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work with organic materials. Born in 1946, Hosmer grew up in a small town in rural North Dakota. She

studied art at the University of North Dakota and at Linn Benton College. Hosmer worked as the director

of Shidoni Gallery in Santa Fe, New Mexico before beginning a professional career as an artist at the age

of 44, Since then Hosmer’s work has been exhibited in prestigious museums throughout the world, Her

work is among the permanent collections of the City of Xiamen, China Tianjin, China; City of Yanqging,
China; New Mexico Museum of Fine Arts, Santa Fe, NM; The Albuquerque Museum - Albuquerque, NM;

The Eitlejorg . Indi lis, IN;: and Ci

ary Artspace - Potsdam, Germany.

An interview by Josh Ryder, curator
and Melissa C. Hilborn, curator

landescape@europe.com

Hello Colette and welcome to LandEscape.
Before starting to elaborate about your artistic
production, we would like to invite our readers
to visit http://colettehosmer.com in order to
get a wide idea about your multifaceted
artistic production, and we would start this
interview with a couple of questions about
your background. You have a solid formal
training and you studied art at the University
of North Dakota and at Linn-Benton College:
how did those formative years influence your
evolution as an artist and help you to develop
your toward experi i

Moreover, how does your cultural substratum
direct your current artistic research?

Colette Hosmer: To describe my art education
s “solid formal training” would be a stretch.

Attending the University of North Dakota was,
for me, analogous to landing in a foreign
country without knowing the culture or the
language. Instead, my formative years began at
root level.

| was born into a small rural community in
north central North Dakota and, along with my
two older sisters, grew up in the same house in
which our father was raised. My mother came
from a farm 13 miles away, not far from where
her French-Canadian grandparents
homesteaded in the late 1800's. The first big
Dakota Territory settlement “boom" also
brought Norwegian and German settlers. Our
town (population 600) spilled from the
foothills of the Turtle Mountains - a glacier-
formed, pond and stream studded plateau of
hills that straddled the Canadian border. And,
just north of town, the Turtle Mountain Indian
Reservation spread across the hills and
wetlands. That place and time provided the
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cultural substratum that influenced my career.
The prairie shot off flat as an ocean to the south.
North America's central bird migratory flyway
passed directly overhead - a portion of which
landed on our dinner table each fall hunting
season. We fished winter and summer. It was
normal in that time and place to experience the
transition from life to death to food. Drawing,
painting and working with clay felt as natural as
catching minnows in the creek near my home. |
was equally intrigued with art and the natural
environment.

Linn-Benton College came on the heels of a 9-
year marriage. | gathered up my son and
daughter and moved to Oregon where my oldest
sister encouraged me to take a couple of art
classes while | acclimated to a new life. New life
indeed! | loved every minute of the three years
spent at LBC - my first art-community
experience. Three art professors, along with
another student and |, built a gypsy bronze
foundry, where we cast our work in bronze after
class hours. | was hooked.

Linn-Benton became a launching pad for a move
to Santa Fe, New Mexico. There | found work in
the gift shop of the Museum of Fine Arts. My
lunch hours were spent perusing the changing
exhibitions. A year later, | graduated to the next
level of my irregular education - Shidoni, a
bronze casting foundry and gallery with eight
acres of monumental sculpture gardens located
a few miles north of Santa Fe. All foundry and
gallery employees, most of whom were
struggling artists, were offered the gift of
utilizing the foundry facilities to produce their
own art on their own time. An early cast bronze
body of work, Contemparary Fossils, included a
complete cat skeleton imbedded in clay-modeled
“stone,"” wearing a collar and bell.
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After eight years with Shidoni (the last three years
as Director of the new Contemporary Gallery), my
“science” side wanted equal time. | accepted an
opportunity to move to San Francisco for a year to
direct Neurotechnologies Research Institute - a
non-profit designed to study brain-influencing
devices. Upon returning home to Santa Fe, | was
faced with finding employment again or taking
the plunge - trading job security for an
opportunity to create. My previous jobs took
precedence over my time and energy and | was
looking for a way to change that. | had no money.
After a few sleepless nights fighting near
paralysis, | made a decision. The Santa Fe New
Mexican had an opening for a newspaper delivery
person. | sat for the interview and got the job. A
few weeks later, | added a second route to the
first. | rose at 3:00 a.m. each morning, picked-up
my newspaper bundles, delivered the last paper at
7:30 a.m. and headed home. A notebook traveled
on the seat beside me as | delivered papers...and
soon it was filled with sketches, notes, thoughts.
Santa Fe was asleep, and | had the world to
myself. Later, | added a third job as “girl Friday” to
arich lady. | fed her numerous dogs and cats,
bought her groceries, cleaned her pool and did
her yard work. | had from 11:00 a.m. until 2 7:30
bedtime - eight glorious hours - to spend in my
studio. My head and heart were liberated.
Creative freedom - the ability to work without the
influence of outside persuasion, rules and
obligations - is a wonderful thing. | followed
wherever inspiration led.

The body of works that we have selected for this
special edition of LandEscape, and those that our
readers have already started to get to know in the
introductory pages of this article, have at once
captured our attention in the way they provide the
viewers with such an immersive and multilayered
visual experience: when walking our readers
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through your usual setup and process, would you
tell us how did you develop your initial idea?

Colette Hosmer: The untamed geography of
northern New Mexico's mountains, arroyos and
the color-splashed Chinle Formation provided
both raw materials and inspiration. My studio
came to reflect the natural world as | hauled
bones, rocks, seil and vegetation back to my
studio from my wanderings. | built a “beetle
ranch” - a humidified, heat-controlled
environment for tens of thousands of Dermestid
beetles that happily assisted me in preparing
articulated skeletons. These industrious little
insects cleaned skeletons in university Zoology

s, on the plains of Africa and in my

ell. | was influenced by my
environment, whether | was in the studio or the
natural world. When my brain offered “ideas,”
they often felt calculated. | learned to give my
intellect a back seat and allowed inspiration to
surface through the senses.

We have appreciated the way your artworks
invite viewers to elaborate personal associations,
and that provide your works with a unique
aesthetic identity. New York City based artist
Lydia Dona once stated that in order to make art
today one has to reevaluate the conceptual
language behind the mechanism of art making
itself: do you create your works gesturally,
instinctively? Or do you methodically transpose
geometric schemes? In particular, how do you
consider the relation between the nature of the
concepts that you explore in your artistic
research and the physical aspect of your daily
practice as an artist?

Colette Hosmer: | generally begin by working in
the studio until a direction takes form. The
aspect of seeing - moving my hands, activating
my senses - is the method | use to create. | often

have to discard initial work as one step
progresses to the next. Over time, the process of
physically engaging with the materials at hand can
instinctually open the door to a body of work.

| have produced exhibitions while living in China,
where a typical day began with an early morning
trip to the nearest food market. These market
are centuries-old bazaars where long aisles of
tables display fresh pigs, chickens, ducks and
goats, with various parts hung from hand-forged
hooks, or were stacked neatly, as in concentric
circles of chicken gizzards that always reminded
me of lotus blossoms. Other lanes trafficked in
seafood (much of it swimming in aerated tubs) or
vibrant mounds of fresh vegetables, medicinal
herbs and fruit. A few hours wandering through
one of these markets was always an invigorating
. The cacophony of sounds (chopping,

g dsong and motorbikes) mixed with
the sights, tastes and smells, all melded into a
sublime racket of life.

Your sapient use of references to easily
recognizable figures, such as parts of the human
body and stylized fish, give your artworks such a
unique allegorical quality: of what importance are
symbols and metaphors in your artistic research?

Colette Hosmer: It seems that underlyi

my work lies a reference to the similari

living things. If you look at the cells of alion or a
human under a microscope, you would not be
able to tell which cells belong to which species. It
is easy to forget that we are a species of animal,
with similar basic drives and needs: food,
territory, procreation.

| am forever drawn to multiples. An ant or cell
cannot survive on its own, but when grouped
together the totality becomes something greater
than the sum of its parts. The repetition of a single




unit or pattern makes sense to me instinctively.

Minnows were my “unit” of choice for many
years. In Pipeline, | assembled tens of
thousands of the little fish to simulate water
pouring from a pipe installed nine feetupona
museum wall. The stream of minnows splashed
onto the floor and flowed outward in ripples to
form a pool.

Your installations often provide the viewers with
such an immersive visual experience: how
important is it for you to select the exhibition
space, and how do you consider the relationship
between the work of art and the exhibition
space?

Colette Hosmer: | have rarely had the
opportunity to select an exhibition space, so the
challenge becomes to link the work with the
site. This is especially rewarding when working
with outdoor installations. For example, | was
commissioned to create a large-scale sculpture
for a seaside park in the city of Xiamen, China,
an ancient port city that overlooked the Pacific
Ocean, Fabricated in stainless steel, Rhythm
was comprised of four identical “waves” that,
when assembled close together, implied the
dome of the sea.

One especially daunting challenge came with an
invitation from the Chief Curator of Santa Fe's
Museum of Fine Arts (now The New Mexico
Museum of Art), Tim Rogers, to include my
work with a major traveling exhibition, Still-Life
Painting and the Medici Collections. | had been
creating three-dimensional still-life pieces after
the style of 17th and 18th century still-life
paintings for a few years. | admired this genre of
painting - its reminder of the fragility and
brevity of life, and its unblinking ability to
present death in the midst of abundant life.
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Along with creating a series of still-life
sculptures, Rogers asked me to choose one of
the Medici paintings in the exhibition to replicate
in three dimensions. | chose Jacopo da Empoli's
1630 still-life painting Fish and Crustaceans. | was
blissfully ignorant of the monumental task at
hand. | seem to begin most worthwhile
adventures this way.

Over months, through the solitary exercise of
three-dimensional sculpting of the crab, eight
fish, several eels, seaweed, pottery and fruit
depicted in Empoli's dimly lit, two-dimensional
artwork, making a mold of each clay duplicate,
casting each in Hydrostone and finally painting to
replicate the original, | earned a true
understanding of the statement made by the
great still-life painter Jean Simeon Chardin in his
studio in 1765, “After interminable days and
nights burning the midnight oil in front of
immobile, inanimate nature, we are presented
with living nature; and suddenly the work of all the
preceding years seemns reduced to nothing: You
have to train the eye to look at nature; and how
many have never seen it and never will.”

We would love to ask you about the qualities of
the materials that you include in your artworks:
how do you select them and what kind of
materials do you plan to include in your next
projects?

Colette Hosmer: As word spread about what |
was doing in my studio, friends began to appear
at my door with “gifts” — a porcupine struck by a
car, snakes that met their end sunning too long
on warm pavement. A pet store owner in town
saved birds, reptiles and mammals that had
expired and gave me a call when his freezer was
full. Taxidermist friends in Wyoming shipped
frozen animals to me after removing the hides
and claws for mounting. A snake breeder in
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Texas shipped recently departed 11-foot-long
Pythons and Boa Constrictors my way.

Organic materials provide a direct connection to
the world | live in. | have explored the anatomy
of hundreds of mammals, birds, reptiles and fish,
and used the resulting material as my medium in
works of art. Living and working in such an
environment makes for a rich experience.

With their unique visual identity, your artworks -
especially Pig Teats - challenge the viewers’
perceptual parameters: we daresay that your
artistic practice seems to aim to look inside of
what appears to be seen, rather than its surface,
providing the spectatorship with freedom to
realize their own perception. Austrian Art
historian Ernst Gombrich once remarked on the
importance of providing a space for the viewers
to project onto, so that they can actively
participate in the creation of the illusion: how
important is it for you to trigger the viewers’
imagination in order to address them to
elaborate personal interpretations? In particular,
how open would you like your works to be
understood?

Colette Hosmer: | love this question. Attaching a
specific “meaning” to a plece or body of work is
something | try to avoid doing. My own
interpretation can change over time - and often
| do not have words to explain what a particular
work “means.” There can be as many personal
interpretations of an artwork as there are
individual viewers.

Pig Teats evolved from a predawn trip into the
mountains in Fujian Province, China. | had
arranged to witness the “pig to market” ritual
performed in the same way it had been done in
rural China for hundreds of years. | admired the
system by which the pig fuels China. In the
countryside, pigs consume all table scraps and




garden waste, and do not require pasture; sows
provide two large litters a year; the pigs feed
the populace and fertilize the garden - a
complete and flawless cycle.

While watching the process, | sensed no
sentimentality, no gratuitous roughness, just
the efficient, fluid movements required to do
the work. There was a moment during the
butchering when | slipped in puddles of mud.
Reflexes kicked in as | regained my balance and
in that moment | became conscious of where |
was, For a time, the separate components of
fire, vapor, sow, men and | merged as one thing
- my sense of an individual reality had
collapsed. That was a deeply emotional
experience and a rare one.

Your artworks seem to reflect a sense of
connection with the surroundings and to the
idea of landscape: how does your everyday life’s
experience fuel your creative process?

Colette Hosmer: | would spend as much time as
| do in the natural environment whether | chose
to make art or not. Few places in the U.S. boast
as rich a diversity of geologic landscape and
public lands as northern New Mexico. And,
since | have lived in Santa Fe for decades, | have
trekked most of it.

| once exhibited a solo show, A Physical Map of
the Earth, with works cast from the rich variety
of soils that | collected. | hauled home green
and purple mudstone in backpacks, collected
white, yellow and red sand, and once found a
few extraordinary veins of pink volcanic ash
running through road-cuts of solid rock.
Included in the body of work were pink-ash
frosted sandstone doughnuts, red sand
“hotdogs” with squiggles of yellow-clay
“mustard,” white gypsum-sand cakes with
black earth icing and dozens of cast-preserve
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jars “filled" with a color palette of natural
earth.

We humans often live as though we are
somehow isolated from the rest of life. The
understanding that we exist as overlapping
environments is fading, and instead of being
a part of the landscape, we stand apart and
observe the world around us. Time spent in
nature helps to keep me grounded in the
natural world.

You are an established artist and over the
years your artworks have been showcased
worldwide and collected by museums in
China, as well as in Santa Fe, Albuquerque,
Indianapolis and Germany: how do you
consider the nature of your relationship with
your audience? By the way, as the move of
Art from traditional gallery spaces, to street
and especially to online platforms such as
Instagram increases, how does this, in your
opinion, change the relationship with a
globalized audience?

Colette Hosmer: An art career, by its nature,
requires an incredible amount of help, good
fortune and luck. Print and online platforms
offer a breathtaking leap into the
consciousness of people everywhere.
Lectures, presentations and press provide
opportunities to stimulate new ways of
thinking and being.

Every culture has produced its own unique
art. Art is the universal language that can
generate empathy, stimulate dialogue and
build new relationships and ideas in the
world community we live in.

We have really appreciated the multifaceted
nature of your artistic research and before
leaving the simulating conversation we
would like to thank you for chatting with us

al Edition

and for sharing your thoughts, Colette. What
projects are you currently working on, and what
are some of the ideas that you hope to explore in
the future?

Colette Hosmer: | traveled to China early this
year to produce a permanent outdoor sculpture
installation for the new Hancher Auditorium at
the University of lowa - a performing arts
theater hosting Broadway musicals,
contemporary dance and classical music. By the
end of January, the COVID-19 virus outbreak
began a worldwide pandemic and | was obliged
to return to the United States two months
earlier than planned. | regretted having to leave
Chongwu, the ancient seaside town where | had
produced several works in stone in previous
years.

We are currently working out the practical
logistics of positioning and installing the work
during this time of Covid-19. The 30 granite fish
(each measuring 2° H x 4’ L) will flow from the
entrance of the Hancher Auditorium. The
building was designed by architect César Pelli,
Senior Principal at the world renowned firm Pelli
Clarke Pelli Architects. The landscaped
environment surrounding the building is a work
of artin itself. The challenge, therefore,
becomes to arrange thirty identical pieces so
that, collectively, they flow from the building,
integrate with the environment and finally
coalesce as one piece.

As | “social distance” in Santa Fe, | have taken to
pinning thousands of identical paper fish to my
walls in order to explore dynamic flow patterns.

Before | go, | want to thank you for your
compelling publication and for the opportunity
to respond to your excellent questions.




	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



