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Artist-visionary unites
beauty, form, function

By C.L. ARugonatoin
staff wrlter

EING AN ARTIST IS a phlloso-
B phy, a way of looking at life

rather than a conscious act.

“A painting or a plece of
sculpture Is a by-product, the end result
of that really,” said Michele Oka Doner
exptaining the philosophy behind her 25-
year career.

Doner, whose career got lts commer-
c¢lal start in Michlgan, was in Rochester
recently for the opening of her latest ex-
hibltion — “Michele Oka Daner at Mid-
Carcer,” al Oakland University's Mead-
ow Brook Gallery through May 20,

Doner's public works are found in
such diverse places as the entrance to
the Hayden Planetarium at the Amerl-
can Muscum of Natural History in New
York, the sidewalk at the Children's Mu-
seum of Manhattan and the 156-year-old
Franklin Cemetery in Franklin, not far
from where the Doners used to llve.

Three new works, textured bronze
benches deslgned to be uthitarian as
well as thought provoking, wlit soon
grace the grounds of the Unlversity of
Michigan's maln campus, between the
natura} sclences and chemistry bulld.
Engs.

“The benches are circular because [
don't think people like to sit lined-up,”
Doner said.

THE LARGEST IS 10 fect in diame-
ter, the smallest, less than seven feet In
dlameter, Is yet to be determined,
They're part of U-M urban planner Fred
Mayer’s attempts to make the campus
more esthetlcally pleasing.

Despite a prolific career, Doner dldn't
start formally expressing her inward
art until she was accepted in the art
school at U-M. High school art classes
struck her as belng “rinkey-dink — in
high school they didn't have a well-de-
veloped art department.”

Before then, her medium was nature
Itself; bits of shell, fossils, bone, what-
ever nature provided along the stretch
of ocean near her Miami Beach home.

“It was rich,” she sald, “lbw only part

‘An artist is a person
who expresses the
common needs of the
tribe, to articulate
cerlain hopes and fears
(as did early cave
painters) — will there be
enough mammoths for
winter, will it rain
enough to grow crops?’
— Michele Oak Doner

of the country that's subtropical "

Her family backgreund is also rich.
One grandfather came from a long line
of religlous scribes.

“But he was the rebelllous son,”
Doner safd wlith a smile, “and went to an
art academy in Odessa (Russia,)” later
palnting wall murals In convents.

She also llved with great art repro-
duction canvases of works llke Rem-
brandt’s “Noble Slav,” and one unique
Cezanne,

It was a seascape of Odessa, palnted
in the bottom of a heart-shaped, wooden
fruit basket about 10-12 Inches across.

“I loved that palnting,” she sald. “I
could look in and see the sea and smell
the occan breeze,”

HER EARLIEST MEDIUM was sand,
which she sculpted with her hands and
decorated with bits of shell.

Though she dldn’t have formal traln-
ing prior to college, Doner sald she
worked with her hends and exerciscd

enough for winter, will It
raln enough to grow crops?"”

“The focus with the situation of dying
citics and tremendous social changes is
the (return to the idea of the) artist as
vislonary, the visual expression of the
tribe.”

Doner Is currsntly working on six
publle projects in six different cltics.
She won several commissions through
national competitions,

The Herald Square project combines
both her Mlichigan and New York City
backgrounds (where she and husband
Frederlck Doner moved in 1981). The
200-foot long wall, titled “Radlant Site,”
will utilize 11,000 gold luster Pewabic
Pottery ttles from Michlgan in the Her-
ald Square subway statlon,

Another project may give the vener-
able cily of Venlce, Jtaly, a new lease on
life.

Doner Is working with a new technolo-
gy as a medium — electromagnetic de-

Itlon.

“IT'S AN EVOLUTIONARY TECH-
NOLOGY which wlll aliow us to grow
barrler reefs where needed” in the same
way pearl farmers now grow cultured
pearls she said. “'T have five small sculp-
tures growing in (Venlce's) north la-
goon."

‘The process uses a carbon anode and
cathode — “the cathode is the sculpture
in water. It's hooked up to a small car
battery, and the accretlon builds up” —
1lke the oyster farmer's pearl.

The profect was funded by the Samucl
Kress Foundation, which seeks to pre-
serve the world's cultural monuments.

It sounds llke something from sclence
fictlon, but then, as Doner sald, “I like to
invent new ways to do things.”

hersel! visually every day by
flowers, or setting the table in different,
interesting ways.

She rejects the luxury of artistic [sola-
tlen — the artlst removing himself from
the of common
to create in solitude.

“An artist Is o person who expresses
the common needs of the tribe, to artle-
tlate certain hopes and fears (as did
carly cave painters) - will thire be

The through May
20. Hours are 2-5 p.m. Tuesday-Friday,
1-4 pm. Saturday and Sunday and
through the first Intermisslon when
Meadow Brook Theater Is in action.

Michele Oka Doner, right, ex-
plains her drawings and designs
for the banches for the University
of Michigan campus.
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Qulit by Mary Gentry of Ypsilanti won

prize.
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“Floating,” a sculpture of five shaped wood blocks by Liang Hao of Oak Park received second prize.

»

An Interview with Gracie Mansion is an Intimi-
datlng proposition.

After all, she maintains not one, but two, suc-
cesstul gallerics in New York City where she is
recognlzed for her abllity to find and showease
new artlsts.

Manslon has been written about in every publi-
cation from Art News to the New York Times and
was descrlbed in one article as “the toast of New
York.”

She came tnto the public spotlight in 1982 when
she opened her flrst gallery. The Gracic Mansion
Gallery, Loo Diviston, In the bathroom of her East
Vlllage apartment. Attention-getting dovlces ke
the bathroom opening and even her bl

Carnegle Museum, the Baltimore Muscum . . ..\"”
she said. “They're Intcresting because I get Lo sce
things 1 would not normally sce. I never would
have seen these artists without coming here.”

“Besides,” she sald, “I have famlly in Bloom-
fleld Hills.”

Manslon had to look through more than 800
slides for this show. She eventually selected 120
pleces from the slides for the Fine Arts Competl-
tion, but dldn't see any of the actual picces untll
the flrst day of Judging.

“The work s very professionsl,” she said. "I
was really pleased when I saw It in person. There
was a lot of really original work.”

She's right. The picces thot made it to the fInals
are especlally exciting this year, according to
cnmpc‘ution organlzers, Enm'cs 1nch1dc a broken

name {the home of the mayor of New York is also
called Gracic Mansicn) soon helped her become a
media favorite.

Her galleries have a reputation for represent-
ing the best in New York City's celectle new arl.
ists and Manslon found many of these new artists
from slides. Since she Is always Interested In find-
Ing new talent, Mansion agreed to come to Michl-
gan to be a juror in the 1990 Michigan Fine Arts
o ficld Art

at the
Association. How would Michigan stack up?
“I'VE JURIED A NUMBER of shows . .at the

Juror says she responds to risk takers

By Jill Hamilton

Staff photos by Jerry
Zolynsky

ter, in issucs, using 2 medivm In a whole new way
or dolng it in a more Interesting way. In looking at
300 slides, I saw a lot of the same type of images,
1 looked for people who tried to strike out.” -

In other words, viewing hundreds and hundreds
of landseapes gets a bit old after o while.

I was most pleased with the photographs,” she
«dded, “Something must be 2 good Influence
around here.” B

She praised organizatlons like the Birming-

ticld Art A

with photograp!
the inside and a funky pa quilt

ham/ “There aren't
Joseek

scenes of almost everything | - from
religlous cvents to violence and oppression.

What docs Manslon look for In a plece of art
work?

“How I respond to it,” she sald, “It's very sub-
Jective, 1ike buying art. It just depends on what
hits a particular chord.”

“f LOOK FOR THINGS that are very creative
In the way they represent something,” she contin-
ued. “I respand to risk taking — in subject mat-

Associatlon,

Artlsts winning

A quilt by Mary Gentry of Ypsi-
lanti won best of shiow and the $2,000
Arts Foundation of Michigan award

+ In the Michigan Fine Arts Competl-
Uon at Birmingham Bloomlleld Art

Second prize ($750) winner was
"Floallng,” a sculpture of [four
carved wood blocks by Liang Hao of
Oak Park. The jurer’s award of ex-
cellence ($500) went to Swayne Szot
of Maple City. Additional juror’s
awards of cxcellence ($250) were
glven to Kass Doyle of Bloomfield
Hills, Pieter Favier, Qak Park and
Jaymes Leahy, Btoomfield Hills,

it llke this in New York
Clty, There It’s every persan for himsell.” .

Manslon safd that a young ortist should declde
what his or her goals are before figuring out
whether they should move to New Yark. It de-
pends on what you want to do. If you want to
make a space In history, go to Now York," she
sald.

“1 guess if you're really great, you'll eventually
be discovercd,” she sald, “Of course, by that time
you may be dead.”

2 Quilt wins top prize
in Michigan exhibit

Roger Allen-Wickler of West Bloom-
ticld; Tlene Curts, Mason; Brian Fek-
ete, Detroit; Matthew Holland;
Hastett; Hidekl Kihata, Saglnaw;
Roger Mastson, Clarkston; and Nao-
cy Adams Nash, Aeme, <

Others who won honorable men-
tion awards were: S, Northerner,
Bloomfield Hills; Ellza Proctory
Bloomticld Hills; Bruce Thayer, Ma-
son; Carol Wald, Delrolt; and Mi.
chael Edson, Ann Arbor. sl

The Juror was New York City gal.:
lery owner, Gracie Mansion. The
show contlnues through May 13,
Hours are 9:30 am. to 4:30 p.
Mond: 1516

. :

included; Chris Allen-Wickler and

mention Cral

brook, ’Blrmlngham.
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