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Wally: As you look back today on more than thirty years’ work, what was your main
incentive at the beginning of your work as a sculptor?
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Pondick: From the beginning | have wanted my work to have a visceral presence.
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| remember one piece | had been working on for two years, and | was at my wits’ end. In
frustration | picked up the sculpture and threw it across the room. | don’t know how | did
this, because it weighed 200 pounds. | walked out of my studio, made myself coffee, went
back, looked at this thing on the floor, and thought, “There is something there.” | was
working with brown microcrystalline wax, and my studio was full of it. A friend came to the
studio, and his reaction was not what | wanted or expected. He said, “This work is really
strong, but it looks like there’s shit in your studio.” | had heard this before, but this time |
thought maybe there was something here | should pursue.
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| thought of Franz Kafka, one of my biggest heroes. | wanted to embody the contradictions
and absurdity hidden in the darkness in his writing. | asked myself, “What is the most absurd
thing | could do with one of these turd-like forms?” Stick it on a satin pillow. So | took a
wood beam, stacked pillows on top of each other, and placed a bronze turd on top. | thought
the piece looked like a body sacks, sarcophagus, or a bed.
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W: So beds followed. And then came a period when shoes were the main theme of your
work. What gave you the idea of shoes? Did you see shoes as having a similar kind of
metaphorical and ambivalent significance?
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P: Yes, | was excited and turned on by the metaphoric possibilities | had found in the beds
and looked for other objects that had those rich kinds of readings. | started collecting shoes
and turned into a packrat. When | placed a pair of shoes in the middle of my studio | got very
excited, because they were like a stand-in for a person and they implied so much. | saw
shoes as symbolic fragment. From shoes and beds | moved to chairs and baby bottles.
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| was looking closely at the forms and shapes of objects, interested in what made something
feel male or female. | walked around trying obsessively to identify everything as male or
female.
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| knew Freud had said that chairs are holders for the body, so they are female. But | didn’t
see it that way. | turned the seats of my chairs into buttocks and treated their surfaces like
skin. | used lace as a kind of female skin and comics to mimic tattooing for a male chair. |
dwarfed the chairs so they felt removed from ordinary scale.
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In the early 90s | moved from working with baby bottles to working with teeth.
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W: For me, your works with teeth — especially the complex ensembles with teeth in apples
or balls with hair — are the most perplexing. When, how, and why did the teeth come into
your work?
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P: | was interested in symbolic and metaphoric interpretations of teeth. We eat with our
teeth — they have sexual connotations. They are a part of us, and we leave them behind
when we die.
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Funnily enough, the first time someone asked me this question | panicked. | was on a panel
at the Whitney Museum and someone asked, “So why are you using teeth?” | didn’t know
what to say and before | knew it I'd told 200 people that | had an obsession: every time | was
angry with someone | wanted to bite them. And | had wanted to see what would happen if |
channeled that urge into my work. Afterwards, a blu-haired woman in a prim suit came up to
me and said, “lI know exactly what you’re talking about. When | gave birth to my baby |
wanted to eat it. So | went out and bought a suckling pig the size of my child and ate the
whole thing.” | thought, “And they say the artists are weird.”
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W: From objects closely linked with the human body, you graduated to nature. What made
you choose trees and animals?
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P: In the early 90s | was commissioned to make a sculpture for an outdoor sculpture garden.
At first | thought it didn’t make sense for me to make an outdoor piece because my work
was so much about the body, fragmentation, repetition, and proliferation, and | felt as
though the scale of my work wouldn’t make sense outside either. Most of the time when |
see sculpture outside | find nature more interesting than the sculpture. It posed a very
interesting problem for me, how to approach this. | spent a long time walking the property,
and an apple orchard caught my attention. | had jokingly called my teeth pieces “forbidden
fruits,” so | thought of combining my “fruits” with a tree.
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| took a tree from the apple orchard, cast it in metal, and put it back in its natural setting,



where other trees surrounded it. | cast “apples” that looked like heads with teeth, in the
same metal as the tree, and scattered them on the ground. They looked as if they had fallen
from the tree. | love the fact that people don’t realize that the tree is a sculpture until they
are close enough to notice the teeth in the fallen apples.
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W: So your interest in trees was the result of a commission for an outdoor sculpture, and
your intensive exploration of the relationship between nature and sculpture. And what
about the animals? How did they come into your work?
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P: | wanted to work with new images and new materials, and | wanted to stop making
meaning with repetition, proliferation, or scatter. When | merged my body parts with the
animal | found my way back to the isolated object.
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My work may look like it changes dramatically in its imagery or its materiality, but my
interest in metaphoric and symbolic meaning remains constant. And no matter what my
images are like, | am always driven by my great love for materials. | am very interested in the
nature of materials and how their character affects what we see. For me, the material
presence of a piece is a big part of my sculptures’ emotional content. | am interested in
metaphysical metamorphosis that reflects human nature, and physical presence is very
important to me.
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W: When you speak about metamorphosis — how important for you as tools are
ambivalence, contradiction, and ambiguity? For example, you prefer unalterable, lasting —
almost everlasting — materials, and you use them to represent the process of change, of
transformation from one identity into another, from one form into another. What is your
purpose here?
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P: The way | use the metaphoric and the symbolic is to put an emphasis on transformation,
or metamorphosis. | am interested in meanings that come from forms that are in flux, and
while the materials | use are permanent, they can look liquid or solid, heavy or light.
Sometimes they look to me as if they are made of light.
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Sculpture is solid by nature, but the meaning it holds or its symbolic interpretations can vary.
There is a wonderful jazz song called “Ugly Beauty” by Thelonious Monk; | love the title, |
love the piece, and | think it says it all. What is beautiful? What is ugly? Are they one and the
same? Or is it all in the eyes, or in this case the ears, of the beholder?
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| Have made sculptures that | found hilariously funny; other people have found these same
pieces terrifying. Or the opposite occurs. | relate to Kafka and the way his writing straddled
poignant contradictions. That’s something | want in my own work.
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W: Does this mean that you wish to open up for the viewer as many different viewpoints
and approaches as possible? That you want to create “open art works,” as Umberto Eco puts
it, that can be read in various ways, so that the viewer plays an active role in the work?
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P: I don’t know that | view this as a question of being open. | am talking about contradiction.
| think contradiction is what makes us tick. Our own contradictory desires are what drive us
and make us interesting and human. We have impulses to create and destroy at the same
time. We always want what we can’t have. Men want to be women, and women want to be
men. The minute you have one thing, you want the opposite.
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W: You mentioned the important influence of Kafka in your work.
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P: Kafka is the writer | feel closest to, but | also love Nabokov, especially a novel called
Laughter in the Dark.
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W: Are there also visual artists who have influenced you?
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P: When | was younger | always had a book of Giacometti’s and Brancusi’s work on my
kitchen table. | can still remember the first time | saw Philip Guston’s figurative work — the
paintings were just so haunting in such a wonderful way.
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W: Here in your studio, most of the books on your shelves are monographs and illustrations
of sculpture and art, especially from the classics through Mannerism to the Moderns.
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P: | have always looked back. Art is my history and it feeds me. | look to history to see how
other artists made work. Sometimes there is concrete problem and | want to see how
another artist solved it. Material solutions, material manipulation, scale, touch, and how a
sculpture makes me feel all interest me.
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When | started making my first animal/human hybrid sculptures | looked closely at Donatello
to help me resolve the transitions between matte and polished surfaces. | looked at Bernini’s
sculptures, studying their baroque movements, and his mysterious and sensuous material
transformations. | wanted Monkeys to be filled with movement and to have a dazzling
presence, and Bernini was an inspiration.
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Then | got really interested in how hair has been made in sculpture, how sculptors have
transformed hard materials into soft, graceful movements that “read” like hair. | looked at
hair in Egyptian, Greek, Roman, Asian, pre-Columbian, and African sculpture. Tillman
Riemenschneider is the king of carved hair, and | have loved his work for a long time.
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Bosch’s imagery has inspired me for years. | love to look at painting as much as | do
sculpture, maybe because | live with a painter.
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W: This is the cue to ask about your relationship with Robert Feintuch. You’ve been together
since your student days at Yale. How would you describe your influence on each other’s
work?
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P: Robert and | have the same obsessions. When we are not working, we like to look at art
together. We have lived together for over 32 years, and we have had a profound influence
on each other.
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W: You’ve taught together at the Salzburg International Summer Academy of Fine Arts. First
you came alone, in 1999, and since then the two of you have shared courses several times.
What was this experience like for you?
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P: It has been a surprisingly wonderful experience! It amazes me that we haven’t killed each
other. You know, we are two very strong personalities and we don’t always agree.
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W: You’'ve oftern told me that teaching actually has little significance for your work. On the
other hand, you’ve chosen for your courses a theme that is central to both your work and to
Robert’s: “Self and Work.” You don’t teach any specific artistic discipline, but you explore
with the students the question: As an artist, how much do | put myself into my work; how
can | control my presence in a work, or keep myself out of it and remain neutral? This is a
very significant question in contemporary art, since in recent decades no other theme has
been subject to such a shift of paradigm.
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P: Robert and | have a long history of using ourselves in our own work. For a while we both
used bodily fragments; | worked with teeth, Robert with ears. When we collaborated on a
performance piece for the Brooklyn Academy of Music, Robert “lent me his ears” and |
continued to use them afterwards. In the animal/human hybrids and trees I've continued to
use fragments. Robert moved a while ago using his whole body. Using the self raises a lot of
interesting issues, so we thought it would make a good subject for a course.
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W: You've given your “self,” in the form of casts of your hands and feet (incognito) and your
head (readily identifiable), an extremely strong presence in many of your works. When did
you begin to integrate your portrait into your sculptures, and how did you achieve this
technically? What is the function of your self in the hybrid sculptures?
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P: The sculpture Dog was the first piece where | married my head and arms with the animal
body, and it made me think immediately of mythology and the use of the animal/human
hybrid in art. Hybrids go all the way back to neolithic times and turn up again in Egyptian,
Greek, and Roman periods. Individual artists like Goya, Redon, and Bosch used them in their
work. Filmmakers have brought to life monstrous hybrids like Dracula, Frankenstein, the Fly,
Alien, and the Terminator. The animal/human hybrid has a long history and it seems never to
g0 away.
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In 1998 | began to try to combine the animal with the human in Dog. It took over a year of
work before it began to make any sense to me as a sculpture, and it took me five years to
resolve it. | remade Dog maybe five times in wax before getting to the first cast in metal.
Then | remade it from the aluminum bronze (the version that was in my show at the
Rupertinum in Salzburg), recasting it in yellow stainless steel after remodeling its surfaces. |
had an image in my head, and it took a long time to get there.
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Dog now lives in aluminum bronze and yellow stainless steel. This sculpture has influenced a
lot of what | have made for the last ten years.
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W: It seems to me that your work has changed a great deal since you started integrating
parts of your body into it: hands, feet, then your head and your face. What idea were you



pursuing when you put so much of your physical self into your work?
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P: | want my animal/human sculptures to have a kind of emotional and psychological
presence that makes you aware of your own body. In the past | piled or scattered large
numbers of body fragments to create a proliferation that surrounded and engulfed the
viewer. Now | make discrete objects, and my sculptures claim their physical space like an
animal that is territorial.
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In the human parts if my sculptures that are cast from my body, | have gone to great lengths
to maintain a high level of detail in the skin texture. On the other hand, my animal bodies
are hand-modeled and are highly smoothed and polished. | want the human, lifelike skin
texture to merge seamlessly into the stylized animal bodies. | want these two contrasting
surfaces to feel like they are metamorphosing into each other and becoming one. But at the
same time | want each to retain its unique properties.
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W: You haven’t told me yet why and how you put your face and your hands into your work.
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P: My face, my hands — all the human parts of my sculptures are life casts from my body. Life
casts feel like death masks. | think the removal from the body is palpable and has strong
physical and psychological presence. | also think there is something distrubingly unnatural
about it, because the body is present but the life is missing. Life casts don’t have the
coloration of skin. Bernini said, “In order to imitate the natural, the sculptor has to make
something unnatural.” | think the life cast is an unnatural stand-in for a person, which in the
end looks natural.
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W: Taking a cast of a face from a living subject makes me think of something morbid and
threatening, of corpses. One has the feeling that a taboo is touched on here.
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P: To me it seems perfectly normal.
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W: What do you feel when you’re casting, and when you see your finished double in every
possible format and in unlimited number? What is the function of your body for your artistic
work?
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P: | think of my body as an instrument, the way a dancer does. | also think that combining
the human with the animal relates to cloning. A few years ago | came upon a photograph in
the New York Times that reminded me of my work. It was a mouse with a human ear grafted
to its back. It was a scientific experiment that looked just like one of my sculptures.
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W: The production of your work, from the intial idea to the finished object, is extremely



complicated and time-consuming. Could you describe it?
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P: My description of the sculpture Monkeys is probably going to make it sound like | knew
exactly what | wanted to do ahead of time. This was not rhe case. | had to feel my way
through the making of it, as | do with almost all of my sculptures. | think with my hands.
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Monkeys is the most demanding sculpture | have ever worked on. It took five years from
beginning to end. | worked alone on it for four years, and then it took another year to cast
and assemble at the foundry. The structure was very complicated to resolve in both the
original and in stainless steel.
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| modeled and carved for years to work out the complicated relationship between the
animals and to get fluid movements in the sculpture. | spent a long time casting and
recasting my arms in different positions so | could integrate them with the monkey bodies in
expressive gestures and postures that linked together formally and psychologically. | wanted
the piece to move like a baroque sculpture.
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Monkeys was the first piece where | used 3D computer technology, and | had a lot to learn.
The technology allowed me to reduce size of my head to the same size as the monkey’s
head. | eventually found a way to do it so that the reduced head kept enough detail to still
feel like a life cast. Scanning and building my head was supposed to take a couple of weeks
but ended up taking over a year. After | had my head the size | wanted, | worked to integrate
it with the bodies of two of the monkeys in the piece.
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Once the piece was resolved, | brought it to the foundry. Molds were made, waxes were
retouched, there were months of metal refinishing, and then finally we began to assemble
the parts into the finished sculpture. The casting and assembly was so demanding and
difficult that the only way we could approach it was to solve it in each sculpture. No two
sculptures in the edition are identical.
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W: What is the significance of the materials you choose? We were talking about the
contradictoriness and the ambivalence you want to give your work. Does the material play a
major role here?
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P: | am interested in how materials affect the interpretation of an object. | like to use



stainless steel in my animal/human hybrids because stainless steel looks like mercury it looks
as if it’s disintegrating in front of you, as if it were in flux.
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In real life most animals have hair, so | wondered what would happen if | used hair and
stainless steel together. What would it look like, and how would it feel? On each monkey, the
face, hand, and steel, and the rest of the body is covered in hair. | think my Monkey with Hair
funny, but | know some people find the unsettling.
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That makes me think of another sculpture | made called Marmot. To me Marmot looked like
a cartoon figure that was dropped off a rooftop and went “splat.” As | was modeling it |
thought it wouldn’t look right in metal and realized the piece should be in a soft material. |
thought it might be interesting in rubber. Like Monkey with Hair, | find the piece hilarious.
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W: How important is humor in your work? What does laughter and humor mean to you in
association with art?
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P: Laughter, or a dark sense of humor, isn’t expressed frequently in the visual arts. | see it in
the writings of Nabokov and Kafka. Maybe that is why | am so attracted to their work.
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W: What do you find to laugh at in Kafka?
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P: Do you know Kafka thought the short story “Metamorphosis” was hysterically funny? He
would laugh out loud whenever he read it. The first time | read it that wasn’t my reaction.
But in subsequent readings | discovered the absurdity and humor in his darkness. It is like a
laugh in the dark, and it’s everything | want in my work.
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W: Do you see this dark quality as an impetus in your work from the beginning, or did that
come gradually as you developed?
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P: Sometimes it takes me years after finishing a sculpture to understand what it means, and
sometimes | don’t understand its meaning at all. When | was younger | found this unsettling.
| am now comfortable not knowing. My work pokes at the human psyche. | find this hard to
talk about. If you want to talk about aspects of my work that might be easier for me to
discuss, why don’t we talk some more about the technology | am working with?

P: AR —EMER  BTEFRTEERCHNEE  ARBREIFERENS
F o ABRFENRER > BEREBESALL - RERKBE T AMNE - HNFEREBFTA



FBIOE - BEIREREHGR - WRIEKKEFERP—EAREES BImANE »
PR+ EA BRI EEERRIXIMIE 2

W: All right. You use innovative technology such as 3D scanning and 3D computer
construction. Can you explain why you work with these and how you use them?
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P: Whenever | want to change the size of a body part | have used 3D computer scanning. |
have scanned my head and hands, and | am about to scan my legs. The 3D files are scalable
to any dimensions, and they can be “printed out” as objects. 3D scanning and stereo
lithography are amazing new tools. When | look back and see the effect of this technology
on my work, | am astonished.
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After | had my head scanned | realized | could endlessly change its size, and | did just that. Of
course, once | shrank my head the next question was what would happen if | chose another
body part and made it bigger. That is where the idea for the sculpture Cat originated. Could |
scan a life cast of my hand, blow it up really big, and have the skin texture look believable, or
would the skin texture look like moon craters? How could | alter this huge hand so that it
would merge with a small animal body? Could | change the shape of my hand on the
computer but still keep it looking like my hand? What could | resolve on the computer and
what would | have to make by hand?
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W: Was your procedure for enlarging your hand for Cat different from the previous one for
shrinking your head and hands?
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P: When | first started using this technology in 1998 | didn’t understand how quickly it was
growing and changing. For the first scan | did, from a life cast of my head, it was hard to get
the resolution or fine detail | wanted. Four years later, | had the life cast of my hand scanned.
The technology had changed so much | could get exactly the level of detail | wanted, but
when the hand was built it looked nothing like | expected.
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W: What was so surprising about the hand when it was built? You mentioned once that you
worked with computer technology on a military base. Can you tell me more about that?
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P: | had never seen anything like it. The hand had a combination of skin texture and marks

from the process the computer uses to build. The two textures merged to make one
seamless surfaces that looked a little like moiré fabric.
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Shortly after my hand arrived | heard from the owner of a company in Baltimore. He had
heard about the hand | was working on and asked if | wanted to see the hand he was
building with the medical school at Johns Hopkins. His company also worked with the
military, and he thought they would be interested in seeing my scans. | have found myself in
interesting places since then. Who would think | would ever wind up a military base?
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W: I'd like to come back to the trees. They accompanied your work for many years, and
recently they have reappeared dominantly, in reduced format.
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P: | dreamed that my head was the size of a tiny bud on a tree, and | had to make it. Pussy
Willow Tree is a tree with hundreds of my heads grafted to the branches as if they are
growing on it.
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W: With these hundreds of tiny heads growing on trees you’ve returned to multiples and
repetition. In comparison with your earlier complex works, has your attitude to multiples
changes?
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P: Repetition is a part of nature. Some trees have thousands of branches and blossoms. If



you look at growth patterns in trees they form spirals. There is a continuous seasonal cycle
where leaves die, fall away, and grow back. We take this life cycle for granted, but the
patterns in tiles, rugs, and ceramics, and the structures in architecture and bridges, all come
from nature. Repetition is central in pattern and is implicit in every structure. It is a
fundamental part of life.
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W: Why do you take your tree sculptures from real trees? Wouldn’t it be far easier to model
them?
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P: At first glance | want my trees to look real. But on close inspection, when it becomes
apparent that there are heads or hands growing on the tree, it becomes clear that this isn’t
a real tree, it is a sculpture of a tree. The challenge for me is to make the handmade merge
with the natural in convincing ways.

P: FELZT  RAERRNHEERZREN - B EHRE > 2B LRAELF
Ff > MESHBEAE—REENR > MEHAME - BIARR - MEERNULAE
REOA I MREFIREREARMS—EE

| use parts of real trees and a lot of hand modeling. There are times where my husband has
walked into my studio and said, “You’re crazy. You spend endless amounts of time trying to
get the sculpture to look like nature made it, and when it works all your handwork
disappears and no one can tell you did anything.”
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W: Are the new bonsai sculptures related in some way to “re-dimensionalization,” the
construction of scanned three-dimensional objects on various scales, which you originally
used for your hand or your head?
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P: After | was commissioned to make a few outdoor pieces, large trees, | wanted to see if |
could make a tree that could be installed indoors. Practically, it made sense to put a larger



tree outdoors and a smaller tree indoors. The first small-scale tree | made was a bonsai. |
chose a bonsai to start from because it looked like a dwarfed tree. When | made my first
bonsai | also decided to introduce color. As I've gone on, I've invented more and more of
each tree.
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W: What are your plans for the near future?
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P: In the spring of 2006 | lost feeling in my work arm and right leg. As these symptoms
progressed | learned | was at risk of being paralyzed. It was terribly scary. Would | ever be
able to work again? This is a questiong no artist wants to face. | needed spinal cord surgery,
two risky and debilitating procedures. Afterwards | had to endure a long and challenging
recovery. | learned how to walk and to use my hands again. As soon as | could stand on my
own | wanted to go back to work in the studio. | couldn’t pick up my tools, let alone use
them, but | had to go back to the studio in order to survive.
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In the hospital while | was in intensive care, | would lie in bed and create sculptures in my
head. | couldn’t sleep at all. | told myself the only way to survive what | had to go through



was to make work. And so | did, but in my head. For months after the surgery, when | still
couldn’t use my hands, | would find myself making sculptures in my head. | still find this
really surprising.
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My relationship to making has changed. | have to work differently, and all of this is new to
me. | am slowly making the sculptures | created in my head. As | work to get the images to
take physical form | am very excited.
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W: What is your wish for the future?
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P: I want to add more beauty to my life and my work.
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