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			Foreword


			by Kurt Andersen

			August 6, 2010

			I graduated from college with no job in the offing and no desire to return home to Nebraska. All I knew for sure was that I wanted to live in New York City, hang out with people doing creative work, and get paid for doing creative work myself, but that I didn’t know how to act or sing or dance or play an instrument or draw. When I was twenty-one, that was the extent of my career plan. And oddly enough, I’ve executed it in all its half-assed, unkempt glory for the last thirty-five years: I’m a New Yorker; my friends are mostly writers and artists and filmmakers and musicians and designers, and I’ve earned my living in pretty much every creative field that doesn’t require me to make music or draw. Or dance.

			But it was just a decade ago that I had two back-to-back aha moments that finally explained my zigzagging professional path to myself and also made me understand the prerequisites for creativity.

			The first lightbulb went off when I read an essay called “The Amateur Spirit” by the great scholar and writer Daniel Boorstin. The main obstacle to progress is not ignorance, Boorstin wrote, but “pretensions to knowledge. ... The amateur is not afraid to do something for the first time. ... the rewards and refreshments of thought and the arts come from the courage to try something, all sorts of things, for the first time. ... An enamored amateur need not be a genius to stay out of the ruts he has never been trained in.”

			Here was a supremely credentialed prince of the Establishment, the ultimate professional intellectual—Rhodes Scholar, Ph.D., professor at the University of Chicago and Cambridge University, museum director, Librarian of Congress—arguing in his seventies that while professionalism of the good kind (knowledge, competence, reliability) has its place, it is the curious, excited, slightly reckless passion of the amateur that we need to nurture in our professional lives, especially if we aspire to creativity in the work we do.

			A few months later I found myself interviewing my funny, brilliant friend Tibor Kalman, the graphic designer and multifarious auteur. A transcript of our conversation would appear in a monograph about his work. He was forty-nine and when we talked he knew he had only months to live. Tibor had always been smart about the nature of creative work, but now the wisdom was pouring out.

			“You don’t want to do too many projects of a similar type,” he told me. “I did two of a number of things. The first one, you fuck it up in an interesting way. The second one, you get it right. And then you’re out of there. I have sought to move into as many other fields as possible, anything that could be a step away from ‘graphic design,’ just to keep from getting bored. As long as I don’t completely know how to do something, I can do it well. And as soon as I have [completely] learned how to do something, I will do it less well, because what I do will become more obvious.”

			I realized my entire professional and creative life so far had been conducted in a similar way, by indulging the amateur spirit: I’d repeatedly, presumptuously barged into jobs for which I had no credentials or much specific training and then worked extra hard, hoping that my rank inexperience might somehow be transmuted into interesting innovation. I’d had no experience writing radio and TV news scripts (for NBC, my first job), or about politics or crime (for Time, my second job), or about architecture and design (also for Time), and when I cofounded Spy magazine (my fourth job), I had never edited anyone’s writing but my own, or run a business. Ditto when I wrote and produced prime-time network comedy specials (for NBC), wrote an off-Broadway revue, wrote a screenplay (for Disney), and sold my first novel (to Random House). Professor Boorstin and my friend Tibor had convinced me retroactively that what I’d done by accident, going from interesting gig to interesting gig with no real strategy, had a philosophical basis.

			Shortly after that double epiphany, executives from Public Radio International and WNYC called me out of the blue and asked if I might be interested in hosting a new program they wanted to create about the arts and entertainment and creativity. Really? Me? My total on-air experience consisted of having been interviewed a few times about books and articles I’d written. Host a weekly show on public radio? Were they serious? I’d done plenty of things I had no standing to do, but no one before had ever invited me to do something I had no standing to do.

			That’s not completely true. Twenty years earlier, a theater director had called me out of the blue and asked if I might be interested in playing the lead in his upcoming production of Othello. Really? Me? My total acting experience consisted of playing Captain Hook in a grade school production of Peter Pan. And also, I am, um, er, Caucasian. Was he serious? Well, as it turned out, um, er, uh, no: he’d meant to call an (African American) actor named Curt Anderson. Wrong number.

			But this time, it turned out, the public radio grown-ups really had intended to call me, and not the veteran radio personalities Curtis Andreessen or Karl Andrews or Carter Andrazs. They were serious. And that’s how I came to help invent and host Studio 360.

			What we do every week on Studio 360 is try to show how creativity works by means of individual case studies, by talking at length and in depth to some of the world’s most talented people about how and why they do what they do. And for this book we’ve distilled the most relevant wisdom from my hundreds of conversations to create a kind of plain-English master class about the difficult, exhilarating process of pursuing one’s creative passions. It’s Creativity 101 featuring guest lectures by visual artists and designers Chuck Close, Denise Scott Brown, and Robert Venturi; filmmakers Kathryn Bigelow, Ang Lee, Mira Nair, and Kevin Bacon; writers Richard Ford, Joyce Carol Oates, John Irving, and Tony Kushner; musicians Patti LuPone, Rosanne Cash, Robert Plant, Yo-Yo Ma; and many other artests. Maybe you’re an artist or would-be artist yourself; maybe you’re an amateur singer or painter or writer. If so, consider this a collegial primer on how some supremely talented and successful people unleashed their talents and achieved their successes. But I’m also convinced that there are plenty of valuable, hard-won lessons about living and working creatively that can be applied to almost any life and any job. Or maybe you simply want to enjoy an unbuttoned, intimate look at the life and times of a few dozen cultural superstars. If so, enjoy.

			What I’ve realized after talking to this remarkable pantheon of creative people for our five hundred shows is that what I learned from Daniel Boorstin and Tibor Kalman a decade ago is true of pretty much all work worth doing, especially creative work: the prerequisite for doing exciting work is to be excited about it yourself, reaching to do or make something that you haven’t done or made before and which seems at least a little scary, just beyond your comfort zone. E. B. White famously wrote that “no one should come to New York to live unless he is willing to be lucky.” The same goes for people who want to do any kind of creative work.

			As soon as I adopted this paradigm of the amateur spirit just over a decade ago, taking risks to try new things, staying out of ruts, refusing to be paralyzed by the fear of imperfection or even failure, opening myself to luck—that is, once it became my conscious MO rather than simply the way I’d unthinkingly stumbled through life—I began spotting other members of the club, such as Danny Boyle, the director who made 127 Hours, Slumdog Millionaire, Trainspotting, and eight other feature films. “Everything after the first one,” he told the New York Times, “is business. There’s something about that innocence and joy when you don’t quite know what you’re doing.” And Steve Jobs, talking about the unexpected upside of being purged from Apple nine years after he founded the company. “The heaviness of being successful,” he says, “was replaced by the lightness of being a beginner again, less sure about everything. It freed me to enter one of the most creative periods of my life.” A period during which, among other things, he founded the amazing animation studio Pixar.

			I’m not much of a religious person, but if forced to choose I’d probably go with Buddhism, because its practitioners write and say paradoxical things, such as this line by the Zen master Shunryu Suzuki: “In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, but in the expert’s mind there are few.” That’s what Tibor was getting at, and Boorstin and Boyle and Jobs. And Richard Serra, as he explained a few years ago in a conversation on Studio 360, which we’ve included in Chapter 2. “I’m just going to start playing around,” Serra told me about his decision to abandon painting as a young man, “without the faintest idea of what I was doing.”

			I learned how to make a national radio show by making a national radio show in the company of people who knew lots more about radio than I did, especially Julie Burstein, my executive producer from 2000 through 2009. Having written for TV and radio and the movies, I knew how to write sentences for the voice and ear rather than the eye, and I knew how to tell stories. But I learned how to have a new kind of conversation, in which I uttered sentences that parsed and contained a minimum of ums and uhs and you knows, conversations in which I seldom interrupted but nevertheless took the lead.

			Moreover, in creating Studio 360 with Julie and the rest of our team of producers, I had the same goal as when I’d created magazines and websites and produced TV shows and written novels—to make a thing that I would want to read or see or hear even if I’d had nothing to do with it, and that was unlike anything extant. For me, that’s also how creativity works, when it works. In this sense, creativity is selfish—but it derives from what I call “good selfishness,” something like good cholesterol.

			In the ten years that I’ve hosted the show, I’ve had more than a thousand conversations with some of the most creative and interesting people on earth. Many of them have surprised me. Before I met Susan Sontag, for instance, I was terrified. She’d been a hero of mine for decades, and her assistant had informed my producer that “Ms. Sontag does not suffer fools,” just in case I happened to be one. But our hour-long talk turned out to be one of the best I’ve ever had—and the only one for Studio 360 that generated a handwritten thank-you note. I was very differently surprised by the novelist and journalist Nick Tosches, who did his best to offend me and then, failing to do so, left the studio for a smoke halfway through the show and never returned. I was surprised when Gore Vidal remembered he had once threatened to sue me for an article I’d published about him, surprised when Twyla Tharp started crying, surprised when Rosanne Cash became a close friend, and surprised when Neil Gaiman asked me, years after he’d appeared on the show, if I would write a piece of short fiction for an anthology he was editing—and thus last summer I published my first science fiction story. Once again, I’d never done it, didn’t know for sure if I could do it, but did it anyway, and was pleased with the result. Such is the terror and delight of trusting one’s amateur spirit, being willing to be lucky and seeing where creativity takes you.

		

	


	
		
			Introduction

			When I was just starting out in radio, one of my first assignments was to interview the cellist Yo-Yo Ma and the pianist Emanuel Ax. I was barely out of college; the musicians weren’t much older.

			They were rehearsing at the Upper West Side apartment of Ma’s in-laws for an upcoming concert in New York City. So I took the subway from WNYC’s dingy studios in the Municipal Building and arrived at the apartment with my bulky Nagra open-reel tape machine. Ma met me at the door and ushered me into the living room, where I struggled to set up my audio equipment—not because I didn’t know how, but because from the moment I walked in, Ma and Ax started teasing and joking with me, and I was laughing so hard it was difficult to focus on the thin brown magnetic tape as I wound it from reel to reel.

			The entire interview progressed this way—cellist and pianist bantering and joking. I had been taught not to make a noise when the person I was interviewing was talking, never to say “Uh-huh” or “Oh!”—instead to just nod quietly so that my voice didn’t interrupt. But Ax and Ma were so buoyant and hilarious that this was impossible, and finally I just gave in and laughed along with them.

			Back at the station, I wrestled with the tape, trying to edit it for broadcast. This wasn’t anything like what my conception of a “serious” music interview was supposed to sound like. Much later, I realized that the actual words the musicians had said were not the most important aspect of the conversation; I had been incredibly fortunate to experience the essence of their creative relationship. It was as if I was hearing the music behind the words, the feelings that gave their stories an emotional resonance. As Ax and Ma played together, their unrestrained conversation echoed the way they connected through music: as brilliant, talented, serious—and also mischievous—performers. Joy is a fundamental component of how their creativity works.

			Throughout my career in public radio as a reporter, host, and producer, I’ve listened carefully for those moments when an artist, while telling a story, also reveals the underlying spirit of his or her creativity. When I designed Studio 360 in 2000, I was determined to develop a show that would probe beneath the surface of contemporary art and pop culture to find the deeper currents that draw us in. It has been thrilling, over the first decade of the program, to listen to hundreds of artists and musicians and writers and filmmakers talk about where they find their inspiration, as well as about how they struggle with the process of making art, allowing us to see their vulnerabilities as well as celebrate their successes.

			As I approached the new challenge of creating a book that would draw upon the hundreds of hours of conversations we have had in Studio 360, I began to think about some key questions: What do we look to art for, in the twenty-first century? What are these artists revealing to us, and why are we compelled to look and to listen? There are many answers to these questions; for me, the work that touches most deeply is always the work that connects with life. The artists with whom I fall in love are those who are willing to open themselves up to the anguish as well as to the pleasure of experience in order to create work that moves me to understand my own life in a new way.

			So the deep threads I chose to follow as I arranged the chapters of this book can be found, as we said when we began Studio 360, “where art and real life collide.” Perhaps even more aptly, they are where we experience the oscillation between art and life.

			For Spark, I have selected stories from artists who tell us something about that oscillation, creators who turn to the people, places, and materials in their lives for their motivation and their subject. I’ve organized the book to explore emotionally resonant landmarks in both life and art. The chapters are a trail through challenges, triumphs, and transformations; they reveal connections to the natural world and to home and family; uncover the wonders of childhood and the frustrations and revelations of partnerships; and also touch upon disaster and its aftermath, when artists take the shattered fragments of the world and put them back together, for themselves as well as for us. Each chapter reflects a different facet of human experience, with which these artists wrestle and play.

			In the final chapter, artists talk about how they get to work, with stories about productive beginnings, false starts, the need to step away sometimes, and how to recognize when something is actually finished. This is a crucial piece of the story: if they never got to work, there would be no movies, no poetry, no paintings, no music—no connection between these creators and us.

			A few years after my conversation with Yo-Yo Ma and Emanuel Ax, I was asked to produce a national radio series for the Mostly Mozart Festival. The English playwright Peter Shaffer was in town, and I wrangled an interview with him for the radio show because his play Amadeus had just been made into an Oscar-winning movie.

			Shaffer explores the relationship between Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, whose genius was brilliant and unpredictable and enduring, and Antonio Salieri, a court composer who had a long, celebrated, and ultimately pedestrian career. When I asked Shaffer what he saw as the central difference between the two men, he told me that he pictured Mozart running up to the well of inspiration and diving in, headfirst, without stopping, while Salieri walked up to the side of the well and peered over, wanting to see what was at the bottom before he dipped his net.

			The artists you’ll meet in Spark are all willing to dive, headfirst, into the raw, exhilarating, and sometimes unfriendly experiences of life. Listening to them talk, hearing their stories about their methods and their catalysts, doesn’t diminish the power of their art: it deepens our appreciation for it. Their stories also tell us something about how to open up to allow creativity into our own lives.

		

	


	
		
			1

			ENGAGING ADVERSITY

			In the spring of 2000, when I was brought in to lead the team that would launch Studio 360, the public radio landscape was already littered with the dried husks of failed programs about art and culture. During the interview process for the job, I had outlined for Public Radio International (PRI) and WNYC my vision of a show that looked at life and ideas through the lens of creativity, pop culture, and the arts: to explore, as we later said in Studio 360’s tagline, the place “where art and real life collide.” Once I was hired, I faced some internal challenges as well: the team of talented producers had been demoralized by a difficult development period prior to my arrival; we had just three months to develop a new idea and launch a national weekly series; and our promising talent, the novelist and journalist Kurt Andersen, had never hosted a radio show.

			I knew from my first few conversations with him that Kurt had the capacity to become a great radio host. But I had been charged with creating a new magazine-style show, and in public radio that means the host is required to read pages and pages of intros and outros for produced stories. This requires a lot of practice to do well, and at the beginning, reading copy is often frustrating.

			Kurt worked hard and learned quickly; listening to our first show again now, I’m still captivated, for example, by his initial commentary on the blurring between advertising and content on television, which was sharp and funny, and which he delivered with verve. But I knew that if reading copy was all Kurt did, listeners would never really get to know him.

			So I decided to throw out tradition and explore an idea I’d played with in a couple of projects I’d developed before coming to Studio 360. I thought: What if Kurt wasn’t alone in the studio reading intros? What if we chose a central idea for each show, produced stories that approached the idea from different perspectives, and then brought in smart, interesting guests to listen to stories with Kurt, and talk together about what they heard? Then too, given the range of subjects we wanted to explore, why not take Kurt out of the traditional objective narrator role and allow him to offer his own opinions in conversation with a guest each week?

			This novel approach engaged the team and, it turned out, helped unleash their creativity. Each week, we chose a “cover story” for the show, gathered provocative stories from pop culture and the arts around this central theme, and found an accomplished artist or writer or actor or director to join Kurt in the studio and engage in an energetic conversation about the ideas the stories raised. Some of the cover stories were directly connected to the world of art and culture, others more far afield. In our first couple of years, Kurt spoke with Nora Ephron about cooking, and with Susan Sontag about war; with Rosanne Cash about creative children of famous parents and with Simon Schama about the way maps help us understand the world. We loved that this new form allowed us to control many aspects of the production, and that it also left room for surprise and spontaneity. The conversations revealed unexpected facets of the famous guests: Who knew that the architect Frank Gehry loved the novels of George Eliot and drew inspiration from them as he developed new ways to frame views in his museum projects? Or that Madeleine Albright believed that “jazz and those who play it are America’s greatest ambassadors as a reflection of our democracy”?

			Listeners were intrigued. At a public radio convention a year or so after the show launched, the veteran NPR host Susan Stamberg told her audience that Studio 360 was her new favorite show. “I love the format,” Stamberg said, “the idea of Kurt Andersen and his radio pal of the day—somebody who’s really smart—and together they listen. I love the notion of a theme: reflections of the society and the culture, presented in such interesting ways! I always come upon new ideas and a new way of thinking about things, and it’s such good company for that hour—I’m just crazy for that program!” Studio 360 became the fastest-growing show in Public Radio International’s history.

			Kurt is now a seasoned host, as comfortable taking on a traditional host’s role as with pushing its boundaries. Studio 360 currently employs a more familiar magazine format of interviews, produced stories, and host narration, as well as, at times, venturing into more complex documentary work through the show’s American Icons series. Yet I still love to listen to programs from those early years, which were so ambitious and possess a liveliness and spontaneity that is hard to achieve in a highly produced show. Had Kurt been an experienced radio talent when we began Studio 360, I might never have gambled on taking a new approach.

			Engaging challenges often force us to create stronger work. The adversity may be intensely personal: painter Chuck Close reveals the serious, undiagnosed learning disabilities he struggled with as a child, and how they shaped both his view of the world and influenced the iconic portraits that he creates; poet Donald Hall describes the year he spent caring for his wife, the poet Jane Kenyon, through a devastating illness, an experience that spurred him to write some of the most emotionally resonant work of his long career.

			Even setbacks that aren’t so dire still have the capacity to derail creativity. Money troubles plague many artists: singer and songwriter Jill Sobule talks about how financial backing—or the lack of it—forced her to improvise a new way of producing an album.

			Although these artists face crises, their message isn’t bleak. Instead, their stories illuminate how they use imagination, humor, and the grounding nature of their art to confront and survive difficulties.

		

	


	
		
			Painter Chuck Close

			“In the forties or fifties nobody knew from learning disabilities; I was just dumb.”

			Breaking Down a Face

			In 1967, Chuck Close took a series of photographs of himself with his eyes half open behind dusty black eyeglasses, hair wispy and wild around his head, a cigarette dangling from his lips, and smoke curling up one of his nostrils. He chose one from among the many images and drew a grid of lines over it, twenty-one across and twenty-six down, breaking down the photograph into small squares. He then took that grid and exploded it onto a rectangular canvas almost nine feet high and seven feet wide. Into each six-inch square he airbrushed tiny black dots, then erased all evidence of the penciled network of lines. Through this painstaking process, Close created his startlingly detailed, and aptly titled, Big Self-Portrait.

			Portraits were considered hopelessly old-fashioned at that time in the art world. “When I first started painting, not only was painting dead, but representational painting was even more so,” Chuck Close said. “And the most bankrupt of all genres was the portrait. In fact, the great critic of the time was Clement Greenberg who said, ‘The only thing an artist can’t do today [is] paint a portrait.’ And I thought, ‘Hmmm, that means I won’t have much competition. I’ll see if I can breathe new life into something which seems totally derelict.’ ” Close quickly achieved that goal: his paintings from the 1960s onward, of such friends as Richard Serra and Philip Glass, captivated the imagination of viewers and critics alike.

			Since then, faces have remained his focus. He chooses to paint people he knows, capturing friends and family in photographs that he uses as the basis for huge portraits. Like his initial self-portrait, these are not glamorous images; Close himself often refers to them as “mug shots.”

			Over the years, he has played with various materials and ways of making marks, defining faces with sprayers or brushes, oil paints or pastels, fingerprints or bits of colored paper, silken threads or woodblock prints. But his process of breaking down an image into parts has stayed constant. This method, he said, grew directly out of trying as a child to figure out the world. “I was learning disabled, although in the forties or fifties no one knew from learning disabilities; I was just dumb. I couldn’t memorize; I still don’t know the multiplication tables. It’s sort of ironic that I use a grid and things that seem mathematical. They’re all found and felt; I don’t do any measurements with a ruler. I work it all out without the use of a calculator.”

			When he was five years old, Chuck Close asked his father to make him an easel for Christmas. “Shortly thereafter I nudged [my parents] to get a box of genuine artist’s oil paints from the Sears catalog, so I think I was off and running at an early age. I was studying privately with a woman and drawing and painting from a nude model at age eight. Which made me the envy of everyone in my neighborhood.”

			Born in Monroe, Washington, Close spent his childhood moving around the state. His father was a metalworker and inventor who died when Close was eleven, the year his mother, a pianist, was diagnosed with breast cancer. Art was a refuge as Close and his mother moved from town to town. “I learned early on that since I wasn’t athletic—I couldn’t run or throw or catch a ball—and I was an only child, I needed to do something to keep people around me. So I began doing magic acts and puppet shows and things to entertain the troops. And I think that carries through; I began to realize that one of the things I could do that my friends couldn’t do was draw. I think that everyone needs to feel special. I was lucky enough to have the support of my family and to feel like I had something to say even though I didn’t say it in the traditional way, or couldn’t spit back facts and figures and names and dates.”

			An eighth-grade teacher told him to set his sights low and consider vocational school because of his disabilities. But after studying at a community college, Close enrolled at the University of Washington. On the strength of his artwork he went to Yale for his MFA, then traveled through Europe on a Fulbright.

			His early work looked nothing like the Big Self-Portrait that launched his career. “The way I arrived at what I was doing as a mature artist is almost completely a reaction to what I had been doing as a student. My work had been abstract, loose, sloppy, and I worked all over, all at once. I didn’t know when I started or finished. I wasn’t very good at flying by the seat of my pants.

			“So I wanted to have something very specific to do every day, and I wanted to do today what I did yesterday, and tomorrow I’ll do what I did today. I didn’t want to reinvent the wheel every day. I found a way to break down a complicated image into a lot of small bite-size pieces. Also, part of my learning disability was being overwhelmed by the whole, and I found it to be particularly helpful to use a grid to isolate one small piece that I could work on and forget about the rest of the picture. All of my work since the mid-sixties, even those early continuous-tone black-and-white paintings, which seem seamless and graphic, were actually made, even then, in incremental units. Large, six-inch-square chunks that would later fit together seamlessly, so no one was aware that they were built incrementally. But indeed they were.”

			He’s also certain that his choice of subject stems from another facet of his learning disability. “I’ve had face blindness, or prosopagnosia, my whole life. Really, it’s been a nightmare situation for me,” Close once said. “I don’t know who anyone is and have essentially no memory at all for people in real space, but when I flatten them out in a photograph, I can commit that image to memory in a way; I have almost a kind of photographic memory for flat stuff.” Photographing and painting the portraits of people he knows and loves gives him a chance to remember their faces.

			Breaking down an image into a grid is nothing new; artists have used the technique for centuries. “I think it goes back certainly to the Renaissance, but I also think it went back to the ancient Egyptians,” Close said. “But certainly from the Renaissance onward, the grid was a scaling device, a way to enlarge something. You see, in drawings of Michelangelo, often a preparatory sketch will have a grid transposed on it. That’s used as a way to scale something up. This has been used forever, and it’s something that is a convenience. At first, I used it just to locate where I was and concentrate in one area. But at a certain point in my work I began to let the grid show, to leave it as part of the picture. From that point on, the work has had its incremental nature [as] part of the structure and way to build the painting, but also [as] a self-evident way to understand it.”

			The painter loves that the grid gives him a way to play with one of the inherent contradictions in making paintings: the ability to create, on a flat surface, an image that suddenly appears three-dimensional. “It’s also a record of the thought process that the viewer can get in sync with. I was recently living in Rome, and I was looking at the humble Roman floor mosaics. And the viewing distance is the height of the viewer; you look down on the floor made up of chunks of stone. Just when you get used to looking at the chunks of stone on the flat surface, it warps into an animal or a head or whatever. And just when you’re comfortable looking at the animal or head, it flattens back out and insists on being seen as chunks of stone on the floor. The wonderful thing is that across the centuries, it’s as if I’m looking over the shoulder of the artisan who made that floor. I can see the record of the thought process that he used where he chipped a little corner off the stone and nudged it in, and three or four or five or six of those stones become a piece of a face or an eyeball. It’s something that the viewer can instantly understand as a process.”

			Close plays with this technique in all of his paintings, toying with the viewer’s perceptions. “The flat surface is artificial; it warps into the real, and it goes back into the artificial. Which is one of the reasons I had trouble with the term ‘realist,’ because I was as interested in the artificial as I was in the real.”

			With his initial portraits, where he erased the grid, Close was considered a photorealist. Then, in portraits such as in Robert/104,072, which he painted in 1973–74, he began to allow the grid to show. That huge painting depicts a man with a mustache, wearing aviator glasses and an argyle vest. Robert is a junior high school friend of Close’s wife, and Close portrays him by painting thousands of dots with an airbrush. The tiny grid can be seen if a viewer comes in really, really close to the canvas. “The first dot pieces I did, the dots were a sixth of an inch. So for a nine-foot-high painting there’d be about 104,000 dot-squares. Each square had one single dot sprayed in the middle of it.”

			Close often revisits old photographs, creating new work by changing his painting process. He’s created several different portraits from his 1969 photograph of the composer Philip Glass with an airbrush, oil paints, or tiny balls of paper. “I’ve accepted other things rather than a complete, strict left to right, top to bottom grid. I did work with my fingerprints, and paper discs that are wafer thin, and those are still incremental but they don’t follow a strict grid. And many people seem to find those works, which are not fastened to a grid per se, but are still built out of units, to be particularly emotionally laden. ... Robert Storr, the curator of my retrospective at the [Museum of] Modern [Art], talked about my fingerprint paintings as being almost like caressing the face of the person that I’m painting. And the idea that skin makes skin was a nice idea, and also makes art that can’t be forged.”

			In the late 1980s, Close began experimenting with other changes, placing his giant portraits on dark backgrounds so that the faces seem luminous by contrast. In 1986 and ’87, he created a series of portraits of the artist Lucas Samaras, whose brooding eyes stare out from a pale face surrounded by a penumbra of brown hair and black background. In these paintings, sometimes the grids are circular, and they’re visible, and larger than in the past, giving the artist “more room inside each square. I could put more than one simple dot; I could have two or three or four colors, then the grids got bigger and coarser yet. As they got bigger they got more complicated. They would run together. They could be hot dog shapes or doughnuts or sock shapes. So I just found them in the act of painting.” If you closely examine a corner of one portrait of Samaras, you’ll find that a patch of his forehead is made up of hundreds of small bull’s-eye paintings in pale pink, blue, and gold, which, as you step back from the canvas, blur together to form a bit of skin on his face.

			This new direction came just before a great trauma in Close’s life: in 1988 he was struck by a very rare spinal aneurysm and within hours was paralyzed from the neck down. Close was forty-eight years old—the same age his father had been when he died.

			It took months of rehabilitation at the Rusk Institute in New York City before Close could sit in a wheelchair, but he was determined to paint as soon as he was able. First, he held the brush in his teeth, and then, as he gained some movement in his arms, he strapped the brush to his wrist and held it steady with both forearms. Years later, his friend the painter Mark Greenwold said that as Close became stronger, “work became such a joy” for the artist. “Something in the act was affirming. Did art save his life? I think so.”

			Since what Close calls “The Event,” he has remained in a wheelchair, and daily activities such as eating and traveling have been completely altered. “There are things I miss, walking on the beach, swimming, playing catch with my kids,” he said. Painting, however, is “the aspect of my life in which I’m most the way I used to be.” Close had always painted sitting down, and he said that when he paints now, “I’m sitting in a chair and I’m looking at a world that’s essentially unchanged. Then sometimes I roll by a mirror and I’m startled to see myself as other people see me.”

			The major change in his work has been a move from the somber black-and-white of his early career to the exuberant color in his post-Event portraits. Up close, a canvas looks like a pixilated riot of squares filled with brightly colored circles and doughnuts and hot dogs of pigment, warped lozenges of golden yellow and lime green and fuchsia. As a viewer pulls back, he or she will find the perfect distance where the magic happens again, the colored shapes blend into eyes; a nose emerges; and suddenly there is a face.

			In his later work, Close also plays with the orientation of the grid, sometimes turning it forty-five degrees so that each box is now a diamond. “Often I do that because the insistent beat of the grid, when it’s horizontal or vertical, something about the way our brain functions sees that grid in a more insistent way. You can never quite get away from the grid, but by tilting it at an angle, our brain doesn’t process it in the same way, so it loses some of its insistent rhythmic beat. Formally it gives a pinking-shears edge to the outside of the form as it zigzags down the canvas.”

			This is true of his 1997 self-portrait, which exhibits another difference as well. Although most of his paintings capture the subject head-on, in an unforgiving pose like a driver’s license photo, in this one, Close is turning slightly over his left shoulder to gaze at us. He has cropped the photographic image so that in the painting his calm face fills the entire eight-and-a-half-by-seven-foot frame. We can see that this is the same man who glared down into the camera thirty years before, but here Close is relaxed, bald and elegant with a graying goatee and intense blue eyes behind round black glasses.

			“I know my paintings are going to look a lot like the photo I’m working from. I graphically will be ahead. I know where I’m going to end up but I don’t know the route I’m going to take. So much is embedded in the process of following that path wherever it leads, and the things you bump into, the ideas that occur to you through the act of painting, through the process of building a painting, are so different from the ones that you sit around and dream up. I don’t wait for inspiration. If you wait for the clouds to part and be struck in the head with a bolt of lightning, you’re likely to be waiting the rest of your life. But if you simply get going something will occur to you.”

			When Close appeared on Studio 360, he said he had begun to investigate a new technique. “I’m doing pieces now that are scribbled with no grid at all. Scribbling twenty different colors. Every once in a while I feel the need to get outside the box—no pun intended—but there is something that always seems to draw me back to it as a working methodology, and I think it’s that I found so much elbow room within it. I found I can function more intuitively. When I could make any shape I wanted on any part of the canvas, I’d make the same four, five, six shapes over and over. When I could use any color I wanted I’d use the same four or five color combos over and over. Once I accepted the limitations of working within the incremental grid, I found myself making shapes I’d never made before. Using color I’d never used before. So it’s always seemed liberating rather than constricting.”

			Close had also begun a series of portraits employing the early photographic technique of the daguerreotype, which portray each sitter’s image in silvery grays. “The interesting thing about daguerreotypes is that it was the first form of capturing an image. There was camera obscura: people found an uneven way with a pinhole to get a projected image. But it was elusive. It disappeared. And everyone wanted to find a way to fix that image. The way to fix that image [came] in the 1840s, [when Daguerre] found he could get a polished sheet of silver that either absorbed or reflected light. For me, they’re very elusive images. Only one person can look at it at a time.”

			Close has taken daguerreotype images of himself, of course, as well as of friends and celebrities such as the actor Brad Pitt and the model Kate Moss. He’s used those images to create silk tapestries eight feet tall, in which each face emerges out of inky blackness, as if floating up from a dark pool. There is no penciled graph, but the warp and weft of the threads create one, harkening back to an early influence on the artist. “I know that one of the important primal experiences for me as a child was watching my grandmother knit and crochet and make quilts and afghans and things like that, which look a lot like my work today. She would crochet pieces and put them together to make even bigger pieces. A lot of what I do has a lot to do with what was called women’s work—a process that you sign on to and you keep working at it until you get something. I think it has a lot to do with construction, and I try to build a painting rather than paint it.”

			Close is fond of saying “Inspiration is for amateurs, and the rest of us just show up and get to work. But so much of it comes out of the process ... if you try to preconceive everything you do and conceptualize it, you’re gonna do the same thing over and over. If, however, you just get busy and things occur to you in the process, you make the rules and therefore you can break them.”
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