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The Path and the Flash 
A Conversation with Paul Pfeiffer

Sarah Workneh sat down with Paul for a 
quick chat, a kebab, and an unexpected 
exploding bottle of water. 

During your Summer as faculty 
at Skowhegan I noticed you had 
a particular way of asking questions 
at lectures—you seemed to start 
someplace very far from the point, 
going down this winding path of 
seemingly unrelated build up, 
and then fi nally — the question and 
the entire track becomes clear 
and seems absolutely necessary. 
Do you think this is representative 
of your process of making as well?

It might seem like a needlessly circuitous route 
to get to the point but I’m retracing my own 
mental steps, connecting the dots between 
observations leading to an insight or question. 
I guess this reveals something about my 
approach to the creative process. The fi rst 
step is about gathering information. I enjoy the 
process of gathering. I think I can be a good 
listener or reader. To me it’s an exercise in 
focused attention. In the process of listening 
or reading or looking, mental images begin to 
form in my head. I associate the moment of 
insight with visual thinking because fl ashes of 
inspiration come to me in the form of mental 
images. I don’t mean to say that that’s all there 
is to the creative process. Just that it starts 
there. The more diffi cult part is often fi nding a 
way to give physical form to the mental image.

You have been travelling since 2010. 
Were you working towards some 
specifi c works?

I was between the Philippines, Berlin, Hawaii, 
where my mother lives, and New York. In the 
Philippines, I was working on a project inspired 
by a 1974 video by Richard Serra and Nancy 
Holt titled Boomerang. Similar to Live from 
Neverland and The Saints, I worked with a 
group of people in the Philippines—this time 
employees from call centers—to re-enact 
Boomerang as a chorus, the echo effect 
coming from their overlapping voices. Travel 
is part of the accumulation of information that 
somehow fi lters into the work, which is taking 
place simultaneously even though I might not 
know where it will wind up. It, of course, involves 
my own personal relationship to the Philippines, 
and my mother who is a choir director. 

Are you letting the ideas behind the 
work and the research dictate how the 
piece ultimately is realized? Are you 
okay with the accidents that happen 
when things aren’t totally planned out?

The Boomerang piece has been a long process 
and quite diffi cult to orchestrate. In the end 
it may exist only as a sound piece, no video, 
no installation. I think the “accidents” help to 
defi ne the fi nal form.

I always enjoy how precisely edited 
your work is—there’s a real economy 
of moves, which somehow seems 
counter-intuitive to this accumulation 
and to the acceptance of accidents. 
How do you decide how much 
information to give the viewer? 

It’s a process of condensing things down 
to what’s essential. Ultimately the piece has 
to be convincing enough to stimulate the 
viewer’s interest. You can’t force a relationship 
to develop. In the end the viewer has to want 
to meet the work half way. When a work is 
successful, I’ve created enough visual context 
to help viewers fi nd their own way into it, 
and when it isn’t, maybe I’ve suppressed too 
much, or maybe given away too much.

I remember at Skowhegan you barely 
spoke during your lecture, you just 
showed images. But then you answered 
a lot of questions after. That reminds 
me of the conversation we had the 
other day with Walead Beshty regarding 
the benefi t print project you’re working 
on for Skowhegan. 

We were discussing how there’s more to an 
object than its physical attributes. Objects 
can also be symbols of exchange. A benefi t 
print edition, for example, is meant to function 
as art object—that’s one kind of exchange—
and it also has a particular role to play in 
bringing a group of funders together to raise 
money. That’s another kind of exchange. In 
a way it’s meant to function pragmatically, 
like a handshake. It’s an agreement of 
support between the artist, the buyer, and 
the benefi ciary of the money raised. Walead 
suggested creating a benefi t print that literalized 
the handshake in material form: a cast of the 
space between two hands in a handshake.

So what are you making? 

I am still thinking about it. All of the 
stuff we talked about will inform what it 
is—but again, the fl ash comes fi rst.

Exhibitions from the Archives
A living history

In 2010, Skowhegan began researching more 
than 200 artworks in our archive. Encompassing 
the entirety of our history, the archive is a survey 
of American art — its trends, concerns, materials, 
movements, and techniques. In summer 2012, 
Skowhegan opened two exhibitions, one on 
campus and one in downtown Skowhegan, 
advertised by the poster pictured below, and 
featuring a painting of Skowhegan’s original 
barn by John Udvardy (A ’57), completed when 
he was a participant. What follows is an email 
exchange between John and Sarah Workneh 
that illustrates the importance of the archive 
as a living history that both captures a moment 
in time, and has far reaching connections 
and a life beyond its moment.

On Sep 11, 2012, at 12:18 PM, Sarah Workneh wrote:

Dear John,

I am one of the co-Directors at the Skowhegan School of Painting & Sculpture. I came to 
Skowhegan in 2010 and in my time there, we have spent considerable time going through 
the artworks on campus in Maine. We have identifi ed a really beautiful painting of the old 
Fresco Barn that you made while on campus in 1957. Over the summer, while the program 
was in session, we curated a small show of works in the collection to show in the town of 
Skowhegan, as a way to demystify what we do on campus and to link our history to the area. 
We made the attached poster for the event, featuring your work. While the initial poster was 
used in town over the course of 2 days, we would now like to use an image of the poster in 
our upcoming newsletter (4,100 copies). Before we print on such a large scale I wanted 
to check with you to see if that is okay with you. It is such a remarkable piece, and a really 
amazing representation of such an important historical space on campus. 

This summer I pulled the painting out of the racks to show two curators from the Colby 
College Museum of Art. Because it is so large and delicate, I didn’t want to put it back without 
help, so I left it leaning against the racks in the archive. The next day, I was touring Arlene 
Shechet, who had just arrived as a Visiting Faculty member, around campus. She stopped 
to look more closely at your piece which was still out from the day before, and was so excited 
and a little in shock that it was yours! Completely unexpected, and from what I understand 
you two had lost touch until fairly recently when you wrote a letter to her. Synchronicity!

Let me know what you think... and thank you! 

Sincerely,
Sarah Workneh

On Sep 11, 2012, at 4:45 PM, John Udvardy wrote:

Dear Sarah Workneh,
What a wonderful surprise for me when I opened your letter! As soon as I saw even a small 
portion of this work — I said to myself OMG that looks exactly like something I might have done!
When I saw my name on it, the deja vu and the wonderful sweet memories of it all came 
fl ooding back in on me! Believe it or not, but I can almost remember every brush stoke that 
I made on that piece and recall the wonderful smells and air of that barn. What great times 
and memories I have of my mind opening experiences and training I encountered during that 
precious summer time at Skowhegan.
Sarah you need not even ask — Of course you may use the work however you wish. 
I am touched and deeply honored that you wish to extend its life further in this important 
way, and thank you!
If you could be so kind, I would greatly appreciate it if you could please send me a couple of 
the posters which you had made, and I am on your mailing list. But a few extra Newsletters 
would be appreciated! Thank you.
If you see Arlene Shechet again please give her my love and best wishes and congratulations 
on being there. She is the best! In an interesting way, with Arlene being there it almost 
completes another circle for me.
Thank you very much Sarah, I cannot tell you how thrilled I am.

With warm regards, 
John Udvardy

Poster designed by Nataliya Slinko announcing one of 
two exhibitions of works from the Skowhegan Archives 
& featuring the work of John Udvardy.


