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TONI ROSS: Thank you so much for coming today. Last year, when we started Reshaping the 

Conversation, I didn’t have a real sense of how wanted and needed these conversations were. We 

had well over the numbers we anticipated and so much enthusiasm that people wanted us to 

continue. It’s so gratifying, and it’s allowed me to meet and make friends with some amazing 

women. I’m going to introduce Amei, and she’ll introduce the two other panelists.  

 

Amei Wallach is a filmmaker art critic and author. Her documentary film portrait, Ilya and Emilia 

Kabakov: Enter Here debuted at the Film Forum in New York in 2014. Her film on Louise Bourgeois, 

The Spider, The Mistress and The Tangerine is just fantastic. It’s clear these two women found a real 

connection – it’s a beautiful, intimate film. Amei has written numerous monographs, has been a 

contributing author to the New York Times, the Nation, and Art in America; she’s the chief critic at 

Newsday and an arts commentator for PBS, the McNeil/Lehrer Newshour. She’s currently working 

on a film about Robert Rauschenberg called Americans in Venice. Thank you all, I’m very honored 

to have you here. 

 

AMEI WALLACH: Thank you. I want to say – Toni Ross starts things that just take off and develop a 

life of their own. She started this restaurant with her late husband; she started the Hamptons 

International Film Festival; and she started the Hayground School, which is a model for progressive 

schools. And Jonathan Marder starts things too – most notably, among the many things in his life, 

he started the conversations at Michael’s – that Harold Evans used to moderate with authors – 

another concept that totally took off. So, it’s wonderful that they’re doing this here. 

 

ELLEN PHELAN came out of what she calls the “gritty, macho Detroit art scene.” There, she was 

making folded, torn canvases – paintings as objects. She eventually ran into a whole bunch of 

women who came to Detroit. The women were, Jennifer Bartlett – I remember you said she wore 

cashmere sweaters and plaid skirts and no one knew what to make of her in Detroit (laughter). 

Also, Vija Celmins was there, Elizabeth Murray, Jackie Winsor. Later, all these women migrated to 

New York and so when Ellen arrived, there was already a community. She began making paintings 

that dissolved color, memory, longing, and emotion. They’re very moving and funny and ironic 

paintings. When she married Joel Shapiro, another aspect of life that we’re going to talk about – 

women who marry famous male artists – a 45-year marriage, and, continuing (laughter,) he came 

with a 3-year-old child, Ivy. Ellen had a collection of dolls, and she got them out and started 

making paintings with these dolls, placing in psychological situations. Later, she began using family 

photographs and photographs of friends to make paintings, and in a moment, she’ll tell us what 

she’s painting now.  

 

AGATHE SNOW started as a social performance artist. She started cooking – she comes from a 

family of cooks – her brother has a restaurant in Southampton – what’s it called? “Tutto il Giorno.” 

She started doing performances about food. 



 

AS: Yes – serving food anywhere – on the steps, using different spaces all over New York City. Three 

times a week. 

 

AW: And you called that Feed the Troops.  

 

AS: Yes. 

 

AW: And you came out here, and did a related project called Wandering Palate. 

 

AS: Yes – that was a food truck – I did it with my mom and my brother. 

 

AW: She did a piece called OK KO and she’s going to tell you about that as well as a piece she did 

at the Guggenheim that’s very memorable, called Stamina. It was a 48-hour dance marathon – 

something she first saw in the film They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? in which there was a dance 

marathon during the depression. You have referenced that, saying Stamina was related to manic 

depression.  

 

AS: Yes. 

 

AW: And then she had a child and that changed her work dramatically. Your work now is 

sculpture, installation – you’ve said it takes over spaces. 

 

AS: Well, I used to go into spaces, live there, make everything there – in the space. Now, I make 

everything in my studio and ship it. It’s a big difference – a major difference.  

 

AW: There are two pieces you wanted to talk about – why don’t you tell us about those. 

 

AS: You mentioned OK KO – it was a performance. I was thinking about the few attempts I had at 

pure conversation – and one of them was a show I did at the Sculpture Center in 2006 – which is 

an old electrical plant. There are long tunnels going all around it that normally are cut up into 

different rooms, but they let me have the whole thing. So, I created this ring of vacuum cleaners -- 

you’d come downstairs and it was kind of dark, and there was a string that said, “pull me,” and 

when you did, 40 vacuum cleaners would turn on and just suck you in (laughter). You had no 

choice but to be sucked in, right? Then you would walk through eight rings – sculptural rings – 

each one different. They led you to the middle, which was a sort of Times Square, and then you’d 

end up with the artist Nate Lowman - who at the time was just starting - and he made these 

paintings of circles. So, at the very end of the tunnel you’d get to these circles, and, well, they 

looked like assholes to me. You had to go through the room, or you’d just be stuck in that asshole 

forever.  

 

I had read this article about the new “it” boys – the artists of the moment – it was about how their 

work was so great and they were selling it for so much money, and I thought, “I know these guys – 

why can’t we have a conversation?” So, this piece was an attempt at conversation. Later, I made 



some sculpture rings that referenced other people’s art - one looked like Terrence Koh’s work, 

others, my ex-husband (Dash Snow) included, so my feminine rings were inspired by their work. For 

me, it was like “I can make your work, too!” That was my first attempt to talk to boys in the art 

world. And then I started meeting women in the art world and that was great because I had always 

been with boys and I felt like I was the only woman there and I would feed them and be like a 

mother. When I met women artists, that was a revelation. I was thinking about this performance 

OK KO, it was at White Columns with Marianne Vitale. It was a story of two women – there was a 

very long table with a double-sided mirror in the middle – like a column, with tables on either side. 

We would go through the performance on either side of the mirror, and we couldn’t see each 

other through breakfast and lunch and finally, dinner. Finally, we saw one another, and then we 

went under the table where there was a caged rooster. So, I found the connection with this 

woman through the rooster, and for me that was an incredible moment. I realized I would never be 

able to connect with an artist as much as I could connect with another woman. So that was 

another revelation for me. 

 

AW: Was it ever an interest to you in your painting, if you were talking to men or talking to 

women? 

 

EP: Well, most of my teachers were men. I had a very academic training. Before you could take life 

drawing, you had to take an anatomy course. I started at the University of Detroit in 1961, a long 

time ago. I remember talking with my counselor in high school, and I said I wanted to take an art 

class. And he said, “don’t be ridiculous, Ellen, you’re a college prep student.” In other words, art 

was for weirdos and dummies. My dad was actually a very good artist. It’s complicated. My dad 

was born in Canada, he was Canadian. His father was an engineer on the Canadian Pacific railroad; 

he was badly burned in a boiler accident. Being the oldest boy, my dad was supposed to become 

the breadwinner – this was the height of the depression. So, he crossed the Detroit River and came 

to Detroit and got a job dealing black jack in a club owned by The Purple Gang. He always owned 

horses and pieces of horses – I grew up at the racetrack. My dad was the one that encouraged my 

art work. My mom wanted me to take all my SAT tests, and I had all kinds of people from fancy 

colleges asking me to fill out applications, but she wouldn’t give me the money for school. Instead, 

she enrolled me in secretarial school. That’s when I moved out of the house (laughter). 

 

AW: Good for you! 

 

EP: So I went to Wayne (University). I didn’t even know they had an art department, but I found it. 

That was 1961 and I didn’t move to NY until 1973, when I was almost 30. But, I put myself 

through school teaching in the Detroit public schools. I lived in San Francisco from 64 – 67, and 

knew a lot of Detroiters there, like Big Brother and the Holding Company. It got really bad the 

weekend of the Monterey pop festival, so I decided to go back to Wayne, and go back to school. 

The secretaries in the art school always called me ‘our resident hippie.’  

 

AW: Do you want to talk about your new work, which is about leaving Detroit? 

 



EP: well, I can do that. This was sort of the end of the age of abstract expressionism. I was 

struggling between painting and sculpture. I made freestanding paintings, like sculptures. When I 

came back from San Francisco, it turned out that a new guy at Wayne had persuaded the stodgy 

art department that they should have a visiting artist program. The first visiting artist was Jennifer 

Bartlett. We all thought “who is this person in the cashmere sweater and the plaid pleated skirt in 

downtown Detroit?” Jennifer sent for her friend Elizabeth Murray, who everybody loved – because 

she was raising a family and she needed a job. She came back several times. Later I worked at the 

Detroit Institute of Art in the conservation lab. There was a new guy there, Sam Wagstaff.  

 

Anyway, I think I’m getting off topic. The major categories in my work had to do with the story of 

my life. First figuration, then abstraction, then moving to NY, meeting Joel and his little girl, Ivy. I 

brought my dolls and began making paintings of the dolls. I have a huge collection of dolls, and I 

was posing them in situations. When Ivy was six we began having her with us every summer. And 

that’s when we started going up to the Adirondacks, to Loon Lake. 

 

AW: Can I stop you here because I really want to bring up this topic – you both had huge shifts in 

your work when children came into your lives.  

 

AS: When I had my son, I became stationary – I couldn’t go everywhere anymore. But the real, real 

big change was that I always thought about the now, I didn’t think about the future one bit - my 

work was about the moment. You just had to be there – if it lasted 2 days, great – I didn’t really 

care. But all of sudden, I have this little boy and I start thinking I’m cheating him of a future by not 

thinking about it at all. Suddenly, I feel I have to make works that last and I started to learn about 

materials. I never went to art school, so I started teaching myself and since I had a lot of time at 

home, I also began to learn about drawing. That was the first thing. Now I make sculptures, 

mostly. And I dream of performance (laughter), but now I’m terrified of it. 

 

AW: Really? Why are you terrified? 

 

AS: I can’t believe I was doing it! Back then I would think, ok, today I’m going to make a grid for 

myself…yeah. I loved that – like, no one can make a fool of me if I make a fool of me first.  

 

AW: Is it because of your son? 

 

AS: Yes, maybe. I’m his mom, so my hair is mostly up. I always wear it up. And he wants me to be 

more feminine – to have long, flowing hair. If my breasts are showing or something – you know, 

part of performance is that there are always wardrobe malfunctions, shall we say. (laughter) And he 

gets very upset. I remember once putting on a plastic butt – you know, a costume – and thinking it 

was very funny. And he was really horrified! So, to me the choice was either I don’t take him with 

me or it’s time to move on. He’s seven now, so he has his life, I have my life. (laughter) He’s very 

busy, I’m very busy. He lets me do my thing and I let him do his thing.  

 

AW: But the other thing you said was that when he was born suddenly no one was offering you 

shows anymore.  



 

AS: Right. I don’t know if it was to give me space to raise a child or what. But at that time, I was 

doing a big show at the Guggenheim in Berlin – I was 25. I told them I was having a child and they 

were like “we’re giving you the biggest opportunity of your life – how dare you, in the middle of 

everything, get pregnant!” Half the curators waited until they were already 40 to have a child, so to 

them it was not feasible – you can’t do it. I gave birth and had to turn in the catalog that same 

week. And then he really became a part of the show. My mother helped take care of him; his other 

grandmother would help. When I got back to New York it was just amazing. I had this incredible 

show and I thought people would be calling me. Nothing. Not a show, not a call, nothing. I had 

some things lined up in advance, so I did another show in Germany after that. But my own galleries 

wouldn’t call me. I think they’re very tough on women in the art world.  

 

AW: What is that about – what is that taboo? 

 

AS: Well, they think you’re not available, and there’s a lot of truth in that. You can’t belong to 

people anymore so suddenly, you’re not that dependable.  

 

AW: But you just had a big show in NY 

 

AS: Well, yes, he’s older now.  – but maybe it’s me. But, for instance, I wouldn’t have a second 

child.  

 

AW: You wouldn’t? 

 

AS: No, never. Because I really do love my career. I love my work so much. It’s a constant battle 

because he wants a little brother or sister and he asks all the time. I just can’t find my way there.  

 

AW: Ellen, when Ivy came into your life – I mean, back then all the curators at the MoMA for 

instance, I thought of them as the MoMA virgins – they couldn’t have a life, they certainly couldn’t 

have children. In the art world the only woman I knew that had children – and everyone loved her 

for it – was Elizabeth Murray. How did it effect you? 

 

EP: Well Ivy didn’t live with us – she only came in the summers. But the situation was stressful for 

her, and eventually she started going to summer camp at Oberlin. It was too hard for her to choose 

between one parent and the other. She grew up in the art world 

 

AW: But she’s not an artist, correct? 

 

EP: She works at Sotheby’s.  

 

Audience (Barbara Toll): Ellen, I remember when you first did a doll drawing, it was of a lamb. You 

gave it to Elizabeth Murray when she had her second child, and that was the first time you thought 

of those works as something more than personal. You made something to give her as a gift, and 

then you realized you could make them; really make them. Because your work before that was 



based on landscape and historical paintings. When you came to New York and got together with 

Joel, it must have been a difficult entry into the art world, because you were with someone that 

everyone knew already. 

 

EP: Well, you know, I didn’t move to New York to meet Joel Shapiro. 

 

BT: Well, I know that. But when I met you, you were already with him. 

 

EP: Well, one of the visiting artists at Wayne was Michael Goldberg, bless his heart. He wrote me a 

letter saying, “Ellen dear, you should really be in NY – why don’t you take my loft on the bowery for 

the summer because we go to Italy.” So, I left Detroit in the summer of 73, and headed to New 

York. I had $500 and my miniskirt, and I get to the airport and a cab takes me to 222 Bowery. And 

I said, “are you sure you have the right address?” You know, the Bowery was the Bowery in those 

days, so there I was. It was the summer and Joel was in Europe, and the person I knew the best 

was Elizabeth who lived right up the block. Basically, all these people I had met in Detroit were 

dying to introduce me to Joel because he was a single divorced father.  

 

AS: How did you meet your dealer? 

 

EP: What dealer? There were no galleries. There was no West Broadway. It was a hot little world of 

starving artists who were your friends. Joel and I got married because I was asked to teach at Cal 

Arts, and I said to him, don’t you think we should get married, because I’ll be there for a year. And 

he hemmed and hawed, and so I said, OK, I’m going to start to see other people. We got married 

in Toledo, Ohio and I went back to Cal Arts.  

 

AW: I want to bring Toni into the conversation a little bit because she’s also an artist – she does 

ceramic work and extraordinary pieces in the landscape. You also had young kids.  

 

TR: Well, I kind of had the double whammy of having young children and losing my husband. So, 

for me there was no choice between what was going to win there – I couldn’t have a competition 

between the art and my kids, so my art really went on hold. I did a little work when they were 

growing up, and I stopped working with clay because clay needs so much attention. I did 

watercolors and drawings because if somebody needed me, I could drop it and leave. I have 

distinct memories of getting calls from the school while I was in the studio and they’d be saying 

“Noah’s sick, I think he really needs to come home.” And I’d say like, “How sick?” (laughter) I 

definitely took time off. And I was fortunate to have enough support that I could do that, and not 

be at the restaurant so much.  I couldn’t be doing what I’m doing now, the site-responsive 

installations, when my kids were young because it requires me to be away from home quite a bit.  

 

AW: So, that’s another model – I mean, women have many models for adapting to parenthood, or 

having a child in your life. I don’t know how Elizabeth Murray did it – she was really the only artist 

of her generation that pulled that off.  

 



BT: Someone once said to me that Ellen would be a much better-known artist if she hadn’t been 

married to Joel. And so, I think there’s that aspect to how marriages work.  

 

AW: Do you think that’s true? 

 

EP: I don’t know – I don’t know if I even want to be a famous artist. My mother always said, ‘a lady 

does not thrust herself forward.’  

 

AW: Which is why your marriage has lasted so long. 

 

EP: Well, I’m not competitive with Joel. And I loved his parents – I think that’s why I married him – 

his mother was particularly interesting – she was an early PhD microbiologist who worked on the 

polio vaccine. And Joel’s father was the chief of cardiology at Long Island Jewish. When I first met 

Joel and Ivy was this itty-bitty girl, he took me to meet his parents. So here am I, the Shiksa. Well, 

his mom said, “She may not be Jewish, but she seems like a very nice girl.” (laughter) I had a bond 

with Joel’s family.  

 

AW: I got to be quite close to Lee Krasner at the end, and I used to talk about this very subject – 

being married to a very famous artist. She always said – and she clearly, until the day she died, 

loved Jackson Pollock and blamed herself for his death even though Ruth Kligman had been in the 

car – she always said if she had been there, he wouldn’t have been in that car. But she also said, 

more than once, that he was bringing in the money. She’d say, “He always appreciated me, he 

encouraged me, but, also, he was bringing in the money.” 

 

EP: Well that’s an issue in my marriage at this point, because I used to make very good amounts of 

money, and now I don’t have a gallery. I don’t have any representation.  

 

AW: (to Barbara Toll) Because you closed! 

 

AS: Well – that’s true. If you’re not making so much money or if your prices are not so good… 

 

EP: Well, my prices were good, but everything has turned into the international art fairs which are 

tremendously expensive for people to go to. 

 

AW: And the mid-level galleries are closing.  

 

EP: When I talk about the new work I say it’s my life in photographs – when I was a girl I was 

taught you never work from a premediated image, that you only worked observationally. But, I  

had millions of photographs, so that leaving Detroit for me was an interesting subject that involved 

my photos. My paintings and diptychs began with Detroit, then leaving Detroit, and then New York 

when Michael Goldberg wrote to me. The last diptych is Michael and Lynn Umlauf teaching me 

how to take the subway in New York.  

 



AW: I love it, so for those of you that don’t know, Michael Goldberg was a second-generation 

abstract painter. Let’s open the conversation up to questions. 

 

Audience: I think a generation back, women chose not to have children because they knew it was a 

problem. But more women today are finding ways – the world has opened up in a way.  

 

AS: If your financial value was like a book or a film – that is, how many people read your book or 

watch your movie, that’s one thing. But the art world is such a small elite group. The market value 

is everything, and for women – you’re so happy to do your work or get a show that you don’t 

complain. My ex-husband Dash, for instance, he was not trained as an artist either. But from the 

start, the smallest little piece he put out there was valued at four times what my art was valued at. 

And other artist friends were nine times as valuable. You can’t catch up. There’s not enough money 

for women artists – sure, a few token successes that make you think oh, yeah, they’re supporting 

women, but there’s not enough. It’s really hard to find somebody to put all their trust in you. 

 

AW: Well, I think there are two different art worlds. There’s the art world that loves art and often 

supports women, and there’s the art world that invests, which does not support women.  

 

BT: I ran a gallery in the 1970s, and I saw a lot of work by women artists. I could not sell it. I 

couldn’t’ even show it to people, because nobody took women artists seriously, certainly not 

financially. I look at art, I don’t look at the sex of the person who made it. In the 80s, I think that 

changed, and certainly over the next 20 years and today, I think it’s quite different.  

 

AW: I started working on the Louise Bourgeois film in 1993; she was representing the United States 

in Venice that year. It took 13 years to make the film because we couldn’t raise the money. Louise 

didn’t have any collectors – she had museums – yet the Guerilla Girls used her as their model who 

said the only way to become a successful woman artist is to become 83 – or something like that.  

 

EP: Well, we have this big building in Long Island City and it has lots and lots of storage.  

 

AS: Men hold on to their work. I throw it out or reuse the parts because I don’t have the 

confidence that I’ll still need it in 35 years. But recently I had a show with a 70-year-old man, and 

he has kept every single thing he ever made. I have to develop the confidence that one day, there 

will be a retrospective somewhere.  

 

AW: Yes, do it now. Are there other questions? 

 

Audience: This is sort of a comment –  I don’t think it’s a simple binary question – that women are 

supportive of other women and men are not supportive. I think, for me, what we need to do as 

women is just take the space, demand the prices, be confident, control the narrative.  

 

Audience: I think you have to be cognizant of the story you’re telling. Also, in terms of collecting, 

there’s such big financial interest and such huge financial groups of men.  

 



EP: Well, all these prices at auction – these people don’t take the art to their homes, they go 

straight into storage.  

 

AS: Yes, you never see them!  

 

EP: It’s all about increased value. It’s a commodity investment – that the market is going to go up, 

up. up. 

 

Audience: You might like to talk about the complexity of the situation. In the 1970s, there was 

women’s liberation, and now, all these years later, the financial interest has changed. It seems to 

me, and from many of the artists I’ve talked to, they often start well, and they are the rising star. 

It’s the mid-career that they really get dragged down. They can’t get a dealer because of the 

system. And the piece I want to put on the table is how do we think about the museum world? The 

reason I ask this question is that – I was a museum person – and in my opinion it is too connected 

to the gallery world. It’s a real issue. I’d like to hear your perceptions on the museum world and the 

mid-career artist. 

 

AS: I’m very aware of this, and I think you get a second career after 50, and then maybe again after 

80 years old. In the meantime, you’re sitting on the edge of your chair. So, you need to keep 

making the work and keep it in storage (laughter). I was reading about the series at the Pompidou 

– the one that focused on women only. They made 25% more on that show – in other words, more 

people came to that show and it was all part of their collection except it was only women. More 

people came to the Pompidou than ever.  

 

EP: We certainly need corrections.  

 

AW: The MoMA tried – they tried to do the women’s abstraction show, and it just missed.  

 

Audience: The Denver Museum of Art deserves great credit for this – they have a big space, they 

spent a lot of money and they showed the best art of women – it was fantastic. 

 

TR: At Hauser & Wirth in Los Angeles, they had a fantastic show of women.  

 

Audience: I’d like to make a point that in the mass media world, in Hollywood for example, they 

are starting to see that the movies not just starring women, but directed by women, are bringing in 

the money. I have to believe the Pompidou and Denver – that this is just the tip of the iceberg. It’s 

time.  

 

TR: Janet, who’s here, Janet Goleas, curated a show of all women artists at Southampton Arts 

Center a couple of months ago. A Radical Voice. And it was just a really powerful, extraordinary 

show. I think there was a time when we didn’t want to be defined as “women artists” but that’s 

changing. 

 



AW: It felt like a ghetto. So, we all wanted to say I’m an artist, not I’m a woman artist. We didn’t 

want to be ghettoized. We just want to be equal.  

 

Audience: I don’t think they are mutually exclusive. I always said, “it’s not only about having a seat 

at the table. Change the bloody shape of the table.” 

 

AW: Absolutely! On that note, thank you all for joining us today.  

 

 

 

 

 


