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JS: I can’t overestimate the importance of having the space determine 
the narrative. To me, when I’m standing in that space, it’s like I’m inside a 
sculpture which has its own character.

TO: It seemed very theatrical there. Were there drapes around?

JS: There was a curtain which separated the space of the installation 
from the outside space at The Sculpture Center in 1989. I was certainly 
after drama. I’ve become increasingly interested in that aspect of it. 
Dramatic narrative is generated by the sculpture so that the sculptures are 
characters. I couldn’t do it without fully developed sculpture because you 
want there to be, like a character in a drama, the inference that there’s 
more there than can be presented in that context.

In making heads, I would have felt uncomfortable making the direct kind 
of narrative statement that I was able to make later. I would make a head 
and then make a negative mold on one side of it, bash away the other side 
and put the elements of the mold in across the central division, so that you 
have a central line, a positive on one side and then you have elements, 
the other side constituted a negative. And it gave me a schema, which at 
once sufficiently had an element of abstract severity about it and had the 
potential for the expressive extremes, which were my natural tendency. 
And it gave me a way to work. It was a way to begin. And I think as you look 
at those you’ll see that a number of those heads are made up of that. 

TO: So any other meaning to that center line?
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JS: Well, whatever psychological meaning you want to attach to it. I ran 
an interesting experiment. I took a photograph of a woman’s face, and I 
did several things with it. One, I had it artificially divided down a central 
division so that the sides were absolutely a face; it was completely 
symmetrical. I did it routinely symmetrical, with the lighting, and then 
asymmetrically. I showed this photograph to people and asked them 
to make up stories about the face. And the ones that were absolutely 
symmetrical got a whole other range of subject matter of a very distorted 
kind.

...
JS: In ’82 I went to Rome and Florence with Chris Cairns, [and] then I had 
the idea that sculpture was capable of drama on the level of epic poetry 
and drama. 

TO: Who did you look at?

JS: The Medici Chapel was what blew my mind...There’s a certain 
combination of grandeur and pathos in Hellenistic sculpture, which has 
always been something I responded to in [Barbarian Killing His Wife] and 
in other work. It appears in Rodin, in Delacroix, and Michelangelo. I could 
not believe what I saw, and the impact was overwhelming for me. And that 
changed my whole sense of what sculpture could be. And it was about 
the same time that I began reading epic verse for the first time in my life. I 
read the Aeneid, which really blew my mind.

TO: So do you see the whole body work in that way, like an epic? Do you 
see a narrative going through the whole thing?

JS: Well, I guess there isn’t, really, except if it’s the narrative of my life. 
If it becomes the drama of my development, as art historians like to say 
about artists. I guess one would like to think that’s an epic, but it’s a little 
pretentious to make those claims.
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Barbarian Killing His Wife, March 3, 2008, Lori Bookstein Gallery, NY
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When you look at sculpture only in American museums you 

see only fragments. The spectator can control it, he can 

choose to look from this side or from that side, he can 

make the world in which he sees it for himself by moving; he’s the 

master of the situation. And when you go into the Medici Chapel or 

into a Baroque church you are not the master of the situation. You 

are psychologically controlled by that space. Your movements are 

controlled; your perceptions are controlled on every side. Obviously 

I’m not in a position to be able to do that on the scale I’d like to do 

it, but when I saw that I realized that sculpture could be real drama 

and that pieces of sculpture could be actors in a larger scheme, and 

that that was a much grander idea than simply making independent 

objects to exist in themselves.”

JONATHAN SILVER
In conversation with Donna Harkavy, 1989
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