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CLAIRE COWIE

PAGEBOY INTERVIEW

Claire Cowie lives and makes art in Seattle WA. She re-
ceived an MFA from the University of Washington, where she is
currently a Teaching Artist-in-Residence.

Due to COVID-19, this interview took place during the
“shelter-in-place” order, over email.

PageBoy: Tell me about a piece of artwork you remember making as
a child.

Claire Cowie: When I was little, starting around age 3 or 4, my
parents would give me the red wax wrapper whenever they bought
Gouda cheese. I would warm it up in my hands, and mush it
around until it got really soft. Then I would make tiny animal
sculptures out of it. I would keep them in the freezer so they didn’t
get too slumpy and malformed. But we would also pull them out
for display sometimes. My parents still have some of them in their
freezer—over forty years old now.

PB: So you began as a sculptor!

CC: I definitely began as a sculptor; if it wasn't the wax, it was just
collecting stuff from nature or making clothes. One of the reasons
I'm drawn to collage is that it is so much like sculpting, a process of
building and removing material.

PB: That wax has universal appeal. I have visceral childhood mem-
ories of squishing it. How do you feel about that shade of red now?
(Gouda red.) And what colors are you drawn to generally?

CC: That shade of red still always reminds me of that wax. I love
every color ... in its proportion and place. 'm most excited by
colors that evoke strong emotions (good or bad) and challenge

our expectations. I like to use a lot of muddled, mixed tones and
then contrast those with a bright or saturated color. I usually think
or draw in black and white first, to focus on composition and the
armature of the piece, and then I'll add color. That probably comes
from my background in printmaking and proofing. As much as I
love color and the instinctual responses we have to color, nothing
beats black and white.

PB: You're versed in many art forms, a polyglot so to speak. Did that
formal diversity feel inevitable? Accidental? Does one particular
form suit you best?

CC: In retrospect, it seems like it was inevitable. I've never had a
personal hierarchy, and I prefer to mix up the processes (painting

on sculptures, cutting apart prints, using sculptural forms as refer-
ences for drawings or photographs). The contrasts and relationships
between materials have always been more interesting to me than any
one material on its own. So, collage suits me best in that it’s a form
that can be a mixture of forms. It is the most like thinking—taking
many bits and pieces and trying to make meaning out of it all.

PB: Literary collage has become popular over the last decade or so.
It's a form that can free the writer from working in a linear way. The
literary collagist can print out a bunch of orphan material, cut it

up, and move the scraps around on the floor, looking for points of
connection, allowing unexpected juxtapositions to do much of the
work. This makes the composition process physical, more like visual
art.

Joe Brainard, who collaged with both images and words, described
his process this way: “I don’t ever have an idea. The material does
it all. You have a figure and a flower and you add a cityscape and it
makes the story. You have control if you want to take it but that's
something I never wanted to do much” Do you relate to Brainard’s
comment about “control”? And can you tell me about your collage
process in more detail?

CC: I can see the appeal of Brainard’s approach for many, and I imag-
ine it could be a good way for some people to loosen up, or back up
a bit from their intentions. But 'm more interested in how much
control it gives me. To start with “material” that has content/context/
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Meditation No. 10, 2019
collage, watercolor, acrylic, 12.5 x 9.5 inches
Courtesy of Elizabeth Leach Gallery

Goodbye, 2019
screen print and pochoir, 15 x 11 inches
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Self-Portrait (Blind), 2019
hard ground etching, aquatint, drypoint, 7.5 x 5.5 inches

detail from Mind Map III (Capricorn), 2019
etching, woodcut, collage, acrylic, watercolor, graphite on paper,
24x4l.5inches  Courtesy of James Harris Gallery
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detail and to rearrange it and change it, and to see the possibilities
before I commit to them—that actually suits the manager part of
me. I feel a greater sense of control than when I start from scratch.
P'm usually very loose and open-minded and intuitive when I make
things from scratch. Later, when I cut up, or paint on top of those
pieces, I feel I can exercise my authority and indulge in discipline.

PB: One of your collages, the one with the Mexican chocolate
wrapper, reminds me of a fan caught mid-rotation, but a fan with
lots of funky blades—some of which have sharp tips. It's not hard to
imagine this energetic piece as a film, almost like one of Duchamp’s
rotoreliefs. What sort of vocabulary are you playing with in this
collage? I'm seeing, for example, an interplay between round and
angular forms.

CC: This piece comes from a series of collages titled “In the Vac-
uum, Outside the Atmosphere”, This is a reference to a rocket’s
ability to continue accelerating as it leaves Earth’s gravity well. I
made these pieces while my best friend was very sick last year. She
didn’t want people to know the depths of her illness; she was a very
private person. I tend to be a verbal processor, but I had to channel
my own emotions into my work instead of sharing with people, in
order to respect her wishes.

I'was thinking about the rhythms and movement of the universe
and of our relationships with people, our connections as well as
areas of disconnect, how we make it through. The vocabulary is that
of flags, holes, barbs, stars, fences, explosions, meditations—a clash
of the cosmic and the human.

PB: As a viewer, I'm really aware of that cosmic landscape you're
describing, that sense of planets and stars and void. What most
excites you about this very personal series now that it’s finished?

CC: I'am excited that it brought me to a place that is both super
personal and completely universal at the same time. While I was
making the work, it was a kind of meditation and inward drama.
Now that the series is finished, it has become more of a general re-
flection on death, loss, caretaking, love. And the commonality, the
ordinariness of that. I love a void. It is scary, empty in the immedi-
ate, but full of potential.

PB: Death, loss, caretaking, and love are very much in the public
consciousness right now, as citizens around the world quarantine in
an effort to prevent the spread of COVID-19.

The British poet Basil Bunting argued: “There’s not a soul who cares
twopence what I or any other poet thinks about the war, Nixon,
Wallace, marijuana, pills, oil spills, detergent advertisements or the
fog from Gary. We are experts on nothing but the arrangement of
vowels and consonants ...We are entitled to the same voice as anyone
else with the vote, no more” ;

What role do you think the Arts play in terms of responding to or
commenting on war, impeachment, pandemic?

CC: Crazy times, yes? My studio has moved to my kitchen table,
where I'm both painting and using my laptop on Zoom for teaching
(we just got word that there are no in-person classes until summer at
least).

This work, and all the in-progress work I'm making, has definite-

ly taken on a COVID-19 overlay. We are all thinking about these
same things together now. The pandemic has heightened our sense
of interconnectivity, and for many of us, our responsibility to the
greater community. For me (as a maker and a viewer), art engages
with the complexities of life—it can be a reflection of society, and
simultaneously, a vision of change. It can be contradictory, shifting,
mysterious, empathetic. It can blend humor and tragedy, merge the
specific and the universal, and bring together the individual and the
communal. By nature, art makes space for differences of opinion
and interpretation. My favorite artworks make me feel connected to
things I wouldn't otherwise experience or understand.

PB: As a writer, I'm always envious of visual artists. Your work is vis-
ceral and immediate in a way that literature isn’t. A poem demands
time and patience from a reader, a story requires absorption over
time as well, whereas visual work can hit the viewer instantly and
make an impression immediately. Do you have any thoughts about
this? (That said, in a project like the bright and beautifully playful
one you made at the Nemhauser Biology Lab Residency, I see that
you sometimes combine words and images.)
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CC: I think all forms of art are more related than not—they are all
expressions of how our internal thinking meets the external world.
In terms of medium, I think artists often feel the grass is greener.

In college, I wanted to be a writer. I had wonderful professors like
William Gass and Carl Phillips, who were immersed in both visual
and written language. I love to read, but I would find myself just
not wanting to write, preferring to draw or build something. So, it
was the idea of writing that I liked; the idea that I wouldn’t need

a big studio, to ship crates, to store tons of supplies, and that one
well-thought-out thing could go out to many people, not just be
seen by a few, etc. But, there is much joy in recognizing instinct and
accepting a role that just fits. (I mean, I also wanted to be a dancer
or a musician, but I was super terrible at both, so those are now
activities that I can still have fun doing, but no one else needs to see
the results.)

PB: Since he’s a literary giant of sorts (and not uncontroversial!), I
must ask what it was like having William Gass as a teacher?

CC: It was really terrific for me at that time; he was so excited about
the possibilities of mixing text and image, and he championed us
taking risks. He was both hilarious and demanding. I was all over
the place in my own work, and the most constant criticism I heard
from most of my professors was to “focus”, but he would say, “Keep
playing until you find it!” My favorite course I took with him was
called “Philosophy of Architecture: The Window.” I pretty much sat
there enamored, holding my breath throughout the whole class as
he freewheeled, non-stop, a great, spontaneous lecture, while show-
ing tons of pictures hed taken of windows from all over the world.
It was always completely entertaining, He is one of the many people
in my life that I had an easy, fun time with before I found out that
was supposed to be intimidated by them.

PB: That seems like such a superpower, not to feel (or know to feel)
intimidated. My sense is that you lead with curiosity rather than
fear.

CC: Ignorance is bliss and all that, for sure!

PB: Do you ever find yourself thinking about windows anymore?

CC: I think of windows all the time. I have quite a few paintings in
which T have riffed on Matisse’s general use of the window. I think a
window is the most beautiful framing device; I love how the smallest
shift in position of the viewer changes the composition completely.
A window is so powerful in simultaneously dividing worlds and
allowing access to them.

PB: I love the story of Matisse, when he was old and confined to a
wheelchair, visiting a favorite swimming pool in the south of France
to watch divers, then coming back home and asking his assistant to
help him make his own swimming pool. He cut blue-painted paper
into the shapes of sea creatures, swimmers, and divers, and his assis-
tant pinned these pieces one by one to the burlap walls of his dining
room. It’s like he created both the window and the scene.

CC: 1 love that story, too! And Ilove the long, homemade drawing
stick he used when he was bedridden. It epitomizes the need to draw
and conceive one’s own space as long as it is at all possible.

PB: Yes, that drawing stick feels so symbolic of the artist’s will to
create. As you look ahead, what are you seeing in your work? More
collage? Or maybe you don’t look ahead at all.

CC: I always have way more ideas and interests than I can actu-
ally get to, so I try to look only a little bit ahead, so I'm not over-
whelmed. I think I'll be making some accordion books—they are
such a good way to combine materials, contain multiple ideas,
collect thoughts, and have a lot going on in a relatively small pack-
age—which is appealing now that we're all kind of cooped up.

PB: Before we finish, can you tell me about one or two artworks that
really move you?

CC: When I was a kid, I'd take my mom’s art history book off her
shelf (all black and white images!) and look at the Goya etchings.
That was the first time I remember feeling a deep, strong connection
to something made by someone so different from me in a place and
time so different from my own. I was obsessed with them.

Then in high school in the 1990s, a teacher introduced me to Roni
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Horn's work and it hit me like a bulldozer. When I came to Seattle
in the late 90s, I got to see Horn's Emily Dickinson sculptures at

the Henry Art Gallery, and that work had a big impact on my own
processing of ideas. I love how Horn and Dickinson balance syntax,
structure, humor, emotion, coolness, and vulnerability. There is
something really compelling in the contrasting of deeply personal,
emotional impulses and formal, technical concerns. The work of
dance choreographer Crystal Pite does this for me as well (especial-
ly seen in-person, live); there is catharsis as well as craftsmanship,

a personal aesthetic and a collective force. She is earnest as well as
funny, and attends to both the big picture and the tiny details.

Once, Jason Hirata stuck a fork in the wall of a gallery and I loved it
so much it makes me happy just to remember it. Jeffrey Simmons’
watercolors on paper are mesmerizing. Of course, I am moved
every day by the art my daughter makes.

PB: What an exciting gathering of work! In and of itself, this list
feels so textured, like a sort of collage. Has your daughter followed
in your inspired gouda-sculpture footsteps?

CC: My daughter definitely follows the pattern of making things out
of whatever she finds. Like many kids, she has a magic touch with
recycling materials, kitchen ingredients, scraps of fabric, nature. We
have always made collaborative pieces for fun, and I've even hired
her to make elements for some of my sculptures and collages.

PB: Quite the sculptor in her own right, What's a material that
delights you both?

CC: We're both sewing a lot these days. More like “sewn drawings”
than functional things—I like how Geta Briitescu describes draw-
ing with a sewn line. My daughter Tabitha bought herself a sewing
machine last year. We both make it all up; we seem to have a similar
tendency to start with a little bit of instruction or a kernel of tech-
nique and very quickly start to experiment and do things that are
not correct but that excite us.




CityAtts

AT LARGE
So Many Likes

by AMANDA MANITACH March 21,2017

ested squarely in the sprawl of South Lake Union’s corporate glitter, one unassuming building is
N packed with a glut of excellent artwork. For Facebook’s new Seattle office, the company
commissioned a great deal of work as part of an extraordinarily innovative artist-in-residence program.
Launched at Facebook’s San Francisco headquarters in 2012 by the program’s founder and curator Drew
Bennett, the company’s AIR program aims to bridge Facebook culture (in this case with the emphasis
on playfulness) and local art communities. The company’s employees have enjoyed some serious doses of
creative freedom for years. For example, they’ve been given free rein in the sprawling screen printing shop
set up at HQ in 2010. Called the Analog Research Laboratory, employees are encouraged to mess around
with printmaking as much as they like to keep their heads in the realm of the analog.

The first AIR program evolved from the energy of that laboratory-like space. Professional artists were
commissioned to transform the offices, slathering the walls with vibrant designs and murals. It was such a
success that the program has been integrated into Facebook’s regional offices, including New York, Dublin
and now Seattle. Unlike many companies that acquire artwork to flesh out a corporate collection, Facebook’s
AIR program doesn’t mind if the art created on-site is temporary or plays with atypical materials. In fact, the
curators prefer that artists do something outside of their comfort zone. Seattle’s old guard rightfully harbors


https://www.cityartsmagazine.com/column/at-large/
https://www.cityartsmagazine.com/contributor/amanda-manitach/
https://www.cityartsmagazine.com/2017/03

misgivings about the Silicon Valley companies terraforming the city’s neighborhoods, but this program
should assuage some of their fears.

“Our roots are inviting artists and compensating them for their time, not for their objects,” Bennett says. An
artist himself, Bennett painted murals on Facebook’s Palo Alto office walls back in 2007. He officially
joined the company a few years later as art program manager to imagine a new kind of artist in residency
program from scratch. “We want engagement,” he says. “We want it to be very clear that the artist was
here.” The words interconnectivity, utility, sharing, communication pop up often in his speech.

“The language we use tends to mirror the language of our workplace,” Bennett says, “Because whether or
not artists are aware of it, a lot of the art-market infrastructure can be intimidating and there might not be a
clear entry point for the uninitiated. For a lot of people, the idea of collecting art is something that only the
affluent do—a precious, privileged practice that can seem off-putting. We’re trying to strip all those trappings
of the art market and get straight to the issues of creativity, innovation, inspiration. And we're interested

in relationships with the artists. We're trying to socialize these different communities, and by doing so, build
those communities.”

During a recent tour of Facebook’s Seattle office, City Arts was joined by Bennett, curator for Facebook’s
North American offices Dina Pugh and recent artists in residence Claire Cowie and Sasha Barr, who filled us
in on their experience.

Artists working with the AIR program aren’t given specific directives about themes or content. They also
aren’t given enough time to overthink things. Claire Cowie had only two weeks to prepare materials in her
studio before gaining access to the freshly finished fourth floor of the Dexter Station office.



Once on-site, she collaged cut-out fragments of silkscreen prints directly to the wall. She also printed block
prints onto unfinished wood panels. The resulting pastiche of imagery weaves like connective tissue, with
small symbols and figures interlocked in silent conversation. Branches and root systems flow into bubble
gum clouds, fantastical chimera and curlicue snakes. Tiny cats populate the landscape (“Because who
doesn’t love cat videos on the Internet?” Cowie says, laughing). As the project unfurled, Cowie found she
was drawn to the challenge of embodying the idea of the tangent, of conversation threads and the edges
and intersections of communication. She also ended up working beyond the initial space she was assigned:
“They let me keep going around the corner, so | did!” Cowie spent 100 hours installing the piece, mostly at
night while only a few employees were around.



Since launching the Facebook AIR program in Seattle, Bennett has partnered extensively with Urban
Artworks, the prolific Seattle-based nonprofit that provides art opportunities for youth, pairing them with
artists and businesses to create large-scale projects in their communities.

The work here is far from done. Currently, a number of blank walls are slated to be altered by more artists,
including street artist No Touching Ground and further collaborations with Urban Artworks. In addition to the
programming underway, the AIR program is expanding its global vision and will soon integrate lecture series,
artist-led workshops and other chances for employees and artists to mingle. So far, it seems to be working.
“The freedom they afforded —there was something incredible to it,” Cowie says, when she and Barr sat down
in one of a seemingly endless string of random, cozy glassed-in meeting rooms, surrounded by the buzz of
the lunch hour. “No committee or approval meetings. And | was allowed to do whatever | wanted and was
actually told explicitly that | didn’t need to talk about Facebook or the web. That made me think about what
I’'m genuinely interested in, about the dynamics of a place like this. In doing that | was able to genuinely
address issues about Facebook’s community without it feeling forced. | did it in a way | wanted to.”


https://urbanartworks.org/
https://urbanartworks.org/

Artists in the lab: Talk will highlight a creative partnership
between art and science

Arts and entertainment | Science | UW News blog

January 30, 2017

James Urton
UW News

Jennifer Nemhauser leads a research laboratory of scientists, all immersed in the complex
world of plant hormones. But last year, the University of Washington professor of biology
boosted her lab’s roster with some unexpected talent.

Claire Cowie — an artist, UW alumna and lecturer — spent three months in 2016 as a part-
time artist-in-residence in Nemhauser’s lab. On Feb. 3, Cowie will deliver a talk to share
her experiences and help spread the word about the benefits both she and Nemhauser see
in their unusual partnership.

“This was such an insightful and creative experience,” said Cowie, who earned a graduate
degree in printmaking from UW and has taught at the university since 1999. “I hope that
by sharing this story and describing the residency program, we can inspire other
collaborations between scientists and artists.”

By her own admission, Nemhauser wanted to host an artist in the lab “for years.” She was
motivated in part by a longstanding desire for new and creative ways to move science out
of the lab and into the public sphere.

“I feel strongly that scientists, as public servants, must engage with the community in
meaningful ways,” said Nemhauser. “And many artists are already operating in the public
sphere. Art and design have tremendous influence on how we communicate ideas.”

Nembhauser also feels that scientists could benefit from the perspective that artists bring
— especially in creative processes and abstract thought. She made her case to the National
Science Foundation, which provided funds to host three artists in the lab over three years.
Cowie worked with Nemhauser to sort out the details of the inaugural residency, and
Nemhauser expects to use a similar format for the remaining two residencies, which will
take place in 2017 and 2018 with different artists.

“We wanted to maximize Claire’s time in the lab, giving her ample opportunities to observe

and interact with us,” said Nemhauser.
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For 10 weeks, Cowie spent one day a week in the Nemhauser lab. She shadowed scientists
as they performed experiments, talked with them about their research, learned some basic
laboratory techniques and got to know every member of the group. She also attended the
lab’s weekly meetings, during which members discuss their experimental results and offer
suggestions to one another.

These experiences gave Cowie perspective on the similarities and differences in how
scientists and artists communicate.

“Terminology I,” one of Cowie’s works inspired by her 2016 residency in the Nemhauser labLeo Berk

“Science seems driven by a quest for specificity, for details, and I was immediately struck at
how that specificity extends to communication — the words that scientists use,” said Cowie.
“Details are also important in artistic technique, but the ideas we communicate can be so
much more open-ended.”

Science’s specificity is necessary to keep interpretation of experiments accurate and
rigorous. But, said Nemhauser, it can also hamper scientists if they cannot think creatively
or abstractly about their results, consider alternative explanations, and communicate their
findings to peers and the general public.

Cowie and Nemhauser explored these concepts further through courses each was teaching
during Cowie’s residency. One day, they combined Cowie’s screenprinting class with
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Nembhauser’s plant development course and had the biology and art students work together
in small groups on simple printmaking projects.

“They loved it, and it was challenging and rewarding for both sets of students,” said
Nembhauser. “Each one had to articulate and share concepts with someone who wasn’t from
their field of study, their course, their ‘bubble’ — which really makes you step back and
consider how you think, process ideas and communicate.”

Back in the lab, Cowie’s experiences in the Nemhauser lab launched her own printmaking,
drawing and glass projects. She drew inspiration from everything from Petri dishes to
plant anatomy. She has shared some works on Instagram, and others are on display in
Hitchcock Hall ahead of Cowie’s presentation.

“But these are just the beginning,” said Cowie. “This will continue to fuel my projects for
years to come.”

Nembhauser said that the same is true for both her and her lab. She is preparing to host her
second artist-in-residence later this year, and will incorporate Cowie’s work into her
Introductory Biology class this spring.

#HH

For more information, contact Nemhauser at jnz@uw.edu and Cowie at cmcowie@uw.edu.

Cowie’s presentation is at noon on Friday, Feb. 3 in Hitchcock 132.

Grant number: 10S-1539834.

Tag(s): Claire Cowie » College of Arts & Sciences » Department of Biology « Jennifer Nemhauser « School of Art +
Art History + Design
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Claire Cowie, Dead Reckoning (detail), 2010

Dislocated Screws

Claire Cowie at James Harris
by Jen Graves

Wed-Sat. Through April 2.

At James Harris Gallery, Seattle artist Claire Cowie has only a small interior room to herself, but her show,
Dead Reckoning, is just plain major. The centerpiece is a grid of paintings on paper. According to the
artist's explanation—Dead Reckoning refers to a navigation system by which movement is calculated
based solely on previous positions, generating cumulative distortion—she began with the center panels
and worked outward, returning to previous panels to rework. The effect is entropic, like the screw
dislocation in the growth of crystals that late (Spiral Jetty) artist Robert Smithson found so enchanting.

This is Cowie's fifth show at the gallery in a decade. Her imagery is consistent—stark, drippy landscapes
populated with trees, animals, and people (sometimes all three combined into hybrid creatures),
presented as single views but incorporating shifting scales and perspectives.

In Dead Reckoning, her colors have grown more intense, her patterning more dense, and she's using
collage. The result is exuberant, throbbing. The scenes are like elaborately staged Victorian dollhouses
crossed with the busiest and brightest city market in the world, fully stocked.

Subjects sit looking out of windows embedded at an angle inside other windows, each frame the color of
a ripe tropical fruit or the deep-hued cover of an antique book. In the center panel, numbered eight, a row
house falling off the axis of the earth is bounded by two upright others, one made of brick and sporting
proper family portraits on the top floor, the other just a dripping royal-blue silhouette where a home has
been excised from the spot. Three shadowy men stand above the buildings in the corner of a frame that
hangs in the sky like a giant window; a tree juts up behind them. These are nonspecific places, but they



do have systems, implied by flags that connote unknown citizenships, and designs that express a
patchwork of unspecified heritages and histories.

Claire Cowie, 'Stranded Ship'

The subject matter isn't overly serious—stony-faced cats fly down from one window, turning over as they
go—but the undertones of the events are somehow dark. And by not seeming to take herself too
seriously, Cowie surprises you when you slowly realize what a master painter she is. She's accomplished
in so many techniques: applying paint so it's solid and saturated, dripped, staining the paper, hatch-
marking, shadowing. She forces your attention to toggle between the aftereffect of what's literally
happened on the surface (a stain has been made, for instance) and the illusion of three-dimensional
space—while also providing collaged elements with striking patterns the eye just wants to caress.
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