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In this sixth installment of the Kranzberg Exhibition Series Laumeier is pleased to present a broad survey of the art-
work of Sue Eisler. A graduate of the University of lllinois at Urbana - Champaign, Eisler has been working in the St.
Louis region since 1969. Her work has continuously evolved as she steadily processed new ideas and responds
with her own hybrid artwork. Here the artist speaks with Laumeier’s Director of Installations and Collections
Management, Kim Humphries.

KH: The work in the exhibition spans four decades — some of it reaching back to the days as you transitioned from
an academic environment to your first independent studio. Listening to you talk about finding your voice as an artist
during that time is fascinating. You completed graduate work in printmaking with additional coursework in ceramics.
You've told me about your eventual interest in the etched printmaking plates themselves rather than the prints. You
also began conducting non-traditional processes with your first kiln, making the firing cones a part of the sculptural
process. Your consideration of the printing plate as a sculptural object and the cone experiments with the kiln seem
to have been seminal moments for you. It all seems very clear and natural now — the putting aside of what you
were not interested in and the adding of things that you were interested in. Were you aware of the significance of
the strategic shift at the time?

SE: | wasn't really aware of the "low level relief" sculptural sensitivity of the printing plates or of the results of the
cone experimentation being a true sculpture. The cones were of interest to me because of the idea/concept that
they presented. Yes, | began doing what | had become most interested in. My level of consciousness of that — |
don’t know. | was certainly not thinking about it on a surface level. | actually don’t know exactly when that aware-
ness came about. Soon | began working in wood — object making and altering found objects. Those works were
sculptural — not monstrously dimensional but | was much more aware of the space and process issues on the table
by then.

KH: When we were in your studio you were quick to reach for a well-worn copy of Eva Hesse by Lucy Lippard —
you are not shy to discuss other artists that interest you. You seem quite confident and careful about what you
allow into your artwork. Are these conscious decisions or natural and spontaneous responses to the world around
you?

SE: Being artists we all have a conscious awareness of the work of others. We all filter and process outside infor-
mation in our own ways. The same is true of materials — any aspect of the artistic process. Attitudes and concepts
are available to be harvested or processed on so many levels. Every artist consciously or unconsciously uses them.
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KH: You began using the grid early in your practice. The wire mesh that you chose reminds me a bit of the low
relief that you were attracted to in the printing plates. In many works it acts more as a support or ground on which
to develop or hang more of the piece. In the 1980s and later, grids and mesh are more deeply incorporated in the
work — they merge and converse with other elements.

SE: Initially using the grid was a way to avoid dealing with composition because the grid uses all the same kind of
units. So what | did was, within each unit, | made an organic statement by twisting the wires — something like that.
In some of the grid pieces | had two very different kinds of line, one that was a very firm wire mesh line and then a
very soft colorful line with telephone wire, cloth loops, materials like that. A lot of these pieces began as sketches
on graph paper. The wire mesh and fencing were, to me, three-dimensional representations of that graph paper.
Soon | stopped seeing the grid as a planar element — it became part of the set of things at my disposal. The grids
frequently became warped — bent. | have a long-term interest in compressing the three-dimensional and expanding
the two-dimensional elements in my work. The grid was certainly part of that interplay. Eeek — it always feels so
archaic to have to pin down the formal aspects of the work. | have to say that | occupy a lot of middle ground with-
in my work — | ask a lot of questions.

KH: | see wire, string, and a variety of materials acting as two-dimensional lines in early work. Eventually they were
used to draw in space — making them a three-dimensional element. That drawing in space really demonstrates your
position of working in the middle ground that you mentioned. That said, | don’t want to belabor the formal aspects
of the work, but you do seem to be very aware of how objects and materials function formally in your work.

Beyond the grid and drawing elements | see staples, nails, nail holes and perforations functioning as drawing-like
marks in the work. | want to talk more about that — the real-world objects that find their way into your work.

SE: Well, the longer | work the more territory | seem to be comfortable in. At this point anything is fair game. I'm
not exactly sure why the found and common objects began to appear in my work. As you mentioned | was using
nails, staples, string — that sort of material in my work. The rest just seems like a natural extension from that point.

KH: The objects in the work add a new layer of content. They bring time and narrative into the work in a very direct
way.

SE: Yes, the books that | made of found gloves, cans, paper and cigarette packs really are probably some of the
pieces that really show that side of the work. They have history — maybe some mystery as well. How many cars ran
over each can? What person carried this cigarette pack? The books are collections of these unknown histories. The
questions cannot be answered — one can only speculate and ponder. Humanity becomes an element in the work —
not my humanity — I’'m using unknown collaborators. The altered lobster buoys are another good example of this
way of working.
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KH: So after some early work in the traditional forms of printmaking and ceramics you moved toward additive
sculpture. Now much of your work involves found objects that you bring back to the studio and often alter or com-
bine with other objects to create new objects. It seems like you must always be “on” —scanning, considering,
always looking for that next glove.

SE: Hmmm. | was never interested in welding or casting. If you called me a scrounge or a dumpster diver that
would not hurt my feelings. Yes, | am “on” most of the time — not all of the time, but most. | don’t know how other
people look at the world but I'd assume that they are not looking for that next great squashed glove or something
that they don’t even know that they are looking for.

KH: Your work often appears to come in groups or flourishes that seem to follow an initial epiphany — can you tell
me more about that notion?

SE: Those flourishes are precipitated by seeing a material combined with my mind set which is, as | mentioned,
running in the background most of the time. The combination comes together in a moment — flash — spark — insight
and the series comes to life. | stop when the ideas stop.

KH: As | walk through the exhibition | have a heightened awareness of those moments of creative combustion and
wonder that you seek as you work. Thinking back to our work on the project a few moments have stuck in my
mind. You mentioned that you had considered making a bumper sticker “I BRAKE FOR GLOVES.” Another time we
were discussing one of the large sculptures and you said, “It’s fun to draw — with wire.” And when | asked you
about one of the gourd sculptures you replied, “I put sunflower seeds on a gourd and | stuck it on a tuna can.” All of
those moments were wonderfully direct and they were also humorous. What place does humor have in your work?

SE: There are many ways to draw people into considering the work. | use alteration, conversion or transformation of
everyday objects. I'm not afraid of humor. Humor is an everyday thing. People understand it.

KH: When we discussed the title of the exhibition it didn’t take us long to come up with a solution — SUE EISLER:
UNTITLED. The checklist for the exhibition is over 60 pieces in length. Each piece in the exhibition is Untitled. Tell
me about that.

SE: We talked about the artwork asking questions. | choose not to provide answers.

This discussion was compiled from conversations with the artist in May and June, 2008.
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own hybrid artwork. She is currently represented by the Wiliam Shearburn Gallery, St. Louis.
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