that 

idea of repetition was. 

GORDY: It is really important to a lot of things that have happened. 

GORDY: I am a terribly romantic person in a funny sort of way. 



KAHAN: In that sense New Orleans is a perfect place. 

GORDY: It is a good place in the sense that it's where strange, 

unexpected things could happen, in a way that some of the other cities 

may not have. 

KAHAN: It's a place where revelry and celebration are an integral 

part of the culture, and I think there is that element of celebration 

--even though somewhat fraught with tension--in your work. 

GORDY: After I got out of college, I lived in a lot of different 

places and wandered around for about 12 years in Europe and Mexico, and 

so on. I was always trying to solve my problems by having a geographic 

change in my life, and when I moved back to New Orleans I thought I 

needed to settle down and New Orleans turned out to be the right distance 

between the world and the womb. I was just very comfortable there. I 

don't particularly like New Orleans; I don't particularly use it well or 

get the most out of it, but there is a sense that I belong there. Of all 

the places I lived, its the one that finally became home. I felt that I 

had my own home--that I had gotten away from my parents. I felt much 

more strongly that that had happened when I moved back then during all 

those years of wandering around. 

KAHAN: New Orleans has so many different strains that can be picked 

up on. The rich Black culture has not been of special interest to you, 

but it has to other artists there; instead, you perhaps picked up on the 

kinship with the French in New Orleans. 

GORDY: The French stuff was all there before I moved to New Orleans. 



KAHAN: But, you had that interest in French paintings when you were a 

teenager and then moved to the most obviously French city in America. 

GORDY: Yeah. And I don't even like the French. Remember - I went 

over on that Beaubourg fellowship [and came back early.] They are the 

most arrogant, nasty people around. I don't like the French, but you 

can't ignore French painting! I mean it is at the very center. You can 

go out in different directions from it, but for me it has always been at 

the very center of what painting is all about. A perfect example of that 

would be people like Braque and Derain. Derain has really been a very 

big influence on me--those Derains that nobody really likes from the 20's 

and J0's when modernism kind of looked back. Those decisions that were 

made by some of the French painters seem an interesting way to go; some 

of the pieces themselves are not that interesting, but I see what they 

were trying to do. The French are always so good at keeping their feet 

on the ground. 

KAHAN: rt was interesting that you were talking last night about 

being interested in those kind of second-tier painters like Balthus and 

Derain. 

GORDY: A lot of English painters, too. For instance, Stanley Spencer 

has really been an important painter to me, and minor people like Paul 

Nash and a lot of other English painters. 

KAHAN: Are these people that have been concerned with the formal 

devices of making a painting? 



GORDY: Well, not for me. They were really much more concerned in 

working in their own little garden--their own little pea patch. I have a 

real weakness for painters like that. And there are so many good 

painters that you don't hear anything about, like Jack Yeats in Ireland. 

He did some marvelous paintings. I haven't seen a Yeats since I was last 

in Ireland. 

KAHAN: The Birmingham Museum had a little show of his 

paintings--mostly portraits--loosely painted, somewhere between 

impressionism and expressionism. 

GORDY: Almost Kokoschka-like, but none of the Slavic stuff. 

KAHAN: I didn't get excited about it. 

GORDY: A lot of people don't get excited about Stanley Spencer 

either. Spencer started out doing religious paintings and then in the 

first world war he was in the Crimea and that whole thing died on him, in 

the sense that he didn't believe anymore. But it was still his subject, 

and slowly over the years he takes on a religious-sexual dialogue which 

was very strange and very interesting. He is a unique painter. 

KAHAN: You mentioned also having been interested in artists like 

Morandi and Redon and Hartley, but I guess what surprised me is that you 

seem to look so carefully at contemporary abstract painters such as Jake 

Berthot, Brice Marden, and Elizabeth Murray, who were people you have 

mentioned. 
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GORDY: Right. And some of Susan Rothenberg's paintings. There are a 

lot of good women painters around. 

KAHAN: Do you then see this kind of distinction between abstraction 

and figuration that is so prevelant in our culture as really artifical? 

GORDY: I don't think it make a bit of difference whether you are an 

abstract painter or whether you're working with images or anything like 

that. I don't even think you have very much control over it. Your head 

just going to take you hopefully in the direction that you can deal 

with. I mean I don't think I could be an abstract painter, but it can 

certainly influence my painting. Abstract painters are dealing with a 

lot of formal ideas, and those are the things that you can get from other 

painters. There is nothing I can get from Rembrandt. He is a very 

expressive painter--! love Rembrandt, but I am not going to get anything 

from him, whereas •.. 

KAHAN: Whereas an abstract painter might have a certain kind of 

composition or coloristic device that might be meaningful? 

GORDY: Yeah. 

KAHAN: But the abstract painter can't deal with the figure which is 

so important to you. I guess that would be an enormous difference that 

one deals precisely with the human image and the other--abstract 

painting--doesn't. But you don't see that as being such an enormous 

difference? 



GORDY: No. Some of the things that really interest me mostly about 

Matisse would be the exciting way he puts pictures together--that he 

deals with imagery. 

KAHAN: In the same way as in your work, when I look at a Matisse, I 

often am unsure whether the figure is a convention that happens to be in 

the painting or whether the painting is about Matisse's reaction to the 

figure. It is an ambivalence, in a way, where maybe the figure isn't 

important and maybe it is. They are abstract in that way. 

GORDY: They are not really expressive. He doesn't really deal with 

emotions. The only painting that I can think of by Matisse where you get 

that kind of a sense is in a nymph and satyr. 

KAHAN: When you say "emotions" you mean individual, psychological 

emotions. He just deals with the grand thing, like lyricism or 

joy--abstract emotions. 

GORDY: You would think that somewhere along the line he would have 

done at least some drawings that are relationships between people. He 

doesn't really deal with that. Unless you accept that in Matisse it is 

very hard to get much out of him. He is very specific about what he will 

deal with in his work, much more so than in my work. There are certain 

things that Matisse wouldn't allow to happen, which in a funny kind of 

way is very French. There are only certain things that will happen in a 

Braque. Unless you accept the beauty of those limitations it can be 

difficult to even understand their work. 



KAHAN: What does it mean to you to be a painter now in 1986? 

GORDY: I have really changed a lot of my ideas about what I want my 

paintings to do and be. I realize that art paraphrases life in a funny 

kind of way, and I think that the act of every day going into the studio 

and doing your work is essentially a moral act. 

KAHAN: Whereas some people would read that as an escapist act. 

GORDY: No, I mean this is where the action happens and this is where 

you make decisions that are like a paraphase of your own life. You can 

fool yourself in life and you can fool yourself in art too. I know for a 

long time, when I was younger, I thought, "Well, I might screw up in my 

life, but I completely have a handle on what I am doing in the studio.• 

But the fact is, life and art are very interconnected and quite often 

what you do as an artist deals with weakness. I mean, the fact that I 

needed so much control over my work was really that I needed not to 

fail. I feel much more comfortable with failure now than I did, because 

the things that don't work teach you more about what you're doing than 

the things that do. 

KAHAN: You talked about male nudes being more autobiographical. In 

what sense? Enjoying the male image? 

GORDY: No, in fact sometimes I thought of female images as being very 

autobiographical. When the image, and this again has to do with 

narrative, when the figure looks as though its making a choice or it 

looks as though it is going some place or it looks 



as though it is relating to another figure--all of these things are 

metaphors for the choices of life, the need to deal with life 

romantically. 

KAHAN: Do you mean autobiographical in the sense that they deal with 

human feelings rather than your own personal biography? 

GORDY: Oh yeah. It doesn't make any difference where I was born and 

that sort of stuff to the work I am doing. 

KAHAN: Is autobiographical then the wrong word? 

GORDY: No. In a curious kind of way, all painting is 

autobiographical because when it is so-called •not autobiographical• it 

means you don't want to discuss certain things. Matisse chooses not to 

deal with a lot of things that must have been a part of his life. You 

choose not to do things as well as choose to do them. I don't want to 

exclude very much these days. I want to deal with as many things as I 

can in my work. 

KAHAN: I guess recently you have done more different types of people 

than ever before: old people, young people, dessicated figures. I 

remember there was one man whose body seemed like it was made of putty. 

It seems dealing with more kinds of human types and feelings than you did 

previously. 

GORDY: I want it all. [Chuckles] I'm not going to get it, but anyway 

I want as many things that can happen in the work as an old fusspot kind 



of person can do. 

KAHAN: Yet, you still want to avoid a certain kind of specificity; 

the people are engaged in some kind of activity, but you don't specify 

what it is. They don't even have backgrounds. This figure's not in New 

Orleans and that one isn't in New.York. 

GORDY: I like to keep it much more open, more ambigious than that. 

KAHAN: The images still exist on a metaphorical level. 

GORDY: Right. The most important thing about whatever it is I am 

doing is the surface--the fact that the surface is not violated, which is 

true about the old work, too. 

KAHAN: And yet, because of the method of the inks that you are using 

on the white paper there is also a sense of volume and transparency ... 

GORDY: ... and an interest in texture which I didn't have before. 

Also the fact that you are constantly reminded when you do the monotypes 

that you really essentially are dealing with a trompe l'oeil situation in 

that what you are painting on the plate is quite thin, almost like a 

stain, yet at the same time you are dealing with things that seem to have 

a texture. rt is really a trompe l'oeil situation, which is funny 

because trompe l'oeil painting is almost unremittingly minor. There is 

not any such thing as great trompe l'oeil painting. When you do the 

monotypes it adds another element. 



It looks like it has a texture and doesn't really have it at all. 

KAHAN: Because so much of the paper shows through, you are more aware 

of the surface than in the paintings. 

GORDY: I found it a wonderful release not to paint with white. White 

is so deadening. In the monotypes, the light comes from the paper 

itself. It is very different from mixing white with your colors. The 

light has to be kind of naturally felt in paintings, and white is a 

deadening thing. Black is not. 

KAHAN: But you've used black in the monotypes less than in your 

former painting. 

GORDY: Yes. I rarely use it as a color any more in the sense that 

Matisse used black as a color. 

KAHAN: In the screen prints there was a great deal of black. 

GORDY: Yeah. 

Charlotte, North Carolina 
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