
INTERVIEW: HUGH O’DONNELL 
 
James Barron:  Do you do see the shapes in your small-scale constructions as 
specifically human body forms? 
 
Hugh O’Donnell:  Yes, in some.  I am interested in how the negative and positive forms 
interact with each other.  Where is the ground?  Where is the subject?  Where is the 
mass?  Where is the object?  When does the painting become an object?  There is a 
lively disconnect and connect going on.  A tension. 
 
JB:  Tell me about the process in your constructions. 
 
HO:  Sometimes I just put a stack of wood together and work on it as if that is what I 
found.  Other times, I do a drawing and vectorize it.  I do a scan and turn it into a vector.  
All of the edges are absolute, and we laser cut the metal.  The wooden pieces, 
however, are done with a jigsaw.  So there is a range in the process.  
 
JB:  So you enjoy employing technology? 
 
HO:  Yeah, sure.  
 
JB:  Some feel botanical.   
 
HO:  Right.  These are actually based off clover leafs.  Very gentle sweeping curves, 
constantly overlapping each other, forming a complexity.  They are sort of broken and 
fragmented, continuously covering itself. 
 
JB:  They feel very modern -- as in, antiquated the moment they are completed. 
 
HO:  There is a utopian idea.  But you always feel the hand or the constraint of 
technology in that moment.  Like with Mondrian.  There is sort of cleanness, but it is not 
that clean.  You can see the design sense.  But it is very touched.  
 
JB:  Let’s talk about the relation to Jean Arp in these works. 
 
HO:  Arp is very much in love with nature, but he is also Dada.  I think he liked to annoy 
people with a strange ambiguity and metaphorical sense.  I like the cheekiness, 
simplicity and reduction of it, without it becoming too purist, like Malevich.  With Arp, it is 
still organic.  He doesn't have a utopian dream about how his work will change the 
world. 



 
JB: In some of these works, I see an obsession with the female form.  Why is the female 
form so alluring? 
 
HO:  I think it’s the way one can take it in as a whole, quickly.  The male form has lots of 
knobby bits, while with the female form, there is an interface with the various shapes.  
It’s also about touch.  Like when a child can’t see his mother but can feel her.  Henry 
Moore used to make the eyes in his early work very small because of the preverbal 
sense of touch, the security of the big mother. 
 
JB:  When I was looking at an early de Kooning drawing of a woman with Andrew 
Forge, he said, “It’s the feeling of getting into bed with a woman in a completely dark 
room and sensing the contours of her body through heat.”  I love that idea. 
 
HO:  Right.  Like when you spoon with someone, you mold into the body shape. That’s 
why women are compared to flowers: they’re delicate and smooth.  Paul Klee said, 
“Artists make things simpler.”  I am not trying to make something more complicated.  I 
am trying to make something I can manage.  Boil it down.  
 
JB: To me, they are about sensuality and feeling.  They are clover, tulip and female 
form -- all at once.  
 
HO:  Right.  All that, and held together by design. 
 
JB:  How much change is there from the first to final form? 
 
HO:  Depends how lucky you get.  
 
JB:  How do they relate to your time in Connecticut? 
 
HO:  When I first got here, I thought the nature was a mess.  So I started swimming, 
and the rhythmic strokes made everything come together.  I started seeing patterns in 
the growth outside.  These constructions are like an act of contrition.  They’re meant to 
look like they are effortless.  
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