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1. Transcript 

1.1. Session One (July 30, 2013) 

COLLINGS 

Today is July 30, 2013, Jane Collings interviewing Mary Heebner in her studio 

in Santa Barbara. Good morning, Mary. 

HEEBNER 

Good morning. 

COLLINGS 

And why don’t we just start off with hearing about where and when you were 

born. Start at the beginning. 

HEEBNER 

At the beginning, I was born at St. Joseph’s Hospital, Burbank, California, in 

1951, and my parents lived in a home in North Hollywood. My mother is my 

father’s second wife. His first wife [Flora] died when his daughter [Dorothy 

Ann] was seven, and he married my mother [in 1949]. So I was my mother’s 

firstborn [in 1951]. I grew up in North Hollywood with a little bit of a break in 

my kindergarten and first-grade years, where we moved back to New York and 

Tenafly, New Jersey. My dad was in the music business and he worked at RCA 
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and then at Capitol Records, mainly in New York, and then transferred out to 

Los Angeles and Hollywood, to Capitol Records in Hollywood. 

COLLINGS 

So your father was sort of culturally based, rooted in New York? 

HEEBNER 

Well, in music, and he was from Philadelphia, as was my mother. He was from 

a Pennsylvania Dutch, Deutsch family, and the way he puts it, he said he’s 

from the group called the Schwenkfelders. That was always a hard name to 

pronounce, let alone understand. And I said, “What was that, Daddy?” And he 

goes, “Well, let’s put it this way. Luther won. We lost.” [laughs] And a lot of 

the Schwenkfelders immigrated via England, I think around the time that 

William Blake and that sort of mystical—there was a lot of illuminated 

manuscripts and such that this group of the Pennsylvania Dutch had done, 

which I hadn’t known until maybe ten years ago. 

COLLINGS 

No, I hadn’t known, either. 

HEEBNER 

And then they moved to Pennsylvania. And then my mother’s family, her father 

was from [Gran Sassi] Abruzzi in Italy and her mother was from Foggia, which 

is even farther south. They met literally on the pier at Atlantic City. If they had 

stayed in Italy in their own villages, they would have never met. But as 

immigrants, new immigrants, I think my grandfather, Antonio Menei [before 

immigration the name was Menci], was on his own, and I believe my 

grandmother, Mary [Tavaglione], was with her sisters and father [a tailor] and 

mother, and they settled in Philadelphia, and that’s where they married and 

met. 

COLLINGS 

So your grandparents are Italian immigrants? 

HEEBNER 

My grandparents on my mother’s side are Italian immigrants, and on my 

father’s side are Pennsylvania Dutch. Reuben [Heebner] and Dora [Thalwitzer]. 

So Doretta is my middle name, and Mary is my first name from my two 

grandmothers. 
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COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s very interesting. And how did your parents meet? Did they meet here 

in California? 

HEEBNER 

No, they met in New York. It was during a time in the late forties, wartime, 

when a lot of women were working in industries that predominantly they were 

excluded from before the war. My mother was from a strict Italian Catholic 

family, and out of five children there was only one boy, and he was allowed to 

go to college or whatever. My mother begged her family, “Please let me at least 

go to business school.” So she did, and then got a job with her younger sister, 

Martha, at the RCA Victor plant in New Jersey. I think that as the story goes, 

her boss, Jack Hallstrom, came out to the plant and saw that my mother was 

stunning. [laughter] But she was also very competent and an earnest worker, 

and so he wanted her to work at Rockefeller Center in New York City. So she 

lived at the Barbizon [Hotel] for Women, and she went home on weekends with 

her laundry, and that was how she navigated getting out of the house and being 

on her own as a working woman. One of the things she did, parts of her job 

description was writing liner notes for—you called it then race records, which 

was probably rhythm and blues. My mother really didn’t know anything [about 

that genre], but it was an interesting time and she got it. She figured it out. She 

learned just while doing. She was quick that way. The other thing was Mr. 

Hallstrom had her go to clubs and listen for new talent. She came back one day 

and said, “You know, there’s this young singer, and she’s really got it. Her 

name is Keely Smith.” And this was before Keely Smith partnered up with 

Louie Prima. So, actually, my mom brought her to the attention of RCA. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. Wow. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And so my dad was newly widowed, and he was kind of a hotshot A and 

R, artist and repertoire, recording producer in RCA. He was attracted to my 

mom. He peeked in the office one day and said, “You want to go see Kiss Me, 

Kate?” And she said, “I’ve already seen it.” [laughter] And the other girls in the 

office, according to my mother, said, “Claire, you’ve got to be kidding. That’s 

Walt Heebner! What do you mean?” He maybe heard that, and he came in 
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again and said, “You want to see it a second time?” And so that was their first 

date. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

They actually eloped to California. 

COLLINGS 

I was going to say did she have resistance from her family? 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yeah. [laughter] And they eloped. They had good friends, Eli Oberstein and 

his wife, who were also in the business, and they went to Lake Arrowhead and 

eloped, got married [on August 11, 1949]. My grandmother, my Italian 

grandmother, was just—it was bad enough that he was Episcopalian. It was 

terrible that he— 

COLLINGS 

A widow. 

HEEBNER 

—was a widow, and then take you away to California, but [worst of all] he was 

a musician! “Clara!” [laughter] So the two of them stood their ground on who 

they were, and that never really converged in an amicable way. 

COLLINGS 

So the family never got over it? 

HEEBNER 

Not so much, not so much. I mean we would go out. We’d summer—they had a 

small house in Cape May, New Jersey. Actually, I went back with my mother, 

oh, probably twenty years ago. But I couldn’t believe how tiny this little—and 

there were five kids and friends, and there was one little bathroom. But it was 

on the shore, and we’d get up in the morning and go out to the beach, and there 

was a family tent where we could change and keep our sandwiches and things. 

We’d just stay at the beach all day long and then come back to shower—I don’t 
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know where we showered—and change, and then go back onto the boardwalk 

and do dancing and stuff. So it was really quite a charming— 

COLLINGS 

It does sound charming. [00:07:55] 

HEEBNER 

Yes. 

COLLINGS 

So when you were growing up in North Hollywood, what kinds of sort of art 

influences did you receive? Was it at school? What were your parents 

introducing you to? 

HEEBNER 

A combination of things. They weren’t really museum-goers. They were much 

more into the world of music, in that it was more pop music and jazz. And yet 

we had artwork, paintings hanging in the house. One of the trio of paintings 

that I realized only much later in my life was a huge influence on me was three 

Rodin watercolors that my father bought from [his friend] the music publisher 

Paul Mills. Paul said, “These are nice pieces. I’ll give them to you at a good 

price.” I remember that they were always this presence and I always loved 

them. And it wasn’t until in around the year 2001 or so that my father brought a 

couple of them to my studio so that I could get them properly reframed, that 

they were sort of a presence in my studio. I looked around at the work that I 

was doing, at the palette of what I was doing—at that time, I was starting to 

work a little bit more with human form—and I just realized that I’d sit on the 

steps in our living room and I would look up at those paintings and, in fact, 

what I was doing was musing. So then I wondered about the origin of the word 

“muse.” It’s Zeus who’s partnered with Mnemosyne, who is Memory. And I 

loved the sense that the god [Zeus] coupling with Memory [Mnemosyne] is 

what creates the muses, which is how we express our creative interests. 

COLLINGS 

And what was the subject of the prints? What did they depict? 

HEEBNER 

They were female nudes, and they were very lightly drawn, some graphite and 

some water media of some sort. So that was an early influence. 
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COLLINGS 

Yes, I can see that—I mean, just looking around the work at the studio today. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And it’s funny what creeps into your life, and you’re not really sure how it 

fits and you’re not exactly sure what to do with anything until you know and it 

occurs to you, and sometimes that comes much later in life. It usually does. I 

was in a public school—well, first of all, we moved to Tenafly, New Jersey. 

We moved back to the East Coast, and I was in a public school there and drew. 

I always drew. I have pictures of me in a highchair with crayons in my hand, 

drawing, and my mom was always putting drawing implements in my hand. 

When I was two, my eyes started to cross in, and it was a source of huge 

arguments between my parents. She would blame his genetics, “Oh, it’s your 

bad eyes.” [Collings laughs.] And he would blame those damn Italian relatives 

who would take you to Cape May where the mosquitoes are, and they were 

carrying some strain of encephalitis. I don’t know if my eye crossed in because 

it was weak, because I had a bit of encephalitis, viral encephalitis, but anyway, 

I had a severely crossed eye. So I had two surgeries when I was two and a half 

or three, and then four and a half that I went to the Wright Eye Clinic, Dr. 

Wright, W-r-i-g-h-t, in Philadelphia. I remember again a couple of things. One 

was waking up and opening my eyes, and I was still bandaged, so I couldn’t 

see, and I just flipped out, just flipped out. And to jump forward to the early 

nineties, I was with my husband, Macduff, and we were on Mauna Kea in 

Hawaii, and all of these kids were tobogganing, it was snowing. You know, it’s 

the tallest mountain in the world if you go to— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, is it really? 

HEEBNER 

Well, if you go to the bottom of the sea. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, right. Okay. Yes. 

HEEBNER 

And there’s lots of weather up there. Well, all of a sudden we were in a 

whiteout, and I freaked. I mean like unequivocally, I was primally upset. And it 
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was then that I realized that that was that gut feeling of being blinded, of being 

bandaged and having my eyes wide open but not being able to see [when in the 

hospital as a child]. What the eye surgeries left me with was what they call a 

lazy eye, so I had just this routine of patching my good eye and trying to 

strengthen my weak eye, staring at this little lightbox and making a horizontal 

line and then a vertical and then matching crosses, exercises that may or may 

not have meant anything or done anything, I don’t know, but I did them, and 

stringing beads. And it was so frustrating. It was just absolutely horrible. But 

that lasted well into going to college, where they put these Belladonna drops in 

my good eye to blur it and making me just use my, quote, “bad eye.” So I had 

no depth perception. The idea of riding a bicycle—and at UCSB [University of 

California, Santa Barbara], as you know, everyone rides bicycles, and it was 

like this cavalcade of bikes coming at you. I was terrified. But I think at that 

point, when you’re seventeen, eighteen, your eye is pretty much fixed by then. 

But at any rate, that was what I did. One thing it left me with, though, which I 

find really interesting, is that all through my life when I was drawing, I would 

turn my drawing upside down to correct it because it would float off to a 

diagonal, or I’d look at it in the mirror and see what it looks like and then fix it. 

It was years later—I believe I was in high school when a book came out called 

Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain, and all these exercises that I just 

invented for myself to do so my drawing didn’t look dumb, were in that book 

as a way of channeling that more positive, more artistic side of the brain. Then 

even later than that, I read an article in the New York Times from someone 

researching lazy eyes and the correlation of lazy eyes with visual artists and 

how many visual artists had lazy eyes. And I thought, well, isn’t that 

interesting? Because what it does is, I don’t see depth as well as if I didn’t have 

a lazy eye, but I see pattern really well. Sometimes it can get you in trouble. 

You can look at the freeway signs and you see the negative shape in between 

instead of the words. But my sense of pattern—and I look at the kind of work 

that I’ve done in painting and in books, and there’s always a strong sense of 

what the overall composition and pattern is. 

COLLINGS 

Just as you’re speaking—I mean, I won’t speak at length because we’re on 

audiotape—this painting right behind you, there’s a suggestion of depth in the 

way that the figures counterpoise between the drape and the background, but at 

the same time, it’s very much flattened out, and there is a very strong sense of 

pattern and abstract design in it. So it’s funny to hear you saying that— 
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HEEBNER 

Interesting. 

COLLINGS 

—and you’re sitting right in front of a painting which seems to illustrate that. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. Well, there’s this push and pull that I really like, and sometimes you can 

play with color, as I did a lot with collage, as these are collages, to just let 

something push off the surface or backup into the background, that can be very 

subtle, but still work. And some of that is from trying to fudge how I can draw 

perspective and make it work and just kind of play around with shapes so that it 

looks like it was receding into the background or foreground. 

COLLINGS 

That’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

So again, it’s that old dictum that’s out of your handicap or whatever comes 

your strength. 

COLLINGS 

Comes your gift. 

HEEBNER 

Your gift, yes. 

COLLINGS 

Did you have arts education when you were in public school? 

HEEBNER 

I must have. What happened was when we moved back to California and I was 

in the first or second grade, I went to a public school there, and I remember 

drawing snowmen and sleighs and scenes like winter scenes, and, of course, 

later realized why. I was processing this big move that I had just made that 

happened to me lightning-fast, and leaving behind things like my penny 

collection, which was still in the attic. [laughter] You know, funny what stays 

with you. But I think that art making and writing, which have always sort of 
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been intertwined with me, one of the things it does is it helps you process your 

experience— 

COLLINGS 

Definitely. 

HEEBNER 

—and that’s clearly what I was doing. People were wondering why I was 

making snowmen in California. [laughter] But I still was back there [in 

Tenafly] some way. Then in Colfax School in North Hollywood, my mother 

still has a picture that I did from this magnolia tree that we had in the front 

[yard], and the teacher said, “She has a gift. She’s got this sense of rhythm and 

movement,” and stuff. So they then went and found a place where I could take 

Saturday art classes. So there were Saturday art classes. That was probably 

when I was maybe eight years old or so. Aside from that, in that school, I just 

remember being bored, and my mom took me out. She said, “She needs more 

of a challenge.” And there was a private school called Campbell Hall, and from 

the third grade on, half of the third and then into the fourth until the eighth, I 

went to Campbell Hall, and then from ninth through twelfth, I went to 

Providence High School in Burbank, right next door to Saint Joseph’s Hospital, 

where I was born, run by the same Sisters of Providence. I had not much art 

education, but my aunt—she wasn’t really my aunt; she was a neighbor [Gary 

Haubold]. We called her Aunt Gary, and she was a nurse, and she gave me art 

books. I used to sit in my room and I’d copy the drawings, or the paintings, and 

I’d make these copies and learned that this was Picasso or this was Vermeer. So 

I was trying to self-educate through copying things, and I did lots of copies, 

these Cubist things of Picasso. I mean, they’re terrible. [laughs] But I 

remember one Picasso drawing that I copied that is not unlike this figure right 

over here, this seated nude from the back, very abstracted, but that is directly 

from one of the plates that was in this The World of Art for Young People book 

or something like that, and it always was to me just this beautiful painting. So I 

copied things. Later on I remember being given a book of prehistoric art, which 

I have. I can show you. 

COLLINGS 

That’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 
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As you know, a lot of my work is influenced by antiquity and the anonymous 

ancients and the earliest-made forms, the Neolithic, the Paleolithic. It was later, 

of course, that I realized that when I was looking at these color plates of the 

Cave of Lascaux, let’s say, or something, I was seeing the entire rectangle, the 

entire photograph as a piece of art [a composition]. So it wasn’t just looking at 

the reindeer that was carved out; it was the ochre wall and the convolutions of 

the cave and all of the natural part that happened to be captured by this 

photograph. Who knows if the light was accurate or not, but to me, that was the 

piece. So that greatly informed my later work, but, again, the context was not 

separated from the object, the thing. It was always part of a whole in the way 

that I saw it and the way that I understood it. At Campbell Hall, I was always a 

good student. I played the flute. We had a choice—do you need to— 

COLLINGS 

No. I’m just periodically checking to make sure we’re recording. 

HEEBNER 

Good. At Campbell Hall—well, I have to back up to say that my father first got 

into the music business because he was a musician. During the Depression, he 

and his brother would play—he played clarinet and sax, and they would play 

what they’d call society parties. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, interesting. 

HEEBNER 

And he was nine when he got his first tux. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, wow. 

HEEBNER 

And he rode with the big guys and he smoked. You know, he was the little boy 

but the little man. And when he came home from his gigs, he’d put the money 

that he earned under his mom’s pillow, and that really helped supplement their 

income because my grandfather was a machinist in a hosiery factory. He was 

mechanically inclined. And he was laid off. Nobody had work, so the kids were 

supporting the family in a lot of ways. He grew up really fast, and his brother, 
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Rueben, was kind of a tough—“Oh, you want to learn how to swim?” And he 

threw him off the pier. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my god. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And his mother was this very four-square, tough, German Dutch woman, 

and my father swears she was clairvoyant. 

COLLINGS 

Really? 

HEEBNER 

There was a time when she was sitting in a movie theater with my father, who 

had gotten into a fight. My dad was—oh, boy. You know, he was tough. 

COLLINGS 

Well, yes, because he had to be. 

HEEBNER 

He was a skinny little kid, with a bad eye and skinny, and he wasn’t athletic. 

He got in a fight. Somebody had stolen his bicycle. So they’re sitting in the 

theater, and all of a sudden this large woman, his mother, gets up, goes a few 

rows ahead, grabs this kid by the scruff of the neck, and said, “You stole 

Walter’s bicycle. You give it back.” [laughter] Another time, he got hit in the 

eye with a stick or something like that, and the doctor said, “He’s got to lose 

the eye.” And his mother said, “He’s not losing that eye.” And she did some 

folk things [remedies] and bandaged it and took him to another doctor. But they 

were poor, [but she persisted] and he kept his eye. It [his sight] wasn’t great, 

but he always wore big thick glasses. But, yeah, she was a toughie. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. Well, good for her. 

HEEBNER 

Yes, good for her. 

COLLINGS 
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How did she feel about the marriage? 

HEEBNER 

I don’t know. I really don’t know. She died before I was born or right about the 

year—in ‘50, ‘51. I know that when my father’s first wife, Flora, who he had 

known since kindergarten, came down with [Hotchkins] lymphoma, it was right 

during the war, and my sister Dorothy, my half sister, Dorothy, often lived with 

Doretta and Rueben, my grandparents, while my dad was working. So my sister 

has real fond memories of them, that they were tough but they were loving. I 

don’t have a memory. My grandfather came out to California and visited [and 

lived with us in his later years], so I knew him fairly well. But my father, 

during the war, because he wanted to stay close to Flora—she was going 

through treatments, and at that time they just didn’t know much about 

lymphoma—he and his buddy, his army buddy—he was drafted—he and his 

army buddy, a fellow named Steve Sholes, who helped bring Elvis [Aaron 

Presley] into the fold, the music world. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, really? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. They invented this idea. They met with a General proposing, “The troops 

need music. Why don’t we stay in the city and record music. We’ll call them 

V-Discs for Victory. ” V-Discs—I mean, you can look up. They’re everywhere. 

My dad and Steve Sholes took this idea to the General, and I remember my 

father, who is somewhat cocky, saying, “I knew we had him when he said, ‘My 

wife writes songs.’ ” [laughter] So he figured out a way to stay close to home 

and in the recording studio in NYC during the war. 

COLLINGS 

During the war. Good thinking. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

What does your sister do? 

HEEBNER 
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I have three sisters. My oldest sister, Dorothy, she began singing. She had a 

beautiful voice, and she actually did some backup singing, part of Ann 

Margaret’s voice on Bye Bye Birdie, things like that. She cut a couple of 

records with the stage name Dottie Walters. My dad’s name is Walter. Then 

she got married very young [to a very talented recording engineer David 

Wiechman and had two girls]. She went to UCLA. She was a Kappa Alpha 

Theta. And I idolized her. She was eight years older than I. [She is now in real 

estate, as is her younger daughter Kris. Her eldest, Audrey is an accomplished 

singer, musician and designs sound systems through her business Electricia.] 

COLLINGS 

This was your half sister? 

HEEBNER 

My half sister. She was very interested in music and jazz, and because of her, I 

was introduced to Ella [Jane] Fitzgerald— 

COLLINGS 

Wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

—and all of that kind of music. When Dorothy got an opportunity to go to a 

session and hear Ella record—I was a spoiled little brat, mother’s firstborn—

you know, “I want to go too.” 

COLLINGS 

Did you get to go? 

HEEBNER 

I did. My sister probably hates me to this day. [laughter] Yes, I did, and I 

remember I was just mesmerized by this large, powerful woman. I remember 

her singing, but the thing I remember most was after singing, listening to 

playbacks, she had this huge hamburger and she just devoured this thing as she 

was listening to her playbacks and said, “No, it’s no good. Let me do it again.” 

I think at that point, we were ushered out. 

COLLINGS 

That’s a tremendous image. 
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HEEBNER 

Oh, it is. And years later, I mean, because Ella was very sick for quite a while 

as she was older, she had a comeback concert at the Hollywood Bowl, and I 

took my daughter, Sienna, before she left for college—she went to Brown—to 

the Bowl. We made a picnic, and we heard Ella. She got to hear— 

COLLINGS 

Wow. You passed it on. 

HEEBNER 

—why I’m so in love with Ella Fitzgerald. [laughs] So that’s my older sister, 

and then I have two younger sisters, Lesa and Toni. 

COLLINGS 

Are they interested in the arts in any way? 

HEEBNER 

No, not really. Lesa is the mayor of Solana Beach. 

COLLINGS 

What? 

HEEBNER 

Yes. She’s the mayor. 

COLLINGS 

That’s terrific. 

HEEBNER 

She’s been on City Council, and she’s very organized. I used to call her my 

Martha Stewart sister because she knew how to do all these organizational 

things that were fantastic, and she also gave cooking classes and how to 

organize your kitchen and all of that from her home. She got politicized when 

[she learned that] her beloved trail that she used to walk or run on, and they 

were going to destroy it or they were going to alter it in a way that was—and 

she was just completely incensed and started figuring out, well, if you get—

she, through increments, in a very short period of time wound up running for 
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City Council, got it, figured, “I can help make these decisions that keep the city 

of [Solana Beach] the quality that we like.” 

COLLINGS 

Is she a Republican or a Democrat? 

HEEBNER 

Oh, a Democrat. 

COLLINGS 

Just wondering. 

HEEBNER 

Yes, absolutely. We’re all Yellow Dog Democrats. [laughter] Although my 

father always liked Ronald Reagan, and I don’t know why. [laughs] But 

anyway, he would never tell anyone how he voted, which is interesting. 

COLLINGS 

So he was a closet Republican. 

HEEBNER 

I guess. Or not so closeted. And then Toni is my other sister who’s named after 

my grandfather, Antonio, and she lives in Sherman Oaks, and she is in the real 

estate business, which my mother wound up being in the real estate business 

beginning in the sixties. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, boy. That was a good time to get in. 

HEEBNER 

It was. It was. 

COLLINGS 

So did your mother introduce you to elements of Italian culture when you were 

growing up? 

HEEBNER 

A little bit. That’s an interesting thing. Sometimes things she would say or 

do—I mean, because my grandmother never really spoke much English, and 
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that was just how my grandmother talked. I remember in grammar school 

taking Spanish lessons, and my mother would say, “Buono.” And I’d go, “No, 

Mom. Buenos!” Like, “Oh, you’re so stupid.” And, it finally dawned on me 

later that she was speaking Italian, and it means the same thing. So she knew 

words in Italian and she could understand, but she was of that era that you have 

to be an American, you have to assimilate, and you lose your language right 

away. The Italians were marginalized when she was a kid. She had a very good 

friend, she told me—this was when she was little, little—who she just loved, 

and they’d play dolls together and whatever. One day the little girl said, “Clara, 

I can’t play with you anymore.” And my mom said, “Well, why?” She goes, 

“You’re Italian.” 

COLLINGS 

Ouch. 

HEEBNER 

Ouch. Yeah. So she experienced that kind of racial prejudice at a young age, 

and it shut her down in a lot of ways. 

COLLINGS 

So in terms of cooking and that kind of thing, did she— 

HEEBNER 

She did, and I remember a couple of funny things where she served my father 

an artichoke, and he looked it and said, “My god! What is this? You trying to 

kill me?” [laughter] And she couldn’t believe that he’d never had an artichoke. 

And he would always relay the Our Gang comedy scene where Buckwheat 

picked up this artichoke and the little Italian boy says, “Yeah, it’s an 

artichoke.” And he looks at him and said, “Well, might have choked Arty, but it 

ain’t gonna choke me.” [laughter] So there were two different cultures. My dad 

would cook sauerkraut and my mother would cook Italian. 

COLLINGS 

So it was all daughters. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, all girls. And even the cats and dogs were girls. I had no idea—my father 

used to say the hardest thing was trying to find time when the bathroom was 

unoccupied. [laughter] But, yeah, all of us were girls. 
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COLLINGS 

That’s interesting too, because your work has so much to do with the female 

form. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yeah, yeah. That’s true. One influence that, again because there wasn’t 

regular trips to the museum or anything like that, popular culture was a way, 

and Life magazines. And I remember I believe I was in junior high that I got a 

Life magazine, and it had a feature story on Georgia O’Keeffe, and it just 

knocked my socks off. It was like, wow, this is something I’d never seen 

before. From all the copying art I’d done and drawing and art classes and 

whatnot, I had never seen anything like that, and it was absolutely beautiful, 

and I loved the words. I must have been in high school. I must have been early 

high school rather than junior high. 

COLLINGS 

When you say “the words,” what—the captions? 

HEEBNER 

You know, she’s often quoted saying, “I look at a flower and it’s beautiful. 

Busy New Yorkers won’t even take the time to look at anything, but if I make 

it big enough, they’ll see my flower and they’ll see what I see,” or the thing 

where they try to pin associations onto her paintings. 

COLLINGS 

Kind of a Rorschach type— 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And just her chutzpah. I just loved her chutzpah, just the way she was just 

kind of bold and brave. And there were parallel things in my later life, spending 

time in the Southwest, drawing from bones, collecting bird skulls and doing 

watercolors from them, and even naming my daughter Sienna from the desert 

varnish that seeps out of the red rock in the Colorado Plateau. 

COLLINGS 

So do you think that she was an early mentor in a sort? 

HEEBNER 
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Oh, yeah, absolutely. She’s the “art mom.” [laughs] Yes, she’s absolutely that. I 

mean, she sort of wove into a dream life that I had. And then, of course, when I 

was—well, it might be easier to show you, but I know that doesn’t work for 

audio, but I can show you images of her earlier work that were clearly picking 

up those threads from that early high school experience and then later when I 

was pregnant with Sienna and did this whole series of birthing, birth 

watercolors [restricting my palette to just Payne’s Grey and Burnt Sienna]. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, I see. 

HEEBNER 

And kind of decided to get rid of—well, I’m jumping. Is that— 

COLLINGS 

That’s okay. We can kind of pull back as well. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. It’s hard. [laughs] I do jump around kind of like a flea. Well, maybe I’ll 

just save that for later. 

COLLINGS 

So you’re in high school and you are really galvanized by the art influences that 

you have seen around you. When you went off to college, were you planning to 

be an art major? 

HEEBNER 

Yes, but the one thing in high school—there were two things in high school 

that were really important. One was Suzy O’Neill, who lived next door to me, 

and Suzy went to Immaculate Heart and I went to Providence High School. My 

mother thought Suzy was dangerous, and I wasn’t supposed to see her. She 

rode on motorcycles. She smoked cigarettes. She was a bad girl. And I loved 

Suzy O’Neill. These ears are pierced because she froze them with ice cubes. 

COLLINGS 

Same here! [laughter] 

HEEBNER 
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And her parents, I think, were in the film business. I’m not sure. Suzy had a 

room in the garage and that’s where we hung out. But she would feed me all 

these [artists and authors], Camus and all these great books. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, interesting. 

HEEBNER 

Plus she was there when Corita was there, and I figured out a way to, with my 

best friend, Jane [Bauman], and we did art together in the art room at 

Providence, to go on Saturdays and on holidays to help Sister Corita Kent, 

clean her [printing] plates and [help her assistants] pull her prints and do grunt 

work, but be around there [the print shop]. My high school years were fantastic. 

My junior high years, what happened—I remember where I digressed. When I 

was in junior high, I was in band and I played the flute because my father 

forbade any of us from playing stringed instruments because he couldn’t bear to 

hear them played badly. [Collings laughs.] Think of Jack Benny or something. 

So I played the flute and got pretty good at it [I played first flute for years] and 

I would practice and I’d have this bellowing from my father’s chair in the other 

room, “From the top, baby. It stinks.” And I’d be in tears and I’d play it again, 

and then finally, “Now you’re cooking with gas.” So I was, “Oh, Daddy, okay.” 

COLLINGS 

Those are great expressions. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

Oh, god. Yeah, he’s got good expressions. So I played, and then there was a 

jazz band, and Mr. [Ed] Lowe was the jazz band. And then my father and Mr. 

Lowe and Steve Allen—I was in a school that had a lot of Hollywood kids in it, 

so, Steve Allen’s kids and Jayne Meadows’ kids and John Sturgis and Hans 

Conried, all their kids. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

I went to school with them. So they had a group they formed called the 

Dixieland Dads, and they played for a fundraiser Bagpiper’s Ball that they 

would do. And then my art class at that time was—there was a fellow, a Greek, 
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Koshokis [phonetic], I think his name was, very handsome man, had a little 

beard, very trim. He was a beautiful man. But once we went up the hill in 

Campbell Hall from the sixth grade, then seventh and eighth were up the hill, 

you had to choose between art and music. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, dear me. 

HEEBNER 

And it was horrible. And this is this expensive private school. So I, at that 

point, chose art, and I was in the band for as long as I could be. Then it was 

right when the Beatles hit and everything, and I was a total—you know, I 

mean, I had my dad’s old reel-to-reel tape recorder, and I would sit in front of 

the TV, and when these guys would come on, I’d splice the tape and edit it and 

record them, and you can hear me sobbing [demonstrates]. [laughter] So I was 

really taken up with the whole—you know, at the age when, you know— 

COLLINGS 

Yes, definitely. 

HEEBNER 

— the Beatles are there. So I think my art and music at that time—music, what 

I would do is take my flute and try to figure out the melody to popular songs 

and just kind of write it down. You know, I could read music at that time. I’ve 

forgotten how to do that now. But I’d write it down and then figure out these 

songs, and then I’d get sheet music and try to play popular songs, Beatles’ 

songs. 

COLLINGS 

Well, with all this influence coming from the culture, I’m really surprised that 

you didn’t chose music in that context. 

HEEBNER 

Yes, yes, yes. It was always a part of my life, and I actually feel that the 

connection between the rhythms in music and in paintings, the other phrase I 

had told you before that when my dad would visit my studio years later— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, yeah. What did he say? 
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HEEBNER 

He’d look at the paintings and he’d go, “I don’t much about art, baby, but you 

got rhythm.” [Collings laughs.] And that’s, the best compliment you could get. 

So he was a real influence. 

COLLINGS 

It sounds like it. 

HEEBNER 

He was a real influence. 

COLLINGS 

He sounds kind of laidback as well. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. I mean, he relaxed. There were times when he wasn’t relaxed, but 

there were times, particularly later as I was an adult, that were really sweet, 

really, really sweet. So junior high, I had to choose between art and music, and 

I wound up choosing art, but didn’t do so— 

COLLINGS 

Maybe a bit of a way to differentiate yourself from the family business as well, 

perhaps. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, it certainly could have been. And I was just much more interested—I 

was actually more interested in English. I loved to diagram sentences. I loved [ 

the patterns, it was a puzzle to solve] — 

COLLINGS 

Oh, gosh. 

HEEBNER 

I did. I just thought it was the coolest thing. [laughter] And then that’s when 

boys hit, so there were boys. I had a girlfriend, and her family had a boat out at 

Newport— 

COLLINGS 
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Oh, wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

— so I was the friend that got to go along. And that became kind of a surrogate 

family. Cindy Adler, my father would call his fifth daughter. When I’d go 

spend time at Cindy’s, Mr. and Mrs. [Allan] Adler, I was their daughter. Allan 

Adler was a silversmith and he learned his trade from Porter Blanchard, who 

was Becca Adler’s father, in pewter. Allan went on to design, Oscars and 

beautiful jewelry and beautiful [modernist tableware]— he had a shop on 

Sunset and one in La Jolla. He was part Cherokee, I think, and he was just the 

coolest guy and just sort of strong and tall and beautiful. And Mrs. A. was 

eating things like whole-wheat bread and weird stuff that I didn’t know about, 

so it was kind of exotic. And we’d go to Catalina Island and back on their 75-

foot boat, the Shawnee. 

COLLINGS 

That sounds nice. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And it was this real liberation for me. 

COLLINGS 

Also, I mean, the school, it sounds like an environment where pretty much 

everybody’s family, or at least a lot of the families are making their way in the 

world through their creative endeavors. 

HEEBNER 

Actually, that’s really true. That’s really true. Most of my friends at that school, 

and then often a lot of them at Providence, too, were in the arts. But you can’t 

grow up in Southern California and not have somebody that you know that’s in 

the business. 

COLLINGS 

Sure. 

HEEBNER 

That’s just what it is. 

COLLINGS 
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Right. 

HEEBNER 

My dad had done—when I was really little, two, three—no, four, maybe, he 

went to London with this young girl, Shirley Temple— 

COLLINGS 

Really? 

HEEBNER 

—and recorded the soundtracks to Bambi and Dumbo— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my gosh. 

HEEBNER 

—at Abbey Road Studios with George Martin. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, gosh. Wow. 

HEEBNER 

And when he came back from that trip, my mom said, “You’ve got to listen to 

this.” And it was me, little precocious Mary, going, “And Dumbo went flying 

into the air. Look out! Look out! Look out!” I had memorized all of Bambi and 

all of Dumbo. “You can call me Flower if you want to.” I knew the script. 

[laughter] So he was working with Disney. I had lots of friends whose parents 

were working with Disney, and that was just— 

COLLINGS 

Yes, that was just the water you were swimming in. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Then when that went into high school—yeah, I mean, Jonathan Winters, 

his kid, Jay, was one early boyfriend [and Michael Sturgis, son of John 

Sturgis]. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, really? 
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HEEBNER 

And Billy Katt, who I think went on to be—Great American Hero. I mean, I’ve 

lost touch with all of these people, for the most part, but they were the people 

that I hung out with. 

COLLINGS 

Right. So it was a very creative environment. 

HEEBNER 

It was, and yet there was a part of me that was really kind of quiet and 

reclusive. I always thanked Mrs. Dutton at Dutton’s Books, which was on 

Laurel and Magnolia. 

COLLINGS 

I see. And there was a Dutton’s Book in Brentwood. Did they move? 

HEEBNER 

Yes, there was. There were two of them. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, okay. 

HEEBNER 

But Mrs. Dutton—[in 7th and 8th grade] I would walk from Campbell Hall, 

which is just a straight shot on Laurel Canyon, and I lived on Hesby Street, 

which was probably about a mile and a half, and then if I walked a little bit 

further, I’d get to Dutton’s Books. I’d sit in the corner and I would literally 

judge a book by its cover, and Penguin had really cool covers then. There were 

lots of books that I just picked up because they looked appealing. So they were 

visually appealing. And I—again, that’s self-educating— started reading. And 

bless her heart, she’d just let me sit in the corner in my plaid Campbell Hall 

skirt uniform and read and wouldn’t bother me. And I’d read for hours. 

COLLINGS 

What were you attracted to? What kinds of stories? 

HEEBNER 
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Oh, it depends. I mean, [Anton Pavlovich] Chekhov and [Fyodor Mikhailovich] 

Dostoevsky. I like the Russians. Half of the stuff I read I probably didn’t 

understand, or you read it later and you go, “Oh.” [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

And[John Ernst] Steinbeck stories. I looked at art books, looked a lot at 

[Georgia Totto] O’Keeffe. 

COLLINGS 

So you were looking at art books there as well. 

HEEBNER 

Yes, I was. Yeah, I was. But I had to be very careful with those. 

COLLINGS 

Why? 

HEEBNER 

Well, because they’re big and they’re glossy and they’re expensive. And I 

never bought any. I didn’t really have any money. [laughter] Many, many years 

later, when Pablo Neruda—when Harper Collins published a version of my On 

the Blue Shore of Silence book, I went into Dutton’s and the son was there, and 

I said, “I just want to give you this as a gift, and thank you.” 

COLLINGS 

That’s lovely. 

HEEBNER 

And I inscribed it, “Mrs. Dutton, your mom, really helped raise me in some 

ways.” 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 
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Because, I mean, my dad read a lot. My mom didn’t read at all very much. 

There were magazines around, but it wasn’t what I was—I was hungrier for 

things. And that was one of the attractions of Suzy O’Neill next door, was that 

she was always reading and then doing these art projects and doing these 

outrageous things, making her room into art. And then after just a short time of 

working with Sister Corita, all of a sudden the pull-up—what are those blinds 

that go [demonstrates], that roll up [vinyl shades]? 

COLLINGS 

Venetian. 

HEEBNER 

They’re white. 

COLLINGS 

Venetian blinds? 

HEEBNER 

Just shades. I would collage on them and write lyrics to Leonard Cohen songs. 

You know, it was my cave. My room was my cave, and I would retreat to that 

room, and that was my world. So really, in effect, it was my first studio. Well, I 

guess the highchair was the first one. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Yes. But also it sounds like your mom was kind of like giving you the crayons 

and things as just a way to occupy you. It wasn’t really a sense that you had a 

particular interest or talent. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

It sounds like you were the one who sought out all of the influences and the 

teaching. 

HEEBNER 

Kind of, yeah. 

COLLINGS 
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It kind of came from you. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, with the help of all these tangential people in my life like the 

Adlers. One of Allan’s dear friends was Channing Peake, who lived in Santa 

Barbara, was a rancher but also a painter. In fact, at the university there’s an 

exhibit called Picasso-Peake right now because he and Picasso had a 

corresponding friendship for a while. 

COLLINGS 

So you were really right in the middle of a very rich environment. 

HEEBNER 

And I didn’t know it. I didn’t know it. I mean, you don’t know. It’s just what it 

is. “I’m going to Cindy’s house,” you know, or, “We’re going on the boat.” 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

How you call a 75-foot yacht— 

COLLINGS 

A boat. 

HEEBNER 

—the boat. Let’s go to the boat. [laughter] And there’s something actually 

really nice about the fact that you are so unaware in that— 

COLLINGS 

Definitely. 

HEEBNER 

I don’t know. I mean, I think kids these days maybe are just more aware and 

alert to things, and I don’t know if that serves them or not. There’s kind of a 

beauty to naiveté. You kind of stumble a lot, but you’re so open to experience 

because there’s nothing saying, oh, but that’s a really famous person. 

COLLINGS 
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Yeah. Well, I think today there are so many more narratives that young people 

can appropriate, whereas in an earlier less media-saturated age, we have to just 

bumble along without these overarching narratives that just infiltrate our 

consciousness. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Well, I’m a real proponent of boredom. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

I really think these kids that are constantly shoving toys and this and that and 

lessons or whatever to their children, it’s like they’re not giving them any time 

to just be bored and figure out if you pick up this stick and you pick up this and 

you kind of build something or you do stuff. I mean, I really think the 

imagination needs— 

COLLINGS 

Time to muse. 

HEEBNER 

—time to muse, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

Who is Sister Corita? Because I’m not familiar with that— 

HEEBNER 

[Sister Mary] Corita Kent [a nun in the Immaculate Heart order]. She is an 

artist and she was a big influence on me. She would incorporate her own words 

and the words of poets like E.E. [Edward Estlin] Cummings into her serigraphs, 

her silkscreen prints. And she was also very political, very antiwar. It was right 

during—you know, the Vietnam War was raging. Two other people that were 

at Immaculate Heart at the time were Daniel and Philip Berrigan, the Berrigan 

brothers, who [in protest of the Vietnam war] threw blood on the Pentagon 

files. They were really actively antiwar. And Corita did a lot of—you’ve 

probably heard the phrase “War is not good for people and other living things.” 

COLLINGS 
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Yes. 

HEEBNER 

That’s Corita. 

COLLINGS 

That poster is hers, is it? 

HEEBNER 

That’s hers, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

I see. Okay. 

HEEBNER 

So she was thrilling, and she was smart and she was young and she was active. 

She left the Order and then just became Corita Kent instead of Sister Corita, 

and was very successful in her work and, unfortunately, got breast cancer. She 

died way too young. It was interesting to me that there was an exhibition at the 

University of San Francisco of Corita’s oeuvre, and it was up right when I had 

an appointment to go show my Hamlet book to John Hawk at the special 

collections department there, in which there’s words scratched and written, the 

text fragments from Shakespeare’s Hamlet juxtaposed with images. And I 

looked at the Corita thing [installation]. I thought, my goodness. Even the 

handwriting is incorporated into the image. That seeped into me at a really 

early age and percolated up in 2008 [in my version of Hamlet and other 

paintings]. 

COLLINGS 

Right. Yeah, that’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

She also—like this little book here that’s 1969, and it’s covered with fabric 

from Miss Gabriel, Gabriel Lefebvre, who was this little French lady, and her 

mother, who was about 130, I think. [laughter] And they ran the art room at 

Providence High School. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, interesting. 
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HEEBNER 

And Jane and I were always so into art, and we founded a literary magazine 

called Concept. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, great. 

HEEBNER 

We just had carte blanche in the art room. We made films, Super 8 films. 

COLLINGS 

Really? 

HEEBNER 

It was the coolest school. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s great. 

HEEBNER 

I mean, an all-girls Catholic school, but it was during Vatican II when 

everything was changing. Liberation theology was big, the Vietnam War, the 

Jesuits were being brave and trying to do lots of social change. And we made 

vestments for our—we had Mass at the school, so we made vestments, and had 

[lines from] E.E. Cummings [cut out in felt on the vestments]. Another Corita 

one was Wonder Bread, which was [a metaphor for Holy] Communion, “Helps 

grow strong bodies twelve ways,” which was the ad for that white bread, 

Wonder Bread, but she would use it for the Communion Host. So it was all the 

thing of taking aspects of popular culture and incorporating it into something 

that’s a bigger idea. So it really was—I was so lucky to have that. And then 

Miss Gabriel had us make books and make ink relief and [blind] contour 

drawings and things like that. We [Janet and I] just had a pass to the art room 

because we got our work done quickly [leaving time to do more art]. And the 

school was challenging, but I loved being at school. I just loved it. One of the 

things they did every year was the Pageant of the Masters, which was kind of— 

it was definitely a takeoff on the Laguna Beach thing [tableau] where they 

[people] pose like paintings. 

COLLINGS 
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Kind of a tromp l’oeil-type thing, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. So I painted the sets. And one of my friends, who we always were paired 

up painting these sets, was Missy Mathison, who went on later to write E.T. 

and marry Harrison Ford, you know. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, all of that, and [she produced] Kundun. She became a filmmaker and 

artist. I’ve lost touch with her, but we were good friends. So we painted the sets 

and then in terms of posing, I was always cast as either a virgin or a nymph, 

blonde, and you put white makeup on and you’d be a statue. You’d be one of 

the Three Graces or you’d be holding baby Jesus and looking angelic like a 

German fraulein [Madonna]. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

So we did these books, and you can see this little foxed [and mildewed] pages 

and my Rapidograph pens. I loved my Rapidograph pens. 

COLLINGS 

Rapidograph. I remember those, yes. 

HEEBNER 

But I did contour drawings. Here’s a quote from Lao Tzu [looking through the 

book]. 

COLLINGS 

So this a book that you actually produced in this high school studio? 

HEEBNER 

Yes [drawings paired with quotations from various poets in 1969]. 

COLLINGS 
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That’s wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

I made it. It’s falling apart. It’s held together, of course, with rubber cement. 

Here she’s looking in flowers, and somebody’s peeking through, but it’s the 

same person. I have no idea. And this was C. S. [Clive Staples] Lewis and E.E. 

Cummings, which were political. “Specialists don’t welcome discovery. They 

welcome only new proofs of what they already know. Discovery is 

unrepeatable. All specialists understand that discoveries are fatal to the 

stockpile of their classified data. Discovery makes the field of the specialist 

obsolete,” says C. S. Lewis. So I loved that. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

And the E.E. Cummings. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, this is wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

"take it from me kiddo believe me my country, 'tis of you, land of the Cluett 

Shirt Boston Garter and Spearmint Girl With The Wrigley Eyes (of you land of 

the Arrow Ide and Earl & Wilson Collars) of you i Sing land of Abraham 

Lincoln and Lydia E. Pinkham, and above all of Just Add Hot Water And 

Serve— from every B. V. D. let freedom ring amen." So these were the things 

that were interesting me, you know. Juan Ramon Jimenez, “I’m like a 

distracted child whom they drag by the hand through the fiesta of the world. 

My eyes cling sadly to things, and what misery when they tear me away from 

them.” 

COLLINGS 

So what was the relationship between Providence High School and Immaculate 

Heart High School? You said they were next to each other? 

HEEBNER 

No, they were both Catholic girls’ school in the L.A. area. The link was that my 

neighbor, Suzy O’Neill, went to Immaculate Heart, and I went to Providence. 
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My friend Jane, who is still a working artist and teaching in Orange County, her 

mother was really involved with Immaculate Heart and with Sister Corita, and 

so that was how we were invited to help. 

COLLINGS 

Because I think that the nuns at Immaculate Heart were finally ex-

communicated, I believe. 

HEEBNER 

I think, yeah, they were taken to task or something, yeah, but they were good 

and the Sisters of Providence too. I mean, they ran the hospital, Saint Joe’s 

Hospital, and they were a Seattle Order, and the Immaculate Heart nuns were 

here. They actually had a house right on, I think—was it Fernald Point or one 

of the points near Rincon. There was a house that the Order could use that my 

friend John Ridland, who is a poet and writer who just turned eighty, and he 

used to live in this house when he was young with his wife [Muriel] and young 

son. So he mentioned the Sisters of Immaculate Heart there. Again, Vatican II, 

and they decided to take off their habits and wear—which in a way was, for 

someone that’s so visually excited by what you see, I remember Sister Paulo, 

who was this vision of creamy skin and this beautiful flowing black robe, these 

skirts that trailed and “whoosh.” She’d “whoosh” by, and you’d just go, “My 

god, I’m in love.” [laughs] And then all of a sudden, she took her habit off and 

this short mousy brown hair and ugly thrift store clothes, and she was Betty 

Kay. And it was like, “Oh, no!” [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

“You need a stylist.” [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

“You need a stylist.” 

COLLINGS 

“Come back to the Vatican.” 

HEEBNER 

Yes, really. No red Gucci shoes for her. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 
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HEEBNER 

But it was a wonderful experience, my high school. And people have horror 

stories from going to Catholic school but, wow, not me. I loved my school. 

COLLINGS 

Well, this was a very special Catholic school environment, from what I 

understand. 

HEEBNER 

And it was a special time in the sixties in L.A., during the war, during all that 

stuff. Unless you completely had your head underwater or something, you had 

to know that all these things were going on. And one of the things that 

happened that really brought it home—I’ll show you this picture. This is a 

portrait of Jane, my best friend, with a Stephen Crane poem. “Do not weep, 

maiden, for war is kind, because your lover threw wild hands toward the sky, 

and the affrighted steed ran on alone. Do not weep. War is kind,” which is 

Stephen Crane. Her brother, Guy Baumann— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my gosh. 

HEEBNER 

—came home from Vietnam, having tried to set up children’s camps and 

everything and he’d—stellar student at USC, the whole bit. He came home and 

blew his brains out. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my gosh. 

HEEBNER 

And so the war hit us in real tangible ways because people we knew and loved 

died. And even at that young an age, where you don’t have anything to lose, 

you’re just so angry that that’s happened. And it was for that reason, I wanted 

to go to Berkeley and be rowdy, and wound up my parents insisted I go to UC 

Santa Barbara, which turned out to be wonderful, but at the time, I was not—I 

was not—[happy] 

COLLINGS 
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Did you have any religious education growing up? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I mean, I was raised a Roman Catholic. My poor Episcopal father would 

go off every once in a while to his Episcopal church. And we did go to 

Campbell Hall, which was Episcopal. But my sister sang in the St. Charles 

Church, the Catholic church choir, and I think Paul Salamunovich was the 

choirmaster, who apparently is a very important—I’ve heard his name in 

subsequent years. And then she took voice lessons with a woman named 

Marina Koshetz, who was an opera diva who lived in Malibu. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, gosh. 

HEEBNER 

And I did my—oh, yeah. I mean I had this—I went to Catechism class after 

school. When I was sick—I mean, this is really embarrassing. [laughs] I was 

sick. I would sometimes make the Mass in my room and go through all these 

motions. Catechism, I remember we’d make these little shoebox dioramas on 

the Assumption Day, and you’d put a little statue of Mary in there. Probably 

helped that my name was Mary. I was like, why not. And decorated with roses. 

And they were like these shadowbox early Joseph Cornell. [laughs] But they 

were these little—I love making dioramas. I love making topographic maps of 

California with that gunk, with flour and water— 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, with flour. 

HEEBNER 

—and all that stuff and fanning it. But religiously, yeah, I did my first 

Communion and Confirmation. 

COLLINGS 

So some of that sense of ritual, perhaps. 

HEEBNER 

It’s the sense of ritual and a kind of beauty of—I don’t know, just the— 

COLLINGS 
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And the timelessness of the ritual? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. I mean, we were not devout Catholics. My mom, we would joke, 

would be the last one into church, right before the Blessing of the Hosts, so it 

was legit, and she’d be the first one out, so she’d be first in line at the Italian 

store, which was around the corner. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

What would she buy there? 

HEEBNER 

Well, we’d go to Communion, so we’d have to fast, and so it’d be a couple 

baguettes and sliced salami and prosciutto and Capicola and other stuff she 

needed. But we would sit there by the slicer and grab chunks of salami, and the 

guy would like—you know. But by the time we got home, half the bread was 

gone. We were starving. And so the point of going to church was to get to the 

Italian store. 

COLLINGS 

Right. Should we pause? 

HEEBNER 

Sure. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. So we are back on, and so now we’re going to sort of position ourselves 

in the year 1969, graduating from high school. And it seems pretty clear that 

you would be headed into the direction of an art major. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. One of the things that I found that made my education in high school so 

influential and so important was this kind of convergence of all kinds of 

approaches to seeing a problem or seeing something, so that it wasn’t just art, 

being a visual artist, but there was also writing involved in it or maybe you 

could make a film or maybe you could illustrate an idea by creating a magazine 

and having people contribute. And so drawing and painting and writing and, to 

some extent, music, especially at that point with all the—I mean, the music of 

that era was insanely good. 
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COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

It was all this convergence of all of those things. And in our religious study 

classes, we read Martin Buber, who’s Jewish. We read Lao Tzu [The Taoist]. 

So it was this very catholic way of approaching education, and so I came to 

expect that that’s how you are educated, that you pull from wherever you can 

and fabricate something that makes sense. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s interesting. Kind of a collage. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

A collage. It really is the collage approach, and that all these different 

influences can feed into you in some way or another and be part of the picture. 

So it was very much nonexclusive thing. It wasn’t like, “I’m going to go to 

medical school and this is the track I’m going to be on.” I just always knew I 

was an artist. I didn’t know what that— 

COLLINGS 

That must have been wonderful, actually. 

HEEBNER 

I guess. I mean, I didn’t know what—I mean, that’s what I did, and I never 

thought, which is probably stupid, but I never thought about what this career 

was going to be or entail. And it wasn’t that I was from a wealthy family at all. 

I just didn’t think in those terms. I was much more caught up in the moment of 

making things and doing things and exploring, and I just always had this blind 

faith that the rest would be somewhat taken— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

—care of, which has carried me through some very lean times. Believe me. 

[Collings laughs.] “Oh, it’s all going to work out.” [laughs] But when I applied 

for colleges, again because I didn’t really have counseling support or— 
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COLLINGS 

Oh, you didn’t? It sounds like at that high school there would have been a lot 

of— 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, you’d think. 

COLLINGS 

No. So there wasn’t. 

HEEBNER 

There wasn’t. Maybe there was. Maybe I just ignored it because I was in the art 

room doing stuff and ignored it. There probably was, but not like there is today 

where you’re in kindergarten and you’re already studying for your S.A.T.’s. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. That’s so true. 

HEEBNER 

I took my S.A.T.’s, and I was reading Howl, [Allen] Ginsberg’s Howl, and I 

just blew my S.A.T.’s off because it was so not interesting. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

So I wound up having to take dummy English. [laughs] Oh, and I’d met my 

first husband when I was in high school 

COLLINGS 

Oh, okay. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, I guess I should mention that. Steve was a really important influence. He 

went to UCLA, and he was a precocious young—you know, he started college 

when he was sixteen. 

COLLINGS 
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Wow. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And his summer job, which became a more full-time job, was at newly 

formed Universal Studios. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, really? Interesting. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And so he wrote the tour, the first tour. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Oh, really? 

HEEBNER 

And he was the head of personnel, but he was an archeologist. I mean, he was 

hanging out with the dirt people in archeology at UCLA, Clay Singer and 

[Linda and] Chester King and these people that I came to know, John Beaton 

[and Chris Dornan]. So the way I met Steve was my mother came into my 

room—and again this is the room that’s the cave with the Venetian blinds 

[painted], with P. J. Proby [James Marcus Smith] and Leonard [Norman] 

Cohen lines and Corita posters everywhere and a big art drafting table—and I 

was painting and I had paint all over me, and she comes into my room and says, 

“Get cleaned up. You’re getting a job.” And I looked at her, horrified. 

COLLINGS 

What? [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

Insulted. “What do you mean?” 

COLLINGS 

“Do you know who you’re talking to?” [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I was one of those. I was really awful. And so, I washed the paint off my 

forearms and I stuck on this little skimpy yellow dress and big hoop earrings, I 

remember, that I sewed. I used to make these things and sew them. They were 
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like doll clothes, but I would sew them. That was one thing I liked to do was 

sew, but make it up. I don’t think I ever followed a pattern. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

So you made your clothes or the earrings? 

HEEBNER 

Some of them. Or Salvation Army, the big jacket. I got a scholarship to Art 

Center School of Design— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, really? 

HEEBNER 

—in high school, and it was for Saturday drawing classes. But they had a rule 

there that women had to wear dresses. 

COLLINGS 

Really? 

HEEBNER 

And you’re sitting on these sawhorse saddle things. So I wore big old baggy 

jeans. But I sewed myself this black and white, prison-stripe tent dress— 

COLLINGS 

That’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

—that I wore over my jeans and my combat jacket, with my “Save the Watts 

Towers” button and my “Make Love, Not War,” you know, the whole thing. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. That’s great. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. We did do a campaign fundraiser to help save Watts Towers. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, you did? 
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HEEBNER 

Yes. 

COLLINGS 

Was that part of your school? 

HEEBNER 

High school, yeah, yeah, Simon Rodia. So, usually a kid in Burbank doesn’t 

really venture into Watts. 

COLLINGS 

Right. So that was something that was brought forth by the teachers of the 

school? 

HEEBNER 

The Sisters, that this was important, and there are all kinds of art. So again, it 

was that opening up to another kind of art. You know, outsider art was pretty 

great. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

And I had another teacher, Kit Harter, unfortunately, who passed away young. 

She was an English teacher, but she was also part of our jug band. We loved 

Maria Muldaur and Jim Kweskin, and we had formed— 

COLLINGS 

[sings] “Midnight at the Oasis.” 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And [sings] “I’m a Woman.” [laughs] And so we had a jug band and we 

all played. I played kazoo and sang. 

COLLINGS 

Kazoo? [laughs] 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah. [demonstrates] [laughter] And Kit was disguised, looked like a little 

Sergeant Pepper with a mustache. Nobody was supposed to know who she was. 

Obviously everyone knew she was our English teacher. And we would perform 

jug band and old-timey music and stuff like that. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s funny. 

HEEBNER 

It was really funny. I still know the songs verbatim. [laughs] I really do. So 

back to getting a job. I had inherited my father’s ‘59 Buick with fins out the 

side, and I needed a pillow to sit on so I could reach it. I drove up to Universal, 

and there’s Steve [Steven Craig] sitting in this trailer. And I said, “Hi. I’m here 

to get a job as a tour guide.” And he said, “Okay.” And he goes, “And how old 

are you?” And I said, “Sixteen.” And he said, “Well, you have to be eighteen to 

be a tour guide.” And I said, “Okay. Bye.” [laughter] And I turned on my heels. 

He goes, “But there’s a job called a patio hostess.” I said, “What’s that?” He 

said, “Well, honestly, it means you’re busing tables in the food service area.” 

And I went, “Okay.” And I started to walk out, and then I thought, “I could get 

out of the house. I could do something new.” 

COLLINGS 

Were you interested in earning some money or not at all? [laughs] Not at all? 

HEEBNER 

So stupid. [laughter] Oh, god. Maybe I was. I don’t know. But he interested me. 

[laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Oh! 

HEEBNER 

So I came back and said, “All right. I’ll take it.” So I took the job, and I 

remember I could get my task done, busing, cleaning the table and stuff. And 

my eyes were opened to concession food. At one time, one of my jobs was to 

take this big vat of potato whitener and take the hotdogs that had gotten a little 

moldy, and putting them in the potato whitener to whiten them off. 

COLLINGS 
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Oh, god. 

HEEBNER 

And this old former navy chef or cook was the cook there. He’d always have a 

match [between his teeth]. And I’d go, “You know, Charlie,” or whatever his 

name was, “why do you have a match?” And he was chopping onions, and he 

taught me that the sulfur, if you light a match and then put it out, the sulfur 

keeps your eyes from tearing. 

COLLINGS 

Oh! 

HEEBNER 

So I got this job, and I could do my duty quickly enough and then go hide in—I 

found this great place among these bushes where I could read. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, good. There you go. 

HEEBNER 

And then Steve came up, and I thought, “Oh, boy. I’m fired.” And he said, 

“What are you reading?” I don’t know. It was something way over my head 

that I remember was P.D. [Pyotr Demianovich] Ouspensky and Gurdjieff and 

[Carl Gustav Jung] that whole—you know, I didn’t know what I was reading, 

but I thought I was smart. [laughs] So he started asking me out, and we would 

go to the [film] screenings [at Gary Burkhart’s house] and stuff. So that’s how 

we met. And then he was going into the Peace Corps, he decided, and that’s 

when I was in college. No, before that he did a dig in Peru, a big dig with Chris 

Donnan, and it freaked him out. The high desert, the Altiplano in Peru, is so 

bone-dry that everything’s preserved. So they would be excavating, and there’d 

be hair and clothing and stuff. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, interesting. 

HEEBNER 

And it just gave him the willies, and then he had a hard time with—I mean, he 

was probably just young, you know. 
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COLLINGS 

Must have been sort of ghastly for— 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. But he came home, but he wound up in his—there’s an ethnographer, 

anthropologist named J.P. Harrington, who pretty much lived and worked and 

recorded Chumash Indians that are up here, and other Coastal Band Indians. 

Steve, at the Lowie Library in Berkeley, found a lot of missing Harrington 

notes, and so he wrote those up and he got really involved with archeology. 

And archeology’s been a mainstay in terms of— 

COLLINGS 

Yes, in your work. 

HEEBNER 

I mean, obviously, I’m not a geologist. I wish I were. I’m not an archeologist. I 

wish I were. I’m not a botanist. I wish I were. But I take these snippets from 

what I’ve experienced and what I know and use that in my art. So that was a 

big influence. 

COLLINGS 

Did you travel to any of these sites with him? 

HEEBNER 

Well, after we were married—I married him when I was nineteen, when he was 

up here. He then went to graduate school [at UC Santa Barbara] up here for a 

while. We did a lot of work out on Santa Cruz Island, and I would go along as, 

quote, “the cook.” I would do that, but I also was really good at finding beads. 

Beads, Chester King and his wife, Linda King, postulated were money, and 

they figured out that Santa Cruz Island was the Mint, and there was an active 

trade with the Southwest Indians. There was turquoise going back and forth, 

and these beads made from Olivella shells, the core, the harder [inner] core of 

the Olivella shell. 

COLLINGS 

Was this before the Russians were coming down and hunting the sea otter? Are 

you talking about like sort of long before? 

HEEBNER 
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Oh, yeah. This is early. I’d say eight thousand years ago. And then the shift, I 

mean, at one point [around 30,000 years ago], all those islands were down near, 

San Diego, but we had that strike-slip fault, so it’s travelling northward. And 

the Channel Islands are also part of that Conejo Grade that you drive over, the 

Santa Monica mountains. That’s all part of the same trajectory. Those are the 

[channel] islands. And eight thousand years ago, they were a lot closer. The sea 

level was lower, and there were little mammoths living out there and all kinds 

of stuff. So, yeah, they go back a long way, a long way. So I got the job at 

Universal, then Steve and I were dating, and then I was in high school, and we 

wound up, when I went to college, he drove me up to college. 

COLLINGS 

Up to college at UCSB [UC Santa Barbara]. 

HEEBNER 

UCSB. 

COLLINGS 

And you had wanted to go to Berkeley. 

HEEBNER 

I wanted to go to Berkeley because that’s where people seemed to be much 

more politically active, and I was really bent on knowing more about that and 

being involved in some way. I didn’t know exactly how. 

COLLINGS 

Because up to now, you’ve been talking about, the art influences, but it sounds 

like when you went off to college you really wanted to learn about what was 

happening politically. 

HEEBNER 

Well, in high school too. In high school too. With our Concept newspaper. It 

wasn’t all art. Also the Catholics at that time, and the Jesuits and the 

Immaculate Heart nuns, they were very politically engaged in a lot of things 

that were going on. And so there was an awareness, and I wanted to read. I 

remember subscribing to The Nation and to others. Seven Days magazine. 

There was some magazine called Seven Days, I think, and Ramparts, another 

magazine. So I was on the fringe of all of those things. I mean, I was this little 
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blonde white girl from North Hollywood, but I was on the fringe of that and 

had a rebellious nature. 

COLLINGS 

So did you think that you would meld art and possibly some of these sort of 

social justice issues, or were those always separate spheres for you? 

HEEBNER 

No, they weren’t separate spheres, especially looking at Corita, whose art 

talked about social justice, and the music I was listening to was talking about 

social justice, and the poetry that I was attracted to also was talking about 

social justice. And I think that art and the whole sense of creating something 

beautiful and life-filled and vivid is a high form of social justice. Maybe I 

wasn’t explicit about saying that, but I think it was more of an implicit sense 

that things are out of balance. And, yeah, I did, I applied to Santa Cruz. I didn’t 

really—again, not having sought out or been offered any counseling, I didn’t 

really think that I could apply to a school back east or apply to Stanford. So I 

just applied within the UC system. And so Santa Cruz and Berkeley, and UCSB 

was my third choice. I got into them and got a Cal State scholarship and a 

Regent scholarship. So I was a Regent scholar, which was a good thing, even 

though I blew my S.A.T.’s off. [laughs] These days, that would have— 

COLLINGS 

That would have been it, probably. 

HEEBNER 

That would have been—yeah, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

Too bad for you, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

Another thing we did was stage little plays. One of the books that both Missy 

Mathison and I loved, the story was The Little Prince. And so we would figure 

out to stage those things. A girls’ school can be really great because— 

COLLINGS 

I’ve heard that. 
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HEEBNER 

—you’ve got uniforms on, everyone sort of looks flubby and dumb. You’ve got 

these girls so you can talk—I mean, there’s an intimacy among girls that’s 

really very sweet, and there’s vast friendships, and you don’t have this 

distraction of trying to look cool or whatever for—and I just thought it was 

wonderful. I really loved it. And there were always plenty of boys hovering 

around. I mean, they’re just there, you know. [laughter] And so that wasn’t, you 

know— 

COLLINGS 

It wasn’t a deficit. 

HEEBNER 

No, no. 

COLLINGS 

But your parents didn’t want you to go to Berkeley, is that right? 

HEEBNER 

No. And my father wanted me to go to Santa Barbara for another specific 

reason. There was a man up here who was a music librarian, named Martin 

Silver, and Martin Silver and my father had become friends. The way they’d 

become friends is my father had gone into this world of classical music. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, I see. That was a shift then. 

HEEBNER 

Well, yes and no. It was a real interesting shift for him because, again, he 

wasn’t educated in classical music at all, but he would listen to some of the 

phrases and lyrics of Debussy—not lyrics, excuse me, the melodies. And he’d 

want to make a song that used that, or he’d see how it would apply to 

something or, “Look what these guys were doing in the 1800s. Wow!” And he 

was always looking to see what musically was going on with it. And he was 

asked because he became really one of the best in the business, [as a 

soundman], a recording producer. Maybe not, but I thought he was, but he did 

have a good reputation. He could record piano quite well. He did a lot of Count 

Basie stuff. He was a really good friend of Count Basie and also [recorded] 
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Toscanini and some other classical pianists, Mr. Rubenstein. And he [my dad] 

was a cocky guy. I mean, he knew his stuff, but he also knew how to get his 

own way, has many stories such as when this fellow—I think it was Mr. 

[Rubenstein]—it wasn’t Toscanini. I’ll have to come back to you and 

remember. But my father had set up the mics for him, and he came in, he goes, 

[imitating accent] “No! I want the microphone here, I want the microphone 

here, and I want the microphone here!” My father said, “Absolutely.” And he 

just mic’d it the way he [originally] wanted to and turned those off and 

recorded it in the first take. And he goes, “See? It’s excellent, no?” 

COLLINGS 

What a great story. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

So that’s my dad in a nutshell. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. He’s going to do it his way. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And so he wound up having access to—well, there was this precursor to 

the recording device, to the recording technique, and it involved this machine, 

this device, and then a playback machine called Vorsetzer. And you’d put these 

rolls, piano rolls in when the pianist was playing. This was Edwin Welte who 

discovered or invented this. It was this sort of Rube Goldberg contraption, 

mercury-driven pneumatic tubes, and the playback was this Vorsetzer, which in 

German means “sitting in front of.” The methodical Germans knew that the 

first five or the last three, or vice versa, keys were never used in any piece of 

music thus far. So they had eighty, not eighty-eight, felt-covered fingers that 

would slide and fit over the keys, and it would playback this piano roll with the 

dynamics of a finger, instead of a player piano that just pounds everything from 

below. 

COLLINGS 

I see. 

HEEBNER 

So when my dad was recording these rolls, you’d swear there was a person in 

the room playing, and it was these piano rolls that he had transcribed onto disk. 
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So that was his heart project. He never had the money to—I still have his 

archive. UCSB is interested in it because they have their mechanical music 

program. But he’s got [Alexander Nikolayevich] Scriabin playing his own 

stuff, [Ferruccio Dante Michelangelo Benvenuto] Busoni, [Achille-Claude] 

Debussy, [Charles-Camille] Saint-Saëns, [Maria] Teresa Carreño [García de 

Sena]. I mean, anyone who was anyone would go to one of the three or four 

Welte studios—one was in St. Petersburg, one was in Freiberg, one was in 

Paris—I think that’s all—and try out this gizmo. And so they had these piano 

rolls that were then hidden during the war in the Black Hills. 

COLLINGS 

I see. 

HEEBNER 

And then they were recovered, and some anxious dealer and somebody else—

this is all foggy because I was playing Beatles records during the time that my 

dad was doing this. [laughs] Then it came to him to record, to do this project, 

and it just took over his life. It was everything. He loved it. He would listen to 

these things. He’d go, “Listen to this. That’s how the guy who wrote it wanted 

it played.” And it really is extraordinary. And sometimes composers aren’t 

really the best pianists of their own work, but at other times, you’d see the 

inflections and the way they’d want it played and, of course, that appealed to 

him. So Martin Silver at UCSB was very interested in my dad’s piano music, 

and he had [read] a story in Time magazine and some other press. He was very 

talented in the studio, but not a very good businessman, and probably made 

decisions that worked against him. So somebody else in Sony sort of pirated 

some of the recordings and released them. We were not allowed to buy Sony 

products. 

COLLINGS 

At all? 

HEEBNER 

Mr. Tuchinski was a name we could never say in our house. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

That’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 
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So anyway, he had a special bond with UCSB because of Martin Silver. So 

when I came up, drove up with him—I think I was driving because he wanted 

me to get used to driving—he said, “Baby, this is great. Look at it up here. It’s 

beautiful!” 

COLLINGS 

Beautiful! 

HEEBNER 

And I went, “Ah, bunch of airhead surfers.” I had my combat jacket on and my 

jeans, and my attitude, just dripping with attitude. I was probably just horrible. 

But we were pretty close, my dad and I. One thing we would do on Wednesday 

nights—he said, “You know, there’s this country western joint out on Melrose 

called Bonesville, and every Wednesday night these bunch of these 

schoolteachers get together and play jazz, and they’re wild.” And I went, 

“Okay. Let’s go,” you know. Schoolteachers? It’s Don Ellis & His Orchestra, 

which is like—oh, my god. He goes, “Look! They’re playing thirteen twenty-

two time.” You know, he’s counting the time trying to figure out this amazing 

music. I’d sit there with him. We’d sip coffee, smoke cigarettes. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, you did? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, boy. 

HEEBNER 

In high school I did. And listen to Bonesville, listened to Don Ellis at 

Bonesville. And then I’d go with Suzy O’Neill to the Ash Grove, and Taj 

Mahal at that point was living in the back and coming and playing in between 

sets. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 
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And there’d be Big Mama Thornton and Maria Muldaur and Sonny Terry and 

Brownie McGhee. 

COLLINGS 

So you were hanging out at the Ash Grove in your high school years. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

Jeez. [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. So I guess I got around. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, sounds like. 

HEEBNER 

And I did go to the museum. I’d go on my own, and I’d take my big old Buick 

and drive through Topanga Canyon and hang out in the canyons. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, you did? You hung out at that Topanga Canyon scene? 

HEEBNER 

Not with the people. I’d go and look at the streams and the water. I mean, I 

wasn’t—you know, it’s like [Heywood] Woody Allen says, “I’m two with 

nature.” You know, I mean, we were living in—you know, except for this big 

magnolia tree in our front yard which I used to climb up, which is probably 

where that early magnolia painting came from, I didn’t get out, except for the 

beach. We always went to the beach. And my mom from her days at Cape May, 

we always went to the beach. But the in-between, the streams and the riparian 

areas and all of that, when my daughter was raised here, it was riding horses 

and all of that kind of stuff, but I didn’t do any of that. And my dad was not a 

“Let’s go camping” kind of guy. 

COLLINGS 

Doesn’t sound like it, no. 
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HEEBNER 

No. Camping was the barbeque outside. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Right. That’s the extent of it. Shall we get into talking—let me pause for a 

second. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. So we’re back on. So you weren’t allowed to go to UCSB because your 

parents thought it was too wild. 

HEEBNER 

To [University of California] Berkeley. 

COLLINGS 

I mean to Berkeley, yes. And so you went to UCSB— 

HEEBNER 

Went to UCSB. 

COLLINGS 

—where your dad had this connection. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And I started in winter quarter, and it was the winter of the big oil spill 

and the year that the Bank of America was burned downed. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my gosh. 

HEEBNER 

Berkeley was quiet. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Right. The best-laid plans, yes. 

HEEBNER 
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So when I first came to school, because I had the Regents scholarship, I had the 

opportunity of being what they called a tutorial major, and that meant you 

could kind of design your own classes. And what I would do is go to the 

bookstore. I guess Dutton’s Book, I’m used— 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, I was just going to say. 

HEEBNER 

—to looking at what appeals, right? And I’d looked to see what teachers were 

assigning what books that were interesting to me, and that’s how I chose my 

classes. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, boy. That was enterprising. 

HEEBNER 

And it was a range from religious studies—there was this wonderful class 

taught by Mircea Eliade, who wrote a book called From Primitives to Zen. And 

then there were some other classes with [Thomas Stearns] Eliot and [Ezra 

Weston Loomis] Pound and [William Butler] Yeats. And I took an art class, 

and it was so depressing. I don’t think I ever saw the instructor. 

COLLINGS 

What? 

HEEBNER 

It was the T.A, and he was painting big six-foot, seven-foot, hard-edge copies 

of matchbook covers. And I was reading [William] Blake and Yeats and [David 

Herbert] Lawrence, and he didn’t get me. 

COLLINGS 

So he was doing sort of a Pop Art thing? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And I didn’t get him. He’s probably really famous by now. [laughter] So 

what I wound up doing was taking these other classes. I swore I’d never take 

another art class. You know, I always did art. I always drew and did my own 

personal work, but I just got really put off by that and just the scene. I don’t 
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know. Something about it that made me either shy or—I didn’t like it. And so I 

found it was much kinder, gentler in the literature department and in religious 

studies. 

COLLINGS 

Interesting. 

HEEBNER 

In those areas, I could illustrate or draw. I remember doing something about the 

Hopi Snake Dance, but I used Lawrence’s poem about the snake [The Snake] 

and did some drawings and paintings about something from my experience of 

what that means, because I’m not a Hopi. I don’t know, you know. I don’t 

know what these antiquities were. 

COLLINGS 

But the way you’re using them, you’re repurposing them. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And then in religious studies, from my background at Providence, it just 

seemed that’s basically cultural anthropology, looking at how different cultures 

deal with existential questions or where they are in the world and how their life 

affects or doesn’t affect people around them. So to me, it was political and it 

was existential and it felt familiar to me because that’s what the nuns were 

teaching us. So I liked that a lot. And then I took some Spanish classes, 

thinking, well, I could do an education abroad and get over to Spain. 

COLLINGS 

Oh. 

HEEBNER 

I mean, I didn’t—you know, again, I’m sure there were counseling services. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

I’m sure there were, but maybe not. This was the sixties, seventies, you know. 

Everyone was kind of [demonstrates]. So I just kept choosing these books, but I 

realized that the classes I had taken were all upper division, and I’d sit in on 
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classes too. They were upper division. I took some extracurricular art classes. I 

took a batik class. I did this mural that was twenty feet long by ten feet, that 

had fifteen vats of dye because I kept doing it and working it, which actually 

has really come in handy working with pulp painting and the kinds of paper I 

make for books. That whole sense of layering on things was from this early 

batik class. So I would find my way in what seemed to be just this wealth of 

opportunity and strangeness. In my freshman year, all freshmen were supposed 

to live in the dorms, with some exceptions. I think I have a little bit of my 

father in me, with the microphone here and there and all of that, because what I 

did was I told the dorm services people that we were having financial problems, 

and it would be much better for my family if I could get an apartment in Isla 

Vista. And what I told my parents was, “Exceptional students that were deemed 

to be of my caliber could live on their own in Isla Vista. Sign here.” [laughter] 

So after two quarters, I got out of the dorms and moved in with another 

girlfriend and three other people or something into Isla Vista. 

COLLINGS 

And what was the scene in Isla Vista at that time? 

HEEBNER 

Oh, god. There were teepees. There were communes. Oh, the T.A. at a 

psychology class I took seemed like the smartest guy in the class, so I liked 

him. He started the store called Sun and Earth Natural Foods, and Danny 

Fishbein went on to be a doctor for like thirty years at the CDC. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

And the other person, Richard Moore, who helped—the two of them founded 

this hippie health food store—I think lives in a commune in Grass Valley now. 

So it was perfect, you know. I would work there, and it was all organic food 

and bee pollen, and there was a little French door in the back where you could 

buy a bowl of brown rice with cashews and carrots and things. Most of the 

clientele were, young surfers, you know. [laughs] It was lovely. I mean, you 

realize, I mean, we were babies. We were nineteen, twenty and we were babies, 

but we were running stores and taking care— 

COLLINGS 
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Because it was the new society. 

HEEBNER 

Absolutely. We were going to do it right. 

COLLINGS 

Who else was going to run it? 

HEEBNER 

Exactly, yeah. I mean, we still have Sun and Earth reunions. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

I mean, I was listening to the radio today and they were talking about family 

reunions. It never occurred to me to have a family reunion, but Sun and Earth, 

oh, yeah. [laughs] Because you find surrogate families, I think, when you go 

off to college and all of a sudden you’re testing your wings, or you’re bumping 

into things that help you decide. I think maybe people now are a lot more 

directed or get directed. There’s a course that they’re supposed to go on or 

something, but I didn’t feel that in my life at that time at all. It was wide open. 

One of the literature classes I took was with a writer named Max Schott, and he 

was at the College of Creative Studies, and he was reading Chekhov and other 

Russians, and I loved those classes. And he said, “Well, why don’t you apply to 

Creative Studies.” I looked around, and they had open studios and everyone 

had a space to work in. 

COLLINGS 

That’s great. 

HEEBNER 

They had teachers that weren’t these bored art teachers that didn’t show up for 

class, but, Charles Gariebedian taught there, Paul Wonner, Masama Kanemitsu, 

really interesting people. Then Marvin Mudrick, who started the college, would 

bring in his friends. He was a New Yorker, and he would bring in, Eric Hoffer 

or the New York City Ballet to rehearse, Suzanne Farrell and Jacques 

d’Amboise, Michael Rogers, pianist. We didn’t know what a treat this was 

really, but these people were amazing that we were getting to hang out with. 
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During that time in the English department, Kenneth Rexroth was teaching 

there, and I remember when I had to take dummy English because I blew off 

my S.A.T.’s., the teacher in that course, Michael Petracca, just got hired, a 

young novelist. And he said, “There’s nothing I can teach you that this—. This 

is the guy.” Kenneth has got this mane of grey hair, and he’s loving the golden 

years of his life, surrounded by beautiful hippie girls, and a tolerant wife, Carol 

Tinker. One of the classes he had was a performance class, and people would 

play music or they’d tell stories, and then he would go on and just kind of muse 

about, some Chinese poem that he’d translated. I mean, it was terrific. And so 

that was fantastic. Then at some point they weren’t going to give Kenneth 

tenure, so all his buddies came to rally for him. Ginsberg, Snyder, everyone 

came. Everyone came and just did these readings. In Creative Studies they all 

hung out, Michael McClure, Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder [and Laurence 

Ferlenghetti]. I’ll think of more, but it was all of them. 

COLLINGS 

Did he get tenure in the end? 

HEEBNER 

Oh, they gave him honors. But it was just ridiculous. That was huge. That was 

huge. 

COLLINGS 

What an environment. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. It was a heady place, and the riots were a heady place too. I mean, 

[Ronald Wilson] Reagan was governor, and it was right after the Watts Riots— 

I think it was the Watts Riots, ‘69. And when everyone had gone—there was 

this anthropology professor, Bill Allen, who was talking about the war rather 

than early man or something, and he was getting flak for that. Now, there 

probably were other issues. Maybe he didn’t deserve tenure. I don’t really 

know. I never took a class of his. But there was a rumbling about him not being 

recognized. And at the same time, William Kunstler of the Chicago Seven and 

Jane Fonda had come to talk, and they were giving this antiwar speech and the 

speech about the Chicago Seven, and people just said, “Let’s go to the streets. 

Let’s go to the streets.” And they moved into Isla Vista to the Bank of America, 

which was the target, and one thing led to another, and the bank was in flames. 
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COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

It was during finals time, and I remember, I had this kind of split good girl, 

rowdy girl personality, and I had to get my paper of E.M. Forster’s Passage to 

India in to my teacher today. So I’m walking through this battlefield. Of course, 

nobody’s on campus to deliver this— 

COLLINGS 

You were living in Isla Vista, so you had to sort of come through this 

conflagration. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. To deliver my paper on A Passage to India. 

COLLINGS 

What did you do after you dropped off the paper, do you remember? 

HEEBNER 

I went back. I went back. And because Sun and Earth was right next to the 

central park, which was close to campus, they started—Reagan had brought in 

the National Guard. No. Yeah, National Guard. Anyway, it was way overkill 

for these suburban students from, you know—and they used a combination of 

pepper gas and tear gas on people that were doing a peaceful sit-in in the park. 

The anecdote for one is water, and water activates the other. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, no. 

HEEBNER 

So by making a combination, you were screwed, so people were blinded. We 

got as far as Sun and Earth, and we stayed and spent the night there. There was 

dumpsters people were moving and setting on fire, and it was frightening. It 

was really frightening. I realized that being in the middle of something like that 

is no cakewalk. It’s really frightening. We had a friend that was pulled from his 

trailer and arrested for arson, and he was asleep. I had an English teacher, 

Homer Swander, whose son and a bunch of his students were arrested, and he 
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put up his house as collateral to get them out. It was pivotal time. It was a really 

pivotal time. A friend, Brian Williams, who was an artist, in fact, he’s doing 

western style Andrew Wyeth watercolors in Japan. He’s been in Japan forever. 

COLLINGS 

I bet those are really popular there. 

HEEBNER 

They are. Oh, he makes a killing. His father was a missionary and [he] was part 

Peruvian and part Japanese, I think, and part white, Caucasian, and he was 

usually very quiet and calm—he was at College of Creative Studies too—but it 

just flipped a switch in him, and he kicked down the administration door. The 

glass broke. I still have a poster that we did in the art department. It says, 

“Don’t bank on Amerika,” with a ‘K,’ and it was a check superimposed over a 

picture of the flames. It’s a red and yellow image, a big huge check. So there 

were lots of things like that. 

COLLINGS 

What was the next day like? After the fire was put out, do you remember 

anything about— 

HEEBNER 

Well, I think it went on for a couple days, and there was a curfew for—I think 

it was over the weekend. There was a curfew and it went on for a few days. 

People were sort of slowly venturing out. There were a lot of police around, a 

lot of police. I was frightened, so I didn’t venture out very much. 

COLLINGS 

Did it change your point of view in any way? 

HEEBNER 

It reinforced my point of view that the man was going to getcha. Yeah, it 

reinforced what I had already felt, was that these people were dealing with 

excessive force. They weren’t really looking at situation. They wanted 

something to blow up, and they really didn’t want to find out what was at the 

core. There wasn’t the mediation kind of thing that maybe would happen more 

so now. I mean, Sienna, my daughter, teaches at Dartmouth, and there was just 

a big deal there where the campus was shut down for a few days over a 

contingent of students that were really hurling some horribly racial and 
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homophobic slurs at other students. They just shut the campus down and started 

doing teach-ins and talking. Whether the kids who were the radical right-wing 

kids went to them or not, we don’t know. But it was, as Obama would say, “a 

teachable moment.” We didn’t have an [Barack Hussein] Obama [II] then. 

COLLINGS 

No. 

HEEBNER 

So it was polarizing. It was really polarizing, I think. After that, that alternative 

movement of—I think there was some federal aid that we got that turned this 

funky park into something that was renamed Perfect Park. There was a food co-

op that started. So kind of out of the ashes came a lot of the earlier alternative 

lifestyle ways of living in Isla Vista. And a lot of the teachers were radicalized 

at that point, too, because they saw their young students being treated really 

horribly. 

COLLINGS 

Would that be a good place to stop for today? 

HEEBNER 

I think so, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. Great. [End of July 30, 2013 interview] 

1.2. Session Two (August 23, 2013) 

COLLINGS 

Today is August 23, 2013, Jane Collings interviewing Mary Heebner in her 

studio in Santa Barbara. Good morning, Mary. 

HEEBNER 

Good morning, Jane. 

COLLINGS 

We’re going to start talking about your mentor at UCSB, William Dole, what 

his work is about and how it influenced you. 
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HEEBNER 

I loved my time working with William Dole. I had done my undergraduate 

work at the College of Creative Studies and wanted to go back to do some 

graduate work. I had a daughter when I was still an undergraduate, and she was 

just about two and a half and eligible for daycare, and I was desperately 

desiring a studio besides the spare room in our apartment. So I applied, and the 

person that attracted me most of all the faculty at UCSB was William Dole. He 

did these delicate beautiful collages, very colorful. They had a lot of text in 

them. He also did some wonderful watercolors and drawings. So working with 

him for two years was such an enlightening thing. When I first came and 

applied—and at that time in the graduate department, a faculty member would 

choose two students. I showed him the work that I had been doing, which was 

very evocative of Georgia O’Keeffe. They were minimal or detailed 

watercolors of bones and abstractions from bone and shell shapes and things 

like that. He had seen them and said, “Well, you’ve got this down, basically. 

There’s not much I can—.” And I said, “Well, I really want to do more and 

expand myself.” And he wound up selecting me. Possibly my daughter, Sienna, 

helped with this occasion, and that was because Bill Dole had seven kids. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, really? 

HEEBNER 

And he told me he’d be rocking the cradle with his foot and painting with his 

hand. So when Sienna came with me and was tugging on my skirt going, 

“Mom, can we go? Come on. Hi, Mr. Dole,” she just sort of, I think, won his 

heart. Whether or not that had an influence, I like to think it does. [laughter] 

But I worked with him and I started doing gestural watercolor, and they weren’t 

as tight as they could be. They didn’t hold my interest after a while, but little 

areas of them did, so I tore them out. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

So I called them little nuggets, and these nuggets I then put together in 

compositions and started making my first collages. From there I went on to do 

a lot of things where I would take scraps of paper, paint them, piece them 
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together, and make collages. One of the influences that leads to the artist book 

is when Bill started making collages, he was a fellow at the American Academy 

of Rome. His family moved to Rome, and then I think they were in Florence 

for a while as well. It was post-flood, so that’s after 1966 when that horrible 

flood came through Florence. In a lot of the bookstores and things, that work 

which was not salvageable but not quite destroyed would show up in used 

bookstores and places. 

COLLINGS 

That’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

Bill bought this valise, I think, to carry a portfolio, and he opened it up and 

there was all of these papers with musical script and Latin and vellum, just 

these gorgeous bits of print. And he started playing around with those, 

juxtaposing them with blocks and strips of color and creating these collages. So 

that’s what he became most known for, and he was one of the premier collage 

artists of the century. And it was from this accident, almost, from finding this 

valise that had these magical papers in there. I love that story. He was such an 

understated fellow. He and I would—he had very catholic tastes. He wasn’t just 

interested in looking at the art magazines. In fact, he hated art magazines. 

COLLINGS 

Why did he hate art magazines? 

HEEBNER 

He didn’t like the bad writing, the “artspeak,” that ponderous, “in club” kind of 

rhetoric that drives any— 

COLLINGS 

And especially during that period, I’m thinking. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, any sane person would hate. [laughs] Anyway, so we talked. He knew 

my dad was in the music world, and one of his daughters was a roadie for the 

Jefferson Starship. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, wow. 
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HEEBNER 

So we would talk about, Billboard magazine, or we would also look at 

Scientific American and Smithsonian. And part of his way of cultivating a 

student’s eye was through understatement. He didn’t just say, “This is how you 

do it. Just look at my work and [demonstrates].” He was very soft-spoken. He 

was very intellectually astute and well read, and he would kind of let you 

discover things so that when—once when we were walking into his studio from 

the corridor at the UCSB art department—it was in Building 1493, I believe, 

which is now a little gallery, but it was his office, and there was a sink with a 

soap container, a Boraxo soap container, and I remember him pointing to a 

scratch on the container. It was a long diagonal line with a cross, and he goes, 

“Isn’t that a lovely line.” 

COLLINGS 

Ah! 

HEEBNER 

And it was like noticing things around you that are lovely, that whole sense of 

what it is. On the other hand, I was showing him my fondness for some Zen 

drawings, and he said, “Some of these are such lazy lines.” 

COLLINGS 

Interesting. 

HEEBNER 

So he got me really to notice what a line was, and that the minutia of something 

which again feeds into the details of designing and fabricating a book. 

COLLINGS 

Absolutely. 

HEEBNER 

In one way, it almost led to making books because, again, there was this text 

element and these colors and paintings. There was his love of literature, which 

really was such a godsend after my earlier experiences at the art department. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 
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HEEBNER 

It just kind of encouraged me to forge my way and try to develop my eye and 

develop my sense of color, and out of that will come what you have to say and 

how you’re going to be able to say it. And I think that that’s a really important 

lesson that any teacher—you know, it’s a gift that some teachers have that they 

teach you how to look and have you notice details that are quite incidental and 

accidental, the cracks in the sidewalk for instance. So my graduate work—at 

my graduate show, I showed a series of collages, and a lot of those actually 

sold. So that was my first experience really selling work. 

COLLINGS 

Were you surprised that they sold? 

HEEBNER 

Yes! [laughs] I was really surprised. I didn’t even think about it. Some of my 

earliest collectors were people that had also collected William Dole’s work. 

COLLINGS 

I see. 

HEEBNER 

Then another fellow, Fred Bradley, who had a gallery in Montecito, he picked 

me up as an artist, and so I had a show with him. This was all before Peggy 

Walker, who I had mentioned earlier, had come onto the scene. 

COLLINGS 

I don’t think you mentioned that on tape. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. Well, I’ll do that then. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 

So it was an experience of making work and selling it. 

COLLINGS 
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It sounds fabulous. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

It was like, wow! 

COLLINGS 

Who could ask for more? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. It was really, really—I just felt lucky. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

I still was completely unschooled in the professionalism part of the work. I 

didn’t know how to take slides. I look at some of my early documentation of 

my work, and it’s terrible. [laughs] And a lot of those have faded and they’re 

kind of cyan blue and all of that. So because most of my early work then was 

placed, I don’t have much record. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, interesting. 

HEEBNER 

Every once in a while, something comes up in an auction and I see it. 

COLLINGS 

That must be an interesting feeling. 

HEEBNER 

Well, it is. It is. It’s kind of—you know, I regret it now. I regret that I didn’t 

know much about the documenting and the professional end of it. But on the 

other hand, I think that sometimes students put the horse before the cart these 

days and want to know how to get a gallery how to be famous, how to da, da, 

da, da, da, da, how to get in a magazine, and they haven’t developed an eye and 

they haven’t developed a vocabulary. 

COLLINGS 
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That’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

And they’re just kind of wanting the part of it that to me is peripheral. Yes, you 

want to make a living, but at the same time it can sometimes retard what is a 

slow, accretive process of developing an eye, developing what it is you want to 

say and how you want to say it. 

COLLINGS 

So you feel that when you were—the profession, if you want to call it that, that 

it had not yet become a profession per se? 

HEEBNER 

I was sort of thrown into the profession part of it, not knowing a lot and 

learning on my feet, and, fortunately, had some people who I really trusted, 

who were trustworthy, who were helpful in guiding me. Perhaps I should go in 

to Peggy Walker at this point. 

COLLINGS 

Sure. 

HEEBNER 

This was around 1975 to ’77, when I did my graduate work. Then in—I think it 

was 1979 or ’80 [1977, before] when Harry Reese and I had our first show 

together [in 1979 or 80], and it was at a gallery called the—it was the Art 

Rental Gallery which was adjacent to the Santa Barbara Museum of Art. And 

the Art Rental Gallery is an interesting concept, and I wish we still had it at our 

museum. It allows people to collect work, young people or people without a 

million dollars, to collect work. It gives them monthly income because you 

have a percentage fee that is paid to you as rent, which is applied toward the 

purchase if you get it. 

COLLINGS 

Interesting. 

HEEBNER 

LACMA [Los Angeles County Museum of Art] has it. They just closed their 

rental gallery—no, no. I think they’ve just sort of condensed it a little bit. I was 



67 

 

working with them since 1982 because of some collectors who had seen my 

work through the Pasadena Art Alliance who were also involved in LACMA. 

COLLINGS 

So the idea is that—I’m not quite clear. What element aspect of it is the rental 

part of it? 

HEEBNER 

An artist would consign some work to the rental gallery. A client could come in 

and rent the piece for 10 percent or 5 percent, I forget, of the price. They sign a 

contract and the condition report and all of that. It’s a monthly rental or 

bimonthly. 

COLLINGS 

That’s so interesting. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. It really makes sense. I mean, businesses around here should do it instead 

of having posters up or dumb things, you know. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

So every month I would get a check, and then every once in a while they would 

do an exhibit, and it was really a way of getting a start in a very competitive 

world, and that actually did give me my start. This woman came to Santa 

Barbara to visit a friend. They were going to meet at the museum. She arrived 

early and happened into the rental gallery, saw my little collages, and said, 

“Who is this? Give me her phone number.” 

COLLINGS 

Wow! Discovered! 

HEEBNER 

I know! [laughs] Wow! So the woman who was volunteering at the rental 

gallery was a woman named Toni Gump, and she knew Peggy Walker, who 

this woman was, because Gump of Gump’s of San Francisco, and the Walker 

family was a prestigious family in the Bay Area. Of course, I knew nothing 
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about this. So Toni called me and said, “This woman called. I gave her your 

phone number. You should contact her right away.” So I remember 

distinctively I was at the stove stirring some curry with my two-year-old on my 

hip, calling, balancing the phone on one shoulder and ear and talking to this 

absolutely delightful woman on the other end saying, “I love your work. I’m 

interested in representing or seeing more of your work. Could you send me 

some?” So, talk about green. I took two or three little collages, threw them in a 

manila envelope, no packing, no invoice, nothing, and sent them off. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Oh, there’s plenty where that came from. 

HEEBNER 

Part of it is how you grow to learn to value what you do, and part of growing 

up is seeing who you are. And it took me longer than it does some people. 

[laughter] I had a couple of shows where I wouldn’t go in and look at the work 

because I just couldn’t see it up. It was embarrassing. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, interesting. Why was it embarrassing? 

HEEBNER 

I don’t know. It just looked like if I looked at it too long, it would disappear, or 

it would appear— 

COLLINGS 

Did you think it was too personal, or you— 

HEEBNER 

—vain or— 

COLLINGS 

—thought it wasn’t good enough? 

HEEBNER 

I thought it was good, but if I looked at it, it would somehow feel like I thought 

too much of myself or some—I don’t know. It was a weird aberration in my 

personality at that point. It felt almost invasive to look at it in this public place. 

And yet, of course, one of the pleasures of making something is in your studio, 
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putting it up, living with it, seeing what it says to you because oftentimes, 

whether it’s a painting or a book, when you’re in the middle of the design 

process in a book or when you’re not quite finished, whatever, with a painting, 

there’s these moments that are really quite important, and it has to do with just 

reflecting and taking in what you’ve done, because for my process, which is 

much more intuitive and, I don’t have a plan for what the thing’s going to look 

like before I engage in the process of making it, and that’s true for books to a 

less extent because you have to plan certain things. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

Many things have shifted in my design process through all the books I’ve done 

while I’m engaged with the materials, or if a certain paper that I’m making isn’t 

working one way, well, maybe it’ll work another way. So I work in a very fluid 

kind of mode. So those times when you’re reflecting on what you’ve done and 

looking and truly seeing it as something apart from you, not something that 

you’re still—you know, there’s threads that bind you to it, but it’s sort of 

breathing and living there on its own. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

Is it viable? You know? 

COLLINGS 

That’s a really good way of putting it. 

HEEBNER 

Can it make its way in the world without you surrounding it with 

explanations— 

COLLINGS 

Exactly. 

HEEBNER 
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—or backstories or all the stuff I can’t stand when I look at certain work and 

it’s all surrounded by all this rhetoric, and it’s like [demonstrates]. 

COLLINGS 

Or it’s surrounded by a movement. It can’t really exist outside of the entire 

movement. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. There’s a shtick, is what— 

COLLINGS 

Exactly. 

HEEBNER 

—we would say in the music business. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Exactly. 

HEEBNER 

You know, without the shtick, that it really can hold up on its own. And 

sometimes you’re so attached to something because you’ve invested so much 

time and energy and struggled with it, but it doesn’t work. And one of the ways 

I’ve tried to create a mechanism when I’m more self-critical and can distance 

myself is to work on more than one thing at a time. 

COLLINGS 

That’s a good idea. 

HEEBNER 

So I could leave that and move on to this, and that’s really helped me with the 

books. When I’m stuck, I’ll turn to a painting or a drawing, or vice versa. There 

might be a mockup design I might have in mind for a book. So something that’s 

related but different will reset my eye, so to speak, so that I can have some 

clarity and judgment in looking at something. Ideally, it’s just the distance of 

time that you can look at something and then maybe six months later or a year 

later see it for what it is, but not wanting to have that period of time always. 

COLLINGS 
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You don’t want to be fallow during that. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. So that was really helpful. And also in graduate school, having a 

two-and-a-half-year-old, and you’re doing your work during her naptime. 

[laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

I always say Sienna taught me discipline because I knew I had forty-five 

minutes, or an hour. When she got a little older, she would look at picture 

books by herself and have a quiet time because she knew Mom was working. 

From early on when she was born, her father, Steve Craig, would take her out 

on walks and bring her back for nursing, or I would have a little carrier, have 

her on my back and I’d be painting. So she was always, from the time she was 

born, around a studio, and those studios took on different permutations, from an 

illegal office building where we were living, to a little trailer, to a place where I 

finally, when I was a graduate student, had a studio, and it was out at 

Devereaux, which is off campus. And right 100 yards from my little studio in 

Devereaux was a childcare center, University Childcare Center. So I’d have a 

half day of working at the studio, and then I’d pick her up and we’d go home to 

married student housing. And I kept a little flat file in the front room and used 

that very tiny little front room as our living room, where the piano was, where 

the pet rat was, where kids were running in and out, where my husband the 

archeologist was bringing dirt, boots, and poison oak and artifacts in and out. 

And that was my studio, this little flat file surface on which I worked, and 

that’s when I was making these very small collages because that’s the space I 

had. That’s the space I had. As I said about the little nuggets with the collages, 

Bill Dole’s understated way of teaching was instead of saying, “Well, that’s a 

piece of shit,” he would look at some area and go, “You know, this color, the 

way this little area right here really works, and let’s think about why that really 

works.” And those became some of my little nuggets that I tore out. But it was 

a way of gently coaxing you forward rather than blasting you, which I had my 

share of with some art critics that came through Creative Studies when I was 

younger. 

COLLINGS 
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Sure. You’re going to run into that. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. 

COLLINGS 

It almost seems like your life was a bit of a collage as well. 

HEEBNER 

Absolutely. [laughs] Absolutely. There’s this real sense of pastiche, that 

something happens and you react to that. I look at the early collages, and they 

go through phases. I was always really influenced by music, particularly jazz. 

There’s a lot of the large collages that are named Spiritual after the John 

Coltrane song or for Eric Dolphy. But I was thinking about the rhythms and the 

surprises that happen in a piece of music, and that informed the rhythm and the 

construction of the collages. So there’d be open spaces and then some really 

intense bits, and then there’d be lines that lead to something else. To me, they 

were very musically oriented. Then there was a phase of my then-husband 

working with the local Chumash Indians, and we spent a lot of time [with these 

families]. It was a time in Santa Barbara, it was after the [1969] oil spill, which 

was devastating, and it was during a time when LNG [Liquefied Natural Gas], 

they wanted to put a liquid natural gas plant up at Gaviota. And Point 

Conception is a sacred site for the Chumash. It’s the westernmost point. It’s 

called the Western Gate. It’s where the souls depart and then go over the 

islands. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

There’s this period of a few years, and it’s really quite a beautiful story. There 

were people like Conchita Perez, who was a Chumash woman who lived out at 

the lighthouse there at the time. At one point, we took oral histories, and on my 

little typewriter—and I’m a total hit-and-cuss-type typist—I would take down 

these interviews from Chumash elders [Sespe, Kote Lotah, Wansak, Slo’, 

Madeline Hall, the Garnica family] to the youngest one was a young man 

named Goose. He was fourteen, I think, when we first met. You know, why 
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was the Point important to them? What was their life like? Are they Chumash? 

Are they not? What’s the controversy about that? 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s fascinating. 

HEEBNER 

So that became part of our world in a very big way. In fact, we moved from the 

married student housing in 1980 to a house that we bought with another fellow. 

So we were all sort of sharing. That’s another story, just this other world of 

young surfer kids who started a store called Sun and Earth Natural Foods, 

which is where— 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, you mentioned that. It sounded wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

It was wonderful. 

COLLINGS 

And you said you still have reunions? 

HEEBNER 

We do. It’s going to be our fortieth reunion coming up. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s great. 

HEEBNER 

It was wonderful. Sienna was called “Best Baby”— 

COLLINGS 

Aw. 

HEEBNER 

—because nobody else had kids. 

COLLINGS 

I see. Okay. 
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HEEBNER 

Most of the people that worked there were guys that were surfer guys or 

whatever. So she had this battalion of babysitters that she would order around. 

“Hawk, will you please get my Heidi dress? Bobby, I think it’s time for my 

nap. Brandt,”—at the zoo—“those aren’t monkeys. Those are Gibbons. 

Gibbons are apes.” [laughter] I know. I know. She was a hoot. So a lot of work 

responded. It was almost a call in response, which some— 

COLLINGS 

Interesting. 

HEEBNER 

—people do. Some people don’t. But for me, I was very interested in the 

storytelling of the Chumash, the elders. A fellow named Uncle Therman, who 

was Luiseño, who came up and was working with them. At one point, there 

was an area in Gaviota, and this was—oh, I guess I’m ahead of myself. We 

took oral interviews. There were hearings. A lot of Native Chumash gave 

testimony to why the Point was important to them. Steve Craig and Chester 

King, who were both graduates of UCLA in the anthropology department, took 

these and used them in their environmental impact report of what might happen 

if this were built, and we were very much against it and said, “There’s not 

enough liquid gas in there. You’re going to close this thing down in five years.” 

In ten years, they did. It’s gone. It’s a huge— 

COLLINGS 

So it was built. 

HEEBNER 

It was built, this horrible, horrible thing. I went by it and just broke into tears 

when I saw it. It was just this blight. And now it’s gone because what the report 

told them that they wouldn’t listen to was actually true. During that time, at one 

point the Chumash occupied the Point, and one of the things we did, we had 

this old Toyota Corolla, and we traded it for this handmade soapstone pipe that 

Kote Lotah, one of the leaders of the Owl clan, had made, and we traded a car. 

[laughter] These Indian guys—and they were big; they were big people—they 

bottomed out this little Toyota, but that was their vehicle to go back and forth 

from the Point. So it was an interesting time. Then we even had a consecrated 

sweat lodge in our backyard. 
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COLLINGS 

Oh, great. 

HEEBNER 

So they would come and not only do laundry at our house, but also sweat and 

eat and everything else. So through this chaos, I was in graduate school. 

[laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

So, oh dear. So I was just finishing in graduate school and then starting to— 

COLLINGS 

So no wonder you were cutting out the good parts and just putting them 

together. That sounds very efficient. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

It had to be. I mean, otherwise, the life was absolutely chaotic. There were 

people coming and going. So I believe probably when I was stirring a pot of 

something when Peggy Walker called me back, there were probably people in 

and out and coming and going from all this other cacophonous activity that was 

going on around me. And of course I was cooking for everybody and taking 

care of everything and stuff. So— [telephone interruption] 

HEEBNER 

So my collages reflected some of the stories and the sense that I had of being 

inside a Temescal sweat lodge and that kind of inner sound that happens when 

you’re in there. There’s steam. There’s rocks. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

One of the titles of a collage is Rock Making Steam. One of them’s Inside 

Sound and The Western Gate and Point Conception. So they were things that 

were really strongly tied to my real affection and attachment to the people and 
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their stories and their struggle, and they were ways of me making sense through 

pictures of that. I also did some literal drawings of some of the Chumash. 

COLLINGS 

So is that what people in the gallery in San Francisco were buying? Do you 

think they were appreciating your connection to this scene, or were they buying 

the work for another reason? 

HEEBNER 

I doubt if they were appreciating and buying it because of my connection to 

Chumash and Native American culture. I think they saw them as really well 

designed pieces that they felt were beautiful and that the title of them, which I 

would often explain or whatever, would add a layer of understanding or an 

element, but they lived on their own as abstract compositions, and I’m pretty 

sure that not everyone—some people, of course, got the connection or had a 

sense that there was a spiritual connection, that there was something deeper 

than just a sociological or a political movement, but there was a real attraction 

to the spirituality and that sense of inner knowing or connecting the inside and 

the outside. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

It’s such an interesting question. I certainly never asked, but the artist 

statements and things that I wrote at the time often had to do with what’s on the 

inside and how is that expressed through an outer— 

COLLINGS 

And certainly in culture those were such important—I mean, they still are 

today, but particularly at that time, they were at the forefront of people’s 

imagining. There were so many explorations of consciousness going on. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yes. Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

And it just sounds like your work would really, really hit— 



77 

 

HEEBNER 

I hope so. 

COLLINGS 

—a respondent chord in that way. 

HEEBNER 

I hope so. I hope so. It was a very treasured time because there was a lot—at 

the end of the seventies, the early eighties, I mean, people were—it was after 

the AIM Movement, American Indian Movement, and Wounded Knee had 

happened, and there were all these things that sort of sent ripples through the 

Native American community. So the ripple effect, it brought Archie Lame 

Deer, whose father, Lame Deer, wrote a wonderful book. Archie came. Archie 

was Sioux Indian. A lot of the song cycles and sweat cycles that the Chumash 

had kind of lost or wanted to recover because there was, again, a collage, kind 

of an overlay of Catholicism, Mission period, Spanish culture, Yaqui. The 

Chumash were consummate traders. They found turquoise [on the channel 

islands] and they found Chumash beads in the Southwest. They had a very 

sophisticated society for that time and a long one from 10,000 years ago, 8,000 

years ago, maybe. I’m not an expert, so don’t quote me on that. But it was a 

rich culture, and I was sort of lucky enough to be on the periphery, at least, of 

understanding some of it, understanding some stories. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

So Archie was instrumental in kind of helping or just being there. His wife was 

German. There’s a real interesting connection between German—Germans love 

cowboys and Indians. They’re also some very serious collectors and people that 

appreciate Native Americans. Just like right now there’s an interest in Tibetan 

culture. So Archie’s wife was German. There were a couple Anglo women that 

were married to some of the Chumash that I knew. 

COLLINGS 

Interesting. 

HEEBNER 
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And sitting around a fire or sitting around a sweat and hearing these stories and 

hearing how people who had a pretty hard scrap of life, I mean, they were poor, 

from a middle-class girl growing up in the Valley standards. 

COLLINGS 

Sure. 

HEEBNER 

But they had a dignity to them that was so gracious and generous. I remember 

at that time I was vegetarian, the Sun and Earth Natural Foods and all that. 

We’d be invited out to Gaviota to a feast, and you know they spent a good part 

of their check on this, and I’m not about to say, “I don’t eat meat.” 

COLLINGS 

Of course not. 

HEEBNER 

I had tri-tip and salsa and grandma’s tortillas. Little, little grandma’s tortillas 

were fantastic. [laughter] So I learned some things about courtesy and 

graciousness from my time with them. 

COLLINGS 

That’s so true. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And the literary kind of sense—I came to realize later that a couple 

people who were smart as tacks and eloquent and whatever had gone through 

Vietnam, were vets and everything, were illiterate. They couldn’t read. 

COLLINGS 

Illiterate? 

HEEBNER 

But they had figured out how to make their way, and it was much later that I 

realized that. So I also learned about how if the road doesn’t go this, well, try 

this way, and make it so you can get where you need to go, given what you 

know and what you have. And there was a kindness and a forgiving-ness. If 

somebody’s uncle ran away with somebody’s—“Well, that happens.” [laughs] 
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Or if somebody’s pregnant, “Oh, well. That happens.” I mean, there was this 

sense that— 

COLLINGS 

Boy, that’s admirable. 

HEEBNER 

—you’re not going to be judged. Humans are imperfect and flawed and 

passionate and all those things, and that’s just the way of the world. We don’t 

have time to get—you know, unless somebody really did something egregious, 

and what they would do in that case would be what they would do for a 

celebration. They would sweat and they would get in the circle and talk. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

So it taught me a lot. 

COLLINGS 

That’s amazing. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. It was a really formative time in my life. 

COLLINGS 

I can certainly see that. 

HEEBNER 

It was, again, this collage, Mary’s life collage, that was sort of overlapping with 

William Dole sending someone from Santa Barbara Magazine to do a story on 

Santa Barbara artists, of which he was. So this woman [journalist] drove up in 

her beautiful powder-blue Mercedes to our little house in Goleta, and White 

Bear’s on his motorcycle. Goose is coming. [laughs] She’s kind of looking 

around, and they’re going, “Hey, Heebner. What’s going on, dude?” And 

they’re razzing me, and I’m trying to work and present myself as a somewhat 

credible artist. [laughter] And I’ve got this life going on around me that— 

COLLINGS 
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It sounds great. 

HEEBNER 

Well, it was. There was a lot of chaos in it, and I think also making art was a 

way of honing down on something very focused and very specific and kind of 

letting the noise filter out and just concentrate so that I could do that. The 

studio at the house that was a converted garage was a flurry of scraps of paper 

and things on the wall, but I managed to at that time have very successful 

exhibitions in San Francisco and in Portland, St. Louis, Seattle, Los Angeles. 

COLLINGS 

Gosh. That’s a heavy exhibition schedule. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, and Pasadena and this LACMA Art Rental Gallery. So it was almost like 

I was this prism or something where I’m—oh, and I was teaching children. 

COLLINGS 

Oh. [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

How did I do that? I guess I was young. A friend of mine from Mexico said to 

somebody who, when they were complaining [about being overworked], she 

goes, [imitating accent] “Don’t worry. You have your youth. You have your 

youth.” [laughter] So I had my [imitating accent] “youth.” There was a program 

called Children’s Creative Project, which was run by a friend, Kathy Koury. 

Her idea was plugging real artists—musicians, writers, painters—into the 

school system. They’d get paid. The teacher didn’t have to teach the art or the 

writing or the music, and the kids would do these great art projects. 

COLLINGS 

What a concept. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. So I did that for six years. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 
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HEEBNER 

I taught K through six. I taught at the school El Rancho School in Goleta, 

where Sienna was a young student, kindergartner. It was interesting because 

teaching kids, my method was to take an artist, let’s say Paul Klee or Matisse, 

Matisse, the cutouts. I wouldn’t just say, “Let’s make pretty cutouts.” I’d talk to 

them about negative space. So trying to get them to fill a space in a beautiful 

way, as Arthur Dow, O’Keeffe’s teacher, would say, and to understand that 

there’s a positive and a negative space. Then we’d go out and walk around and 

look at negative and positive and what was that, and the kids in the first grade 

got it, second, you know. Then we’d have these art shows, and the parents 

would come and go, “Johnny did that?” “Yeah.” And I’d read them the 

O’Keeffe “Busy New Yorkers don’t look at a flower. They don’t have time.” 

So I’m going to make my flower big so that they look at it. So we did these 

things. One of the teachers, Lois Brandt, had the kids reading Shakespeare in 

third grade. So we did some things I hadn’t even thought of till now. There’s 

the Hamlet book, but had these kids interpreting what Shakespeare meant by 

Much Ado about Nothing or whatever. So it was a time that I prepared all the 

lessons, I had my little cart, and I went from kindergarten through sixth grade, 

and then I taught at a few other schools as well. But, yeah, I was doing all that 

at once. I’m tired even thinking of it. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Just thinking about it. 

HEEBNER 

So I was maintaining a career in which most of my work at that time sold. I was 

having strong involvement with the Chumash community. I was teaching K 

through six, and being a wife and a mother. 

COLLINGS 

And it was a time when art felt like it was important to the society. 

HEEBNER 

It was much more integrated, I think, in society. Maybe this is just my age at 

the time—I was in my twenties or early thirty, twenty-eight, twenty-nine, 

thirty—it didn’t seem to be just something for an elite class— 

COLLINGS 
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Right. Exactly. 

HEEBNER 

—that buys and trades on the market, and people are strategizing how to make 

it and how to jockey themselves in their position to get— 

COLLINGS 

I think there was very much the sense that works of art could help your brain 

perceive the world and society in a new and different way. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I couldn’t agree more. And it was, again, that hopefulness, that kind of 

sense that people looking at these—I still believe art heals. It was a world of 

possibilities and yeses. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

And, I’d had some funny encounters with nos, partly because I wasn’t all 100 

percent together. I was doing all of this and then—oh, and then going through a 

divorce. So anyway— 

COLLINGS 

Oh. [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

Oh, minor. So Sienna grew up in this swirl. So the fact that she’s as disciplined 

as she is and kind of forthright and whatever, I think, is— 

COLLINGS 

And she became an anthropologist. 

HEEBNER 

She became an anthropologist and she’s traveled the world, and she’s also a 

writer and a poet. So she knew discipline at an early age. She knew how to rely 

on herself and get what she needed from the—that it takes a village, as we say. 

COLLINGS 
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Right. 

HEEBNER 

So by default, I certainly was the opposite of a helicopter parent. Let’s put it 

that way. [laughs] And she went with us everywhere. I got a grant to go to the 

Southwest to paint. So we just threw her in the back and took the seat out of the 

Toyota and put a little mattress down. This was before seatbelts or anything. 

COLLINGS 

Right. Exactly. 

HEEBNER 

She’d draw and listen to her tape recorder or tape songs and music. She was a 

pretty free spirit. 

COLLINGS 

Should we pause for one second? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

All right. We’re back on and we are going to start talking about a handmade 

paper workshop with Harry and Sandra Reese. They did not have Turkey Press 

yet. 

HEEBNER 

Yes, they did. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, they did. Okay. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yes. They had Turkey Press, and they had invited Sukey Hughes to give a 

workshop in Japanese Washi, Japanese papermaking, and I signed up to take 

this workshop. Harry and I, I think it was after we had that show together at the 

1120 Artist Space, which was the art museum’s annex, and Carolee Campbell 

was one of the people taking it. I don’t think she had founded Ninja Press yet, 

but she was heading in the— 
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COLLINGS 

I don’t think she had. You’re talking about 1979. 

HEEBNER 

I believe so. 

COLLINGS 

No, she hadn’t founded it yet. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. It could have been 1980, somewhere around then. That’s when I first met 

Carolee. We were all—envision a long driveway with large planks of wood 

leaned on a fence in the diagonal, and that’s where you would couch your paper 

and then lay it on this plywood and then gently brush it to the surface, and then 

it would dry in the sun. The way we did the workshop was from scratch, where 

Sukey cooked up the pulp. 

COLLINGS 

The pulp of what? 

HEEBNER 

Gampi fibers, Mitsumata fibers, Japanese fibers made from plants. The way 

that Sukey got into making paper is a funny story. She was a journalist. She 

was working for different magazines. At one point she was an editor at Santa 

Barbara Magazine. She was married to a professional. Maybe he was a doctor. I 

never met him. I never knew him. On business, she went with her husband to 

Japan, and she was in the hotel room, turned on the television, and saw this—it 

wasn’t a living national treasure, it was a regional treasure of some fellow that 

was making paper or talking about it. She goes, “Wow! That would be an 

interesting story. I’d love to write about this.” She contacted their keeper, their 

minder, and got a translator, and it’s a wonderful example of “lost in 

translation.” 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 
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The woman communicated to Sukey that she should be ready very early in the 

morning. So, okay, fine. They drove out, and in this little village, the translation 

ripple effect to what this town learned and the papermaker learned was here 

was this American Gaijin that wanted to study under this regional treasure. And 

they had the vats of water out. The town was all around. They were waiting for 

Sukey. She says, “What could I do but plunge my hands in this ice-cold water 

and start?” And the rest is history. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my gosh. That’s a great story. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

So she wound up just hooked, and she wrote this what was really—I have it; 

I’ll show it to you—the definitive text of papermaking [Washi: The Art of 

Paper Making], because she did a real scholar’s job of researching the history 

of paper and writing about it and who were the players, and the book has 

samples of paper, and it was really the bible for papermakers trying to learn the 

Japanese method. So she was a big deal. She no longer is making paper. She 

would come between Santa Barbara and New Mexico, outside of Santa Fe, 

New Mexico. At one point she was painting icons or something. So Sukey was 

our teacher. So we started by boiling vats of fiber, and then we’d take the fiber 

once it was soft and then clean all of impurities out of it—it’s very labor-

intensive—with a tiny little knife. Then you pound the fiber literally to a pulp. 

You beat it to a pulp. Then you would test it by taking a glass of water and 

putting a little of the fiber and stirring. If it dispersed into this cloudy gray-light 

liquid, you knew that it was ready to use. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 

So we had small screens. She taught us that the deckle was the top of the screen 

that goes on, but it was also the edge, that pretty little edge that happens. We 

had bamboo placemat kind of things as the—and so we dipped our screens into 

the fiber, and we’d stir the pulp clockwise with your right hand, 

counterclockwise with your left hand. You’d dip the screen down, and when 

you lift it up, there’s kind of a smack. It breaks the surface tension and there’s a 

vacuum. Then you shake it north, south, east, west to distribute the fibers. She 
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put a retardant in it that was made of boiled okra, because you know how okra 

is slimy? 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

Well, the slimy stuff she would use. Now they use a—oh, god, I’ve lost the 

word—some kind of chemical [retention aid] to retard it so that the water just 

doesn’t “whoosh” all the way through the screen at once. It gives you a delay 

factor so that the pulp distributes more equally. So I was just hooked. I thought 

this was so beautiful, this process and the fact that out of this nothing, out of 

water—she would talk about the dragon clouds, which would be long strands of 

pulp. There was just something absolutely riveting about it, and the paper was 

so beautiful. We would dry it and we’d take a dry hake brush, very fuzzy, soft, 

long, six-, eight-inch-long flat brush, and gently—there’d be a pellum on top of 

it to protect the sheet, and you would gently sort of scooch the water out and 

have it marry to the plywood, to the wood. Then at some point when it wasn’t 

quite dry, the pellum would either fall off or you could take it off, and then you 

would still let it dry in the sun. And it really needed to be bone dry because if 

you peeled it off before, it was going to, curl. 

COLLINGS 

Now, did it specifically need to be dried in the sun, or could you dry it in an 

oven or something? 

HEEBNER 

I never asked if you could dry it in an oven. I know at Dieu Donné, when I 

make paper for production for my artist’s books now—and I began doing that 

in 1997—it’s obviously not outside, and they couch it on felts horizontally, and 

then they lift each off and put it between blotters and press it with a huge 

6,000-pound press to scooch the water out. And then they transfer it to another 

set of felts, and then they put it with fans, this battalion of fans that blows 

constant air on them, and that’s how they do it. So it’s air-dried. It doesn’t have 

to be hot sun or anything. 

COLLINGS 

But something that is going to dry it rather slowly. It sounds like it’s important. 
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HEEBNER 

Slowly and completely, yes. And there’s some instances where the paper will 

cockle, as in my Pablo Neruda book, where I encouraged—I wanted it to 

happen, but usually papermakers want a very flat sheet. So Sukey was a lot of 

fun. A few years later when she moved to Santa Fe, I told her I was—my 

husband was teaching [at the Santa Fe Photo Workshop]—it was quite a bit 

later, because I was with Macduff. Anyway, went to Santa Fe, must have been 

after 1989. And I said, “I’d love to make some paper with you.” And she said, 

“Sure.” And I said, “I’ve got a magic ingredient you’re going to love.” And she 

goes, “Ah. I can’t wait!” So we went—and part of it is you take these little 

hammers and you pound the pulp and break down the fibers, and you pound 

and you pound and you pound and you pound and you pound. So I pulled out 

her cassette player, and I put in Flamenco music, Manitas de Plata. 

[demonstrates] And it was perfect for pounding. She was laughing. We were 

both laughing. It was really fun to— 

COLLINGS 

That’s interesting. [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

—have Flamenco music accompaniment to our pounding. 

COLLINGS 

Like an exercise class. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Exactly. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

The music gets you going. 

HEEBNER 

A great spirit. A great spirit. So then Harry Reese’s driveway, Harry, of course, 

was making paper, and I think he was making some cotton rag paper. I think he 

had a tiny little Hollander at the time. He and Sandra had already founded 

Turkey Press, and they were experimenting with different kinds of rag, whether 

it was denim or curtains or whatever, and playing around with that. And I 

remember Carolee was just this bright sprit. I mean, she was just so excited, 
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and I remember her—one of the things I connected with her on is we both love 

poetry. We both loved the written word. And then I learned that she had been in 

film and had done some acting and whatnot. But we had that in common, that 

sense of love of the literary. And, of course, Harry and Sandra too. So it was 

just this wonderful group. To tell you the truth, those are the people I remember 

from the group. I don’t know who else—Voula Aldrich. Voula Aldrich was 

another woman who, I think, continues to be an artist and I think makes paper. 

COLLINGS 

So were you planning to use it for your painting at that time, or was this just an 

interest? 

HEEBNER 

For my collages. For my collages. And I kept some because it takes so much 

effort to make, and you get this paltry bit of paper. It’s like “Ah! I’m never 

going to use this. I’m holding on to this. It’s so precious to me.” And I started 

putting it in the collages, and I really— 

COLLINGS 

Ah, as kind of an inset or something? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. They were elements, just like that’s a piece of paper I made. 

COLLINGS 

I see. 

HEEBNER 

And I still do that to this day, is I’ll use paper I’ve made and incorporate that 

with paper that I’ve bought but altered through paint or other kinds of means, 

soaking. So that really raised the level of interest for me in handmade paper 

significantly because it was a thing you could make. There was a way you 

could play with it, and there were so many different fibers. Then what 

happened is you realize that the paint, or if you’re using a pencil, it reacts to the 

paper depending on what the paper is. 

COLLINGS 

Exactly. Oh, yeah. I’m sure. 
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HEEBNER 

So if it’s a very slick surface like the paper drying on this plywood, the front 

side would be kind of a little soft and fuzzy, and the back side would be almost 

slick as glass because it was against this surface. So you’d have these different 

surfaces and you’d have different ways of treating those surfaces. You could 

size it or not, and you could soak it. I did a lot of things where I just soaked the 

paper with pigment and let it permeate the entire shape, and that was something 

that I know Bill Dole did with his very small collages and small strips. He 

would just prepare sheets of paper that were just soaked through, and then he 

would carefully use those in his diminutive collages using a tweezer and rabbit-

skin glue as his adhesive. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

He said, “I like rabbit-skin glue because it sparkles.” 

COLLINGS 

Interesting. 

HEEBNER 

He also joked that when he gave a talk, invariably—he’d be doing these 

beautiful collages. They’d have interesting titles. He’d talk about all kinds of 

things, and everyone would go, “What kind of glue do you use?” [laughter] Oh, 

that still happens to me when I give a talk. “What kind of glue do you use?” 

COLLINGS 

Is it always about glue in particular? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. You know, it’s like with a photographer. Macduff, my husband, always 

gets, “What kind of filter do you use?” He doesn’t use any filters. You can’t on 

a panoramic camera. But even though he says that, people don’t listen, and they 

always ask that, inevitably. Even if he says, “I know you’re going to ask what 

kind of filters I use.” Anyway— 

COLLINGS 
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At that time, you weren’t thinking at all about artist’s books, or were you? 

Because you didn’t start the artist’s books until quite late. 

HEEBNER 

Until quite later. I was admiring the books that Harry and Sandra were 

producing, and especially loved the way the letterpress sunk into the paper and 

all of that. I was doing such almost Expressionist work at the time bold slabs of 

paper and loud and elements of calligraphy in it but just as a design element in 

it, that I was pretty much working on two-dimensional flat painted surfaces, 

and yet it was the kind of thing, “this is a whole other world here, and this is 

interesting to me, and I don’t know exactly how this is going to fit.” But it 

brought me back to my college days when I would take literature classes, and 

the way I would deal with the classes was to make drawings or paintings and 

then write out the poetry or the thing and sort of make these little books, 

these— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

—one-of-a-kind books. 

COLLINGS 

So that’s sort of how you studied or took notes? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

Visually. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

That’s really interesting. 

HEEBNER 
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So a class on Native Americans that I took in the art history department, I did 

something on the Hopi Snake Dance, but I brought in D.H. Lawrence’s poem 

of the snake and made some drawings that had to do with shedding and 

transformation and stuff like that. None of those—I have no idea where they—

they’re probably gone. Gone, gone, gone. Or that class on Eliot and Pound, I 

did a whole thing on J. Alfred Prufrock, and I still have one little drawing from 

that. It was in book form. It wasn’t bound. It wasn’t bound. I didn’t know 

anything about binding. It was a juxtaposition of words with, let’s say, written 

with the rapidograph pen on an image and then written out the poem by hand. 

So that was that. Then in ’89, when I married Macduff, we had a four-month-

long honeymoon. 

COLLINGS 

That’s nice. 

HEEBNER 

I left our honeymoon two weeks early. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Had enough of this. 

HEEBNER 

Well, I didn’t know who I was. I’d not been away from my studio ever for four 

months. People were calling me Mrs. Everton. I didn’t know who I was, where 

I was. We’d wake up in some place and I had to remember what country we 

were in. One of the stops on our four-month-long honeymoon was meeting up 

with Sandra Reese and going to Lambay, which was the little island [off the 

coast of Dublin] that was—her family, her background—Sandra Liddell Reese. 

Her great-aunt was Alice [Pleasance] Liddell, Alice in Wonderland. 

COLLINGS 

Really? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my gosh. 
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HEEBNER 

So they had this island. And Edward Lutyens [Sir Edwin Landseer Lutyens], 

who redesigned New Delhi, among other things, and did these beautiful 

Lutyens benches and things like that, he was one of the visitors in the heyday of 

when the island was vibrant and people were there. They had wallabies on the 

island. 

COLLINGS 

So this was during the English occupation of India, you’re talking about. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. Lutyens. 

COLLINGS 

The Raj. 

HEEBNER 

The Raj. So this island now was inhabited by a caretaker and her great-uncle, 

Rupert Revelstoke, who was a real character and just a real salty guy, really, 

really neat cardigan sweater with the little egg on it and the cap. I remember 

really wanting to know what the smell of peat was, and I had this romantic idea 

of oh, peat this, the peaty soil and peaty whiskey and all of that. And Sandra 

and Harry didn’t go on this trip. Sandra and two other friends, Fred and Carol 

Kenyon, and Macduff and I were up on this hill on the island, and this island is 

reached by a tiny little boat in a very rocky, rickety sea right off of County 

Dublin. So it’s an island off of Dublin in Ireland. 

COLLINGS 

I’m sorry. I was confused geographically. So you’re in Ireland. 

HEEBNER 

We’re in Ireland, and one of the visitors to this island on Lambay was the 

famous Edward Lutyens, who most people know from his redesign of New 

Delhi in India. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. That’s what got me confused. 

HEEBNER 
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Well, the peat story. So we were out and we were on the top of this hill, and it 

was so windy you could just lean like this or lean like that and the wind would 

hold you up, almost blow you away. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my goodness. 

HEEBNER 

It was fresh, and there’s rolling green hills and then these bizarre wallabies, 

little baby kangaroo critters left over from when people would bring things for 

folly and for whatnot. 

COLLINGS 

So those were brought back from Australia. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

When I heard about the wallabies, I was really confused. 

HEEBNER 

It’s like, what? 

COLLINGS 

Where are we? 

HEEBNER 

Where are we? [laughter] So being there, I remember being out there in the 

wind and the fresh air and running back into the house where we were staying, 

and it smelled like—you know those cheap pots with plastic handles? 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

Have you ever smelled— 

COLLINGS 
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Oh, yeah. Like it gets burned and starts melting. 

HEEBNER 

I smelled that, and I went to the stove. It’s like, “God, something’s burning.” 

That’s peat. That’s what peat smells like. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Why did you have this romantic infatuation with peat? [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

I don’t know. Macduff, my husband with the Scottish name and English-Scotch 

background, he kept talking about single malt whiskies and peat and going 

through the bogs and this wonderful kind of—it just felt romantic to me, and I 

didn’t know what it was. When I smelled it burning, it was like [demonstrates]. 

[laughter] “Oh, dear!” On the island, there was two things. One, there were 

some slate roofs on the houses and a lot of the slate had fallen off, and I was 

using slabs of slate to make drawings on. I left them there, of course, but it was 

a wonderful material. Then there was this small cemetery, and I still have—and 

I can show you—Sandra and I made rubbings. There was this just one word on 

a gravestone in this beautiful font, and it just said “Quiet.” 

COLLINGS 

Ah. That’s lovely. 

HEEBNER 

It was beautiful, and I made several rubbings of “Quiet” and kept them just 

because I thought they were just wonderful. And I thought of that when I did 

the Hamlet book. In the last page, it just has the watermark of H-a-m-l-e-t, and 

you hold it up to the light and it says “Hamlet.” And it was that feeling of just 

quiet, that just a word can evoke a feeling. So that was edging me more toward 

bridging word and image. Then when Macduff and I left Lambay and we went 

up to Scotland into the Outer Hebrides—and this is in November, let me tell 

you, gale-force-10 winds and everything. Most of the Hebrides at that time, in 

1989, were shut down. I mean, the weather gets very severe, and so most of the 

B&Bs or whatever were closed. We’d be up on these hills and there’d be these 

standing stones. They were just extraordinary sculptural presences, and they 

felt almost like if you see a stone circle, finally the “aha” was these are men 

standing round, that from a distance you see this presence, and it was really 



95 

 

profound to see these stones on this denuded—I mean, Scotland used to be 

forested and everything, but sheep took care of that for the most part. Then 

there were the clearances, and they’ve had hard, hard times. One of the things I 

did for our anniversary was I made a first book, and that book was taking 

Robinson Jeffers’ poems from the times that he was in Scotland and putting 

them with paintings. I had done a series that were basically fingerpaintings. 

When I left our honeymoon two weeks early, I really thought I’d lost the ability 

to paint. 

COLLINGS 

Really? 

HEEBNER 

I didn’t know who I was. I mean, it was a profound kind of “Ah!” One of those 

moments. Then Macduff—we were in London visiting a friend of his, and I 

said, “I’m going home.” And he said, “Well, I’m almost out of film. I’ll go 

too.” And I broke out in tears. “You don’t understand. I need to go home alone 

and just figure out who I am. And he goes, “Huh. Really? Don’t you know who 

you are?” [laughter] He was fine. I mean, the world is his studio. He’s out 

photographing, doing these gorgeous panoramics. The clouds are scutting by. 

We’re running around catching the light. I learned how when a cloud moves 

over a hill you watch the shadow and you can see the shadow move. So it was a 

new way of looking at light, and that was marvelous. There are all these things. 

I’d tried to keep the sketchbook, and it was too windy and it didn’t work, and it 

was just a mess. It was like, “I need to make something. I need to do something 

to root myself, because I don’t know where I am or who I am.” So I went 

home, I holed up in my studio, which had a bed and a shower and whatever, 

and I didn’t come out literally for a couple of weeks. I just was there and finally 

kind of almost closed my eyes and almost blindly started making with my 

hands the shape and the contour of the land and these rows that were gouged 

out which were black peat, and then these skies that were—it was winter, so it 

was like the day ended at 3:00 p.m., and it was just horizontal light with these 

endlessly long shadows. I’ll show you some of the other Hebrides paintings. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 
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But I did that. I don’t know how I communicated. It was before email. Maybe it 

was just telephone. I said, “I haven’t a care in the world. I’m making paintings. 

Come home!” [laughter] He was very sweet to give me my space and let that 

happen. 

COLLINGS 

I mean, it almost strikes me that maybe your work up to that point had been 

very informed by the landscape around you, the Southwest, the Pacific coast, 

perhaps, and here you were in all of these new kinds of geographic spaces, and 

maybe they just had to— 

HEEBNER 

I had to absorb it. 

COLLINGS 

—get expressed. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

You got to the point where it just had to come out. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And I really didn’t want to go home and have dinners with people or 

do—I mean, I just really needed to work. It was similar in feeling to when I 

was first pregnant, and Steve telling me, “This looks like art. It’s not you. 

Where’s it come from? Paint from where you are.” And I’m in tears, and he’s 

right, as I had said. These moments when there is a shift that happens and you 

reconnect with something that’s in your core that you know is important. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

And if you abandon it, it’s really not going to be good. So as a gift to Macduff, 

I went to Sandra and she made a small little clamshell in which I put these 

folios, which I’ll show you next time. 
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COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 

And on a typewriter typed out the poem, the Jeffers poem, and then juxtaposed 

it with—there a square format, like eight-inch by eight-inch. So that was— 

COLLINGS 

That was the first. 

HEEBNER 

—probably the first book. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I often find that making a gift for somebody can sort of jumpstart a 

whole series of ideas. The act of gifting, where you’re just doing it, things 

happen that you don’t expect because you don’t know why you’re doing it 

except for just the pretty pure reason of wanting to make a gift. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

And “Ta-da!” 

COLLINGS 

“Ta-da!” [interruption] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. We’re back on, and we’re going to talk about the book that came out of 

the Outer Hebrides paintings, because that’s sort of launching you in the 

direction of that vein of work. 

HEEBNER 
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Yes. So that trip, as you said, it was really good that I was there in November, 

which is a harsh and barren month, and it was cold and the sky was—it was 

perpetually four in the afternoon. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

This low-laying sky with these long fingering shadows and these haunting 

standing stones on a barren landscape that used to be forested. So there really is 

this kind of sense of mystery and also portentous kind of feeling of things that 

were lost and things that were archaic like the standing stones. All this mystery, 

because nobody really knows what they are. Are they a clock? Are they an 

army? What are they? And being there newly married, I had not been with one 

person 24/7 for years, if that. So it was wonderful travelling, but it was as if I 

was filling up and I was spilling over. I had to do something to get back to 

where I was. And I’ve always used my hands to make something to reconnect 

myself with me, so that’s why I left, and Macduff was gracious enough, after 

his shock subsided, to give me the time and the space. So I holed up in my 

studio and didn’t see anyone, didn’t talk to anyone, and started again with my 

eyes closed blind. I’m sure there’s some remote way this is related to just early 

childhood eye stuff, but I just started to try to feel the landscape with my hands, 

and I fingerpainted my way on to these sheets of paper and tried to gouge out 

the gouges of peaty soil and the color of the earth-colored heather over this 

black peaty soil and the reds and this weird, eerie metallic light that would just 

seem to emanate from somewhere, close to when you hold a flashlight under 

your chin, that weird light that comes on your face. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

So I started making these fingerpaintings of the landscape, using my fingers to 

jut standing stones, kind of these vertical pillars, very flat horizontal landscape. 

So I completed this series of paintings and wanted to make a gift for—well, I 

wanted to do something. A poet that’s influenced me since high school is 

Robinson Jeffers, and Robinson Jeffers, as you know, is up in Big Sur area, 

Carmel area, and wrote these epic poems, kind of a curmudgeon in some way, 
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but really just amazing poems. He was married to Una, and he wrote a lot of 

poems about the British Isles of particularly Scotland. So this was the first 

instance where—I’ve always said that the thing that distinguishes my artist’s 

books is that they come out of a series of paintings, and this was the first 

instance in which I used a typewriter and just typewrote out a selection of these 

Hebridean poems by Jeffers and juxtaposed them. This was in a square format 

with around eight-inch by eight-inch paintings that were diminutive versions of 

the larger paintings. It’s just a one-of-a-kind book, with poems like Love the 

Wild Swan, which was a perfect poem for me at that time because it’s like, who 

cares if your verses stink? Quit looking inward at yourself. Look at your eyes 

that can see, and love the wild swan. Look out. Get out of your skin. And it’s a 

great poem that I just butchered, but it’s a poem that was like a touchstone for 

me in that dragging my feet through trying to recapture who I was and realizing 

that there was this new world of who I was becoming, that was profoundly 

exciting and different, and is going to from then on involve a significant 

amount of travel and a significant amount of loving the wild swan, looking out 

instead of just looking—I don’t always just look in, but having more vistas to 

look out on and having nature or experience in nature be a primary rather than a 

secondary. It wasn’t through language that I was looking at nature. I was out in 

it, climbing these hills and watching the light, the shadowplay as the light 

moved across the hillsides and seeing in a way that I had never seen it before 

and having that affect my art in that the art and the books, to me, are one 

gesture. They’re one thing. So that was in 1989. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. All right. [End of August 23, 2013 interview] 

1.3. Session Three (October 3, 2013) 

COLLINGS 

Okay. Good morning, Mary. 

HEEBNER 

Good morning. 

COLLINGS 

Today is October 3, 2013, Jane Collings interviewing Mary Heebner in her 

studio in Santa Barbara. We said that we were going to start off with founding 
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the press and your book, Old Marks, New Marks. What you had said to me 

earlier, I think by email, was that you wanted to talk about, quote, “how I tease 

out a form that seems to work for what the content has to offer.” 

HEEBNER 

That’s a way of describing the sense that each book idea I have not only comes 

out of a series of paintings or a series of drawings, but also that the content is 

what I base the form of my book on. And the more I’ve been involved with 

making books, the more I understand that that’s an important element. In the 

very first book I did, Old Marks, New Marks, it began as a little offset catalog, 

and that began after a discussion—well, actually, a feeling-sorry-for-myself 

session, in which I was complaining to my husband that in the thirty-some 

years of working, I’d never had a catalog, and I’ve had all these shows but no 

lasting documentation, and he just pierced my little pity-party balloon and said, 

“Well, why don’t you just make one?” [laughter] So this was before I knew 

anything about computers at all, and I was typing and laying things out, cut-

and-paste, and I put together a catalog. And I called the book Old Marks, New 

Marks because of my devotion to and influence of ancient, art and these old 

marks that you would see, these drawn marks on cave walls juxtaposed, but 

they certainly influenced my new marks. 

COLLINGS 

Now, was this after your visit to Lascaux? 

HEEBNER 

No, this was my before my visit to Lascaux. I’ve been influenced by the caves 

since I was a child looking at books that were books of Lascaux and other 

books. But this was in response to three series of collages that I was making. 

One was called Shapeshifter, and I had never heard the word “shapeshifter.” 

COLLINGS 

I love that word. 

HEEBNER 

Or Star [Wars]—I never watched that, so I don’t know, but for me what it 

meant was you can shift in and out of time spaces and your physical shape can 

shift. And Indigo Sketches, in which it began as a poem and a series of 

paintings. So I was focused on these paintings and trying to find a way to 
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describe my process, my working process, and I found that I had written a lot 

about what my process was and how indebted it was to cave art and Neolithic 

[Upper Paleolithic] art and also to sculpture. I mean, it’s interesting to me as I 

am in the process right now of creating another catalog for this current show in 

November at Edward Cella, The Venus Paintings. The art historian, Bruce 

Robertson, who’s writing the essay for that, commented on how I work on 

paper but I think like a sculptor. 

COLLINGS 

That’s very interesting. 

HEEBNER 

And it just dawned on me that every time I’m attracted to—you know, the first 

things I go to, whether it’s contemporary or modern [Constantin] Brancusi or 

[Henri] Gaudier-Brzeska or [Amedeo Clemente] Modigliani sculptures or the 

early Neolithic bas reliefs and sculptures, that I really am drawn toward the 

sculptural form. 

COLLINGS 

That is so true, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, I know. It just was this, “Oh!” [laughs] It’s nice when somebody writes 

and comments about your work, because you often see things that you don’t 

yourself. 

COLLINGS 

Which might also have something to do with why you became interested in the 

book form, because that’s — 

HEEBNER 

It’s very sculptural. 

COLLINGS 

—its own kind of sculptural form. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And the book—I mean, when you open up two pages of a book, it’s a 

diptych, and so doing visual diptychs, which I’ve done or worked in series, 
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blends with that. I also had this writing and I had—every series I’ve done, I’ve 

written about, and images, and it just seemed natural. I just needed that kick in 

the pants to sort of say, “Well, go do it.” [laughs] And it was fun. It was a fun 

process. I worked with a graphic designer, Lucy Brown, and she helped 

translate my cut-and-paste objects into [digital] layout form. Then as we were 

working, I think we met together for coffee, and I was doodling on a napkin 

and I was sort of doodling this little sign, and she goes, “What’s that?” And I 

said, “I don’t know. It’s kind of a new mark, but it’s sort of based on these old 

marks.” Well, that became my pressmark. So it was just really literally on a 

napkin. [laughter] And I liked it because you kind of see it as the letter M. It’s a 

square almost entirely intersected by a line, but not quite, and it also can look 

like a form that’s human-based. 

COLLINGS 

Did you name your press at that time? 

HEEBNER 

Well then as I started putting this together, I did name the press. I don’t think 

that Simplemente Maria Press is mentioned in the offset catalog. It was printed 

in an edition of three thousand. 

COLLINGS 

That’s this, right? 

HEEBNER 

Yes. 

COLLINGS 

That we both have. 

HEEBNER 

And after this was printed, or while it was being laid out and in the process of 

being printed, a collector who had often come to my studio and was a friend, 

Charles Craig, said, “You should do a special edition that has the book with 

something else.” And that gave me the idea of juxtaposing, of nestling this 

book in a clamshell box and making a series of handmade paper collages that 

would go on the other side. The design for this book is entirely Sandra Reese’s. 

I went to Sandra and said, “Well, what do I do?” [laughs] So, baptism by fire, 

she had me and Gail Berkus and Judy Eganoff and—there were about four 
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people that wanted to learn this technique. And when Sandra looked at my 

material and saw my paint-encrusted rulers, she just said, “Oh, no!” [laughs] 

You couldn’t even see the inch marks on the ruler.So I was in for a whole new 

world from being a wildly Abstract Expressionist in my paintings, with glue 

and paint on everything, to all of a sudden pulling back into this world where a 

sixteenth of an inch matters, and be careful if something overlaps because 

that’ll give you extra weight. I mean, it was an entirely different way of 

regarding a surface, looking at it, and I was fascinated with it and these 

painstaking devices to create this box, but at the same time Sandra, because 

she’s such a consummate pro, she had devised some workable shortcuts or 

ways of measuring. And she measures a lot how I do, where it’s an arm’s 

length or two fingers or— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, interesting. 

HEEBNER 

—something together, that you use your body in some way to approximate. 

Then you get down to the nitty-gritty. But there was so much handling and 

touching involved with it. I really loved it. So when we started doing this book, 

Old Marks, New Marks, this came—let me see. This is in ’95, so this was ’95 

too. It was then that Macduff said, “Well, you should have a name for your 

press.” Because he had independently published a couple of projects when he 

was in graduate school and had a name for his press, Tixcacalpupul, which is a 

village in Yucatán where he had done a lot of work. And we had spent a lot of 

time in Mexico, and it just popped into—you know, that Simplemente Maria 

was the longest running soap opera, telenovela— 

COLLINGS 

I was wondering if there was a relationship. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. [laughs] And we thought it was— 

COLLINGS 

I was thinking it can’t be! 

HEEBNER 
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There is. And we just thought it was so funny. And also Simplemente Maria, 

Just Mary, that, yeah, it’s just me. I write the stuff. I paint the stuff. I put the 

stuff together, which, of course, is not true because, well, anyone who’s 

working in the book arts knows that you have lots of resources and lots of 

skilled people that are involved. 

COLLINGS 

But why were you attracted to the title of the telenovela? 

HEEBNER 

I love puns. I love puns. And also she’s kind of a Latin Mary Hartman, Mary 

Hartman. I mean, she just sort of gets herself into these jams, figures out how to 

get out of them, and I just kind of related to her. 

COLLINGS 

That’s great. 

HEEBNER 

So most people don’t know the telenovela. I love that you do. 

COLLINGS 

I can’t remember how I came across it. 

HEEBNER 

When I did my Pablo Neruda book, was down in Latin America, people would 

just howl. Now to this day, Antonio Skármeta calls “Simplemente Maria.” 

[laughs] “Hola, Simplemente! ¿Cómo estás?” So it’s just— 

COLLINGS 

It’s great. 

HEEBNER 

Why not? [laughs] So that’s the name of my press. In the project, making the 

collages for this, I made fifty. I didn’t know anything about editioning or 

numbering. So I lettered them A through Z, and then did maybe ten extra that 

were double-A or something like that. This sits in a nest, it’s kind of a matte 

[board], it’s covered with a fine black linen. The book is entirely black on the 

inside with this beautiful linen cloth. 
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COLLINGS 

It is beautiful. 

HEEBNER 

On the outside we used a Kakishibu paper, which is a warm brown paper that is 

made in Japan by staining a paper with the juice of the wild persimmon, and it 

gives it a slightly waterproof aspect, and they use Kakishibu paper for all the 

stencils that they use for kimono and things. It’s a very important paper. Sandra 

introduced me to this paper, she really liked it, and I started using it and 

incorporating it in each collage, so the collage itself and the materials to make 

the book interrelate. A lot of the paper in each collage uses paper I made by 

hand, stained with indigo and interspersed with a Murillo black and this 

graphite-coated, wax-coated tissue. So the palette is this warm creamy whites 

and indigo black and the Kakishibu brown. So I made thirty or so of these 

pieces that are about five inches by six inches, and those fit in a window on the 

left-hand side of the book, and then in a little niche on the right, we trimmed, 

we specially trimmed a series of books. So it’s slightly— 

COLLINGS 

Slightly smaller. 

HEEBNER 

It’s slightly smaller. So you can kind of tell where it came from. 

COLLINGS 

So each of these on the left are original pieces? 

HEEBNER 

Yes. They’re original collages. You know, being introduced into the book 

world after doing so much with painting, a couple of collectors looked at this, 

kind of regarded this as packaging, tore out the collage and framed it, and just 

sort of shelved this in their shelf— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, interesting. 

HEEBNER 
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—because they just didn’t get the integration of a painting. They knew the 

value of my collages, they had already had an established value, but this they 

didn’t. So that was dismaying. That only happened—it actually was with a 

fellow who was dealing in not only books, but painting. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, interesting. 

HEEBNER 

But learning how to make this and going through the gazillion steps to make a 

clamshell box really gave me an enormous amount of respect for how difficult 

the manufacture of something is. 

COLLINGS 

Right. And each of these boxes are made by hand, the thirty boxes. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And the content of the book begins with a frontispiece. This book, again, 

is offset, not letterpress, but it has my sketches from ancient artifact, some 

photos, and it starts with an essay by Carolyn Radlo, who was then the director 

of the Joseph Campbell&Marija Gimbutas Library. She just came into my 

studio. It was just kind of this happenstance. She had seen some of my work 

and just wanted to make an appointment. As we got talking and she was 

looking at the work, she said, “I’d love to write about this.” So she wrote this 

foreword, which is titled, Out of the Past: The Earth-Centered Art of Mary 

Heebner. And I was really influenced by the writing and the visuals that I saw 

in Marija Gimbutas’ book, The Language of the Goddess. 

COLLINGS 

Yes, yes. I wanted to ask you about her. Did you meet her? 

HEEBNER 

You know, I never met her. We corresponded, and I did send her [pictures of] 

this series of Dark Venus that I had done, these large fifty-inch by twenty-

eight-inch collages. I sent her some prints of those, and she sent me a lovely 

note. So my correspondence was peripheral, but I was really—what she wrote, 

I know it’s been discounted in some ways or— 

COLLINGS 
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Well, the impression I have, I’m not a student of archaeology, but my 

impression is that it’s controversial. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Yeah. I’ll just read this. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 

“My introduction to the work of archaeologist Marija Gimbutas, who identified 

Old Europe as a culture that linked the mythical imagery of the matrifocal 

religion of the Upper Paleolithic with pre-Indo-European cultures, came about 

because an artist friend saw my Dark Venus paintings in progress in the studio 

in 1988. She commented on an affinity to the images reproduced in a book by 

Gimbutas that she was reading. I confessed that I was just inventing various 

squiggles and signs in these compositions, and so it was with intense interest 

that I looked through The Language of the Goddess. The correspondence of 

imagery astounded me. Curvilinear shapes, zigzag patterns, vulva-like triangles 

were part of an ancient vocabulary as well as part of my own. I treasured the 

last letter Gimbutas wrote to me shortly before her death after I sent her a 

photograph of one of my Venuses. These are the time when that sense of being 

part of a larger collective nature is overwhelmingly, slightly magically 

affirmed.” 

COLLINGS 

It sounds like her work had a special meaning for you. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, it did. It did, because she brought to light and made connections. I’m not a 

scholar, and yet I try to bring something that maybe is not seen in the way I see 

it or encounter it, and try to make a connection, make it fresh, make it real. 

Kind of like when you’re digging around in the dirt and all of a sudden you see 

this rock or something. You don’t know what it is, and you feel around and you 

root around, and then it’s this beautiful fossil or something. There’s that sense 

of unearthing something and seeing it for the first time, and that’s a very 

important aspect of how I get excited about the world around me, and that is a 

real fuel for my work. 
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COLLINGS 

Was her idea of unearthing possibly evidence of very deeply rooted matriarchal 

society is important for you as well? 

HEEBNER 

Yes. What has made sense to me over and over again is these are powerful 

figures of womanhood, and they predate a lot of the—certainly the Greek and 

the Roman and the—I mean, these were ancient, ancient beginnings of how 

societies were organized. In the earliest times, it would seem that the sense of 

the female and early religions in which you talk of Mother Earth and you talk 

of the source and you connect that with womb and birth and container and 

vessel, all those things are very active and continue to be active in my work, 

that sense that we’re part of something larger, and that larger thing is 

embracing and feminine in a really loose definition of the word “feminine.” So 

it just hit a note, yeah. So I was very excited, and then I started reading other—

a woman—oh, what’s her name [Riane Eisler The Chalice and The Blade]? 

She’s important. I’ve got her book. I just can’t think of it right now. But 

looking at gospels that have been written by women. She’s a biblical scholar. 

She just came out with a new book. But really looking at history and seeing 

what kind of makes sense to you. And of course, this is coming as I’m trying to 

figure out who I am and make sense of who I am during a time in my life that 

was shifting and changing a lot. So I think a sense of feeling one’s own 

personal power linked to this sense of feeling this larger matrix that one is a 

part of. I just last April was in London and went to the British Museum during 

a—deliberately went during the time that there was a show called Ice Age Art, 

and it was fascinating to me that in the catalog and on the wall signage, which 

was excerpted from the catalog, the historian was writing that it was posited by 

a lot of people that these objects were made by women for women. It wasn’t 

the men making these sculptures of naked ladies. [laughs] There was some 

profound thing about these are the stages. This is what this is what—you know, 

postpartum, prepartum. These are objects you can anchor yourself with. I think 

we take objects of some sort and use them as anchors or as containers for 

memory that root you or ground you. I have stones. I have collections of 

different stones. One I held all the way through labor. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, really? 
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HEEBNER 

Oh, yeah. Or one where these tumbled white stones that I was walking on a 

beach in Greece and realized this is marble, this is old marble, and it’s tumbled 

and tumbled for years and years and years, washed up on the shore. So I do 

have my collection of stones, and each one has got a story to it. 

COLLINGS 

That’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

So again, this book has three series in it: Dark Venus, Shapeshifter, and Indigo 

Sketches, and it shows drawings. At this time, I had gone to not the real cave of 

Lascaux. I had gone to Font du Gaume, and I had gone to Cap Blanc, [to 

Rouffignac]— 

COLLINGS 

Now, are these where there are facsimiles— 

HEEBNER 

They’re all in the Dordogne. 

COLLINGS 

—or what are those? 

HEEBNER 

Cap Blanc and Font du Gaume were real. You could actually go in, and there 

were some carved reliefs. Lascaux, I went in the facsimile, and that actually 

prompted me to—this is my magic book. I sent this book. Once it was put 

together, I produced this edition of three thousand. I was going to mail it out—I 

did mail it out to different libraries and different collectors and people as a way 

of promoting some of my work and being able to explain on print what it was I 

was up to in some way. So I sent one to the French Minister of Culture. 

[laughs] 

COLLINGS 

What made you think of that? 

HEEBNER 



110 

 

I don’t know. I just figured—well, I knew Lascaux, the real Lascaux was 

closed to the public, but I had heard that every once in a while they let scholars 

in. And I thought, well, I’m not a scholar, but I have this little book and I’m 

greatly influenced by the caves, and the worst that can happen when you throw 

something out— it’s like a message in a bottle—is that nothing happens. And 

I’m used to that. I just said, “Okay. Why not?” So I wrote him and sent this, 

and I got a letter back. “Distinguished Madame, Please be here at four p.m. on 

May fifth,” or something like that. 

COLLINGS 

How much notice did you have to get over to France then? 

HEEBNER 

It was, oh, a couple of months. It wasn’t long. But my husband will never let 

me forget that I had made a commitment to give a talk at the Contemporary 

Arts Forum, and it was on the same day. So I wrote back and said—he almost 

killed me. I said, “Well, I’m committed that day. Could we—?” [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Could we reschedule. [laughs] The caves have been there for a while. [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

Oh, god. Sometimes I’m stupid. So anyway, he wrote back and said, “Fine,” 

the following week. So I said, “See? That was fine. Took care of that.” 

COLLINGS 

Oh, boy. 

HEEBNER 

But when I went—I’ll talk to you about that when we talk about the Lascaux 

book. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 

But I also wrote one of the people that—I went to the library at the art museum, 

and there was a fellow there— 
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COLLINGS 

Here in Santa Barbara? 

HEEBNER 

Here in Santa Barbara, a fellow named Ron Crozier, who long since retired. He 

said, “You know there’s this list of—.” I mean, I really knew less than nothing. 

He said, “There’s this list of museums and curators.” You know, the guides. 

And this was all before computers, before there was a computer database at all. 

So I took this huge honking book out, and I went through, and I looked at 

collections in places, and wrote people and sent them this catalog with a cover 

letter. And I got really interesting responses, and one was a handwritten letter 

from Marion True, who was the head of the— 

COLLINGS 

The Getty. 

HEEBNER 

—Getty, the antiquities at the Villa. And she said, “I’m fascinated to see how a 

contemporary artist is using ancient themes.” Which is like, “Yay! She gets it!” 

And of course she gets it. Look at her. I mean, you know. [laughs] So she 

wanted to meet me, and so made an appointment and went down, and she gave 

me a personal tour through the collection. At that time, I was also interested in 

Cycladic form, because to me it’s so incredibly contemporary, that kind of 

canonical form of a female shape, or it’s almost androgynous, and it’s these 

slender bits of marble that were just abraded and rubbed by pumice and— 

COLLINGS 

I love those. 

HEEBNER 

I love them. 

COLLINGS 

There’s a display of them in the Getty Villa. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, I love that— 

COLLINGS 
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I love that. 

HEEBNER 

I love that room with that deep—it’s this green color right there, because that’s 

a Cycladic head [pointing to a painting on wall of studio]. 

COLLINGS 

Exactly, yes. 

HEEBNER 

And I love them. Then she showed me these little stargazers, which predated, 

and they’re these little round-headed—they look like E.T., and their little hands 

look like owl wings. 

COLLINGS 

How interesting. 

HEEBNER 

And they’re this big. And, oh, they’re wonderful, and they’re called stargazers 

because they’re looking up at the heavens. 

COLLINGS 

Wow! 

HEEBNER 

And how good is that to come in your lap? So I did some pictures based on 

stargazers. Then she saw how—one of her passions is the red-on-black and 

black-on-red Greek vase paintings. And I was so overwhelmed with everything 

I was seeing, it was hard to take in everything, but she saw that I kept going 

back to the earliest stuff, and she said, “You know, we can go down into the 

basement,” into the racks and stuff. And then she invited me—this was before 

the Getty—the big renovation that they did. And I came down maybe eight or 

ten times, and I had a minder with me and I was able to hold the objects and 

draw them. 

COLLINGS 

Terrific! 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah. So that was extraordinary. So this little magic book has gotten me in 

some interesting places. So that was my first experience with putting together 

an editioned book. I try to link—like in these large Indigo Sketches paintings, 

there’s graphite on handmade paper, but they begin with this large gesture, a 

big brush gesture on Kitikata paper, and from that, I went to my sketches or the 

Getty sketches or sketching from the museum, not working from photographs, 

but working from the actual objects, and integrated it into a collage. These are 

thirty by twenty-two, these large ones. So I used this as the format for my little 

collages that go in here, but I never exhibited the whole set of little ones. I kind 

of—it would have been fun to do, except for pinning them all up in my room, 

in my studio — 

COLLINGS 

Using them as inspiration. 

HEEBNER 

—kind of line them all up. 

COLLINGS 

Well, it’s interesting how when something is organized in a book form, it has 

text, it suddenly seems to open so many doors. 

HEEBNER 

It does. All of a sudden, there’s this possibility that you could have, obviously 

images and words, but that you could have a structure that complements or 

enhances or even supports what your idea is. 

COLLINGS 

Well, you’re creating a context for the work, and it’s a portable context so that 

people don’t have to just come to a gallery and see your work. You’re bringing 

the context to them. 

HEEBNER 

Yes, and they can look at it. It’s a very intimate feeling. There were things that 

happened, like when I was designing this, it was Ron Crozier, the librarian, 

who said, “Even though this is small, don’t staple it.” He looked at me, and he 

said, “Real books have a spine.” So this is a tiny little spine with my name and 

the title on it. [laughs] 



114 

 

COLLINGS 

So it does. So it does. So it does, yeah. Actually, that makes it kind of like an 

album, a photograph album. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. So I think this is just a perfect bound offset and— 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. It’s wonderful. And as you say, it really does seem to have been kind of 

a magic ticket. 

HEEBNER 

It was. So after this went out in the world, I—what did I do? I didn’t know 

anything about prospectuses or colophons, and I typewrote something— 

COLLINGS 

All of this language that pertains to books? 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And I knew I— I thought it’d be neat to have this little ribbon, so that 

things come out and I’ve used that on several books. But this is typeset in 

Weiss, W-e-i-s-s. [reading] “Printed in an edition of three thousand, and there’s 

a limited edition of forty boxed sets, containing a signed catalog together with 

original handmade paper collage. Twenty-six signed and lettered sets are 

available.” 

COLLINGS 

Now, do you get into the selection of the type of the font? 

HEEBNER 

Just that it was typeset in Weiss. So that’s the font I used. 

COLLINGS 

I know, but I mean was that your decision? 

HEEBNER 

I worked with Lucy on that. She was a graphic designer, and I was very 

uneducated in fonts. I mean I knew some general fonts, Times New Roman and 
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Garamond and things. We looked at a couple of examples of fonts, and I liked 

it and it was readable. To me what was important was that it was readable. 

Some of these now, these computer-designed fonts, they’re just—you can’t 

read them. Or books that are laid out so that there’s no margin and they go all 

the way to the end, and they look like these neat little text blocks, and they’re 

clearer that—you know, it repels you from wanting to read them, and nobody’s 

supposed to read them. You look at an art catalog sometimes, and nobody’s 

supposed to read those. They’re awful, in my opinion, in my humble opinion. 

You want to know how I really feel? [laughter] And I also liked putting some 

of the sketches— 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. I think that’s great. 

HEEBNER 

—from the cave drawings and my notes about them in there. And there’s one 

thing I—could I read? 

COLLINGS 

Yes, please. 

HEEBNER 

This is sort of about my sense of the caves. [reading] “The Paleolithic cave 

paintings have a spattered airbrush quality to them, yet a controlled precision of 

line that conveys an accurate, if not tender, understanding of both the process 

of image-making and of the subject. It’s said that the artist would masticate the 

pigments and blow the gooey saliva-bound color directly onto the cave wall. 

Although fibrous brushes were also used, the human mouth was a primary tool. 

I imagine the artist practically kissing the rock, his or her diaphragm pulsing 

with controlled breath, producing a rapid tapping sound like a sputtering 

sprinkler as the juicy color was literally airbrushed onto the surface." “Chewing 

okra and oxides is actually metabolizing the earth, mingling its mineral 

substances with the body’s own fluids and breath. Along with paint, part of the 

artist’s being was projected onto the wall. The artist blew hot breath, a vehicle 

for the regurgitated earth, out in order to make shapes appear, and through this 

intimate process became the image depicted." “The caves are deep sinuous 

sanctuaries. The artist would practically have to become a snake to even enter 

some of the arterial tunnels that lead to long-shaped chambers deep inside the 
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earth. The chambers caught the slightest sounds, which reverberated down the 

passageways like neurons signaling sensation. In the darkness, the only light 

came from a pool of fetid fat with a wick of twisted juniper alit in a cupped 

piece of stone. An aura of light emanated from the hand that held the palm-

sized lamp, backlit, silhouetted, traced hands printed on cave walls. Their 

handprints were an augury of ourselves, simple negative shapes surrounded by 

blown-colored dust that read, ‘We were here.’” 

COLLINGS 

What an experience to have been there and to be doing your sketches. It must 

have been a way of really connecting with that ancient past. 

HEEBNER 

It really—it just was tingly, kind of tangible. So that was an exciting project. 

COLLINGS 

Did you expect to continue in this vein, or was this just sort of its own kind of 

contained moment? 

HEEBNER 

Oh, no. Once—you mean in the vein of making books? 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, no. Once I set on doing this limited-edition book, I realized that this was 

for me. 

COLLINGS 

You were hooked. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Especially with all the traveling we were doing. I mean, Macduff was on 

the road over two hundred days a year, and I would go with him— 

COLLINGS 

Good grief. 
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HEEBNER 

Yeah. I would go with him as much of that time as I could, and then come back 

and madly sort of try to reconnect with myself and my studio and whatever. So 

the books became a vehicle for me to reconnect, because on the road I’d do 

some sketches. I’m a really lazy sketcher. I should draw a lot more than I do, 

but I write. So having these words were sort of my way back in to make sense 

of where I’d been and what I’d done. I mean, we would travel, we’d go to Bali 

and then get home for a week, wash our clothes and be off to India, and then 

come back, and then maybe go to New York, and then from there over to 

France. I mean, it’s wonderful. I miss it. It was a really wonderful, exciting 

time. I had a girlfriend who I was complaining to about, “I’m not getting the 

time to paint that I need.” And she said, “Paint when you’re old.” [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

I think we spoke about it a little bit last time, that for an artist who is—you 

work in your studio, the ideas happen in your studio, you’re so connected to the 

geography of your area, and then to be uprooted and rootless in this way, what 

a wonderful way to bring everything back to the art practice, keeping the 

journals and doing the books. It’s really an ideal solution. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, it was kind of meant to be. And the work that’s represented in Old 

Marks, New Marks is from ’88, ’89, and earlier. I married Macduff in August 

of ’89, and we pretty much became a couple in the year before that. So my 

work was pretty grounded in the studio, and it wasn’t until we married and he 

started getting these assignments that my world opened up into this larger place 

of possibility. At first, it was overwhelming, how do I integrate this into what I 

have done all my life. The work I’d done prior had been almost very internal 

and interior, and I didn’t want to lose that, but I didn’t want to miss out on 

these experiences, and so the way of integrating was critical to whether I’d 

survive doing what I was doing, producing what I would consider quality work. 

So really it was crucial that I figure out a way of doing it, and the books were 

really this little raft that said, “Here, float on this. You can do this.” 

COLLINGS 

Was the focus on the female form a part of this effort to kind of figure out what 

your place was in this new world? 
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HEEBNER 

I think the focus on the female form is something that predates that, because I 

was doing earlier work that had to do with sexual or sensual form alluding to—

in the way some of [Georgia] O’Keeffe’s work alludes to. So that’s been a part 

of what I had been doing for a very long time, and that’s partly what I didn’t 

want to lose. I didn’t want to lose that sense of what it feels like to inhabit a 

body, what is it like to move through space as a female, what are these changes 

in my own life I’m going through all those kinds of things. I mean, there’s a 

biographical element to all artwork I’m just sure of. 

COLLINGS 

Of course. 

HEEBNER 

So you work it out, and one of the ways I work things out is through tossing 

down paint, figuring it out as I go along. But then because we were traveling as 

much as we were, geographic place started to kick in. I’ve always been 

interested in geology and archaeology. My former husband was an 

archaeologist. I spent a lot of time in the field and working with Native groups 

and developing relationships that were profound and important in my life. But 

then Macduff, since he was nineteen and made himself a world traveler just by 

his wits going to France to go surfing and winding up continuing, and a year 

and a half later coming back, having traveled the Trans-Siberian Express and 

all through Kuwait and all through the Middle East and everything that he 

really was a seasoned traveler at a very young age, and so how do you we join 

those two things or let— I think I’m very lucky in that I’m with someone where 

we have a sense that we have our independent lives, we’re dependent on one 

another, we see things differently that helps inform each other’s vision, but try 

to let him be who he is, and let me be who I am. Woo-hoo! [laughter] Could we 

take a quick break? 

COLLINGS 

Yes, let’s do. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. We’re back on, and we’re going to talk about Island: Journal from 

Iceland, 1999. 
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HEEBNER 

Yeah. This is my second book. I went to Iceland. We went on an assignment 

for Natural History magazine and— [interruption] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. So we’re on again. 

HEEBNER 

I went to Iceland, and I wasn’t going to go. Macduff said he had an assignment 

for Natural History magazine to go to Iceland, and I was swamped with work 

and we were traveling quite a bit, and I said, “Iceland? What’s in Iceland?” 

Well, all he had to do was show me a few pictures from an area in the 

southeastern part called Landmannalaugar, and it looked like an O’Keeffe 

painting. 

COLLINGS 

Right. Oh, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

And they always say, Greenland was misnamed [unclear] Iceland. So I said, 

“Okay. I’m going.” And we were there for three weeks. The writer was to 

follow. We were there in maybe August, September, something around there, 

end of summer. There were still blueberries in the tundra, and people would 

come out with their little buckets and pick blueberries. It was just very benign. 

And in a matter of days after we left and the writer came, the wind was so 

intense that it blew the door off of his rental car. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my goodness! 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. So it’s really out there in the North Sea, and it was profoundly beautiful. 

The assignment was that there were—the arctic char—there was this area 

called the Mid-Atlantic Rift, which is this deep—they don’t even know how 

deep this rift is, but it’s where the earth is widening and pulling apart, where 

the plates—and this lake at Thingvellir, called Thingvallavatn. Vatn, V-a-t-n, 

means lake. And it was so deep that this char, this sort of type of salmon, had 

broken off and become three separate species. 
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COLLINGS 

Oh, really? 

HEEBNER 

Isn’t that interesting? 

COLLINGS 

Yes. That’s fascinating. 

HEEBNER 

So Macduff was to photograph Thingvellir, Thingvallavatn, and that is the area 

where there’s this natural [rock] wall. It’s where [Mikhail Sergeyevich] 

Gorbachev and [Ronald Wilson] Reagan met. It’s also where the first 

democracy, the first Parliament was held, so it’s a power spot not only 

geologically, but also people have used this space— 

COLLINGS 

That’s very interesting. 

HEEBNER 

—for important things. 

HEEBNER 

So we were taking pictures and gathering blueberries and driving around, and 

we’d stop at these farmhouses and the women would have these vacuum-

sealers—they would take Arctic char and make this gravlax and seal it and sell 

it for, five dollars or something. Oh, my god. It was like butter. You know, it 

was incredible. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

And the Icelandic people were—when we landed, the stewardess said, “Well, 

where are you off to?” We said, “Well, here. We’re going to Iceland.” “Oh, are 

you really? I’m so happy. Most people just— 

COLLINGS 
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Go on through. 

HEEBNER 

—stay here, go to the Blue Lagoon and leave.” [laughs] She was just visibly 

moved that were going to—and there was this kind of national pride that wasn’t 

the ugly side of nationalism, but just, “I love my country.” And everyone’s 

related to everyone. The first genome projects were in Iceland, because there’s 

this confined group where everyone is Mathias’ daughter or Gunar’s son. I 

mean, talk about genealogy made to— 

COLLINGS 

Made to order. 

HEEBNER 

—to order. So while we were there, I took lots of journal notes and— 

COLLINGS 

And you don’t take photographs much. 

HEEBNER 

I do. I just don’t look at them. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

But it’s sketching and journal notes. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I mean, I do—well, I think—and someone pointed out—and he’s right—

that photography for me is part of my drawing process, like in these current 

bodies of work. I use photographs as a drawing tool. So in Iceland I took lots of 

pictures. It’s very funny. Macduff will have his long large panoramic format 

where you see the grand vista, and I’m taking little tiny pictures of the lichen 

growing on this rock, you know. So if you took the slides—then, it was slides. 

If you took these slides and tossed them, you wouldn’t know where they were 

from, because there’s a really nice lichen in Spain, too. [laughter] So I’m 

looking at shapes and I’m looking at forms, and particularly with that reference 

to O’Keeffe I made, there’s lots of sensual form and lots of beauty in the 

landscape in that way. I like these bare contours that you can see much more 

than heavily forested areas. I’m not too into forests, so whatever. I love things 

where you can see shape. And again, I think— 
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COLLINGS 

That’s that sculptural— 

HEEBNER 

That sculptural thing. Thank you, Bruce Robertson. So I had these notes, and 

the first thing that made me feel like wanting to make this into a book was a 

little thing I wrote when it was the end of the day, we were exhausted, and the 

light all of a sudden got good. And we were staying in Landmannalaugar at this 

little place which was like a hostel, or we learned later it was the place where 

they round up the sheep. We were alone for over twenty-four hours in this 

place. We were sitting on this bench and just kind of relaxing, and all of a 

sudden the cloud moves and the light moves, and off he goes. 

COLLINGS 

That’s just amazing. 

HEEBNER 

And it’s like, “Okay. I’m staying here.” But I wrote this about Macduff, and he 

says he wants this on his tombstone. 

COLLINGS 

Oh. 

HEEBNER 

And I said, “Now, wait a minute.” [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Right.. So anyway, I wrote this and then 

thought, maybe I should pull through these, and maybe there’s something here. 

And my thought at that point was just to make a gift for him. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, there you go again. 

HEEBNER 
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Gifts. That’s the way to go. It gives you ideas. [reading] “Macduff takes life in 

full gulps. He lunges at life, exuberant, driven. Like some yappy sheepdog hot 

on the trail, light is his lamb. He chases the chimera of light down canyons and 

up ridges so it can be licked by the voracious tongue of film he is always 

feeding. I’ve never met anyone so heart-pumping-in-love with light. He is the 

black sky at the moment the light breaks through. He’s the craggy hill made 

beautiful by that douse of light.” 

COLLINGS 

That’s wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

So, that’s it. Ljotipollur, which I can’t really pronounce, and that’s the picture. 

COLLINGS 

And this is the illustration. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. The way that the design for this book came about, again begins with 

paintings. When I came back from Iceland, this amazing volcanic landscape, I 

wanted to paint volcanically. I didn’t want to draw pictures of the hills, but I 

wanted to kind of feel the nature of the place. And, again, it’s without much 

forethought. I just rolled out this Stonehenge paper that I had on a roll that was 

fifty inches wide— 

COLLINGS 

What do you mean, Stonehenge paper? 

HEEBNER 

It’s a type of rag paper. Printmakers use it a lot. It’s a stiff, sturdy paper. It’s 

got a very hard surface on it, so some people either like it or they don’t. That’s 

Stonehenge paper. It really takes a lot of paint. 

COLLINGS 

It almost looks like a kind of a canvas. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Well, that’s heavily layered with paint. 
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COLLINGS 

Oh, yeah, heavily layered. 

HEEBNER 

But that painting right there in the middle that’s framed [“The Meadow”] is one 

of the Iceland paintings. And what I did, again without much conscious thought 

to get in the way of myself, is I rolled out the roll of paper, and I work on the 

floor and I work from all four sides, and I just arbitrarily decided six feet was 

good. That’s kind of the height of a human, and how far can I reach anyway. So 

it was fifty inches by six feet. And I start, and I had this collection of pigments, 

powdered pigments that were given to me by the widow of my mentor, William 

Dole, and Kate Dole said, “Bill wanted you to have these.” And they were in 

like honey jars and all these things, and beautiful cobalt blue pigments and all 

these things. And I know those are somewhat toxic, and I always kind of just 

kept them as kind of one of my ongoing shrine pieces to William Dole. And I 

somehow just thought, “This is the right moment to use these.” I’m in an area 

where the earth had raw pigment in it. There was bithumen and obsidian and 

manganese, and then there were greens and sulfur-yellows and purples. I mean, 

it was wild. So I started throwing these pigments down and bombarding them 

with methyl cellulose, which I had learned about through Sandra Reese as a 

good binding, binder, and it’s lighter than glues. 

COLLINGS 

So this is from the okra? 

HEEBNER 

Well, yeah, more [it’s corn-based] now, but yes. It’s a gooey stuff. I mix it out 

of a powder with ice water, then hot water, and mix it up. But I use it to this 

day, and I seal all of my paintings on the front and back with methyl cellulose. 

So I bombarded the paint and then just held these edges of paper and sort of let 

it flow and move, and then I’d splash water. It was just very active and very 

volcanic. Then the pigments, I’d wear a mask [and gloves], but my teeth started 

to feel metallic, funny and stuff— 

COLLINGS 

Interesting. 

HEEBNER 
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—and I realized, “You know, I should get out of the room now.” So I would 

leave, and then I’d come back to the studio several hours later after the dust 

particulates had settled. I probably won’t work like that much again because it 

probably really is hard on your lungs. I mean, you don’t want silicosis. 

COLLINGS 

Indeed. 

HEEBNER 

You know, hello. But it sure was great, because if you’re working with 

powdered pigment and literally mixing the paint on the surface, the colors you 

get are so intense, so beautiful. So it’s like, “Wow. Look what I’m getting out 

of this.” So while I was waiting for things to settle and dry, once I would come 

back into the room, it was hard to know when to stop. The painting looked kind 

of neat the way it was, all sort of splashed and whatever, and I was working on 

them as horizontal pieces, and I had to wait until there was a certain amount of 

dryness for me to be able to pin them up on the wall. Otherwise, they’d just 

schlub down, and you can only take so much of that paint dripping down the 

wall kind of thing from the sixties or seventies. So I waited, and as I was 

waiting, as I would say, as they lay drying [laughter], it just occurred to me, 

maybe out of boredom or curiosity, to tear small pieces of paper and make 

contact prints and sort of pull them up. And I did that on a couple of pieces and 

just left them, and I really liked the contact prints. And then I started going into 

the contact prints and adding areas of collage and lines and working on them, 

and they almost looked like biological—you know when you take a cell and 

look at it under the microscope. 

COLLINGS 

Absolutely, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

So I had all these contact prints. And then I thought, “Wow! Maybe I could use 

the prints and combine those with my writing, and maybe that’s what I’ll use to 

make a book.” So I kind of kept that in the back of my mind, but my main 

focus was making the large paintings. So I kept these contact prints and just 

sort of kept the thought in the back of my mind. And then some of them 

seemed to work with—and then there was this new technique Macduff—this is 

the first time I was starting to work digitally at all, and there’s a fellow named 
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Cornell [Schorle], who had developed this Noblex camera, which is the 

panoramic camera that Macduff uses, and he was down in Irvine. So we went 

to visit him, and he had one of these early Iris printers, which used to be a 

proofing machine for newspapers and such, and he was using it to reproduce 

photographs, but they [the dyes] were fugitive. But it was neat that you could 

get the edges, I mean, it really did a good job. So I brought down a couple of 

these contact prints, and they went through his scanner and then he printed it 

out. And I thought, “Wow! That gives me the sense that I want of the painting, 

and I can do multiples,” because I wasn’t that interested in doing a litho or 

something taking it. I wanted something that gave me the painterliness, and this 

seemed to do the trick. 

COLLINGS 

Right. And unlike the other one, this was not each one painted by hand. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. Right. And so, I filed that away in my mind, and then I also met a 

fellow—Cornell said, “Go meet Jack Duganne. He works with Graham Nash.” 

And you’ve heard of Graham Nash Publishing. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, sure. 

HEEBNER 

Well, Graham doesn’t know anything, or didn’t know anything about printing, 

and he worked with Jack. It was Jack who developed, and Jack, as a joke, he 

started calling them giclée, because that means “spitting out” or whatever, and 

it sounded French or whatever. But he was the one that set up [the digital 

printers at] Nash Editions with Graham Nash. So I went to Jack and said, “Let’s 

see what your machine is. How do you do this?” And he was working with 

someone in England to develop inks that were more—that they were light-fast 

and not just the fugitive dyes. So it was the very beginning of that technology, 

and several things seemed interesting. One is the possibility of transferring the 

spirit of a painting, and the other was I work with these old ancient materials, 

like making paper by hand all this kind of arcane stuff. And then to parallel that 

with— it’s just like Iceland. There’s the land of the sagas and the manuscripts 

and stuff, but it’s also cutting-edge genome research and techno stuff, all the 

cutting-edge artists. And there’s something about it that fit the spirit of the 
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place. As I said, the large paintings I called Pangaea, which is like the primary 

landmass that broke, and also is Gaea, the goddess and Earth Mother and all of 

that. So the series is called Pangaea. And once they were dry enough, I put 

them on the wall, and just like when you’re a kid and you look up and see 

shapes in clouds and stuff, well, I still do, and I see it in stuff all the time. So I 

started seeing aspects of a figure. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, so that was not there by design? 

HEEBNER 

Oh, well, yeah. I saw little bits of it, but I brought it out. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, I see. Yes. 

HEEBNER 

I brought it out. And this was about these mosses, this one piece, Pangaea: The 

Meadow, about these mosses that grew in these wonderful patterns, almost a 

fleur de lis, beautiful patterns, or things will radiate from the center outward. 

And there’s such a thing in nature where—we were just somewhere. Where 

were we? In the Sierras, High Sierras, above tree-line, like eleven thousand 

feet, and these plants were also growing from the center out. And I thought, 

well, there wasn’t a scientist there for me to ask, but my sense is if something 

starts from the center out and there’s no shade, you can give yourself shade if 

you keep growing outward but still shade yourself, and it conserves the water 

that you have. A circle is a conservative kind of thing. And so I think the reason 

these plants in the Sierras and those mosses were growing like that, or 

Patagonia, where I’ve seen the same thing—I need to ask somebody. Well, see, 

and that’s the other thing about making books or traveling, is you want to 

know. All of a sudden your world’s opening up, but you want to know, so you 

go talk to a geologist or you go talk to somebody. I talked to Tanya Atwater, 

who’s the goddess of plate tectonics. I mean she’s amazing. And simultaneous 

to this, I was working on a book on the American West that Abrahms published 

with Macduff’s photos and my essays and my sketches. So it was a busy time. 

COLLINGS 

So this is handmade paper, then? 
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HEEBNER 

No. This is not. This is a Somerset rag paper. It’s a rag paper. This is handmade 

paper. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. The paper with the poem printed on it. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And I’ve done several books where they’re folios, and I like the folio 

part because I guess it’s more plastic in a way. You can move it around. And 

the bound books are bound. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

And there’s advantages to that, but also— 

COLLINGS 

I think somewhere you said that you wanted it to open like a manuscript, to be 

sort of like the sagas. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And this came about again through a mistake or through learning from a 

mistake. I had the idea of taking vellum because, vellum, the stretched 

goatskin, but I got this commercial vellum from the U.K. that I ordered through 

a person here in town, in Santa Barbara, and they said, “Oh, yeah, this would be 

perfect for your project. This is great,” and all of that. And so I had this 

prototype that I had made up with the vellum, and all of a sudden I kept folding 

the vellum and folding, and it started to crack, and I went, “Oh, no. I’m not 

going to put all this energy into this book and then where it folds it’s going to, 

after a period of time, break apart. What’s with that?” And so I was in New 

York at the time, and there was a gallery person who used to have a gallery 

here, who I had gone to see and I had seen this person before, and I guess there 

was a miscommunication. I was going to show her some of this new work, the 

Pangaea work, and we had an appointment, I thought. And it must have been a 

bad day, but the person came out and says, “What do you want from me?” You 

know, it was [demonstrates]. And do I cry? I don’t know. And it’s a decent 
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person. I mean, it’s not usually—you know. But I was embarrassed and I didn’t 

know what to do, and I also had had this prototype that I was going to show her 

from, like if this is the mother, these large paintings, the contact prints are the 

babies, and these are the cousins, this second-off digital print. And the person 

who was manning the desk for her was a young person, saw this exchange 

going on, and I was sort of packing up my stuff and taking my tail from under 

my— [laughs] It was just one of those awful New York moments. I mean, any 

artist who hasn’t had one, [demonstrates]. And she said, “You know, do you 

know about Dieu Donné?” And I went, “What’s that?” And she said, “Go to 

Dieu Donné.” And I said, “What is it?” “They make paper.” And it’s like, “Oh, 

yeah?” And so she gave me the address and she gave me a name, and so I just 

went directly from this gallery to Dieu Donné on Broome Street, and I walked 

in and said, “Hi. I’m Mary. This person sent me in. Can I see what you do 

here?” And I was hooked. It was like, oh, my god. Because I had made paper 

before, as I’d mentioned, with Sukey Hughes and Carolee Campbell and in the 

driveway of Sandra and Harry’s house. And I hadn’t thought of making paper 

for an editioned book, but all of a sudden it like upped the level of what it was I 

wanted to do. So I went in there and I looked at what they were doing, and I 

saw this paper called overbeaten abaca, which is—an abaca is almost like this 

wonderfully versatile pulp that you can mix with cotton or linen. But on its 

own, if you overbeat it—and I put it in the beater for over like six hours or so—

and dry it flat, it gets this beautiful translucency. and this is the vellum 

manuscript kind of thing I wanted. So that happened.Then I was back in Santa 

Barbara, and in the Vons’ parking lot met up with Gail Berkus, who was one of 

the women who had been a huge supporter of my work and then came to me 

one day and said, “You know, all my life I’ve been interested in art, and it was 

this second-grade teacher that said, ‘You’re not good.’” And it just wrecked 

her. And she said, “Ever since then—.” She and her husband, Barry Berkus, 

were major collectors of international and national artists. Gail passed away in 

2000. Barry just passed away in 2012. But Gail just came to me and said, “I 

want to be a maker. Can I hang out with you? Can I come to your studio?” I 

was like, “Yeah, sure. Come on in.” And so Gail was one of the people 

working on this Old Marks/New Marks project, and so when I told her about 

Iceland and told her I was interested in maybe doing another book, and this 

time I wanted it letterpress, she said, “Oh, you have to come to my house. Inge 

is coming over.” And I said, “Who’s Inge?” She says, “Come to my house.” So 

she had wine and cheese and stuff, and Inge [Bruggeman] had come to give a 

little lesson of how to make an accordion book to four of Gail’s lady friends. 
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And Gail is probably about ten years older than me—no, eight years. She’s 

kind of the age of my older sister, who is eight years my senior. These were 

accomplished women who were interested in the arts and doing things, but 

really more from a handicraft kind of sense or just a sense of wanting— 

wouldn’t this be neat to do for a Christmas setting, things like that. So it was a 

domestic application of arts, but with a serious intent of doing it well. So Inge 

Bruggeman, who has a press, INK-A!, she’s in Portland, she was a student at 

UCSB, was one of Harry’s students, and then she went on to teach, and she was 

at the College of Creative Studies, which I graduated from. So I came to this, 

and at the end after she was finished, I said, “Can I show you something?” And 

I showed her my prototype and I said, “I’d really be interested in having 

letterpress that you could see a little bit what’s underneath, you can see some of 

the image, and this folio affair protects the print and it also gives you a layer. I 

love looking through layers. Can I work with you on this?” And she said, “Oh, 

this is great. We’re talking about different things here.” So then I went to 

campus and met with her, and she and I laid it out. Let me see what the 

colophon says. [reading] “Twelve original watercolor monotypes on kitakata 

paper specifically related to the text were directly scanned to produce a suite of 

prints. Each image is printed on Somerset rag paper and enclosed within an 

abaca paper folio handmade by Rie Hachiyanagi. The text typeset in Galliard 

by Lucy Brown is reproduced from polymer plates and printed letterpress onto 

the folios by Inge Bruggeman. A chemise wrap, designed with the generous 

help and expertise of Sandra Reese, was made with white kyoseshi and indigo 

kozo paper over onyx board to contain the set of poems and prints. The 

collection slides into an acrylic sleeve. The signed numbered edition is printed 

by Atelier Duganne.” That’s Jack Duganne. “The edition is limited to sixty.” 

And then Gail Berkus and Peter [Bagnard and Judy] Eganoff were 

acknowledged. 

COLLINGS 

I’m struck by the profound sense of community that these books represent as 

well. 

HEEBNER 

Well, to me it is important to acknowledge. 

COLLINGS 

Arts community and bookmaking community. 
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HEEBNER 

Yeah. And when you bring somebody in or when you ask somebody’s help, I 

think it’s important to acknowledge them, so I try to do that. Sometimes I 

forget. I remember I made one presentation once and forgot to acknowledge 

John Balkwill, who I’ve done so many projects with, and I went, “Oh, god, 

John. I’m so embarrassed.” And he said, “Oh, I hate the attention,” which was 

his way of trying to make me feel better. So at the same time that I met Inge 

and I was talking to her and that the vellum wasn’t working, and I had seen this 

overbeaten abaca, she said, “You should see one of the new graduate students 

here. She’s from Japan. She’s from Sapporo. Her name is Rie Hachiyanagi.” 

And so I met with Rie and she came to my studio. She brought me a little 

beautiful [bouquet]—I mean, she was just lovely. I said, “This is what I want to 

do. This is how many folios I have. Would you be interested in making the 

paper?” And she said, “Oh, I’d love to do that. That’d be a great project.” She 

was working on like these huge things, or she was making paper dresses. She 

was doing all kinds of interesting stuff. And they were also trying to justify the 

department, Harry, having a papermaking facility and a papermaking thing. So 

having Rie do this project fit into that nicely too. So they made space at UCSB, 

and so it kind of opened up through this project, hey, we can make paper here. 

And, overbeating abacas is a hard process, and like so many things you get 

into, you don’t realize how hard it’s going to be, and I didn’t know. And to this 

day, when I see Rie, I go, “You just work so hard.” We set a price of what I 

could afford and she was good with, and I am sure her prices are more in 

keeping with her labor and time than they were then, but we were all learning. I 

gave her a copy of the book and I gave her—you know. So at one point she was 

a little bit underwater, and Gail Berkus came and wanted to learn how to make 

paper. So Gail was helping her, and Gail’s one of those roll-up-your-sleeves, 

“All right. Let’s get to work, girls.” So anyway, the paper got made, and it was 

gorgeous, absolutely gorgeous. And so printing on this paper, it’s a hard 

surface, so printing letterpress on it is challenging. Inge did a beautiful job. I 

would be over there at Creative Studies with her when she’d be working on it. 

And then it was a matter of assembling them, and then it was like, well, how 

am I going to contain these things? So I found this paper at Hiromi in L.A., 

Hiromi International Paper. It’s called kyoseshi, and they have it in all different 

decorative colors. What they do is they make the paper and then they put the 

juice of a wild yam on it and wrinkle it, and so the wrinkling stays in there, 

almost like a Issey Miyake kind of—you know those things that wrinkle.But 

then I found, as I was playing with the paper, that if I left it wrinkled, I could 
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have two different looks, press this down and then keep this kind of loose. And 

then I wanted this indigo-colored paper just as a contrast, because I’m pretty 

interested in the edges of things the edges where the ocean and the land come 

or the edges of a painting or—I just like edges a whole lot. So I wanted to show 

this deckled edge and also give a sense of the sky or the horizon. I don’t know. 

It wasn’t that literal, but I liked that look. I also thought that this would be 

almost like the old manuscripts. This would be like a folio that you’d untie and 

you’d read these old manuscripts. But then, of course, if you lift it up, it falls 

out. So what do you do? Well, I met these guys in Ventura who were 

motorcycle Harley guys. How did I meet them? God, I can’t remember. But I 

said, “You work with Plexiglas. Can you make a case?” And I told them what I 

wanted and I brought the prototype down. And they said, “Oh, yeah, yeah. 

That’s easy. We could do that, and we’ll bevel it here, which is really nice.” 

And I said, “Now, I’d like somehow to put words on it.” He goes, “Oh, yeah. 

We can silkscreen that.” So to me, this fit Iceland because it’s sparkling and it’s 

clear and the thing doesn’t fall out. It works, it slides out. And then I realized 

which way you had to put the thing in. So I had these cases made, and then it 

was a process of putting them together. Each paper has its own imperfections, 

and I love that. And then the back of each print is signed and numbered. 

COLLINGS 

It’s a spectacular piece. 

HEEBNER 

Thank you. And these edges are just wonderful, the edges of the paper. I 

wanted a really bright white paper to contrast. Oh, and the way I made this 

piece that’s colorful greens and mossy colors, and then it’s intersected with this 

deep— 

COLLINGS 

Sort of black tear, almost. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And I was looking at it and I was thinking of the Mid-Atlantic Rift. So I 

took the paper and I folded it in half, and I had a thing of ink and I just dipped 

it in the ink and opened it up. And it’s like, ooh, that’s cool! 

COLLINGS 
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It’s a quite organic shape. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. So that’s the Mid-Atlantic Rift. But I’ll read a couple of these. There’s 

twelve of them, I think. Well, you know what? Let me start with the little 

introduction because that’s kind of fun. I drew a map on the front and then we 

printed that. The map is of Iceland, and this break here in the southeastern 

corner is where Vatnajōkulljōkull—jōkull means glacier—spills out, so that’s 

why there’s a break in the land there, and Landmannalaugar is up around here. 

There’s an area right up here called Hekla, which is a volcano after which the 

medieval monks named Hell, because it was this fire in the belly, this erupting 

thing. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, how fascinating. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And then I took these prints and hand-painted over them, so they all are 

handtouched in some way. And so this opens up like that. [reading] “Island: 

Journal from Iceland. Among the landforms Iceland is a baby. Its first 

inhabitants simply named it Island. There are no fossils, no early man, no 

human history before 850 AD. Its past has nothing to do with human beings. 

Maybe that is what makes it feel so benign. Iceland straddles the Mid-Atlantic 

Rift, the massive wedge worrying apart the American and European continents 

from eruptions below the bottom of the sea floor. The hem of Europe's largest 

glacier, Vatnajōkull, fingers the sea, imperceptibly pushing and shoving the 

moraine debris. Igneous, the earth's most tenacious stone, is carved away like 

butter, swept clean by slow, steady movement of the glacier, tabula rasa for a 

new landscape. Volcanic eruptions, such as the one beneath Vatnajōkull in fall 

1996, that burst subsurface icemelt like a blistering flood over the land, are the 

contrapuntal now to the glacial always. “In late summer 1995, I spent three 

weeks in Iceland. Instead of reading fiction, I craved geology texts. I felt so 

ignorant of the earth I inhabit and its forces, and at the same time so nourished 

by this new and wild landscape. “The region of Landmannalaugar was created 

less than five hundred years ago during an eruption of Hekla. The medieval 

concept of Hell owes its name to this still-active volcano. I trekked across 

brand-new land, volcanically formed hills knee-high in silt. This soil was 

mineral-rich: chartreuse, ochre, cobalt green, viridian, violet. Seemingly 
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random marks were part of a larger overall pattern, and everywhere, the core of 

fluidity that is earth had left its mark. “The text for this book began as journal 

entries. Back home in the studio I began a series of six-foot by four-foot 

powdered pigment paintings, pulling from them the small watercolor 

monoprints that were to become of the burgeoning book. To flesh out my 

journal notes, I read geology, natural history, sagas, and maps. I experimented 

with pigments, binders, and new surfaces to elicit a sense of terra vulcanus. 

This book began as a gift for my husband and lifelong traveling companion, 

Macduff Everton, and so it’s to him that it’s dedicated.” 

COLLINGS 

That’s wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

And that’s in 1997. 

COLLINGS 

Did you say in this no human habitation before 1850? 

HEEBNER 

No, 850. 

COLLINGS 

I was going to say. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. So that’s Island. And then there’s one thing about color. The way you 

look at color, and there’s kind of new color, and sometimes when you’re 

teaching students, invariably the color—if you ask them to paint random colors, 

they’re painting the colors they’re wearing. 

COLLINGS 

Really? 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yeah. It’s really interesting. I’ve done it so many times, I’m just convinced. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 



135 

 

HEEBNER 

And they tended to do straight colors and not dirty them and stuff. And it’s like, 

dirty your colors, give it some—you know, look at these paintings. So I looked 

at the landforms and thought of color in that way, and so this is about 

Landmannalaugar. This is the piece that it goes with. [reading] “A band of light 

teases across the surface of warm-hued dromedary hills, and the smooth flank 

of the mountainside is luminous. As clouds part, sunlight spots the entire 

mountain, and my eye shifts to a bigger frame that includes the adjacent hills 

still in shadow. Color resonates in this world of contrast. Without it, the scene 

washes out, has no mood, becomes ordinary. Colors find their soul in relation 

to each other. The dirtiest colors possess the oldest souls. They sink toward 

blackness, sound out a recipe too dense and accumulative to recite, like the 

darks along the edges of a riverbank or the places where flesh folds.” 

COLLINGS 

The sense of the colors having their own life force is really great. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. It was a magical place. I was asked to be an artist-in-residence there a 

few years later. It was in 2000, actually. And I was really conflicted, because 

Gail, who had, unfortunately, died of cancer earlier [that year], and we had 

become really close. Every week, wherever I was, it didn’t matter, I would 

make a piece and send it to her. 

COLLINGS 

Really? 

HEEBNER 

She said, “Stop it!” And I said, “No. You need your art medicine.” So anyway, 

she began to start looking forward to when’s her next picture coming. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s lovely. 

HEEBNER 

So it was really fun. So she died, and at the same time, I was invited to do this 

artist-in-residence for the State Department. It’s through the Art in Embassies 

Program, where the ambassadors get to choose a series of artists, and they hang 
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in their home for three years. It’s a three-year loan. It was started during the 

Cold War. It’s like, “Yeah, you Communists, you got that, but look at these 

Abstract artists we’ve got.” And I mean, it’s a very interesting program. 

COLLINGS 

Interesting, yes. 

HEEBNER 

The ambassador Barbara Griffiths chose me to be the one to come. She liked 

my work a lot. And they shipped three of those big Iceland paintings and the 

book. So I was going to go, and then it turned out Gail’s memorial was that—

and I was so conflicted, and I talked to her daughter [Carey Berkus]. Her 

daughter’s no-nonsense, and she said, “Mom would be so pissed off if you 

didn’t go.” You know? [laughs] “You’ve got to be kidding me.” And I got that 

from all ends of her family, and so I went. And on the day that it was her day, I 

took a flight out to this little tiny island where this—you know where they the 

[Orca] whale that kept coming back to the island of Heimaey? 

COLLINGS 

I heard about that, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

I went out there and just sort of walked around and had a good soul time. But 

when we were in Landmannalaugar, and after I wrote thing about Macduff, 

tromping around looking at the lights, and we’re having this great time, all of a 

sudden, there’s this like rumbling sound, and you see over the hill all these 

farmers on horseback coming, and it’s the annual roundup, and they’re coming 

to round up the sheep. So suddenly our little tiny—the bunker that we had, that 

little thing’s pinned up, was full of all of these farting, belching [farmers]— 

[laughter] 

COLLINGS 

That’s enough rumination. 

HEEBNER 

I was like, “Oh, my god.” 

COLLINGS 

Rumination of a different kind will be taking place. 
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HEEBNER 

And they’re probably saying, “Who the heck are these people?” But there we 

were. At some point [around 4 AM] I nudged Macduff and I said, “I need some 

air.” It was like four in the morning or something, and there was a thermal 

spring right nearby, so we headed over toward the thermal spring, and we hear 

this singing and noise, and there are these two guys. They were straight out of 

Shakespeare, and they were really shit-face drunk, and they had this bottle of, I 

don’t know, a big plastic like a Pepsi bottle. It was brown and it had some kind 

of swill in it that it was floating in this hot water and then drinking it and stuff. 

But they were so benign. They were saying—you know, this one guy’s going, 

“Oh, there was a flock of ducks that came in and I watched them go away.” But 

his language was so poetic. And they were talking about light and things, and 

they were like these farmers. They were farmers and there for the roundup and 

having a good time. And so we sat there and just were kind of amazed. So this 

is about the horses coming over the hill. [reading] “A low rumble builds to a 

crescendo. Hoofbeats resound like timpani inside my ribcage. A hundred horses 

funnel through the bottleneck of the canyon. Hoofs beat up a curtain of dust as 

the riders halt inches in front of the hut. They peel saddles like Band-Aids off 

the hot blanketless horses. All this raucous happens in less than five minutes. In 

minutes, scuffling boots trail into the hut and the jangle of dinner-making 

begins. A hundred horses are sent out to pasture. Their chomping consumes all 

other sound. It’s the season when flax plants flaunt thick-headed tufts of pearly 

white, dabbing the meadows like a child’s drawing of snow, briefly lit candles 

snuffed out between horse lips. Sturdy furry ponies with lavish surfer-girl 

manes parting over obsidian eyes twitch a chill as sweat evaporates. In the 

darkening meadow, steam rises from a hundred uncurried backs.” So those 

were the horses. The little Icelandic horses really are these little— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, really? 

HEEBNER 

And they do have these long manes that go over— 

COLLINGS 

Big forelocks. 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah. And so these tall Icelanders men and women—they’re mostly men. But 

their feet are like dragging on the ground, almost, and they’re coming to round 

up their sheep that have been out for all the season, and the season’s ending. 

And so we happened to be there. We didn’t really know that that— 

COLLINGS 

How inspirational, this whole trip. 

HEEBNER 

It was great, yeah. So putting the poems together was one thing, editing them 

and kind of figuring out what to keep in and what to leave out, and then the 

assembling of the book is all parts of making it. And then how is a book going 

to be read. I remember Sandra—I always come back to Sandra—saying, “I 

always give a book to somebody and watch how they operate it, watch what 

they do with it, and I learn what’s not working or what is.” And so I’ve always 

done that. And this seemed to work. It was so straightforward. I didn’t want to 

glue this down. I wanted it to be kind of free. And this just came in an instant, 

and this is just Daveyboard board, lined, and it’s just a very simple way of 

presenting a book. 

COLLINGS 

Very simple but very elegant, and just providing a very nice sense of the 

natural landscape that is the inspiration. 

HEEBNER 

Thank you. 

COLLINGS 

Were you starting to think about how to market your books, thinking about the 

business of a press? 

HEEBNER 

Oh, because of this? 

COLLINGS 

Uh-huh. 

HEEBNER 
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Yay! I was up in San Francisco and went into the San Francisco Library and 

met Asa Peavey, who was the librarian there at the time, and I showed him this 

book. How did I meet Asa? I had exhibited paintings for years in San 

Francisco, but never my books. Maybe it was Harry that gave me his name. But 

anyway, I called, made an appointment, and he said, “Oh, you need to meet 

Joshua Heller.” Joshua Heller is a fine-press book dealer in Washington, D.C. 

He and his wife, Phyllis, she is English and he’s South African, probably in 

their mid-seventies now, and are like the guy the go-to. I mean, he knows the 

business. He knows everybody in it. He’s the real thing. So I contacted him and 

asked him if I might send him a copy of this book to just ask his opinion of it or 

whatever. And so he called me and said, “This is like a breath of fresh air. This 

is so wonderful. I love the whole way you’ve put it together. I love the 

simplicity of it. I love your writing,” and on and on, and in a way that was 

really, obviously, supportive and reassuring to me. So he wanted to consign it, 

and then he wound up selling copies of the book. Another thing I did was this 

book and the Lascaux book, Scratching the Surface, came hard on each other. I 

mean, they were both kind of right—I just was on a roll doing these books. I 

took Island and [the prototype for] Scratching the Surface to Krystyna 

Wasserman at the National Museum of Women in the Arts, and she happened 

to be doing a show called Women Who Travel, and I didn’t know that. I mean, 

it was really a cold meeting. She looked at the prototype for Lascaux because 

the book didn’t exist yet, and looked at this and said, “This would be great,” 

and she started talking about dates, and I’m sitting there with my jaw open. She 

goes, “You should be writing this down.” [laughter] And it took me a while to 

realize that she wants me in the show. There was going to be a catalog and da, 

da, da. Sonia Delaunay was going to be in the show, her book, that beautiful, 

wonderful book and other people. And it was really exciting. So I had this 

really elevated week— 

COLLINGS 

What a launch. 

HEEBNER 

—in D.C. And I remember it was around Easter. It was Easter, because I went 

back to my hotel room, I was alone, and I thought, “I want to celebrate. This is 

kind of exciting.” And I looked in the little guide and looked at different things, 

and it turned out that there was a jazz club. I think it was called the Blue Note 

[Blues Alley]. I can’t remember. But anyway, there was this great jazz singer 
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singing, so I went and heard her, and then went to—the next day was Good 

Friday, and I was raised a Catholic. I’m not a practicing Catholic, but I loved 

the music and the ceremony and stuff, and I love this new pope. So it turned out 

Saint Matthew’s Passion, which is one of my favorite pieces of music, was 

being performed, and I got a ticket, went in and saw that. So I just had this 

weekend of like— 

COLLINGS 

Fabulous. 

HEEBNER 

—just immersing myself, really, really great. 

COLLINGS 

Well, I’m really struck by the fact that the book received such an enthusiastic 

reception when you sent it out. I mean, it just seems like from what I have 

gathered of the field, sort of the breath of fresh air is the wonderful attention to 

the materials, to the detail, to the form and construction and having this 

exciting concept, but bringing a really refined level of execution to it. So it just 

sort of hits all the marks. I mean, Carolee Campbell’s books are the same way. 

Is that something that you and she learned from Harry and Sandra Reese? 

HEEBNER 

Certainly I have a huge amount of respect for Harry and Sandra, and I learned a 

lot, particularly from Sandra. Harry and I had our first show together, I think I 

mentioned, in 1980, and I just think the world of both of them. I think that in 

terms of the form for the book and stuff, for the first one, Old Marks, New 

Marks, I walked that by Sandra a lot. Then the second one, I would just sort of 

go there and say, pretty much when it was completely almost realized, say, 

“Well, this is kind of what I’m thinking of.” And she’d go, “Hmm. Nice, but 

what about—?” And so she’d—you know, how to make something slender or 

how to keep it from being bulky and clunky. That’s always important to me, 

and I learned that from Sandra. Like instead of using Davey board that weighs 

a million pounds, try the half-million-pound one, you know? Just so that it’s 

not a big boxy thing and to get away with this peeling back. And that 

completely was in sync with the way I did collage, which was, to me, a process 

of elimination. You have something on, but you pull it back. You pull away 

until you can get to all you need to be there, and it’s the same with editing and 
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process and writing. So we were on the same groove, although I was still 

mainly exhibiting—no, wait. At that point—oh, god. In ’89, I lost my gallery, 

and then a couple other galleries closed. There was another recession that 

happened, right? 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

I mean, the art world, it was just a bad time. Also when I met some book 

people, they were kind of kinder, gentler art people. I mean, they were just 

nice. 

COLLINGS 

That’s so interesting. 

HEEBNER 

They weren’t just “Enough about me. What do you think of me?” [laughter] 

They were refreshing to me. 

COLLINGS 

Because I do get the sense of a community. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. And there’s a literary aspect. I mean, the book artists whose work I 

admire, there’s some thought process behind the making of it, but it’s not just a 

clever construction, that there’s something that involves language. Carolee, I 

mean, she’s done so many beautiful things. Just the broadsides she’s done with 

poets, and her taste in poetry is right with mine. I mean, Stanley [Jasspon] 

Kunitz and WS [William Stanley] Merwin. I mean, we read the same people, it 

seems. 

COLLINGS 

Michael Hannon you both have worked with. 

HEEBNER 

Michael, yeah, dear Michael. So there’s this kind of tangential feeling that 

we’re all kind of doing our own thing, but it’s kind of moving in the same 

stream, so to speak. 
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COLLINGS 

Very nice. 

HEEBNER 

I mean, I think my work is quite different from The Reeses and Turkey Press, 

and my choice if I’m going to choose to work with a writer is very different 

too. And the work comes out of paintings and— 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. That’s a huge difference. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I mean, Harry’s a painter too. He does monoprints and paintings, but it’s 

different. But again, it’s tangentially simpatico. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, simpatico. That’s a good way of putting it. 

HEEBNER 

I’d jump at the chance to have another show with him because I like him and I 

like his work, and the same with Sandra and, of course, with Carolee. 

COLLINGS 

Shall we pause for a moment? 

HEEBNER 

Sure. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. We’re back on, and we are going to talk about Scratching the Surface, 

1999, which pertains to your very fortunate visit to the actual caves of Lascaux. 

HEEBNER 

It was amazing. Well, as I had said before—could we stop, please? 

COLLINGS 

Sure. No problem. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 
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Okay. 

HEEBNER 

So I first went to the Dordogne in 1994, and that’s when I was able to go with 

this group led by this paleohistorian, Christine Desdemaines-Hugon, and we 

went to Font du Gaume and Cap Blanc and the facsimile of Lascaux. Then in 

1977, in May of ’97, I actually got to see the real caves, and it was a religious 

experience. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Really? Was it really? 

HEEBNER 

It really was, and it was so fresh and wonderful. I arrived in Lascaux. I was to 

be there at four p.m. on Tuesday, May thirteenth. Our guide was a fellow 

named Monsieur Durad, and I was issued a pass in mid-April for this, and the 

conservator of the caves of Lascaux is a man named Jean-Michel Geneste, and 

he’s one of the people that I was corresponding with. And if you have seen the 

Cave of Forgotten Dreams that Werner Herzog [Stipetic] had just come out 

with, and it’s him going through this new cave, Chauvet, there’s this one scene 

in it where somebody’s throwing a long spear, and it’s Jean-Michel Geneste. 

“I’ve seen him!” So anyway, if I had gotten into the caves two years before, the 

person who would have led me through the cave was this old man who, when 

he was a young boy in the forties, with his friend had stumbled upon and found 

this cave and told the local priest about it. And it became his life. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

He had passed away or gotten and sick and passed away and stopped working, 

anyway, two years before. So this was this kind of prim and very “dot the i’s, 

cross the t’s” fellow, and there were five of us. 

COLLINGS 

Civil servant. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah, pretty much. And I don’t speak French, but I can understand French and 

I did a lot of reading before I went, so I felt fairly prepared. But I knew that 

there would only be forty minutes inside the cave, and I was really worried that 

with the bright sunlight and everything outside, half the time I was going to 

spend it just trying to see. So I sat there. There were five of us. Now it’s 

entirely shut down. It’s tragically shut down. But at the time, they would, I 

think, two, three times a year, something like that, let scholars, usually, and in 

groups of five or less, into the cave. And I remember meeting Ellen Reader, 

who is an art historian and a curator in the Baltimore [Walters] Museum, and I 

was showing her some of my work from the old series, the Indigo Sketches and 

the Old Marks, and showed her my little brown book, Old Marks, New Marks, 

and told her about getting to go to the caves. She’s a very exuberant kind of 

woman, and she just sort of burst out, “Don’t you love the French! For years 

scholars are lined up to try to get into the cave, and they bump an artist to the 

front.” [laughter] I mean, I really did feel this amazing privilege, and I didn’t 

pay anything. I just got to be invited. And the way that happened was I sent the 

copy of Old Marks, New Marks and a letter to the Minister of Culture. We 

talked about this. So there I was, and it was in May. When we first assembled, 

there was this little tiny room, and he was talking about the caves, and because 

I knew enough, I could understand what he was saying time, dates. 

COLLINGS 

You could match up what you knew to the words that you were catching. 

HEEBNER 

Exactly. But I wore sunglasses, and I kept my eyes closed— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s a very good idea. 

HEEBNER 

—the whole time because I wanted to kind of keep—you know, wanted to shut 

that— 

COLLINGS 

Keep your irises from being too shutdown. 

HEEBNER 
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Exactly. And we walked in and we sort of walked through this inner chamber, 

and then you dip your shoes in this disinfectant, and then you walk through this 

other chamber and another disinfectant, and then you go into the room. So it 

opens up in this cavern, and you just get chills. I mean, the painting is so fresh, 

so incredibly fresh. And you know I don’t have Scratching the Surface here. I 

have the prototype. Let’s see if this—because I’m sure I edited the writing. You 

know what? I don’t have Scratching the Surface here. I can talk about it, but I 

may want to come back to it. But what I did was decide—I knew immediately 

before going in there that at this point it kicks in that when something’s going 

to happen and it’s going to be good, there’s a darn good possibility that a book 

might come out of it. So I’m starting to think in terms of not just a painting and, 

oh, goodie, maybe there’s a book, but planning that that’s part of what I do. So 

when we went into Lascaux, I couldn’t write, there wasn’t light, and no 

photographs, of course, and I just wanted to become a sponge, you know. I just 

wanted to absorb as much of it as I could into myself and pay attention to as 

much detail as I could. Then when we emerged from the cave, I went to—I 

guess Macduff was there. He wasn’t invited in. But I just said, “Give me some 

space,” and I just wrote and wrote and wrote and wrote and wrote and wrote 

and wrote and sort of got that down before I did anything else. I was still like in 

that zone where you’re half looking, and your eyes are hooded, and you’re just 

kind of inside. You’re trying to replay the video in a way and remember what it 

is you saw. And it actually wasn’t bad that I wasn’t fluent in French, because 

the talking—everyone else was French, and the talking and everything just 

became kind of noise, and I could filter it out, whereas if you’ve got somebody 

in a booming voice and they’re jingling their coins and they’re talking, “Where 

are we going to go for lunch?” or something, it can really just throw you off. 

This was just a wonderful gift that it was all in another language. 

COLLINGS 

So what was your sense of being in these caves? 

HEEBNER 

The difference between being in the real Lascaux and the facsimile—and the 

facsimile is very well done. It’s done by artists and archaeologists, and they 

really paid enormous attention to detail and worked with the same tools and 

painting tools and all of that, but it was the smell. There was this kind of earth 

smell to it, and this cavern that just opens up, and it’s like this natural canvas, 

almost. And I learned later—I didn’t know then, but Lascaux had this calcite 
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kind of dripping thing, which is one of the things that they’re fighting against 

for preserving the paintings. But whoever the group was that first encountered 

these caves twenty thousand years ago or whenever, would have seen a 

gleaming white, sparkling calcified surface inside the earth. Hello. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, my god, you know. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

And other things like that there’d be like stalactites and stalagmites forming. 

Well, there’s percussive marks on those. I mean, they’re using those to make 

music, right, or sound of some sort. In Rouffignac, which is this other cave, 

which I don’t know if you can still get into it, but at that time it was open to the 

public, and you ride a little rickety train a mile into the earth. I mean, it goes 

way deep, and it was inhabited for many, many, many years by bears, and you 

can see the whole floor of this area is like a moonscape all cratered with where 

the bears would curl around for their winter sleep. And then, of course, I 

learned later from reading or talking to bear people or whatever that bears are 

very territorial, and there’s not like a bunch of bears. So the fact that there were 

this many craterings, that gives the arc of time, that how many years did it take 

for all those bears to go and make their own— 

COLLINGS 

Cumulatively. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And in that cave there are these lines drawn, just these lines drawn, and 

some of them are a little more irregular and some of them look more deliberate, 

and I thought, golly, these bears, when they get out from winter, they’re 

sharpening their claws and they’re making these lines, and the Paleolithic artist, 

like any artist today, sees a good thing and cops it, you know. It’s like, yeah, 

that’s good line. And I know that’s kind of naïve, but I’m right. [laughter] You 

know, they looked at what natural or animal did and thought, yeah, that’s good, 
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because there’s all these lines that are clearly hand-drawn, not bear claws. And 

that was more drawings in that cave dark of blacks and whites and such. But in 

Lascaux there was color. And I had seen since I was a child these books of 

Lascaux, and so the way I understood the cave was from seeing these color 

reproductions, and in the reproductions I’m seeing basically a rectangular 

painting. So I’m not differentiating visually between the animal that’s drawn 

and the ochre cave color, so it’s all one composition to me, and I think it’s from 

those photographic reproductions that my inspiration for doing these, my own 

work, came. And when I went to see the actual cave, it took a while to kind of 

make out these hatches and scratch marks and whatnot this matrix of lines. And 

you don’t know how somebody draws and tags somebody else’s artwork, and 

then over how many thousands of years do you return to that place. Nobody 

knows really why religion, or as Jeffers says, “Was it religion or in the idleness 

of art?” We speculate, but mark-making is just as ingrained in us as— 

COLLINGS 

Mark-making, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. It just seems to come full-born out of the world, out of us. And that 

feeling of making a mark or making your handprint that “we are here” kind of 

feeling, was really palpable there, and also how beautifully they were drawn. I 

mean, these lines where the confidence of these lines, there’s just one sweeping 

line that would define a horse’s rump, or I remember this cow, this huge bull, 

an auroch, and underneath it there’s this wonderful little pattern of rectangles 

that I remember since I was a kid. I don’t think I have that—yeah. Let me read 

you this one. 

COLLINGS 

Sure. 

HEEBNER 

So Lascaux, the book, is six folios all made on paper made by hand and 

pigmented with ochre, in which original paintings are tipped into the left-hand 

side, and this, again, is printed letterpress by Inge Bruggeman. [reading] “The 

color is vivid and fresh, surpassing all of my expectations. The animals seem to 

bleed out of the walls. Red and ochres weave in and out of tarry-black outlines. 

All sizes and shapes are either superimposed, overlapping, or nudging nose-to-
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nose. Forget Noah’s version of creation’s tidy pairs of creatures queued up at 

the ark like Brits at a bus stop. In Lascaux, creation romps and flies and humps 

and bolts, sanctuary in motion. Brilliant burnished colors souffléd within and 

beyond the linear contours creates an ambiance that is boisterous and gay. I see 

Modigliani’s curves, [Pieter Cornelis] Mondriaan’s squares, [Paul] Klee’s and 

Hannelore [Baron]’s wit. Beneath the hooves of an enormous black cow are the 

red, grey, and yellow rectangular shapes that have mystified me since 

childhood when I pored over richly illustrated books on prehistoric art. The 

cow moves against the traffic of dozens of small prancing horses, the contours 

of the cave itself rendered more shapely by its shadows so strongly suggest 

form that I can see creatures within the waterworn billowy surfaces waiting to 

be let out with only a line here, some color there. “I summon imagination amid 

the specters cast by torchlight, perhaps just as these painters coaxed from the 

calcified confirmation’s haunch and shoulder, then added little ears and lips on 

horses and dainty hoofs on voluptuous cows. Sacred space, celebratory, 

joyous.” 

COLLINGS 

I love the way that text brings this sort of calcified series of images really to 

life. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, thank you. If you can think of color as sound, it was noisy in there. I mean, 

there was lots of activity, herds of horses, and then there’d be this one called 

the Chinese horse that’s just there. But the fact that they would—you know, the 

walls are not straight or flat, they’re curvaceous, and the artist would, just as 

any artist would do, take what’s there and work with it. So there’d be a bulge, 

and that would be where the haunch would go, or there would be a concavity, 

and they would do something so they would be working with it. And I also had 

this thought, okay, they’ve got this sputtering juniper-wick torchlight, and 

they’re painting in there, and when something sputters, that’s what animation 

is. 

COLLINGS 

It gives you the sense of motion, yeah. 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah. So I think these creatures—actually, if you were in there for any kind of 

ceremonial purpose or whatever, you would almost see a movie. You would see 

an animated kind of thing because of this blacklight effect. 

COLLINGS 

That’s a fascinating idea. 

HEEBNER 

That’d be cool. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

A magic lantern. 

HEEBNER 

Yes, exactly, exactly, and there’d be percussive sound and all kinds of things. 

So when I came out of the cave—I wasn’t prepared. Let me just check just in 

case. 

COLLINGS 

Go ahead. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. We’re back on. 

HEEBNER 

We’re back on and I’ve located the artist book, Scratching the Surface. 

COLLINGS 

I love the color. It looks like hide. 

HEEBNER 

[laughs] Well, I kept trying to figure out what I was going to do for a cover, 

and, again, this book came out after a series of paintings I did, and the paintings 

I made were basically ochre. I made them with dirt. There’s one around the 

corner I can show you.After I made these paintings, I—sometimes when you go 

into working on something, you’re not fully conscious of what it is you’re 

doing. You don’t really know why or what. And sometimes when you stop to 

question, that’s a good thing, but also it could get in the way. And when I came 

back to the studio, I was fascinated by walking into the cave and basically 
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walking what in my mind was a map, a plan-view map. So I’m just opening 

this chemise here so you can see the map. So this is based on a plan-view map 

of the cave of Lascaux— 

COLLINGS 

I see. Okay. So you open the— 

HEEBNER 

—and this is the cave of Rouffignac, and they’re just drawn with pencil. It’s 

just a pencil drawing. 

COLLINGS 

So they’re almost like treasure maps. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, cool. I like that. Yeah. So these are made on paper that I made with 

Japanese fibers and a little bit of cotton, I believe. 

COLLINGS 

It has a certain smell. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, it’s the pigment, the pigment. 

COLLINGS 

I think that adds to it. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And so I made a thicker paper for the chemise and used a little bit more 

umbrous pigment, and then for the folios I used this paper that was so thin, and 

this is the first editioned book that I made at Dieu Donné. I’ve since then made 

most all of my—when I have needs for handmade paper, I’ve worked with 

them. I went back there and made— 

COLLINGS 

You go to the studio, the shop in New York, and sort of work through it 

together, what you need for the paper. 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah. I mean, I could make it here, but why not go to New York? I mean, 

really. [laughter] And I’m just grateful for that first encounter because of that 

weird gallery experience I had had and that nice person that—her name was 

Lyn Amlie, A-m-l-i-e, sent me to Dieu Donné. 

COLLINGS 

“Go to Dieu Donné.” 

HEEBNER 

“Go to Dieu Donné. Take that seriously.” So it was this prototype, which is not 

in here, but it was the prototype that I had made hand-painted covers for and 

handwritten all of the text, and the painting was actually on that paper. I made 

the paper for the prototype here in Santa Barbara, again at that little area where 

Rie Hachiyanagi had made the Iceland paper, the abaca. We had a little [studio] 

outdoors by the sculpture yard at UCSB and set up a vat and drying to dry and 

press the paper, and Gail Berkus was one of the people helping to make that 

paper. So I made some paper, thinking I’m going to do something with these 

caves and I’m not sure what, but I know it’s got to be ochre. [laughter] So I 

pigmented paper, and made this clumsy, but I liked it, paper and used that as 

my prototype that I took back to New York, and these are small enough that I 

could form all these sheets myself. When I’m working larger, I need help just 

because my shoulder and back and neck don’t do that anymore. But this paper 

was so thin. You can kind of hear it, and I love the sound paper makes. I mean, 

the Island book makes one sound, the Lascaux book makes another sound, and 

then soft cotton paper just, [demonstrates], makes a different sound. But it was 

fortunate that I had pigmented this paper, because when you couched it and laid 

it on the felts, if it was white, you couldn’t see it. You couldn’t see where the 

paper was. It was so darn thin. And I wanted to get it as thin as I could. So this 

is a real one. So what I did was I had the leftover abaca paper from the Iceland 

book, so I used that and made these original drawings. This is an edition of ten 

copies. And so the original drawings, each of page one’s, page one of six, each 

of page one will resemble this in color and form. Like in this I’m talking about 

this matrix that I couldn’t find where a figure emerged, and you’d have to kind 

of start focusing, and then suddenly something comes into, come into. So I 

wrote that, “After several minutes of watching, the confusion of marks 

gradually resolves, yielding the faint figure of a running horse.” So actually, 

every book is original. I don’t know what is keeping me from doing 
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printmaking, but when I go to a printmaking when I’m invited, I wind up doing 

monoprints. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

But you don’t have a problem with the digital reproduction. 

HEEBNER 

No, because it gives me what I want, gives me an image that’s close to the 

layering and the process, and plus it sprays on. It’s an additive process. It’s 

very much like a painting. 

COLLINGS 

Interesting point, yeah. Very interesting point. 

HEEBNER 

And I know it’s hit all kinds of walls, “No, I don’t want that in my library.” 

I’ve had librarians say, “No.” I think they’ve refined it now to the point and 

now that all photography for them—you know, there’s very few holdouts that 

are working in darkrooms or even have darkrooms or even have paper, that—

oh, excuse me. [telephone interruption] 

HEEBNER 

Where are we? 

COLLINGS 

So we were talking just a little bit of an aside about how you were finding that 

librarians weren’t interested in collecting your books if they involved digital 

printing. Is that what you said? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Or I went to— 

COLLINGS 

So there’s a sort of a definition of what— 

HEEBNER 

That that’s not real, that it’s something that, “Oh, that’s just a print.” And I 

think the whole giclée, when people were making what they call limited 

editions of three thousand, and they were doing really bad art, it just was 
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horrible stuff, and so it got lumped in the bucket with all of this bad stuff, but 

the actual process— 

COLLINGS 

I think that stuff was being referred to as the “democratic multiple,” perhaps. 

[laughter] 

HEEBNER 

Yes, the “we.” But it gives me what I want. It gives me a clean-looking—if you 

have a good scan, it gives me a clean-looking edge of the paper. It gives me the 

same kind of—I mean, not the same, you don’t have the tactile stuff, but it 

gives me something that feels true. And most of my digital work, maybe all of 

it, I’m actually using the actual piece and reproducing it at the exact same size, 

and so it’s as if that’s my plate and I’m making an edition, and after I make that 

edition, it’s against my own interest to make more of them. With Joshua, he 

suggested I hand-paint or hand-embellish, he calls it, and I’ve done that. And I 

actually like doing that. It’s kind of fun. And I’ve done that on the Island book, 

but I did not do it on Hamlet or [Pablo] Neruda because there was nothing else 

to say. They are what they need to be. They’re exactly what I want. 

COLLINGS 

So the hand-embellishing was to add value? 

HEEBNER 

Add credibility. Add credibility. But everything is hand-touched that I’m doing. 

And then when I got to this book where it’s all original and everything’s 

handmade, another librarian said, “But you don’t have any prints in here at all.” 

[laughs] It’s like, well, no. These are paintings, just like the cave painters made 

paintings. They didn’t make etchings. Well, maybe they did if they carved in 

and pressed something, but no, probably not. [laughter] So I try to do 

something that feels true to what it is I’m trying to honor. So that’s—I mean, 

it’s still a debate. You know, Macduff has a wonderful dealer in New York, 

Janet Borden, who is old-school. I mean, she knows her stuff and she knows 

that taking a photograph and having through a chemical process something be 

revealed, burned up from the surface, is different from ink being laid flat on a 

surface. They’re two different things. These days, maybe you can’t tell the 

difference between a digitally produced print on an Epson printer of good, high 

quality and— 
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COLLINGS 

A developed print. 

HEEBNER 

—a developed print, because you’ve got paper that’s close, and Kodak’s not 

making—they’re not making it anymore. So I think the argument at this point is 

fairly moot, and I don’t understand why you can have something like ‘zines or 

Xerox or all of these other contemporary uses of media that are fugitive and not 

feel that’s kind of cool, but then all of a sudden brake your heels when it 

comes—“[demonstrates]! You’re using digital prints! [demonstrates].” And it’s 

like, “[demonstrates]! You’re putting lipstick on?” You know? [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. It’s almost like it has to either be grunge aesthetic— 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

—or it has to sort of lean into the world of fine art. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And I just don’t buy it, because I think artists use—you know, like if 

they don’t have red, they use blue. If they don’t buy red, yellow, and blue paint 

and mix their primary colors, they take what’s closest and adjust. I mean, that’s 

how artists think, and they don’t—you know, unless their process is what their 

art is, I’m going to take red, yellow, and blue, and this is what I’m going to do,” 

you’re getting a muddy color. So I take what’s available and see if it’ll work for 

me. And for some things like this, it felt—I’d rather do a very small edition and 

do just ten paintings that were similar. This one has a deer face in it [Lascaux – 

folio 3]. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, yes. 

HEEBNER 

Can you see the stag? 

COLLINGS 
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Yes, definitely. 

HEEBNER 

Well, all of them have that stag. And just like I find in the caves, you have to 

kind of look at it and then you see it. And my friend, Margaret Eejima, was an 

architectural draftsman and a wonderful artist and ran the CAD lab at City 

College for a long time, and she—I’ll read this. [reading] “My friend Margaret 

remembers an art history professor who lectured the class that, quote, ‘These 

were a primitive people who held the naïve belief that in a hunt they could 

capture that which they had first drawn on the cave walls.’ Margaret is an artist 

gifted in architectural drafting and teaching. ‘Well, how else does anything we 

conceive of come into being without first having it been drawn?’ she asked. 

‘Everything you see, your clothing, the desk, the chairs, the building itself all 

began as drawings. You drive a car in a street over a bridge past landscaping, 

all of which began as drawings.’ “Why does one call that notion primitive, and 

what is so naïve about it? To draw is to make real. It’s the first step toward 

knowing, being conscious of the thing drawn. When I draw an animal, I learn 

how it moves, I feel its anatomy, its range of motion, its behavior. In the nave 

of Lascaux, five stags appear to be struggling against a strong current with their 

heads just above water. The artist painted the first stag’s head above a slight 

bulge in the rock that suggests a shoulder. You feel that this stag is emerging 

from the water, touching on higher ground. The scene is plausible because the 

simple line drawing is perfectly placed above a jagged ridge in the rock wall 

that now magically becomes moving water. The illusion is brilliant, the means 

absolutely minimalist.” It’s true, there’d be one with his head under and then up 

and up, and it’s just this rip in the rock, and they used it to—I mean, god, 

you’ve got to go back to the source and look at these guys. They’re the ones. 

They know it all. So the chemise, again, when I was talking about the map and 

walking through this map, entering here and coming through this chamber, and 

this is where the Hall of the Bulls is, and then here’s the nave where the stags 

were, and I wanted to kind of feel that again. When I was young, or any art 

student learns blind contour drawing, where you look at your hand and you 

draw it, or you look at your face and you draw it but don’t look. And it’s a way 

of connecting your mind and your hand and the object, your subject, and 

training that. And so just instinctively, I thought I’d make these blind contour 

drawings, but I really did it blind in that I drew with clear methyl cellulose on 

white paper. 

COLLINGS 
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Wow. 

HEEBNER 

And then, like some weird shaman thing, I just sprinkled ochre on it and then 

shifted it around, and where the methyl cellulose was wet, it stuck, and then 

that was my outline. You can see one around the corner. And then I went from 

there using my hands. I mean, I use my hands as my primary tool. So I 

burnished into the surface of this handmade Torinoko paper, this beautiful 

paper that the man who made it in Japan is no longer alive, but his paper was 

just beautiful. So I burnished into that and then maybe added a little more 

pigment and sometimes even my own spit because it’s got a different viscosity 

than water. And so what emerged from that was a version of this map, and each 

one is different, so it became a series, and I called it—it’s kind of a 

cumbersome title, but I named it after a John Donne poem, Against Mourning, 

Valediction Against Mourning.” And it’s a beautiful poem, and at one point he 

talks about his love or loss being like “gold to airy thinness beat,” because you 

can beat gold. It can be beat to an airy thinness and still not lose its integrity. 

And to me, that transposed right to the arc over thirty thousand years of time, 

they’re still as fresh. Our connection is as fresh as “gold to airy thinness beat.” 

That’s it. And the paintings were golden-ochre, and it just worked. So that was 

my way of describing that connection across time. It was only later that I 

looked at these and realized, well, yeah, I walked into the cave blind. I had my 

sunglasses on in dark. I walked in blind and then let it just wash over me. And 

so my experience was then reiterated in this process of making these paintings, 

and I thought, “That’s cool.” So it’s kind of like making a volcano in my studio 

to— 

COLLINGS 

When you came back from Iceland. 

HEEBNER 

From Iceland in the Iceland paintings. 

COLLINGS 

That’s exactly what I was thinking. 

HEEBNER 
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You know, that’s my—I guess that’s how I work. So when it came to the 

books—and I did this small prototype, which I don’t have. I have the actual 

book, but I don’t have the prototype. I made that paper here. And then when I 

wanted to edition the book, I made it at Dieu Donné. And again, I wanted this 

folio kind of idea where you’ve got these light, loose leaves. This is the cave at 

Rouffignac, which I told you about the bears. And then this one is the one 

about the rectangles, and you can see this one compared to what I read you. 

Where’d it go? I know this is not recording technique, but this is a print of this, 

but these two are of this page when I talked about the sacred space [unclear]. 

So they really are different images. 

COLLINGS 

Yes, they are. 

HEEBNER 

So they’re really loosely an edition. [laughs] But again, these were parts of the 

rectangle scratched in. It’s sort of a greasy kind of pigment. 

COLLINGS 

There’s a wonderful sense of discovery as you open and close the leaves. 

HEEBNER 

Good. Thank you. I don’t know what this—this shouldn’t be like—I’ll deal 

with that later. I don’t know why that’s like that. And the last one was about 

emerging, about coming out into the daylight, and I’d like to read it, if that’s 

okay. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, yes, please. 

HEEBNER 

[reading] “Before entering the cave, I wear sunglasses, eyes closed so that my 

pupils can begin to dilate and prepare for the dark. I am one of five who are 

permitted thirty-five minutes inside Lascaux. For all that I will see, there’s a 

reservoir of images I won’t even begin to comprehend. I want to siphon 

Lascaux into my emptiness. I want to curl up and sleep inside, to lie on my 

back and look up, to touch. When I enter, I’m bombarded with images, so many 

it is mind-boggling. It is exquisite. I now know that art came full-born into this 

world. “Whenever I emerge from a cave, there’s a shock to being above 
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ground. The smells are heavy and wet, green. Light is strong and warm. Even 

on a day of milky skies and clotted clouds, the brightness is intense. Water 

formed this system of caves that aerates the land beneath the golden soil of the 

Dordogne. Sediment dissolves, accretes, freezes, breaks apart, mostly through 

the force of water. Water is the milk of the Earth. It is the coil, the vortex, the 

invisible spine. I have been inside the skull, not just skipping over the hair and 

eyes and mouth of grasses and openings and mounds. It is as if I crawled in 

through a socket and could see where the brain’s cortex had left a pattern on the 

shell, those wiggly lines that indicate intellect etched into the skull. “I’ve been 

in the darkest places where the first marks were made, where memory and 

narrative were first given physical form. Mark-making is ingrained as deeply 

within us as these drawings are embedded in the underbelly of the Earth.” So 

that’s the last of the— 

COLLINGS 

I think one of the things that’s so wonderful about it is that it really brings 

forward the—I don’t know, just the existence of the drawings on the cave, 

when I think in our cultural parlance they’ve taken on sort of an iconography, 

that they just sort of mean something. “Oh, yes, the cave paintings of Lascaux.” 

HEEBNER 

Oh, right, right. 

COLLINGS 

They just refer to, oh, yes, this is the beginning of art history, and now— 

HEEBNER 

The first chapter. 

COLLINGS 

—we move to page two of the book, and we forget all about that. But you’re 

having a really profound artistic experience with this work, and it really 

reminds you that, in fact, it is work. It is artwork. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 
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It’s not just something that’s sort of marking time and place in our human 

history. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. It’s alive. It’s so alive. It’s really neat. So this book when I editioned it—

thank you. When I editioned—and then this paper, you can see the screen on it. 

It’s just kind of cool. But I again went to Inge Bruggeman. And so [reading] 

“Scratching the Surface. Six original paintings for this book were created on 

earth with earthen pigments, graphite mica, and methyl cellulose tipped onto 

six eleven-inch by seventeen-inch handmade abaca and cotton paper folios. The 

handmade papers were made with the assistance of Pat Almonrode at Dieu 

Donné Papermill in New York. The typeface is Centaur and printed letterpress 

by Inge Bruggeman. These folios are each enclosed in handmade paper made 

from abaca and kozo pulp pigmented with ochre. The collection is contained in 

a hand-painted Torinoko paper enclosure that is lined with black linen and 

cotton paper, also handmade. The plan views of Lascaux and Rouffignac caves 

are drawn on the side panels of a paper wrapper in pencil. The wrapper is made 

from kozo and abaca pulp pigmented with raw umber. The design and making 

of the book, text, paintings, plan views of the caves, handmade papers, and 

enclosure are all by Mary Heebner. The signed and numbered edition is limited 

to ten copies plus two artist’s proofs.” 

COLLINGS 

Well, it’s also interesting how the work is inspired by geological forms and, in 

this case, art inscribed on geological forms and then the paper and the pigments 

are of the earth as well. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. They had to be. I mean, really, don’t you think? 

COLLINGS 

Uh-huh. 

HEEBNER 

And so, yeah, this chemise—okay. Once I had all this going on—where’s that 

from? Oh, hello. This is the title page. So it was like, well, what am I going to 

do with this little stack of stuff? And I had made some extra paper that was 

thicker and heavier, and I thought, well, what if I put that together? And then 
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that became the chemise. But then how am I going to contain it? And I was 

going to put this in Plexiglas and thought, well— 

COLLINGS 

It doesn’t work for this one. 

HEEBNER 

—that doesn’t give me a cavey—I mean, for the first thing, it didn’t give me 

what I wanted. And at Dieu Donné they happened to have a vat of some 

leftover black pulp, because when I work, I work like a hornet. I’m in there and 

they just laugh at me. I don’t break for lunch. I’m just working, working, 

working. I’m like the Energizer Bunny. So I said, “Oh, well, I’d love to make 

some black paper.” I didn’t know what I was going to do with it, but it’s a 

beautiful grayish-black. And so I made that paper, and then took that home. Or 

they ship it to you. Then I was just playing with how to make a folder, and 

because I don’t know how to make a folder, really, I mean, I’ve not been taught 

in book arts class or anything, I just started folding and going—like the Island 

book is like this, but, no, I want something that holds it. So I made a little 

cruciform kind of thing. And then I thought, well, what am I going to make it 

out of? And I had, again, this Torinoko paper and I had ochre pigment, and I 

just started smearing it, painting with the mud. I made a mud and just painted 

over this paper, and then coated that with methyl cellulose. And it was just 

really pretty and it went with my idea of the title, which is Scratching the 

Surface. 

COLLINGS 

Yes, yes. 

HEEBNER 

And there’s a beautiful translucency to some ochres or raw sienna, that kind 

of—that I just love. So I had these and let them dry, and then I put this out. I 

just tried to figure out how to make it learning about these side things. So it’s 

probably not perfect, but I don’t care. I like how it fits and I like how this holds 

in here, and then how this goes over. Everything about it is handmade with 

minimal use of tools, and that also seems to make sense with the cave artists. 

So that’s what happened. And then decided to protect this, I would use those 

Harley-Davidson guys again, and put it in here so that this was etched into here. 
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This is etched into here instead of silkscreened. So that’s Scratching the 

Surface: A Visit to Lascaux and Rouffignac. 

COLLINGS 

Wonderful. It strikes me that Japanese papermaking is a very important 

contribution to the book arts community. 

HEEBNER 

It really is, yeah. It really is. I think for the book arts community, looking at 

how different cultures make paper and stuff, and the Japanese are so refined 

and so developed for so long. I mean, I’m lucky that the first paper experience I 

had was with Sukey Hughes in the Japanese way, of carefully stroking the 

paper with a very fluffy hake brush against a piece of plywood and letting the 

water slowly drip out. There’s this element of time that I think is important in 

all of my work, whether it’s paintings or a book or writing, but that sense of 

trying to slow down enough to give yourself time to let something touch you, 

because I think you can run through a wildfire and not burn, you know. I mean, 

you can move so fast that nothing—you don’t experience anything but your 

own movement through something. And I think any kind of work that’s 

successful makes you want to stop and try to make sense of what it is you just 

went through. And so people can, you know—and I think that’s why I don’t—I 

feel so—that it’s unfortunate. You know, you see people at dinner parties or 

whatever, and they’re all taking their iPhones and they’re shooting each other 

and they’re smiling, and they’re taking little videos. I don’t think they look at 

any of them. They may post them on this wonderful Facebook thing, you 

know.But that whole sense of what the moment is and that sense of reflection, 

it’s like fighting upstream to kind of get people, get yourself to reflect, “What 

just happened to me? What was that?” And whether it’s an instant moment of a 

candle being blown out or it’s the birth and leaving home of your child, 

“Whoa! What happened?” You know, there’s got to be moments where you 

stop. And so for me, the way I ground myself and try to pace myself and reflect 

is through making things. 

COLLINGS 

Wonderful. Let’s leave it there for today. 

HEEBNER 

Okie-dokie. 
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COLLINGS 

Okay. [End of October 3, 2013 interview] 

1.4. Session Four (October 17, 2013) 

COLLINGS 

All right. So today is October 17, 2013, Jane Collings interviewing Mary 

Heebner in her studio. I know that we’re going to talk about Western Horizon 

and the Western Trilogy books, but I just wanted to sort of put out there at this 

juncture you’re fully into a bookmaking practice. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. 

COLLINGS 

And I was just wondering in the context of the discussion that we’re going to 

have about these books, what kinds of things that you felt that you were still 

exploring and experimenting with, and what had you come to think of as your 

practice. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. 

COLLINGS 

And then how the field of book arts was saying something to you in terms of 

directions that you might go, or perhaps this was never a consideration for you. 

So I’m just putting that out there as sort of a— 

HEEBNER 

Okay. Those are good questions. 

COLLINGS 

—as large question for our specific conversation about these particular books. 

HEEBNER 

Well, in terms of editioned books, I had done the one-of-a-kind books and then 

did Old Marks, New Marks, and went into the Iceland, Island: Journal from 

Iceland and the Lascaux book. So by the time it was 1999 and we were—well, 
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this is the one series of artist books that actually the published book preceded 

the artist book, which had never happened before, and what happened—and I’ll 

talk about my practice as we go through this. But what happened was Macduff 

was in New York and he was speaking with Wendy Burton, who worked at 

Stewart, Tabori & Chang, and she’s a photographer on her own right, and she 

had just met and subsequently married a good friend of ours, Jeff Brouws. So 

Macduff was back there speaking with her, and she was looking at his 

photographs and said, “These are beautiful. We should pitch your book,” 

because Wendy’s in the book business, the commercial book business, she 

agents photographic books. So he was showing her pictures from all over the 

world. She goes, “Macduff, you’ve got to kind of consolidate. Let’s pick an 

area.” And so he decided to pitch an idea about the American West, and she 

took that idea to—she sort of put together a proposal and took it to Eric 

Himmel at Abrams. And there were some very fortuitous things that happened. 

The first thing is Eric had just returned from a trip to the Southwest. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, great. 

HEEBNER 

He’s a New Yorker, and he’d seen the beautiful Red Canyonlands with the 

cliffs and the Grand Canyon and everything, so he was all lit up about the 

American West, and in walks this proposal about the American West. 

COLLINGS 

Perfect, perfect. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And it was like, “Thank you. The gods are shining on us.” And so then 

the second thing that happened was that in addition to looking at the American 

West, he was looking for it to be a book of photographs with some captions, 

and he asked if Macduff had a writer that he’d like to work with, and Macduff 

said, “Yeah. Mary Heebner.” And he paused and said, “Well, I’ve never heard 

of her.” And Macduff kind of blushed and said, “Well, she’s my wife.” 

Usually, editors will go running the other way as quickly as possible. The good 

news is Eric’s parents both collaborated and worked together, and to him it was 

not an unusual thing for a husband and wife to actually work professionally 

with one another. And he gave me a chance. He said, “Well, send something 
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in.” At that point, we had just been to the Grand Canyon on an unrelated trip. It 

had nothing to do with—we were doing something else in Joshua Tree. I 

decided to drive to Joshua Tree myself. I had a friend that lived there and I 

could spend the night, and I just wanted to see myself on my own in the desert, 

which I’m comfortable with in terms of the landscape and my connections with 

O’Keeffe and my sense of the smells and the sounds. I just thought if I were on 

my own, I could bring up some things that were from myself and not 

interrupted by other commentary. So I went there, I took notes, and I wrote. 

And I sent those two in, one on Joshua Tree and one on the Grand Canyon, and 

I didn’t hear a word. So I was back in New York and it was my birthday. My 

birthday’s April 19th, and I think it was the 18th or the 19th that I was there. 

And I was just ready for him to say, “Well, thank you very much. Very nice. 

There, there. Good luck to you.” But I met with Eric and he said, “Well, we’ve 

got to get this in by September, and I’d like about thirty essays.” And he just 

started talking to me like this was a done deal, and my jaw is dropping. 

[demonstrates] And he goes, “Oh, yeah. I think your writing’s fantastic. It’s 

made me want to change the way we’re going to approach this book.” 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

[laughs] I was blown away and went, “Oh, my god.” 

COLLINGS 

So what kind of pieces had you sent in? How would you describe the narrative 

and the scope of the writing? 

HEEBNER 

The scope of the writing. Well, I could read you a little bit of the Grand Canyon 

if you’d like. 

COLLINGS 

Sure. Because I’m sort of guessing from the Lascaux book that you were 

evoking a sense of place, perhaps. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, that’s what I was trying to do, and just my own sense of being in a place 

and—here it is. [reading] “Grand Canyon. In the early morning before light 
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seeps into the tea-colored canyon, before the slurry of foreign tongues and the 

whirr of the videocamera invades the silence, a ground fog blurs its edges. The 

sky cracks open as a lone crow caws through the trackless air. “Peering down 

into the maw of the canyon from the safety of the rim is like sampling Bosch’s 

Hell without having to confess. At dawn, ridges can be discerned through the 

milky air. At noon, the canyon is foreboding and hot. But at day’s end, the sun 

trails a jeweled train of deep bronze light across its fluted pinnacles. The 

canyon is filled with shadows that shift with the moment. Next comes the 

sundowner wind. Red rock is painted with deep purple hues, and wind-whipped 

swallows and bats play Chutes and Ladders. Then darkness.” And then it goes 

on. 

COLLINGS 

So it’s a very poetic approach to the idea of travel writing. 

HEEBNER 

And then I try to add some— [reading] “The Grand Canyon cuts a westerly 

swath from Utah to just south of Las Vegas, Nevada. Descending into the 

canyon from the south rim along Bright Angel Trail, the eroded pillars and 

buttresses function the way walled cities do, limiting the eye and containing 

vision. The trail sutures its way across the canyon wall past a lightning-struck 

tree standing like a Giacometti sculpture in the wind. “Beneath the plateau’s 

topsoil, we find an interbedded weave of colorful bedrock, a layer-cake of time 

that tells a story of the ocean’s comings and goings and the development of 

early forms of life. One layer of burnt sienna rock is a former seabed laden with 

trilobites. The trail’s 4,400-foot descent to the canyon bottom cuts through 200 

million years of Paleozoic time. Here is a changing portrait of the earth, a 

luminous polychromatic mural that records the tracings of water that flowed 

before any creature tentatively touched its awkward legs upon dry land."“Then 

suddenly Bright Angel Trail drops over an edge into an inner gorge down into 

the dark ancient shadow-zone of taffy-like base rock. These rocks arose from a 

much deeper, older part of the earth. Entire landscapes that once lay atop these 

deep earth rocks have been wiped away by erosion, a billion years of time in 

the geologic record gone. This is the mysterious gap that is called the Great 

Unconformity. The trail descends into these ancient rocks until they slip 

beneath the waterline of the Colorado River, where it continues into the earth." 

“The Grand Canyon is an enormous gap bitten deep into the land, 800 miles 

long and varying from 600 feet to 18 miles across. The Hopi people believe the 
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canyon is the sacred umbilicus of the universe, a vital conduit to the previous 

world through which their ancestors emerged." “Viewed as a place to get across 

it was hell. In 1540, the Spanish conquistador Coronado, in search of the Seven 

Golden Cities of Cibola, found neither gold nor splendid cities, only the modest 

pueblos of the Zuni. Nevertheless, he sent his lieutenant, García de Cárdenas, to 

explore westward, seeking a river of which the Hopi had spoken. After twenty 

days’ march, Lopez de Cárdenas became the first white man to see the Grand 

Canyon of the Colorado River, but his party retreated when the canyon 

thwarted their crossing. Three hundred years later, a mountain man named 

James Ohio Pattie wrote in his journal of those horrid mountains.” Anyway, it 

goes on. 

COLLINGS 

So it’s a wonderful evocation of a sense of place plus a lot of just information 

about the place that would be of great interest to someone buying the book. 

HEEBNER 

Well, I was trying to—I decided that I was going to go to first sources. What I 

sent to Eric Himmel was before I talked about the Great Unconformity. To do 

that, I wound up contacting this geologist, who’s this amazing woman, Tanya 

Atwater, who taught at UCSB, and she was one of the people that was really 

the tectonic-plate guru. She’s brilliant. I audited her class, and she told me 

about the Great Unconformity and a billion of years of time just wiped out; it’s 

gone. And it just lit me up. It was like, “Wow! That’s so neat.” And so as I 

started learning things and reading John McPhee, reading other people’s 

records and letters and things, but I had very little time to write these things, 

and it also came the year that my daughter said she and her husband, Ken, were 

going to be married. [laughs] So it was like, “I’m being this terrible mother. 

I’m going off and writing all these things, and what I want to do is plan your 

wedding.” And it was probably a relief to her that I was out of the way. But we 

were very lucky. In 1999, the weather was quite good. Macduff shoots in a 

panoramic format, so basically 50 percent of your composition is sky, and if 

it’s just blue sky, on rare occasions that works, but for the most part, it’s quite 

boring. You might experience a beautiful day, a cloudless day, and find it just 

marvelous, but if you’re a photographer looking for clouds, as I had told you 

before, doesn’t quite work. 

COLLINGS 
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Right. 

HEEBNER 

So when Eric gave me this job, I didn’t want to blow it, and I was working 

really hard, and Macduff and I took these road trips to different parts of—you 

know, west of the 100th meridian, and the designer of the—well, I had young 

intern, Nicole Columbus, who was my editor, and then the designer, Bob 

McKee, was really interesting to work with, and he said that it’s very hard to 

lay out a book with just panoramic images. And I just offered that, well, I had 

done these little watercolors. And his eyes opened up. “Yeah?” And so I 

showed him my dumb little watercolors, and he didn’t think they were dumb. 

He liked them. And so they added a little bit of interest— 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, they definitely do. 

HEEBNER 

—to the book. And it was again one of those situations where I’m lazy when it 

comes to sketching. I really should be doing more of it, because you think in 

different ways when you draw. So I started doing a lot of sketches and 

watercolors, which if we’re sitting around waiting for the light to be good, 

there’s time to do that. If we’re racing across from one place to another to get 

to some place with good light, there’s no time at all. So I’m really at the mercy 

of my photographer husband, and I try to squeeze in what I can. And as we’re 

doing this, I’m thinking this could be a book. This could be a book, but I didn’t 

know what kind of book. At first, all I was, was to get this printed. Edmund 

Morris, who’s a biographer, he won his Pulitzer for his biographies of Teddy 

Roosevelt. He’s written a book about Beethoven. He wrote a book called Dutch 

about Ronald Reagan. Sienna was his intern. When she was in high school, she 

was asked to be one of three hundred high school students in this American 

Academy of Achievement, and she went with people from all over the country 

and they met the Who’s Who of--you know, Leontyne Price sang for them, 

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and [The Gaps, Doris and Don Fisher] — 

COLLINGS 

What an experience. 

HEEBNER 
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—Dinah Washington. I mean, all these amazing people, and Edmund and 

Sylvia Morris were there and were at the table for dinner. And Edmund said, 

“I’m very familiar with the president of Brown, and I’m working on another 

book.” He had had bad luck with interns before. Well, Sienna followed 

through, and they have an enduring friendship to this day, and he just adored 

her. Later we did an assignment with Edmund, and that was [on the Sea Cloud, 

the ship owned by] that Merriweather Post when we were going out of the 

harbor and Frank Sinatra was playing on the deck. Did I tell you about that? 

COLLINGS 

No. 

HEEBNER 

Oops. [laughter] It was ridiculous. We were on the Sea Cloud, which was 

Merriweather Post’s yacht. There was a crew of sixty and there were thirty 

passengers. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Really. 

HEEBNER 

It was one of those boats that had all those sails, beautiful sails like petticoats. 

We were in Italy, we arrived at the harbor at Palermo, and we were setting off. 

It was the day [Francis Albert] Sinatra died. 

COLLINGS 

Ah. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. So picture this. You’re on the deck of the Sea Cloud. 

COLLINGS 

In Italy. 

HEEBNER 

In Italy, in Palermo. You’ve got champagne in one hand and caviar in the other. 

All around you in the harbor, this cacophony of Sinatra songs is playing, 

because all these people are playing. 
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COLLINGS 

That’s so interesting. 

HEEBNER 

And the sun’s going down. I mean, it was ridiculous. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my gosh. 

HEEBNER 

And so Edmund was on that. He was doing a story for Forbes, and Macduff 

was photographing. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. It sounds like really what someone needed to be doing was audio-

recording. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

Oh, my goodness. So we have done some pretty fun things. I take, as you see 

here, these terribly unarchival steno notepads, but I like them because—I don’t 

know why I like them. There’s a line in the middle, and I write all over them 

and I sketch. And the reason I like this small six-by-nine is I can slip it in 

underneath my belt, you know, between my belly and my belt, and I can walk, 

and then if I need my notepad, I’m not really—I don’t like backpacks. And so I 

have it right there. 

COLLINGS 

So it’s a real field notebook. 

HEEBNER 

It’s a field notebook, and I’ve got drawers of these. So I take the notes and then 

distill the notes and then write a couple drafts and then go over that. Then 

Macduff looks at it, and I’ll edit his photos. “This looks awful. This looks 

good.” And he’ll say, “What do you mean? Make it active.” So we work as a 

team, and so editing is painful. [laughter] Painful, not fun. And I would every 

once in a while have meltdowns in front of my computer. I’d say, “All you had 

to do was take a goddam photograph. I was there when you took it and I have 

to write this thing.” 
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COLLINGS 

Well, it sounds like the writing process is quite intensive. 

HEEBNER 

It’s intense. 

COLLINGS 

Being brought from these field notes into drafts, into revisions. 

HEEBNER 

Writing’s hard for me. But he knows when I’m melting, having a meltdown. 

He’ll just sort of pat, “There, there.” [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

“There, there, dear.” 

HEEBNER 

“There’s nothing we can do.” [laughter] So we wound up dividing the book 

into sections: The Great Plains; The Rocky Mountains; Colorado Plateau; The 

Cascade Range and The Pacific Northwest; and California. And so we had 

about six or seven essays in each one, and they varied in length. As this was 

being edited and as I was working with Nicole, she was—I think she had 

graduated from Harvard, she was a historian, and she was great to work with, 

as was Eric. It was in my mind that something of this had to become an artist 

book, and I wasn’t sure what form that was going to take. 

COLLINGS 

By some definitions, this itself would be an artist book with the photography, 

the sketches, the writing, sort of the whole concept. 

HEEBNER 

I agree. I agree. I mean, we worked on this together, and it really is an artist 

book. Oh, the reason I mentioned Edmund is he wrote the introduction to this 

book, and he’s a big fan of Macduff’s photographs. So that’s where he comes 

in. Yes, it really is. 

COLLINGS 

But you’re talking about the sort of an artist book in sort of a more— 



171 

 

HEEBNER 

Like I do. 

COLLINGS 

Heebnerian form. 

HEEBNER 

Heebnerize them. [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

So the other thing that was happening was because I was chained to the 

computer and my notes, and I wasn’t painting at all except for these small 

pieces I was making as a weekly gift to a dear friend [Gail Berkus] that was 

basically dying of cancer, and so she was saving me in a lot of ways, just 

because it gave me—you know, it was like a practice that I did to go into the 

studio or wherever I was, make something, and send it to Gail. She kept saying, 

“You can’t keep—.” And I said, “Yes, I can. I need to do this.” So it was a 

symbiotic relationship, that gift-giving. But gift-giving, as I’ve mentioned 

before, is often how I work my way into something, and that’s what happened 

in this case. As a surprise for Macduff, and also as a way to reconnect with my 

studio, because I really was not— 

COLLINGS 

With the traveling. 

HEEBNER 

—working at all, I mean, I was traveling, I had deadlines for this, and I 

couldn’t blow it. I wasn’t really doing any work in the studio to speak of. 

Around Christmastime, I thought, “Well, I can maybe make a little—.” I folded 

these pages up and I dedicated it to, “For my love, Macduff, May the distance 

between us be never great and always navigable.” 

COLLINGS 

This is The Prairie. 

HEEBNER 

This is The Prairie. 

COLLINGS 
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And all original paintings. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And I made these little paintings, and this is all just typed out, you know. 

It’s just printed on my laser printer. It’s not letterpress. And it’s summer of ’99, 

and this is printed on a Seshiku paper. It’s a thin kozo-based Japanese paper. 

And then the pieces are just tipped in it at the top. They’re original watercolors. 

I took essays from—let’s see. The Prairie—the first one was The Prairie, The 

Desert, and The Ocean, and then that became Western Trilogy I. And I don’t 

know. Do you want me to read one or— 

COLLINGS 

Sure. Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. [reading] “The desert was the Mojave. “In the desert, the earth is fully 

exposed, skinned alive. On the parched flanks of its mountains, the graceful arc 

of alluvial fans fall like trailing velvet gowns, but it’s just a trick of the desert, 

for this is hard land. Overlooking Death Valley at Zabriskie Point, yellow hills 

fall away like an ancient sheet of parchment that has been burnished by 

relentless erosion, folded and refolded along bone-white creases. The 

serpentine imprint of a dry flood channel coils deep within the canyon. 

Shadows butterfly across the nude sedimentary hills, which seem to proliferate 

in the heat until distance itself is a place.” “Around three million years ago, the 

Panamint and the Amargosa Ranges began to torque in north-south directions 

along strike-slip faults to create this valley. It stretched the Earth’s crust ten 

miles thinner than the average twenty-five-mile thickness beneath the 

continental plates. It is still pulling apart. Subterranean heat meets the irradiated 

surface of sand and salt pans, making Death Valley hot as hell. There’s nothing 

but bare rock to catch the heat. A few heat-loving plants, fewer clouds. Most 

heat is thrown off each night, re-reflected into the sky, leaving the desert cold 

as a spent star." “A nimbus sky means nothing here. The ragged fringes of rain 

in the sky are dry rain, virga. Only seventeen inches per year actually touch the 

valley floor. Water hisses away instantly, evaporating at a rate of 150 inches a 

year, but it is enough to sustain over 900 species of plants and over 250 species 

of birds. There are even fish. At the nadir of the western hemisphere, 282 feet 

below sea level, eight species of minnow-like pupfish fiercely mate, fight, grab 

at life within a dwindling salty spit hole called Badwater." “For miles beyond, 
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the shimmering salt flats cruelly tease the eye into seeing a vast body of water, 

when it’s only water’s ghost, a skim on the track of mineral and salt deposits 

from an ancient lake with no outlet.” And here I’m just teaching myself how to 

make an accordion book. This is, according to Harry Reese, not a true 

accordion. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, yes. It is an accordion, isn’t it? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And I just thought, “Well, I’m going to put these together,” and I didn’t 

really know how. I had no model to follow. I wasn’t looking at artist books, to 

tell you the truth. I was just figuring out how can I make this in a book form. 

COLLINGS 

Right. I love that accordion form. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, I do too. And so each of these original paintings, as I’m making this for 

Macduff as a gift, I’m thinking how can I make an edition of this, and so what I 

came up with is this Seshiku paper is 25-by-39 inches. So I folded it in quarters 

this way and five this way, and because I wanted to make the best use of the 

paper, that determined the size of the painting. And so I made repeated pattern 

paintings. I folded this and creased it, and then in each of those little squares 

repeated the same gesture, more or less. Then I had these really pretty pattern 

paintings that in a way I wanted to keep because they were beautiful. I had 

pictures of them. But in order to make a book, I had to destroy the painting. So 

I tore them apart and then hand-touched each one just to make it better, and that 

became my edition, and that determined that it was edition of twenty-five, I 

believe. 

COLLINGS 

So these three books, this boxed set is an edition of twenty-five currently? 

HEEBNER 

These two boxed sets. This is just one-of-a-kind, this prototype, this gift that I 

made for Macduff. But every single one of these— 

COLLINGS 
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Boxed pieces. 

HEEBNER 

—boxed sets is a trilogy. I mean, I wasn’t thinking of making a trilogy, but I 

liked some of the essays, so I did another one and then I did another one. So 

what I decided for the editioned book—here’s the colophon. [reading] “Twenty 

original watercolor paintings on Seshiku paper, text excerpted from Western 

Horizon from Abrams in 2000. Set in Bembo and Trajan and printed from 

polymer plates by John Balkwill of Lumino Press.” And I used USGS 

topographical maps for the endpapers. 

COLLINGS 

So what do the images look like in the printed versions? 

HEEBNER 

They’re not printed. They’re all original. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. They’re all original as well. 

HEEBNER 

They’re all original. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 

So in order to make twenty original images—well, actually, twenty-five, 

because there are five hors commerce—I used this paper again and just folded 

this like an arches cover paper, and pasted the letterpress text onto the left side. 

And then on the right side, tipped in with just the archival double-stick Gaylord 

tape on the right side. And so there’s a lovely kind of translucency to this 

paper, and it just has a fragility to it that I really like. This was pretty close to 

when I was doing the Iceland book, and when I went back a second time as 

artist-in-residence in Iceland, the curator, Virginia Shore, who was working 

with the State Department for the Art in Embassies Loan Program, she was 

there when I was there, and I showed her this book and I showed her a 

photograph of the entire painting, the pattern painting before I tore it apart. And 

that’s what got me into trouble, was my vanity. She looked at it and said, “Ah! 
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This is gorgeous.” I didn’t know this at the time, but she immediately told me 

that she was curating a permanent collection of ten artists to hang in the U.S. 

chancery in Moscow. And she said, “I was thinking of a Rauschenberg for this 

room, but this would be great.” [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Terrific. 

HEEBNER 

And I just went, “Okay.” She goes, “Can you do this, and can you do it by 

tomorrow?” And so I redid The Desert, and as I was doing it, I thought, “You 

know, I’m going to redo all of them.” So I now have a set of—one of them, The 

Ocean, is in a private collection. One of them, The Grand Canyon one, was in 

three exhibitions. The biggest one was A Sense of Place at UCSB’s College of 

Creative Studies Gallery. And so I have them in storage. But then I have these 

books, and this one sold out immediately, pretty much, quickly. And then I 

thought, “Well, I’m going to make a second one, because I’ve got these other 

essays I could use.” And this, we stamped this with gold. 

COLLINGS 

The spine. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, the spine. Then I used different papers for the covers of this first set. 

Then when we went to the second set, I was a little more consistent. I used 

this—it’s like a banana paper in three different colors, but I kept the idea of the 

topographic maps. This is Brazilian banana paper on the top, and this is 

Western Trilogy II. There’s some interesting things I was learning on the way. 

COLLINGS 

They’re absolutely beautiful. 

HEEBNER 

Thank you. In terms of my practice, I was really grateful to Gail Berkus. This 

was that friend of mine. She had met John Balkwill, who had just come back 

into town. He had been in Ann Arbor, and before that he was in Reno with Bob 

Blesse at Black Rock Press, and he’d moved back to Santa Barbara. Gail said, 

“You should meet him.” Unfortunately, he had just lost his young wife, and he 

was setting up a practice again in Santa Barbara. I came by with my Iceland 
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book and showed it to him. Then when this started to come around, I realized I 

would really love to do it letterpress. Inge had moved on to a job elsewhere, 

and so John said, “I’d love to do this.” So he did the printing. He’s just 

knowledgeable in so many aspects of the book world and the art world. He 

lived in Italy for a while. He’s really kind of a Renaissance man in a lot of 

ways, and we’ve just become dear, dear friends over the course of working on 

at least ten book projects together. On this one, it was really only just 

letterpress printing, these little phrases about the prairie or the desert, and 

everything else I assembled myself. I had someone help me fold these white 

sheets of arches paper, and I still have them [the extras] and I still use them for 

sketches and such, but the actual making of the watercolor aspect of it and 

tearing it apart, I bump up against a wall with the book arts world in that my 

primary practice is as a painter, so I like to paint. I’m not a printmaker.And 

Macduff was teasing me, I was invited to Black Mesa Studios outside of Santa 

Fe to work with their big presses, and I spent three days in there. They were 

just laughing, “We’re going to throw a hunk of meat in for you, Mary.” I 

thought I was going to go there and sort of wander around the hills and pretend 

I was Georgia O’Keeffe and have a good time. I didn’t leave the room. I didn’t 

leave the studio. It’s this huge great studio, and Macduff said, “You’re set up to 

do prints. Why do you do monoprints?” It’s just I like the tactility. I like the 

directness of working with materials at hand, touching it. I like variation and I 

like taking a mistake and seeing where it’s going to lead me. Those are parts of 

my practice that are heavily a part of my painting practice for two-dimensional 

paintings, and so that carries over into the book format, or in the case of the 

Iceland book, the Epson digital image of my paintings is what I wanted to say. 

It’s what I wanted to get across. I didn’t want to do a lithograph or I didn’t want 

to do a woodcut. I wanted that image. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, it’s not a reproduction. It’s the tool that you are actually using as your 

expressive medium. 

HEEBNER 

It is. And in these little machines, I mean, ink does spray out of it. It’s almost 

like an airbrushed kind of thing. There’s been a low acceptance rate of what 

that is, and I think it’s getting better, and, of course, the print media is much 

better, and all photography, for the most part, unless you’ve got a darkroom and 

you’ve got a stash of materials from the old days is digitally printed. So I think 
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that’s slowly changing, but in 1998 and ’99, it was not considered kosher to use 

digital imagery. When I was talking with someone up at Lincoln Park, Bob—

Robert Johnson, he really was encouraging me to try to do something with 

print, that the Lascaux book were all original paintings and that that was not 

what he was looking for, but then the digital print wasn’t what he was looking 

for, and that somehow you needed to fit into this thing where you’ve got a 

typography and you’ve got [press prints]. You know, in later books, I have 

worked with typography as a design element much more. I’ve gotten a little 

more mature in looking at that, and a lot of that I owe to John and to looking, 

just looking at artist books and forming opinions about what works for me to be 

called an artist book and what really doesn’t move me at all. I was sort of 

pleased with myself that I figured out a way of assembling this. I had this little 

plastic container and in it I tore all the pictures. Let’s say I was doing The 

Prairie, and so I made all of the prairie grass things. Usually, the paintings 

come first and the words are later, but I already had the words. So I wanted to 

do an abstract painting that evoked something in the text but wasn’t necessarily 

bound to the text, like this sort of brushy dry-brush thing [reading] goes with 

“the mid and tall grass prairie’s fast-action animation, miming the wind’s every 

movement, and grasses tease the wind out of the air. The field moves as one 

being, rattling, waving, making serpentine shapes, shimmying as it is whipped 

and combed by the wind.” So this dry-brush greeny-purply thing goes with that. 

So they’re abstract notions. 

COLLINGS 

What I like is the fact that the cover, the dimensions of the book are—is it 

exactly square or pretty much square? 

HEEBNER 

Pretty much square. It’s not exact. It’s a little longer than it is wide. 

COLLINGS 

So it kind of provides the sense of a box. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. 

COLLINGS 
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And you open it and the accordion construction with the images provides a 

sense of almost like a scarf. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, nice. 

COLLINGS 

Like you’re opening a box and a scarf is unfolding. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, that’s neat. 

COLLINGS 

But on the other hand, simultaneously you have the sense that it is a book and 

you have text within it, so it just functions in so many different ways that it’s 

quite intriguing. 

HEEBNER 

I like the accordion. In keeping with what you just said, it’s pretty. 

COLLINGS 

Very pretty. 

HEEBNER 

And you can really fold it out and have this display that kind of--it’s still a 

book, but it gives you that—it fulfills or satisfies in some way that desire I have 

of displaying something. You know, I’m used to putting art on the walls, and so 

this you can kind of display. For the prototype, this was all paper I had made by 

hand. This [the prairie] is a flax paper that I still use. I mean, I used it in some 

of the Venus paintings that you saw. And this [the ocean] was a pulp-painted 

paper that was something I was experimenting with, and this [the desert] is a 

paper from the Lascaux series. So I just used scraps of what I had to make this 

gift for Macduff. My sister teases me that I gave Macduff this—I was at my 

sister’s and her husband with my mom and dad for Christmas, and Macduff 

gave me a domain name for my—it’s like on your first anniversary getting a 

blender or something. [laughs] Wrong. 

COLLINGS 

You gave him this, and he gave you a domain name? 
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HEEBNER 

Yeah, maryheebner.com. That was special. [laughter] Actually, I had no idea 

what a website was. I had no idea how useful it would be to have that, but it 

was funny. My sister also, because she gave her husband a tie or something, 

she goes, “Okay. We’re limiting gifts. We’re not going to do this ‘Mary makes 

this thing.’” 

COLLINGS 

“Mary makes something amazing.” [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

So I got really scolded for doing this killer gift. [laughs] But, oh, well. 

COLLINGS 

Can we just pause for one second? [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

We’ll turn back on. Okay. So we’re back on with our discussion of the 

trilogies. 

HEEBNER 

And I wanted to backtrack a little bit to the Western Horizon. It was kind of 

exciting to see the galleys. We were waiting for the FedEx truck to come, and 

there were the galleys and the layout, and I was so excited about it that I 

actually did a little artist book or handmade—I made a cover with this sketch 

on it and put the essays that I had written in it, and I was just anticipating. I 

mean, part of making the book or making the prototype was anticipating what 

the final printed version would be. 

COLLINGS 

Sure. 

HEEBNER 

And I find that that is part of my practice, too, along the way, doing these 

different prototypes as it sort of slowly inches its way toward completion. It 

gets me a little bit closer. As I showed you with the catalog for this show, the 

Venus Paintings, I sort of mocked up the cover. I want to see what it looks like. 

I really want to see the result, and so making something to get me closer to 
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visualizing it, because I’m a very hands-on person. So when I’m doing my 

work, I have to fold things and measure things and cut things and put them 

together to see it, and then that gives me an idea of what to do next. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

I don’t have a kind of backlog of ideas or ways in which something should be. I 

want the book to be a book. I don’t want it to be a sculpture that opens up and 

goes— 

COLLINGS 

Like a sort of pop-up, so to speak. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. They’re fine, but that’s not my interest. And the language really matters 

to me. So to me, and I guess I’m old-fashioned, but I like to read books, so I 

like there to be some content, and so each artist book I do is really predicated 

on what it is I want to say, and except for Western Trilogy, all of them start 

with a series of paintings. I mean, in a way it did because I was doing these 

watercolors that wound up being incorporated, but the watercolors were a lot 

more landscape-y and literal for me, anyway. Somebody else might say they’re 

pretty abstract, and these were completely abstract. But I wanted the form of 

the book to express something about how I got to that place. And how I got to it 

was these steno-pad notepads stuffed into my— 

COLLINGS 

Ah! So the book is referencing the steno-pads as well. 

HEEBNER 

You know, I just thought of that, and I think it’s right. I think it’s right. I think 

that just having these notes that I could flip for—you know, that are 

accessible— 

COLLINGS 

That’s really interesting, yeah. 

HEEBNER 
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—that’s right there, and it has words, and these are full of sketches of the Great 

Plains or diagrams or some just little diddly-dos, bison. [laughs] Not a very 

good bison. Like that is a good one. 

COLLINGS 

There’s a profound sense of discovery in these, because these are almost like 

what I would think of as being like explorers’ notebooks. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. 

COLLINGS 

Lewis and Clark navigating what to them were new vistas, taking down careful 

notes and doing sketches and things. And then the books that come out of it are 

sharing that experience with the people back home who have never been there 

and would like to experience it for themselves. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, thank you. Yeah. Well to me, there is that sense of wonder when you’re out 

somewhere, and it’s kind of like what an archaeologist must feel like digging 

up and finding some object. It’s just, “Wow! Look at that!” And because I was 

traveling with Macduff, he’s completely comfortable in the backcountry. He 

helped run a pack station to take campers [on horseback] into the wilderness, 

the Golden Trout Wilderness. He’s ridden on horseback all over the place and 

he was a river guide. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

So he’s like Mr. Outdoors Guy. I grew up in North Hollywood. [laughter] I 

went to recording studios. 

COLLINGS 

Hey, it’s a valley, right? It’s a valley. 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah. I’d drive to Topanga Canyon and look at the stream and go, “Wow!” Or 

go out to the beach, you know. So nature was something I went out to, whereas 

for him, his understanding of nature was just part of what his world is. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

So in places where I would be—like when we were in Iceland, we had this 

argument. I didn’t want to get near some glacier or something, and he said, 

“You’re so afraid of nature.” And it’s like, “I don’t think there’s anything 

wrong with being afraid of something that’s huge and more powerful than 

you.” And it’s, “Who are you? This is this volcano— 

COLLINGS 

Right. [laughs] It’s an active volcano. 

HEEBNER 

—and this is this glacier. You know, these things are real. And if I’m a little bit 

trepidatious about approaching it or in awe of it, that’s just who I am. Tough.” 

But we do have a wonderful time exploring things together, and I feel safe with 

him because he’s very careful. He’s not a risk-taker at all, and yet he knows his 

limits and physical limits and tries to undo, I think, some of the years of fear or 

hesitancy or whatever that from childhood was instilled in all my sisters and 

myself, “Don’t go out. Don’t do—.” And I’m certainly the most adventurous of 

my sisters. Back to these notes, there’s a combination of pencil drawings and 

sketches, and it just says, “Monday, full moon, outer space.” We were in the 

Badlands, and it felt like outer space. We would be driving along this road, and 

then all of a sudden there’s these bison. The thing that was wonderful about the 

Western Horizon was for most of the shots we didn’t really go way deep into 

the backcountry. I mean, the United States is pretty remarkable for the amount 

of natural space and areas that anyone can access. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 
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I mean, I think Europeans take advantage of it. Cities, we’ve got cities. You 

can’t compete with Florence or Rome or Paris. I mean, maybe New Yorkers 

would disagree, but forget it. But they don’t have— 

COLLINGS 

They don’t have these open spaces. 

HEEBNER 

—open space, and it’s really awesome to drive for miles and just have this 

flatness, this kind of endless horizon and then all of a sudden this gorge. I 

mean, there’s this world that is completely—it’s been shaped and formed and 

eroded and destroyed and created and built up by human hand. I mean, there’s 

not much wilderness around. You have to kind of bend a little and realize that 

wild isn’t really as wild as you think, and people are a part of nature, and we’ve 

been sculpting and forming this little thin crust of earth for hundreds and 

thousands of years. So it was neat to be on the road and encountering these 

things, but I again owe my training to having a two-year-old while I was in 

graduate school and doing my work during her naptimes. I had a deadline that 

was ridiculous and had to get these things in so that the book could get edited 

and go to press. 

COLLINGS 

Well, it’s interesting what you’re saying about how inspirational these vistas 

have been. Clearly, they’re the basis for this project and for many others. When 

you think about art history, you sort of think of artists living in artists’ 

communities, in a sense, you know, New York, Paris. Georgia O’Keeffe came 

out to New Mexico, but that was kind of unusual. I don’t think that there are 

many instances that one can think of, of artists spending that much time in the 

great outdoors, as you’re describing. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. I mean, you’ve got the big Thomas Moran and those wonderful 

paintings that helped Yellowstone become a park. Artists—I mean, I’m in New 

York and Macduff’s dealer talked about what she did on the weekend, how she 

swept the yard, and that was hysterical for me. “What do you mean, you sweep 

the yard?” It’s just this little piece of concrete. [laughs] Or we went to Jamaica 

with a fellow from Penguin Books. Nice guy. Couldn’t drive. He didn’t know 

which way was north, didn’t know where the sun came up. I mean, there’s a 
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sense that I think really was exemplified when there were some very heavy 

storms that hit the East Coast, and New Yorkers all of a sudden realized that 

they were living on an island and it was hilly, because you could see the 

contours of the hills and the dales of Manhattan. 

COLLINGS 

I never thought about that. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Yeah. [laughter] It’s an island, you know. So your sense of where you 

are and where you live— 

COLLINGS 

Artists typically don’t have a lot of money for travel, and here you had these 

wonderful opportunities. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. Really lucky. 

COLLINGS 

So it’s really very special circumstances that you’re an artist and that you were 

able to get out to these wonderful places. 

HEEBNER 

I’m very lucky. For a good twenty years, it was a really amazing run of 

traveling and assignments. I mean, it isn’t over, but certainly with the digital, 

what do magazines do? You know, everyone’s trying to rethink how they can 

live in this world where everything’s supposed to be free. Well, how do you 

pay the photographer? How do you pay the writer? How do we make a living? 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

I mean, it’s hard to figure out, to anticipate what that next leap will be. I just 

wonder what did people do when Gutenberg— when that happened, you know? 

The monks were out of work, right? [laughs] 

COLLINGS 
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It was the beginning. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. So there’s always these sea changes that happen, and we’re just really in 

it, so it’s hard to see out of it what will happen. But one of the things that 

happens is I think there’s an additional value on handcrafted books— 

COLLINGS 

That’s exactly right. 

HEEBNER 

—and handmade things. People are looking to that. So even—I think it was 

Penguin who’s come out with these wonderful French folds and rough-cut 

edges and making a book be more of an object. 

COLLINGS 

Right. Exactly. 

HEEBNER 

And so I think they’ve taken their cue from the artist book world, clearly, 

clearly. 

COLLINGS 

That sounds exactly right. 

HEEBNER 

So one informs the other. When I was talking about making this and then I 

deflected to being on the road, when I was making these, I had this plastic box 

and I had little sections with notecards, and I would file the letterpress, the little 

five-inch by five-inch, more or less. John gave me these squares that then I 

hand-cut. He would print a sheet that was like 14-by-17, maybe, and then I 

would cut those down or tear them down. So I hand-tore each one and then I 

filed them in these sections and then filed the paintings in these sections so I 

could keep track of who went with what and where it all went. So I had this 

really nice filing system, which I should have brought to show you, but I’ll 

show it to you at another time. The assembly of it, it took time, but it was fun, 

because I’d pull these little paintings out that had been from this big mother 

painting, and each one was different, so I got to visit it again each time I took 

something out. 
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COLLINGS 

Well, just even the sense that the small paintings that make up each page are 

taken from one large painting, also references the idea that you’re representing 

a large unified outdoor space. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, that’s nice. Yeah, yeah. It’s kind of reverse collage in a way, because I’ve 

got this large piece and I’m tearing it down into these units, and each one is 

going into some separate book, so they’re being dispersed rather than brought 

together into a whole. But this also, I think, predates all of the grid paintings 

that I had been doing, and I’m wondering if working in this manner of taking a 

large sheet of paper, folding it up, and then tearing it into these small 

components didn’t really influence later those large heads that I’m making of 

squares of pieces of paper put together. Like these squares, they’re just my 

sketchbooks. So in that way, bookmaking has then started to influence how my 

paintings look or the process through which I make the paintings. I guess that’s 

what I’m trying to say. 

COLLINGS 

That’s very interesting. 

HEEBNER 

One thing that happened with these is you’ll notice that this is about an inch, 

maybe three-quarters-of-an-inch smaller. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. So the second trilogy is thinner, more condensed. 

HEEBNER 

No. I mean, I didn’t expect this, because I’m not good at this. 

COLLINGS 

It’s because of the paper? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. This paper is just a scoche thinner than this. They’re the exact same 

number of pages, exact same number of pages. I mean, there’s, as Sandra 

would call it, a flea’s eyelash difference in the weight of the papers for 
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Mountain, Canyon, Dune and the papers for Prairie, Ocean, Desert. And the 

cumulative result was three-quarters-of-an-inch. 

COLLINGS 

Whoa. 

HEEBNER 

Isn’t that bizarre? 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

So that, I just figured, “Oh, well.” 

COLLINGS 

Well, that’s all right. Nobody said they had to be— 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

They’re not machine-made, after all. 

HEEBNER 

They are not. I don’t know, if I ever did a third one, maybe it would have to 

either be a little skinnier or a little bit wider. As Mae West says, flaunt your 

faults. [laughs] So there’s method to this. This one, On the Mountain, is from 

Mount Shasta. When we were driving there, you could see Mount Shasta, and I 

just—well, here. I’ll read just this little bit. [reading] “Landscape and religion 

have always been intertwined. In ancient religions, rock, water, animal, and tree 

were animate. They had a voice and a soul. In the western desert religions, 

Moses, Jesus, Mohammed, and their followers withdrew into the wilderness to 

purify themselves, to nakedly face god." "In the East, Taoism taught a way of 

life through metaphor, the flexible bow, the water-worn rock. Perhaps the land 

is the source of all religion, the cataclysms that formed mountains and oceans, 

the miracle of the seed, for through these elemental events, we can move 

outside our skin, let the heights and depths of the land give voice to the human 

spirit, the give-and-take of life." “Mount Shasta, Mount Olympus, Mount 
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Fujiyama, Mount Ararat are all volcanic. They pierce the sky and issue from 

the deepest earth. Native American, ancient Greek, Shinto Buddhists, and 

Judeo-Christian religions, respectively, have imbued these solitary peaks with a 

sense of the sacred. Smooth-backed lenticular clouds frequently hover above 

Mount Shasta, indicating turbulent winds and moisture below, rising from the 

southern end of the Cascade Range. Mount Shasta is the second in height only 

to Mount Rainier. It catches the brunt of Pacific storms, drawing weather to 

itself like a magnet, churning it into snow, and in the summer, spilling millions 

of gallons of crystalline water down its sides. The Sacramento, McCloud, and 

Shasta rivers are all born on this mountain. “A stratovolcano built from 

laminations of viscous lava and rubble, Mount Shasta is comparable in volume 

to Mount Fuji, both with postcard-perfect figures belying hissing fumaroles and 

violent storms. It must have been a bitter irony for the Japanese Americans 

interned in a nearby Tule Lake war relocation camp to look up and see beyond 

barbwire fencing the tracery of Fuji against the California sky.” So. Then it 

goes on talking about the craters. 

COLLINGS 

That’s lovely. 

HEEBNER 

But it just—you know, seeing the internment camp and then seeing this 

mountain, which was just the twin to Mount Fujiyama, I mean, what would it 

have been like to be Japanese and be behind those wires and seeing that? And 

that’s part of our country too. So to do this painting, I had this painting and I 

went out— 

COLLINGS 

The painting of Mount Shasta with the tracing of barbwire in front of it. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I went out and there was like a hurricane fence next to my old studio, so 

I did a rubbing of it, and then from the rubbing of the hurricane fence did this 

pencil drawing, and then put that in front of it so that you would get that image. 

So that’s one way in which the text kind of informs the— 

COLLINGS 

Sure. Yeah. They’re really wonderful. 
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HEEBNER 

This is how I first went to UCLA. I was at Joshua Heller’s home in 

Washington, D.C., and we’d begun a friendship through the Island: Journal 

from Iceland book. I went out there, and he was on the phone with Dan Slive, 

who at that point was at Special Collections at UCLA. And Dan said, “I have 

this amount of money. Josh, what do you recommend?” And he goes, “Well, I 

have Mary Heebner right here, and she has done this marvelous book, and you 

should get both of them.” And he did. So then I went to UCLA and met him, 

and then he came up with Bruce Whiteman, and toured them around Santa 

Barbara and took them to my studio. So that was really my first connection 

with UCLA, and that’s when I met Vicky Steele, who was there, and we’ve 

been friends ever since. But it was through Joshua saying, “Yeah, I know the 

book you should buy.” And that started it, because I really didn’t know—I 

didn’t send out prospectuses. I didn’t really know what to do to— 

COLLINGS 

So you had decided that one thing that you did was artist books, that was 

clearly established, but you hadn’t gotten into the business of figuring out how 

to get the word out or how to market them or sell them. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I mean, it was really slow. I did some—you know, well, Joshua, and then 

I sent out little tiny cards, or for Western Horizon, I did them on Xerox 

machines and just had the information. But maybe like most things in my life, 

sometimes that kind of naiveté, the just “I don’t know,” gets me into some 

place that’s kind of wonderful that I didn’t know existed before. If I had been 

more professional about it, I probably would have gone on the road and met all 

these Special Collections, just like if I had done that with my paintings and met 

the different curators, but instead I went to Thailand and Mount Shasta and 

Palermo. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

So I mean, I’m not going to trade that. 

COLLINGS 
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So why did you just settle on an edition of twenty, for example? 

HEEBNER 

Well, it was twenty-five, because the paper folded in that amount. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. So once again— 

HEEBNER 

It was determined by the materials. And then I thought, the books I’m 

making— I did do larger editions and I still have a lot of them, and it’s like, 

well, maybe these are much more specialized. And it takes so much work to 

make these. I thought, I’m not going to just make some diddly-doo that I can 

sell for a lot less, and that that’s all I do, because that’s not all I do. I’m 

painting. 

COLLINGS 

So how long does it take to make each one of these individual accordion-fold 

books? How much time do you spend on it? 

HEEBNER 

Well, I do it an assembly-line kind of thing. I’ll do all the covers, and so the 

covers—this is the Brazilian or the handmade paper with book cloth, and then 

in the inside it’s this topographic map on the endpapers, and on the back is just 

the end of the book. It just ends. So I’ll make those and then take them to John, 

and then he stamped with gold The Mountain. 

COLLINGS 

The spine. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, the spine. And then separately, I’ll—I’m trying to remember. I believe I 

did one book at a time just so I wouldn’t blow it and get it in the wrong order, 

get the pictures wrong. So laying these out, this is—let’s see. One, two, three, 

four, five, six. There’d be six and then I would double-stick-tape it to the next 

six, so I would do it in sections of six and then take a ruler and layout the 

letterpressed piece. And I like the torn edge rather than the cut edge, and so I’d 

try to, sort of make it so that you see that furriness on the side, the little deckle, 

and then lay these out and then I’d have to leave them flat and put them under 
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pressure so that they would dry flat and then refold them. And each book has 

six—one, two, three, four, five—five sections of six, so thirty different 

windows. And I don’t know, I’d do one or two in a day. 

COLLINGS 

Really? One or two a day? 

HEEBNER 

Well, I really don’t remember. I really don’t remember. I’d do them, mind you, 

also after I’d come back—I mean, what I would do is my studio, because I was 

painting large, expressive, messy, spatter pigment everywhere, I couldn’t get 

clean things next to the way I work, and so I would do these at home. I have a 

table and I would lay them out and try to be as careful as I possibly could. I 

mean, my nickname in high school was “Smudge.” I didn’t have to sign 

anything, because, “Oh, Mary. It’s got dirt on it and edges on it.” I’m messy. 

[laughter] And so all of a sudden, I’m in this world of ultra-clean perfectness, 

and [demonstrates], you know. So I had to sort of shift gears and train myself 

for clean hands and rulers that weren’t encrusted with glue and pigment and 

pencils that were sharp, sharp, and weights to weight things down. So there 

were all kinds of new tools that I had to familiarize myself with. And then it 

was really fun to look through different types of typefaces and decide what I 

wanted to use. And as I would learn them—I mean, especially from John. You 

know, he’ll tell me stories about Eric Gill made this and this happened here. A 

typeface that I’ve used a lot, which I love, is Centaur. These Western Triologies 

are in Bembo, I believe, and text is Bembo and then Trajan for the titling. 

COLLINGS 

So why do you like that font for these books? 

HEEBNER 

It’s kind of round, and there’s something kind of grounded and earthy and 

foursquare about it. There’s something that is deliberate. I’m kind of like 

someone who likes wine but doesn’t know that something’s got essence of 

grasshopper in it or leathery shoes or whatever. But sometimes I’m spot-on 

with things like that, and I think with the typefaces, there’s something about 

Bembo that’s round and warm, and it felt earthy to me. It felt right. So it’s 

nothing more than that. 

COLLINGS 
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It sounds like you have an enormous amount of fun with this. 

HEEBNER 

I have a lot of fun. It’s fun to assemble things. I always liken it to—you know, 

you go to a flower stand in Mexico and there’s this abundance of these 

gorgeous flowers and this nice little lady sitting with her flowery [huipi], and 

then you go away with your tiny little bouquet of six flowers and they’re 

beautiful, too, but that abundance. And when you’re compiling books, when 

you’re assembling them and you’ve got all the covers laid out and you’ll stack 

them, and you can kind of see this ribbon of color that weaves through it, it’s 

very fabric-like. And when all the paintings, when I’ve torn them apart in this 

case and have them kind of laid out, they’re like bits of confetti or colorful— 

COLLINGS 

Wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. It’s just lovely. And then when they start coming together, you know that 

each person who gets one of these, they’re just getting that one, so it has to be 

perfect, or as perfect as I can get. I’m not—I mean, there’s a lot of imperfection 

in what I do and I usually celebrate that. I think perfection is overrated in a lot 

of ways. There’s something about the mistake or the flaw, or the Native 

Americans would say, the spirit hole, that something gets in or out, and I’m 

good with that, but it has to be a different type of thing when working with 

books. It can’t be sloppy.So there’s a different kind of esthetic and a different 

kind of approach, and it’s much more—and I’m sure you’ve heard this from 

other people working with books, but it’s a meditative kind of thing. It’s a 

repetitive task. So I may not listen to jazz, I may listen to a book on tape. I 

mean, there’s something about where your mind can take something else in 

because you’re doing a repetitive task. Or silence. Sometimes I’m just in 

silence. But each book suggests its own form, and it always has. Like the 

Iceland book, I wanted it to have a feeling of the sagas, so that overbeaten 

abaca paper had that parchment-like feel. And it just happened that the 

monoprints, the contact prints that I took off of the large paintings were this 

size, because again I had folded this Kitakata paper in quarters, and that was the 

size. So I’m kind of of the school of a foot is really just your foot or a hand is 

just your hand. I measure with my fingers and my hands or what the sheet of 
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paper is, and if I fold it, because it’s expensive to make books. I mean, it’s 

really expensive, and so you don’t want to just loosey-goosey, use— 

COLLINGS 

Do you recover your costs in the prices for selling the books? 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yes and no. There’s been some times where I haven’t, and actually I have 

books that have sold out, the Lascaux, the Western Trilogies, almost the 

Neruda book; I think there’s nine of those left. And the Hamlet, which is a 

really involved and expensive book, I only have one or two left of that. So it’s a 

funny kind of thing, but I’ve kept to that more or less twenty, twenty-five 

edition, because in a way that—because I always make some aspect of the 

paper in the book. That’s a lot. You know, I’ll go to Dieu Donné and if I pay 

for three days there—it’s only what I can physically do with an assistant. I 

can’t do any more than that.So books, some of them cost a lot more to make 

than others, depending on how much outside services I need to use. If I’m 

painting everything and writing it by hand, big deal, it’s my labor. But if it’s 

letterpress, and if there’s polymer plates for sketches and a more elaborate 

binding, that just runs up the tab. So it depends. But you don’t really make 

money—I don’t really make money on artist books. I can hopefully recoup my 

cost in order to indulge in the next project. [laughs] That’s kind of how it goes. 

So for this, I did the gift for Macduff, then I did this trilogy, and then this 

started to sell out, and I really wanted to continue with it, and so that’s when I 

did the second one. And with the second one, in addition to this format where 

you have the text and image, I put a centerfold, still the same amount of pages, 

but it gives like almost a panoramic little landscape to it. So all of these have a 

centerfold and some of them have elements of collage. Do you remember when 

I read The Grand Canyon about the Great Unconformity? 

COLLINGS 

Uh-huh. 

HEEBNER 

I thought, well, how am I going to express that, a billion years of time? And I 

had taken this graphite-gray, just this sort of what my imagination of the base 

rock color, this gray, and I just painted with a rough brush, but fairly thickly. 

And then I thought, oh, the Great Unconformity. A billion years of time gone. 
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So I took a clean piece of paper and just pressed it on this base rock while it 

was drying, and some of it is almost white, but it’s just like that was my way of 

expressing the time gone, was just taking a print, pulling it off, and then that 

contact print from the previously made paper became the expression of that 

billion years of time. Then this is the umbilicus, the—and then I did some 

collage in these. Getting across the Grand Canyon was like hell. And I didn’t 

do the entire essay for something, because The Grand Canyon, I’ve forgotten 

when I started reading it, but it was a bit long. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, they’re so beautiful. 

HEEBNER 

Thank you. And it’s fun, to pick out the colors and pick out the fabrics and 

have it work. This second one I dedicated to my daughter. [reading] “To 

Sienna, color of the earth, light of my life.” So that’s fun. And then this Dune, 

the Great Sand Dunes, if you look at the topographic map, it’s just—I mean, I 

love maps and they really do tell a story. You know, even if I can get 

perpetually lost sometimes, I love looking at maps. Mountains rise up, but then 

here’s the sand dunes, the Great Sand Dunes, and it’s just blank, almost. 

[reading] “A field of dunes is a landscape broken down to the smallest pixel. 

Wind deteriorates the hardest rocks, pummels them into soft shapes that seem 

almost human, vulnerable. Mountains shed minerals, gravel, and pumice. Out 

of billions of granules, the wind creates studies in chiaroscuro, showing the 

moonlike way light bends toward darkness as if darkness were a caress.” And 

then it goes on to talk about details of the Cordiella and the tallest—and 

trudging uphill. [reading] “And here wind blows gritty clouds of blinding 

stinging sand, obliterating the hollows of heel and toe.” And I thought, “Well, 

dip.” So this is just my foot dipped in pigment, and I just walked on that paper. 

[reading] “But when thunderhead shadows blanket bareback curves, the harsh 

sandblasted arena becomes liquor to the senses. Occasionally a storm blows in 

from northeast and the shapely traverse ridges roll back on themselves like a 

French seam. This type of dune, its crest sashaying atop the ridgeline, are so 

reminiscent of the Great Wall of China, it’s called a Chinese wall.” So I learned 

a bunch of stuff. 

COLLINGS 

Absolutely. 
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HEEBNER 

That’s part of what I love about any project I take on, is that I try to, as that 

wonderful designer, Paul Tuttle, used to say, “make them stretch.” And I like to 

stretch. Like you have an idea, and then you do that, and then what? You know, 

what’s next? How can you push yourself one more scootch up the grid? And so 

I didn’t know anything about the American West, except for I did know some 

things about the Southwest, because with my first husband, Steve, we spent a 

lot of time in the Southwest, went to the Hopi Mesas, went to the Zuni and Zia 

and the Pueblos, and that was, of course, when we were struggling, and he was 

going to be a poet and I was going to be Georgia O’Keeffe, and we were going 

to buy land in the Southwest. [laughter]But that was an area where, when I was 

at College of Creative Studies I got a President’s Undergraduate Grant or 

Fellowship, and it was to go to Chaco Canyon and do some map-like drawings 

or look at the archaeology, sitemaps and stuff, and do some artwork related to 

that, and I felt like I failed. I came back and didn’t do what I had set out to do, 

but it jumpstarted this whole different way of incorporating drawing with my 

collage. So sometimes you’re not sure what’s going to come out of something 

and you have to really be prepared to fall on your face. But then from that, look 

at it carefully and see what there is there. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. We’re back on tape, and you were talking about how you were learning 

about these regions and that that sort of sense of exploration, I think, is 

something that you bring into the works, so they don’t have a didactic feel— 

HEEBNER 

No, they don’t. 

COLLINGS 

—even though they explain in great detail something about the area, but there’s 

a sense of wonder that comes with it. 

HEEBNER 

Well, I had these kind of bare-bone insights, like when we were in the prairie, 

Macduff went off to photograph in some area and I just started walking, and the 

wind came up, and the prairie, the grasses just made this beautiful sound. 

COLLINGS 
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Oh, that’s wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

And, you hear this sound, and it’s like, “Oh, my goodness! That’s incredible!” 

And it was the thing that stuck with me. I need like a little nugget, something, 

and in that case it was the sound of the prairie grasses, and sometimes it’s 

birdsong, or sometimes it was like in the Badlands we’d be going through—

you know, these hills are very soft, and you’d go up and you could take a spoon 

and scoop it. It looked like cookie dough. I mean, it was just all eroded away. It 

was almost not there. And we’d be driving—and also there’s so many different 

parts of the country. For a Californian, for someone whose father was in the 

music business in New York and in L.A., who would say to me in his own 

elitist way, “Baby, there’s New York and there’s L.A., and in between is this 

big, dumb, fat, stupid, beautiful country.” And I was like, “Okay, Daddy.” 

[laughter] 

COLLINGS 

The flyover country. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, the flyover country. And you know, anyone who’s lived in all these 

wonderful places just rolls their eyes, like what a stupid thing to say, but I 

didn’t know. I didn’t know. And so to be in areas—and you’d go through—like 

in the Dakotas, and you’d go through areas where Wounded Knee is, and you 

know some of the history and some of the recent history of how harsh this 

country has been on immigrants, on the Natives that are here. Recently, when 

we went to Lone Pine and went up to the Sierras, we stopped at Manzanar, and 

the couple we were with live in Tokyo. She’s Japanese. He’s American. And 

Sophie was really, you know—and she’d seen this show in Tokyo that they had 

of the items that out of nothing, little bits of straw or things or furniture that the 

Japanese people that were interned had made. And that sense that “You can’t 

stop me from creating something. You can’t stop me from making 

something.”But in the museum, these newspaper headlines of, “Get the Japs 

Out,” I mean, it hasn’t gone away. I mean, I believe that the country is 

incredibly racist, and I believe that three-quarters of what Obama’s going 

through would not happen if he were a white man. 

COLLINGS 
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I’m going to be really interested to see what the narrative is next time there’s a 

Democrat in the White House. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Which will hopefully be the next election. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

It’s despicable when you see it. It’s dispiriting to have this almost 

schizophrenic sense of what a great, wonderful country this is and how we love 

it and how we’re patriotic, and at the same time, we’ve broken people, just 

people, from slavery to internment, to the Native Americans and disease. I 

mean, it’s just a very powerful country that didn’t get there by all the nice 

ways. 

COLLINGS 

Right. Well, it sounds almost like the really inspirational aspect of the country 

and the thing that you bring out in your books is that incredible encounter with 

the physical space. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Like I like the song with “the amber waves of grain,” you know, more 

than “the bombs bursting,” you know. 

COLLINGS 

Exactly. 

HEEBNER 

And, the beauty of it and the spiritedness of the people we met and the places, 

although we mostly didn’t encounter people. We stayed mostly in motels. We 

camped a little bit. But because of the time rush, we really had to go and then 

come home, and then I’d concentrate on writing, and then we’d go out again. I 

needed to get back, and I would write on Macduff’s laptop a little bit, but I’m 

not comfortable doing that, so I mainly just kept these volumes of notes and 

then had to crosscheck everything. And there were some things that just were 

so hard for me to get. He always jokes that the Continental Divide just--you 

know,. Yeah, I know the water flows this way in the east, and the water flows 



198 

 

west, but where is it? And there’s the source of this thing is like this little 

stream, all these surprises where you’d think you were going to have 

Beethoven, and you have this lovely little line of Mendelssohn or something. 

So there were things that I really learned. It was very funny to me when we 

were up at Glacier National Park, and there was a Ranger’s Walk to Iceberg 

Lake, and I looked at the map and there’s this kind of fluted round-looking 

lake, and I think it was just I was starving for green vegetable food. There isn’t 

a whole lot of that. I mean, there’s lots of fast-food, there’s lots of stuff I just 

don’t really eat. So all I could think of was a head of iceberg lettuce. We got 

there, and it’s like, “There’s icebergs.” “Oh, Iceberg Lake.” [laughter] And in 

my mind, all I could think of was lettuce. We were up in Glacier when the 

glaciers were dwindling. Probably in twenty years there won’t be glaciers in 

Glacier National Park. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

And so we saw evidence of climate change back in 1999, and obviously it was 

happening way before that as well. 

COLLINGS 

So in terms of these very topographically influenced works, I mean, you start 

with Island, and Lascaux is part of that, even though it has sort of a cultural and 

artistic inspiration maybe more than geographical, and you have Western 

Trilogy. Do the works which follow flow in that same vein, do you think? This 

is really the locus of the fully geographic work. 

HEEBNER 

Yes and no. Yes and no. Because what I did after this was On the Blue Shore of 

Silence: Poems of the Sea by Pablo Neruda,” and that was the first time I used 

another—you know, I didn’t write the text. I used Neruda’s words. And after 

that, I worked with poet Michael Hannon and did Seeking the Open Heart, 

which was a version of his collection of ten poems, and then was working on 

Hamlet, the entire play. But then went back again, and it was again returning to 

Chile, but this time to Patagonia, and did the book Unearthed, which is very 

geographic and very much about the layers of land and strata. So again that 

thread starts to come through again. And then before that was A Sacred 
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Geography, where I took the poetry of my daughter, Sienna, who’s the 

anthropologist, and we trekked through the deepest gorge on Earth, the Kali 

Gandaki, to the walled kingdom of Mustang.” 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

And actually, it was Fowler Museum that showed this exhibition, which was 

wonderful. So that had a lot of [writing] about the geography and the work. The 

touchstones for that were these saligrams, these ammonite fossils that I found 

on the trail, and they were from the time before India shoved up into China and 

created the Himalayas. It was when it was the Tethys Sea. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

So I’m always interested in that time depth that’s just enormous, and whoa. 

And that had pulp-painted paper in it that had to do with these geographic 

markings called mani walls, these prayer walls that sort of marked a landscape 

in a way. They’re human-made, but in the myth they’re actually the entrails of 

this demoness, which is how the Buddhists described dismantling the pre-

Tibetan tradition and our Mother Earth woman center. Once again, now you’re 

a demoness. [laughter] So chronologically, the next book I did after this is On 

the Blue Shore of Silence, the Pablo Neruda book, and we could go into that if 

you want. 

COLLINGS 

It’s up to you. I don’t know what your time is like today, because I know you 

said you had something else to do. 

HEEBNER 

I have to drive to Pasadena and— [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

All right. So we are back on and we are going to talk about the Bayon 

Sketches: Drawings from Bayon Temple, Angkor Thom, 2002. So we’re 

shifting from the West to the East. 
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HEEBNER 

The West to the East. 

COLLINGS 

How did that come to be? 

HEEBNER 

Well, after we finished with the Western Horizon and then I started doing 

Western Trilogy I, Macduff had an assignment through Corbis to go to Taiwan 

and parts of China and Southeast Asia, and I met him in Thailand and we went 

from there to—flew into Siem Reap in Angkor, Cambodia. So we were 

traveling there for about almost a month, three weeks. So shifting from the 

American West, all of the sudden we were in bustling Bangkok and bazillion 

people, bazillion cars, traffic that you never could imagine. They had this 

monorail that sort of goes above the city. It’s marvelous, and you could sit in it 

and it’s absolutely quiet and clean, and take that to the edge of town and back, 

and that was something that we did a couple times, and went to some of the 

markets, the open markets. One of the places that we went was Ayutthaya, and 

Ayutthaya—oh, should we start with the Bayon or should we start with— 

COLLINGS 

Well, it’s up to you. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. This is Full Lotus that I’m pulling out. 

COLLINGS 

Full Lotus: Sketches from Ayutthaya. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I wanted to do a little small book, and actually we’re jumping to 2003 for 

both of these, but the trip that inspired it happened in 2000 and in 2001, so 

chronologically there’s a reason for talking about it now. This was a very 

simple little book that went with a larger installation that I wanted to do. 

[reading] “When sketching among the ruins of Ayutthaya in August 2002, I 

used watercolor and graphite to make pictures on both sides of two thirty-inch-

long, five-inch-high sheets of folded paper. I reproduced these two-sided 

sketches on Epson 7600 printer, and then hand-painted and drew with graphite 
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and acrylic over it. The book is a meditation about creativity and destruction, 

balance and imbalance, peace and war, as represented by the rose-colored 

paintings of figures seated in Lotus position and the drawings of the severely 

damaged Bodhisattva statues at Ayutthaya, also seated in Lotus position.” We 

were walking through the ruins of Ayutthaya, which was the former capital 

before it was sacked and burned by the Burmese in 1767, I believe, and one of 

the things that they did when they invaded was there was a lot of carnage, but 

they also took these statues and lopped the heads off of them, which is the 

ultimate insult. So we were in this area called a Wat Chai Watthanaram. “Wat” 

means temple, so it was the courtyard of Wat Chai Watthanaram that we were 

in, and I was really disturbed by seeing these broken, desecrated statues. 

COLLINGS 

Were the heads still nearby or had they gone? 

HEEBNER 

No, they’ve all been gone. I was fantasizing that they were all in some museum 

or private collection, that they’ve sort of traded hands. Let me just get 

something. [returned turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. We’re back on. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. So what I pulled out was a prospectus and in it is a photograph Macduff 

took of me sketching, and what I did at first is you see these large seated-in-

Lotus-position sculptures, and they’re on brick plinths, red brick, and they’re 

all around this courtyard. And it was so disturbing, I remember going to each 

one and taking a snapshot, and then going to the next one and taking a 

snapshot, and in a way, it was almost like a genuflection. It was almost like I 

needed to circumambulate this place. I needed to look at each one and record it. 

COLLINGS 

It almost sounds like crime-scene photography. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, in a way. [laughs] It’s like, okay, I’m documenting this. I’m 

documenting this. And I didn’t know why I was doing it or what I was going to 

do with those. And then there was a light rain, I remember, and I was using 
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watercolor pencils and graphite, and as you can see here, this is one of my 

sketches. What I do is I’ll take large pieces of often handmade paper, or in this 

case it was a Burmese paper. Ironically, it was a Burmese paper, a daphne 

paper, and I fold it into eights, into eight, so I fold it in half and then I fold it 

once and then once again. And I do that because it can fit into my satchel so 

that when I’m in the field it’s not so cumbersome, and I can draw on one side 

and then flip it over and draw on another side. I had taken some dirt from the 

area and smudged the paper. There was like a charcoal-y feeling, and I 

smudged the paper. And then I started drawing these statues as you see them 

now, and that’s continued in my practice is I look at something as it is now, and 

that’s the whole thing. It’s not that you have to invent where the arms were 

missing or the head was lopped off or whatever. What you see is what you get. 

And I’m still doing that in these current Venus Paintings and whatnot, where 

it’s the fragment is the thing. 

COLLINGS 

Right. Right. 

HEEBNER 

So that goes way back, and it goes back to recording and drawing. And so I did 

these drawings and then I sat down and did some more of these watercolors, 

and these schoolkids came up and they were on a fieldtrip, and they didn’t 

know who this blonde-ponytail, khaki-workpant person was drawing, but they 

were all curious and they came around and giggled and were very shy and very, 

very sweet. They kind of brought this new life into the place. It was no longer 

this somber place. There was kids crawling all over the—you know, they 

weren’t crawling over the statues, but they were exploring. And it was like, yes, 

the past is there and there’s evidence of it, and here we are in the present and 

we might botch it up just as much, but at this point we’re just schoolkids 

running around. And in drawing each one of them—the thing that somebody 

wants to do when they violate something is to take its power away. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

And what I felt as I drew these things was there was no power missing from 

them. Even in their brokenness, they had a wholeness to them. 
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COLLINGS 

Oh, sure. Were the arms removed or those are just broken off with time? 

HEEBNER 

Broken off? I don’t know. They could have been just whacked with—and I 

think these were some kind of either cement or stone or something. I don’t 

know the material. How crazy that I don’t know the material. Could be a form 

of cement, I think. It was 1700s. But I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with 

the—and again at this point, I’m thinking artist book as well, but what I did 

was I had this paper, which was—I mean, the original paper, I don’t have it 

here. The original book was left over from the Western Trilogy folded 

accordion things, because those are great to take on the road. I’ve got a bunch 

of them over there I can show you. But they’re perfect pocket-size, little five-

inch by five-and-a-half-inch accordions. So what I did was do watercolor 

washes in this sort of soft rosy color and drew these fragments of this Lotus 

position in this soft--I mean sort of the color of the monks’ robes, and it’s the 

color of spring and life and flesh and it’s just light. And the sense of a Lotus 

position, I put that on one side, and on the other side I made these very rough 

drawings, these very edgy drawings that I wanted to have kind of the violence 

of what I felt. 

COLLINGS 

Black and white. 

HEEBNER 

Black and white and maybe a shadow of what maybe was there, and maybe 

there was only these two knees there. And so those were the two sides. And it 

didn’t escape me that during the time we were there was when we were 

invading in Iraq with Daddy Bush, not Baby Bush. 

COLLINGS 

With Daddy Bush. 

HEEBNER 

Wasn’t George Bush— 

COLLINGS 

Nineteen ninety-- 
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HEEBNER 

Ninety-nine, was it? No. 

COLLINGS 

No. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. So this was—okay. So never mind. Excuse me. This was— 

COLLINGS 

This was Bush Two. 

HEEBNER 

—Baby Bush, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

2003, spring of 2003. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. So we were engaged in war, and to see the aspects of destruction, even 

though it was in some way just a sculpture, not a human being, but it was the 

signs of that kind of energy, that kind of anger. And so on one side I put some 

writing and some of these sort of letterpress prints made from my sketches of 

my feeling about that, and on the other side did some drawings about the 

beauty of a Lotus position. [reading] “Seated cross-legged, my erect spine 

supports this head and roots me to the ground through pelvis sit-bones. My 

body’s a triangle, perfectly balanced. Leg and knee meld into each other, build 

a foundation from which to move skyward and to settle down. This asana, or 

seat, aims at balance and receptive harmony and inspires in me a letting-go that 

is a prelude to emptiness. From this place, I can sit and the meditation comes, a 

body in bloom.” So that’s full Lotus position, that sense of—and then I talk 

about the Lotus flower, and I talk about the Lotus figures in many religious 

designs as a symbol of harmony. But on this side of this—again, this is that 

same paper and it’s folded in half, so it’s a very simple structure. It’s like ten 

inches by—five, ten, fifteen, twenty—like, thirty-four inches, and then it’s 

folded in eighths. So it mimics my original sketches in a way, and it’s, again, a 

very simple structure. [reading] “North of the present-day capital city of 

Bangkok at the confluence of three rivers lay Ayutthaya. It grew to become a 
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powerful, wealthy kingdom that once encompassed the entire central plains 

area, the Chao Phraya Basin in Southeast Asia. Ayutthaya’s line of thirty-three 

rulers, considered heir to the esthetic and religious traditions of Sukhothai, 

Cambodia, and Sri Lanka, had overtaken Burmese, Khmer, and Muslim 

empires from the fourteenth to the eighteenth century. A visitor to Ayutthaya in 

1685 wrote that the population exceeded one million. Art and architecture 

flowered. Several hundred stone and brick temples, elegantly elongated and 

gilded structures, pierced the sky and gleamed in the sunlight." “In 1767, after a 

two-year seize on the city, the Burmese Army amassed a final assault and took 

the city, burning it to the ground, killing or enslaving its inhabitants and 

mutilating the statues. Today the old kingdom is partly restored. Tourists and 

school children clamber over the bricks, picking wildflowers that grow among 

the cracks, lighting incense, making offerings, and taking photos." “Full Lotus. 

Fifty headless, world-weathered Bodhisattva, whom out of compassion forgo 

Nirvana in order to save others, seated in Lotus position, crown the courtyard 

walls at Wat Chai Watthanaram, battered, whacked, decapitated. Still for 

centuries, stone avatars of enlightenment, the damaged Bodhisattva sculptures 

sit in watchful repose. Heads once lopped off slender sculpted necks, scattered, 

rolling across time from the dust heaps of battle, a rainbow of currencies 

palmed for the booty, to tumble in due course on to polished pedestals, perhaps 

resting in a museum or private home. There might be a brief inscription or a 

story that links those displaced and sublime objects of art to that magnificent 

courtyard and to the lives and histories it has harbored.” 

COLLINGS 

Very beautiful. 

HEEBNER 

Thanks. 

COLLINGS 

So these are very small pieces. How do you account for the design of these? 

They’re very light and slim. 

HEEBNER 

They’re very light and slim, and it’s a direct translation from my sketches. 

Usually, like in the Western Trilogy or something, my sketches go through 

another permutation and then another form, and let’s go make handmade paper 
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and let’s do this. But I had in mind that this would be connected to this larger 

installation. 

COLLINGS 

I see. 

HEEBNER 

It exists on its own and it’s an edition of fifty copies, which is a lot for me, but 

the price point is low, and I just wanted something that I could do almost 

entirely myself. I mean, John printed this letterpress, but I did the watercolors 

and the printing and laid it out, and I think I wanted a little bit of a reprieve 

from these big, large, elaborate pieces. And also, being in Cambodia and 

Thailand, I was really involved with those faces that became the faces at 

Angkor. I’ve been working for thirteen years now with those heads and those 

faces, and I was doing watercolor collages on that size paper based on some of 

the faces from Cambodia, some of them from Ayutthaya, and my thoughts and 

the form I wanted things to take seemed to be more painting and collage than 

book. But this struck me so much, the feeling I got from being at this Wat Chai 

Watthanaram, that I wanted to somehow put that down, and the feeling I 

wanted this to hold was just that duality, that sense of perfect repose and 

balance of a Bodhisattva coming back, forsaking Nirvana and coming back to 

be a teacher, that there’s this incredible tradition that’s beautiful, and the 

flipside is what do you do with the impulse that we have within us, or 

collectively within us, to destroy, to maim, to kill? So I don’t know how to 

answer that. But this book was a little book. I wanted it to be just a humble 

little book, because I don’t know the answers to it. I don’t know how you 

reconcile those two things, but they exist simultaneously in the world. 

Somewhere someone’s gardening and someone else is going through 

devastating pain. That happens all at once. The brightness is tinged a little bit, 

and the darkness has got a little bit of light. I think that is what they mean by 

the yin and the yang with the different-colored dot, that it’s never all one thing, 

unless you’re in La La Land or something or you’re fantasizing. 

COLLINGS 

So these are more complex in that sense than what came before, I mean the 

Western Trilogy. The Western Trilogy is sort of comfortable--is in awe, 

expresses awe, expresses celebration, but you’re comfortable with what you’re 

finding, whereas this seems to suggest— 
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HEEBNER 

Discomfort. 

COLLINGS 

Discomfort, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

That’s interesting, yeah. And the Western Trilogies were more about the land 

and the landscape. People come into it or the national parks or Mount Fuji. 

There’s some aspects that are political, but it’s more about the land itself and 

the geographic, geologic parts to it. This stopped me in my tracks, and what 

came out of it surprised me and became this large installation, which I’ll show 

you on my website, but what happened was I was down at Hiromi Paper 

International and I was thinking about this pink color or this something. I didn’t 

know what. I was fishing. For me, when I’m working and I’m—it’s like 

worrying a knot. You’re trying to figure out what is this that’s here? What is it? 

What is it? And so I’ll gather things. I may not use anything that I gather. You 

know, like this Angkor Silent Faces book, I mean, I gathered buttons, ribbons, 

swatches of paper, cloth, nine prototypes. I mean, what am I forming here? 

What’s happening in my mind? What’s making things coalesce? What do I 

have to get rid of? And my training in collage, to me, collage is a process of 

elimination. What can you pull away? You can heap slabs of things on, but how 

can you pull it away and get down to something? So I approach collage almost 

sculpturally, and I’m attracted to sculpture. And it wasn’t until Bruce 

Robertson wrote this essay for this forthcoming catalog for the Venus 

Paintings, where he said, “She may work on paper, but she thinks like a 

sculptor.” It’s like, duh. Aha! I mean, everything from the ancient bas reliefs to 

the Venus figurines to Brancusi, the people I look toward are sculptors. Who 

knew? [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

And I’m a painter, but I’m really attracted to sculpted things, or if I’m in 

nature, it’s rocks that have a form to them. I’m attracted to form. And so what 

form is this going to take? How am I going to take these statues and do 

something that acknowledges a little bit of what I felt when I was standing in 
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front of each one of them trying to document it or take a picture. And I wasn’t 

trying to take a great shot or anything. It was just like a “Click. Click. Click.” 

And there was something about that. It was almost like a rite. So I had these 

little snapshots. I went to Hiromi’s. She was in a terrible mood. I said, “What’s 

wrong, Hiromi?”She goes, “Oh!” Another artist had ordered a ream of this very 

fine Gampi paper, this rose-colored Gampi paper, and it wasn’t pink enough. 

She was so disgusted. She goes, [demonstrates]. These were all handmade. It 

was gorgeous paper. I’ve used a lot of it in the Venus pieces. But I said, “I’ll 

take all of it if you give me a good price.” And she said, “Take it all for $300. 

Get it out of my sight! Get it out of my sight!” Which is like it should have 

been $3,000. So I took it, and I don’t know what I’m going to do with this. 

COLLINGS 

Running out to the parking lot before she changes her mind. [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

It’s absolutely wonderful paper, and it’s tissue-thin. Gampi paper has a silvery 

sheen to it in the light. I’ll show it to you. So I have this paper. I thought, okay, 

what am I going to do with that? And then I thought of the difference between 

these rough-cut sculptures and this soft pink kind of ephemeral almost thing, 

and I tried something on my Epsom printer. My Epson printer at the time, I had 

a 7600 that would print twenty-four-inch, twenty-five-inch at the very most 

paper, and what I wanted was these Bodhisattvas to be at least four feet wide. 

And I didn’t know how I was going to feed this tissue-thin paper through my 

printer, but I’m always trying something. I figured out a way to feed the paper, 

but then it would be a half of the sculpture. Sometimes your limitations create 

the possibility for something even better than what you had anticipated. I had 

anticipated one large flat image that I blew up from some of the photographs 

that I took, printed on this ephemeral, beautiful paper. What happened is that 

they were two half-images. Well, then I thought, well, what if I stick them on 

bamboo dowels at the top, and then I needed something so it wouldn’t fare la 

bandera, it wouldn’t wiggle. And right by my old studio was a bead store, and I 

wandered into this bead store looking for little glass beads, and there were these 

chunky rose-colored beads that were made by women in Africa who were 

taking soda bottles and pop bottles—they’re usually green, but there were these 

pink ones—and they melt them down in these fires and turn them into beads 

and sell them, and it’s like a cottage industry. So again from trash, they’re 

making something beautiful, okay? From this destruction, how do you do it? So 



209 

 

that’s starting to gel with me. And it was the right weight that if I beaded five 

of them down, they were really pretty, and they would hold on the bottom of 

the bamboo. And if I hang the two of them, the twenty-four-inch panels, but 

stagger them so one’s slightly in front of the other and off, it creates the illusion 

of 3D. So it’s like, “Yeah! Yeah! Okay!” So then I’d never done an installation 

before, but this seemed to want to be something grander or something to get the 

presence that I felt, okay? And so I thought five was a good number. And then 

these are all on brick— 

COLLINGS 

The pieces. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. The pieces are all on these brick plinths. So I got some bricks, and I 

found some old bricks and some new bricks, and then I lined them up. I 

remember on my driveway I was playing with these bricks and how you could 

line them up. And then one of the bricks dropped and, of course, a little powder 

went off, and I went, “Ooh.” So if you rubbed this bricks, this blood-red color, 

right? 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

So there’s that element. And then I decided this had to engage all the senses, 

you know. It had to have smell too. You know, you’ve got the sound of these 

things kind of rustling, you’ve got the sight, and I don’t know about taste, but I 

did taste the brick. But in our backyard are these Cecile Brunner roses, these 

pink blossoms, and they grow almost like a tree. It’s like a rose tree, and 

they’re tiny little roses. I’m sure you’ve seen the little pretty ones. I went all 

over Santa Barbara. I know where every Cecile Brunner is. I gathered trashcan 

loads full of these blossoms. I proposed an installation at the College of 

Creative Studies at UCSB that I called A Sense of Place, because what I’d tried 

to do was to evoke some sense of where I’d been, and from the inside out, not 

just a picture of it, but what was going on in me. 

COLLINGS 

Well, that’s what all your work up to this point is doing. 
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HEEBNER 

Yeah. So the three places I chose were the American West, Lascaux, and Full 

Lotus, Ayutthaya, completely different geographic places. For the American 

West, I had one of the large murals, which is the paper that was untorn but left 

intact, and mounted those on panels and put those on the wall, and then in front 

displayed Western Trilogy I and II. And with each of the three places I had a 

map, some kind of drawing of the place and some text, minimal, about it.And 

for Lascaux, I had this idea. My studio used to be next to the Ensemble Theatre, 

and there’s a lighting guy there who’s really nice. I said, “How do you project 

light, some kind of pattern on the ground?” He says, “Gobo.” And I went, 

“What’s a gobo?” He goes, “A gobo light.” So he showed me. He goes, you 

know car dealerships and they have Subaru written in light on the ground or 

whatever. Well, I drew a map of the plan view of the cave of Lascaux, and we 

put it on a gel, and we hung up the gobo light. My friend Henry Childs helped 

me. We hung up the gobo light, and it projected this beautiful light map of the 

cave on the floor. Part of that was one of my favorite, in the eighties or 

seventies or whatever, of Keith Jarrett, and he did an album called In the Cave, 

In the Light,” which I loved. And so it’s like this cave is a source of 

illumination, you know, [demonstrates]. So that map was projected so you 

could kind of walk on to the cave, and then around were the paintings and then 

the artist books of the Lascaux. And then for Ayutthaya, I had these sketches 

accordion-folded on a little plinth under Plexiglas, and I had the Full Lotus 

book, and then on the back wall, I painted this long thirty-foot wall. And 

College of Creative Studies’ gallery is beautiful. It’s white floor, white ceiling, 

white walls. It’s really neat. And I painted it this kind of adobe-mud-gray, and 

then I hung the five scrolls, I called them, which is really ten pieces because 

they were cut in half. So I hung those down—and they were about twelve-feet 

by four-feet, give or take, and they were on bamboo with the beads—and 

scattered these roses on the back, and then delineated, demarcated their space 

with these bricks in kind of a pattern where every other brick had a top on it. 

And on each one of those I made a little paper stand were my snapshots from 

my little ritual I did there. Then I took the brick and rubbed it so there was that 

sort of blood-colored pigment on the floor, and then the Cecile Brunner roses 

all along the back, so it smelled just really neat. It was very cool. It was very 

cool. I did a version of it, a smaller version, because of Stanley Strauss when he 

was at the Cerritos Library when they were actually collecting artist books, and 

that collapsed, unfortunately, but he was terrific and he invited me to do that. 

Then I did a version to open the Cherry Blossom Festival in Washington, D.C., 
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with Shizumi Manale, who was a dancer, and she had these young little 

children and they were dancing in and out of the scrolls. 

COLLINGS 

Terrific. 

HEEBNER 

So it was really neat. So this little book was the kernel for opening up into this 

wonderful experience of seeing these larger— 

COLLINGS 

It really sounds like your first foray into something that you might call 

sculptural. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. This and the show called Ancient Presences, which was at Cal Poly, 

where I regarded the whole space as something—I mean, I’d come from—

professionally when I’m showing my art, it’s galleries and you stick art on the 

wall, linear, and put up a little sign, and that’s it. But in these two cases, I was 

really regarding—Ancient Presences came first at Cal Poly, and then Sense of 

Place was in 2003, and that was at UCSB. But I still have the scrolls. They’re 

rolled up. I still have the beads and I still have the gobo light, and they’re all 

there. 

COLLINGS 

Waiting for the next go-round. 

HEEBNER 

Waiting. Yeah, yeah. It’s very hard to get anything to travel. I’ve given it my 

best and I wish—you know, I would love it if I had that Chapman, a version of 

that Chapman show to actually have it in a space where I could recreate those 

scrolls, because they’re really, they’re really extraordinary. I’ll show you a 

picture on my website. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. Shall we close with that then today? 

HEEBNER 

Let’s do. Yeah. [recorder turned off] 
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COLLINGS 

Okay. So we are going to talk about the Bayon Sketches: Drawings from Bayon 

Temple, and it’s still October 17th. 

HEEBNER 

So on that same trip where I went to Ayutthaya, we took a flight from Bangkok 

to Siem Reap because—and this was not part of the assignment. This was just 

Macduff and I wanting to see Angkor Wat and Angkor. I’d always heard about 

Angkor Wat. I didn’t realize until I read up a little—you know, I try to read up 

a little bit before I go places, but “Wat,” again, means temple. Angkor Wat is 

one structure in the front. There’s an entire complex of Angkor that spans 

several centuries. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

Angkor Thom, T-h-o-m--“Thom” means larger--is where we were stuck in a 

rainstorm, and I had my sketches again, which were again these folded pieces 

of paper, again left over from the Western Trilogy. As Sandra once said, you 

use all parts of the buffalo. So this was just a small gesture, and in a way it was 

almost a gift. I gave it to some people that had collected a lot of my work. But I 

took an old map from Bayon. This is the Bayon Temple. And in the Bayon 

Temple is a very interesting— [reading] “We spent a day wandering among the 

Khmer ruins of Angkor Thom, drawn towards the absolute center of this 

square, a walled town, Bayon. What appeared at a distance to be beehive-

shaped rock formations were clusters of towers that crowned the temple ruins 

of Bayon. The towers were built of sandstone blocks, then carved in situ with 

enormous portraits gazing out in four directions. Some see the faces as Buddha, 

others Brahma, while others note the likeness of King Jayavarman VII." “It was 

beginning to rain, and I found shelter under a carved lintel. The ochre stone 

shone golden, and furtive recesses deepened in the rain. I made watercolor 

drawings, dipped my brush in the puddle of rain beside me, watched the sky 

blush and then blacken against the gigantic forms.” This book contains two 

accordion-folded pigment prints made directly from my watercolor sketches 

and a detailed map from a guide made by Henri Parmentier in 1950 on the 

front, and they’re wrapped in a katag, which is a Buddhist ceremonial scarf, 

and it was just an edition of twenty boxed sets. So it was a very tiny thing, and 
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it was clearly just my sketches. But these large faces, again, were made of 

sandstone blocks, and so I’d draw the creases in the blocks, and I had pre-

colored—when I was there, I sort of painted ochre over this paper so I had a 

surface, a prepped surface to draw on it. It seemed appropriate because there 

was this structure of sandstone, ochre-colored tones of sandstone, that were 

almost like a giant mosaic on which someone then carved into it these faces. 

And it was an interesting time because Angkor, the Khmer empire shifted, and 

I’m a historian, but it shifted back and forth between Buddhist and Hindu, 

largely Hindu. Some of the rulers embraced Buddhism and then it became 

Buddhist, and there was always this funny thing with the Hindu lingams that 

then the Buddhists, who were very puritanical, would knocked down the 

lingams, and then the dancing apsaras and all of that. So there was sort of a war 

of imagery going on— 

COLLINGS 

Interesting. 

HEEBNER 

—on how to interpret was this the Buddha, and each side was four faces 

looking out in all four directions, or was it the all-seeing king, the absolute 

ruler. We know in Western—you know, everyone tries to be—and Caesar’s 

descended from god, and so the story goes. So this was a very simple kind of, 

again, direct iteration of my sketches. But I was working—I’m still working. 

These came to mind just in this last year, in 2013, in doing Silent 

Faces/Angkor, because again I was working with carved faces from the Angkor 

complex, a different group of them. But I like things that just show the accident 

of what happens of what happens with pigment and earth and rock and stone, 

and then superimposing on it something like a face. I mean, in a way it’s sort of 

absurd. I mean, Mount Rushmore—I mean, it’s kind of strange to carve a 

likeness in stone, but it’s a human tradition that goes on for millennia. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

So what’s that about? Is it about power? Is it about the lastingness of one’s 

works or— 

COLLINGS 
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They kind of look to me like the faces that you see in an ultrasound— 

HEEBNER 

Oh, wow! [laughs] That’s neat. 

COLLINGS 

—because they’re sort of smeared. I mean, the erosion of the stone, and then in 

the ultrasound, the face is not fully formed. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Oh, wow. That’s— 

COLLINGS 

And then you have all these textures which— 

HEEBNER 

And lines. Yeah. And I’m mixing it up here. I mean, a katag—I got these when 

we were in Nepal and later in Tibet. You’ll see the Dalai Lama when he puts a 

scarf around someone, that’s a katag, k-a-t-a-g. Hawaiians would do it with a 

lei. It’s a blessing, it’s a greeting. My daughter, Sienna, was getting more 

deeply involved in her work in Asia. The katag’s not from Angkor. It’s a real 

cross, mixing it up here. But to me, again, these were given to some people as 

gifts, that it was a gesture of a gift, that it was something from me to them, 

bringing back something. 

COLLINGS 

So for next time, this will lead us directly into a discussion of The Sacred 

Geography. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yes. That would be great, and then we’ll go to Neruda. 

COLLINGS 

And then we’ll backtrack to Neruda. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, because Pablo will take a little bit of time. 

COLLINGS 



215 

 

Right. Okay. Great. Looking forward to that. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. Me too. [End of October 17, 2013 interview] 

1.4.1. Session Five (January 14, 2014) 

COLLINGS 

Today is January 14, 2014, Jane Collings interviewing Mary Heebner in her 

studio in Santa Barbara, and we’re going to jump in around 2006 and talk about 

A Sacred Geography, the book Sacred Geography, how you came to it, what 

it’s about. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. Well, this starts back in May of 1994. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, wow. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. My daughter, Sienna Craig, was a nineteen-year-old student at Brown and 

did an education abroad, a semester abroad, and chose Nepal, because she had 

heard from other people in her—her discipline at that point was religious 

studies. 

COLLINGS 

Interesting. 

HEEBNER 

And so she was interested, I believe, in cultural anthropology, and that was an 

interesting way of getting to that point. So she went to Nepal, hearing it was an 

exemplary program, and at the end of the first phase of the study abroad, they 

were supposed to do a project on their own. She was going to do something on 

Tibetan nuns, and then she met this man who was a doctor, an amchi, which is 

a village doctor, and a horseman. She had ridden horses since she was seven 

years old. She had been, I always said, half-horse, my little Sagittarius, half-

horse, and all of a sudden there she was in a place called Mustang, no less, 

learning about horses and horse culture. Well, to make this shorter, she learned 

that there are these texts in which doctors would treat their animals and learn 
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that they would treat the people, the villagers, with the same techniques that to 

her were very foreign, like Moxibustion and bleeding to let the bad air out and 

all of these kinds of devices which seemed very odd and antique to her. She 

wanted to know more about the physiology, and she went back to the States 

and got a Fulbright to return to Nepal and study these horse texts. She studied 

and she learned Tibetan. She had known Nepali when she was over there. Then 

she learned Tibetan— 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

—which is a completely different structure and dialect. One’s Sanskrit-based, 

and the other—so she went back and was working on translating some of these 

texts, and it was that point she said, “I need more hard science and 

information.” She went back to apply for graduate school as a medical 

anthropologist and got accepted at Cornell, and that’s where she did her PhD 

[she is now an Associate Professor of Anthropology at Dartmouth College in 

New Hampshire]. So at the very beginning of this, Mustang, northern Mustang, 

was closed to tourists. It was completely a walled-off city, and you only could 

get there—they measured time in the time it takes you to walk. This is a half-

day or this is a two-day-walk or whatever. So the whole way time is measured 

is different. She got a permit to go into northern Mustang, and Macduff, who 

was photographing for Corbis, which is a stock agency, at that time, figured out 

a way of pitching this as an amazing way to get photographs of this area— 

COLLINGS 

Absolutely. 

HEEBNER 

—and to plan it during their Tiji, T-i-j-i, Festival, which is in the palace area of 

Mustang. So we met Sienna, and she was our guide. So what happened—and it 

was, for me, a difficult trip. It was twenty days, twenty-one days, and no 

shower, no hot water, on the road. It’s very dusty. It looks like the Southwest 

on steroids. It’s just a blown-out dark, dusty, barren area, and in the distance 

you’d see these patches of green velvet, and it was their barley fields, which 

they make tsampa, which is this gruel that is their mainstay food supply. We 

rode horseback and we walked, and we rode along the deepest gorge on Earth, 
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the Kali Gandaki, up to the walled Kingdom of Lo Monthang, which in English 

parlance is called Mustang, but it’s L-o M-o-n-t-h-a-n-g, Lo Monthang. We 

stopped at different villages. We would sleep on the roof or we would camp on 

the side or we would stay in one of the rooms, and people were so incredibly 

hospitable and wonderful. When we were walking along the Kali Gandaki, 

every once in a while one of our guides would kick the ground and turn up 

these rocks and bang them together, and every once in a while they would pull 

apart. They were ammonites, which in Nepali is called a saligram. So these 

were fossils from before the Himalaya was formed. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

These are ancient, ancient, ancient saligrams, and that got my attention. When I 

wound up piecing together how I was going to put this book together, that was 

one of the main features, this fossil. And the other element that was really 

fascinating to me was the use of stripes, colored stripes. Everything has some 

kind of symbolic overlay and meaning, the colors. There’s a myth which—

before the Tibetan religion took hold, the indigenous religion was Bon, B-o-n, 

and the Bon people was more of a matriarchy from what I could tell, and there 

was this goddess that was their—and it was a very animist religion. The trees 

were alive. There was a livingness to things. The Tibetan religion came in 

much more patriarchal, much more, and what they describe as these long mani 

walls, these prayer walls, they’ve slayed who they called the demoness, who 

was the powerful goddess. They’ve slayed the demoness. Her blood is what 

made the hills that red color. It’s red like the Southwest, that sort of Triassic 

oxide, red oxide color, and her intestines were these mani walls. In other words, 

they dismembered her in the whole landscape is part of this dismemberment 

which allowed them to stake claim over this area. And it’s like, “Whoa! That’s 

interesting.” [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

Mani means prayer like you’ve heard om mani padme hum, that chant. Mani is 

a prayer, and these mani walls or prayer walls, m-a-n-i, the largest one was 
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right outside of Gemi, I think. I’ll have to check my notes on that. But it was, 

oh, it was about three hundred feet long. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

And they’re made of these boulders pieced together. On the boulders, they’ve 

carved the prayer, om mani padme hum, or sometimes a narrative. So it’s this 

historical narrative. Then they take these colors, these sacred colors of 

Avalokiteshvara and Manjushree and somebody else I forget [Vajrapani], that 

are gray, white, and a sienna color. Of course, Sienna’s name came from that 

color, the color of the earth. So there’s all those tie-ins, and here’s my daughter 

leaving me. I’m basically reversed. I’m the child and she’s the mother. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

She knows the language fluently. They know her as an adult. And here are her 

doddering old parents. But twenty days or so with no shower or whatever, I 

wound up wearing pigtails and jeans, and Macduff didn’t shave. And so one of 

the funny things that happened is the villagers would say, “Who’s this old man 

with the two daughters?” [laughter] Poor Macduff. So these mani walls struck 

me. Just visually they’re astonishing. They’re just this beautiful visual thing, 

and those stripes and those colors kept in my mind. So those are two main 

elements that went into the making of Sacred Geography. One other note about 

being there. It was an extraordinary trip. The fellow that was our guide was 

actually the head astrologer [physician and spiritual advisor] to the king. He 

was royalty. His name is Gyatso [Bista], and he was just the kindest man in the 

world. He let me ride his horse, his white horse, and my horse was very gentle 

and I remember telling him it’s because his owner was so kind. And he had no 

pretension. He could put on a baseball cap and hoist my lazy little ass up onto 

the horse and get me going, and then he’d go attend the king and do his royal 

duties. I mean, he really had no problem with the upstairs downstairs of it all. 

Sienna was an important visitor. It’s now 2014. It’s been twenty years that 

she’s been doing work with that Tibetan group in Nepal and then extended to 

Lhasa and China and Queens and whatever. But aside from her academic work 
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both at Cornell and then when she started teaching at Dartmouth, she’s always 

written poetry, and she wrote—I told her I wanted to do something for her, and 

this was I guess—this finally came out for her thirtieth birthday, so ten years 

after we had gone. [laughs] “I’d better do this!” She wrote these poems about 

the landscape, and she decided to use a format of a sonnet, because a sonnet is 

very structured and traditional and formal, and the land there is cultivated and 

structured and ancient and formal, and she felt a commonality between the two. 

So she wrote these poems, and I was going to put them in a little folio. There 

are eight symbols in Buddhism. One is the conch. One is like a prayer wheel. 

One is an endless knot, [Apal-Be], a shape that’s a puzzle, kind of. It’s a 

beautiful diamond shape. And put the poems next to that. That didn’t seem 

good enough, and then what kept going through my mind was this sense of this 

sacred geography and the landscape that I had encountered, because I’m not a 

practicing Buddhist. I’m sympathetic to that. In fact, when I was in a college 

for a while, I was a religious studies major. And what came was this book, and 

this book is long. It’s about twenty-two inches long by about ten inches or eight 

inches wide, about an inch and a half thick. And I wanted it to have that 

proportion because the Tibetan libraries I had seen, the books, are all these 

long— 

COLLINGS 

Scrolls. 

HEEBNER 

Well, they are either scrolls or they’re just sheets of paper. And then these are 

wrapped in this saffron-colored cloth. One of the things that I find important in 

making my version of artist books is to make them really accessible and to cut 

down on the fussiness of it, and I thought for a Western audience, the whole 

thing of wrapping and unwrapping this diaper-like kind of thing would just get 

in the way, and so this is much more like a traditional clamshell box, but the 

proportions are like the Tibetan box. And this is Nepali paper on the front and 

some hand-painted gold behind it and it says “A Sacred Geography.” And then 

when you open it up, these are the colors, this kind of red and this saffron and 

this beautiful sort of a soft olivey-green, which I find in the palette in the homes 

we visited and everything. The frontispiece is a piece I call Drifts and Plates, 

and it’s a detail of a painting from a series called Geomancy. Geomancy is [a 

process of divination] of throwing dirt down and reading from it, predicting 

things, and really that’s often how I work. I work on the floor. I will throw 
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pigments down onto the paper and see where it takes me. So I did this, but I 

also did it on a gridlike format, and that alludes to maps and longitude and 

latitude. So it’s a mixture of powdered pigments. And then the watery part, a 

lot of it is ai-nigashi, which is using indigo ink and doing marbleized paper. 

COLLINGS 

It looks a bit like a topographical map. 

HEEBNER 

Good. That’s what I hope. And so this is just a detail of a large piece that’s 

about four feet by five feet, and I took the upper left-hand corner of it to make 

this frontispiece, because to me it alluded to being on the Kali Gandaki, being 

in the place where the Himalaya—crossing up into the Himalaya Plateau, and 

the fact that the Himalaya was formed by India jamming itself into China and 

this upthrust that happened. And so there is this kind of topography or 

geography that has shifted and changed. And then the saligrams, of course, that 

are evidence of time, the time before when it was the Tethes Sea. So that’s the 

frontispiece. Then the title page has a drawing I made of a saligram, and I’ll 

show you one. I have a couple here. Sienna signed it and I signed it, and we 

used the font Democratica. John Balkwill actually suggested that font. I’ve not 

used it since, but I liked it for this. There was a lot of curliness and kind of 

roundedness to the Tibetan and the Nepali script, and so that was the reasoning 

that this kind of felt like that a little bit. We called the book A Sacred 

Geography: Sonnets of the Himalaya and Tibet. So this came out, finally, in 

2005. I decided I wanted to make paper for each of the sheets, and when I go 

into production, as I had mentioned before, I usually go to Dieu Donné and 

make my paper there. What I wanted to do was to capture that sense of the 

stripes, the mani wall stripes, and so on this long sheet of paper, on the left-

hand side, pulp-painted these stripes in ochre and I used silver and copper 

instead of gray and that earthy sienna and gold, so they have a slight metallic—

I mean, only if you shift it a little bit. It’s hopefully kind of subtle. But on the 

left-hand side, I have the stripes fairly visible, and on the right, I made stripes 

and took this very fine-spray hose and dissolved it, so there was this sense of 

dissolution. So much of the Buddhist teaching is about impermanence or like 

the sand paintings they make, that something’s here but it’s gone. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 
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HEEBNER 

And the guiding premise is that things are impermanent. So that was my way of 

expressing that. And then we debossed this drawing of the saligram deeply into 

it with just a lightly transparent sort of a soft-gray so that it’s visible but it’s not 

overt, and then made this little area which has two of the Buddhist signs, the 

endless knot and the conch shell at the top and endless knot at the bottom, and 

then we just laid in Sienna’s poems. I believe that’s called decoupage where 

you run it through the press with glue. So all of her poems speak of places. So 

there’s “Lubra,” which is a village, “Kali Gandaki,” which is the path— as she 

puts it, “a path of shale snakes up from the riverside,” and Monthang, which is 

Lo Monthang. It’s a walled city. She writes, “I walk your wall at daybreak, 

wrapped in wool. Rainbow-striped cloth with its stale butter smell clings to me 

like dreams. Bare feet on slate, cool slabs brought from where a quarry demon 

dwells. From this vantage, tangled wood is wealth stored for long winters, 

marriage, a lama’s pyre, adobe palace, a protector’s sword, shrine of wild horns 

and noble fire, easterly glow on monastery walls; a few cows and even fewer 

child cries; mothers with sleep in their faint rooftop calls. Colored yarn 

wrapped around sheep skulls, and eyes to watch the living, the dead, and those 

between, less earthly abodes and the city labyrinthine.” And it is a labyrinthine 

city. The top of the buildings have—it’s deforested completely, and so juniper 

wood is what—they use the yak dung for fuel and heat. It looks decorative, but 

it’s their wealth. It’s their wood. One thing Sienna and her husband [Ken 

Bauer] did was form a nonprofit [DROKPA] which did things like bring solar 

cookers to this area or identified the poorest family in a village and buy them 

sheep to give them a leg up. So they’ve done wonderful giveback things. And 

so there’s twelve of these. You can see on the— 

COLLINGS 

Is there a particular reason for the number twelve? 

HEEBNER 

That’s just what she gave me. I don’t know. Very faintly where I’ve taken the 

fine spray and sprayed it, we’ve debossed the roman numeral numbers for each 

poem. [reading] “Drakmar. The demoness spilled her life here, they say. See 

that cliff, it bears her innards out. Her flesh subdued becomes the molding clay. 

Her wrath, the ravages of wind, torrent, and drought.” “Dolpo.” Dolpo is where 

her future husband—we met him before they were married—was doing his 

fieldwork. So Kailash, Mount Kailash is a sacred mountain, and so she writes 



222 

 

about that. “Reting.” Reting is the place that the Dalai Lama said—this is in 

Tibet—if he ever gets to return to Tibet in this lifetime, he would want to live 

at Reting. One of the things is that there’s this stand of gnarled trees that are 

thousands of years old, and many of the monks that lived there were completely 

massacred by the Chinese, mowed down, but the trees are still—you know, that 

there’s something about things remaining. So this is a potent place. 

Chomolongma is what they [Tibetans] call Mount Everest, and so I made this 

all white because it’s pure white snow. [reading] “Confronted with this place 

where myths are made beyond florid plains, woven summer light and clouds 

that roll like water as a wave, I see a summit ready to take flight.” And she 

likens it to Orpheus and Eurydice. Jokhang, which is a temple [on Lhasa]. 

[reading] “Imagine stone polished by human touch, smooth slide of worship 

prostate to this ground.” A lot of them do puja and approach a holy shrine by 

doing these full prostrations, and then you get up. You almost look like a 

slinky, going down and then going up and down and then going up. It’s 

grueling on your body, but this is one form of reverence. Boudha is right 

outside of Kathmandu, and it’s a place where, if you saw the movie Little 

Buddha, there’s a big huge stupa. 

COLLINGS 

I did see it. It wasn’t recently. 

HEEBNER 

It was filmed in Boudha, and there’s all these gorgeous semicircles. How did 

they paint these beautiful semicircles? Well, it’s a dye made of marigold, and 

they would fling it so it would go in an arch all around this huge dome, upside-

down dome, which they say is the Buddha’s begging bowls. And then they put 

that—and you walk Kora around it. You walk around it, and it’s a meditation to 

walk around. The Tibetans walk clockwise and the Bon, the previous religion, 

goes counterclockwise. 

COLLINGS 

I’m thinking of The Last Emperor, actually. That was a while ago. 

HEEBNER 

Maybe it was The Last—yeah, the Bertolucci film. Maybe it was The Last 

Emperor that it was. I love this last part. She goes, “We are beggars and 

pilgrims both, this lifetime round. Feet shuffle along slate, walk saffron sunset 
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down.” So this is the last. Shakyamuni is Buddha. [reading] “As Shakyamuni’s 

wish when this life ends, two begging bowls turned upside down, empty.” And 

that’s the shape of Bovdanath. So liking hidden compartments as I do, here’s—

and Tibetans love hidden compartments. There’s always a container and then 

there’s a little hidden drawer or something like that. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, interesting. 

HEEBNER 

So I took that idea and made this little groove into the bottom, a little sort of 

resting well, and this is covered with a Kakeshibu paper and it’s darkish 

reddish-brown, and it’s printed with purple ink, and again it’s that saligram. 

This is a reader’s copy and in the reader’s copy, which is all printed 

letterpress—we even have an ISBN for it—Sienna writes an introduction which 

is really informative. This is when she was at Cornell. Then there’s the poems 

themselves, and there is after that, she calls it Placing the Poem, and it’s like a 

little geography lesson, “Monthang translates as ‘plain of aspiration.’ It is the 

name of the walled city that is the capital of the Kingdom of Lo, also known as 

Upper Mustang. Seven centuries after Monthang’s founding, the cluster of two-

hundred-odd households is still home to the King of Lo, still bound up in a 

medieval sensibility as much as it is also a part of the modern world.” So you 

can learn about the places. And then I wrote on collaboration. [reading] “When 

a daughter takes hold of her mother’s hand and guides her, a visceral 

transformation happens involving both bewildering surrender and deep joy in 

such a reversal of roles. It has bound me to these places with respect and 

affection to the people I met and to the difficult landscapes that they call home. 

Sienna’s very name came from the desert-varnished hills of the American 

Southwest, which I was painting when she was born. Naturally, the red-hued 

mountains of Mustang that look like an engorged southwestern landscape drew 

me in.” So anyway, it goes on and talks about how I was impressed and 

involved in this. 

COLLINGS 

This is a remarkable project. In some ways it seems like it perhaps has the most 

resonance for you of all of them. 

HEEBNER 
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It’s a really emotional project. It was so wonderful to work with her and to see 

her in her element as a fully fledged woman. I mean she was on her own. It was 

really quite wonderful. We had this terrific day when we were walking and we 

were also on horseback. And Macduff, who has ridden horses and ran a pack 

station and all of that, is familiar and knowledgeable of horses, and Sienna is, 

too, but from a different way. She rode hunter/jumper horses. Macduff had this 

horse that wouldn’t go, and they’re tiny little horses and these insufferable 

wooden saddles with a couple of rugs over— 

COLLINGS 

Wooden saddles. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, they’re killer. They’re just killer. And his feet were almost dragging on the 

ground and he kept kicking the horse to get it go, and I’m going, “Sienna, it 

won’t go.” And Gyatso shows us—they have this little tiny stick with a little 

feathery thing, a little cloth tassel. You just dangle in front to catch the horse’s 

peripheral vision and, boom, it goes off. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Oh, you sort of spook it. 

HEEBNER 

Well, it just learns that that means go. And so all of the cues that a Westerner 

would think of for horses, these horses don’t know. You go, “lo, lo, lo, lo” 

instead of “ho, ho, ho.” So it’s saying “lo.” But there was one time I felt semi-

guilty but it was marvelous, where we saw this whole plain ahead of us with 

green barley field after barley field, and it was just beautiful. I’m not confident 

on horses, but Sienna could take me to the ends of the Earth and I’d trust her. 

I’ll be fine.And she goes, “Let’s ride!” And so she took off and my horse 

followed her, and we just rode at a slow gallop but, you know, and just went 

and went and went. We were exhausted and we wind up at this inn. I mean, she 

knows where we’re going. I don’t at all. And we peel the saddles off the horses, 

and they’re sweaty and we water them. Then we walk up this rickety, rickety, 

rickety stairs into this teahouse, and we’re just giddy, so exhausted and just 

high from it all. We sit down and there’s a little calendar with pretty little 

flowers, a corny-looking little calendar, and we look up and we realize it’s May 

12th, it’s Mother’s Day. 
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COLLINGS 

Aw. [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

And about an hour later, Macduff comes along the trail. [laughs] Oh, the poor 

guy. This is the colophon, and what I did, if you showed this [map] to anybody 

if you went to Mustang, they would feel so sorry for you that they would lead 

you around, because this is India, here’s Nepal here, and here’s Bhutan, and 

here’s Tibet up in here, and this little area is Mustang. They call it a thumb in 

the eye of China. It’s this little knob that sticks out here, and Dolpo’s there. 

Muktinath is there. So here’s an enlargement of this little area, and so this is the 

Kali Gandaki River Gorge. And these are the villages: Jomsom; Lubra; 

Muktinath; Dolpo; Drakmar; [Gemi; Geling] Lo Monthang; Luri that we 

visited. And here’s one of the stripe. See the stripes? 

COLLINGS 

Um-hmm. 

HEEBNER 

That’s me and Sienna. Obviously, Macduff took that picture. 

COLLINGS 

It says here a limited edition of this entire clamshell box with the paintings, a 

limited edition of twenty, is that right? 

HEEBNER 

Yes. Twenty copies, and this book is sold out. There are no more copies. 

COLLINGS 

And who bought it? 

HEEBNER 
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Who bought it? UCLA, UCSB, Stanford, I believe Cornell. I have to look. A 

couple of private collectors who’ve collected my work. I can’t think off the top 

of my head. I don’t think the Getty has this one. No. 

COLLINGS 

I was just wondering, because it seems like something that would be of great 

interest to subject specialists as well as to collectors of artist books. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I tried to get the Rubin interested in it, but it was just when they were 

starting, and the timing just didn’t work. So they should have it, but they don’t. 

[laughs] One wonderful thing that happened is when I went to UCLA to give it 

to Vicki Steele, she said, “Oh, we should have Marla come over. We’ll have 

lunch.” I’ve known Marla Berns from here [when she was a director at the 

UCSB Art Museum] and now, and she’s been the director at the Fowler for 

many years. So Marla is sitting down, and we’re about to get some sandwiches 

or something. She goes, “Oh! Oh! Oh!” And I go, “Marla? What’s up? What’s 

up?” She goes, “Oh, this is perfect! This is perfect!” And finally, it turned out 

there was a show that was coming to the Fowler called The Missing Peace, P-e-

a-c-e. It was artists responding to the teachings of the Dalai Lama, and it was a 

major show and it was traveling to all these other venues. They have that 

courtyard area, that exhibition space. She goes, “This would be perfect.” And I 

said, “Well, great!” And I said, also, because, again, books come from 

paintings, I’d done a whole series of paintings called Mani Wall. I can show 

you those. Maybe I have them here. What I did for these paintings—there’s a 

Mani Wall painting, and there’s another one. There’s another one. 

COLLINGS 

The sense of the contour and the colors is quite pronounced. 

HEEBNER 

What I wound up doing to make those paintings, which feeds into why they 

became part of the book and part of the show, is during the time I was making 

these paintings—it was in 2004 and ’03—a dear friend, Allegra, who was very 

instrumental in my—she’s from Argentina and was very close friends with 

Alastair Reid, and she lived down the street. She was dying. She had cancer 

and was dying. I would visit her and bring flowers. Sometimes I would sit and 

sketch, and I would just draw the flowers. I started drawing these flowers, even 



227 

 

as the flowers were losing their petals and getting brown, and I didn’t really 

consciously realize it at the time, until I took this idea of a flower from the time 

of its bud to the time of its blooming and then its end and its seed, that I was 

trying to get a handle on death and that cycle of life and death and in a way that 

I could understand. When I started making these irises—I used these irises; 

they were in bloom—I did pencil drawings of them and then I poured the red 

and the gray and the white, the pigment like the Mani Walls over them so that 

they were embedded in this striped color.I don’t know Sanskrit or Tibetan or 

am going to carve things in rocks, but in a way this cycle of these eight 

paintings was my expression of the life cycle, and that was my prayer. And 

once I did those paintings, that’s what got me to think, well, on these little 

folios I would do the striped—I’d have these stripes on the side. So when I told 

Marla about these paintings, she said, “That’d be great.” So the installation 

was—oh, and then, because courtyard is this wonderful open—I had this little 

sketch of prayer wheels. Prayer wheels, when you enter a shrine or a temple, 

they’re often made out of metal, sometimes rickety wood, and you pat them 

and they spin around just as your prayer goes off to heaven, let’s say. Usually, 

you circumambulate an area before you enter, and this courtyard was a 

circumambulation.So I took my little drawing and I scanned it and blew it up to 

12 inches by 150 feet, and David Lowe — is he still there? David, the installer 

at the Fowler, he was terrific. It ran all across the entire courtyard, where these 

prayer wheels—see? And then the Mani Wall paintings were interspersed. 

Then it turned out that the shape of this, 9 inches by 20 inches, is more or less 

the same as a format for a panoramic photograph. So Macduff had photographs 

of the places that Sienna wrote about interspersed with these eight paintings. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, what a good idea. 

HEEBNER 

So the whole show was this cool kind of family thing. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, from the poems to the photographs to the paintings. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. There’s Sienna on a horse in Mustang in a dust storm. 

COLLINGS 
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Wow. 

HEEBNER 

There’s me and Macduff with this dog we found on the road, and that’s us on 

this trail in Mustang, and there’s Sienna looking at the shell. So, yeah, it was a 

really meaningful piece. 

COLLINGS 

Yes, indeed. It brings together all the pieces of your life. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. It’s a really special book for me. And we tried to get this—the Fowler 

didn’t have the budget or whatever to travel this show. We were hoping it 

would get hobbled on, connected to The Missing Peace show. It’s so odd. I 

don’t know how it happens, but I now realize how hard it is to have a show 

travel. I mean, I had all the components. Marla gave me all the signage, 

everything. It’s a boxed-and-ready show, and I haven’t been able to get it 

anywhere. I mean, since then, the paintings have—I have enough. I have some 

of them, but—and the book’s gone, but it would have been nice to repeat that 

again. 

COLLINGS 

Absolutely. 

HEEBNER 

But nevertheless, to have that courtyard was just so perfect, and the space, I 

hadn’t thought of the prayer wheels as being part of it all until I looked at the 

space and went, “Ooh, what if we did this?” 

COLLINGS 

Once again, that’s kind of like that sculptural thinking that you have had. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. So it was a wonderful way of celebrating that trip. 

COLLINGS 

Well, I could of sort of think that in a way once you had done this piece, it 

might even be hard to move on to something else. Did you face any kind of 
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problem like that? I mean, this has a certain sort of completeness about it from 

an autobiographical standpoint. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I’m just trying to remember what book I did after this. Let me go— 

COLLINGS 

I’ll just pause for a second. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Just turn on here. So you were going to say something about the paper for 

Sacred Geography. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. When I was making the paper at Dieu Donné, and it was a multistep 

process where I made the sheets and then I pulp-painted them, Sienna happened 

to be in New York at the same time doing a fundraiser for her nonprofit called 

Dropka. And Gyatso, again the king’s physician and our guide, was there to 

make a presentation. So they came and visited me when I was working, and I 

had my big rubber apron on and my Wellies, and I was sloshing around in 

water and painting and pulp-painting and spraying. Gyatso looked at Sienna 

and just mumbled something to her, and she just started cracking up. And I 

said, “What did he say? What did he say? What did he say?” She goes, “He’s 

trying to be polite, and he’s saying, ‘Your mother is a very wise person and she 

works very hard, but in Nepal we buy paper.’” [laughter] So I thought that was 

really funny. And I think I have a picture here, yes, of making the paper. So I 

would sort of do three up and then paint and then spray and do the dissolution. 

COLLINGS 

The whole process of making the paper actually looks—I think we’ve talked 

about this before—very meditative and a lot of fun as well. 

HEEBNER 

It’s a lot of fun. There’s my idea. This is in the studio just kind of setting it up, 

and there’s the book [looking at photo]. Oh, and I did do a special edition of 

this chapbook, the reader’s copy, which I made a little slit, a little envelope 

sleeve that I put two watercolors. This has the original prayer wheel drawing, a 

print of it, and then an original watercolor, and then this is Boudha, the 

Buddha’s, the empty drinking cup [begging bowl], upside down and right side 
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up. And I put the couplet from “We are beggars and pilgrims both, this time 

round. Feet shuffle along the walk, walk saffron sunset down.” So that was sort 

of an additional separate version of the chapbook. It was a really satisfying 

project, and I really was happy to honor Sienna’s writing and honor that 

experience and all that happened, and it was really terrific. And it’s interesting 

that it was bracketed by two books by other poets. Right before going to Nepal, 

I worked with Michael Hannon, the California poet, and right after this worked 

with Clayton Eshelman, who lives in Michigan, and he’s a translator of Spanish 

and French and is a poet. 

COLLINGS 

So this is sort of a subgenre of these three books. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I mean, most of the books, I think I’ve written the text. I mean, I’ve used 

it as a vehicle to combine my words and images. But there are books: Michael 

Hannon, Clayton Eshelman, Sienna Craig, and then Pablo Neruda and William 

Shakespeare. [laughter] Oh, them. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

So those are the other writers I’ve worked with. So that’s been quite wonderful. 

But you’re right when you mention that this seems so complete a book and art 

project, how could you do anything after that? I was kind of at a stopping point 

for that. Working with someone else’s material, it just happened upon me. This 

Sacred Geography book was a long time in the making and the conceiving of it, 

and, again, it was ten years between actually going in ’94 to when the book 

came out in the beginning of ’05. So it really was a journey. I wanted to be 

careful with how I figured out how to do it. And so the first book that came 

before this, Michael Hannon’s a wonderful poet and he has worked with 

William Wylie, the artist. He’s worked with Carolee Campbell of Ninja Press 

and Harry and Sandra of Turkey Press, Harry and Sandra Reese. And with me, 

I had had a show up in—he lives in Los Osos, and it was in the Cuesta College 

that was up there, and I was showing some of my paintings, and the show was 

called Bridging Time. He came to the opening and we had met, and then he 

started visiting my studio, and he kept looking around going, “God, these are 
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cool.” Then he would tease me and say, “Well, I’m a real painter,” and he 

painted houses. [laughs] He was just charming, just a really lovely man, still is. 

So a friendship struck up, and he’d often come to my studio bearing a poem or 

two and sort of put it down on my desk, and we’d talk and visit and maybe 

have lunch, and he’d leave. And at one point, I said, “What are you doing with 

these wonderful poems?” And he said, “Well, it’s a collection I call Seeking the 

Open Heart. And I didn’t know then, but I know now, that he’s published 

several iterations of this collection of poems, Seeking the Open Heart. This was 

in 2002. I should probably get the book. Let me go get it. 

COLLINGS 

Let me pause. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. We’re back on. 

HEEBNER 

So Michael would bring these poems, and it was from a collection that he 

called "Seeking the Open Heart", and I wanted to put this into a book. It was 

the first bound book I’d ever done. 

COLLINGS 

That’s right. That’s right. 

HEEBNER 

I usually do things in a folio style. I mean, my style is a lot looser. And it was 

John Balkwill who suggested that we do a book that wasn’t so elaborate, that 

wasn’t so huge, and this came right—when did it come? Oh, it came right after 

the Pablo Neruda book. So that was huge and elaborate, and god, it took 

forever, and it was really complicated. So he said, “A simple one and also keep 

it under a thousand dollars, maybe.” Like it was more of a— 

COLLINGS 

In terms of the sale price. 

HEEBNER 

The sale price and such. And so Michael simultaneously was bringing me these 

poems, and I thought, well, why don’t we do something with Michael’s poetry. 
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And John had this way of binding called Laguna, which you can see, it’s one 

flat sheet across. 

COLLINGS 

So you don’t have a gutter, then? Is that what it does? 

HEEBNER 

It’s just a fold, but it lays really flat. It’s really a quite beautiful way of 

working, and I’ve used it in subsequent bound books, like up here in Unearthed 

and also in Silent Faces/Angkor, the codex book there. 

COLLINGS 

This is very nice for the one that goes across the gutter. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, across the gutter. 

COLLINGS 

That’s really good. 

HEEBNER 

So I started, and as I have said before, I’m not an illustrator. I’m not good at 

that. I like parallel play. I like when I’ve got some images and I can loosely 

juxtapose them to some writing. To me, there’s more of a spark. It seems more 

vivid, at least for my way of working. Michael’s poems have a lot of imagery 

in them. I’ll read one. [reading] “Sitting above the world, sitting in a twisted 

cedar on the narrow summit ridge, my childhood fear of high places comes 

back to haunt me. An ant goes by with her burden of dust. Dragonflies rattle 

and zoom out over the void. Light and shadow go to work on the moment 

making it pass, showing me its emptiness.” These are wonderful poems. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. Very spare. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. So I did this painting, which then I turned upside down so that it reads 

both ways as if you were aerially above the world. But I had several false starts, 

and then what happened was we went on a trip to Thailand, and it was 

wonderful to be up in Chiang Mai, which is where there’s a lot of papermaking 
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that goes on. We went to this one place and they were making paper for 

umbrellas, making paper umbrellas and other practical, functional objects, mats 

and things like that. And they had this very fluffy, soft unsized paper, which I 

particularly liked, and I wound up buying a bunch of it. I was thinking about 

Michael’s poems when I got back and how sometimes an image in a poem or 

the words in a poem stay with you, and it’s almost like a stain. It’s almost like 

something that seeps into you and just kind of stains, like memory is a stain. So 

I started taking this Chiang Mai paper and loosely pouring water washes on it 

and kind of staining the paper. And I don’t know, it was almost like paper-

toweling, it was so absorbent. Then I turned it over, and some of the stain had 

seeped through and patterns started to happen, and so I started painting. From 

that point on, the originally verso side became the recto side of the painting. I 

put the poems away. I was too stuck on each, this poem, then this poem, this 

poem, and I just thought, “This is driving me nuts. I’m going to put the poems 

away. I’ve read them. I’ve read them. I’ve read them. Leave them be, and let’s 

make some paintings and see what happens.” So I did this series of paintings. 

This one’s called “Scripture.” “The winter surf’s mantra has swollen to a steady 

roar. The sky is attenuated, opaque, and hard as a diamond. This hardness 

illumines me.” That’s part of the poem. And I had this sort of rolling, almost 

surf wave water kind of thing that started to happen, and so I let that happen. 

This is a poem called “Love’s Body.” Clearly that’s a horizontal figure, but 

abstract in its way. So in a way, they’re correspondent and they’re not deeply 

illustrative. And the layout for the book, I again wanted the paintings to exist 

independent and the poems to exist independent. 

COLLINGS 

I like this correspondent but not illustrative. I think that’s a perfect way of 

putting it. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. So that you can be with the poem and see the words on the paper and not 

be distracted by the image. And then you go to the image, which follows it 

rather than precedes it, so that you kind of bring that image, the word image 

that’s in your mind, and it somehow falls on to these. Anyway, that was my 

intention. These paintings are maybe three feet by two and a half feet on this sa 

paper, and I took digital images of them and then made these just as digital 

prints. This is where I got on that whole— 

COLLINGS 
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Is it an artist book because it’s a digital print. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, Yes, giclée or iris or whatever those horrible edition of four thousand, 

those things exist, but so do really bad photographs and really awful paintings. 

It’s a tool, and the inks and such had gotten to a point where they were as good 

as a photograph, as a color photograph. And because I did exactly what I 

wanted to do on the paintings, including incorporate the edge, which is very 

important to me, so that it feels like it’s just sitting. 

COLLINGS 

Yes, the kind of serrated or— 

HEEBNER 

The deckle of the edge. 

COLLINGS 

Deckle of the edge, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. That I wanted as clear a production as possible to convey some sense of 

the painting. So sometimes I’ll take, like with the Iceland book, very abstract—

I’ll take the printed image and then paint over it so that each—and the same 

with Unearthed. I’ll paint over the digital image. Or with Full Lotus, I’ve drawn 

in graphite and painted in watercolor over the images to do something. But in 

this case, it just seemed that the only thing I wanted to do was just write the 

title of the poem and keep it as simple and minimal as possible. 

COLLINGS 

Now, is this the book that you had trouble placing with artist books, special 

collections, because it was the laser printing? You had mentioned that earlier. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, I’ve had trouble with that. 

COLLINGS 

All along. 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah. I mean, now not so much. People are accepting that it’s a viable medium. 

But yeah, this one, like Joshua Heller liked the fact that I would embellish a 

printed image, and yet if there’s no intention other than somebody else is telling 

me that this isn’t right and so you’d better fiddle with it— 

COLLINGS 

It doesn’t fit the convention. Therefore, add some chalk around the edges. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. That seems disingenuous to me. You know, this isn’t what this book is 

about. What I did do was alter the image like all of the paintings are this size, 

but you’ll notice a couple of them, the first frontispiece that I stretched, I 

digitally stretched this image. 

COLLINGS 

Ah! 

HEEBNER 

I mean, the actual painting is the same format side, but I manipulated the image 

digitally because I liked it that way. 

COLLINGS 

I like it too. 

HEEBNER 

The other one I did was this wonderful poem, this cheerful poem called “Lord 

and Master.” There’s this big splash. [reading] “A young red dog leaps into the 

dazzling bay, strength and joy made manifest. Another animal stands on the 

shore throwing a stick out, the same stick over and over again.” [laughter] And 

I just wanted this big splash. So that was a way of taking the painting and 

manipulating it to sort of give some variety to the format. And then this is the 

last piece, “Divided Self.” 

COLLINGS 

I think this is really delightful. 

HEEBNER 

And during the time we were doing this, my dad was sick and he passed away. 
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COLLINGS 

I’m sorry. 

HEEBNER 

And that was really hard. And Michael’s dedication is really nice. [reading] 

“On their way to emptiness and silence, these poems are fortunate to have 

found the company of Mary Heebner’s images, in which the inexpressible can 

be understood as music. This version of things is for Mary’s dad.” 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s lovely. 

HEEBNER 

Isn’t that nice? 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

And I wrote, “Only after listening over and again to the rhythm in Michael’s 

poetry could I begin to paint. As a reedman who had also recorded countless 

musicians, my dad, Walter Heebner, used to tell me this: To find a rhythm, you 

had to listen to the space in between the notes. These images are in memory of 

him.” Daddy. So, yeah. It was a— 

COLLINGS 

This is another very personal project. 

HEEBNER 

I know. There I go again. Yes, they are. Yeah. I wanted that the rhythm in the 

painting, and I wanted—the [cover] surface is taking metallic or acrylic paints, 

copper and silver and then Payne’s gray-blue and combing through it and 

making this paste-painted design that has a luminosity and also, hopefully, 

some kind of sense of rhythm and movement. I hadn’t thought of it at the time, 

but also the discs of a record, the groves in a record. It’s kind of fun. 

COLLINGS 

The grooves. Yes, indeed. 
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HEEBNER 

And then little touches like saffron on the [headband] edge and bookcloth. I 

think it’s a really nicely made book. 

COLLINGS 

It’s beautiful. 

HEEBNER 

It wasn’t a very successful book in terms of—I thought it would be, because it 

was approachable, it was a more affordable price, and it was a book. It didn’t 

have these—that would be something that would—and— 

COLLINGS 

But you were finding that your regular buyers weren’t interested in it? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. They wanted—I mean, it’s, again, in nice collections. You 

see San Diego and several private collections, and the Getty has it, not the 

Villa, the Getty Research center [The British Library, USF, Swarthmore]. But it 

was an interesting thing and it made me think, okay, if I’m doing this artist 

book thing, how much do I take in from people’s opinions who I respect, like 

Joshua saying, “Do something,” but— 

COLLINGS 

Saying, “I can’t really move this.” 

HEEBNER 

Yes, and John saying, “Let’s do something that’s less involved and at the same 

time elegant and beautiful and the binding is really nice.” And I realized that 

there’s something about what I do that sometimes feels confined when it’s got 

this form, this bound form of a book. 

COLLINGS 

Especially when you’re making an edition of x amount, because that presumes 

that you will be placing those. If you’re just making one, then it’s an obvious 

art object. 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

But if you’re making an edition of—how many was this edition? 

HEEBNER 

I’m just going to look. It’s more than I’ve—that was the other thing I thought. 

Yeah, seventy copies. 

COLLINGS 

So you’re not making them all to keep in your home. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And I’ve never made anything of seventy copies. And since this, twenty-

five is the most I make. That’s it. That’s just it. But I really love this book and I 

love Michael’s poems. And, of course, I give Michael several copies of it. 

COLLINGS 

So it brought you to sort of an existential crisis, it sounds like. 

HEEBNER 

A little bit. Like, what am I doing? Then you send out the prospectus and 

you’re doing all this, and I’m realizing it was just as costly to produce this book 

as it was to some of the other books if I don’t count my own labor. And 

obviously on this, John is binding it, so I’m paying the printer. I’m paying the 

binder. We’re working on it together. But it was more out of my hands than my 

other books. 

COLLINGS 

So what did you think, then, after this happened? 

HEEBNER 

I didn’t think any less of the project and certainly loved the poetry, and had an 

exhibit with the book and the original paintings at the Cate School, which is a 

private school in the Santa Barbara area, but it didn’t feel like I owned it as 

much. Yeah, I guess that’s how I have to say it. It didn’t feel like I owned it as 

much.But I’ve also given it to some dear friends, a couple on their wedding and 

someone else, and they just treasure it. So it’s a treasure. It’s a little treasure 

book. So it’s had a different kind of life, and I think that many copies of 



239 

 

something, some book artists, without a doubt, make seventy, eighty, a hundred 

copies of their book and do it, but I kind of decided that in terms of my cost and 

my investment in time and emotional investment in it, I’m spent after—

especially if I’m making books that have handmade paper that I make and all 

that. So after this book came A Sacred Geography: Sonnets of the Himalaya 

and Tibet. So it was nice to honor my dad and have this version of the poems 

and get to know Michael better, who I adore. Also, that period of time from 

2001 till 2008, maybe, was a time of intense travel. We were on the road 

sometimes two hundred days a year. 

COLLINGS 

Gosh. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. So these little steno-pad journals, which I really need to transcribe or do 

something with, are my record of that time. Then I have other journals that 

have layouts for how the book is going to look and diagrams and drawings and 

that kind of thing, and I have all those in boxes. So then came Sacred 

Geography. And bridging that, on the back end of Sacred Geography, was 

running into another poet, Clayton Eshelman. Do we have any more questions? 

Do you have any more questions about Seeking the Open Heart? 

COLLINGS 

I think if we do, we can sort of like come back to them in the context of the 

other. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. Let me go get— 

COLLINGS 

Okay. Let me pause. [recorder turned off] 

HEEBNER 

So on either side of Sacred Geography, on one hand was Michael Hannon and 

then on the other side was Clayton Eshelman doing Deep Thermal, which was 

2006, 2007. This was in contrast to my project with Michael, Michael brought 

me poems and I made images that I thought would correspond with the poems. 

In this, Clayton Eshelman would come and visit my studio, and we met—and 

I’ll tell you the backstory in a minute. He would come, and he was looking at 



240 

 

my paintings and he’d write these poems inspired by the paintings. And I’ve 

learned there’s a word for that. It’s called “ekphrasis.” 

COLLINGS 

So that’s the title. 

HEEBNER 

So this is an ekphrastic exercise. And for me, again, this was a smaller edition, 

twenty-six, and it’s actually a portfolio because that’s how I felt it came to us. 

It was like a correspondence. So it’s very bold. Clayton is very bold. He’s kind 

of a bigger than life—he’s probably in his mid-seventies now, late seventies. 

He has big white tousled hair, and he’s a big fellow. I met him because Jill 

Levine had brought him—she’s a professor of Spanish and Portuguese at 

UCSB, and it was through Jill that I also met Alastair Reid. Clayton had come 

to give a talk, and he was also doing some work with the caves at Lascaux and 

at Chauvet and whatever, and Jill knew about my Lascaux work and thought 

that we would enjoy meeting one another. So after their session with her 

classes, she brought Clayton over to the house, and we talked about the caves 

and we talked about different things, and then he wanted to visit my studio. So 

he visited the studio and saw some of the work that I was doing at the time and 

was taken with it, and he kept sending me these poems that he had done 

reflecting some of the work.So what I did was make this portfolio which is—

this is like fifteen by—no, it’s more than that. It’s probably eighteen by 

fourteen or something like that. I can measure it. We used this Gils Sans 

Condensed, this kind of font. I’m trying to remember what it was. Well, I’ll 

look at the colophon. It’s a beautiful Rives BFK paper, this wonderful clay kind 

of gray color. Clay, Clayton. Anyway, what we did was simply address them as 

if they were— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, what an astonishing blue. 

HEEBNER 

This is from Laguna Salada, and this is the series that I did after visiting the 

high-altitude lakes that border Peru and Chile, up in the Atacama Desert. When 

I went there—about ten thousand feet, and you’re looking down on this area—

around this lake it looked like waves breaking. As we hiked down close to it, 

the soil’s all cracking and crumbly and creechy, you realize it’s salt that’s dried 
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into these wave patterns. And pink flamingos are flying over this blue lagoon. 

It’s insane. It’s just insane. So when I got home, I used actual salt to put on 

these squares of paper and paint, and the salt would absorb the pigment and 

actually alter the surface. I painted a large area—this was like thirty-six by 

forty, maybe—in this intense blue color and then added these eight squares, 

leaving the center ninth square. So again I’m doing that whole idea of grids and 

patterning and overlay. 

COLLINGS 

I mean, it’s just so fascinating how the structuralist impulse and the 

expressionist impulse are— 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I make a grid, and then I go out of the lines. [laughs] That’s what Robert 

Sobieszek said when he came to visit my studio. He goes, “I love this. You 

make this grid and then you completely ignore it.” [laughs] So all of these 

bright blues are where I’ve scratched through and revealed the blue underneath 

the surface. So for this, his poem is titled “The Glacier in the Sky: Mind the Tip 

of It.” It had nothing to do with glaciers or anything, but he’s talking about 

extraterrestrials and dark blue wounds and Tiresias in the sky and “The 

immense dog phallus bends over grinning sleepily, its tongue hanging from its 

crotch.” I mean, these are Clayton’s poems, but that’s what he saw when he 

looked at this picture. 

COLLINGS 

That’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

“When I look again, it’s an infant extending salamander fingers.” So sometimes 

I see what he sees, but it’s also fascinating to me to have somebody look at 

something and completely run with it in another way. I thought, who does that? 

That’s great. So I really felt this was like a gift. Here’s the second Laguna 

Salada. So there’s two Laguna Saladas. This one is, “Eight cubes 

circumambulate a lizard head, the eyes of which are closed, mouth clenched. 

Eight pilgrims, eight hyena clouds spilling into peach like panels of Little 

Nemo in Dreamland 1906, elasticizing according to the dreamer’s needs.” It 

goes on. These are poems that span this eighteen-inch-page laid out. They are 

not short poems. But he brings his world and lays it on my world. 
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COLLINGS 

And in contrast to the Michael Hannon, these precisely are matched up one to 

one. He’s speaking directly to this painting. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. He’s looking at a painting, just like “Ode to a Grecian Urn.” He’s looking 

at an object of art and riffing on it. So this, which is part of the On the Blue 

Shore of Silence, Neruda collection of Isla Negra paintings—and he has 

translated some Neruda—he wrote, “Panther-headed cloud man in orange 

recline. What can you tell me about Neruda’s sleep?” And goes on. “This is the 

panther head, the large man is telling this tale.” And “In Neruda’s sleep, the 

surf rains like sand through impenetrable blue. Light is an echo, stacked shores, 

a perfect wall. He runs his hand across, then reads in palm delta orchard, 

southern cross. He contemplates stepping back into existence, cancer, Pinochet. 

The revolution at best breaks up the ice over the abyss. Awakening, we see a 

partially cleared sky to realize we are still inside this spacious cave of the 

dream.” So that’s in response to Isla Negra Number Seven. So this next one is 

from the Lascaux series. 

COLLINGS 

So did he select which paintings he was going to— 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. He did them. I didn’t do anything. He just would send me these poems, 

having been to my studio, and he visited a few times and looked at what was on 

the wall, and a couple times asked me to send him images, jpegs, of them. He 

said, “I’m working on something. I’m not sure.” And, boom, then I’d get this, 

“Lascaux is muscle tornado funnel.” Yeah. And talking about— 

COLLINGS 

So what if you got a poem that you weren’t happy with? What would happen 

then? 

HEEBNER 

I didn’t edit any of it. There are some poems that I don’t get at all. 

COLLINGS 
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So just wondering what the process was. It’s your painting. He responds to it. 

So going in, the idea was that— 

HEEBNER 

It’s completely—we’re two independent artists. He’s writing. He’s writing in 

response to this. What was very interesting was—and here’s Deep Thermal. 

During this time that this was coming out, I was also losing my studio of almost 

thirty years. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, gosh. 

HEEBNER 

Horrible. And I had this amazing studio. It was two rooms, and in one room—

once I was clearing the studio out and whatever, we thought for the closing 

we’d do a reading. Clayton came down, and I had chairs set up and I had all the 

paintings that he had responded to, and he sat up and did this reading. I can 

show you some pictures of it. I kind of was like Bob Dylan with the cards, the 

cue cards. [laughter] I was standing there with the little image. I mean, it was 

funny. I had one dear, dear friend, Deanna, who came up to me, and she was 

almost in tears and she said, “He doesn’t get your painting. That isn’t what 

you’re painting.” She was really just speechless. And other people came up and 

went, “God, this is fascinating. I saw things in this that I hadn’t.” So people 

have this whole range of reaction to this simple pairing. I didn’t edit his stuff. 

He didn’t edit my stuff. We just stuck it together, and here it is. He writes, “In 

Mary Heebner’s vision, the struggle of two Titans makes up a nebular fury. 

They go at each other as the nature of divided Man. What depths of sorrow do 

we never plumb, as if my question might travel to that point where our 

collective inability to accept dying deign to destroy the Earth.” And this is his 

response to Deep Thermal, which is the painting I just showed you. So he 

brought a lot of thought and care. This is another from that Pangea series. This 

is called The Waterfall. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, it’s beautiful. Which method works better for you, do you think? 

HEEBNER 

They’re so different. 
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COLLINGS 

Yeah, I know. They’re totally different. 

HEEBNER 

They’re so different. 

COLLINGS 

They’re totally different. 

HEEBNER 

And it would be different with different paintings. It would be different with a 

different writer. I mean, it really is this kind of floating experiment. 

COLLINGS 

Well, one of the things I’m really struck by is that there is so much care and 

control of so many of the small production decisions and materials in all of the 

work, and then, bang, we come to this, and the content itself is completely out 

of your hands. It’s a radical departure. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And maybe that was fueled by where I was in time right then, with 

losing the studio and sort of losing control of where I’m working and what, 

having these images that— 

COLLINGS 

And this came directly after—which was the one that came right before it? 

HEEBNER 

Sacred Geography came in—well, actually, there was a break. Sacred 

Geography was 2005. Well, 2006, and this was 2007. 

COLLINGS 

So you come off of this intensely— 

HEEBNER 

Incredibly personal. 

COLLINGS 
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—personal, meaningful, almost like kind of a career-capping piece, and now 

you want to try something new. 

HEEBNER 

And I didn’t know how it would go. I didn’t feel I had any right to say to 

another artist, this doesn’t or this does. 

COLLINGS 

No. That’s not what it’s about in this case. 

HEEBNER 

And I was really curious to see what the pairing would do. Would I look at this 

differently having read this? And on some occasions, yeah. And again, it’s 

almost like an exercise book. It’s more like a portfolio. What Clayton wrote 

from Ypsilanti, Michigan, was, “As a poet, I’ve been working off paintings 

from the Upper Paleolithic to the contemporary for many years. In fact, I am 

forever surprised that I’m a writer and not a painter, as visual imagination is 

such a spiritual provocation. I’m interested in what I see in paintings as well as 

what the paintings see in me. I try, facing works of art, to inhabit a between in 

which a reciprocal distillation can occur. I found in certain Mary Heebner 

watercolors a resonating, psychic stimulation and attempted to improvise on the 

words, narrative nodes, and associational chains they flushed forth.” And I 

wrote, “A number of my paintings and collages inspired Clayton Eshelman to 

write the poems present in this portfolio. Words conjure images, and sometimes 

images leap into words. Thank you, Clayton, for blazing new trails into this 

work. Deep Thermal consists of six signed and numbered pigment prints on 

Somerset velvet paper.” 

COLLINGS 

I just think that’s really interesting that you would head in that direction at that 

juncture. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

But you didn’t do it again. 

HEEBNER 
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No. And the typeface is Spectrum, which I love. I’ve used Spectrum a lot. And 

I thanked Clayton, “For whom this version of these paintings is dedicated, and 

to Suzanne Jill Levine, who intuited that our shared passion for the original 

artists of the Upper Paleolithic might strike a chord of friendship between us.” 

So that’s that. 

COLLINGS 

Interesting project. 

HEEBNER 

So, yeah. Again, it was one of those things where someone approached me, and 

I usually don’t—I’ve had several people approach me saying, “Can I do a book 

with you?” 

COLLINGS 

Oh, is that right? 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And I usually say no, and I just said yes. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, yeah. Try it. 

HEEBNER 

And I thought that was kind of a cool cover, this Deep Thermal, the red. This is 

my copy. It’s kind of broken. But it was, again, an experiment, a way to pull 

out of something, and it was also a way of creating a portfolio of my paintings. 

The selection of paintings I found really interesting. I really liked the paintings 

he selected. So we did that reading, and we constantly are back and forth in 

terms of collaboration. He’s a very prolific writer, and he’s always kindly 

sending me copies of his books, and he’s used my paintings for the cover of 

two books. One is An Alchemist on Fire, in which he used Deep Thermal, and 

then a forthcoming book called Penetralia is using a charcoal drawing—no, it’s 

charcoal and pastel. It’s very dark. It’s one of the Cenote series, which is a deep 

like you’re penetrating into a cave, and there’s a little bit of light in an organic 

shape. So that’s coming out next year, I think. So, yeah. So it’s a fun 

friendship. With mutual friends, when I was in Chile, which I’ll talk about 

when we do Neruda, I was invited to Chile Poesía with two other much more 

prestigious—Adrienne Rich and Rita Dove and me. [laughs] It was marvelous. 
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Adrienne Rich was a friend of Clayton and Caryl. A lot of people have known 

and worked with him, and I find his mind and the way he thinks interesting. 

COLLINGS 

Sure, sure. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. We’re on, and we’re going to lead up to the making of Hamlet, which 

will come next time. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. Well, there’s a woman named Josine Ianco-Starrels, and she started 

what’s now called the Municipal Art Gallery—it used to be called Barnsdall—

on Hollywood Boulevard. 

COLLINGS 

Barnsdall Art Park. 

HEEBNER 

Exactly. And Josine was a curator and well regarded by so many people for so 

many years. The first time I showed her work was [in 1992] out of the back of 

my Chevy Nova station wagon in the parking lot. [laughter] And she was 

absolutely generous in looking at what I was doing and all of that. Well, she 

had been at Barnsdall for many, many years and decided it was time to retire. 

She moved up near her son, or with her son in Oregon, and she retired for about 

twenty minutes. [laughter] Looked around, and there was the Ashland 

Shakespeare Festival and there was Southern Oregon University right there, 

and she decided, “Why don’t I curate a show called Shakespeare as Muse.” So 

she contacted artists that she had worked with in the past or had known, and 

said, “Can you respond to that, Shakespeare as Muse?” And almost every 

single person, much to the testimony to how wonderful Josine is, said, “Oh, I’d 

be happy to.” And I was among those people. So when Josine—I’m just going 

to get the colophon out of here. This is one of my favorite books. When 

Josine—it’s got many layers. Okay. So she said to me, “What does that conjure 

up for you, Shakespeare?” And it was really like out of left field from what I do 

and the things that I’m concerned with earth and pigments and geography and 

antiquity— 

COLLINGS 
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Yeah, a real departure. 

HEEBNER 

—all this stuff. I thought, well, I like to make them stretch, as somebody once 

said to me, this wonderful designer named Paul Tuttle. I was worried about 

whether something got across, and he looked at me and said, “Make ‘em 

stretch.” So I thought, well, I can apply that to myself, and I should stretch a 

little bit. I mean, I did take a Shakespeare class in college with a wonderful 

man named Homer Swander, and I thought, well, let me just look back through 

some of the Shakespeare works and see what I can do. One of the people that—

this was the Schneider Museum of Art in Southern Oregon University in 

Ashland, and there’s a woman who’s a psychotherapist and also a writer, and I 

really respect her judgment, named Laurie Ryavec, and I sort of went through 

talking with her about maybe what would resonate and what wouldn’t. I had 

another friend who said, “Oh, well, pick the comedies. They’re kind of light 

and pretty.” [demonstrates] I just was immediately turned off to that. I mean, I 

wanted to have something with some gravitas to it. And what happened was 

this came right as we were entering—okay. Let me back up a little bit. So I 

agreed to do it, and I thought, well, I’ll make some collages for this. I didn’t 

know the format. I didn’t know anything. But again, that whole way of keeping 

from being literal, I’m not a very good illustrator, I wanted to take something 

that I was already working on and see if there was any way that that could 

resonate with some of the readings that I then went through and was doing of 

Shakespeare. What I had been doing were these small watercolors. Let’s see. 

I’m really mangling this. I was doing these small watercolors. This side here. I 

was doing these small watercolors, and they’re about four inches by ten inches, 

something like that, and they all had lost information, like a bit of script that 

wasn’t quite there or whatever, and that no one—in my imagination, that you 

couldn’t decipher, that it was something that was lost. It was lost information. It 

was gone, but what we had was this artifact. What we had was this object, and 

we had to figure out either what it was or just realize that the key to all of that 

was lost. [telephone interruption] 

HEEBNER 

So I’d made this series of little paintings where I’m scratching into the surface. 

I’m inventing language that’s indecipherable, figures, some of them based on 

ancient forms and whatnot. And what these were, in a way, were a form of 

mourning and working out some real anger and sadness when we were 
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bombing Baghdad and the library and the art galleries and everything, and I 

was so upset that there was so much loss. And then I was consoling myself 

through making these little paintings, thinking, well, of everything in the past, 

from the burning of the library in Alexandria to floods and deluges and war and 

whatever, most of our cultural history is gone, is lost, is completely under the 

surface. We have bits and fragments, and we piece those bits and fragments 

together and kind of invent a story and we call it history. It’s somewhat 

corroborated, but it’s always impartial, and you look at it from one point of 

view or another and you see it differently. So I had this going on, and I thought, 

how can I put that kind of feeling, that kind of energy, and put it to something 

that Shakespeare has written that resonates for me? So I thought of Hamlet, and 

I thought that in Hamlet, in any tragedy, there’s a disconnect between 

something someone’s saying or a way something’s getting manipulated or the 

way somebody’s interpreting something that leads this spiraling down this 

tragedy. 

COLLINGS 

Yes, yes. That’s a wonderful way of putting it. 

HEEBNER 

And so my way of expressing this disconnect was to take this printed word 

matter and covered it with this graphite and tissue, wax-coated graphite tissue 

that’s kind of like a carbon paper. Architects used to use it a lot. They don’t 

anymore. I love this stuff. I glued it down, then pulled it off, then re-glued it, so 

that you see fragments of language, but you don’t know what it is. So there’s a 

disconnect. Then on this side came this triptych layout. On this side, I took a 

passage from Shakespeare and scratched it very crudely into the surface of the 

paper. So in other words, from all this that we don’t know at all, we’ve 

constructed at least this little bit, this that remains. So that was my impetus. Let 

me put this over here. That was my way of beginning this project. When I—

sorry. This is going to be great on the tape recorder, Sorry. So what my artist 

note was, was, “The series of prints that form the body of this project began as 

collage paintings on paper. My images are an attempt to conjure an emotional 

response to Shakespeare’s play, Hamlet. Although this is a play about a son and 

his father, I was drawn to the characters of Gertrude and Ophelia, through 

whom much of the play’s conflicts and emotional energy are reflected. I made 

paintings, palimpsests of sorts, by covering over previously printed text and 

then scraping back into the surface, leaving one to puzzle out meaning from 
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fragments. In Hamlet, as fragments of vital information are lost, manipulated, 

or misinterpreted, the dark heart of tragedy is revealed.” So I made six collages 

in this triptych format, in which I took these paintings that had nothing to do 

with Hamlet, you know. They were about my sense of trying to come to terms 

with this loss that I had felt and juxtapose them with Shakespeare’s writing. 

And then all of a sudden, this became Horatio or that there was something that 

magically happened when you put together these words of your choosing with 

images. It just occurred to me that Clayton put words of his— 

COLLINGS 

I was exactly thinking that. 

HEEBNER 

—with my images, and it’s like, damn— 

COLLINGS 

There’s a synergy. 

HEEBNER 

—there is something interesting, and until just this moment was when I thought 

that. So that’s what I did.And Josine, it was interesting. She had hoped that I 

would make a whole artist’s book, and the timeline was like six months. It’s 

like, “Well, no. I don’t even know what I’m doing here yet. I’ve just got to 

figure this out.” 

COLLINGS 

Where would that book have been—would it have been part of an exhibit? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, the Shakespeare’s Muse exhibit. And what was exhibited were six pieces 

that I took. I didn’t take—like I did do the soliloquy “To be or not to be,” but I 

didn’t do many of the other soliloquies. They were different parts of the play 

that connected in some way to some of the images that I had, because I had this 

little pile of these paintings. There’s two of them right there. So I let that rest 

for quite a while. The show was in—let me see. When did I do Shakespeare? 

When did I do Hamlet? 2008. So it must have been—I think the show was in 

2005, 2006. And I had these and I kept going back to it, and I kept feeling kind 

of intimidated “Who am I to do Shakespeare?” 



251 

 

COLLINGS 

Everybody does Shakespeare. What are you talking about? [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

Well, I know. But do it well. So I remember going up to Special Collections 

and looking at the Leonard Baskin. I think he did Titus Andronicus. I was 

looking at a lot of—I remember Julie Taymor saying if Shakespeare was alive 

today, he’d make film, because you could get close up and you can convey all 

kinds of emotional tension through just a look or whatever. If you’re sitting on 

a big large stage and you’re shouting, you don’t really have the nuance that you 

can have with film. Her film Titus Andronicus I think is a masterpiece. So I 

started looking at a lot of—and reading and just sort of immersing myself in 

Hamlet, and trying to get up the nerve to think maybe I could. So I kept making 

more of these triptychs, these pieces. Then at one point, it was like, “Okay, 

Heebner. Sink or swim. Make the book. Figure out how to make the book.” So 

usually, again I am impetuous, an impetuous Aries, and if I was assembling a 

lamp, I would screw the light bulb in first. 

COLLINGS 

And plug it in? [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. So it’s like, “Go on. Now. I need it. Let’s go.” [laughs] So I booked 

some time at Dieu Donné, decided I want to do something with watermarks and 

something with stencils, I think. I mean, I just had all these random things I 

wanted to do, and I was thinking of Hamlet, and I had no idea how this was all 

going to come about. So the first thing I did was make some watermarks, and 

this little one, that’s Ophelia. Can you see her? 

COLLINGS 

Oh, yes, yes. 

HEEBNER 

So that was my first experiment with a watermark, and I used that for the artist 

note, but I also used this drawing for part of this outer chemise. I had decided 

that these would be a series of folios and that I would have them loose within a 

chemise. When I started to make the chemise—let me deconstruct this—I made 

a two-sided piece of paper. On one side is this very gritty flax-gray surface, and 
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then we on top of that couched this red, and I mixed the red. I wanted it to be 

blood-red, really wanted it to be deep. On this side there was a stencil in which 

I cut out this enlarged image that was from the watermark of Ophelia and 

spooned black pigment into it, and this was going to be the cover, red on the 

outside. And bless his heart, Joshua Heller, when I’m telling him this and I’m 

showing him, he goes, “Mary, this is a play about a father and a son. It’s 

somber.” [laughs] And he just snaps me back into reality in such a wonderful 

way. “Don’t be so stupid!” So I realized this was way overblown. This wasn’t 

about Ophelia, that the red was too shocking on the outside, and it would be 

much more successful—and I thought, “I know what I’m going to do. Turn it 

inside out.” Where I cut off Ophelia, I just cut her off. She’s gone. Sorry, 

Ophelia. 

COLLINGS 

Bye, Ophelia. [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

I folded the red, that raw edge twice, and what that did was it looks like a flat 

line and it also is a handle. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, yes. 

HEEBNER 

So all I needed was a little spanking from Joshua, just a little wakeup call, the 

Zen tap on the shoulder, kind of, and realize, okay, this was delicate and subtle. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. The almost invisible watermark of Ophelia. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, exactly. And that’s taken from that triptych right there, that drawing. So 

then things started falling into place. I made the artist note paper. This is out of 

an abaca, just a very simple sheet of paper. I made this second watermark, 

which is the—basically, there’s twenty folios, and so this would be the twenty-

first, in a way, and it just says “H-a-m-l-e-t.” I was going to use this for the 

colophon, and then I thought this is so beautiful, just the “Hamlet.” 

COLLINGS 
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Yeah. Just that watermark sort of disappears. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. So I had a dream and I just remembered that, “Now cracks a noble heart. 

Goodnight, sweet prince,” and I just put that there, and I thought that’s all we 

need. That’s all she wrote. “And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.” So 

those were the two sheets of handmade paper that— 

COLLINGS 

It feels very funereal. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, with that almost—it might even be Trajan, just that— 

COLLINGS 

Like a tombstone. 

HEEBNER 

Yes, yes, exactly. So the frontispiece and this both have watermarks. Then I 

decided that the title page would be a combination in which I used the idea of 

stenciling where I cut out H-a-m-l-e-t and spooned black pigment, and then 

pulp-painted just like a dark northern European storm, gloom, this kind of 

unsettled grayness and storminess. So each title page is different, is 

individually pulp-painted. And I put the “Eye” because this is an artist 

interpretation of the classic text. So this is just my interpretation. Then as this is 

building and I’m figuring, well, how am I going to protect these prints and how 

am I going to make this work, I used the actual paintings, the collage paintings, 

as if they were a template or as if they were a plate, and printed off these 

exactly-the-same-size images of that triptych collage. There are a couple 

touches that I really liked. On the original collages, I paint—this book got 

really complicated. I think after doing those two simple ones, it was like, okay, 

I’m back in business. I painted gold around the edges of these, and I just kind 

of wanted that little bit of decorative— 

COLLINGS 

Almost like an illuminated manuscript. 

HEEBNER 
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Exactly. Exactly. So for this it was important to me that that come across, and 

so we did that and toned the paper. See, it’s really quite bright, but I toned even 

the outside so that it has that more somber—and the images, again, most of 

these, except for toward the end when I realized I’d left out some major 

soliloquies, and I should probably do them, were images, again, that I had made 

before. This is from an ancient Sumerian figure with some—who knows what 

that is. Again, that sense that you can’t read and understand what it is, and I 

paired that with “Sometime sister, now our queen, jointress of this warlike 

state, taken to wife.” This is when Claudius is announcing that he’s—not 

Claudius. Yeah, Claudius is announcing that he’s marrying Ophelia—I mean—

god, I am tired. When Claudius is marrying Gertrude.Each of these is just a 

kozo paper wrapper, and what we did was printed the text over this center area 

which is all obliterated. And the skull with the honeysuckle motif— I call it my 

skullsuckle. In the second quarto, there’s a frontispiece. It’s just beautiful, and 

it’s got these honeysuckle drawings and stuff. So I drew those honeysuckles 

and then drew a skull, and that was an allusion to Yorick and also to the 

existential nature of the play, and that became the kind of theme that is printed 

on the front of the book and all through it. So that’s the plate that we used for 

that. This is “O, that too, too solid flesh would melt. Frailty, thy name is 

woman,” and have this picture of this soft figure. And this is act one, scene 

three, and this is Laertes saying, basically, to Ophelia, “You know, watch out 

for this guy. He might love you now. Perhaps he loves you now, but—.” And I 

had this image of a figure with her backed turned. I thought, well, how perfect 

is that? She’s definitely not listening to her older brother. I also thought this 

would be such an interesting project to take and project for actors. If you had a 

proscenium—and this is arranged in this triptych fashion, almost like a 

proscenium of a stage—and you had an actor, if this is projected, this figure 

with her back turned, and then just kind of coming out of that and then playing 

the part, I would love to do something with a theater company with these 

images. 

COLLINGS 

That’s a great idea. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And each ones gets—this is when Hamlet is confronting the ghost and 

he’s deciding to go, and I had this sort of rearing animal kind of figure here, 

and he’s talking about “My fate cries out. It makes each petty artery in this 
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body as hardy as the Nemean lion’s nerve.” So these almost look leonine. This 

is the fragment there. So all of these are just little original paintings done on the 

spot. 

COLLINGS 

So as you were saying, it’s almost as if you’re now taking the Clayton role, 

where you’re bringing visual interpretations to bear vis-à-vis— 

HEEBNER 

The words. 

COLLINGS 

—the words. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. This was a figure where there’s a face sort of staring at you, 

and they’re these strange eyes. I don’t know what I was channeling when I was 

making these little paintings. They’re bizarre. But this worked so well with 

Ophelia talking to her father Polonious saying, “He looked at me and then he 

backed out of the room. He stared at me as if he would draw me, and then he 

just backed out of the room.” So I put that face, and then this tunnel where he’s 

going into this tunnel, he’s backing out. So that was the logic behind that one. 

And then here is this beautiful love letter that Polonious intercepts between—

“The celestial and my soul’s idol, the most beautified Ophelia and her excellent 

white bosom.” And again I had this painting. This wasn’t made for Hamlet, but 

it was a painting about a snake and a figure, and it works. In this, Rosencrantz 

and Guildenstern are riffing about fate and what fortune is. Hamlet has a whole 

bunch of reference to fortune and fate, and in this, fortune is a whore. And 

there’s all these allusions to the favors in her middle and her privates, and this 

strange creature is fortune. [laughs] And it just sort of come in on the wind. 

These are my thumbprints and this masked kind of figure, and these are getting 

darker and more obliterated in the middle. This is “What a piece of work is 

man,” and this is based very loosely on a sketch I did of the Charioteer of 

Mozia when we were on the island of Mozia off of the west coast of Sicily. The 

Charioteer is one of the most gorgeous sculptures in the world. It was at the 

Getty Villa. I don’t know if you saw the Sicily exhibition— 

COLLINGS 
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No, I didn’t. 

HEEBNER 

—but the Charioteer, oh, my god, this diaphanous cloth just carved with these 

lines that follow the contour of this gorgeous figure. But I saw it in Mozia. 

Then this is “The play’s the thing which will catch the conscience of the king,” 

and I have this stag image, a Lascaux kind of image of a stag, and I thought 

catching the conscience. Then I took the contour of the stag itself, and it looked 

like a curtain of a stage, because the play’s the thing we’re talking about. And 

then “To be or not to be.” And this is where I got the idea for the skull. In this, I 

want Hamlet to be almost—I mean, he’s at his real existential moment, and 

he’s diminished and he’s pondering and he’s small. He’s not grand and big. So 

these are getting darker and grayer. And this little drawing of the skull is what 

became the motif that runs through everything was this—I don’t know, that 

he’s sort of facing the skull and questioning.This is Claudius behind this 

strange, ancient sculpture of a goddess figure, and Horatio, who is “Not a pipe 

for fortune’s finger, to sound what stop she please.” This is his true good 

friend, and there’s clarity to him, and so the text here is clearer and more 

readable. When Hamlet confronts Gertrude, his mother, and she’s accosted by 

him and he says, “Peace. Sit you down. Let me wring your heart,” I had this 

drawing of this almost strange braided DNA thing with this eye and this 

backward, and it starts looking like Blake or some kind of illumined nightmare. 

And again I’ve got to repeat these were made before ever thinking of doing 

Hamlet, but they work. So I don’t know what it is. I don’t know exactly what it 

is that my method is, but when I’m too literal and I have to just—it’s better if 

there’s some distance between me and the text, or have the image come first 

and then pair it with the text. And because I do a lot of things with female form, 

there were more images which made sense that, okay, well, let’s take this from 

Gertrude and Ophelia’s point of view and pull out those kind of phrases. And in 

here, Gertrude is a mother. “Gentle son, heat of thy distemper sprinkle cool 

patience,” and I have this sort of almost mothering theme. Then when she 

finally gets it, “You have cleft my heart in twain.” And there’s these. These 

were just two thumbprints with a drawing of a candle or something, and this is 

the most minimal one. The last three are Ophelia going mad and Laertes 

confronting her, and now it’s getting really dark, really dark. “O heat, dry up 

my brain.” And he sees her, and she’s kind of mad, and everything, everything 

about this is dark. And again there’s there’s these strange notations that we 

don’t know what they are. Then her scene where she’s saying, “There’s fennel 
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for you and columbines,” and there’s this primeval almost primitive plant form, 

life, light form early here, and then this is like the fleur de mal. I mean, it’s 

dark. It’s dark indigo, and the flowers are bright and almost neon weirdness, 

like minerals when they get lit up in a lightbox. So this is when she drowns. I 

had this painting where there were concentric circles as if they were counting 

numbers. Another lucky thing, when I lay this graphite wax paper, it makes 

creases and such, and it just completely went with that line right there. It’s like, 

okay. Then the penultimate one is, “You should have been Hamlet’s wife. This 

should be a bride-bed, not a grave, and I shouldn’t be strewing flowers on your 

grave.” This gets to be more illumined. There’s sort of this sense of 

illumination that happens. Then the last one is when she realizes she’s been 

poisoned, and so that’s the last one of the twenty. And then I thought, oh, you 

know what? I can’t leave this yet. I have to do the whole play. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Oh, gosh. 

HEEBNER 

Crazy. So what I did was the whole play, which is—where did I put it? Oh, 

here it is. Now, what I did was, this is an Amate paper. It’s a pounded-bark 

paper that’s stamped and it’s hand-stitched, and I wanted it to be like, “Here’s 

your script, actor. Go learn your script.” It’s the entire play, printed letterpress. 

John Balkwill did a yeoman’s job on this. I mean, this is Centaur ten-point or 

something. It’s really beautifully done. I thought, how am I going to link this to 

the folios, had another dream, and thought, oh, these are like there’s the fifth 

folio, and you can go and it’s marked on the back which one it is. So that way 

you know the whole passage from which I take it. But it still wasn’t enough. I 

thought, okay, nobody wants to file through that again. I’ll make a key. 

COLLINGS 

Ah! It’s a visual index. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. 

COLLINGS 

What a fascinating idea. 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah. Well, I had a good dream that night. 

COLLINGS 

Index of folios, and it’s all images. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. So these are all the images. You can reference them. And also if this is 

ever exhibited, which I hope it will be, this would be a wonderful poster. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

So that’s Hamlet, and this is it. So this rests inside right with the colophon, and 

I can tell you that we used Centaur typeface. The clamshell box is built by John 

Balkwill, with a red leather spine stamped in gold, and it’s lined with a mohair. 

I used Cave paper on the cover and debossed the skull motif. The letterpress 

text is hand-sewn with Amate paper cover. The source for the text is the Globe 

edition of The Works of William Shakespeare that’s electronically available 

through the University of Virginia Library. 

COLLINGS 

A wonderful interaction with the classics, and I think you had every right to do 

it. 

HEEBNER 

Well, thank you. Well, it scared me. I mean, I guess I shouldn’t be so scared of 

all the big—the three Willies: Faulkner, Shakespeare, or whoever [Yeats]. But 

it felt complete once I had done the whole play. 

COLLINGS 

Well, it’s almost like saying, “What I am doing is book arts and I’m interacting 

with seminal work.” So it’s sort of planting yourself very fully in the arena, I 

would think. 

HEEBNER 

Well, jump with both feet in, see what happens. [laughs] So this fits—I mean 

this folds in two-thirds and then one-third, and it fits snugly in here, and then 

this covers over like this. 
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COLLINGS 

Once again, this really interesting way that the boxes, the clamshell boxes and 

the construction, it really echoes Japanese design and culture with some of the 

paper materials. It just seems like Japanese arts are a very important element of 

what we know of book arts. 

HEEBNER 

Sure. And also the meticulous care and the way each component, whether it’s 

seen or not seen. With Japan, it’s almost like you enter into Japan. Donald 

Richie had this wonderful essay about Japan in which you enter, like through 

the Torii Gate, you enter a house, and there’s elements of the outside that are 

brought to the inside and the inside that are brought to the outside, and that all 

of the nature that you see has all been manipulated so that you can see nature. 

So it’s completely anthropomorphized and yet it allows you to see it. So I think 

a beautiful form or something that’s constructed to allow you to see it and in 

the simplest way you can, I really think that it’s important to pare something 

down to the simplest possible, to get rid of as much as possible, just like I had 

to get rid of Ophelia because it was completely oversized and inappropriate. 

And then once I did, it just made sense to turn this inside out, which is actually 

perfectly right that it starts—this is like an onion. It peels in one layer and then 

the next, and then there’s another layer underneath, and it unfolds, and there’s a 

rhythm to it. 

COLLINGS 

Right. Right. Exactly. 

HEEBNER 

I mean, John is masterful. I mean, he’s a wonderful printer, and he hates 

building clamshell boxes. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Does he? 

HEEBNER 

He’s so good at them. I did Old Marks, New Marks, and that was it for me. 

They’re so hard. 

COLLINGS 
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But you’re so right about the idea of a rhythm. You open the box, you 

investigate the folios, and there’s a clear narrative, a clear rhythm, a clear 

timeline. So it’s very theatrical in that respect. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Yeah, just like a play unfolds. 

COLLINGS 

Right. And the folios themselves are triptychs, which sort of suggest act one, 

act two, and act three. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And then the watermarks, I think, here work because Ophelia’s sort of 

this ethereal kind of being. Then the Hamlet, it conjures up the ghost and his 

presence and his absence. So I think it was a good use of that process. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, very much so. 

HEEBNER 

So it took five years, four years, something like that. 

COLLINGS 

Gosh. 

HEEBNER 

And it was funny, I was deep into this as I was losing my studio, and also my 

husband had a knee replacement that went bad, and he was sick and laid up 

with no knee in a hospital bed in our house. I was giving him IV drips and 

shooting him in the stomach. I mean, this horrible year, horrible year. He’d take 

a nap or be off, and I, “Oh, I can go work on Hamlet.” The gloomiest, most 

dismal play in the world, but I was like, “Oh, I can go work on Hamlet.” 

[laughs] Oh, dear. And here’s another occasion in which the pigment print is 

exactly what I wanted. The only thing I manipulated was the border around it. I 

made it a creamier color rather than that stark white, but you needed the stark 

white to get the color veracity that was the closest to the actual original 

painting. And I’m not going to draw over that for some dumb reason that 

somebody randomly says— 
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COLLINGS 

Says this is not an artist book because it’s printed in using a machine process. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. You tell me any photographer today who’s rarely—you know you can’t 

even get film for a darkroom. They’re all printing stuff digitally, all of them. 

And, no, it doesn’t come out of the paper with the chemicals. It’s ink that’s laid 

on. It is different, but that’s what it is. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. That’s an interesting distinction. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And I like, I actually like taking really ancient, old, time-consuming, you 

know, like making paper or, one by one, drawing these and combining that with 

technology, and saying but then this serves my purpose. I mean, that’s what 

artists do. You don’t take red, yellow, blue and make all your colors. You just 

don’t. You take what’s close and then you adjust it. Well, why not use 

something if it’s going to work, if it’s going to make something work. As long 

as it’s—I mean, there’s things about permanence that are important to me, even 

though I talked about impermanence earlier today. [laughs] I don’t want to go 

through all this work and time and use shoddy materials or things that are going 

to fade. So I’m really careful about that. That’s important to me. 

COLLINGS 

Of course. 

HEEBNER 

But for some artists it’s not. 

COLLINGS 

The notion of the ephemeral and— 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. So for me, it is. 

COLLINGS 

Well, shall we leave it there for today? 
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HEEBNER 

Let’s leave it there, and we did it. It’s 12:57. [End of January 14, 2014 

interview] 

1.4.2. Session Six (January 23, 2014) 

COLLINGS 

Okay. So we are on. Today is January 23, 2014, Jane Collings interviewing 

Mary Heebner in her studio in Santa Barbara. And just as a little recap, we 

talked about Hamlet, Seeking the Open Heart, Deep Thermal, and A Sacred 

Geography last time and the dynamics of collaboration in those pieces. So that 

was kind of a segment on collaboration in a way. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. 

COLLINGS 

And we also talked about the issues of the interface between your work and the 

book arts world and the rules concerning materials and procedures and how you 

work with and around those and the definitions that you work with and against. 

I just wanted to note that I was drawn to notice how structuralism and 

expressionism are always sort of brought together in your work, and I was also 

thinking that the book form itself, even with the departures that you take in the 

sense that these are artist books, brings a structuralist element to the work as 

well as providing a space for your sculptural vision. So with that said, let’s 

begin talking about On the Blue Shore of Silence, 2001, as I understand, and 

how that all came to be. It sounds like there’s a wonderful story behind that 

book. 

HEEBNER 

There’s a wonderful story behind the book, and just like waves on the shore, 

it’s the book that keeps giving. It had given me so much. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s so interesting, because it’s called On the Blue Shore [Of Silence], so 

precisely this notion of the waves breaking on the shore. 

HEEBNER 
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Yes. And actually, the actual paintings that preceded the book came from spilt 

paint. It was a complete accident, jetlag and clumsiness, having been in Chile, 

and this was, I think, my third or fourth trip to Chile. The first time was for an 

assignment that I pitched to Travel Holiday magazine, good seafood, good 

beaches, good wine, and basically the same temperatures and climate and 

ambiance that from Carmel to Santa Barbara perhaps would have, this area of 

Chile. So that was my very first feature story. And then each time we had gone 

to Chile, we’d visit at least one of the three houses that Pablo Neruda had built. 

He built them at different stages in his life. The one in Santiago was called La 

Chascona, which means “the tousled one,” one with tousled hair, and it had a 

gorgeous library and meandering steps and a circular little staircase going 

down, and that’s right now is where the Neruda Foundation, Fundación Neruda, 

keeps its offices. The one in Valparaiso is called La Sebastiana , and then 

there’s Isla Negra, which in nineteen—let me see. What was it, 1930? At some 

point, Neruda went to—in 1938, he was thirty-four and he traveled on 

horseback to a small fishing village. There was a natural barrier of black 

granitic or basaltic rock, and there was a man named Don Eladio Sobrino, who 

sold him this land for 35,000 pesos. It was a nameless fishing village, and he 

posted a sign that said “Isla Negra,” Black Island. Now, it was not an island at 

all. It was not black. Well, I guess the granitic [basalt] rock. But when I thought 

about it more, it was an island not surrounded by water, but by ordinary life, 

that what he had was an oasis of poetry and metaphor and [unclear] surrounded 

by this fishing village. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

And I’ve loved Pablo Neruda’s poetry since I was first introduced to it in high 

school, and it is a mesmerizing place. There’s a picket fence, a crude raw wood 

picket fence kind of all around, and people had, particularly after the coup, that 

horrible period of Chilean history, people would scratch messages to the poet, 

who had long since gone but who was still alive in their memory, onto the 

picket fence. So it’s this beautiful narrative and actually it’s not unlike the mani 

wall leading to the village in which people would write their histories and their 

prayers and their wishes. 

COLLINGS 
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That’s really interesting. 

HEEBNER 

I mean, I just thought of that right now. I don’t know. 

COLLINGS 

I wonder how that got started. 

HEEBNER 

It was just graffiti, leaving notes to Neruda. But at any rate, when I got home—

well, we had been there and I did some sketches of his house, which was sort of 

this long attenuated train. He would have a wooden house and then he would 

add a room, and then add another room, and so it was this long sausage-like 

train of buildings. His carpenter’s name, one of the carpenters that he 

befriended, was named Rafito, R-a-f-i-t-o, and Rafito also was a woodcarver. It 

was rumored that he once had a wonderful affair with a countess and had this 

glamorous period in his life, but then he returned to being a humble carpenter. 

And there was—no, I guess I don’t need to read this to you. 

COLLINGS 

So is it known why he would add these rooms? 

HEEBNER 

He had stuff. He had so many things. I was told by the people that we stayed 

with in Isla Negra, Charo Chofre and her husband, Hugo, that he had always 

intended to leave all these collected items and his collections as a museum, that 

he was very conscious of the fact that he had all these things. And for someone 

who was by nominally and in his poetry a Communist, his attachment to things 

was enormous. He had this incredible love of objects.One of the things that I 

felt about that was that—well, this is what I wrote in the book. “Isla Negra is 

not an island, yet it’s an oasis of ideas, humor, and humanity concentrated 

within a flea market’s feast of collectibles along the basaltic shoreline of the 

rugged Pacific. It is a rambling wooden house that meanders like a complicated 

train of thought, poised like a marooned ship above a restless ocean." “Above 

all, Neruda was a curator of memory, and because it’s difficult for the mind to 

hold on to so many memories at once, he gathered up objects as if to store his 

thoughts among them so that they existed and surrounded him even when their 

name had left his mind. To the glass fishing boats, he could relegate the 
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memory of the fish’s eye caught in the depths of the sea. The beetles and 

butterflies, small terrestrial ambassadors, could hold the memory of armor in 

flight. This ships’ figureheads with doleful eyes staring out to the sea from the 

living room window let him store his fears and longing. And the little hand-

painted sign from the cobbler’s shop in Temuco, where he was born, carried the 

bewilderment and wonder of his childhood.” That was from my journal notes, 

and that introduces the book On the Blue Shore of Silence. When I got home—

again, this was sort of jetlag and disorientation and whatnot—I knocked over a 

big jar of Payne’s grey, which is one of my favorite colors, paint. And for some 

reason, instead of just mopping it up—I was in a hurry, but I didn’t want to 

leave this big pile of paint, and so instinct just—I grabbed this beautiful sheets 

of handmade Torinoko paper, and I only had a few of these sheets left. The 

man, the papermaker from Japan who had made them, had passed away. These 

were really nice, quality paper. And I folded and I tore them into little sections 

and I would blot them on this pile of spilt paint on the floor and run them under 

my sink and then just leave them. And I did this twenty-some-odd times with 

these pieces of paper. 

COLLINGS 

How interesting. 

HEEBNER 

I have no idea why I did this. But anyway, I thought, “Okay, this is what I’m 

doing.” And when I got back, that Payne’s grey was very much like the black 

basaltic rock color, and in these sort of like reading tea leaves or looking at 

clouds and seeing a shape or a form in them, I started seeing a little bit of a 

figurative element. And so I went with that and went into this by now dried 

paper, with watercolor and then added elements of collage with this fibrous 

material, a pounded-bark material that I’ve used a lot in my paintings and that 

was sent to me from my friend Deanna Gregg, who was at that point living in 

Fiji, and it’s a Fijian cloth. 

COLLINGS 

Tapa [mulberry plant fiber, “kozo”] cloth? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. And it’s kind of an oatmeal color, and I used that as a linear 

element. The things that were emerging from these pictures really reminded me 
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of kind of a merging of the Pacific Ocean, the black basaltic sea, and the 

mascarónes, these figures that Neruda had collected and that were crammed 

into his living room. and they seemed to me almost looking out of this big 

picture window longingly for the sea. Here were these figures that are usually 

on the prow of a magnificent ship protecting the sailors from all the dangers of 

the sea, and here they were in his living room peering out into sea. So I made 

this series of little paintings and I really liked them, and I kept thinking of 

Neruda’s poetry.Well, maybe a year before that or several months before that, I 

had met Alastair Reid. Alastair Reid is a wonderful poet and translator and was 

Neruda’s favorite translator and won the PEN Award in 1999 for his 

translations of Pablo Neruda and Jorge Luis Borges. When Alastair was 

probably in his late twenties, he came from Scotland and he as teaching at 

Sarah Lawrence College, where he met this wonderful woman named Herminia 

Prieto. Everyone called her Pipina. She was teaching, and she was from 

Argentina. She was from Mendoza, the same town that Che Guevara was from. 

She said, “Never call him Che! His name is Ernesto! ‘Che’ means ‘homeboy’. 

That’s disgusting!” [laughs] She was feisty and she was a very good friend, sort 

of taken under the wing of this amazing woman named Victoria Ocampo, who 

ran a literary magazine and was from a family that was real patrons of the arts 

in Argentina. And the circle included Borges and all these other writers of the 

day. Well, Pipina asked Jorge’s mother, Jorge Luis Borges’ mother, permission 

to take the manuscript that he had written to the United States to show to a 

publisher in New York. I mean, she was very active in getting the writers of 

what was called the Boom introduced to English speakers. So she was teaching 

at Sarah Lawrence, and she was drop-dead beautiful, looked like Lauren Bacall, 

just a stunning woman, and Alastair was immediately enchanted and also very 

interested in what she was teaching. She was teaching this killer stuff, this new 

stuff nobody had ever read. And he just said to her, “Can you translate some of 

this so that I can share it with my students?” And she put her hands on her hip 

and she took a deep breath, and she became instead of five-feet tall, five-foot 

one and a half, and said, “Alastair Reid, for the pleasure of reading Borges in 

the original, the least you can do is learn Spanish!” And he still maintains that it 

was from that chiding that he started learning Spanish. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 
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He attributes that in books and stories that he’s written to her. Anyway, when 

he was a young man, he went to South America and he made his way down to 

Isla Negra, where he was staying right on the same shoreline that Neruda was. 

And Neruda had heard that there was this barefoot poet, poeta pata pata, who 

knew English and understood Shakespeare, and Neruda was having a hell of a 

time figuring out what was the big deal about Romeo and Juliet. It just seemed 

like a stupid story to him, and maybe Alastair could do some translation to 

make him understand Shakespeare’s language better. Anyway, that’s one 

version of the story that I got. 

COLLINGS 

Did he feel that way about all of Shakespeare or just Romeo and Juliet? 

HEEBNER 

Romeo and Juliet. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 

Could we stop for one second please? 

COLLINGS 

Sure. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. So we are back talking about Romeo and Juliet. 

HEEBNER 

So anyway, so Alastair would walk down [the beach to Neruda’s home], and he 

was a young man, and they talked about Romeo and Juliet and many, many 

other things, and he sort of threw some poems across the table—you know, I’m 

sure there was a bottle in between the two of them—and said, “Feel free to 

translate these or whatever.” And he goes, “But don’t just translate them. 

Improve them.” [laughs] Anyway, I learned all these stories in the process of 

putting this book together. It was a book about friendship in so many ways. 

Through this project, I met so many extraordinary people. But back to the spilt 

paint. 
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COLLINGS 

And you had specifically used twenty sheets of paper? 

HEEBNER 

No. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, okay. Because you mentioned twenty. 

HEEBNER 

I think there were about twenty-five, something like that, and each one became 

a painting, and I had this idea that I wanted to pair them with Poems of the Sea 

by Neruda. I had met Alastair—as I was digressing about him and Pipina and 

Sarah Lawrence, and going and learning Spanish, and then going down to 

South America. But I had met Alastair because he had come to UC Santa 

Barbara [in 1998] at the invitation of a professor, Suzanne Jill Levine, and 

she’s a noted translator of Latin American and Cuban prose, mostly. Jill is 

incredibly talented and multitasks a lot, and was at her wits’ end and said, “Oh, 

my god!” I met her in the parking lot of a grocery store. She goes, “Oh, my 

god! Alastair’s coming in. I don’t know what to do. Oh, my god. 

[demonstrates].” I said, “Calmate, calmate, mi amor. Bring him over to the 

house. He and Macduff can drink whiskey. I’ll make a pasta or something. No 

big deal.” And Pipina, whom I had met a few years before, lived down the 

street. She was a neighbor. Little did I know that the two of them had had this 

enduring love for many, many years before and known one another way back in 

their youth. They were teaching there when Joseph Campbell was teaching 

there in the fifties, I think, fifties and sixties. Anyway, so I met Alastair. Then 

we [Macduff and I] went to Cuba [on assignment for Travel and Leisure in 

November 1998], then we went to Buenos Aires, and then we went to Chile 

again. When we were in Chile and then came home was when I knocked the 

paint over and spilled the paint. And so I thought of Alastair and I gave him a 

call, because we had had a wonderful evening, and everything unfolded in this 

just delicious and wonderful way, and we had a great, great time. You know, 

they talked about how they wouldn’t go to Cuba, because Castro was such an 

asshole, how he treated artists and he was homophobic, and, “We hate Castro.” 

So we were on our way to go do a story on golf, of all things, in Havana. We 

just had this gay and wonderful time talking. So I called him and I said, “You 

know, I’d like to come to New York and show you these paintings. I have this 
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idea.” So I flew to New York [in Fall 1999] and met him in his apartment. He 

lives in the West Village and has lived there for many, many years. You go up 

three flights of stairs and it’s this small, almost boat-shaped—Alastair was in 

the navy and everything was sort of shipshape. I showed him the paintings and 

I said, “I’d love to pair these with Poems of the Sea by Pablo Neruda, using 

your translations. May I use your translations?” And he looked at the paintings 

and he kept going, “Oh. Oh. Hmm.” And then he looked up at me and said, 

“Pablo would have lusted after these.” And I said, “Is that a yes? Can I work 

with you?” And actually, it was my complete naiveté that led me to Alastair. 

He actually, I learned later, didn’t even own the translations anymore because 

he had been contracted by Farrar Straus Giroux to do these translations. If I had 

gone to FSG with this idea— 

COLLINGS 

Probably nothing. 

HEEBNER 

—they would have said, “Yes, there, there. Goodbye,” and kicked me out the 

door. So I’m really glad that I knew nothing and just went and said, “Please, 

sir, may I use your translations? They’re the best.” 

COLLINGS 

So how were you able to use them if they were actually owned by— 

HEEBNER 

Well, this is an interesting—so what we did was looked at the paintings and 

then he sent me back with a stack of books, basically saying, “Do your 

homework. Look at these poems. Find the poems you want to use and we’ll go 

through them.” So I did and I picked out twenty poems that referenced the sea 

that I thought were sea-referencing poems of Neruda that were good. And I 

went back to Alastair’s apartment and he looked over them and he said, “No, 

this one’s kind of crappy but, oh, this one’s got meat on its bones.” And we 

sorted through and picked out twelve perfect poems, and it was Alastair’s 

selection that I think really made the edit a really tight edit.One of the things 

that he wrote for his statement in the book as a translator, he said, “Once when 

we were talking about translation, Pablo showed me these two lines of his, and 

it’s the last word on the subject.” And he translated it. In Spanish, it’s [“Que en 

esta red, no solo el hilo cuenta, sino el aire que escapa de las redes”].” “In this 
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net, it’s not just the strings that count, but also the air that escapes through the 

meshes,” and that that’s about translation and that sort of fluidity and what you 

get. Translation, of course, is always a new creation. It’s something new. It’s 

never exact, and if it is, it’s hideously literal and it thuds to the ground like this 

big lump of dough instead of rising like a beautiful pastry. [laughter] Oh, god. 

Anyway, so I took the ten [twelve] poems, and as we were selecting the poems 

and whatnot, I got the privilege of hearing all these wonderful stories about 

how he and Neruda over the years had become good friends. And then when he 

and his son Jasper lived on a boat in the Thames, Neruda came and visited them 

in London, and just throughout the years, they had had this wonderful 

friendship and relationship. And so I got to hear these stories, and he would 

digress about Chile and about the sea and his relationship to the sea, about 

language and color and light and all those things. So it seemed to me that it was 

an important enough book—I at first was just going to make these prints and 

pair them with English, and I thought, “Well, for crying out loud. This has to be 

a bilingual book and it has to be on handmade paper.” So I again contacted 

Dieu Donné and booked a three-day session, because that’s all I can afford. 

Most of my books, part of the reason of the edition size is three days is about 

what I can afford at Dieu Donné and how much paper can you make in those 

days, and that determines how many sheets you have and that determines the 

length of your edition. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

So it’s all very practical, you know. The limitations of poverty once again. 

[laughs] So I booked at Dieu Donné [in 2000] and I started making this paper, 

this linen paper which was really thin and beautiful, and I wanted it to have a 

lightness to it. Then during the drying process—in papermaking process, you 

make the paper and then in this method, unlike the Japanese where you brush it 

on to a board, you couch it in between pieces of felt, and then once they’re of a 

certain dryness, then you put it between blotting paper and you press it further, 

and fans come and blow on it, and in a week or so maybe it’s bone-dry and dry 

enough. Well, some of this paper started cockling at the edges and wrinkling 

kind of at the edges, and that’s really not what a papermaker wants. You want a 

flat sheet of paper. But for my purposes, I loved this cockling. It looked like 

when the tide is going out and pulling out, or it looked like the fluted edges of 
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kelp. It was beautiful. I was like, “How do I get this again?” And it was up to 

the gods. We tried manipulating ways of drying it, and sometimes it would 

cockle and sometimes it wouldn’t. And no one, Paul Wong, nobody could 

figure out what it was. So I decided it was just this gift from the gods, and each 

book has at least some sheets of this cockled paper, which is beautiful. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

My first prototype, I had it as a diptych, where there was an image on the front, 

I think, and then—no, the image on one side and Alastair’s translation on the 

other. That quickly changed to a triptych with the image in the middle and the 

Spanish on the right—no, the Spanish on the left and the English on the right. I 

think that’s how we did it. Yeah, the Spanish on the left and the English on the 

right. I had this little prototype that I carried with me on an assignment to the 

Georgia Sea Islands, where we met up with the writer Anthony Weller. 

Anthony has a good eye, and he was looking at my book and he said, “You 

know, who are most of your readers? Are they English speakers or Spanish 

speakers?” And I said, “English.” And he said, “Well, what if you put the 

English on the left and the Spanish on the right? Then your eye would have to 

cross over to read the Spanish and pass over the image.” So I loved that, and so 

I switched the order around. You can see how thin and kind of light this paper 

is, and it’s all mounted on an Arches cover paper to give it stability. So when I 

started production on the paper, I decided, “How are we going to contain this 

paper?” And a chemise is a simple way. And I decided that each of the 

chemises would be hand-pulp-painted, that the linen would be thicker, and then 

on it what I did was build a template out of foamcore to make some sort of grid 

or division, which, like most of my grids, I immediately ignore and go outside 

of the grid, but gave a little bit of a structure. Then I took linted pulp that I 

pigmented this beautiful sort of teal-indigo-blue, which felt to me oceanlike, 

and as I would draw with this pulp or pour the pulp onto the half-dried linen 

sheet of paper that was about forty inches by eighteen inches, something like 

that, I would use my mouth and blow the pulp around and take this fine spray 

and spray the surface, and it would get lots of bubbles and it sort of felt sealike. 

COLLINGS 

Very much, yeah. 
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HEEBNER 

So each one of these is different. Each chemise is different. And I’ll come back 

to that later. So anyway, it felt important enough to me to really make this a 

beautiful project and sort of amp it up a little bit, really do my best I could 

possibly do on this project. And then it came to permissions, and Alastair told 

me that Carmen Balcells in Barcelona was the agent—most Latin American 

poets and writers worked with Carmen Balcells, and that she was notoriously 

tough and protective of her writers, as any good agent would be. And I wrote to 

her and I said, “I’m doing this book and I would like permissions, an artist 

book.” I had heard through Alastair that she encouraged artists to work from—

you know, she liked art. And so I wrote to her and said, “This is an artist book 

and I’ve done these paintings.” I think I sent her a Xerox of a couple of the 

images, and said, “May I please have permission to use this Spanish?” And I 

had already thought I’d gotten permission from Alastair to use the English. And 

she said, “Oh, that’d be fine. Just send me twenty copies.” And I went, “Well, 

you don’t really understand.” 

COLLINGS 

It’s not that kind of book. 

HEEBNER 

“I’m only making forty-five, fifty copies and they’re all handmade.” And she 

said, “I see. Send me two copies. One will be for the Fundación Neruda and 

one will be for my personal collection.” And so I did. So that was my 

permissions that I got. So that was all set. The poems we picked, there’s some 

beautiful, beautiful poems, and Alastair loved the fact that there was this huge 

compendium of the collected works of Neruda that was coming out at the same 

time, but then this little book of twelve poems kind of held its own. But I’m 

jumping ahead. That was the commercial version.So when I was choosing how 

to pair the poems, the paintings were made first, so I had these cards, these 

paintings, and they’re about eleven inches by eight inches or ten inches by nine 

inches, something like that, and how was I going to decide what poem to go 

with what. And it was an intuitive choice. Some of them had much more of a 

sense of a figure in them. Here, let me show you this one and you can see. This 

is that Fijian bark that I use as a line. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 
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HEEBNER 

You can see these blots and these blobs. Those are the spilt paint that I put 

under the water, and then this sienna-colored pigment, the brown pigment and 

then the lighter cerulean blue is added afterward, so it evokes a sense of a 

figure. Then what is the order of the poems. I really wanted—I loved this 

poem, The Sea. [reading] “I need the sea because it teaches me. I don’t know if 

I learn music or awareness, if it’s only a single wave or its vast existence or 

only its harsh voice or its shining one. A suggestion of fishes and ships. The 

fact is that until I fall asleep, in some magnetic way I move in the university of 

the waves.”And it just—and then you almost want to weep. [reading] “It seems 

a small thing for a young man to have come here to live with his own fire. 

Nevertheless, the pulse which rose and fell in its abyss, the crackling of the 

blue cold, the gradual wearing away of the star, the soft unfolding of the wave 

squandering snow with its foam, the quiet power out there sure as a stone 

shrine in the depths replaced my world in which were growing stubborn 

sorrow, gathering oblivion, and my life changed suddenly. I took the side of 

pure movement.” I skipped. You know, I didn’t read the whole poem. But he 

lived in this landlocked area of Temuco, forested, green, dark, and he talks 

about his movement outward, out to the sea where there’s light, movement, and 

freedom, and that was a really important thing for him and for me too. I mean, I 

can’t imagine living without the sea and the rhythm of the ocean. I’m, like 

Alastair would call Neruda, an armchair sailor. He never went in the water, or 

hardly, but he went by the water, and I walk almost every day along the beach, 

and the sound of the waves, the smell of the salt, the kelp. And it seemed to me 

that the same Pacific Ocean that inspired me, that fed me, that nourished me, 

fed and nourished Neruda. I’m not comparing myself to him in any way, but 

it’s just the power of that ocean. And the Pacific Ocean is not the Caribbean. 

It’s not the Atlantic. It’s fertile and it’s got kelp forests and sea life. In Santa 

Barbara here, they call it the Serengeti of the ocean because we’ve got so much 

sea mammal and fish activity and this abundant, fecund, roiling water. It just, to 

me, really feeds me, and I think that’s partly why I was so attracted to Chile. It 

just felt like home. It’s kind of like the mirror image. At the equator, the farther 

south you go, it’s more like the farther north. 

COLLINGS 

Yes, yes. 

HEEBNER 
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And his poetry came out of—the later poems. The poems that I’m choosing are 

from his Isla Negra period, which is with his third wife, the third house. He’s 

sort of pulling in, and there’s an intimacy to these poems. They’re not poems of 

exile. They’re not political poems, and they’re not the early sort of delicious 

poems of Nineteen Poems of Love and One of Despair that he wrote when he 

was nineteen. They’re mature, they’re love-filled, and they’re intimate, and his 

relationship with the objects that he surrounded himself with, as well as the 

environment, there’s an intimacy to it that is quite wonderful. So it was really 

fun to kind of choose the poems and then pair them with the paintings and 

using Alastair’s translations. 

COLLINGS 

Now, wasn’t there a story that had to do with the presentation of the poems? 

There was a change of the administration and the— 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yeah. That came later. When I went to John Balkwill again, the fine press 

printer that I had been working with on several of my other projects, this is the 

project where I said he saved me from the gutter of bad taste. [laughter] 

Because he would say, “Well, let’s look at this font and let’s look at this.” The 

letterpress text, the poems were digitally typeset using Adobe Jensen for the 

English and Arrighi, A-r-r-i-g-h-i, Arrighi, for the Spanish, and then we used 

Trajan for the titling. The text was printed on handmade linen paper produced 

by me with the assistance of Pat Almanrode. He’s no longer at Dieu Donné, but 

that’s who I worked with. And the cockling on the edges of linen sheets was 

purposefully intended to allude to waves approaching a shore, and the wrappers 

were individually painted with indigo-pigmented pulp. So I tipped these sheets 

onto these larger sheets of fabriano tiepolo. So as the book was forming and 

coming together and I started making it, I had just the twelve poems, and John 

said, “Well, we need something else. We need something with the table of 

contents and the colophon and stuff. Let’s just make a booklet.” So we did this 

hand-stitched booklet in which there’s a dedication to Macduff with this poem 

that Alastair actually loves. It wasn’t part of the poems that we chose. It’s from 

Water Song. It says “It is time, love, to break off that somber rose, shut up the 

stars and bury the ash in the earth. And in the rising of the light, wake with 

those who awoke or go on in the dream reaching the other shore of the sea 

which has no other shore.” And I think in many ways Alastair loves that also 

because of his loves and friendship, and that point in time in his life that he is 
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now. So he had known Neruda since he was a young man, and when I met 

Alastair he was in his seventies, I guess, his mid-seventies. He’s now eighty-

six. So every time I went back to make the paper, I would hang out with 

Alastair and we’d talk about the poems and such. Then piecing it together, what 

I did was we printed letterpress, a title, on each of the triptychs—there’s twelve 

of them—with the name in English and Spanish, and then John did a yeoman’s 

job on printing. Linen paper has no tooth. It’s like a tissue. And to be able to let 

the letterpress hit on it evenly is just hard, and he did such a beautiful job. And 

Allegra, Pipina, helped proofread and look at it, so, again, I collaborated in a 

way with people who knew more than I did. Of course, Pipina being a fluent 

native speaker of Spanish, could look at the Spanish, and I could go back and 

forth. I also was thankful to Nina Subin, who worked at the New York Times 

Magazine, because she sent Macduff there on this assignment. “Macduff, I 

want you to go to an island, Isla Negra” [“Pablo’s House on the Sand” by 

Annick Smith May 1999]. And it’s like, “Nina, your husband, Eliot 

Weinberger, is like one of the preeminent translators of Latin American 

poetry.” He and Jill Levine sort of were these young whiz kids at sixteen, 

seventeen, eighteen years old, that were these amazing translators. And of 

course you should know that Isla Negra isn’t an island. [laughter] But I 

remember Macduff and I—it was early in the morning, and she called from 

New York saying, “Macduff, I’ve got this assignment for you in Isla Negra.” 

And I just said, “I’m going. I’m going. I don’t care. I’m going.” So I went as 

Macduff’s, quote, “assistant,” and we visited all three homes and went there [in 

1999]. The whole town, I mean, just like maybe you or I might know all the 

lyrics to the Beatles’ songs, these Chileans know all the poems by heart or so 

many of the poems by heart of Neruda’s. So anywhere you go and you talk 

about Pablo Neruda, it’s like going to Cuba and talking about Hemingway. 

Everyone knows something and has a story. We stayed with this woman Charo 

Chofre, whose husband was a filmmaker, Hugo, and Hugo had made a film on 

Nicanor Parra, who was a poet that came before— a contemporary, but I think 

older. I don’t know how he lines up age-wise with Neruda. God, I can’t think 

right now. But that’s how they met Neruda. And now she has a little inn that 

she keeps and it’s right next to Isla Negra. So she was telling stories about 

meeting Neruda. Everyone has their story. And she tells a story of eleven years 

after the coup, Mathilde was in France. Mathilde was the third wife. I think she 

was a cabaret singer or something. All of Neruda’s friends were going, “What 

are you doing? Oh, my god!” And he was married to a woman named Delia, 

who was a fantastic painter and was twenty years his senior, something like 
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that, eighteen, twenty years his senior, and this marvelous woman, strong, 

whatever, and Neruda’s running off with a cabaret dancer. Well. [laughter] But 

when Mathilde was in the hospital—she was in France to receive a posthumous 

prize from the French government for Neruda, and Charo was in Rome and she 

got word that Mathilde was in the hospital, that she’d had ovarian cancer, that 

there was this huge bill and my god. So she zoomed over to Paris to be with 

Mathilde, and she was going home. They were discharging her, and there was 

this enormous bill. So Mathilde told Charo to go take this and take care of the 

bill, and she said, “I can’t. Madame Mitterand has covered all the charges.” 

And Mathilde said, “Tell her no. I pay for my own way.” So Charo went and 

just sort of paced around the hallway, didn’t go back, and came back and said, 

“It’s impossible, but you could use this money that you’re saving to some 

wonderful cause for Chile.” So she chewed on that for a while and said, 

“Okay.” And then she looked up and she said, “And I’m taking you to the 

Ritz.” [laughter] So these were some of the anecdotal stories that I heard, which 

were wonderful. Then we met this boatman who, with his Caleta—Caleta is 

like a fisherman’s cooperative—knew Neruda and he had a friend who had a 

boat, and they would take us out so that we could see Isla Negra from the sea, 

looking this way. The waves were rough and it was choppy, and it took us over 

an hour to get out. Macduff photographed, and as we came back in, the waves 

were pushing us toward shore and it almost took us like a half an hour to get 

back, and the full moon was coming up and it was summer, so it was like nine 

o’clock at night. We went back to Charo’s house and had delicious goat cheese 

from her animals, and bread and Casillero del Diablo red wine and told these 

stories. So it was really quite wonderful. 

COLLINGS 

Could I just pause for a second? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. So we’re picking back up. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. So I assembled the book. I mailed two copies to Carmen Balcells, and I 

gave a copy to Alastair, of course, and he was blown away. He said, “Oh, my 
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god. This is gorgeous. I wish Pablo could have seen this.” But he said 

[imitating accent], “Mary, you must call Patricia.” And I said, “Patricia?” He 

goes, “Yes, Patricia Cepeda. Her husband, John O’Leary, is the U.S. 

ambassador to Chile, and you must call her now.”Well, John O’Leary was a 

Clinton-appointed ambassador [to Chile from 1998-2001]. He and Clinton were 

roommates at Yale, went to school together, and John met Patricia at Yale and 

they fell in love and were married, and they’re just the most wonderful people 

in the world. So I cold-called Patricia. I had no idea who this woman was. You 

know, “Mrs. Cepeda?” And I said, “Alastair sent me to you and I’ve done this 

book with his translations.” I explained. And she goes, “Oh, you must come, 

you must come, you must come.” And I went, “Come? What, what?” And she 

said, “Well, I’m putting together something we’re calling Chile Poesia and 

we’re inviting all these poets from Latin America, all over, and a couple poets 

from the U.S., and you’ll be the artist from the U.S. that’s coming.” And I said, 

“Well, who are the poets?” She said, “Rita Dove and Adrienne Rich.” I 

thought, “Oh, my god.” And so I, of course, get a ticket and pack my bags. She 

goes, “Bring work, bring work, and bring this.” And what she did was set it up 

so that I had this exhibition in the residence in Santiago and was part of this 

whole Chile Poesia program, which was astonishing. She saw this book and she 

said, “This is so beautiful,” and she just kept kind of lusting after it. And it 

really, I mean, there’s the twelve folios encased in this wooden rectangle, and 

the wood is because Neruda said everything came to him from the sea, and he 

called Rafito, that woodworker fellow who had the affair with the countess, and 

said, “Look. Here comes my desk,” and it was this old ship’s hatch cover. And 

when you go to Neruda’s house [Isla Negra] now, you’ll see this is his desk. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, how interesting. 

HEEBNER 

It’s got a framed picture of Walt Whitman on the desk and some other things. 

COLLINGS 

So these are things that are actually washed ashore. 

HEEBNER 

Washed ashore, yeah. So that’s why in homage to that, this is wooden. And 

then John built this box with a Japanese cloth that’s a deep blue, and it has 
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these flecks of white that sort of band across it and, to me, it looked like 

whitecaps from the air. 

COLLINGS 

It does. 

HEEBNER 

And then I decided to fasten it with this little loop on this silver little button 

that, to me, looked like a mooring, like when you tie up your boat around the 

metal. So everything about the book had the thought of the sea in it. She just 

loved the book and we had this magical time. I mean, it was incredible. There 

were these poets from all over. I arrived in Santiago and the taxi drove me up to 

the very elaborate, gorgeous, huge residence in Las Condes, and I knocked on 

the door and I hear this “yap, yap, yap,” this dog barking. And there’s Patricia 

with big rollers in her hair, a can of beer in her hand, the dog—she goes, “Hi! 

I’m Patricia. Come on in. We’re going to be friends.” She was marvelous, just 

so alive, so full of energy. The house was full of art from Maine. John had been 

the governor [a lawyer] and the mayor [of]—what was he? Portland, Maine. 

And he had participated in that Art in Embassies program, which I had 

participated in. 

COLLINGS 

In Iceland, right? 

HEEBNER 

In Iceland, yeah, and in Yemen. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, really? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, and a couple other places. She had all these artists from Portland, Maine, 

on her walls because she was really excited about art. Then she takes me into 

her drawing room, and there’s these framed pictures of this absolutely gorgeous 

man. And I said, “Who is that young man?” She goes, “Oh, it’s my dad. He 

died when I was nineteen.” And then there’s a picture of Gabriel Garcia 

Marquez. “Oh, yeah, they go way back. They’re old friends. In fact, Gabriel 

Garcia Marquez and [Alejandro Obregon].” The Chilean [Columbian] painter. I 
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should look it up. It starts with a B and I constantly—because it’s important to 

have his name. Let’s [unclear]. [recorder turned off] 

HEEBNER 

Okay. I made a mistake. Is it on now? 

COLLINGS 

Yes. We’re on. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. So her father and Alejandro Obregon and Gabriel Garcia Marquez were 

this sort of triumvirate of rasty young writer, painter, artist in Barranquilla, 

Colombia, not Chile. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. One second. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. So the correction, yes. 

HEEBNER 

Obregon and Marquez and Alfredo [Alvaro] Samudio. I have to go check it 

again. I’m sorry. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 

I can’t get his name right. [recorder turned off] 

HEEBNER 

So, Obregon and Marquez and Patricia’s father, Alvero Samudio Cepeda, were 

this rasty group of writers and they printed literary magazines and they did all 

kinds of stuff. I think Patricia said the day her mother was giving birth to her, 

they were celebrating the birth very heavily— 

COLLINGS 

Down at the local bar? [laughs] 
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HEEBNER 

—down at the local bar, yeah. So she showed me the family photographs and, 

basically, her godfathers were her father figures, and that that’s how she grew 

up in Colombia, and then she went to Yale and met John. So she set up this 

exhibition, this beautiful table, and we had the first lady and the vice president 

lady, and these writers and artists, among them this woman named Roser Bru, 

B-r-u, and she arranged so that I could go with Patricia to her studio. She was a 

very well-known artist, older then. She was probably in her maybe early 

eighties. So I showed her the book, the handmade book, and she started to 

weep. And I went, “My goodness.” And she said, “Neruda saved my life.” 

COLLINGS 

Oh! 

HEEBNER 

She was in Spain during the Fascist takeover there and Neruda was a cultural 

attaché, I think, and he arranged for this ship, the Winnipeg, to take as many 

out of the country that they could get out, and she was a thirteen-year-old girl. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my goodness. 

HEEBNER 

And they came to Chile. So when she saw these poems and saw how—she said, 

“How much you honored his poetry by making this just made me weep.” And I 

thought, “Oh, my god.” And she gave me a print, a wonderful print that she had 

made of a picture of Franz Kafka and his wife, and there was this envelope, a 

pencil drawing that was made into a lithograph, their correspondence when he 

was in exile. And they talked about exile and how so many Chilean 

intellectuals that weren’t killed or tortured or imprisoned were in exile, 

including Neruda. So there was story after story and people after people, and 

there was Rita Dove looking at the book, and we had little table easels with 

these other paintings and collages that were related to the work I was doing 

then. This was in 2000 [2001]. It was in 2000 [2001]. Chile Poesia in 2000 

[2001], just at the beginning. One of the things they arranged was in the square, 

the main square, La Moneda, which is where all the aerial strafing and [during 

the coup]—you know. And what they did was they had a helicopter and the 

[sound or sight of] helicopters would always have chills run up people’s spines. 
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What they did is they flew over La Moneda and they opened the shaft of the 

helicopter, and all these papers with poetry of Neruda [and other poets] came 

out. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my goodness. 

HEEBNER 

It was really beautiful. And, of course, Neruda was very much a friend of 

Allende. So I’m learning all these stories. I’m meeting filmmakers and amazing 

artists. And this one woman, Magdalena Edwards, who is now up here at 

UCLA, I gave her an interview and another person from El Mercurio. I gave 

the whole interview in Spanish and I didn’t botch it too badly. 

COLLINGS 

Wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

I’m talking about papel hecho a mano, paper made by hand and all of that kind 

of stuff, and it was on a little local TV thing. I mean, the Latins really know 

how to cut the ribbon at the opening and they really do treat their artists much 

better [with more ceremony] than we’re treated here. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, that’s wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

And John, unfortunately, wasn’t there for most of it, because he had World 

Bank meetings to attend to in D.C. But we just got on so well. The first night, it 

was a rainy night and she said, “We’re going to the outskirts of Santiago. It’s a 

very poor village and the poets are going to read.” And there were so many 

people, it was overflowing, and it was pouring outside, and they’re there and 

their umbrellas and they put little monitors on this funky electrical cord wiring, 

my god, and tarps so that people could hear and see what was projected, and 

there was a stage. Patricia, in addition to being this marvelous, wonderful—

she’s a brilliant simultaneous interpreter. Spanish comes in one ear and English 

comes out her mouth. English comes in one ear, Spanish comes out her mouth, 

just simultaneous. She’s brilliant. And so she was up on stage doing the English 
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translation as the poets were reading in Spanish, and it was absolutely 

phenomenal. 

COLLINGS 

Tremendous. 

HEEBNER 

I was in the wings, like backstage before we went to sit down and Adrienne 

Rich was right next to me, and I looked at her and I said, “Can you believe 

this? I mean, people in the States come out for a sports event or rock concert or 

something, but they’re out here for poetry. Can you believe this?” And she 

looked around, she looked at the audience. She said, “Yes, I can.” It was like 

her eyes were just drinking it in. It was so neat. I get chills just thinking of it. 

And then one day she [Patricia] made a ladies’ luncheon and the whole lawn of 

the embassy outside was served, and there were all these artists and writers and 

people, and I was introduced. I mean, it was, “Pinch me. Am I really here?” 

COLLINGS 

Yes, yes. 

HEEBNER 

And then on the weekend we went out to Isla Negra, and on the promontory of 

the point, all of these poets are reading to the sea [Alberto Blanco, Ernesto 

Cardenal, Ledo Ivo, Gonzalo Rojas, Yevgeniy Yevtushenko, Rita Dove, 

Adrienne Rich, Nicanor Parra, Raul Zurita, Carmen Berenguer, and others]. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, how wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

You know? [laughs] And it’s like, “Oh, my god.” And then they made a 

presentation where I made a presentation and showed the folios, and Patricia 

read the poem and we presented the book to this woman at the Fundación 

Neruda, and I have photographs of all of that. It was really a momentous 

occasion and I’ll never forget it. And so as I was leaving—I’m going to make 

this a little shorter. 

COLLINGS 

And what year was this? 
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HEEBNER 

This was in 2000 [March 20-26, 2001]. I was making the book in ’99 [2000] 

and pretty much finished it by the end of ’99 [2000], and John [Balkwill] said, 

“Let’s just put it’s 2001, because by the time you get the prospectus out,” 

bladhy blah. So it just seemed to me that she loved this so much, that I left her a 

note and I said, “Take three steps and then turn left and then walk into this one 

room. Look down at the second drawer.” So the second drawer, I opened and 

put another note, and I go, “Oh, I didn’t mean this drawer. I mean go over—.” 

And I led her on this little wild goose chase and underneath my bed, I left a 

copy of the book. 

COLLINGS 

Oh. 

HEEBNER 

And she goes, “Oh, my god!” She was so excited. And you know, at first, I was 

going to leave her just a folio and I thought, “Come on. She gets a book.” So 

what happened was she was so excited by this book, but she said she was very 

dismayed. She said [imitating accent], “Maria, fifty copies.” It was an edition 

of fifty. “Fifty lucky people.” Well, there’s still ten left. There’s ten lucky 

people out there that don’t know what she knows, right? 

COLLINGS 

You have ten copies left? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. “Fifty lucky people get to have this book. Everyone should have this 

book. We need to do something maybe with the Chilean government. They can 

print this out and when foreign dignitaries come to town, you can have this 

book.” And as Alastair had told me before calling Patricia, he said, “Get in 

there before the Republicans take over,” because this is right on the wake of 

Bush coming in, right? 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 
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So by the time she and I showed it to powers that be, it was the Bush 

administration, and one of them actually said, “Wasn’t he a Communist? 

Wasn’t Neruda a Communist?” Like [demonstrates]. So if that’s all he thought 

of Neruda, I knew I wasn’t going to get very far in publishing this book. So we 

kept trying in this small way to get this book out there, and Patricia called me 

in 2003—I mean, we tried for a while—oh, and I tried. I sent a copy of the 

handmade book to Jonathan Galassi at Farrar Strauss Giroux, saying, “I would 

like for you to consider this,” you know, because that’s where Alastair’s 

translations were. “I’d like you to consider this as a trade book.” And he never 

wrote me back. He had his assistant write me back saying, “Mr. Galassi thanks 

you. It’s a handsome book, but art plus poetry never sells.” And so I just kept 

trying and nothing, nothing was working. I thought, “Oh, well.” And so Patricia 

calls me in 2003 and said [imitating accent], “Maria, 2004 is the centenario, 

Nerudo’s hundredth birthday. They’re going to do a big deal, and if we don’t 

do it now, we’re screwed.” So what I did was I took the poems and the images 

and I made a prototype. Do you want to see the prototype? 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

Hang on. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. We’re back. 

HEEBNER 

I made a prototype on my Epson printer in which I tried to envision what I 

would do if I created this as a trade book. So I simplified it, I scaled the size 

down, and I put the image on the front and then put the Spanish and English, 

the way they usually are with the English on the right and the Spanish on the 

left, and sent two copies to Patricia. She called me and said, “Maria, I have 

some good news for you.” And she had gone to Harper Collins Rayo. Rayo was 

their new Spanish language imprint. And she met with a fellow named René 

Alegría, which is kind of neat because on the top walls of the bar underneath 

the—in Neruda’s house, Rafito carved in wood “Regrese de misviajes. 

Navigue.” What is it? “Navigue Construyendo la Alegría.” I’ll tell it to you. It’s 

good. [unclear]. Anyway, it’s like, “I go through life navigating, finding my 
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own happiness [Sail on, inventing joy].” So it was kind of nice.Rene Alegria is 

really interested in publishing this book as a trade book in celebration of the 

centenario, but we’re not sure. We’ve got to get his attention and get this signed 

off, and they have to figure out what the permissions would be, what would 

Farrar Straus Giroux charge, what would Carmen Balcells charge. So they were 

dealing with all that, not me. Thank god. So at first, they were going to pay me 

$600 and write me off as the illustrator. I talked to Wendy Burton Brouws, who 

was our agent for Western Horizon, and she said, “Mary, that’s not fair. You’re 

not the illustrator. It’s your book. You thought of it. You had the paintings. You 

picked the poems. You organized the thing. You made the paper. It’s your 

book. And I’m going to fight for you to get royalties on this book.” So at one 

point, I’m going, “I don’t care. I just want to see it in print. I don’t care.” “Shut 

up, Mary. Shut up, Mary.” So she kind of tried to calm me down. I had this 

little shrine. I make little shrines. My girlfriend, Alex Tashma, gave me—it was 

a little [toy clay] postman, Il Postino, “little postman,” and we put that up and I 

put candles and flowers and I had the little postman up there. “Please let them 

go for this book.” Well, they said, yeah, that they were interested, and I signed 

a contract. I went to New York and met with René and his designer, Shubhani 

Sarker, who did a beautiful job taking the elements of my version of the 

prototype and really using that as a guide to making the final book. I will show 

you those two books if I have them. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 

So Patricia was very, very excited. The way they designed it, they have a black-

and-white photo of Neruda on the front, On the Blue Shore of Silence written 

in black, and [Spanish phrase] written in a blue color. And it’s “English 

translations by Alastair Reid, Paintings of the Sea by Mary Heebner, and an 

afterword by Antonio Skármeta.” Now, Antonio Skármeta wrote Il Postino, and 

he’s this wonderful man. And I got to meet Antonio through this, and we’re 

friends to this day. So the estate of Neruda, it was produced in 2003, and the 

acknowledgements for everyone, and the frontispiece photo was from Henri 

Cartier-Bresson, and I dedicated this book—well, we dedicated this book, “The 

artist and the translator dedicate this book with deep affection to two 

extraordinary women who helped bring it into being, Pipina Prieto and Patricia 
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Cepeda.” Pipina passed away. She had cancer and she was in her eighties 

before she ever got to see this. 

COLLINGS 

What a shame. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. But the book came out, and the art museum here, Santa Barbara Art 

Museum, I had an exhibit across the street from the art museum in a gallery 

called Sullivan Goss, and the show was called Blue, and there were paintings of 

the sea. There was a lot of other paintings that came after this first Isla Negra 

series. I kept working with sea imagery and stuff. So part of the exhibition was 

that on the wall you can see from there, which is the back of the old Granada 

Theater, we took a projection. We projected huge, these twelve-foot images of 

[my paintings] the sea, different slide projections that they kept going. It was 

very cool. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

But before that, we organized with the art museum—they were supposed to do 

a little small display of this book, and the curator at the time had mentioned, 

“Show me when the trade book comes out. This is very exciting.” So I followed 

up on it, and she never answered my calls. [laughs] She never responded. So I 

don’t know what that was about, but it was too bad. But there was this one 

woman—she was the education curator, Patsy Hicks, at the museum—that just 

said, “Let’s just do this.” And Steve Cushman, who was the head of the 

Chamber of Commerce, I said, “This is what we want to do. I need some 

funding for a filmmaker to help put this on and a projectionist to put this on in 

the auditorium,” and he contacted the Spanish Language Chamber of 

Commerce here and he got me some funding. So we had this reading [in 

November 2002], and Pipina was alive for this. This was wonderful. We had 

this reading at the Santa Barbara Museum of Art [and again at UCSB’s Little 

Theater], and this was in 2001 or 2002 [November 5th and 6th 2002], 

something like that. So we had the reading and we had Enrique Mario Santi, 

who had written a biography of Neruda and was a translator and writer, who 

teaches at the University of Kentucky and was also a friend of Jill Levine’s. He 
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came and he has this way, this voice, this sort of booming Neruda-esque kind 

of voice, and he read in Spanish. And then Alastair Reid came out and he read 

in English. And behind them, what I decided to do was to take all the images, 

all the paintings, and I took detail shots and then opened it up, opened it up, 

opened it up wider, so you saw this abstract, swirling blue imagery that 

suddenly realized itself as a whole painting. So it went outward as the Spanish 

was being read, and then it went back inward to the small thing as the English 

was read, and it was beautiful. Alastair commented, “I’ve never seen an 

audience so mesmerized and so quiet,” because they had something to look at. 

There was a real magic to that evening. Russ Spencer is a filmmaker, and he’s 

the one that did that documentary on Macduff and I about the Western Horizon 

and how we made it. He came and filmed parts of it and put together a little 

piece, people milling around and then coming and sitting down, and then the 

reading and such. So it was a really magical night. It was really wonderful. And 

then the trade book came out two years after that. So it was a long period of 

time, but it was really a wonderful period, because in addition to when they 

were doing this, I met Antonio Skármeta and he came out [to Santa Barbara]. 

We got him some fundings through the university and through [College of] 

Creative Studies and through Jill’s Spanish and Portuguese department. So he 

came out and gave a talk, and we’d have him for dinner. There’s some funny 

things. He’s this robust, wonderful just—he’s like the character in Il Postino, 

the character that plays Neruda, and he’s just smart and wonderful, and he’s 

very well known and he has a television show of arts and culture in Santiago. A 

lot of people know who he is. Harper Collins sort of said, “If you do this, we 

will translate and publish your book,” a new book that he was writing. 

Unfortunately, for whatever reasons, they didn’t do that. I felt really bad and I 

gave him a nice print [and a folio], you want to make right by these people. But 

he came out and visited my studio and I had him over for dinner. I called him 

and I said, “Antonio, do you eat seafood? I was going to make a cioppino.” 

And he goes [imitating accent], “Maria, soy Chileano. I’m Chilean! Of course I 

do, I breathe the sea.” So he wrote a wonderful afterword, The University of 

the Waves, he called it and I’ll just read a tiny bit. “A quick glance at a map of 

South America reveals Chile’s most unusual outline, a narrow landmass 

running for thousands of miles from Peru to Antarctica, from the most barren 

desert on Earth to its southernmost glaciers. This long and narrow country 

manages to survive between two vast entities: the Andes and the Sea. Many 

believe that feeling trapped between high altitudes and the ocean’s green 

vastness is the basis for Chilean trait that makes them chronic travelers. Pablo 
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Neruda himself called special attention to this way of life in his acceptance 

speech at the 1971 Nobel Prize in Literature award ceremony. ‘I come from a 

distant land isolated from all others by rugged geography.’” And then he goes 

on to talk about how the sea was Neruda’s friend and as a young man he came 

to the sea. His last paragraph says, “Neruda, that enlightened man with droopy 

eyelids and a slow nasal voice, was born 100 years ago in Chile. He was a 

verbal buccaneer to all of the planet’s oceans and filled his legendary home 

with gigantic seashells, nets, navigational instruments, globes, bells, and even 

figureheads, which, just like the miraculous and ingenious medieval images of 

saints, shed real tears of absence. I am sure that this most maritime of poets 

would have been pleased to have received, during this splendid centennial of 

his birth, such an affably personal gift as Mary Heebner’s paintings. I know I 

am and I’m sure the world will as well.” 

COLLINGS 

Oh, wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

So it was kind of cool. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

So when this book came out, I went to Washington, D.C., and Patricia and John 

lived in D.C. then. They’d finished the ambassadorship and they had moved to 

D.C. And there were all these people invited [for a panel], Robert Bly, Alastair 

Reid, Edith Grossman—I’m forgetting his name [Ed Hirsch, Ariel Dorfmann, 

Marjorie Agosin, Ilan Stavans and others]. I’ll have to come back to you. There 

was a whole list of translators and people that knew Neruda. Patricia had 

organized that this book would be presented and that, just like the slideshow I 

told her about, there would be this imagery in the back, these enlarged 

paintings, and then there’s this panel of poets. Then they changed designers, set 

designers during—the whole thing was at Lincoln Center—and the designer 

said, “No, we want some pastel blue and pink lights, and that’s it.” So I was 

disappointed, of course. But I was there, and Patricia was introducing me to all 

these people, and she introduced me to Edie Grossman, who’s this wonderful, 

vibrant, embracing, big Jewish mama and probably the preeminent translator of 
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Spanish alive today. She did [translated] Don Quixote. She did a lot of Garcia 

Marquez, medieval Spanish, obscure Spanish poets, and she’s really brilliant. 

Patricia said, “Oh, it’s such a shame. We were going to have this book.” And 

Edie goes, “Oh, god. This is gorgeous. Look at all these paintings and look at 

all this.” She [Patricia] said, “Well, they screwed up. They’re not going to do 

it.” And Edie said, “Oh, that’s a shame. Let me have a copy.” So Patricia gave 

her a copy. So there’s this panel, they’re introduced, and when it comes to Edie 

to speak, she goes, “I want to first of all show you this book by Mary Heebner.” 

[laughter] And I’m sinking in my chair. I want to die. And she goes, “This is a 

gorgeous book and it’s come out.” She did this whole sort of ad for me and the 

book. [laughter] I said, “Oh, no.” I was cringing then, but, god, what a gift. 

What a sweetheart. So she was wonderful. So they all talked, they gave 

readings. Ed Hirsch was one of the people there, who’s a poet and essayist. 

Then we all went to dinner. It was this fabulous dinner. It was just this great 

event. 

COLLINGS 

Has this book been sold as an artist book or as a—I mean, how has this been— 

HEEBNER 

It’s usually in the poetry section as a book of Neruda’s poetry. 

COLLINGS 

As a book of Neruda’s poetry. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And one of the things that’s interesting is Wendy did prevail, bless her 

heart, and I was credited as the author and I got a royalty, and my royalty was 

this dinky little—but it’s mine. I have this royalty. And they wouldn’t pay 

Alastair anything, and I felt bad, you know. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

It’s his translation. So out of my dinky little royalty, for two years I would send 

him a percentage of that, and he would say, “This is not coming from you, is it, 

Mary?” And I said, “No, no, no, no, no.” 
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COLLINGS 

No, not at all. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

So I had to do something, plus the gift of the book and everything. They printed 

four thousand copies, and I knew they had gone into a second printing, but 

because the royalty’s so small, I didn’t really keep track. Wendy called me in 

2008 and said, “Do you know how many copies this little book has sold?” And 

I went, “No.” She said at that time twenty-five thousand— 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

—for twelve little poems. People give it as gifts. 

COLLINGS 

Right, right. 

HEEBNER 

Then she goes, “You should pitch another book.” So I did go back to René 

Alegría and I said, “You know, this is doing really well. I’d like to do another 

book.” And I told Wendy I had this idea of these paintings that I had done, that 

I called Muses, and they were based loosely on sketches, watercolor sketches of 

Rodin, of his erotic nudes, and also they were images of trying to feel what it’s 

like to inhabit a body from the inside out. These are large paintings on a very 

thin Japanese paper, kozo paper, with copper and graphite and watercolor. I 

tried to get inside the skin and make a sense of what it was like, as I said, to 

inhabit a body.I went through a lot of Neruda’s later poems, and I talked to 

Alastair and I told him what this project was and that Harper Collins was 

interested in it, and I actually had pitched to Harper Collins a trilogy that would 

be Poems of the Sea, Poems of Love, and Poems of the Earth. Well, that never 

happened. I’ll tell you why in a minute. So we did this second book and they 

gave me an advance, and I met them and they had the paintings. The 

reproduction of the paintings, I don’t think is as faithful to the original 

paintings. They’re pinker. I’m not sure why they did that except for they 

thought the copper was too brown. But I don’t know. 

COLLINGS 
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This is a second book. 

HEEBNER 

This is a second book. So I didn’t do an artist book first for this, but the 

paintings that I paired with this came first. And it was very exciting because I 

worked with Shubhani again as the designer. We were trying to come up with a 

name, and I didn’t want to do the love poems, because Neruda has very 

famous, many, many translations of his Twenty Poems of Love and One of 

Despair. And Patricia said, “They’re intimate. What about intimacies?” And 

Alastair called me, and we all talked on the phone. I said, “God, that’s a great 

idea.” Oh, and I should digress. The poem On the Blue Shore of Silence, the 

title for the first book and for the artist book, On the Blue Shore of Silence, 

comes from a poem. Could you stop the—please. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

All right. Go ahead. 

HEEBNER 

So to digress, I found the title, On the Blue Shore of Silence, I took it from one 

of the lines of a poem called “No Me Hagan Caso,” which Alastair translates 

“Forget About Me.” And the very last stanza says, “Let us look for secret 

things somewhere in the world on the blue shore of silence or where the storm 

has passed, rampaging like a train. There the faint signs are left, coins of time 

and water, debris, celestial ash, and the irreplaceable rapture of sharing in the 

labor of solitude and the sand.” So On the Blue Shore of Silence came from 

that. And in the poems that I chose for Intimacies, I was looking for lines to do 

the same thing, and then Patricia came up with “intimismos,” and these poems 

really are about intimacy. And I just said [wrote], “When I was a young girl, I 

remember sitting on the stairs of our home in Tenafly, New Jersey, looking up 

at three watercolors of female nudes by Auguste Rodin. When we moved back 

to California, the paintings continued to draw me in. To look at them was to 

enter a state as near to reverie as a child can get. I was musing. Images from 

child are deeply embedded. These early memories form the bedrock for any 

artist. Whatever shapes the mind, whatever gives form to art is born from 

memory. The Greeks embodied this in their myths of the Nine Muses, the 
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progeny of Mnemosyne, goddess of memory, and Zeus, god of the 

heavens.“Many years later, I had the pleasure of living with those Rodins for a 

time when my father brought them to my studio to be reframed. I asked my 

father, who was a musician and recording producer, why he had chosen these 

particular ones. ‘I don’t know much about art,’ he replied, ‘but they were the 

most beautiful. They had rhythm.’ It was if a missing link had entered a room, a 

visit from a muse. I realize that all my artwork, no matter how abstract, owed a 

debt to these watercolors, to their rhythm that had taken root in my memory. 

“Their presence in my studio inspired me to make a series of nude paintings 

using watercolor, powdered copper pigment, and graphite on fragile handmade 

paper. The paintings expressed human form in motion, elusive as water, yet 

sculptural. I called the series Muse. “I later paired the series of paintings with a 

selection of Pablo Neruda’s poems, translated by Alastair Reid, which spoke to 

me of love. Not just desire, not just fleeting, passionate love, but long-lasting 

love, naked, exposed, vulnerable, and receptive to what life offers. These later 

love poems of Neruda’s touched me deeply and joyfully. In a way, all of 

Neruda’s poems are love poems. He loved being alive and recorded his 

moments of joy and sorrow, beauty and despair, love in its many 

manifestations. To him, love is an essential life-giving spark; in a word, 

intimacy.” 

COLLINGS 

Very nice. I like the Blue Shore of Silence as the title for this because paintings 

are silent. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, they are, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

The poetry has a voice, and you’re bringing painting into the presentation, and 

paintings have an ethereal silence about them. 

HEEBNER 

Ah, ah. I like that. That’s nice. Well, they also, because they’re sort of abstract, 

you can read and look into them, and they’re loose enough and watery enough 

that your eye flows in and out of them, and I felt that very strongly. So the 

second book came out right in January 2009, right when I was having a show 

on Park Avenue at the Queen Sofía Spanish Institute, and the way I got that 
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exhibit was through Edie and Alastair. I was up visiting Alastair and I was 

telling him about this project, and I said, “Look. I’ve got the Blue Shore book, 

I’ve got this new book coming out, I’ve got all these paintings, I’ve got a show. 

Please, someone.” And I couldn’t— Edie was there. We were having soup. 

Alastair loves to make soup. So we were up in his tiny apartment having soup, 

and his wife, Leslie, who’s a filmmaker, was off. She’s usually not there during 

the day. And Edie all of a sudden said, “Inmaculada.” And I thought, “The 

Immaculate Conception? What is Inmaculada?” She goes, “Inmaculada de 

Hapsburgo”—and she actually is a Hapsburg—“is the director of the Queen 

Sofía Spanish Institute.” And Alastair said, “I remember her mesmerizing 

violet-blue eyes.” And so the two of them are remembering Inmaculada in this 

wonderful way, and Edie gives her a call, saying, “No, Neruda isn’t Spanish, 

but he took all these people from the Winnipeg in Spain and brought them to 

Chile. There’s our link.” It was the most tenuous link in the world. 

COLLINGS 

Yes, yes. He was in Spain one time. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. [laughter] So Inmaculada saw the work and said, “Oh, I would love to do 

this.” And it was a gallery in a McKim, Mead & White building, just gorgeous 

building with this black-and-white tile floor. It’s just beautiful and it has this 

top gallery, and then you go downstairs and there’s an auditorium where there’s 

a gallery. I had the Muse paintings from here and I was starting to paint larger 

paintings based on the Muse paintings like that one right in the corner there. I 

was also being kicked out of my studio [of thirty years], shifting around. I had 

moved five times in two and a half years. And I’ve got this show in New York 

and I’ve got to find a place to paint. So I rented another space while I was being 

shuttled around and managed to do these paintings, and had the show that had 

the Blue Shore of Silence Isla Negra paintings, the handmade book, the trade 

books, and Patricia and Alastair doing a reading. 

COLLINGS 

Wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

And it was right when the crash happened, and Harper Collins got rid of Rayo, 

fired everybody. This show was— 
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COLLINGS 

Within the space of what amount of time? 

HEEBNER 

Twenty minutes. I mean, just boom. And I mean, the show is up, Poems of 

Love, Pablo Neruda, Valentine’s Day. You know, you’d think they’d do some 

book signing. No. There was no infrastructure left for anyone to market the 

book. 

COLLINGS 

So you’re talking about 2009, then? 

HEEBNER 

Yes. 

COLLINGS 

February 2009. There was just nothing left. 

HEEBNER 

Nothing. So the book fell through the cracks. 

COLLINGS 

Interesting. 

HEEBNER 

And it’s so sad because then I tried to—you know, I had the prototype for the 

third book, Poems of the Earth, with some of these big paintings, and they 

wouldn’t even let me in the door. I couldn’t even speak to an editor. 

COLLINGS 

It’s interesting, because when you were talking about these events and all of 

this excitement around the books and the poems and the readings, it really did 

speak to a different economic climate. 

HEEBNER 

Completely different. And I still, I still think they were wrong, because 

bookstores are becoming more like boutiques, and if you had three books, The 

Earth, Love, and The Sea, in a package, sleeved, inexpensively but nicely in a 
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sleeve, and you bought it as a gift for somebody’s anything, wedding, 

graduation, I don’t care, it would sell. 

COLLINGS 

I think people are too spoiled by the remainder market, unfortunately. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah, that’s true, and the Amazon market. But anyway, so there are 

two wonderful books, and there won’t be the third one. I may do an artist book 

with it. They’re now on to me, so I don’t know if I can get those permissions 

again. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. Well, it’s interesting how this work spans the shift to the Bush 

administration and the complete lack of interest on the level of the embassies 

that you had been working with when Bush came in, and then the economic 

crash and how that put an end to the project in its own way. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, it just died a little death. But still to this day, I haven’t quite priced out 

my royalty [advance]. I don’t know how that happens. But this book, 

Intimacies, has sold, I think, thirteen or fifteen thousand copies, which is a lot, 

and Blue Shore is now up to like thirty-two thousand copies. So it keeps giving, 

which is nice, and people are continuing to buy it and ask for it and whatnot. I 

haven’t sold any more of the handmade book. 

COLLINGS 

The artist book. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I haven’t put an effort into marketing. I mean, I should probably put an 

effort into marketing some of the books that I still have copies of, but I need to 

be an octopus. I need to have more than one head, you know. Maybe not an 

octopus. 

COLLINGS 

You need a marketing intern. 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah. Send ‘em on. 

COLLINGS 

Well, shall we start with one of the other books, or would you prefer to hold 

off? 

HEEBNER 

Well, there’s a couple—I think I have to finish part of this. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. I didn’t want to cut the story off in the middle. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And this is a hard part. Alastair is still robust and alive, which is terrific, 

as is Edie, in translating forever. When I came to— 

COLLINGS 

Shall I pause? 

HEEBNER 

Yes, please. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

It’s just one of those days, huh? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Nonstop. Okay. So when we went in for—we went to Washington, D.C. 

Okay. After the big opening in the centenario in D.C., but before Intimacies 

came out, John O’Leary was working with the Chilean government and with 

Tierra del Fuego, and there was a stand of native pine, important virgin forest 

that they were going to log lumber, and it was touted as it was going to be jobs 

for people. It wasn’t. They were going to bring people in from outside. John 

decided that he really was intent on saving this virgin forest, and Goldman 

Sachs he convinced to buy this property— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, interesting. 

HEEBNER 
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—and keep it as a preserve. Yeah. This was before the— 

COLLINGS 

Before 2008, yes. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And for their annual report, Patricia called us and said, “This is 

happening.” And Macduff said, “Oh, I just read a small obscure New York 

Times article about this place. I’m familiar with the project.” And so then 

Goldman Sachs talked with Macduff and he was hired. They flew us there. We 

went down to Punta Arenas and then they flew us over to the island, and we 

went in helicopter and shot aerially and shot on the ground, and Macduff 

documented this beautiful book. We didn’t know at the time, but John had Lou 

Gehrig’s disease and he was forty-nine or fifty [fifty seven-fifty eight], 

ridiculous, and this was his last work. So he was such a forthright man and he 

went quickly. And Patricia, I remember, calling me, just, “I don’t know who to 

talk to.” She has friends that are much dearer friends than I, but sometimes you 

go to someone you don’t— 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

And he put everything he could into saving this and it’s now a preserve. But he 

also did that in Chile. During the time when they were releasing the Pinochet 

records and they were releasing all those tapes and everything, and how the 

U.S. was complicit during the first Bush administration, and all that stuff was 

being released to the public, instead of just having an in-house ceremony in 

which, okay, now it’s public record, you can access it if you want, what he did 

was he went to La Moneda, the center. He had an open invitation to every 

Chilean that wanted to be there, and he had the records in his hand, and this 

tiny little lady who was the public library librarian came over to the stage, and 

he handed her the records. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my goodness. 

HEEBNER 
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Yeah. That’s the kind of guy he was. So just this last year, he was honored at 

the human rights celebration posthumously [September 9, 2013 at The Charles 

Horman Truth Foundation “Tribute to Justice”]. As Intimacies was coming out 

and we had the reading, there was going to be this bilingual reading with 

Alastair and this movie star guy who was the cultural attaché, Cristián 

[Campos]—I forget his last name. But as Patricia said, “He’s just delicious and 

dreamy, and he’ll read.” Well, he got sick, and I said, “Patricia, you’ve got to 

read.” And this was right on the wake of John’s death. And she read. So what 

happened was we had a reading at the Queen Sofía Spanish Institute, and 

Patricia and Alastair—and Alastair is the godfather of Patricia’s two children, 

Gabriela and Alejandra, and so they did this beautiful reading. Alastair chose 

the poems, and at one point he said, “I want to read I Ask for Silence,” and 

Patricia read it in English, and it’s about death. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

[reading] “Now they can leave me in peace and grow used to my absence. I’m 

going to close my eyes. I want only five things, five chosen roots. One is an 

endless love. Two is to see the autumn. I cannot exist without leaves flying and 

falling to earth. The third is the solemn winter, the rain I loved, the caress of 

fire in the rough cold. Fourth, the summer plump as a watermelon. And fifthly, 

your eyes, Mathilde, my dear love. I won’t sleep without your eyes. I won’t 

exist without your gaze. I adjust the spring for you to follow me with your eyes. 

That, friends, is all I want, next to nothing, close to everything." “Now they can 

go if they wish. I have lived so much that someday they will have to forget me 

forcibly, rubbing me off the blackboard. My heart was inexhaustible. But 

because I ask for silence, they’ll think I’m going to die. The opposite is true. It 

happens I’m going to live, to be, and to go on being. I will not be, however, if 

inside me the crop does not keep sprouting, the shoots first breaking through 

the earth to reach the light; but the mothering earth is dark and, deep inside me 

I am dark." I’m a well in the water of which the night leaves stars behind and 

goes on alone across fields. It’s a question of having lived so much that I want 

to live a bit more. I never felt my voice so clear, never been so rich in kisses. 

Now, as always, it is early. The light is a swarm of bees. Let me alone with the 

day. I ask leave to be born.” So Patricia read that, and then it turns out that she 
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kept tripping and falling and strange things. And to make this long and sad 

story short, she got some kind of Lou Gehrig’s disease. 

COLLINGS 

As well? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And we just lost her this last year [July 22, 2013]. [cries] 

COLLINGS 

I’m sorry. 

HEEBNER 

But she was an extraordinary woman, and it was because of her that all this 

happened. 

COLLINGS 

Yes, yes. This is in some way an author of the project. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. She’s the madrina, as she would call the godmother. So much 

happened because of her. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. Well, I’m so glad that you were able to preserve her memory in this way, 

then. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. That’s what I wanted to do. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. Shall we stop? 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, before I put a short in the tape recorder by crying. [End of January 23, 

2014 interview] 

1.4.3. 
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1.4.3.1. Session Seven (January 28, 2014) 

COLLINGS 

Okay. Today, January 28, 2014, Jane Collings interviewing Mary Heebner in 

her studio. Last time we talked about On the Blue Shore of Silence, and today 

we are going far afield again to talk about Unearthed and on to Silent 

Faces/Angkor. 

HEEBNER 

Okay. 

COLLINGS 

So we’ll begin with a trip to Patagonia. 

HEEBNER 

Yes, we’re still in Chile. In fact, I was looking at my journal notes, and we 

overnighted [in Santiago]. This was in 2005. And it’s a long way down to 

Patagonia. Chile is this long, anorexic, skinny strip of country hemmed in 

between the Andes and the Pacific Ocean. And as I’d mentioned with the Blue 

Shore of Silence, that’s how I also met Antonio Skármeta, who wrote Il Postino 

and other books. He’s most known for Il Postino, The Postman, that they made 

into a film and an opera and many other iterations. We overnighted in Santiago 

and had dinner with Nora and Antonio at their home, and then went on the next 

day to Punta Arenas, and then from Punta Arenas, driving two more hours to 

Puerto Natales. When we came into Antonio and Nora’s house, Antonio just 

beamed through the room with his arms wide open, and he’s got a voice that’s 

just like the character of Neruda in Il Postino, and he says [imitating accent], 

“Mary Heebner, you look radiant, younger than ever! Chile is good for you!” 

[laughter] So, of course, “Here, have a Pisco.” So we sat and then met this 

wonderful architect [and stage designer], Ramon Lopez, who also does lighting 

for operas and whatnot, and Mario Toral, who also lives part-time in New York 

next to friends of ours, the Kerrs, and in Chile, in Santiago. So it was a really 

nice sendoff— 

COLLINGS 

It sounds wonderful. 

HEEBNER 
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—to go down to Patagonia, where I had never been before, but Macduff had 

been in 1994 photographing for an assignment down there. There is an architect 

that we befriended named Germán del Sol, and he represented Chile in the 

Seville World Fair and did some experimental architecture. He’s a poet, and 

just a very interesting— 

COLLINGS 

A poet and an architect. What a wonderful combination. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. We would exchange writing often, and we just sort of had this soul 

connection that was really, really nice. When I was in Santiago staying with 

Patricia at the embassy, I had dinner with Germán and his wife, Maria, who 

also have a place nearby in Santiago. He was the architect who did the Explora 

Hotel down in the Torres del Paine National Park, and this new project that he 

was doing [in Puerto Natales], he invited Macduff and I to come down to for 

Macduff to photograph it. There were no guests at the hotel at this time, but it 

was extraordinary because I had the whole upper floor that overlooks Last 

Hope Sound, La Última Esperanza Sound, these wonderful fjords through these 

forty-foot-tall trapezoidal-shaped windows— 

COLLINGS 

Wow. Amazing. 

HEEBNER 

—and I used it as a studio, and this all feeds into how Unearthed, the artist 

book, got produced. The concept of Remota was that it was a place to go out 

from, and there were all these all-inclusive excursions with very well-trained 

guides to take you to explore the area. So we were met at the airport by this 

young, eager, happy fellow named Max Salas. “Hi, I’m Max. Boy, are we 

going to have adventures.” And I, again, was tired, jetlagged, was like, “Oh, no. 

Here we go.” [laughs] I’m going to be—and I’d had a bad— 

COLLINGS 

I’d like to have an adventure on a couch for the day. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, exactly. I’d had a bad back. I tweeked my back, so I was looking forward 

to a day of rest and maybe another Pisco Sour and sketching quietly upstairs, 
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but I knew that wasn’t going to happen. Well, Max was a guide at the original 

Explora, and then he said he felt kind of hemmed in from the fact that most 

people that go to Patagonia go to Torres del Paine National Park and they think 

they’ve seen Patagonia, and it’s exquisite. I mean, it’s gorgeous. There’s 

glaciers, there’s lakes, there’s condors, but it’s as if there’s this invisible 

perimeter line that says anything outside of the park isn’t really as beautiful or 

isn’t really as good. Max teamed up with Germán, and Max is an interesting 

fellow. He was a guide there, but he’d also gone to law school, he had been in 

the Chilean Navy, he was a model. [laughs] And actually, currently he is the 

governor of Last Hope Province, so— 

COLLINGS 

Okay. He’s a busy fellow. 

HEEBNER 

—he’s a busy guy. So he and Germán were on the same wavelength in terms of 

the concept of having Remota be this place that was built for people to go out 

from and to explore different areas of Patagonia that were a stone’s throw away 

and were just as extraordinary. So he did take us on these amazing walks and 

horseback rides, and we did two nights where we went up to an estancia, a 

ranch, and stayed in the ranch house there, small ranch house. And from there 

we went up into Sierra de los Baguales, which is Sierra of the Wild Horses, and 

it was an area that was sacred to the indigenous Mapuche and other Indian 

tribes that were down there, and they didn’t go there. It was like the spirits are 

there. You don’t go there. 

COLLINGS 

At any time? 

HEEBNER 

At any time. And yet that’s where the wild horses were. And at one point they 

would contract this fellow [Baqueano Zamorra] who was kind of like a Davy 

Crockett kind of fellow, this real adventurous and very interesting fellow. Let 

me pause for a minute. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 
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So in the Sierra de los Baguales there was a baqueano, and a baqueano is—they 

would explain it to us not just like a gaucho. A gaucho rides his horse over the 

pampa, which is a flat plain area. A baqueano has to in a way be more of a 

naturalist because the terrain is so varied. There’s glaciers, there’s mountains, 

there’s rivers, there’s fjords. 

COLLINGS 

Almost like a shepherd in a way. 

HEEBNER 

They have to know climate and read the weather and know different plants and 

animals and whatnot, and there was this one legendary baqueano, Zamorra, and 

he’s the one that the Indians would send in to get the horses. He was a cowboy 

from Central Chile, and he came to Última Esperanza in 1862, and he was the 

first Westerner to travel inland with the Indians and go into areas that, because 

of their taboos, they didn’t want to go out, but he would flush out the game, and 

the Indians would be waiting on the other side. 

COLLINGS 

That’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

So they had this great symbiotic relationship. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. How funny. 

HEEBNER 

And then afterward, he became a guide for Westerners. And actually, one of the 

first Westerners coming was a woman named Lady Florence Dixie, who was 

this tough Victorian woman who— 

COLLINGS 

Lady traveler. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. She had a baby, left the baby, left the husband, and went to Patagonia. 

[laughs] And if she were a man, they probably would have called her the first 
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explorer, but because she was a woman, they called her the first tourist to 

Patagonia. 

COLLINGS 

Ah! How interesting. 

HEEBNER 

And she rode horseback. She was born in Scotland and she was the daughter of 

the Marquess of Queensberry, and her brother was the—oh, he was a wrestler 

or something. He was the guy who lent his name to the rules of boxing, and he 

also was kind of a bully. One thing she did at a young age was they would 

roughhouse, and he would always get her by grabbing her hair and pulling it. 

So at one point of just aplomb and rage, she just cut off her hair. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Good for her. Good thinking. 

HEEBNER 

And he’s the one that outed Oscar Wilde. Sort of a jerk. Lady Florence Dixie 

went on to do amazing work in support of equal rights and education in Africa 

and other places. She was an avid hunter there [in Patagonia], but then she 

became a real avid exponent of vegetarianism and animal rights. So Max is 

telling us these long narratives and these long stories, and we’re going to Sierra 

de los Baguales. And while we were there, on horseback—and I’m fairly 

confident as long as I’m with confident riders on a horse. I’m not skilled by any 

means, but I’ve been with Sienna riding since she was seven, and then with 

Macduff going to Mustang and all of that, I’m somewhat familiar. My horse 

was a really good horse, a [unclear] white horse. So we were riding up this 

ridge and up to this very top part, and there were little—it was almost a black 

and white landscape. There was black lichen on white rocks in this kind of rosy 

soil, and it was just this very bald mountain. And I had this aha, that I was on 

top of the world, but I’m at the bottom of the world, and all these things, these 

rocks and stones on the surface. What’s beneath the surface? What’s beneath 

my feet? So I started thinking, and I had this all-at-once aha about a series of 

paintings to do, and I started while I was on the horse, bumpily sketching 

ridgelines of the— 

COLLINGS 
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The mountains, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

—terrain and the mountain, and then just thinking, “I can’t wait to get back to 

my studio. I want to play with this idea of stratigraphy, of what’s beneath your 

feet, what’s below. So that was really amazing. We went to one area in which 

probably no one had been, or ever, but there were these wild Rheas which are 

like ostriches, and guanacos, which are like a softer, gentler llama, and the 

horses, the wild horses, and there’s a blond skunk. There’s all kinds of strange 

animals. But we went into this one area and there was a swale, and we kind of 

hunkered down there, it was windy, and broke for lunch, and lunch with the 

baqueanos is a boda bag with some chilled red wine, some bread and some 

cheese and some meat. So that was our lunch, and I was sketching and just sort 

of taking notes about this aha that I had had. Then we went on a little walk right 

around, and underneath these trees it was clear that it had been a green meadow 

and there had been trees, and now it was all decimated, and what you saw were 

these little sticks, almost looked like pick-up sticks splayed out in a starburst 

pattern, and then you’d see this core. It was petrified wood. These had been 

trees, little slender trees that had just fallen, and there was the shards of the 

petrified wood right there. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

And so it gets you thinking about climate change and how things shift and what 

happens. 

COLLINGS 

It’s interesting to think of the wild horse as being sort of the spawn of the 

horses brought over by the Spaniards. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

A lot of layers there. 

HEEBNER 
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There’s a lot of layers, yeah, because there were horses here, and then they 

went extinct, and then there were the other horses brought back. So it’s a place 

that really touched Macduff’s heart because of his experience running a pack 

station and being in the Sierras, and he’s much more comfortable in—I mean, 

he could sleep on a dog in a pile of dirt and be fine, and I need a little bit more 

comfort. 

COLLINGS 

You’re more of a light sleeper, I guess. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I’m a lighter sleeper. There you go. [laughter] So we would come back 

from these explorations back to Remota, which is my idea of camping. I mean, 

you can be out and rough it for three or four days and then come back to this. 

And this was spare. It wasn’t fancy. It wasn’t ostentatious. It was very spare. 

Germán had a word for it: atinado. It was like just enough. It was like this 

sparseness kind of like you associate with Japanese sensibility sometimes, that 

really pared down to the minimal. And so I loved the design, and there wasn’t 

much decoration. There were these beautiful woven ponchos that were hung 

like hangings, and they had this collection of vessels, ancient vessels. Some of 

them were reproductions. But anyway, I had the leisure time while Macduff 

was downloading his photos and whatnot, to draw these vessels, so I started 

sketching the shape of these broken vessels, and they were very utilitarian. 

There was nothing fancy about them. They were fired. You could see burn 

marks on them. And as I looked closely, as you do when you’re drawing, I 

noticed thumbprints, fingerprints. 

COLLINGS 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

And, I mean, that’s somebody’s thumb from eighteen hundred years ago that 

formed this pot, and it just— 

COLLINGS 

Gives you chills. 

HEEBNER 
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Yes, it does. And then seeing these naturally formed—you know, the fossils 

and such that we encountered. It started to coalesce inside as something was 

brewing, and I wasn’t sure what. 

COLLINGS 

Hold on a second. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 

So this is the picture [showing one of the large paintings]. This is one of the 

pictures where here’s the ridgetops above. All of this is made with my hands 

with powdered earth pigments, ochres and siennas and blacks, and then these 

are little fossil-like shapes, and then here’s a vessel. So I’m thinking about 

what’s beneath the surface in this— 

COLLINGS 

And the whole title is Unearthed? 

HEEBNER 

Well, this title for these series of paintings are called Below and Beneath, 

Patagonia: Below and Beneath, because it was below the equator and beneath 

the surface. And then I took the idea of the vessel combined—see, here’s the 

landscape where we’re going through. Can you see it? 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, a wonderful endless horizon. 

HEEBNER 

Endless horizon, wheat-colored grasses, beautiful horses. This book that we 

produced later, which I’ll talk about, is in both Spanish and English. So this 

book I’m leafing through right now—oh, here it is. Okay. I think this is okay to 

read because it goes into it. “Sierra de los Baguales, Range of the Wild Horses, 

is a chain of mountains where Chile meets Argentina. Often referred to as 

mysterious and even sinister, it was sacred and forbidden for Patagonia’s 

indigenous population. We rode horses for six hours, through whirlpools of 

dust and wind, to a summit. In the distance, shadows swam up the sides of bare 

mountains, washing their charcoal and russet flanks in deep purple. Spots of 
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golden light rested on shelves of the steppe. Our horses loved being worked. 

They picked their way carefully up the knobby mountain. From moment to 

moment, the sky was a pearl, a smooth stone, a downpour." “We stopped at an 

ancient riverbed crammed with fossilized shell and bone. The riverbank once 

marked the edge of a meadow and shady forest. Now only shreds of petrified 

wood remain, splayed around the base of phantom trees. “Geography is fate. I 

couldn’t help but think of the glut of carbon dioxide, the diminishing aquifers, 

and how climate change hastens our own destiny. A fossil is nothing short of a 

miracle. Most organisms live and die without leaving a trace of their existence, 

but sometimes life rests between strata at just the right moment, with just the 

right conditions, and its delicate features are preserved as stone. Drawings are 

also fleeting. They represent a thought caught on paper at a moment in time. A 

drawing can be buried beneath layers of pigment, yet sometimes the original 

marks persist. Even an erasure leaves traces of the old marks, a pentimento that 

remains an integral part of the final image." “At Baguales, the traces of a 

former time rise easily to the surface. With its woodburning stove, the 

baqueano’s puesto, the cabin that we shared for the night, warmed us all. The 

acrid aroma of mate tea steeped in hot water and sipped through a metal straw 

from a palm-sized gourd filled the room. Over the years, the gourd has been 

bronzed by many hands passing it round, having absorbed the oils of untold 

fingerprints of those who shared the countless stories, reminiscences, and tall 

tales that fill in the final picture of this weathered, wild place in the mountains.” 

So that experience of being in the puesto and this gourd being passed around, 

and the idea of touch and of people’s imprints, that, layered on top of making 

these drawings of these vessels and seeing their imprints, and so in addition to 

this series of paintings, Patagonia: Below and Beneath, that embedded images 

of vessel shapes as the bottom third, let’s say, of these vertical fifty-inch by 

thirty-eight-inch paintings, I thought, well, why don’t I unearth these and kind 

of free them from their context, just like these old homely vessels had been 

freed from their utilitarian use and were now seen as art objects. They were just 

sort of seen for their shape and beauty and irregularity alone. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. It’s an old wheat jar, and now it’s— 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. And some of them I had been told had been made for 

ceremonial purposes, but some were just everyday pots. So I thought the best 
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way I could—and again, this is not a conscious body thing; it’s kind of 

intuitive. I put some paper down and just dipped my hands in paint and rubbed 

the paint around and started working on the paper as if I were forming a three-

dimensional pot. So I was fingerpainting, leaving my fingerprints and making 

this vessel. So I called that series Unearthed. And those vessels—I don’t think I 

have. I’ll show the real ones to you. So I had Below and Beneath, and then I did 

a series about strata and pigments with little fossils caught, that to me were 

kind of like ferreting out a memory. You know when you’re sort of rooting 

around in the ground or the sand, and you see something and you can’t quite 

see what it is, you know it’s something. You don’t have a name for it yet. That 

time of unknowing, to me, it’s analogous for rooting around in your head about 

some image or some thought you’ve had that you were trying to retrieve, 

whether it’s a dream or a memory or a name, and the two corresponded, that 

that action of digging and excavating is something that happens within you and 

also outside of you, and I always like to make those—you know, it’s nice when 

that connection happens. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

So I did the series of sketches and then worked on these paintings, and it was 

only a few years later that I thought it’d be neat to take the vessels and reinter 

them, so to speak, in this box and make an artist book, and I called the book 

Unearthed. It has a lid that’s made with a square. It’s twelve-by-twelve of 

travertine marble from Siena. You know, Sienna always figures in somewhere. 

COLLINGS 

Sienna’s always there somehow. [laughs] 

HEEBNER 

Somehow. And the lid was heavy enough that you had to kind of excavate. You 

had to like lift it off in order to get to what was beneath the surface, and there 

are two books embedded inside. One’s a small book and one’s a larger one. 

COLLINGS 

And I noticed the other day that the lid is very heavy and it’s cool to the touch. 

HEEBNER 
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It is. I love the feeling of that. And when I first started, I tried an acid etch. That 

print mark, that little square interrupted by a line that I mark, that’s my 

pressmark. I thought if I could etch it into the surface, it would look like a 

fossil. The etching wasn’t working. It just sort of looked icky. When I finally 

described to this woman in Tucson who had sent out this etching material, she 

said, “Oh, you need sandblasting.” So, okay, sandblasting. So I looked up 

online Santa Barbara sandblasting, and there were three. One of them only did 

large monuments or huge sides of buildings, and one of them I called was no 

longer in business. The father did the small sandblasting and he had passed 

away, and the guy couldn’t bear to take his name off the— 

COLLINGS 

Oh. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And then the third one was this guy who was out near the swap meeting 

in Goleta, and he said, “Yeah, come on down.” And he had an old—he had 

these beautiful Corvettes that he had restored. He was a real sort of wiry fellow. 

He said one of his helpers had a small box, sandblasting box. I said, “Well, how 

do you mask it off so that you just do the image you want?” And he looked at 

me and he said, “Masking tape.” [laughter] He must think I’m— 

COLLINGS 

Masking tape. 

HEEBNER 

—the dumbest blonde. [laughter] Oh, god. So I made these templates with 

masking tape, and came back and he blasted the surface of these tiles, and so 

that determined the size of the book. I wanted it to be square. I’ve made a 

couple of little square, like the Bayon books and the Full Lotus or little square 

formats and Western Trilogy. It’s just a nice shape. I work in it a lot, as you can 

see there. 

COLLINGS 

Squares are good. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And it also really fit. I mean, the painting, obviously it was related to the 

paintings, which were all on 25-by-25 or 38-by-38 square pieces of paper. So 
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when I started doing prototype after prototype, I had an idea of a band with a 

drawing on it. I had a vessel with type over it. I mean, I had all these 

complicated—I even had a friend who’s an archeologist give me pictures of 

excavations, and I was going to put my strata things with images of real 

excavations. I was getting more and more literal and farther and farther away 

from the spirit of what I was doing. So all of these prototypes came to naught. 

It’s an interesting idea of overlaying print and type. You know, it’s not a bad 

idea, but it just wasn’t working for what I wanted to do. 

COLLINGS 

Well, it’s interesting, too, because the lines of print function as strata as well. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. And having the overlay. And it’s an idea I might use at 

another time, but it just was getting—and I do have a bit of a background with 

Sienna’s father, my first husband, Steve, who is an archeologist, and going out 

on excavations with him and understanding from that early time in my life how 

much that time traveling was pivotal to the development of how I was seeing 

things and what mattered to me. And I started writing things. Some of them 

were good. Some of them were really bad. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

So you were struggling forward. I mean, was it imperative that you make an 

artist book of this material? 

HEEBNER 

I just knew there was something there, and I was grabbing at it. I knew I had 

something, and it was like fishing. You know, you know that you’re getting 

something. 

COLLINGS 

Because it seems like some of the other things kind of had more of their own 

agency in your imagination from their conception, so to speak. 

HEEBNER 

Yes, in a way. And then also it almost like, “Well, why do you have to do a 

book? You’ve done these big paintings. You’ve done three series of paintings. 

You’ve got this whole slew of drawings. Are you done?” And it’s like Silent 

Faces with the faces I’ve been working on for thirteen years now. No, I’m not 



312 

 

done. [laughter] So I had this box and I covered it with earth pigment. I mean, 

it was just getting convoluted. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, because I hear you describing a lot of struggle with different forms, and I 

haven’t heard that about the other books. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, maybe I just lied. [laughter] Yeah. Oh, yeah. The other ones just came; 

piece of cake. [laughter] So I wanted this to be good and I wanted it to have 

something to do that really reflected the paintings that I had done, and I just 

pared away. I pared away. I went to a friend of mine who has a business 

[Surface F/X] in which he sells surfaces, like faux surfaces and different 

materials to do so. So I was working with him, with Michael Rottapel, and he 

said, “You should see my friend Ted Muneno.” Teddy is a fourth-generation 

Japanese Santa Barbaran. He’s the one that made the Silent Faces box as well 

as the Unearthed box. So I brought him a couple ideas, and he showed me a 

dresser drawer that you could just buy modularly. He knew I didn’t have much 

money to—you know, because each part, it adds up. So I thought, “No, that 

isn’t what I want,” and I gave him my card. And then he looked at my website 

and went, “Oh! Oh!” He was kind of getting that maybe I wanted something a 

little more artistic. So he came up with a prototype with straight-grain pine and 

then little details of—it’s a blond wood, and then he put these little details of 

Wenge or Padauk wood in the side to give it a little character. Then he was 

very careful. In order to lift the tile off to excavate the box, was it going to be a 

V-groove or was it going to be hole? And he worked with it so it was just this 

beautiful, smooth, rounded that just wants your finger to fit in there and lift it 

off. 

COLLINGS 

When you say excavate the box, is that how you think of that project in 

particular or— 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Let me bring it over. You can feel that it’s heavy. [interruption] 

HEEBNER 

So here’s Unearthed, and here’s the pressmark. So you lift this off. 
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COLLINGS 

You lift the big heavy travertine marble top. 

HEEBNER 

Big heavy travertine marble top off, and there’s a book in here, and you lift it 

out by means of this cross-grain ribbon. So when you lift it out like that, there’s 

another book underneath. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, wow. 

HEEBNER 

Maybe we’ll do the little book first. Sometimes accidents are a blessing. I had 

decided that the book that I was going to put in here was going to be about six 

inches by nine inches, six-and-a-half by nine-and-a-half, and then this paper 

that I was using that I found in India, it’s a khadi paper, k-h-a-d-i, and I found a 

distributor and I got this really nice paper that I loved. To make the most 

efficient use of a sheet, the book had to be six-by-nine, not six-and-a-half by 

nine-and-a-half, because otherwise I was going to spend a lot more on paper, 

and he had already cut the holes for six-and-a-half by nine-and-a-half. And I 

looked at it and I went, “Oh, darn.” And then I thought, “Well, wait a minute. 

What if we took this Wenge wood and made a quarter-inch on each side and 

sort of lined it,” and it made a much better design. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

It’s got this presence to it and it almost looks like a little tomb. 

COLLINGS 

It does. Now, is this supposed to look like a fingerprint? 

HEEBNER 

Thumbprint, yes. 

COLLINGS 

So there’s a pattern on the front that looks like a thumbprint. 



314 

 

HEEBNER 

There’s a pattern on the front, and this is a Cave paper from the nice ladies who 

make Cave paper. And I took a thumbprint and then sort of started drawing 

topographic kind of images that grew out of this thumbprint, and we blind-

debossed. John Balkwill blind-debossed it, punching it pretty deeply so that it 

really has a nice tactile feel to it. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, it’s wonderful. I love the idea of the thumbprint and the topographical 

map together. That’s very nice. 

HEEBNER 

Yay! Well, it’s that human topography and earth topography— 

COLLINGS 

I just love that. 

HEEBNER 

—that so interests me. So this cover, then, has sort of a charcoal-gray, and then 

this little book is called Notes from Below, and it’s got a little watercolor 

sketch that I had done while on the road, and on each page I took ink washes 

and graphite and hand-touched each book. So it’s printed letterpress. This is 

printed on my Epson printer. It looks like a nice pencil drawing. 

COLLINGS 

It does. 

HEEBNER 

This paper really works great. And these are these little vessels that I had 

drawn. So the vessels start to tell a story and the story is about fate and drawing 

and permanence and impermanence and use. I already read you about the 

fleetingness of drawings. “In a sunlit room, I lay on a cool slate floor to draw 

some large clay pots. One stout cantaro was neither pretty nor finely glazed. It 

had the bare look of unadorned utility, and it triggered something in me. The 

old Mapuche vessels, like the Chilean soil from which they were unearthed, are 

rough and uneven. The broken rim could be the ridge of a mountaintop, the 

cracked lip of the earth itself. The weathered hands that shaped these urns, the 

gritty, cold smell of wet clay, the stark beauty of an imperfectly handbuilt 
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object were palpable. Pat, coil, smooth and turn, build and burnish, a prayer of 

hands worked together to bring up the wall of clay to make a container for 

space, where before there was no space.” So, the whole idea of containers and 

containing. Then this page is a page in which this is blind-debossed very 

faintly. So it just says, “We are vessels,” very faint. 

COLLINGS 

So you have a page of concrete poetry. 

HEEBNER 

Concrete poetry. And the words— 

COLLINGS 

In the form of a very long, narrow, very graceful— 

HEEBNER 

Giacometti vessel. [laughs] And they’re empty, full, lost, found, rough, 

suitable, damaged, burnished, decorative, discarded, all the things we share in 

common with vessels. 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

Then Germán del Sol, the architect, wrote me a letter saying, quote, “The 

people that made the pots are the Mapuche and the Pehuenches, who lived in 

Chile and Argentina in the region below between the river Bio Bio and the 

Straits of Magellan in Patagonia. The pots have primarily ritual use, most never 

used for cooking or putting in fire.” I didn’t know that. “The big amphoras are 

called messen. The small amphoras are called pichimessen.” Pichi means 

“small.” “The machi prepares a liquid in a jar that is called metahue when it is 

big, and pichimetahue when it’s small.” [laughter] Ay ay ay. “During the 

ceremony, the machi fills the metahues and also sprays liquid on the floor from 

his mouth to celebrate the Mother Earth. She is called Pachamama in the 

north.” Mapuche means “people of the land.” So these were all separate little 

drawings, and in Photoshop I reduced them in size, and I sort of gathered them 

so that they jutted into each other and sort of made this little linear conga line 

of vessels. 
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COLLINGS 

Yes. 

HEEBNER 

And then this the colophon for both books. So this small book nestles in the 

bottom of the—and then this larger book, in terms of covers for the book, I’m 

always interested in how I wind up painting the covers. I kind of look for paper, 

and it’s like nothing’s right, and then it’s like, “Well, paint it.” 

COLLINGS 

So the cover of each book is hand-painted. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. And there again, this is about a little shy of twelve-by-twelve inches, and 

they’re fingerpainting. These are my hands. 

COLLINGS 

And the paint has a translucence as well. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. There’s sort of a venetian red and ochre earth colors, some gold pigment, 

powdered pigment, and below that is this paste painted kind of pattern similar, 

but not the same, as the paste painting for Seeking the Open Heart, but I wanted 

to give it some texture. So each cover is signed with my initials, and then you 

open it up and there’s a warm buff, arches buff, and then again blind-debossed 

my name and the title, Unearthed, in Roman numerals 2011. And it opens with 

the first of the large paintings, Sierra de Las Cumbres in Patagonia, and what I 

did for these, as these are digital prints, but then I hand-embellished each one 

with watercolor because that’s fun to do. And again, I don’t have a problem at 

all with just digital prints, but in this case I wanted to do that. And then there’s 

an eight-page poem. 

HEEBNER 

[reading] “The Earth is a vessel containing everything.” Shall I? 

COLLINGS 

Go ahead. 

HEEBNER 
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“Even that which is only dreamed or unbuilt. The lips of the vessel are the 

ridges of mountains. Its belly is blackened by fire, soothed by rain, burnished 

from being touched, used, broken.” 

COLLINGS 

This is astonishing, the colors in this vessel, purples and reds. 

HEEBNER 

“The vessel vibrates like an old, yellowed soul, vivid, terrible, oracular.” 

COLLINGS 

As the onionskin with the text on it comes off of the painting, it’s almost like a 

moment of revelation because the colors really pop. 

HEEBNER 

Right, because it’s a translucent and overbeaten abaca paper for most of it, and 

then this one sheet I put in each one which is left over from when I made the 

Lascaux book, it’s ochre-pigmented paper, and it seemed right for the old 

yellow. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. But it really masks quite well the painting beneath, and then when you 

take it off, it’s— 

HEEBNER 

Bing! 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. Bing! 

HEEBNER 

[reading] “The myths are true. We are made of clay, water, and mineral.” 

COLLINGS 

And the paintings also have a great sense of motion that comes through as well, 

I think, once the text page comes off. 

HEEBNER 
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[reading] “We are vessels formed from the inside out and the outside in. The 

ragged unseen interior supports the softened outer glaze.” That one is very dark 

and mysterious. “In between them, some unnamable force works the wet walls 

of our desire, pressing the coiled hunger and longing into beautiful transient 

forms.” 

HEEBNER 

So that’s it. 

COLLINGS 

It’s wonderful. It’s a wonderful piece. 

HEEBNER 

Thank you. And then this is the petrified forest at Baguales with these bursts 

of— 

COLLINGS 

Ah. 

HEEBNER 

And so that’s Unearthed. 

COLLINGS 

It’s a really beautiful book. 

HEEBNER 

Thanks. It just seemed to fit. It just seemed to work with—it rings true to my 

experience of being there, the kind of earthiness, the sense of the land, the 

coolness of the stone and the wood and the powdered pigment. 

COLLINGS 

Well, I find it very interesting that this box with the marble lid is so heavy that 

you can’t pick it up easily. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

You really must heft the lid off and dig inside the box to see what’s there. 
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HEEBNER 

And see the shape that he made for the fingerholds? 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

They really do work well. And, yeah, I know people that have bought this book 

and they loved it. They said, “I just have it on my table and I just touch it.” 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. I can see that, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

It’s really tactile. It’s really sensual, which is important for me. 

COLLINGS 

Right, right. And I like the idea that the paintings, they have sort of—I don’t 

know how you would describe it really, but sort of hovering— 

HEEBNER 

Like an aura, almost, around it? 

COLLINGS 

Yes. They seem like they’re in motion. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, neat. 

COLLINGS 

And so the idea that those drawings with that sense of motion and with the 

energy of their colors are inside this— 

HEEBNER 

Tomb. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Yes. 
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HEEBNER 

I hadn’t really nailed it in terms of what I was doing until Bruce Robertson, the 

art historian that wrote the Venus catalog, came here, and I was showing him 

the Patagonia paintings and then the Unearthed paintings to show him this 

book, and he goes, “Oh, okay. So you’ve excavated and freed these pots from 

there, and now you’re entombing them again.” It was like, “Yeah, I guess I 

am.” [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

I almost expect to hear a kind of a banging sound from inside here. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. And I like the idea of containers where you don’t know 

what’s in them. There’s that kind of mystery of what’s in the box, what is it? 

And Ted took such care. He’s such a craftsman. And his partner, Dennis [Ito], 

they really took care with each one and the selection of the straight-grain pine, 

and just having this groove here. So it wasn’t a lip that extended over; it was 

this groove. So it just nestles right in there like that. 

COLLINGS 

Right. 

HEEBNER 

I did one exhibition here in Santa Barbara at the Ro Snell Gallery before this 

book was made, and then in Washington, D.C. at the Chilean Embassy. They 

have a nice gallery and they exhibited Macduff and I together. It was called 

Dual Visions of Patagonia, and it was his panoramic photos and the selection of 

my paintings, and then this book was displayed in a case. It was neat to have 

the embassy, where a lot of Chileans obviously come and visit. 

COLLINGS 

Where is stone sourced from? 

HEEBNER 

It’s travertine from Siena, Italy. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, okay. Maybe you mentioned that, yeah. 
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HEEBNER 

Yeah. And I have a friend who’s a stonemason and got it. So, yeah, and it’s a 

beautiful sort of a raw sienna, ochrey color with white threads through it, and I 

like travertine because there’s such action in it. It’s nice. So then in terms of 

another book, Macduff and I had independently published a book called The 

Book of Santa Barbara, which were photographs of places in Santa Barbara and 

also people, some of the people that make up the fabric of this wonderful town. 

It’s not just movie stars and dowagers. [laughs] There’s that, too, but— 

COLLINGS 

Pearl—what was her name? 

HEEBNER 

Pearl Chase, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

Pearl Chase, yes. 

HEEBNER 

But we decided—he became—as we got to know Max more and more— he 

just was such an endearing fellow, and when we were there, he said, “I can’t be 

with you, man, today because I’ve got this—well, it’s this long story, but I’m 

moving into [a new apartment]—and I’m in love.” And anyway, we were there 

right at the beginning of he and Sandra’s relationship, where she’s from 

Switzerland and she was traveling through, and she said, “Oh, this place is 

boring.” He met her. She’s very beautiful, and he, [demonstrates]. He saw her, 

encountered her. And she said, “Oh, I’m leaving tomorrow. It’s very boring 

here.” He said, “Just give me three days. Give me seventy-two hours. Let me 

show you my Patagonia.” I mean, that’s so romantic. So he did and he took her 

up to Baguales, and he took her there and there. Well, they now have three 

kids. They own a pizzeria. He’s the governor of Last Hope Province. So we 

were there right at the get-go when they were moving into this funny little 

upstairs room above what they opened as a pizzeria called La Mesita Grande, 

which means “little big table.” And the funny Santa Barbara connection was 

that Max said—I commented that they had these long slender menus and that 

the table was long and slender, and that was a nice design. He goes, “Well, it 

wasn’t me. This guy named John Saladino came here and was visiting.” John 

Saladino was one of the world’s top interior designers, architect. He’s 
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absolutely top of the line. He was with his then-wife, who’s from Chile. They 

were traveling down there, and they were having a miserable time and they 

bumped into Max, and John gave him pointers for how to design the menu and 

all that. [laughs] So it’s a small world. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

It’s a small world. But we did then decide to go in partnership with Max and 

Sandra and create this book called Patagonia, La Última Esperanza, and this is 

distributed by University of Texas Press. It’s a trade book. 

COLLINGS 

Now, are they the ones that chose the colors, or did— 

HEEBNER 

I did. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. So it’s got a red interior and— 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. It’s a cobalt-blue just like the sky. And then it’s got this just cherry-red 

[demonstrates] interior. John Balkwill, again, helped with the details of the 

layout, but this time Macduff’s getting pretty good at laying things out, and we 

have the template of our Santa Barbara book to go on, and I did the text and 

drawing, and he did the photography. And there’s maps. So it’s a coffee-table 

book. Here’s my map of Last Hope Province and here’s the fjords where we 

went. After this book was done, we went back to Chile in their wintertime, and 

Max wanted to go on the fjords. At this point, he was governor and he wanted 

to see the fishermen. I mean, it’s a hard life— 

COLLINGS 

I’ll bet. 

HEEBNER 
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—but it’s an amazingly sustained life that is getting disrupted, you know, What 

are they doing? If they’re going to dam all this area, well, how’s that going to 

affect the environment? 

COLLINGS 

Sure. 

HEEBNER 

And he said, “We’ve got Roberto,” who we had gone out to the fjords before, 

and he’d just gotten this great boat, and it had four—how Max described it—

Max, he’s like the Little Prince, “Four staterooms, a shower.” So Sandra and I 

see this boat and it’s a fishing boat. The hole, which is where they schlep the 

fish in, that’s where—on four planks— 

COLLINGS 

Those are the staterooms? 

HEEBNER 

—those are the staterooms. The shower is this nozzle on top of the toilet and 

the boat is metal and wood, and it is heated by a woodburning stove. So we’re 

going in and out, pitching in and out of these seas with this, and the water 

would come through the chimney and sort of smoke out the cabin, and there we 

were. And here’s some sketches of the [Merluzza]. We followed some 

fisherman, and I just sat on a box and drew the fish. But here’s some of the 

fishermen. Doesn’t that look like a, I don’t know, Caravaggio or something? 

COLLINGS 

Oh, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

Beautiful Renaissance [colors, reds, greens, yellows]. But we saw some of the 

most extraordinary country in Roberto’s little boat. But he’s a skilled navigator 

and father of three, so he’s not going to—but the way we got our water was we 

angled up toward the side of a mountain, and with a five-gallon plastic bucket, 

Enrique jumped off on to the mountain—the bucket’s attached to a rope—went 

up to this stream, this waterfall, little waterfall, and the bucket’s attached to a 

hose and that funnels right in, fills our two big tanks of water. That’s our water, 

and it was so fresh. It was amazing. And then we caught crab and urchin and 

everything. But the fjords are really extraordinary. 
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COLLINGS 

Ah, I had no idea there were fjords. 

HEEBNER 

Well, the whole Strait of Magellan, it’s just this— 

COLLINGS 

Oh, yes, of course. Yes, of course, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

—smattering of—how Magellan in this little tiny boat that looked like 

something Winkin’, Blinkin’, and Nod would be in, how they found it, it’s just 

unbelievable. So then I did a series of paintings about the fjords. And then I 

thought, “No. Enough’s enough. I’m not going to do another book about the 

fjords.” Some places, human beings hadn’t even touched ground. I mean, most 

of these little islets, there’s no mammals at all. Birds visit them, and they’re 

tufted bits of tundra. So anyway, that’s—I don’t know. You want to hear about 

the fjords? 

COLLINGS 

Sure. 

HEEBNER 

[reading] “We navigated a maze of small islands that were once the tips of 

mountains held in frozen embrace for thousands of years. These fjords, long 

fingers cut into the land, are the handprints of glaciers that carved and shaped 

this terrain. “In a panga, a small open, flat-bottomed boat, we motored toward 

Canal de Las Montañas, a gouge scored fathoms deep and straight as a rule. 

Between saw-toothed ridges, seven glaciers nose into the channel. On a map, 

there are so many islands and islets, yet some of them unnamed, that it appears 

as if a loaded paintbrush spattered them into being. But a map cannot show 

how inky-black the waters are or how brutal and cold the wind. Gray sky with 

light rain, our open boat parted water that rippled away like thick batter 

speckled with starry raindrops." “Sea lions leaped, dived, and played in their 

element, one in which we were the relatively hairless, scrawny, undefended 

aliens. I wore eight separate layers of clothing, most of it made of rubber or 

plastic, and I still hunkered down like a bird in heavy weather.” “Roberto 

Muñoz, our captain, is a fisherman who was born in Puerto Cisnes in Aysén, 
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the region north of Magallanes. Seventeen years of fishing out of Puerto 

Natales has weighted his thirty-some years with an accumulative knowledge 

and respect for the waters. Over half of his dozen friends who also came to fish, 

died within the first six years.” 

COLLINGS 

Oh, gosh. 

HEEBNER 

“Roberto navigated around small islets and shallows, carefully paying attention 

to the tides and reading the currents, while simultaneously translating the 

unseen topography beneath us as if it were Braille. Weather made each trip 

through the channels different since it can turn in an instant. For this reason 

alone, even the most freedom-seeking seadog is at heart a realist. Romantics 

choose to go to sea, but only realists survive. “Five years later, Roberto and his 

first mate, Enrique, took us this time in a larger boat west to Isla Virtudes, an 

abundant fishing ground two days’ journey away, through a labyrinth of 

channels close to the open sea. As we left Puerto Natales, white-breasted 

cormorants, tinged pink in the early morning light, took flight using Last Hope 

Sound as a runway, smacking their shadows with their wings on this windless, 

wintery day." “Three-hours out, Roberto nosed his boat toward a tattered red 

rag that marked a lush freshwater cascade feathered in ferns. He parked right up 

to the wall without worrying about running aground. The shore angled straight 

down. Enrique tied up to a sturdy branch, leaped off the boat, clambered up the 

waterfall, to which he carried a large plastic bucket with a hose attached to the 

bottom. Roberto grabbed the other end of the hose and filled a fifty-gallon 

barrel on top of the boat’s cabin, and this gave us, as it has given countless 

other fishing boats, fresh water for the journey." “Six hours later as the sun 

sank behind Isla Hunter, we spent the first night in Victoria Bay, a sheltered 

cove. Our boat was becalmed enough that I could make India ink drawings of 

the primeval place that felt as if it were recollected from a faded dream. “The 

following day, a cotillion of albatross dipped their bladelike wings, reeled in a 

circle, and then soared across the bow as we arrived at Isla Virtudes at sunset. 

“In these frigid waters, the centolla is the king of crabs. Sea urchin ring the 

rocks. Hake reside in the depths. Sea lions, dolphins, penguins swim, and 

whales sound. Many of the islands, though untenanted of mammals, host a 

variety of bird and insect life amid springs, waterfalls, and some flora, such as 

the Cycads that date to the age of the dinosaur. Here the endangered Guaitecas 
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Cypress, the Tepu, and other moisture-loving plants and mosses thrive, each 

lush patch its own primordial universe.” 

COLLINGS 

This passage makes me think about how in all of your books and paintings and 

writings there is this persistent theme of finding, as you describe it here, 

verdant life in the most apparently barren and unlikely of places. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

The Lascaux caves, deserted for who knows how long, come alive. These 

desert-like wastelands and all of this life that lies beneath, really it’s a theme 

that just runs through everything that we’ve talked about. It’s wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

Thank you. Yeah, I guess that’s part of— 

COLLINGS 

And when we go on to talk about Silent Faces, these are silent faces in which 

you see a potent life force. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, and a presence— 

COLLINGS 

And a presence. 

HEEBNER 

—even though it’s just old eroded stone, there’s a presence that’s so palpable 

and connects both earth and human and how those two work together. I 

remember this wonderful geologist, Tanya Atwater, who I consulted when I 

was doing the Western Horizon book. She has this image of this molten planet 

with this thin crust which is like scum. It’s like pond scum. It’s just this little 

tiny, thin, crackly crust on which all this life that has taken place for thousands 

of years takes place in our—I mean, we’re all so busy with all our little daily 

things, and then all of a sudden you get this image of this molten ball with this 

little crust, with everybody scurrying around like ants in their so important way, 
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you know. It gives you a perspective that’s kind of the delight that I’m sure 

astronomers have every day when they go, “Well, here we are. Now we’re 

not.” 

COLLINGS 

Right. [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

So it’s true. 

COLLINGS 

But it would be possible to veer into nihilism, perhaps, but you go in precisely 

the opposite direction. 

HEEBNER 

Well, why not beauty? Why not wonder? Because you really don’t need—when 

people talk about just—it’s like when people say you need reading, writing, 

arithmetic, you don’t need art and music and design. Or you just need the 

basics, food and shelter. But since time, people, the first thing they make is an 

object that has decoration on it. I mean, they don’t have to decorate it. And it’s 

like I think the biggest need, probably even bigger than water or food, is for 

beauty. I really do. I think that that sense of wonder and the oh-my-god-ness of 

it, that sense that flowers come up and that stars are there, for whatever reason, 

it is what feeds us and certainly is the source of our imagination. So, to me, 

that’s just so present. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. Well, without getting off the track of going on to the next book, do you 

think that your education at Immaculate Heart School fostered some of this, or 

perhaps growing up in the era of the flower child? [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. Well, both when I worked with Sister Corita at Immaculate Heart and 

my high school, which was Providence High School, an all-girls’ Catholic 

school, there was this sense of that positive Vatican II that—like Corita making 

posters using ads for Wonder Bread, you know that white bread, but she used it 

as in Wonder Bread as communion, you know, grows bodies in twelve ways, 

and then the commandments. 
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COLLINGS 

Yes, exactly. 

HEEBNER 

And there wasn’t that feeling of positiveness, that even though we were going 

through chilling things like the Vietnam War, that really touched home when 

your best friend’s brother comes home and shoots himself in the head, you 

know what war—you know that at a young age. It’s not abstract, and being in 

the riots in Isla Vista and feeling afraid and knowing that danger is there and 

that people could hurt people and all of that, that, nevertheless, you have to 

keep pushing ahead because the other forces will suck you down. It’s a big 

sucking sound. I think it’s just against—it’s like waving your little flag. It’s 

against that being pulled down into that sense of darkness. 

COLLINGS 

Well, that’s interesting, too, because so many of these things deal with artifacts 

which have persisted over time against all odds— 

HEEBNER 

Hey, yeah. Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

COLLINGS 

—and have carried forth these vessels of beauty and— 

HEEBNER 

These these scraps of information or these memories. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. 

HEEBNER 

A friend of mine just told me about an article that prompted her to make a 

series—her name is Ann Mallory—to make a series of large ceramic pieces, 

and it was these memory stones, that after the tsunami that then later triggered 

the Fukushima just recently, there was this tiny article in The New York Times, 

she said, or The Wall Street Journal, that someone had found over this jungle 

vine-covered debris that had accrued through years and years a stone marker 

saying “Don’t build or farm beyond this because the tsunami will come,” and 



329 

 

it’s like five hundred years old. And you mark it in stone. You do everything 

you can to say, “Hey, don’t do this again. This will happen,” but time sweeps 

those things away. Your memory is swept clean, and we repeat again and again. 

Now the farmers don’t just go to their crops and come home, inland. “It would 

be a lot less work if I just had my farm down here,” and then they get swept 

away.So that sense of leaving things as a mark and knowing really—I mean, 

the flip side of it is knowing that it may not make a difference at all. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, the message in a bottle. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. I mean, I know people—I don’t know them well, but I’ve 

had conversations with people that are very calculating about their so-called art 

career. “I’ve got to make this move and then I’ve got to make that move, and 

I’ve got to see this curator, and then I’ve got to go to this residency.” And lo 

and behold, yeah, they get to that spot where they have page twenty-four on a 

magazine and they get a show, and museums buy their work, and that’s great, 

but it’s a kind of calculation that I’m not very good at. Plus I’ve been fortunate 

enough to be out traveling and being out in the world. So, I mean, if I’m going 

to choose between schmoozing or going to India, hello. I don’t think so. 

[laughter] So I count myself very lucky, unknown and lucky. [laughs] But, 

yeah, a lot of the work, I think, does try to take big chunks of either time or 

experience. It happens through time, and you try to make sense of it, try to 

make it personal, get it from the inside out, make it touch me in some way. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. Shall we pause for a moment before we switch gears for the next— 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, let’s do. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. We’re back on, and we’re headed on to Silent Faces/Angkor. 

HEEBNER 

Yes. So we’ll have to go back in time to New Year’s Day on 2000. That’s when 

I started, when I went to Angkor with Macduff, and we talked about this a little 

when I mentioned the Bayon sketches, which were from Angkor, and Full 
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Lotus, which was from Ayutthaya in Thailand. It was on the trip that we went 

to Angkor and then we returned again in 2001. From those two visits, I’m still 

working on imagery from this one terrace called the Leper King terrace, which 

was a large U-shaped, very tall, maybe twenty feet, terrace that was 

chockablock with seated figures that I didn’t know at the time—I didn’t know 

at the time, but later when I was working on this book, Silent Faces/Angkor, 

one of the two scholars that I was speaking with said, “Oh, yes, those are 

apsaras or devatas.” And I didn’t know that. And then it was only after I had 

done this research, and the apsara figures so heavily into this book. It was kind 

of a nice coincidence. But I was attracted to—let me back up a little bit. I had a 

huge anticipation for going to Angkor and I had seen a book, and it looked like 

this golden stone and just this beautiful—it was a book that actually had some 

beautiful photographs that were kind of maybe not entirely true to the actual 

thing. And when I got there, I said, “This is the color of a parking garage. It’s 

not that beautiful golden stone of the Dordogne.” But then at some periods of 

time when light hits it again, it’s light. 

COLLINGS 

Of course, yes. 

HEEBNER 

There’s illumination, and it does become golden and extraordinary. We had a 

guide. Our friend Pico Iyer, who had spent time in Cambodia, gave us the name 

of his guide, so we went and worked with him. You had to at that time go in 

with a guide. I believe you do now. I mean, it’s been so overrun and so 

overgrown now, and there’s hotels popping up all over the place. I have no idea 

what kind of infrastructure, if any, there is. But when we were there, there were 

a couple of small little French inns where we stayed, and there was the Grand 

Hotel, which we stayed in one night that had this great swimming pool the size 

of Lake Michigan. It was wonderful. 

COLLINGS 

And still run by French nationals? 

HEEBNER 

No. Grand Hotel—I don’t know. It’s a big hotel consortium now [Raffles 

Grand Hotel d’Angkor]. I don’t know who. I can look it up. I can look it up. 

But there were a lot of the residue of the French being there and the colonies 
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and the whole “Quiet American” kind of scene that was there earlier. But when 

we went to Angkor, there were a lot of parts of it, labyrinthine passageways and 

stairways in and out of these temples, and every once in a while you’d come 

out of a window and there’d be this young Buddhist monk just sort of sitting 

there in his pink robes or his orange robes. And every surface is embellished. 

It’s kind of like the pyramids in Mexico, in Yucatan, where the Maya carved 

every single surface with narratives and stories. It’s not unlike that at all, 

especially this one temple, Bayon, which is where I did the little tiny book of 

those big huge heads. There are whole friezes of daily life, fishing, wars, 

conflicts. It’s kind of like reading a newspaper as a bas relief. So it’s not unlike 

the Maya glyphs and the drawings and stuff, once I figured out how to read 

them, that give you a whole compendium of the daily life there and also the 

overlay of the spiritual life. All this was fascinating to me, but when I got to the 

palace of the Leper King and this terrace, something just struck me. I saw at the 

very bottom layer these faces that had been eroded by just time and the 

weather. It’s sandstone, and they were exposed. They were on the outer part of 

the wall, not on the protected inner side. And our guide was eager to take us to 

the inner side where it was much more protected, and it had been restored, 

some of it badly by the Indian government. The French government in 

cooperation with the Cambodian government are doing some really nice—

through the World Monuments Fund, so it’s actually a multinational, 

international group of people that are working there and many other places in 

the world. But I just dug my heels in and saw these faces and started taking 

pictures. And then it was pretty funny. Macduff came up and said, “Oh, I can 

take these pictures.” And I just looked at him, and I said, “You could have 

everything in Angkor. You could just have the whole bloody place. Just leave 

me this. Don’t—.” And he couldn’t understand in the sense that, well, anybody 

could take a picture of anything, really. You know, “What’s your problem, 

lady?” But I knew that something was brewing in me, and if he took these 

great, wonderful pictures and sent them out and stuff, it would just kill it. I just, 

“Please, just give me this little patch.” And so, bless his heart, this is the kind of 

guy he is. Instead of balking, we went on and the next time we went in, he 

bought me a macro lens so I could take better pictures and said, “Fine. Go.” So 

I took these pictures with the macro lens, which allowed me to get up inches, 

an inch or two from the faces, so I could really get the grain and the bits of 

weeds growing in and the whole topography of it. And as I was looking at 

these, they actually seemed like topographic forms in some way or earth forms. 
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And when you got up that close, the face is obliterated. You just see crevices. 

You know, it’s that whole macro, micro kind of— 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. To me, they look like faces in an ultrasound. 

HEEBNER 

Ooh! Oh, cool. I like that. I like that. So I did a few things. I took pictures and 

then I also sketched, and as I was showing you earlier, I’ll take a large piece of 

paper. In this case, it’s a paper from Bhutan—it’s 25-by-39—and fold it into 

eight sections, and that fits in my backpack, my little pouch, really well. And 

I’d just draw on one panel of it at a time for the sheer reason that it’s a delight 

when I open it and wonder what I did. It’s kind of, “Oh!” It was funny, Patrick 

Dowdey, who is curating the show of Silent Faces at Wesleyan this coming 

month, February, was asking me, “Well, why don’t you just cut the paper up 

and have these—.” He goes, “I would have cut them up into all these paper.” 

And I thought, “Well, that’s probably a reasonable thing to do.” And the only 

answer I could come up with was that I just really like the surprise of seeing 

what it looked like when you unfold the whole thing and how they work 

together. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, yeah. They have a synergy. 

HEEBNER 

So when I was drawing, I had a graphite crayon, those square little blocks of 

graphite, and well as graphite pencils, and I was using the side of it to try to get 

the feeling of it being a rubbing, because I’d done rubbings before and they 

have kind of linear sense to them. I was successful enough, because the guard 

came up to me and wagged his finger and said, “No, no, no, no, no, no. You 

can’t do rubbings.” And I hadn’t, but I convinced him. He couldn’t be 

convinced that I hadn’t made rubbings, so I almost got really in trouble, but 

then I showed him what I was doing, and he saw it and went, “Oh!” And he 

smiled and let me be. So at that point, I didn’t know what I was going to do 

with these things, but I knew there was something there. So when I got back to 

the studio, I printed some of the faces off, and they’re human-sized, the span of 

your hand from your thumb to your top finger. A human face isn’t very big at 

all. So I printed them out on my printer and incorporated them in a collage 
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series that I called the Map of the Sleeping Stones. So I’m thinking of maps and 

sleeping stones. I don’t know. They just seemed to be dormant there. I’d had a 

piece of cardboard. You know how cardboard has that linear thing. Well, I 

rubbed on top of that and made patterns that were horizontal lines. So the first 

way I used the photographs was that, coupled with just printing them as 16-by-

20 prints, and I really liked them. And at that time it was darkroom prints, and 

there was a rental darkroom in town. Macduff, of course, helped me do all that. 

I don’t know how to do it. Then I’m not sure what made me want to make them 

big. I’m really not. 

COLLINGS 

So they’re much bigger than the original. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yeah. I mean, these are six feet, and the original, the face is six inches or 

eight inches. 

COLLINGS 

I hadn’t realized that. I thought that they were monumental pieces. 

HEEBNER 

No, no. But I was thinking of that mapping and that Map of the Sleeping Stones 

and mapping, and when I printed off just one section, I just kind of wanted to 

see what it was like bigger, so I made these grids and just printed each little 

piece off at once. Then I pieced them together and made these large black and 

white hangings I called scrolls. I did a show at Cal Poly University, and it was 

the first time that I really thought of an installation, that it wasn’t just “Let’s put 

these paintings on the wall,” but it was to create a mood and a space, and I had 

the space to do it, and there was a group of students that were doing—it was a 

museum studies class. So, my god, it was wonderful. I go, “Can you please 

braid these yards of jute? Because I think if we hang these by bamboo poles, 

we can anchor them with the jute and these big stones, and that would look 

good. “Oh, yeah. We’d love to do that. Oh, we’ll go get stones.” “Oh, my 

goodness. I don’t have to do this all myself?” [laughs] And they had good 

ideas. So I had this installation—I believe I can bring it up on my iPad—called 

Ancient Presences. Here’s the black and white pieces. 

COLLINGS 



334 

 

Wow. 

HEEBNER 

So I put the actual 16-by-20 photos on the wall behind them and had these 

translucent—I just used a kozo paper to reproduce these large pieces, and then 

the whole installation had different elements to it. Then I thought, okay, but I 

like to draw and I like to paint. I don’t want to just print off a photograph. So I 

did an experiment. When I printed some on a sturdier paper and took the same 

technique, but instead of piecing it together right away, I took each section and 

started to draw on it, pretending it was a map or a topographic detail and that 

these pixels—because when I blew them up, they really looked abstract. You 

couldn’t really tell that, oh, this is going to be the upper left forehead part, or 

this is the eye, or anything. You just really couldn’t tell.Sometimes I worked on 

them upside down or sideways. I didn’t want to know. I worked on it as if I 

were trying to follow with my pencil, like Paul Klee would take a line as a dot 

going on a walk, or taking it on a walk. I just wanted to take my pencil and sort 

of make these trails through this unknown terrain, and it was fun and engaging 

and absorbing and kind of obsessive. I did that and then pieced them together 

and deliberately overlapped them. So what I got was a fragmented version of 

this larger version, this larger photograph, and that fits in with my whole thing 

about fragments and piecing together bits of the past and that kind of stuff, and 

it worked. Then once I pieced them together, then I also worked on them larger. 

I worked on them as a whole piece, but for the most part, I worked on them just 

with these sections. So they’re usually about twenty little rectangles that make 

up the one main piece. And I tried different types of paper and just kind of 

played around with it, and it seemed to be what I was making or figuring out 

was the geography of a face, and having them blown up that size allowed it to 

almost feel like a landform. I need to pause for a second. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. [recorder turned off] 

HEEBNER 

Okay. Sorry. Some of the faces were cleft all the way through and some of 

them had these diagonal lines running through them. It was just the lines of 

weather and the elements. 

COLLINGS 
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Yeah, because these are highly eroded, as you said. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. So I showed these at Sara Lee Gallery in Bergamot Center in 2004. 

So this is a picture of that installation. Unless I were there explaining what I 

did—I talked to a number of people who were photographic curators or 

whatnot, but they didn’t understand that that’s what I was doing, and I don’t 

know what they thought I was doing, but at any rate—and I like to emphasize 

by painting some of the squares with a whole solid color that it was a flat 

picture plane, that these were grids of a sort. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah. It makes me think also of Landsat images. 

HEEBNER 

The satellite images? 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, of the Earth. Those tend to be done in grids, I believe. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. I love those things. I love those things. So I did a fair amount of 

these, and had a show there and then had a show with Edward Cella when he 

had his gallery up in Santa Barbara with them. Then Karen Sinsheimer 

included one of the big pieces in an exhibit about the new photography. So all 

of a sudden, I was in a photography show, okay, which is great. Like right now 

I’m in that one in Irvine with the Venus pieces, and it’s how artists are using 

photographic techniques in their work. 

COLLINGS 

Well, it’s interesting, too, because it seems that for photography to go on, it has 

to go back to the era of the hand-tinted image. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

COLLINGS 



336 

 

These sort of perhaps original silver nitrate image or something like that. I 

mean, there’s got to be—just in the way that the artist book is perhaps going to 

be the only form of the book going forward. 

HEEBNER 

It’s so bizarre how this all shakes down. So I worked with the Cambodian 

images until about 2005 exclusively. I mean, I’m continuing to. Someone came 

and suggested that I make a grid that has space in between, but I don’t think it 

works. 

COLLINGS 

No, I don’t either. 

HEEBNER 

I don’t think it works. It’s sort of too gimmicky. So then I branched out to other 

antiquities and looked at the Mediterranean and did some Greco-Roman faces 

from our own museum here in Santa Barbara and then the Getty. So I was 

working on faces, so that was the precursor to then working on the torsos. I 

can’t seem to put a head and a body together to save my life. [laughter] It’s so 

true. I don’t know. Go figure. I have no idea. 

COLLINGS 

It’s either torsos or heads, one or the other, and the torsos don’t always have 

limbs. 

HEEBNER 

No. They’re fragments. They’re broken pieces of stuff we find. 

COLLINGS 

That’s funny. [laughter] 

HEEBNER 

Some therapist could probably have a heyday with me. So I kind of left the 

Cambodia thing. I sort of left that and was moving on to other work, and, in 

between, doing the Sacred Geography book and then Hamlet and then the 

Unearthed book. But I came back to it and I knew that there was something in 

these, and I’d always referred to these large pieces as scrolls. Then I thought, 

well, why not make a book that had scrolls in it. And I was fiddling around—

and this was in 2012? When did I show—Codex was 2013, this last year. So I 
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started this in maybe late 2011. This project all of a sudden took over my life. It 

was like an eighteen-month project. But I had this little prototype that I’ll show 

you. 

COLLINGS 

All right. Let me take a look. [recorder turned off] 

COLLINGS 

Okay. So Silent Faces started as— 

HEEBNER 

This little—you can get them in Chinatown—this little red box. It’s about five 

inches by three and a half inches by one, and I think this had a brayer in it or a 

paintbrush. I was waiting for Macduff for something, and I just started fiddling 

around in my studio, and I thought, what if I had a box. And I made this little 

mockup of a little book that fit right in it, that had my sketches interspersed 

with the photograph of the faces. Then I thought, well, from Unearthed, what if 

I had a little secret compartment and inside were these scrolls. [laughs] 

COLLINGS 

Oh, my goodness. 

HEEBNER 

These are made with garden dowels that are about an eighth-of-an-inch round. I 

just wound paper around it and tied it in there. So I thought that’d be kind of 

cool. So this is how Silent Faces/Angkor started, was with this little prototype. 

Well, nine prototypes later, the book started to arrive, and one of the iterations 

of it was a—and I’ll bring it back down here. One of the iterations of Silent 

Faces/Angkor, the next one was this beautiful piece of work which is a 

cardboard box with a square, with a book in it. My idea was that Angkor was a 

temple surrounded by a body of water, a moat, which I later learned was to 

replicate the primordial mountain, Meru, that was surrounded by a primordial 

sea. And then I would have scrolls underneath it, and I still kept thinking, oh, 

well, scrolls. You just wrap a piece of paper around a stick, right? No problem. 

[laughs] That was before I realized I had to learn how to make scrolls. So I 

called Susan Tai at the Santa Barbara Museum, and I knew she was right in the 

middle of doing this marvelous Chinese show about scrolls. [laughs] No, this 

was before she was doing that. It was before I knew she was doing it. And I 
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said, “Susan, need to know how to make scrolls. Can you help me?” She said, 

“I don’t know anything about scrolls, but call this woman.” So I called Susanne 

Barrymore, who is a woman that since the 1950s had lived up in the Trout 

Club, which is up in the San Marcos Pass area. It’s a really nice kind of 

bohemian enclave of artists and such. She had traveled with her husband, who 

makes beautiful ceramic pottery, to Japan on and off. I think he was in the war, 

in World War II, and back. I think she’s probably in her mid-seventies. I’m not 

sure.She had this whole elaborate method of taking water, because you have to 

line the silk with paper to give it the tensile strength and protection, and then 

you line the back of the scrolls. She was doing these tiny eight-inch-by-fifteen-

inch scrolls and had dowels and told me about the Kan. She was so helpful. But 

in my studio here, I don’t really have much running water. I bought this stuff 

and I started trying to line the silk I had with paper, and it just would get bumps 

in it, and it’s like, “Oh, this is failed. I can’t do this.” I guess I should back up. 

I’m always too impetuous whenever I get an idea for a project. You know, as I 

think I maybe said, I’m the type that says I’m going to assemble a lamp and the 

first thing I do is screw in the light bulb. It’s like, “No. You’ve got to wire it 

first. So I immediately leapt ahead and said, “If this is Angkor and water, I 

want to make a huge watermark, and I’m going to make handmade paper for 

these scrolls.” So I call up Dieu Donné, reserve a spot, and proceed to send 

Atomic Signs this drawing of kind of water currents, movement and stuff that I 

want to be 22-by-30. I had made watermarks for Hamlet and the little tiny 

Ophelia and the H-a-m-l-e-t. That was my sole experience with watermarks. So 

I thought, okay, why not make a big one. And it’s amazing how quickly one 

forgets what’s entailed. [laughs] Well, Atomic Sign translates it onto vinyl, a 

laser-cut vinyl. So when I went up to Dieu Donné for a solid ten or twelve 

hours with two helpers that were amazing, and I’ll read their name when we get 

to the colophon. You had to meticulously, with tweezers, peel out all the 

negative space from this sticky vinyl to reveal this large watermark, what will 

be a watermark, this large sticky vinyl sticker that is what they use now in place 

of the hand-stitched gold threads that they originally used for watermarks, like 

the Fabriano or the Roma, those beautiful marks. So then you have to transfer 

that to the screen. I mean, it’s just crazy. So we did that, and then I did two 

other watermarks of apsaras, because I was very interested in the idea of the 

apsara and how I could use this myth of the “Churning of the Sea of Milk,” all 

these kinds of things where, from going back to my journals and looking at 

them, were kind of coalescing. And there’s a creation myth that is embodied in 

this huge bas relief on the east side, I believe, of Angkor Wat, of the “Churning 
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of the Sea of Milk,” and it’s an old Hindu myth from a long time ago, and it 

tells—it’s an origin myth. One of the things that happens with this churning is 

this foam arises, and the foam is in the form of these apsaras, which are like 

demigoddesses. So there was a seed there of something that I knew I could use 

and write and somehow shape into a way of talking about the creative process 

or the struggle that one works with. I’ll read some of that. 

COLLINGS 

Okay. 

HEEBNER 

But meanwhile, back at the ranch, I’ve got all this gorgeous handmade paper 

with linen, and it’s beautiful and—oh, my shoulder went out when I was there, 

so I couldn’t actually hold the big huge screens, so this woman right here—and 

I will— 

COLLINGS 

Let’s get the book. [recorder turned off] 

HEEBNER 

Okay. So when I went there, the people I worked with were Amy Jacobs and 

then Lisa Switalski and then Paul Wong, and I’d worked with Paul before, but I 

didn’t know Amy, and she was just terrific. She was the one that manned the 

big sheets of paper, and I concentrated on the smaller sheets, the apsaras. The 

process there is you make the paper. We were there for a three-day process, and 

I was staying outside of New York City or staying outside of Manhattan, about 

an hour’s train ride away. So I’d take the train in the morning, first thing, get 

there and work all day through five o’clock, and then go home. They always 

teased me that I’m kind of this busy—this beaver that has to build this dam. I 

don’t break for lunch. I mean, it’s ridiculous. I just kind of get into it, and that’s 

the way it is. And I’m always kind of anxious like, “Well, let’s get this done.” 

And at that point, I, frankly, had no idea how this paper was going to work into 

anything except for I knew it had a watery pattern through it. I wanted to hold it 

up to the light and see the water go through it, the pattern go through it, and I 

somehow was going to connect that to these images. And at that point, I 

thought, well, I’ll just glue a print of the image onto this piece of paper and roll 

it up on a stick. [laughs] No. 

COLLINGS 
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Famous last words. 

HEEBNER 

Well, there’s a reason for the scroll’s structure the way it is, and I modified it 

because I wanted the light to come through. I didn’t back it entirely with the 

silk. But you put strips on the side that are proportional, and the strip on the 

bottom—in Western art, if you’re matting something, you usually weight the 

bottom, and so maybe the bottom’s three inches and the top is two and a half 

inches. But in Asian art, as I was taught by Susanne Barrymore, and then 

looked at in museums, different scrolls, the top always is weighted. There’s 

more space at the top than at the bottom, and Susanne explained to me heaven 

is more important than Earth.So there’s all these little things I’m learning, and 

so then I realize that I have to take these huge pieces of paper and actually cut 

them up in order to make—and that’s okay. That’s fine. But then I was trying 

to figure out how many—from the sheets I made—and, again, my editions are 

often determined by how much I can do in three days because that’s what I can 

afford. [laughs] And I made more paper than I needed, thank goodness, but I 

still wasn’t sure how this was all going to work. So I really hit a rock when I 

realized that I couldn’t really line the silk, and I had enough paper to do an 

edition of twenty with five hors commerce, so twenty-five, which means I had 

to make a hundred scrolls. I was just going to put three scrolls in and then I 

thought, no, four, because Angkor’s square and there’s four sides, and four is 

my favorite number and—I don’t know why. [laughs] So there’s four. So all of 

a sudden, I made more work for myself and I had to make a hundred scrolls. So 

part of the story of Silent Faces is that I’ve lived in Santa Barbara long enough 

that I know who to call. I know people who know more than I do. Like I don’t 

run a letterpress, but I know John Balkwill, and he’s one of the finest people in 

the nation, probably, and I knew Susanne Barrymore, and she led me on some 

direction. And I knew Ted Muneno because he had built the box for Unearthed, 

and I knew that I wanted a wooden box, that maybe that was how I could house 

all this, because what started as scrolls with a book, all of a sudden I realized 

that the story I wanted to tell would be difficult to tell in one book, because one 

was very abstract and sort of metaphorical about the apsaras and creative 

process, and the other was like a day in the life at Angkor, sunrise, sunset, 

during the day, and then went off into this geography of the faces and talking 

about the faces, which then segued into these scrolls. So all of a sudden, I had 

three different projects under this one roof. Whoa. So it seemed a little bit 

much. There were a couple of things that I did simultaneously. One is I talked 
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to Sienna because I knew that a good friend of hers, Alex Denes, had done her 

Ph.D. in Bangkok, and Sienna mentioned—because Sienna had led a 

Dartmouth-run trip through Angkor to talk about Buddhism, and she said she’d 

talk to Alex because Alex did her Ph.D. on the connection between Ayutthaya 

and Angkor. So I contacted Alex and said, “Would you mind looking at some 

of the text that I—?” This is an early draft of some of the text, in which I talk 

about this vine-covered hidden ruin, and these are from books that I got. I went 

to Strand Books in New York, and there were these wonderful old books 

published in the fifties of Angkor, beautiful color books, gray or black and 

white books with old plates. And I didn’t give myself enough time to actually 

think about it until I was writing Alex, saying, “This doesn’t make sense. How 

can one of the largest religious structures in the world—nobody knew about 

who lived there. That does not make sense.” And she goes, “Well, that’s the 

French colonialist version. Do you want to know the real? Do you want to 

know the real?” And she recommended a few books for me, and I got the 

books. I read some of the books, and it was fascinating. It was way more than I 

was ever going to—I’m not an art historian. I’m not an historian. I’m not an 

archeologist. I had to limit it to what my impressions were, but if I alluded to 

something, I wanted it to be correct or as correct as I could be. It got very, very 

complicated in terms of how Cambodian nationalism was wrought out of young 

Cambodians going to France to get their education. There was, during the 

World’s Fair there, a replica of Angkor Wat in a huge full—elephants, the 

whole nine yards. And young students saw this sort of pride in their pure race 

or whatever returning back to Angkor and seeing these brown-skinned 

Cambodians working in the rice fields and stuff. One of the people who was 

this young privileged fellow that went and was completely taken with the 

dream, the kind of manufactured version of Cambodian-esque, was [Saloth Sar, 

AKA] Pol Pot. It’s like, oh, okay. So there’s, a sense of how far do you 

romanticize something of the past and how dangerous that can be when you 

impose that on the living present. 

COLLINGS 

Sort of imposing a vision from a World’s Fair on a nation. Wow. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah. So Alex was great, and then Sienna worked with a fellow named 

Vincent Michael, who is the School of the Art Institute of Chicago in Illinois, 

and he leads trips to Angkor a lot. So he helped me. He’s the one that told me 
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that these lepers [sculptures on the Leper King terrace], they could be devatas 

or apsaras, and he also told me that the whole of Angkor could actually be seen 

as a clock. It’s this huge timepiece. I read some other articles online in which 

this “Churning of the Sea of Milk” myth could be because there’s demons on 

one side of Naga. Naga is the serpent who’s volunteering himself to be the rope 

in this huge tug-of-war. They wrap around this primordial mountain and they 

churn. It could be a way of describing how the sun shifts during the solstice and 

the equinox, and so it’s a clock of some sort in that way. So I’m learning all 

this stuff, I’m accruing all this stuff, and thinking, okay, how do I get all this in 

one contained thing? It just seems like a lot. So meanwhile, I’m reading, and 

then I’m thinking about the box and I’m thinking about the scrolls, and I know 

that it’s going to be impossible to make those scrolls with that wet method, 

given my setup and my lack of skill. So I call Patty West and Teen Conlin, who 

have South Coast Fine Art Conservation, and I figured, “Don’t you guys back 

paintings with—how do you back paintings? Because this is my problem. I 

need to adhere silk to paper to give it this strength that I need.” “Oh, no 

problem. Beva.” And I went, “Beva.” “Leave it to Beva” became the—Beva is 

this sort of—between this layer of cellophane that’s a release paper, it’s this 

stuff that is heat-sensitive. It’s microns thin, so it’s heat-sensitive, and if you 

sandwich the paper and the silk between a layer of Beva in a vacuum press, it 

adheres beautifully. It’s just like butter. It’s just perfect. Well, I still had to do 

that a hundred times, and Beva cost more and I just said, “I don’t care,” you 

know. [laughs] And so Patty was really wonderful and helped me, and we cut 

this—oh, and then I had to find what kind of silk. There was this Dupioni silk, 

which is two threads going at the same time, but it was a little bit too glossy, so 

I had to go to fabric stores and find different kinds of silk until I could find a 

silk I liked, and these framers helped me a little bit. So all of these components 

are coming together, and it’s really involving like this battalion of people that 

are kindly helping me out.And so doing the silk paper Beva thing probably took 

about a week of solid—you know, if I put it together, because you cut the silk 

and you have to line it precisely, put the layer of Beva. Then you take a tacking 

iron and you tack it down, and then you put it under the press, and weight that 

to be sure there’s no dust, and the vacuum pulls out, and then that runs 

overnight, and then you pull it out in the morning. So it’s a labor-intensive 

process, but beautiful results. So all of a sudden, I had this lined silk, and I have 

some knowledge of how to do the scrolls, and Susanne showed me how to 

make—you make a little like envelope that you roll one thing over the dowel 

and then the other thing under the dowel. Meanwhile, I’m talking to Ted 
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Muneno and Dennis about doing a box, and my prototype is that—see that 

piece of duct tape right there? That’s what I brought him and that lined box. 

[laughs] And Ted is going, “Oh, no,” because all of a sudden, the Unearthed 

box is looking very, very simple compared to what I’m asking him to do. So 

this is my duct-tape box. I have this little pressmark, and I figured that could be 

a handle or something, and there’s the watermark drawing that I took to the 

sign place. 

COLLINGS 

Boy, this is turning into quite a project. 

HEEBNER 

It’s getting ridiculous. So then I go—okay. [Showing photos on Ipad] So 

there’s Amy Jacobs pulling some paper at Dieu Donné, and there’s my little 

apsara figure on the sheet I was making at Susanne Barrymore in her little 

office studio. So I’m learning how to make scrolls, and at this point I know I 

need help, and I call Susan Moon at the art museum here, and I said, “I need an 

intern. I need somebody that knows something.” She goes, “Oh, we’ve got just 

the person for you. Tessa Tapscott.” I went, “Bring her on.” So I met Tessa and 

she’s delightful. She’s now at University of London, and she’s going to do 

great things. But she also was a horse girl. She had a horse. I gave her Sienna’s 

book Horses Like Lightning. She loved this project and she loved spending 

time quietly doing repetitive tasks that involved, you know. So she worked with 

me. And there was another young woman, Harini. See, here’s some of the 

scrolls, the bottom part of the dowels. There’s layers and rows and rows of 

this— 

COLLINGS 

Rows and rows of scrolls like a bakery, a scroll bakery. 

HEEBNER 

It is. It’s like a bakery. And then from Hiromi I ordered— 

COLLINGS 

Hiromi paper. 

HEEBNER 

Paper, yeah. I went to Hiromi, and she taught me some things and then ordered 

the right kan, k-a-n, which are the little metal things at the top of the scroll, and 
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then the silk tie that goes through it. So she ordered that from Japan for me. So 

I’m starting to gather the components that I need, and then I thought, well, 

there should be some kind of decorative part to the scrolls themselves, and I 

went to a bead store and I found these beautiful beads. So at the end of the 

things, these are all semiprecious, like quartz and crystal. And there’s a young 

woman whose husband had come out here. They’re from India, and he was 

working at a local [real estate] development place, and she was bored and 

wanted something to do. And I said, “Well, can you bead things?” She said, 

“Oh, yes, very easily.” So she was sewing and beading these, and there’s John 

printing off something. So I had the studio really become an assembly-line 

factory. We had the paper, and I’m making the scrolls, I’m making the little 

envelopes where you glue one—oh, and Dennis said—oh, and I had gotten 

some dowels just from a local lumber home improvement kind of thing, and 

they’re warped. He goes, “You can’t use these dowels. You need birch because 

birch doesn’t warp.” So, “Oh, okay.” So I learned birch doesn’t warp, so he 

ordered me two hundred dowels, top and bottom. And then in addition to 

making the watermarked oatmeal-color paper, I mixed indigo in with some of 

the pulp and made these sheets of this beautiful blue paper, this soft blue paper, 

and I’m thinking Angkor, water. And then I found this illustration in one of the 

research books I was looking at of a Khmer bell which is probably for an 

elephant, and on there there’s this wonderful pattern of swirling water. So I 

made the paper with this pattern on it, and John printed it off, and it’s just 

gorgeous, and I thought, well, that’ll be the cover of this book. So I take a 

prototype back to Washington, D.C., and I meet with—and that was—when did 

I take that back? Oh, I don’t know, sometime in 2011 or 2012, probably 

sometime in 2012. And I show Josh [Joshua Heller] the scrolls and how 

beautiful—oh, oh, and then—okay. I’m running all over the place. I 

apologize.Before we get to the blue paper, let’s go back to the scrolls. I picked 

out the four images that I would use for the four scrolls, and I wanted to do 

something to them, but I didn’t really want to draw into the image because the 

image just seemed perfect the way it was. So what I wound up doing is mixing 

a gold-powdered pigment, a Schmincke gold with a binder, and I hand-painted 

the edges of every single one, and then we added the watermark paper and then 

added the tops and bottoms. So the scrolls, I had enough that I could show him 

the actual four scrolls and the paper for the one book, and he looked at me and 

he said, “Blue?” What’s this baby blue? What’s the blue about?” I go, “Well, 

water and Angkor.” He goes, “This is the geography of a face. This is about 

faces.” I love Joshua. He just tells it like it is. He saves me. You know, like 
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with Hamlet, “Red? Ophelia? This is about a father and a son.” [laughter] 

Okay. So how grateful can you be when someone steers you off the—you 

know, when you’re running off the road, and they get you back on. So I 

realized, duh, it’s about faces. It’s the geography of a face. I need to have a face 

on the cover. So I tell this to John, who has already printed all of these. I’ve 

paid for all of them, and it’s like, well, I’ll just use it for another project; who 

knows. I said, “I want to put a face and make it kind of abstract and pixilated.” 

He said, “I don’t like the idea of using a digital print on a cover because I don’t 

know how it’s going to wear.”And I said, “Okay. Then what do we do?” And 

his idea, which is great, is we did a digital print of all the light tones. This is a 

Nideggen paper. It’s naturally—it’s this color. So that’s just the paper itself. 

And over that, we printed the light brown digital and then we made a plate of 

the dark brown, and he printed letterpress. It was a three-part process just to 

make the cover, front and back. And so that looked good. 

COLLINGS 

Very. 

HEEBNER 

So that was coming together. And so I 86’d this blue idea and then I went to 

Dave Shelton, because I decided that I needed finials for the scroll that 

wouldn’t be too heavy, wouldn’t be too light, that would give it some weight so 

it uncurled nicely, laid down flat. And he goes, “Well, there’s like cabinet 

knobs and—.” And I’m going, “No.” And I’m still thinking the cost of this is 

just through the roof. I don’t know what I’m doing except for spending money I 

don’t have. And then all of a sudden this light bulb went on in him, and he 

goes, “Oh, I have this machine that makes—.” He’s a metalworker. He makes 

these beautiful metal railings. If you drive down Milpas Street, he’s done the 

streetlamps and stuff. He and his brother, Jeff Shelton, who is an architect, have 

done these fantastic buildings in town, and so he’s the guy. So he said, “I have 

this machine that stamps out these doughnut shapes. This is the trash. The hole 

is the trash. And if we weld a copper screw onto that, and if we acid-wash, it’ll 

be kind of cool-looking.” And so those became the finials. So that’s set, and so 

all I have to do is buy a drill, learn how to use a drill, drill holes in the dowel 

straight. So another friend, who’s an architect, Andy Neumann, came by and he 

set up this jig for me so that I can do this relatively straight and not drill a hole 

in my hand. So he helped me set that up. So we’re getting ready for the finials, 

and that’s all fun, and I’ll show you a picture of the production of the finials 
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because it’s kind of neat. There they are all drying, and here they are, all of 

them. Aren’t they pretty? 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, very. 

HEEBNER 

So they’re rust color and kind of—and there’s the production line. So that’s the 

finial part. So that’s coming together. Meanwhile, I’m still having to figure out 

how to write this thing and edit it, and kindly, with Vincent Michael and 

Alexandra Denes are still looking at my manuscript. 

COLLINGS 

Because the books always have text. They always have text. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. I like books with stuff in it, content. I mean, I really do. So in terms of 

the design for the book, the box is kind of coming along. I had an idea, because 

it’s nine inches wide by twenty-one inches long, I had an idea of just sliding out 

the cover, and then Ted said, “Well, that’s a long way to slide something made 

out of a single piece of wood. Either not being so heavy or thick, it’ll warp.” So 

I have the idea for this small apsara. I knew I was going to do a little small 

accordion and that this would be bigger, and I go, well, what if I made these 

two similar size this way—this way, sorry—and put them in, and we make the 

break of the box one-third and two-thirds. 

COLLINGS 

So this is the head and this is the torso. 

HEEBNER 

There you go, with the heads bigger than the torso. [laughter] So that’s coming 

together, and then I was going to just let it rest. Because the scrolls are the big 

surprise down at the bottom, I was going to let it rest on a sheet of paper, and 

then I was going to let it rest on a piece of wood or some kind of liner. And the 

more I’m reading about Khmer culture, the more I know that they’re really 

known for their bronze work and their metal work, and these beautiful 

Cambodian bronzes are amazing, and I thought, okay, how can I honor that? 

And I talked to Dave and I said, “What about a tray that would hold these that 

would be metal,” that we dipped into the same kind of patina thing that would 
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give me a sense of the metal, and that relates to the Khmer culture’s bronze 

working. So he made a prototype that weighed about a hundred pounds, and I 

said, “Well, we’re close, but we’re not going to do that.” And I didn’t want a 

ribbon to open, because I’d used ribbons enough. I wanted to just have an 

opening there. So he tried again and then made these little holders out of metal 

that had a kind of nice curve, a curvaceousness to them. Actually, his son, Joe 

Shelton, figured out the curve of it. So everyone’s got their two cents in it. 

[laughs] 

COLLINGS 

It’s great. 

HEEBNER 

It’s really kind of fun. Then I keep going back to Teddy and I’m trying to 

figure out how to open the damn box. I want a handle, and what are we going 

to do? So he came up with this—he called it old-school hinges, and it’s just by 

the pressure of your palm that it lifts up. 

COLLINGS 

Ah, wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

It’s very cool. So what’s appearing is that I’ve got three kinds of book, and that 

this project really is about the book in many of its forms, the earliest form, 

scrolls, and then an accordion, and then a bound codex. So this is what’s 

material [unclear]. So let’s go into the codex. And because we 86’d the idea of 

the watery pattern on the cover and instead chose— 

COLLINGS 

And you have a face on the cover. 

HEEBNER 

It’s one of the faces. For the endpapers what I did was I took a section of the 

watermarked paper and made a drawing, and we made a plate. John made a 

polymer plate and deeply debossed it with just a little bit of pigment so that it 

kind of resembled a watermark. And then the title page has one of the pictures 

of one of the faces, Silent Faces/Angkor, and then it’s a combination of 

sketches, photographs, and drawings that I did. 
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COLLINGS 

And writing. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yes, and writing, and writing. So I can read some of this. 

COLLINGS 

Sure. 

HEEBNER 

[reading] “It’s sunrise. The stars were still out when we arrived, along with 

other tourists who had come to see the sunrise above Angkor Wat, the sacred 

temple in Cambodia that faces the setting, not the rising sun. In the dark we 

stumbled over the cobbled causeway that bridges the moat and is bound on 

either side by a balustrade shaped like a gigantic Naga, or multi-headed serpent. 

“The starry night drained away as a milky light slowly filled the sky with 

morning, yet across a lotus-filled pond, the inky silhouettes of five majestic 

conifer-shaped towers loomed like apparitions, as if they held night itself 

within them. “Dawn begins about five a.m. year-round and with it, the spectral 

towers, built to resemble lotus buds, become the temple spires of Angkor Wat. 

Details came into focus. The front galleries of the temple, though stained and 

timeworn, were deeply ornamented with intricate carvings. “Angkor Wat was 

conceived early in the twelfth century by Suryavarman II, who dedicated it to 

Vishnu. It faces west, the gods’ direction, the impeccable symmetry of the 

Hindu-inspired microcosm placed Angkor Wat, symbolic of the home of the 

gods, the mythic Mount Mandara, at the center of the universe, surrounded by 

five interconnected earthen walls which, in turn, were encircled by moats and 

basins, representing the embrace of a primordial ocean.” And talk about the 

daily people come and visit, and talked a little bit about the history. [reading] 

“Daily, thousands of people pass through the socketed, concentric galleries and 

passageways of Angkor’s temple. It had been the nexus of a thriving Khmer 

empire that ruled the fertile lowlands of today’s Cambodia, parts of Burma, 

China, Malaysia, and much of Thailand, from the late ninth to the fifteenth 

century, when Angkor was sacked by the Ayutthaya kingdom in the Siamese 

conquest. In 1431, power and emphasis in Angkor shifted from a Hindu-

centered sanctuary to a sacred site for the Theravada Buddhist pilgrims and 

other worshipers. Buddhist teachings regarded artifice as interrelated and 

ultimately subsumed by nature, an expression of the key concept of 
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impermanence, anicca.” So that whole sense that this ruin had been neglected 

and forgotten and whatever, there was a shift from Hindu to Buddhist, and the 

Buddhists let nature intertwine with—you know, that it was just a different 

worldview. [reading] “Angkor Wat has the largest religious monument in the 

world. The Angkor complex numbers over one thousand temples, many of 

which have been in continual use for centuries. Throughout this time, the site, 

which is ceaselessly encroached upon by a surrounding wetland environment, 

was expanded, reconstructed, and reinterpreted by a succession of kingdoms, 

each with great cultural fluorescence and creativity punctuated by a series of 

wars. The specters of the last conflict left indelible stains and continue to haunt 

the landscape.” When I was there, it was remarkable that you saw women and 

children; you didn’t see many men. You know, between what they call the 

American war and then the subsequent Pol Pot, I mean, it just devastated a 

whole generation of mostly men. But we had one guide who, when we took 

him to this restaurant right adjacent to Angkor, and I ordered a green salad, 

“Thank god I can get a salad,” he said, “You eat leaves.” And I said, “Yeah.” 

He said, “I can’t eat leaves.” And he explained that when they were hiding, 

when he and his mother were hiding up in the trees, she fed him leaves just to 

keep him going, and so [eating any leaves reminds him of that horrible time].So 

these are my sketches printed, and I wanted to kind of break open the page and 

have it in a different color ink. This is the nun. And this is what’s neat. There’s 

this nun and she’s sitting down, and then there’s this little boy, and I have these 

three little birds. I’d like to read this, if I could. 

COLLINGS 

Yes, please. 

HEEBNER 

“In the late afternoon, a Buddhist nun sat on the ground facing the pond in front 

of Angkor Wat. She positioned herself comfortably amid patches of grass. Her 

shaved head and large ears resembled an early sculpture by Constantin 

Brancusi, the head of a young boy, of which I am particularly fond, and 

rendered her seemingly ageless." “Just then a young boy darted past the nun, 

playing a game with sticks. The ground was littered with the day’s trash. He 

would pierce his stick into a chosen bright piece of litter and then take it to her, 

a prized object. She had fashioned small, colorful birds from scraps of cloth 

and the tossed wrappers of candy and chips the young boy was gathering for 

her. His was no idle game. They were partners. She added each bit to a growing 
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pile of materials she gathered in a checkered scarf, the type worn as sash and 

bandana by many country Khmer, woven in colorful combinations of blue, 

green, yellow, orange, pink, gray, and red." “The nun had planted a dried 

branch upright in the dirt so that it served as an armature for her eye-catching 

creations. The birds hung from thread she enforced with three-inch sections of 

plastic drinking straw. I motioned to them with a friendly nod of admiration, 

and she held up one finger. It seemed everything, from T-shirts to folk art, had 

the same price tag: one dollar. I held out three, and she handed me three 

birds.“I gestured to my camera, and she nodded shyly. I took a photo, and then 

I sat near her watching her work while I sketched. She didn’t seem to mind. 

The nun was making charming objects from mere trash. The ingenious litter-

birds transcended their materials. I wrapped them carefully for the trip home, 

and I still have them, three little treasures.” To me, that had such a feeling of 

the whole spirit of, out of the ashes, you know, making something new again 

and that human drive to just— that we’re going to persist. No matter what you 

do to us, we’re going to persist, and I can make this out of trash. It’s like in 

Japan in the internment camps where the Japanese would take trash and make 

beautiful doilies and hairpins and furniture and such. 

COLLINGS 

Right. And so many of the materials of trash are very durable, so they’re 

actually good materials. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. They’re good materials, and the sweet thing with working with David 

and his doughnut holes, that’s trash. So the scrolls’ finials are trash. And then 

there were the intricately carved pillars, and by the end of the afternoon, the 

light slashed through the galleries, but I won’t read all of that. These are 

apsaras here. And then I get into the geography of a face and talking about my 

sketches and what I did. I guess this is the easiest to explain it. [reading] “To 

draw is to make real. It’s the first step toward knowing the thing drawn. It is 

intimate because the act of drawing slows you down so that hand, eye, mind, 

and object can form a close bond. The emotion carried by a face belies its size. 

A human face is really no larger than the span of one’s hand. We are so 

hardwired to recognize faces that even two hollow depressions worn in stone 

can be easily read as human eyes gazing back at us.“On a New Year’s Day 

2001, I was guided through the many temples of Angkor in Cambodia. I took 

photographs, wrote, and sketched. I returned again during the rainy season in 
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August 2002. Time-traveling among the ruins of Angkor, I felt the ancient 

presence of the buildings and sculptures. Human form melded into the heavily 

wrought facades, and this joined presence brought to mind earthly forms such 

as crevasses, ridges, mountains, and rivers. I caught sight of a new geography, a 

geography of faces.” So there’s a sheet of one of my sketches, and I talked 

about what I just told you, sketching the faces and the drawings. Then the last 

page is just “All Things Flow,” which is from Heraclitus. [reading] “For 

millennia we have carved likenesses into stone as a testament, perhaps a prayer 

or a shout in the face of death. Because stone is permanent, it endures, yet 

stone, too, goes the way of the very beings whose portraits were cut from its 

core. Their journey touches the slower edges of time, but steadily these 

portraits return to the earth grain by grain." “We sift through some of these 

grains a detritus of time remembered or discovered that is by turn conjectured 

and tangible. Understanding comes both slowly and in an instant as we piece 

together these bits and fragments to create a picture, a story. Each recollection 

becomes part of the pattern, a tale that is imagined afresh each time we 

remember, reconsider, reconstruct the past, a dream, a history in the ever-

shifting currents of a lifetime.” So that’s the codex book. 

COLLINGS 

Wonderful. 

HEEBNER 

Thank you. So that was the last thing to be done. Then at this time, scrolls are 

being made, codex is being printed, and Codex 2013 is looming ahead, you 

know. This is now like November or— 

COLLINGS 

The exhibition. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. And that’s in February, and it’s like, “Okay. It’s really stupid if I don’t 

get this done by Codex.” I mean, I knew that, but all of a sudden, the clock was 

ticking. And I kept trying to—this little apsara book was giving me more 

trouble than I wanted, and what it was, was I kept trying to make Epson prints 

from my sketches, which this is one-eighth of one of those large sheets, and 

print it off, and it just wasn’t working. Sometimes the Epson print’s a great tool 

and it works. I wasn’t getting the color right. It wasn’t the feel of a sketch. And 
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then if I wanted these to be accordion, I had text interspersed with sketch, and it 

had to hold up, and then at one point I was combining the two and having this 

be an accordion book. But just the physical strength, I needed the right paper 

and the right length in order that it could hold up as a sculptural accordion. I 

was getting the text down and I was really liking what the text was doing, and 

at one point I had Harini research Cambodia calligraphy, and I was drawing 

those signs, and Khmer was going to be part of it because the written language 

is really beautiful. And I threw that idea out and then I threw out this other idea, 

and just kept throwing these ideas out that I kept coming on, and I just thought, 

“What am I going to do?” And John said, “Well, your text is really minimal 

and poetic. Why don’t you try making drawings from your sketches that are 

equally minimal.”And, “Hey, good idea.” So I channeled my inner Matisse, 

took these drawings, and made line drawings from them, from which we made 

plates. So this book, the chemise or the cover of it, I kept looking for handmade 

paper, again tried that blue paper. It’s like, “Mary, quit with the blue paper.” 

COLLINGS 

Stop with the blue paper already. 

HEEBNER 

“Stop with the blue paper. This is earth, okay, earth.” And nothing was 

working, and then it was finally painfully obvious that I’m a painter and I 

should just paint the covers. So like there’s one of the drawings. Oh, and then I 

was going to dip it in blue. Can’t get away from the blue. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

Stop with the blue. 

HEEBNER 

So I wound up painting all fifty covers of these things, and so what I have, I’ll 

show you the layout here. On the floor of the studio right here, I just laid out 

paper, and I had to paint the front, but then I realized I had to paint the back, 

too, and cut out this cruciform form, the thing gets folded—that’s the back and 

the front—gets folded. So each one’s unique. There’s a batch of them. So this 

is the chemise, and we debossed in—and this is just with a little dye press, but 

because I’m using metallic inks and acrylic ink on this, it picked up the metallic 

and just gave it this beautiful metallic sheen. So there’s two books in this 
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accordion-folded chemise. One is text and one is image. So the images have the 

little apsara holding her lotus on the back and all of— 

COLLINGS 

Very beautiful. 

HEEBNER 

—the apsaras that are based on—these are drawings, line drawings, based on 

my original sketches. And then I thought it’d be neat because instead of dipping 

it in blue, that I would be a little less literal with the Sea of Milk kind of idea, 

and use again a detail from the watermarked paper. In other words, I keep 

coming back to that. In order to make the book work, I have to keep using, 

repeating the elements that work, reiterating. So this goes all the way through 

and goes on the cover of the book. 

COLLINGS 

So these figures are in different positions on the accordion page, and it really 

does give a sense of motion, doesn’t it. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah. 

COLLINGS 

And it’s interesting that you mention Matisse. I mean, I can see the homage, 

and there’s definitely a playfulness and liveliness to these figures, and it’s in 

marked contrast to the— 

HEEBNER 

Somber. 

COLLINGS 

—somber faces. So what is that about? 

HEEBNER 

These have been worn by earth and time and whatever, and these figures—and 

even young girls. There’s a Cambodian—you know, just like the little Spanish 

girls learn the dances, you see them perform. They’re traditional dances, and 

it’s kind of a rite of passage, and they were at one point thought that it 

belittled—you know, here’s these little Tinkerbell-y girls, but that’s not what I 
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see. That’s not what I see. I don’t see some diminutive fairy. I see energy and 

life and those moments of aha, and that’s what I wrote about. So to me, as they 

shifted from my sketches of them to the line drawing, they got lighter. They got 

looser. They kind of took on a different kind of quality. [The Khmer Rouge 

banned these dancers, many were killed or forced to do hard labor during those 

years. The revival of the Apsara tradition is very important today.] 

COLLINGS 

So you brought them from being sort of handmaidens of the gods into beings 

that have their own— 

HEEBNER 

I wanted them to be spirit-like and spare. That’s a picture of me sitting and 

drawing this sketch right here, and that’s an apsara right there, but then they’re 

decorated all over. I mean, I drew all of those from life. So they’re all there, 

and they really are kind of gay and wonderful. 

COLLINGS 

Yeah, yeah. 

HEEBNER 

And so I think it’s more about the life force than anything else. So then for this 

book, which is the book that talks about the “Churning of the Sea of Milk,” 

which that whole bas relief is what the World Monument Fund is preserving 

and doing, John and I worked with the idea of spareness and having this have 

no images in it. I was interspersing it, a figure and then text. And then it’s like, 

keep them separate. Why don’t I keep them separate. And we had the same 

Spectrum font, but I just made some of them eighteen points and then some of 

them twelve or thirteen point, and a little bit of italic, very spare. At the bottom 

there’s a subtext and at the top. So it reads across the top, “The Churning of the 

Sea of Milk is a tug-of-water between gods and demons, a tug-of-war between 

darkness and light, and in the tug-of-war between gods and demons, darkness 

and light, comes the making.” And then at the bottom, it’s, “We become 

immortal through acts of creation. Creation comes in many forms. The entire 

Angkor complex has measurements that may be read as a clock.” And then this 

is short. I’m going to read it. “The Churning of the Sea of Milk. In deep 

geologic time, Earth was stark, and life was cradled in the sea. In Hindu 

cosmogeny, the origin of life on Earth also sprang forth from the watery depths. 
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At the center of the universe, sacred Mountain Mandara rose from a primordial 

ocean. “The mountain temple of Angkor Wat was designed to epitomize this 

vision of the universe. Five lotus-shaped towers crown Angkor Wat, Sanskrit 

for ‘Temple of the Sacred City.’ It is surrounded by a water-filled moat, and it 

is the largest of all the religious structures in the world. “Every possible surface 

is adorned with script and image carved in stone that transmit visual stories of 

things past, present, and to come. The ‘Churning of the Sea of Milk’ is a myth 

found in Hinduism’s epic tales, the Puranas. It is depicted everywhere in the 

Angkor complex, including a seventy-meter-long bas relief mural on the 

eastern gallery of the great temple. The mural is among the over six hundred 

meters of reliefs created throughout Angkor. The myth summons the eternal 

struggle between the forces of good and evil, light and darkness. It begins with 

a tale of loss. Twelve precious things, among them amritza, the elixir of 

immortality, have been lost beneath the ocean, and Lord Vishnu has devised a 

way to retrieve them. “In the center of cosmic sea, the holy mountain serves as 

a churning stick around which a rope in the form of the great Naga, or serpent, 

is wound, then tugged, head to tail by ninety-two demons and eighty-eight 

demigods who join forces to pull with all their might in order to rotate this holy 

pillar and churn the sea of milk into a buttery froth. The churning releases the 

precious treasures and it also releases a deadly poison. It is a celestial tug-of-

war that lasts one thousand years." “The churning stick penetrates the milky 

sea. As it rotates, it stirs the water, giving rise to a seminal fluid that carries 

within it the seeds of immortality.” It’s like, okay. I think it’s a very sexual tale, 

and what else but the quest for immortality is going to give you this—yeah. 

And then this is shaped in a circle. The text is shaped here in a circle, because 

I’m writing about—the text says, “As a solar calendar, ninety-two demons 

mark ninety-two days between the winter solstice and the following spring 

equinox, eighty-eight demigods, one for each day between spring equinox and 

the summer solstice. Picture the Sea of Milk as the milky way. Imagine the 

Earth is pulled by dual forces that rotate it toward darkness and then back again 

toward the light, toward darkness again and toward the light evermore. The 

entire Angkor complex has measurements that may be read as a clock.” 

COLLINGS 

Fascinating. 

HEEBNER 
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[reading] “So in the ‘Churning of the Sea of Milk’ mural, dozens of fishes are 

pictured as torn to shreds by swimming too close to the fearsome churning 

stick.” So this is when I kind of take off on it. “Most of our lived moments, like 

the fishes, are torn asunder simply through time and the passions and perils of 

living. So much is lost. Most history is lost beneath the opaque and milky 

waters of time. Some moments survive the chancy journey up to the surface, 

battered by the churning, partly broken, but making it to the light, imperfect 

fragments rising to the surface on the current of longing. These are all we have. 

From this detritus of gathered moments comes the making, creation anew. 

Dancing particles of foam produced by the sheer velocity of the churning float 

above this struggle. These are the apsaras. “Sometimes amid an inner-wrestling 

and churning, we are graced with an insight as blithe and ephemeral as foam. 

Savor the lightness of being that comes with dreams. Savor the dearness of the 

vanishing moment. Beauty resides here. “Nimble apsaras rise above the fray, 

and their dance seems nothing less than that flash of inspiration, that 

evanescent idea, illusive imagination embodied. They are the aha that feeds the 

soul, the joyfully burst bubble that lets the light come in.” 

COLLINGS 

You know, I feel that this—going back to what we were saying earlier, this just 

seems to encapsulate your entire work, don’t you think? Don’t you think it’s 

sort of the capstone that describes what you’re doing here? 

HEEBNER 

I like that. You said that with Sacred Geology, though, too. [laughter] 

COLLINGS 

No, but what I’m saying is I feel like this describes everything, that the apsaras 

and what they represent, when you describe those, you’re kind of describing all 

of the work, all of the bringing forth of these lively beings and aha moments. 

HEEBNER 

Well, it is those moments that you just—you know, the breakthrough, and if 

you pay attention, you know when that opens up. I’ve been plenty of times 

completely oblivious when something is completely opened up for me but I 

haven’t seen it. So to me, it really does say something about to not be 

highfalutin, a creative process, that how that happens, whether you’re a 

bricklayer or a pianist or a painter, it’s got to be interspersed with those 



357 

 

moments of grace or those moments of “Aha! I get it,” those dreams that go, 

“Ohh,” and that knit it together. Otherwise, it’s just— 

COLLINGS 

And the joyfulness of being. 

HEEBNER 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Otherwise, you’re just treading water, you know. And I saw 

these fishes. In the mural, it’s really great. Some of these fishes are just torn up. 

I thought, “Wow!” They got too close, you know. And how do you survive this 

ruckus, this cosmic churning, this life? What lasts and what doesn’t? What 

comes to the surface and how do you get—you know, what you get, is it 

random? Just like the Hamlet images that so much is lost, all that lost 

information, and what do we have? Or ruins, the Greek ruins, you have these 

fragments. Now there’s this book out about the Parthenon, how we always 

thought it was this great procession to Athena, and now they’re looking at it 

and saying, well, no. It’s possibly a human sacrifice of this young child 

carrying the cloth. And, those things get shifted, but it comes from looking. It 

comes from looking and, connecting the dots. So I just find it engaging. So I 

don’t know, I have no idea what the next book project is going to be. 

COLLINGS 

That’s interesting. 

HEEBNER 

No idea. Well, one thing that’s happening with these is Laure-Anne Bosselaar, 

who is a wonderful poet and neighbor, saw this and loved it, and she said, “I’d 

love to translate this into French.” So she’s translating both these [books] into 

French, and I may figure out some way of doing an insert and something that—

because I printed more of these. There’s twenty-five books, but I have more of 

the little accordion and the codex, or I have the sheets for them. It’s expensive 

to bind them, and so I haven’t bound them because I don’t have the money. 

[laughs] But they’re waiting for me. They’re cluttering up John’s space. But 

they will soon get bound and they might have a French version in it.But in 

terms of a big project, this was a year and a half of solid work, and Edward, my 

gallerist, kept saying, “Mary, I want to give you a show, but what’s going on?” 

COLLINGS 
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And you just had the show. 

HEEBNER 

Yes [The Venus Paintings]. So when I pulled out of that project, and it was sort 

of—I knew it was happening. I knew I’d make Codex. I know that was going to 

work. I just wanted— it’s like somebody being pent up and just wanting to run. 

I just wanted to make big collages. I at the same time had been helping the—

David Seubert at Special Collections at UCSB has acquired the archive for 

William Dole, who was my teacher, and he wanted me to go over the paper and 

look at the—you know, what paper is this and identify some things. I got to 

revisit some of Dole’s work, and it’s like, god, I want to make these freeform 

collages again. I’ve been making these strict grid things and stuff, and I just 

want out. And so these paintings came in like this tsunami of just 

[demonstrates]. I just kept working and making and, I guess I’ve— 

COLLINGS 

Well, as you were saying also that your travel schedule kind of petered out, and 

so you perhaps had the freedom to return to the large-scale. 

HEEBNER 

Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. Instead of bitching about not traveling, I should be grateful 

that I’m doing this work. [laughs] But I do. I want to go to Ephesus. I want to 

go to Turkey, all of Turkey, Ephesus. I want to go to Petra, you know. But 

anyway, I’d love to go back to Cambodia, I think. I’ve had friends that have 

gone back and then said, “Oh, god. It’s a zoo.” But people say that about 

Greece, let’s say. They go, “Oh, Greece was done in the seventies.” And it’s 

like, I went to Greece, and it was so cool. [laughs]It was wonderful. It’s like, I 

don’t think so. You can give me one of those tomato feta cheese salads and an 

octopus any day, you know. So I think what you bring to a place, including 

your expectations, it really helps to determine how you’re going to see it. 

COLLINGS 

Well, shall we leave it there, Mary? 

HEEBNER 

Yes. All right. I think we’re good. 

COLLINGS 

Any parting words? 
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HEEBNER 

I have loved doing this with you. 

COLLINGS 

Oh, I have too. 

HEEBNER 

I have loved it and I have learned a whole lot, because when you start having to 

describe to someone else what you’re doing and then your insights to what you 

see, it’s helped me connect the dots in ways that are really important. 

COLLINGS 

I’m very glad to hear that. 

HEEBNER 

I mean, really, really important. 

COLLINGS 

Let’s leave it there, then. 
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