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In the Studio with
Paula Crown

ABOVE: The "Sketch Wall" at Paula Crown's Chicago studio where pages from Crown's journals hang in a collage.
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there are many reasons to be interested in what artist
Paula Crown is doing. Crown was an active member
of President Obama’s Committee on the Arts and
currently serves on the board of trustees for the
Museum of Modern Art. Her advocacy for the arts is
well established; however, her career as an artist is a
relatively new chapter in her life. Crown spent many
successful years working in finance. She is also the
mother of four, a philanthropist, and a dedicated
advocate of access for all to quality education. But in
2012, Crown decided to follow a path that had been
calling to her since she was a child. And it's this version
of Crown that is getting a lot of well-deserved attention. Artist. Painter. Sculptor. Tech-artist or technologist. Mark maker. Just like the woman, her art defies
definition or easy categorization. And just like the
woman, her art centers on iterations and transformations. She works in many media and with each idea or
exploration comes a commitment to do the hard work
of seeing and re-seeing, making and revising, iterating
and reiterating. And, if, as Picasso suggested, "Inspiration exists, but it has to find us working," then it has
found Crown. But honestly, she's not the type to wait
for inspiration to come knocking.

There’s a “Sketch Wall” inside
Paula Crown’s downtown Chicago
art studio that offers a glimpse
into the mind of the artist. The
display of sketches shows an
active, intuitive, but highly-disciplined mind. A mind set on fire by
ideas and putting those ideas into
action. It’s a wall of energy and
purpose; it’s a space that invites
play, elicits joy, and encourages
questions.
The studio surrounding this
sketch wall speaks to another
side of Crown, the side that
requires calm for contemplation.
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And space to quiet the noise and
listen to what comes.
I visited Crown’s Chicago studio
to learn about her process as
an artist. But what I learned is
that Crown herself is a work in
process, yes, process. Sure, this
process is centered on progress,
but Crown’s approach to art is
also very much about being in the
moment and then seeing where
that moment takes you. There’s
nothing haphazard in how she
gets there; it’s through measured
questions about experiences,
materials, and how they react in

certain situations. “I don’t see
the world or a concept through
one medium. An idea might start
in one medium, but then that
idea will find another life or take
on a different shape in another
medium," she says. And for Crown,
this "trans-media" approach is
fundamental to her art. "A crucial
part of exploration is the creation
and understanding of new knowledge," says Crown.
Her studio is mostly white and
much cleaner than I had imagined.
It’s almost disturbingly clean.
When you walk into a working
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here's the thing—

OPPOSITE: Artist Paula Crown. THIS PAGE
(clockwise from top): Crown's Chicago studio
is a space that encourages solitary exploration
as well as collaboration; Crown working on her
series Anemos—a large part of Crown's practice
is familiarizing herself with various materials,
playing with them, testing them, and fixing them
in a way that brings her vision(s) to life; one of
Crown's ALPHA BRAVO, a series of graphic paintings based on the phonetic aviation alphabet.
Each iteration is distinct.
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"Inspiration exists, but it
has to find us working."
			

—Pablo Picasso

artist’s studio, you expect to
see here a mess, there a mess,
everywhere a mess, mess. Not so
in Crown’s Chicago studio. The
studio revolves around the library
and project room. The library,
as you would expect, is a quiet,
book-filled room with a daybed
for reading, meditating, or taking
a necessary time-out, with a conference table where Crown and
her staff talk through ideas and
experiments that Crown is considering. In the project room, the
journey for each of her projects
begins to take shape. Something
gets pinned on the wall; other
things get added. What was
once an idea starts to take on
physical form. These rooms are
like the brain of the studio—the
spaces where ideas germinate
and then feed the activity in the
rest of the studio. And Crown
is the heart, pumping the blood
where it needs to go.
During my visit, I saw one of the
projects in this workshop phase
that is based on the shape of golf
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balls (Crown played collegiate golf
at Duke University), but in Crown’s
3D rendering, they are black and
eight inches in diameter. Crown is
still working on the manifestation
of the idea. About that project
Crown says, “I just couldn’t stop
thinking about the idea of being
blacklisted.” The project has become a consideration of the ways
a community can ostracize, exercise control, self-correct, or bully.
As with all of the work of Crown’s
that I’ve seen and studied, there
are multiple meanings, multiple
ways of seeing, multiple layers to
explore. Her work puts as much
impetus on the viewer as on the
artist to make meaning and so,
just like any work of art should, it
sparks an ongoing conversation.
Crown, a member of the
Aspen/Chicago family that owns
Aspen Skiing Company, was a
pivotal force behind the Crown
Fountain, the iconic public art installation in Chicago's Millennium
Park, just down the block from
her studio. Crown is very much a

proponent of the power of art and
Millennium Park is a very public
example of that. “That park area
used to be railyards," she says.
"Can you imagine what would
have happened if there weren't a
concerted, collective effort to do
something meaningful with that
space that the larger community
gets to experience and share?”
Early in the life of this public art
installation, the design of the
dual, skyscraper-like fountains
by Spanish artist Jaume Plensa
was somewhat controversial. But
since it opened in the summer of
2004, the Crown Fountain experience has become a memorable
one in Chicago and one that is
shared by people of all ages,
races, and backgrounds.
I get a sense that art is very
much about that shared experience for Crown. On her website,
you can watch videos of her making art with graphite, oil, water,
and sound… yes, sound. You see
her learn about the way graphite
moves with vibrations; and so
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OPPOSITE: Three pieces from
Crown's series Inside My Head, an
exploration that takes the traditional
idea of the "artist's self portrait" and
gives it a new "inside-out perspective," according to Crown. Using MRI
scans of her brain and 3D imaging
technology, Crown interprets what
it feels like to be in her head. THIS
PAGE: Crown's Aspen studio offers a
different view than her Chicago one.

taken with the erratic dance of
the material, Crown takes the
microphone and begins manipulating the graphite with her voice,
guttural sounds, not singing. In
that moment, Crown's visceral
interaction with the material is an
experiment—a way of constructing
a new understanding. The video
continues and you see Crown with
rubber gloves on, mixing graphite
with water, with powder, with oil,
all in the service of paintings that
will fix these experiments in time
and space. Crown shares her work
with a community of art enthusiasts, or, as in her public art, with

people who are sharing a moment
in a public space.
But in many ways, art seems
also intensely personal for Crown.
“I think I have always been a maker. I remember taking my dad’s
prized records and scratching
patterns into them with the record
player needle. I didn’t see destruction in that act, but, rather, I was
making my mark. We all have that
inclination to make our mark and
it’s just a matter of how we do it,"
she says. From that young age
when a child learns the power of
his or her own hand, imagination,
eye, voice—choose your tool, it

doesn’t matter—that’s a moment
when a child starts to see him or
herself as an active participant in
the world. No longer object, but
subject. What a gift, Crown seems
to say with everything she makes.
For one of her more recent
projects, SOLO TOGETHER,
Crown poses difficult questions wrapped in a seemingly
innocuous, ever-present object
of Americana, the red Solo cup.
For this show that opened at 10
Hanover in London for the summer, Crown took the idea and
the reality of the red Solo cup,
its omnipresence at American
biglife
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many of our cultural rituals have
a dark side—the impact on the
environment. Crown’s art is very
much about exploring how she
makes her mark, but part of that
conversation, for Crown, is how
that mark impacts the health of
the planet.
The SOLO TOGETHER exhibition in London was an installation for which Crown placed
each iteration across the floor,
and the effect of her placement
was that the cups look tossed
away, strewn, trash to be cleaned
up. Each iteration is individually
named—“Mathlete,” “Effortlessly
Perfect,” “Keeping Up Appearances”—to reflect the people and
personalities that might have been
at the party, drinking from those
cups. Crown says, "They embody
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social events, BBQs, frat parties,
and picnics, and asked questions about community, impact,
and responsibility. She created
150 plaster cast iterations of
the Solo cup, some misshapen
as if crumpled up and tossed
away after downing a beer, some
whole, all meticulously painted
and unique. These single-use,
throw-away plastic cups that
are an unquestionable part of so

TOP (left to right): Crown working on her
SOLO TOGETHER project in her Chicago
studio. To arrive at her final version of
the cups, Crown explored their shapes
and the implications of those shapes
in many different media; the Aspen
Snowmass lift tickets will feature images
from Crown’s SOLO TOGETHER project.
BOTTOM: Crown’s show at 10 Hanover
in London included her works Freezing
Rain (on the left) and SOLO TOGETHER.
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ROBERT RANDOLPH & THE FAMILY BAND
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AN EVENING WITH RUFUS WAINWRIGHT

JAN

AN EVENING WITH SAMANTHA FISH,
MARCUS KING AND JUDITH HILL

JAN

THE VICTOR WOOTEN TRIO
FEATURING DENNIS CHAMBERS
AND BOB FRANCESCHINI

JAN

NATIONAL THEATRE LIVE:
PETER PAN (4P MATINÉE)
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21
JAN

26
JAN

30
FEB

THE MOTH - MAINSTAGE

TROMBONE SHORTY & ORLEANS AVENUE

05

NATIONAL THEATRE LIVE: SAINT JOAN

FEB

ON THE ROAD WITH T BONE BURNETT:
STORIES, MUSIC & MOVIES

06
MAR

05

THE CENTER

NATIONAL THEATRE LIVE: AMADEUS

AN EVENING WITH SHOVELS & ROPE

MAR AN ACOUSTIC EVENING
WITH ANDERS OSBORNE

11

MAR

12

NATIONAL THEATRE LIVE: TWELFTH NIGHT

APR

NATIONAL THEATRE LIVE: ROSENCRANTZ
& GUILDENSTERN ARE DEAD

T-BONE BURNETT

16
SAMANTHA FISH

THE VICTOR WOOTEN TRIO
FEATURING DENNIS CHAMBERS
& BOB FRANCESCHINI

SHOVELS & ROPE – MICHAEL TRENT AND CARY ANN HEARST

CENTER FOR THE ARTS
Box Office: 307.733.4900
E-mail: info@jhcenterforthearts.org
Web: jhcenterforthearts.org
Address: 265 S. Cache | Jackson, WY 83001
facebook.com/thecenterjh
twitter.com/thecenterjh
instagram.com/thecenterjh
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THIS PAGE: Transposition: Over Many Miles, 2014, a public installation
project at the Miami Design District. This collaborative 3,200-square-foot
installation was used as a site for music and dance performances, yoga,
and other community events. A centerpiece of the installation is a large
sculptural version of Crown's Perforations, a subject that has taken on
many forms for Crown. Based on the leftover scraps of paper after you
pull a sheet from a spiral-bound notebook, Perforations asks the viewer
to rethink the way we see the "scraps." Here, those scraps take on a largerthan-life form to invite play (with colorful balls) and exploration.

the gestural energy transferred
from the holder to the cup." It’s
both a scene from after the event,
leaving us to wonder who the
hell is going to clean this up, and
an echo of the actual event, as if
the cups represent those “types”
standing around in this social
environment.
We stand witness to their
struggles, their privileges, their
complexities. And yes, to the collective crime of waste. Crown says,
“The Solo cup carries this sense
of optimism and celebration in the
red color; it grew out of a time of
abundance when we set a high
priority on convenience. Now we’re

living in a time when we are beginning to feel the impact and our responsibility for excess and waste.”
Around the studio, on the library
conference table, on her desk in
her office, these plaster-cast cups
are lying around, as if forgotten
about. But that’s the point—these
single-use plastics stay with us in
one form or another. Right?
Paula Crown has also been
instrumental in Aspen Skiing
Company's collaboration with the
Aspen Art Museum for the ongoing
Art in Unexpected Places program.
Not only are there art experiences
in on-mountain restaurants and
along ski runs, but the ski passes

for the past decade (or so) have
also been commissioned works of
art. This year, images of the Solo
cups will be the face of the resort's
lift tickets and ski passes.
Crown's studio space is a hive of
activity—a place of deep consideration and curious exploration—and
she has a talented, dedicated staff
working with her to, among many
other things, produce collectible
books of her shows and projects.
But it’s also a sanctuary. Because
Crown is constantly exploring,
constantly asking questions, and
her work is constantly evolving. If
you wonder how someone goes
from the business world that Crown

had inhabited to being a dedicated
artist, Crown assures you that it’s
not such a huge leap. “In business
I learned to embrace my process
of iteration. In both fields, I have to
embrace taking risks and avoid the
rigid thinking that requires just one
answer.”
And that is where true transformation happens. BL
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