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Michelle Ross’s work is, above all else, beautiful. It contemplates 
poetry, language, space, and the body. She weaves between different 
series using various methods that intersect as well as diverge, but all 
of her works share a formal elegance and refinement.

Beauty is a word that’s so overused, I try to employ it rarely, focus- 
ing instead on the larger ideas in art. But Ross’s concepts are so 
embedded in the formal relationships that make up her work, I can’t 
separate out the beauty. The tensions between opposing qualities 
and materials, the push-pull between gestures, the works’ thoughtful 
relationships with their sources and the bold geometric redaction  
of those sources—this beauty isn’t simple. This beauty exists because  
of imperfections: the revisitations of works that failed, the constant 
responsiveness Ross has to her own work. Too much, too exact, too 
raw, too light, too pink—these excesses are all part of Ross’s work, 
and how she brings them into balance creates the refinement  
within that work.

In both design and writing, this catalog is a thoughtful reflection  
of multiple sides of Ross’s art. Many aspects of her practice are  
explored—from a thorough consideration of her work within the  
wider context of the history of collage, to a personal essay about 
living with one of her paintings, to an interview with Ross about  
the relationship between her artistic practice and the studios she’s  
inhabited. Three writings by Ross are also included, giving us  
deeper insight into how she thinks about her own work and into  
her emphasis on language and titles.

Michelle Ross: The Desire (New and Selected Works) is the largest 
selection of Ross’s work exhibited in one show to date. Some of the 
pieces have never been shown before, including works on magazine 
pages that have informed larger paintings; new fabric works; and large 
floor pieces that Ross refers to as “floor paintings.” Presenting these 
pieces alongside some of her most notable paintings in recent years 
allows the viewer to make connections between the different bodies 
of work Ross has created and the diverse materials she’s used over 
time, leading to new understandings of her practice.

Curator’s Notes    
      Blake Shell

Installation view 
Michelle Ross: The Desire  
(New and Selected Work) 
Art Gym, Marylhurst University 
October 11–December 9, 2016
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Mantra

 
I will keep the day open 
For a premonition 
A filament 
A flood 
I will expect discomfort.

 
 —Michelle Ross
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Caldera, Blue Lake, Oregon, 2015
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The desire to complicate things.

    The desire to say one makes the other better.

 The desire to admit that draping and sewing are kind of lame in a queer failure sort of way.

         The desire to simplify things.

            The desire to put two things together. 

      The desire to drape myself in violet leather.

             The desire to collide commercial synthetic yardage with Korean hemp.

The desire to record seeing the girl at Mill End, her draping and pinning an elaborate garment form …  
the desire to remember her and the older clerk counseling her about her romantic life.

The Desire
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 The desire to know houndstooth as the fierce pattern it is, descended from shepherds’ garments,   
        arisen to status symbol.

      The desire to acknowledge the promise  
      and by implication the failure of geometries  
      to actually locate us. 

     

           The desire to disrupt the expectations one brings to geometries.

 

 The desire to plot many points and connect  
them randomly to see what shape they take.

 

  The desire to do things for reasons not entirely clear but nevertheless satisfying.

         The desire to join two things.

         The desire to relinquish neither control nor spontaneity.

    The desire to acknowledge that erasure does not really erase anything.

          The desire to see traces everywhere.

     The desire for the work to be understood as gestures of repair  
     and recuperation but also enactments of loss and destruction.

15
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The desire to point out that many girls of my generation learned principles of construction through sewing,  
                         not building. 
 
 

             The desire to make empathy forms that mirror something unnameable but actual.

The desire to avoid painting as one avoids a cruel lover,  
only to discover that saturation, the slip and glide, is its own reward nevertheless.

       The desire to know why pink matters. 

The desire for strong forms with tender, possibly overwrought color.

  The desire for horizontality to be stealthy, not passive.

The desire to compel circumnavigation with care taken.

      The desire for the forms to be concrete and mystical.

                  The desire for incident.  

  The desire for the monochrome.        
  The desire to denounce the monochrome.
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                   The desire for relaxed intensity.

                   The desire to stop before wanting.

           The desire to signal potential space. 

           The desire to stop the questioning about where the space for painting is now.

The desire to be soonest mended.

 The desire to acknowledge that “process was the only real thing that happened.”

        The desire to say hello to a gentle poet.

   The desire to admit that it will be quick and that it has taken a lifetime.

The desire to embrace the notion that meaning is not created but agreed upon.

            The desire to lack content, to refuse.

       The desire to find a way.
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  The strong desire for the work to not resolve into a reference.

     The desire to circumscribe, cover up,  
                 and redact as a measure of recuperation.

                           The desire to circumscribe, cover up, and redact as a gesture of homage.

The desire to press liquid into solid.

        The desire to feel the ground meet me.

   The desire for large, ambiguous gestures.

The desire to insist upon form and formlessness at the same time.

        The desire to acknowledge the anxiety of geometry.

   The desire for a genuine experience. 

       —Michelle Ross
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White Sands, New Mexico, 1986
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Why Pink

 
A modifier that cools even 
as it blazes; fluid, vaporous,  
unstable solution— 
the end of something measured. 
Soft parts of the self now open to it  
and shift warm or spill  
perceptibly rearranging, unhinging.

Feeling space harden  
as in certain dense plastics, the hue may be 
false in the service of deceit but reminding anyway  
of the tenderness ingrained—prompting: 
What whole thing may remain?

Dull or alluring, it will 
answer your next question,  
which I cannot formulate—however 
pink is a wake  
trailing smokelike and dire;  
a real human color,   
an irritant from the blue underground.  

—Michelle Ross
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Mitchell studio foundation, 2016
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she ’s  brooding,  my painting —sleepy and not awake yet, rosy-cheeked,  
subdued. “Stay in bed,” she yawns, “keep writing and have more coffee; postpone  
the inevitable.” In the half-light of morning, I search her surface to see her for 
what she is. I have just a minute to find her, to meet her in this place, before we’re 
both conscious. The tamarind reds, apricots, and carnation pinks that will flare, 
as daytime waxes, into a lambent spire of floral geometries—reaching, climbing, 
accumulating toward the top of her pale, cerulean sky, brushed by creamy tuffs—
they’re at rest, these colors.

Here in the blue-orange of morning, my painting is so quiet I can hear her  
underbelly hum—mmmm. I sense the membranes of paint underneath each 
hued brick—they feel taut at the edges, built up just slightly where their edges 
touch and pronounce their materiality. At different times of day my painting 
draws me into states of consciousness that drift in and out of one another.  
I feel them as bodily experiences, as affect. Sometimes she mirrors me, but  
most of the time I’m the one following her, reading. 

My friend David Reed explores what paintings see that nothing else can. He 
inserts his paintings into films (a bedroom in Vertigo, for instance, Jimmy Stewart 
and Kim Novak in embrace) so that they may navigate spaces for him—an 
extension of himself. Bedroom paintings, he calls them. My painting is a bedroom 
painting too. So much is unsaid about the paintings we live with, or visit in  
museums, our old friends. We theorize them, but there’s another side, a warm 
bare companionship we share with the works we love. 

As the sun rises and sets, my painting is at its most emotional, and so am I. Here 
in my room she is surrounded—stacks of books and papers, folded laundry, and 
the objects of my life: signed baseballs (Madison Bumgarner, Brandon Crawford, 
Joe Panik), jewelry, perfume (Lanvin, Serge Lutens, Cartier), and vases (I match 
flowers to her palette throughout the seasons). Patiently my painting moves 
throughout the house: from the living room to the bedroom and back again. 
Every object I love is enriched by her presence. Her geometries have become 
measures of the things I cherish. 

It’s night now, and the light is on—one uncovered bulb on the ceiling. In my 
painting, a column of fire slices into the sky, upward, from the base. More than 
ten years living together and I’m still startled by this vertical rift—it’s a flower,  
a scar, a labial portal transformed into a fragrant energy beam. All pretense of 
landscape has been stripped like a rose stem. My painting pulses with delight,  
my rococo darling—she’s flushed with the pleasure of life as a painting. 

Maybe It’s Just Heaven 
                      Stephanie Snyder

Maybe it’s just heaven, 2005 
Oil on panel 
33 x 31 in.  
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Suttle Lake, Oregon, 2016
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Abby McGehee: When we began discussing an interview for this catalog, we  
realized that it would be a core sample from a longer conversation we’ve been  
having about your work for twenty years. So rather than treat the work specifically— 
although I’m sure we will touch on particular works—we’ve agreed to focus on your 
process and your studio. In the time that I’ve known you, you’ve had four studios, 
two of which were located in commercial rental space and two that have been  
at your home. I’m interested in the ways in which these spaces have reflected or 
conditioned the works you made there. How would you define the character of 
each of your studios? 

Michelle Ross: My first studio (in the Pearl District on NW Everett Street) was rough.  
I was there from 1999 to 2003. No heat or ventilation, although one of the first things  
I did was put insulation in the open ceiling rafters. It had decades of grime from the nearby 
freeway. The bathroom was horrible. But there was a history of artists in the building that 
gave me a sense of belonging and bolstered my early sense of artistic identity. A bulletin 
board that still exists, with show cards posted from over the decades, is a testament to  
that history. My studio was large enough (about six hundred square feet) for me to make 
the first ambitiously large paintings I had ever attempted.

Abby: So this was the first space in which you were acting as a professional rather 
than a student or amateur? Was there a certain romance to the grittiness? 

Michelle: In a sense, yes, it was my first “professional” space, but there was also an  
old-school Portland punk aspect to the space, and there still is. When I visit friends there 
now, it gives me a nostalgic feeling of pre-professionalization. It makes me think of the days 
of artists’ activities that were not as burdened with the pressure of being a professional.  

“Romance” isn’t quite right, but perhaps the grittiness engendered a kind of fearlessness  
with materials that may be reflected in the work that came out of the space. Works like  

In Conversation: Michelle Ross and Abby McGehee
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Abby: The solution then was to move to your third studio, at Boxlift Studios  
in Northeast Portland.

Michelle: Boxlift, which I moved to in 2010, was a refuge and an important investment.  
It was also the largest space I’ve ever had. It forced me into believing I could sustain a 
practice independent of other life obligations. I was able to concentrate and be extremely 
productive, realizing three strong bodies of work: Symptomatic, Small Wild Things, and  
Trust Falls and Transparent Things.*

Abby: You had two studios in the Boxlift building. What changed for you from  
your first to your second studio there? Was there less pressure to work big? 

Michelle: The first Boxlift studio was actually too big for the work I was making at that  
moment. So maybe there was a sense of pressure to work bigger than I was. But then the 
rent started going up, too, and I hadn’t made the move into five- and six-foot paintings.  
It’s kind of a fluke that once I moved to the second studio, which was slightly smaller,  
I had the desire to scale up. That was two years later, in 2012. I was also being practical— 
I realized I needed more wall space, rather than the twenty-foot bank of windows over  
NE MLK Boulevard that I’d had in the first studio. So Boxlift Two was more monastic— 
no windows. The ambient sky-lit walls and diffuse light were what drew me to the space,  
plus the cheaper rent. And then once I settled in and had exhibitions scheduled, it was  
an opportunity to work bigger, although, ironically, the space was a bit smaller.

 Abby: You’ve also talked about the formation of a domestic/research space  
in that second studio. Was there a conscious effort to compartmentalize  
spaces for thought and action?

Meer [p. 54] or The Theory of Lengthwise Roving (exhibited at Savage Gallery in 2001)  
embody a deep sense of experimentation about what the surface of the painting can bear  
in terms of extra-artistic materials. I had a lot of ideation on the walls at Everett and at  
Boxlift (my third studio). My practice then was more concerned with trial and error. Now 
what’s on the wall functions more like a prompt or a question or an irritant and is less  
about working something out.

Abby: I have pictures of those ideation walls. There was so much visual informa-
tion. Where does that take place now?

Michelle: It is more situational and contained when not needed. I keep binders with clear 
sleeves that a lot of the stuff goes into and comes out of. It moves in both directions. There 
is also a growing archive in flat files and boxes. Partly this is due to wanting to keep more 
clear space to think about individual works, but it also comes from a desire to keep what is 
up relevant, which means questioning why it is up somewhat routinely.

Abby: Returning to our chronology, you bought a house on N Webster Street  
in 1999, converted its large garage into a home studio, and moved out of the  
Everett studio in 2003.

Michelle: Webster was a labor of love. It was our first home, and it made sense to convert 
the garage and move home. I felt supported by friends who helped and gave me and my 
spouse a great deal on the construction. Webster became the hybrid space that ultimately 
proved to be too much of a conflict of interest. It was increasingly not separate enough, 
physically, to achieve the detached mental space I needed to work out ideas, play loud  
music, fail, and stay up late. It was all too exposed to the social and domestic order in  
the end.

previous spread:  
Boxlift Two (2012) 
left to right: 
Boxlift Two (2013);  
Boxlift Two (2012);  
Everett studio (1999)

*These bodies of work 
were shown in the 
following exhibitions:  
Symptomatic,  
Elizabeth Leach  
Gallery, 2013;  
Small Wild Things, 
Nine Gallery, 2009; 
Trust Falls and  
Transparent Things,  
Elizabeth Leach  
Gallery, 2015
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clockwise from above:  
Boxlift One studio (2010); Everett studio 
(1999); hallway in Everett studio (1999/2016); 
Boxlift One (2010); Boxlift Two (2013); 
Mitchell studio (2016); Boxlift Two (2013) 
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Michelle: Yes, I was compartmentalizing based on thought and action, but again, a more 
practical consideration drove me—how to keep books and archive material clean and  
organized but readily available and with a view to the work in progress.

Abby: And in 2015, you moved home again. What’s different now?

Michelle: The studio at SW Mitchell Street is the biggest leap in terms of an investment  
in belief. 

Abby: Tell me more about what you mean by “an investment in belief.”

Michelle: Just the acceptance that this is what my life is invested in—with all of the  
attendant hopes and fears that go along with that. The studio is a visible reminder of my 
belief in the investment of making art, and in the importance of teaching. I am very  
conscious that these things represent evidence of my time on the planet. Also the humbling 
realization that artists create lives for themselves that may or may not achieve the height  
of accomplishment of those one admires, but that the personal investment in oneself  
in terms of space and time is an accomplishment in itself. Hopefully this effort represents 
good work, positive work that affects and influences others in an affirmative way.

Abby: What’s the difference between the Mitchell and Webster studios?

Michelle: Mitchell is hugely different. Because the studio is separate from the house, there’s 
a natural sense of privacy and protocol. If I’m there, I’m working. There’s a psychological 
separation, but it’s the best of both working at home and not. I’m accessible and available 
but also inaccessible and unavailable. In my Everett and Boxlift studios, I created a domestic 
space within the studio, but here I’ve removed the social and domestic. 
 I’m still working out the flow and logistics of the space, but the proximity to home/
domestic space and life is carefully calculated to provide a balance of connection and 
disconnection. This studio is just under five hundred square feet, which compels focus and 
concentration. It doesn’t need to have the past twenty years of everything in it. It’s forcing 
me to clarify and archive. I need to be nimbler and keep a clear space to focus on the work 
at hand. Everything needs to be mobile—I get nervous if things stay in one place. It needs  
to be a space that can change to accommodate the work being made. 

Abby: Why do you think there’s less need for ideation? Does the new space  
reflect a sense of mastery?

Michelle: I think there’s less searching for direction. I’m still challenging myself to discover 
new things, but I’m building on the known. I would say that as an exhibition or group of 
works approaches a sense of conclusion, I have the drive to do new ideation and visual  
research. I feel that coming on now as this exhibition—The Desire: New and Selected Works 
(Art Gym, 2016)—becomes realized. That will probably mean more stuff on the walls and 
more experimentation.

Abby: What does a good day in the studio look like?

opposite: 
Work in progress at 
Boxlift Studios (2014)
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Michelle: I like to spend an hour or two sinking in, saying hello to the mid-process work,  
perusing any reading I’ve left out or other texts specific to the project. Then I warm up the 
materials by cleaning or refreshing them, washing brushes, etc. Then I spend some time 
either generating a to-do list or checking in with one from the day before. I usually start 
working on multiple pieces, and my working time generally lasts between three and five 
hours. By then, I’m stuck or it’s time to stop. 
 That said, I recently finished seven commissioned pieces that required a production 
mentality that didn’t allow for any sinking in. I was working on all seven simultaneously,  
and because the visual vocabulary came from a previous show at Elizabeth Leach Gallery,  
I didn’t have to spend a lot of time working out new compositions. I had several good  
sessions working late into the evening. That’s often when the best work happens.  
 One of the things that has started to happen, though—because of summer and working 
at home—is that I’ve started to test-drive working in the early mornings. It’s one of the 
advantages to being at home. I can go to the studio in my pajamas. It gives me a couple of 
hours to read, write, and research. But there are still some late nights. There’s something 
about working at night when others aren’t. Nobody’s going to bug you. It’s not a time of day 
when you’re supposed to be available.

Abby: We’ve talked about the studio as a resource, an archive, a place for  
investigation, and a refuge. How do you think about the studio?

Michelle: I have thought of the studio as an animal, a beast that needs to be fed and 
exercised regularly, and when it is not, atrophies become visible. It’s some kind of hybrid 
between domestic pet, farm animal, and something more wild—like a bird of prey used  
for falconry. This metaphor compels urgency and a sense of responsibility in me. In  
this way, the studio feels like a character or something with its own agenda that must be  
negotiated. It is also a performative space, and like a stage or set must be constantly  
reconfigured according to the needs of the project or logistics of materials. In other  
words, it demands close observation and keeping hubris in check.

Abby: And it is also a stage for the studio visit and the generation of future  
exhibitions. How do you negotiate the very different demands put on the space?

Michelle: I am very careful about who comes into the studio. At the same time, I try to  
allow for the realness of where I am in the process and try to organize the space so that my 
process and materials are clear to visitors—so they’re able to distinguish between, say, work 
in progress and finished work, or source materials and art-making materials. Again, back  
to the animal metaphor, if it’s time for the circus, you trust in the training of the beast and 
one’s capacity to direct the performance.

Abby: What is particular to the current studio in terms of its aesthetics?

Michelle: Because I witnessed the construction of the Mitchell studio and participated in 
its design, I believe I know it most intimately, even though I’ve occupied it for the shortest 
amount of time. It is a fully functioning space that was designed with my practice in mind. 
But it feels, oddly, like an object as well; it has the imprint of its maker. 

Silencer 2, 2012 
Imitation leather, linen, silk organdy, synthetic organza, 
insulation drapery, vinyl, spray paint, gessoed canvas, 
polyester thread, steel pins, pushpins, copper tacks with 
leather, colored pencil on panel  
77 x 92 x 28 in.  
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Abby: I’m struck by the confluence of the architectural design and the composi-
tion of some of your new work. In particular, there was a photo of the foundation 
that you were working with when I first saw the studio. Did your interest in  
geometry guide the studio design, or did the studio start to influence the work?

Michelle: The short answer is yes and yes.  
 Geometry has interested me for a long time as a human construct that telegraphs  
various concepts of power, from the mystical to the concrete. It is the basis for so many  
systems of construction, a human organizing principle also associated with the transcen-
dent and mysterious. Watching the building process affirmed all of those aspects. The 
Mitchell studio is a basic stand-alone form, with a vaulted ceiling that reads very modern, 
but also a form that I experienced from the inside as subtly ethereal as it approached  

completion. It is that timeless house shape that children learn to draw, a square or rectangle 
with an equilateral triangle on top. It is very uncomplicated and satisfying in that way. 
 Watching the construction of the foundation was a real-time confirmation of the  
absolute reliance we have on geometry. Without the context of a structure on top of it,  
I found the variable perspectives of the raw form so beautiful and strange. In that state  
it was a demarcation of something yet to come, a sign. Once I photographed it, it became 
iconic to me in a subjective way. 
 In my work I think a lot about the promise and, by implication, the failure of geometry. 
Geometry is relied upon as a way of locating and measuring, but what happens when  
those circumscriptions lead to dead ends or barriers or to the unexpected, both in terms  
of territory and the corporeal? With my visual vocabulary, I think I’m trying to disrupt  
the expectations I bring to geometry to operate within one of two poles—the rational/ 
constructive or the mystical/transcendent. 
 In July 2016 I wrote this: “I realize how the geometries I use are stand-ins for certain 
kinds of knowledge, or the construction of knowledge; when they coalesce into apprehen-
sible forms that read as solids, they invoke stability, and I think that alludes to a sense of 
certainty, a feeling of I know what this is. But then I build questions into the forms through 
transparency, equivocation of figure-ground relationships, confusion of proximity, or 
placement in space or use of color. In this way the ‘knowledge form’ is shown to be fluid, or 

‘disjunct.’ The poet John Ashbery uses the term ‘disjunct’ to describe the way knowledge 
comes to him, which makes sense to me.”  
 The studio also has visual anomalies or conceptual disjunctions built in, like the way the 
structure seems to float or cantilever off the foundation, or the way the cutout of the porch 
disrupts the otherwise symmetrical form. These aspects of the design were the architect’s 
vision, which interested me for some of the reasons I mentioned above.

Abby: Is it equally a space for thought and action?

Michelle: Yes. Equally.

Abby: Are you a different person in your studio than elsewhere?

Michelle: Yes. I think it is where I have the potential to be most fully myself.

Abby: In his essay in The Studio Reader: On the Space of Artists, Robert Storr talks 
about artists’ studios as reflections of their personalities, inspirations, and fears. 
What does your studio say about you—aesthetically, professionally, socially? Have 
these changed over time?

Michelle: I may not be objective enough to answer this. But I think it reflects both a sense of 
order and the willingness to abandon order. I want this studio to be fluid and efficient, but I 
also want to be able to let it overflow with chaos when necessary. I don’t allow fear into the 
studio. I fight hard to protect the time and work and to be fearless in the space. 
 Finding ways to connect my formalist sensibility to the lived experience is as important 
as discovery and play. There is never more at stake than what can be achieved through risk 
and openness.  

Untitled (Cave), 2012 
Oil, rust on silk organza 
on panel 
57 x 38 in. 
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 I can only know what the studio represents from the inside. I do not know what other 
people assume, and if I speculate, it can get uncomfortable. I often have visitors: dealers, 
writers, curators who are there to assess work either for the market or for the cultural/
intellectual economy. But these individuals are also there as support for the work and my 
process. The idea of the artist’s fetishized space of production is real, but it’s not something 
I think about. I find the studio space to be problematically romanticized. I like Storr’s  
final sentences: “The mystery and marvel is in the work. The rest is contingent reality and 
real estate.”

Abby: Does your process change in response to spaces?

Michelle: I think the spaces have enabled my process differently. I know that sounds dumb 
and basic—but I do appoint the given space with functionality. Accessibility of materials 
and visual sources are a primary concern. I don’t always get it right, either. At times there 
can be a mental block that may relate to something physically out of place or wrong in the 
space. I have learned this through cleaning and moving materials, tables, equipment, or 
shifting to a different wall to work. In the Mitchell studio almost all of the surfaces are on 
wheels or light enough to easily move, because I am constantly relaying between working 
horizontally or vertically, or mixing paint (standing), cutting (flat surface), and sewing  
(sitting). It is a lot of up and down. The functionality of Mitchell is that it is one open space 
that allows for all these kinds of movements. And I don’t have to store much in it. When  
I’m working, the space is reconfigured almost every day.

Abby: One aspect we’ve been talking around is whether the studios were neutral 
backdrops or did, in fact, affect the work produced in them. Is it useful to discuss 
specific works as interpreted through the lens of the studio space?

Michelle: Boxlift was where unembedded fabric, loose fabric, drapes, swaths of textiles 
entered into the work. I had been thinking about the distinction between stretched canvas 
or linen—a giving surface, a surface that responds to pressure, pushes back, goes slack,  
can be more easily damaged or penetrated—and the rigidity and stability of wood panel. 
At Boxlift, I determined that I wanted to put those differing qualities in dialogue with each 
other. Because, after all, they are the two historical supports for painting that introduced 
portability and emancipated it from architecture. I raised the question for myself of what 
kind of dynamic I could engender by bringing them together in various ways. It began with  
a piecing mentality of cutting and gluing linen and canvas onto panel (Cloud Study paint-
ings, Soft Construction [p. 59]), which led pretty quickly to letting parts of it stay unattached 
(Untitled (Cave) [p. 42]; Dark Adam, Dark Eve), and then to using various fabrics pieced and 
sewn together as unsupported paintings (Silencer 2 [p. 41]; the 2016 works Cuffed, Buoyed, or  
Enabler [p. 85, p. 81, p. 87]). A further manifestation is the ongoing Redress Series, in which 
I’m using a pieced/sewn composition, tailored or upholstered to fit, to correct or recuperate 
an otherwise failed or abandoned painting (Redress: Black and blue; Redress: With a compo-
sure periodically fractured by wailing (for D.R.) [p. 99]). A lot of muslin yardage came into the 
studio at that time to cover all the windows. That may have been an unconscious trigger to 
start to incorporate fabric into the work. 

Cloud Study, 2010–11 
Acrylic, oil, linen, 
graphite on panel 
46 ½ x 36 in.  
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 At Mitchell, themes are still developing, but I have a desire to bring the variable  
forms together. I am currently working on four large panels that look back at the textile- 
embedded works from 2010–11 (Boxlift One); I’m interested in integrating the planes  
of fabric into a painted surface.  

Abby: Maybe the question isn’t how the studios conditioned the work, but the 
other way around. Your desire to work through trial and error resulted in the  
ideation wall at Everett, and your greater sense of purpose resulted in the serenity 
of Mitchell, for example. The studios are reflections of the work? 

Michelle: Yes, this feels more true, but certainly the studio environment conditions  
the work. 

Abby: What about practical matters—heat, light, ventilation? How do those  
affect your process and the outcome of the work?

Michelle: These are only factors when they are a distraction to working—that is, if they  
inhibit my desire or ability to be in the space. For instance, when Boxlift installed an  
HVAC system with air conditioning, instead of being a relief, it was hugely distracting to 
have to put on layers of clothing after arriving to work, and it just felt wrong. My private  
summer studio experience of suffering in the heat had been taken away and replaced  
with a corporate cubicle–like experience.  
 At Mitchell I planned for these things, and they’re mostly working out. Ventilation  
issues are solved by double doors that provide cross-ventilation, a covered porch, and  
eventually an outdoor covered work-space. With regard to light—it’s surprising as the fall 
season comes on, because if I work evenings, the studio space requires me to turn on lights 
earlier than I like, and that in turn cancels out the lingering dusky yard light, which I love. 
The absolute optimal time for light is early morning, six to eight. At Boxlift Two, I would  
go in during the day and come out at night having barely registered the change through  
the filtered skylights. In order to admit this kind of twilight into the Mitchell studio, I would 
have needed more windows and would have had to compromise wall space, which was  
not an option.  
 It is a little sad—as I write this in the fall yard light, I am on the studio’s stoop. The idea 
for Mitchell was to have the studio and the outdoor space be permeable, but due to the  
necessity of north-facing skylights on a steep roof pitch with no windows facing west, by 
late afternoon the ambient light in the space is quite low. Boxlift had skylights that pro-
duced a much more even ambient light. The compromise for now, while the weather holds, 
is to work outside as late as possible. When it is truly dark, I’ll go in and resume painting. 

This conversation took place in person and over e-mail during the summer of 2016.
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Mitchell studio (2016) 



Art Gym, installation view, 2016
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central to Michelle  Ross ’s  artistic  project, collage infuses her 
abstract compositions with material complexity and emotional power. Emerging  
in the early twentieth century, when sheets of newsprint, wallpaper, or oilcloth 
became a means for Cubists to negotiate between the realms of art and of  
everyday life, collage also assisted at the birth of abstraction—in Dada and in 
Russian formalism exactly a hundred years ago. In improvisational exercises by 
Hans Arp, Olga Rozanova, and Lyubov Popova, torn or cut bits of pasted paper 
served as evidence of chance arrangements or as vehicles of pure color in  
geometric studies or painterly architectonics. Arp later cannibalized his own 
drawings as collage elements, ripping them up and pasting the fragments down  
in works of the 1930s he called papiers déchirés (torn papers), stressing the  
destructive side of the destructive-creative dynamic that makes collage an  
inherently meaningful symbolic process. 
 Ross inherits these multiple strains of a now venerable tradition, turning its 
possibilities to brilliant effect. A number of her works from 2014 began as maga-
zine pages, surfaces to which she applied not only scraps of paper but also opaque 
or translucent layers of oil paint. Recognizable by their fifteen-inch-square format, 
pages from Artforum turned upside down or sideways stand metonymically for  
the discourse surrounding modern and contemporary art, the intellectual field for 
Ross’s practice. The pages with their torn edges are aggressively worked, betraying 
a certain irreverence on the part of the artist toward the institutionalized art world. 
At the same time, these works are homages, most overtly to fellow painter Philip 
Guston, whose style Ross wittily invokes with a pink palette and broken black  
lines in The Estate of Philip G. The blood-red finger that intrudes at the lower right 
suggests a “touch” of artistic influence and reminds us of Guston’s gambit— 
abandoning abstraction for figuration in the 1970s. Statements of Intent nods to 
Ross’s contemporary Charline von Heyl, whose abstract painting Oread (2011) 

Paint, Cut, Tear, Repair      Sue Taylor

The Inexperienced Miracle 
Worker, 2015 
Oil, Flashe, paper, plaster,  
chalk on birch panel 
62 x 65 in.  
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 Both The Woolgatherers and The Inexperienced Miracle Worker are bisected  
by a kind of horizon line at midpoint, which is also the case in As is, so there (5) 
(2014–15) [p. 73]. In each work, drawing a line across the panel was a way  
for Ross to begin a composition, instantly creating two zones, above and below. 
Other possible binaries come to mind—earth and sky, now and then, inside and 
outside, yours and mine. In every instance, while irregular geometric shapes in  
the two zones vaguely mirror each other, the artist finds a way to interrupt the 
boundary between them, introducing an element of spatial ambiguity. As is, so 
there (5) exhibits a material ambiguity as well: Ross shows how oil paint can be  
a runny liquid—see the pale pink, orange, and blue drips heading up, down, and 
sideways on this panel—a viscous paste smeared in peach-colored brushstrokes 
just below the midline, or a solid in the crinkled peelings that accumulate in the 
lower portion of the composition. These palette scrapings produce an unnerving 

appears in reproduction upside down in the lower left corner of the collage, 
dominated by black, greens, and pink. Ross lifted the title of this collage from an 
article on four painters who insist, as she does, on addressing viewers as embodied 
subjects, holding out in a “world of digital spectacle … against this regime’s vitiation 
of corporeal experience.” 1 
 In Ross’s hands, collage with its palpable materiality intensifies painting’s  
already sensuous appeal. Moreover, even in The Inexperienced Miracle Worker  
or The Woolgatherers (both 2015), when painting prevails and collage itself is not  
at play, we may imagine triangular and trapezoidal shapes as having originated  
as pieces of colored paper placed in relationship, abutting each other or over- 
lapping. The space in such paintings seems not a containing volume but rather  
a function of planes we perceive on top or in front of each other, or folding over 
upon themselves. Intriguingly, certain quadrilaterals—the trapezoid near the 
bottom edge of The Woolgatherers is an example—evoke space ambiguously, 
appearing alternately to recede or project at the same time that they read as 
parallel to the picture plane. 
 These are not simply formal exercises but poetic gestures on Ross’s part, 
exploiting what she senses as the mystery and promise of geometry. As a means  
of conceptualizing and organizing space, geometry is often understood as an  
ideal, abstract realm of clarity and perfection, but Ross injects it with a quality of 
undecidability, fraught with potential psychological valence. In this she echoes the 
observations of psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion, who contended that geometrical 
concepts “derived originally not from a realization of three-dimensional space but 
from the realizations of emotional life,” from the earliest experience of “the place 
where something [or someone?] was.” 2 

1. Mark Godfrey, “Statements of 
Intent,” Artforum 52, no. 9 (May 
2014): 301. In addition to Von Heyl, 
the painters Godfrey interviewed 
for this article were Jacqueline 
Humphries, Laura Owens, and 
Amy Sillman.

2. Wilfred Bion quoted in Peter 
Fuller, Art and Psychoanalysis  
(London: Writers and Readers 
Publishing Cooperative, 1981), 226.

Statements of Intent, 2015 
Oil, collage, graphite on  
magazine paper 
15 x 15 in.

The Estate of Philip G., 2014 
Oil on magazine page 
15 x 15 in.

 
opposite: 
The Woolgatherers, 2015 
Oil, graphite, chalk on birch 
panel 
15 x 12 in.
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form of liberating, expanding/contracting variability. Still suspicious of the potential 
problematics of figuration, Ross in this painting finds a way to present an aesthet-
ics of the body that accommodates difference.  
 Her long-standing interest in fashion, design, and home décor and their 
intersections with her studio practice have come increasingly to the fore in recent 
years. Meer, a beguiling mixed-media piece from 2001, contains in nuce elements 
seen in riotous profusion in later works—patches of oil paint, stains, drips; geo- 
metric shapes in juxtaposition with free-form, improvisational passages; patterns 
(wood grain and checks) inherent to the materials themselves; and most notably, 
fabric swatches. Ross’s experiments with fabric are among her boldest artistic 
moves to date and grew out of her familiarity with sewing. In Soft Construction 
(2010), a section of elegant gray linen, fringed and frayed, joins magazine paper as  
a collage element on painted panel; a year later in Shallow Metronome, rectangles 
of translucent or printed polyester sheer exceed the dimensions of the panel itself 
and partly obscure it, vying in terms of visual interest with the very painting they 
ostensibly subserve. By 2016, in Redress: With a composure periodically fractured by 
wailing (for D.R.) [p. 99], large swaths of cotton, crinoline, linen, and polyester over-
take the painting with a beauty of their own, opaque or sheer, satiny, shiny. With 
this magnificent and complicated panel, we are confronted by a dizzying amalgam 
of painting, sewing, collage, and “window treatment” in which it is tempting to read 
the central vertical fade, from white to gray to black, as a view onto a crepuscular 
landscape. But Ross surely had no such intention—indeed, her dedicatory title 
points in an altogether different direction. 
 The subtitle, lifted from the news, refers to Diamond Reynolds (D.R.) as she 
recounted for the media the fatal police shooting of her fiancé before her very  
eyes in Falcon Heights, Minnesota, in July. In this context, the tonal scale of white 
to black preprinted on the length of fabric Ross chose for her imposing collage- 
painting alludes to the ongoing horror and tragedy of race relations in our culture. 

“Redress,” then, may indicate an empathic desire, or demand, to right a wrong— 
to re-dress a (national) wound. The term recurs in Redress: Sometimes and always 
with mixed feeling; for J.A. (At North Farm), an intimate and tender composition 
dedicated to poet John Ashbery, where the constructive piecing, the tacks and 
stitches play a visibly important role. Here too a reparative impulse finds perfect 
expression in Ross’s adept manipulation of collage techniques. An artist- 
intellectual whose work conveys the deepest emotions, a lover of poetry who  
opts for the non-discursive language of abstract painting, Ross moves us through 
the dynamic of damage and repair inherent to collage. It is for her an ideal  
medium, subsuming concrete material from an imperfect world into a creatively 
imagined, newly ordered and integrated reality.

effect, of broken balloons perhaps, or blisters on the skin. Eliciting a haptic 
response, they implicate the body while in no way imaging it. 
 Throughout Ross’s oeuvre, forms are architectonic rather than biomorphic, 
having certainly (but not only) to do with her anxiety as a feminist about  
reifying representations of the body. She comes closest to rendering the human 
form in two works in this exhibition, To Get at Some Sort of Truth and SZF (both 
2013) [p. 67, p. 65], which may be read as an abstract head and a standing figure 
respectively. Were they a pair, with their contrasting cool (blue-green) and warm 
(red-pink) palettes, these two large panels might evoke mind and body, a duality 
Ross would likely refuse, just as she toys with other binaries as mentioned above.  
It is curious how often pink and blue appear together in her compositions—see 
Shallow Metronome (2011) [p. 63] and Redress: Sometimes and always with mixed 
feeling; for J.A. (At North Farm) (2016)—becoming gendered, of course, only in 
relation to each other. Often if not always there is a tacit feminist politics at play. 
SZF, for example, is a covert critique of the regimentation of the female body in 
culture and in the fashion industry in particular: Ross geometricized the totalizing 
image of a size-zero fashion model to suggest instead an unfolding, accordionlike 

Redress: Sometimes and 
always with mixed feeling;  
for J.A. (At North Farm), 2016 
Drop cloth, leather, digital print 
on polyester, linen, Flashe, oil 
paint, acrylic paint, graphite,  
cut tacks 
28 x 23 ½ in. 
Courtesy of Jeff Hardison

Soft Construction, 2010 
Oil, linen, magazine paper, 
graphite on panel 
12 ½  x 9 ¾ in.

Meer, 2001 
Plaster, gesso, oil, graphite, 
fabric on panel 
48 x 48 in.
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Works in the Exhibition 
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Soft Construction, 2010 
Oil, linen, magazine paper,  
graphite on panel 
12 ½  x 9 ¾ in.
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Untitled (Travelogues – Orange  
Chanel), 2010 
Acrylic, oil, linen on magazine  
page mounted on panel 
13 x 10 in.
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Shallow Metronome, 2011 
Digital print, oil, fabric on panel 
30 x 20 in.
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SZF, 2013 
Paper, plaster, 14k white-gold leaf,  
aluminum leaf, oil, graphite on panel 
52 x 40 in. 
Courtesy of Craig Hartzman and Jim John



66 67

To Get at Some Sort of Truth, 2013 
Paper, plaster, aluminum leaf, oil,   
graphite on panel 
65 x 50 in. 
Courtesy of Wayne Quimby and  
Michael Roberts-Quimby
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Slippery Slope, 2014 
Archival pigment print and oil  
on polyester, wool suiting, thread, 
insect pins 
13 ¼ x 9 ⅞ in.
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As is, so there (1), 2014–15 
Oil, graphite on birch panel 
12 ½ x 10 in. 
Courtesy of Dirk Fournier  
and Efrain Lopez
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As is, so there (5), 2014–15 
Oil, graphite on birch panel 
12 ½  x 10 in. 
Courtesy of private collection
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The Woolgatherers, 2015 
Oil, graphite, chalk on birch panel 
15 x 12 in.
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Winter Bloom (1), 2015 
Oil, spray paint, house paint, paper, plaster,  
linen, chalk, graphite on birch panel 
45 x 42 in. 
Courtesy of private collection
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At times the day begins as dusk, 2016 
Oil, Flashe, plaster, plastic-coated linen, 
graphite, chalk on panel 
68 x 62 in.
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Buoyed, 2016 
Archival pigment print on silk,  
archival pigment print on polyester,  
thread, insect pins 
12 x 9 in.
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Chasms of night that fight us by being 
hidden and present (J.A.), 2016 
Oil, Flashe, plaster, graphite, chalk, polymer 
medium, paper, recycled drop cloth 
68 x 62 in.
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Cuffed, 2016 
Linen, wool suiting, polyester,  
thread, spray paint, insect pins 
31 ½  x 10 ¼  in.
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Enabler, 2016 
Polyester, wool, leather,  
thread, insect pins 
14 ½  x 16 ½ in.
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Measuring Poetry, 2016 
Wood, Flashe, oil paint 
5 x 60 x 63 ½ in.
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Ocean, 2016 
Wood, Flashe, acrylic paint 
5 ½ x 106 ¾ x 40 ½ in.



92 93

Passage (for H.P.), 2016 
Acrylic on recycled drop cloth,  
cotton, thread, insect pins 
23 x 17 ½ in.
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Redress: Soon sunset will be pitch pointed, 2016 
Drop cloth, digital print on polyester, digital print  
on Belgian linen, linen, wool, cotton, silk velvet, spray 
paint, oil paint, acrylic paint, artist tape, graphite,  
Sumi ink 
46 ¾ x 40 in. 



96 97

Redress: Sometimes and always with mixed feeling;  
for J.A. (At North Farm), 2016 
Drop cloth, leather, digital print on polyester, linen, 
Flashe, oil paint, acrylic paint, graphite, cut tacks 
28 x 23 ½ in. 
Courtesy of Jeff Hardison
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Redress: With a composure periodically  
fractured by wailing (for D.R.), 2016 
Cotton, polyester, crinoline, hemp linen,  
spray paint, oil paint, digital print, graphite 
56 x 43 in.
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Installation view 
Michelle Ross: The Desire  
(New and Selected Works)  
Art Gym, 2016 

left:  
Redress: Soon sunset will  
be pitch pointed, 2016

right:  
Works on Paper, 2010–2015 
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Transaction 1 (Acting Out), 2015 

Paled Empire, 2013 

Chicca Tivoli (1), 2012 

Statements of Intent, 2015 
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Study for Cover, 2013  

Why Pink Matters, 2014 

Moving Pictures, 2012 

Curtained, 2013 

Transaction 19 (AF Digital Jam – B), 2015 
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October 2009, 2013 

Transaction 18 (AF Digital Jam – A), 2015 

The Impermanence (Spine), 2014 

Study for SZF/March 2005, 2012 
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Study for Dundas: The same way that when  
you make love to somebody many times /  
February 2011, 2012 

Transaction 16 (Measuring Poetry – A), 2015 

Crusted Flooded Cartier, 2012 

Empathy Form, 2010
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Stage, 2013 

Sanded Silvered Fendi, 2012 

Study for Contributors, 2011 

Study for BOBB (bendoverbackwardbridge), 2012



112 113

Soft Construction, 2010 
Oil, linen, magazine paper,  
graphite on panel 
12 ½  x 9 ¾ in.

Untitled (Travelogues – Orange  
Chanel), 2010 
Acrylic, oil, linen on magazine  
page mounted on panel 
13 x 10 in.

Shallow Metronome, 2011 
Digital print, oil, fabric on panel 
30 x 20 in.

SZF, 2013 
Paper, plaster, 14k white-gold leaf,  
aluminum leaf, oil, graphite on panel 
52 x 40 in. 
Courtesy of Craig Hartzman  
and Jim John

To Get at Some Sort of Truth, 2013 
Paper, plaster, aluminum leaf, oil,   
graphite on panel 
65 x 50 in. 
Courtesy of Wayne Quimby and Michael 
Roberts-Quimby

Slippery Slope, 2014 
Archival pigment print and oil on polyester, 
wool suiting, thread, insect pins 
13 ¼ x 9 ⅞ in.

As is, so there (1), 2014–15 
Oil, graphite on birch panel 
12 ½ x 10 in. 
Courtesy of Dirk Fournier and Efrain Lopez

As is, so there (5), 2014–15 
Oil, graphite on birch panel 
12 ½  x 10 in. 
Courtesy of private collection

The Woolgatherers, 2015 
Oil, graphite, chalk on birch panel 
15 x 12 in.

Winter Bloom (1), 2015 
Oil, spray paint, house paint, paper, plaster, 
linen, chalk, graphite on birch panel 
45 x 42 in. 
Courtesy of private collection

At times the day begins as dusk, 2016 
Oil, Flashe, plaster, plastic-coated linen, 
graphite, chalk on panel 
68 x 62 in.

Buoyed, 2016 
Archival pigment print on silk,  
archival pigment print on polyester,  
thread, insect pins 
12 x 9 in.

Chasms of night that fight us by being 
hidden and present (J.A.), 2016 
Oil, Flashe, plaster, graphite, chalk, polymer 
medium, paper, recycled drop cloth 
68 x 62 in.

Cuffed, 2016 
Linen, wool suiting, polyester, thread,  
spray paint, insect pins 
31 ½  x 10 ¼  in.

Enabler, 2016 
Polyester, wool, leather, thread, insect pins 
14 ½  x 16 ½ in.

Measuring Poetry, 2016 
Wood, Flashe, oil paint 
5 x 60 x 63 ½ in.

Ocean, 2016 
Wood, Flashe, acrylic paint 
5 ½ x 106 ¾ x 40 ½ in.

Passage (for H.P.), 2016 
Acrylic on recycled drop cloth, cotton, 
thread, insect pins 
23 x 17 ½ in.

Redress: Soon sunset will be pitch  
pointed, 2016 
Drop cloth, digital print on polyester,  
digital print on Belgian linen, linen,  
wool, cotton, silk velvet, spray paint, oil 
paint, acrylic paint, artist tape, graphite,  
Sumi ink 
46 ¾ x 40 in. 

Redress: Sometimes and always  
with mixed feeling; for J.A. (At  
North Farm), 2016 
Drop cloth, leather, digital print  
on polyester, linen, Flashe, oil paint,  
acrylic paint, graphite, cut tacks 
28 x 23 ½ in. 
Courtesy of Jeff Hardison

Redress: With a composure periodically 
fractured by wailing (for D.R.), 2016 
Cotton, polyester, crinoline, hemp linen, 
spray paint, oil paint, digital print, graphite 
56 x 43 in.

works on paper 
 
Empathy Form, 2010 
Oil on magazine page 
13 x 9 ⅞ in. 

Study for Contributors, 2011 
Oil on magazine page 
12 ⅞  x 9 ¾ in.

Chicca Tivoli (1), 2012 
Monotype on archival pigment print 
17 x 13 in. 

Crusted Flooded Cartier, 2012 
Monotype on archival pigment print 
17 x 13 in.

Moving Pictures, 2012 
Oil on magazine page 
13 x 9 ⅞ in. 

Sanded Silvered Fendi, 2012 
Monotype on archival pigment print 
17 x 13 in.

Study for BOBB  
(bendoverbackwardbridge), 2012 
Gouache on magazine page 
13 x 9 ⅞  in.

Study for Dundas: The same way that 
when you make love to somebody many 
times / February 2011, 2012 
Gouache on magazine page 
13 x 10 in.

Exhibition Checklist
Study for SZF/March 2005, 2012 
Gouache on magazine page 
13 x 9 ⅞ in.

Curtained, 2013 
Monotype on archival pigment print 
17 x 13 in.

October 2009, 2013 
Oil on magazine page 
12 ¾ x 9 ½ in.

Paled Empire, 2013 
Oil on magazine page 
13 x 9 ⅞ in.

Stage, 2013 
Oil on magazine page 
15 x 15 in.

Study for Cover, 2013 
Oil on magazine page 
10 ¾ x 8 in.

The Impermanence (Spine), 2014 
Oil, paper, graphite on magazine page 
15 x 15 in.

Why Pink Matters, 2014 
Oil on magazine page 
13 x 10 in.

Statements of Intent, 2015 
Oil, collage, graphite on magazine paper 
15 x 15 in.

Transaction 1 (Acting Out), 2015 
Monotype and archival pigment  
ink photograph 
17 x 17 in. 
Collaborating printer: Frank Janzen, TMP 
Courtesy of Crow’s Shadow Institute  
of the Arts

Transaction 16 (Measuring Poetry – A), 
2015 
Monotype and archival pigment  
ink photograph 
17 x 17 in. 
Collaborating printer: Frank Janzen, TMP 
Courtesy of Crow’s Shadow Institute  
of the Arts

Transaction 18 (AF Digital Jam – A), 2015 
Monotype and archival pigment  
ink photograph 
17 x 17 in. 
Collaborating printer: Frank Janzen, TMP 
Courtesy of Crow’s Shadow Institute  
of the Arts

Transaction 19 (AF Digital Jam – B), 2015 
Monotype and archival pigment  
ink photograph 
17 x 17 in. 
Collaborating printer: Frank Janzen, TMP 
Courtesy of Crow’s Shadow Institute  
of the Arts

Unless otherwise noted, all works courtesy  
of the artist and Elizabeth Leach Gallery
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*Pictured in the catalog but  
not included in the exhibition  

p. 28 
Maybe it’s just heaven, 2005 
Oil on panel 
33 x 31 in. 
Collection of Stephanie Snyder

p. 41 
Silencer 2, 2012 
Imitation leather, linen, silk organdy,  
synthetic organza, insulation drapery,  
vinyl, spray paint, gessoed canvas,  
polyester thread, steel pins, pushpins, 
copper tacks with leather, colored  
pencil on panel 
77 x 92 x 28 in. 

p. 42 
Untitled (Cave), 2012 
Oil, rust on silk organza on panel 
57 x 38 in.

p. 45 
Cloud Study, 2010–11 
Acrylic, oil, linen, graphite on panel 
46 ½ x 36 in. 

p. 50  
The Inexperienced Miracle Worker, 2015 
Oil, Flashe, paper, plaster, chalk on  
birch panel 
62 x 65 in. 

p. 52 
The Estate of Philip G., 2014 
Oil on magazine page 
15 x 15 in.

p. 54  
Meer, 2001 
Plaster, gesso, oil, graphite, fabric on panel 
48 x 48 in.

p. 120 
Doublebind, 2015 
House paint, tar gel on rubber 
144 x 96 x 30 in. 
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Born 1962, Salt Lake City, Utah, USA 
Lives and works in Portland, Oregon

education 
1994     Washington State University, Pullman, WA   |   Master of Fine Arts 
1987 Pacific Northwest College of Art, Portland, OR   |   Bachelor of Fine Arts

solo exhibitions  
2016 The Desire, Art Gym, Marylhurst University, Portland, OR 
2015 Trust Falls & Transparent Things, Elizabeth Leach Gallery, Portland, OR 
2013 Symptomatic, Elizabeth Leach Gallery, Portland, OR 
2012 Silencer, Nine Gallery, Portland, OR 
2010 Home Curating, Hoffman Gallery, Oregon College of Art and Craft, Portland, OR 
2009 Small Wild Things, Nine Gallery, Portland, OR 
2007 Some Things Change Slowly Enough to Appear Static, Elizabeth Leach Gallery, Portland, OR 
2004 Haptic Loop, Savage Art Resources, Portland, OR  
2002 New Paintings, Savage Gallery, Portland, OR   
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1999 New Work, Quartersaw Gallery, Portland, OR   
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selected group exhibitions  
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 Re:Surface, Soil Gallery, Seattle, WA 
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Michelle Ross
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  Terri Hopkins) 
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 Oregon Biennial, Portland Art Museum, Portland, OR (Curator: Bruce Guenther) 
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1998 National Prize Show, Cambridge Art Association, Waltham, MA (Juror: Carl Belz) 
 Fresco Work, Rome International University, Rome, IT 
 Northwest Expression, Coos Art Museum, Coos Bay, OR   
1997 New Directions, Barrett House Galleries, Poughkeepsie, NY (Juror: Jennifer Blessing) 
1995 Oregon Biennial, Portland Art Museum, Portland, OR (Curator: Mary Jane Jacob) 
 Northwest Annual, Center on Contemporary Art, Juror’s Award, Seattle, WA (Juror: Laura Trippi)

selected awards 
2016 Oregon Arts Commission, Ford Family Foundation Career Opportunity Grant 
2015 Crow’s Shadow Institute of the Arts, Ford Family Foundation Golden Spot Award Artist-in-Residence 
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Abby McGehee received her BA from Pomona College and her MA and PhD in 
art history from the University of California, Berkeley. An architectural histori-
an, her research has focused on Late Gothic parish churches in Paris, especially 
that of Saint-Gervais-Saint-Protais. Her most recent projects include articles on 
Notre-Dame in Caudebec-en-Caux and the treasury at Saint-Jacques in Dieppe, 
Normandy. She has co-edited a volume of essays, New Approaches to Medieval 
Architecture, published in 2011, and has been a contributing editor to other vol-
umes in AVISTA’s Ashgate series. She has also written on contemporary topics for 
the Museum of Contemporary Craft and Disjecta Contemporary Art Center. Her 
research has been supported by the Social Science Research Council, the Fulbright 
Program, the Center for Advanced Study in the Visual Arts, and the Getty.

Stephanie Snyder is the Anne and John Hauberg Director and Curator of  
the Douglas F. Cooley Memorial Art Gallery, Reed College, a position she has held 
since 2003. Snyder graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Reed College and complet-
ed her graduate studies in art history and art education at Columbia University. 
Snyder is the curator of numerous exhibitions, including: Sacha Yanow, Cherie 
Dre (2016); Wynne Greenwood, Kelly, at the New Museum, NY (co-curated with 
Johanna Burton and Sara O’Keeffe, 2015); Wynne Greenwood, Stacy (2014); 
Supports/Surfaces (co-curated with Wallace Whitney, 2014); Jamie Isenstein, Will 
Return (2013); Kara Walker, More & Less (2012); Bruce Nauman, Basements (2012); 
and David Reed, Lives of Paintings (2008). In 2008, Snyder received a Curatorial 
Research Fellowship from the Getty Foundation, and in 2014 she was a fellow at 
the Getty Leadership Institute for museum professionals. In 2013 she received 
an award for her critical writing from the International Association of Art Critics 
(AICA) and the CUE Art Foundation, New York. The author of numerous catalog 
essays and other writing projects, she is a regular contributor to Artforum.com.

Sue Taylor earned her BA in art history from Roosevelt University and her MA  
and PhD, also in art history, from the University of Chicago. A former museum 
curator and newspaper critic, she is currently associate dean in the College of the 
Arts and professor of art history at Portland State University. Her publications  
include Hans Bellmer: The Anatomy of Anxiety (MIT Press) and numerous essays 
and exhibition and book reviews in American Art, American Craft, Art Journal,  
ARTnews, ArtUS, Dialogue, Fiberarts, and the New Art Examiner, among others.  
She is a longtime corresponding editor for Art in America.
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Painting—its history, its pleasures, and its discontents—continues to be my first 
love. The Desire is a collection of new and past work that was envisioned as a 
way to make this love evident, and as a way to place the various iterations of my 
material practice within the expansive network of contemporary painting. Many 
individuals have contributed to the ongoing inquiry represented in this exhibition. 
 My deepest gratitude goes to Megan Metz, my big love, steadfast in her belief 
and the most driven person I know. She sets my bar. 
 I would like to thank Elizabeth Leach and Daniel Peabody for their continued 
championing of my work.  
 Thank you to Blake Shell and Kathleen Murney of the Art Gym for their  
organizing prowess and excellent eyes. I would also like to extend a special thank- 
you to Allison Dubinsky for her editing of my writing. 
 Thank you to Sue Taylor for the perceptive analysis in her catalog essay and  
for her thoughtful attention to the nuances of my work. Thank you to Stephanie 
Snyder for her generous and uncompromising responses to my work both in  
writing and in person. Thank you to Abby McGehee for her keen attention to  
the development of my studio practice over the many years we have worked  
and played together. My understanding of the work is deepened by the efforts  
of these brilliant women. 
 Thank you to Heather Watkins for her insightful design and her translation  
of my studio life into this document. I am extremely grateful for her vision as it  
is reflected in these pages. 
 Thank you to the Unaligned—Sarah Sentilles, Elizabeth Malaska, and Heather 
Watkins—for their supportive, challenging dialogue during the run-up to the  
exhibition.  
 Many, many thanks to my colleagues at Oregon College of Art and Craft, 
whose work with young artists and whose conversations with me have provided 
emotional and intellectual sustenance. Thank you to Karl Burkheimer,  
Christine Clark, Phil Harris, Jiseon Lee Isbara, Abby McGehee, Georgiana Nehl, 
Mark Rupert, Heidi Schwegler, Brian Shannon, Barb Tetenbaum, Bill Will, and 
Denise Mullen, president of OCAC.  
 Additionally, the Ford Family Foundation and the Oregon Arts Commission 
have made significant contributions to this project and to my development as  
an artist. I am extremely grateful for the support of these exemplary regional 
organizations. 
 Finally, I would like to dedicate this project to the members of my family, both 
close and extended, here and departed—the many mothers and fathers, siblings 
and children who have shaped my world with challenges and love.

—Michelle Ross

Acknowledgments

Doublebind, 2015 
House paint, tar gel on rubber 
144 x 96 x 30 in. 



122

Michelle Ross: The Desire (New and Selected Works) accompanies the exhibition of the same 
name, curated by Blake Shell, Robert and Mercedes Eichholz Director and Curator of the Art 
Gym at Marylhurst University, on view from October 11 through December 9, 2016. 

Book Design: Heather Watkins 
Editor: Allison Dubinsky 
Printing: Brown Printing, Portland, Oregon

Michelle Ross: The Desire (New and Selected Works) 
© 2016 Art Gym 
Marylhurst University 
17600 Pacific Highway 
Marylhurst, OR 97036 
marylhurst.edu/theartgym 
ISBN 978-0-914435-70-9

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission from 
the publisher, except in the context of reviews.  

The Art Gym at Marylhurst University is nationally recognized as being at the forefront of  
contemporary art in the Pacific Northwest and beyond. Since 1980, our ambitious exhibitions  
by emerging and established artists have created the standard for culturally significant art  
in our region. Our mission is to educate and inspire our visitors by connecting them with the 
larger contemporary art conversation through exhibitions, artists’ projects, publications, and 
public engagement.

Blake Shell is the Robert and Mercedes Eichholz Director and Curator of the Art Gym and  
Belluschi Pavilion at Marylhurst University, providing the artistic direction and leadership of  
the organization. 

Michelle Ross: The Desire (New and Selected Works) is the Art Gym’s 76th publication document-
ing contemporary art in the Pacific Northwest. It is available in print and online. Both the catalog 
and the exhibition were made possible in large part through the assistance of the Ford Family 
Foundation and the donors to the Art Gym Art Production and Publication Fund, including the 
Harold & Arlene Schnitzer CARE Foundation and Linda Hutchins and John Montague. Other 
individuals and businesses provided additional support. 

The Art Gym is supported by the Robert and Mercedes Eichholz Foundation, the Collins  
Foundation, the Oregon Arts Commission, and the National Endowment for the Arts. Michelle 
Ross received support from the Oregon Arts Commission and the Ford Family Foundation for 
work included in this exhibition and publication. Thank you to everyone for your generosity.

We would like to thank Abby McGehee, Stephanie Snyder, and Sue Taylor for their wonder-
ful writing and different perspectives on Ross’s work. Thank you to Heather Watkins for the 
thoughtful design of the catalog. The Art Gym and Marylhurst University also deeply thank 
Michelle Ross for her work, her dedication, and her great talent.

Colophon

 THE ROBERT AND MERCEDES
EICHHOLZ FOUNDATION








