WAYS OF LIVING

From Chicago to Mildred’s Lane
J. Morgan Puett
Interviewed by Daniel Tucker

Daniel Tucker: I think what is most compelling to better understand
is the impulse for you to live your life the way you do?
J. Morgan Puett: It really goes back to my childhood. My oldest sister
said to me when I was at an impressionable age of seventeen years old—I
was in college very early—that she would like to spend her life trying to
live up to the quality of life we had as children. We lived in south Georgia
in the 1960s, crazy violent times. Our father died when I was thirteen; the
four of us were all just teenagers; it was a devastating blow because he had
a huge life. My mother was a painter and my father studied writing—he was
a journalist—but then took over the family business—four generations of
beekeepers. Then we got ripped out of our wonderful childhood when my
mother soon married another beekeeper-friend of the family and he took
us to Idaho. The Grafter’s Shack at Mildred’s Lane (2002, originally commissioned by Wave Hill, New York) was inspired by that history because my
family specializes in what’s called bee grafting.
Our family motto on the kitchen bulletin board was, “As long as you’re
green you grow. But when you think you’re ripe you begin to rot.” That’s
always resonated in me. Without telling you my whole life story, those stories play out in everything that I’ve done as an artist, starting with moving
through the whole landscape of the School of the Art Institute of Chicago,
trying to devour every discipline that I could. I ended up in filmmaking,
thinking that was the wholeness I was searching for, but then went into
clothes making which grew out of a research project about working people’s clothing. Even at a very young age I was always interested in clothing,
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dwelling, living, researching, which becomes the working, researching,
entanglement of Mildred’s Lane.
DT: As a student, which artistic traditions shed light on the way of working you wanted to pursue?

Mildred’s Lane. Courtesy of J. Morgan Puett. Photo: Jorge Colombo.

JMP: Joseph Beuys, first, as young art student in the late 1970s, early
1980s; I’d have to say that. Then I was obsessed with early cinema and then
experimental film. Seeing Jack Chambers’s film The Hart of London (1970)
really affected me. But let me just say the way that I was practicing as a
student was, and is, the same thing I’m doing here. For my grad critiques, I
would invite the panel to come to my loft studio—my project was my living,
my lifestyle. I was already trying to pronounce that being is the practice. It
wasn’t until much later, having gone through many iterations, that I fell in
love with theory that amplified that: Gilles Deleuze, Isabelle Stengers, and
Donna Haraway.
DT: To some extent, your work is the representation of a life. Land-based
work outside of major urban centers has to deal with that in a particular
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way, because it has to disseminate its image and story to other places and
audiences.
JMP: I keep coming back to impulse, the impulse to do this. I think it’s
always been important for me to try to figure out a different way to do this
art thing, a different way of living, a different and creative way of thinking about where I am. I’m not thinking about representation in an art context. For me it’s larger; it’s the real. If you are not doing it for your friends
and family, then who the “frack” are you doing it for? Things and people
are important to me, and the hooshing of them is a workstyle, a practice.
Hoosh is not just a decoration. The etymology goes back to Winnie the Pooh
hooshing Eeyore out of the house. It’s a kind of a cleaning, an arrangement,
rearranging a situation. It’s also from early southern slang. My father was
a Pogo enthusiast, which was a socialist comic strip in the 1950s and 1960s
by Walt Kelly. And I think that’s where the term came from: my parents
brought us up on a lot of that slang from Pogo, and we grew up singing the
songs with my mother playing guitar and my daddy the banjo. There was
a whole culture around Pogo in our home. But the way that we use “hoosh”
here is more conceptually loaded. It’s a form of social democracy in my
thinking—of things both human and nonhuman. It’s about being hyperaware of everything around you at all times. It’s about an awareness and a
sensitive generosity.
DT: What is the relationship between hooshing and an ecological way
of thinking?
JMP: If we’re talking about decanting all the food in the kitchen, for
instance, into jars, I think that it’s not about trying to re-enact a nineteenth-century household practice; it’s more political for me, ecologically.
The other night, historian and writer Graham Burnett said, “Well, that
package of marshmallows seems out of place.” It was about the aesthetic of
the site, but to me, the package down in front of the fire, was without hoosh,
was what was offensive. It wasn’t that it was strange in the landscape—I
don’t mind that; it was that the packaging was a petroleum-based product.
Getting a nice ceramic bowl to put them in is a hooshing act, that’s political
for me. The oil industry is the biggest nemesis in the area around Mildred’s
Lane. They’ve tried to invade this territory with fracking, and are poisoning
our waters; we fought them to the bone. Now two of the biggest companies
have pulled out. Those kinds of actions are a part of the hooshing, too. It is
all interconnected.
DT: How has fracking changed things around here for you and Mildred’s
Lane, and how has it changed your work and the project?
JMP: We immediately got involved with the society and politics of the
local community. At first we didn’t even know it. Fracking has being going
on for forty or fifty years all around the world, and about ten years ago the
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gas companies moved in here. They had run out of places to poke holes in
the ground to poison, and the Pennsylvania government sold itself to the
devil, literally, that started fracking in the Allegheny Mountains. I first
heard about it maybe in 2008, and I suddenly went, “Oh my God. I’ve got to
go to that town meeting!” Up until then I thought living out here away from
everything else was a balanced existence in line with my political views. But
not so—that really thrust me into local community politics and society; it
was also one of the motives in creating The Mildred Complex(ity), a storefront space and studio in the small hamlet of Narrowsburg, New York, that
is a way of becoming a part of the community and living out loud.
DT: Prior to that, when you were less involved in, let’s say, civics, I’m
curious how you thought the work here was or was not living out loud. Was
there a period of privacy before?
JMP: What happened really evolved—or co-evolved—in a natural way.
It evolved out of our lifestyle. We knew this would be a social place; it was
always in my mind that the main building should be a commons. I wanted
to take this old collapsed building, that was a barn and a chicken coop, and
redraft it architecturally, rebuilding the entire building, and adding on a tenfoot porch extension that was inspired, lifted from, the local grange halls
here in Wayne County. The grange hall was interesting to me, because it was
the meeting place where you did business in nineteenth and early twentieth century. It’s our town hall.
As for privacy, at first it was where Mark Dion and I lived after having
a child together. Even so, I was always thinking of multiple use. I designed
the spaces of the rooms with two entries/exits. So if someone came into the
library, and you didn’t want to be social, you could discreetly exit the room.
The house is very porous to the outside.
There were speculations about who lived here in the nienteenth century. Architectural conservationist Richard Pieper got very excited about
the hearth in the basement of the original homestead building on the site,
Mildred’s house, because it is from the 1790’s hearth and that’s very unusual
for this area.
DT: I’m curious about those discoveries and the nineteenth-century/
early-twentieth-century aesthetic here that is responsive to the site.
JMP: Oftentimes people respond to the life here as this other-worldliness because of that sensitivity and our response to what we “inherited.”
But for me, I feel like I’m in dialogue with what the future looks like. That’s
what interests me, and this is where my future is happening, in this place—
as a mother with a child, as an artist. That’s important for what I’m trying
to do here; it’s not a re-enactment. All these periods we know are pressing
in on us, that are all around us at all times: we are living in the future, past,
present at all moments.
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DT: Can you think of a time when someone came here who wanted to
introduce a different kind of aesthetic, and how you negotiated that?
JMP: The thing that we do ask is that projects not be static, that they
be living, breathing, pieces, whatever the case may be. We ask that it’s not
plop art, that it should potentially be activated at any given time by humans
or non-humans; that possibly, it also be able to sleep someone, that someone can actually live in it; that it could actually be a part of the living-working-researching environment and sensitive to the site in some way.
DT: What is an example of a successful engagement of an outside session
organizer with this site?
JMP: They’re all so amazing, so different. There’s a beautiful and poetic
interconnectivity with each one, and they’re all emerging. The most important thing is that we’re not trying to predetermine the future of the site. The
Pond Project (PondHouseSpringHousePond) is probably the best example. I’ve been designing a pond since 1998. I started by digging a pond in
the upper field, then after we built the main building, I wanted to look out
onto a pond, so I decided I didn’t want it up there. But I was having this dia97
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logue with myself. Being a social being, I wanted to have that dialogue with
others and with the landscape itself. When our son Grey Rabbit was young,
he heard me talk about Pondhouse and he goes, “Pond house? Yeah. Let’s
have a house inside of the pond.” And so the dialogue and fantasy started,
just growing like everything else. You plant a seed and allow it to keep
growing, crazy as it may be. As long as it’s green, it’s going to grow. We kept
talking—never having the money to do it—but drawing, and talking, and
finally, after we became a school in 2007 with an opening event that was a
collaboration between Brian Tolle and Diana Balmori, I met Mark Thomann,

Narrowsburg, New York. Courtesy of J. Morgan Puett. Photo: Jorge Colombo.

landscape architecture director of Balmori and Associates who agreed to
work with me on an algorithmic design. He was teaching landscape architecture part-time to graduate students at the University of Pennsylvania.
We created an open studio at Mildred’s Lane. For one session titled Land,
fellows helped us along with the whole nineteenth-century survey, producing a beautiful series of drawings that became the groundwork for what
are the questions around the pond, interconnecting artists, the buildings,
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and projects here—past, present, future. Then we started doing a series of
sessions called Land Pond. It goes on emergently. The main collaborators
now are Mark Thomann, David Brooks, myself, and various Mildred’s Lane
Fellows interconnecting with other sessions and people who have been
involved in the designs; Claire Pentecost and Brian Holmes’s Drift (2011),
Land (2009), Radical Apiary (2011), and The Big Dig (2014).
DT: I’m curious about the different kinds of time scales that exist in this
place. You’ve said, “the pond runs through,” and in a way you are also the
recurring thread, you’re the foundational force. Is this something you’re interested in: that some people have been coming out here for a long time, doing
slow projects, and that they could also become foundational? Or do you want
to keep a separation, since this is also your home and your family?
JMP: It is my home, my hive, and I am a worker bee. But it’s not a
commune; it’s not a colony; there’s not an intentional community—although
a lot of friends have been coming here since the time they were students and
many stay for extended periods. But I live here. I think of this as a project—
but there are so many people who come with that, most importantly Mark
and Grey Rabbit. So it’s hard to explain. On the one hand, I can’t take all the
credit just because I’m working with these people; on the other hand, I am
the one constant overseer of this always-emerging process.
I’ve designed that pond a dozen times. I could build it. But that’s not
interesting to me. What is interesting is the social arrangement and discourse around what it is and what it could be. That’s the way I like to work—
as an emergent collective.

This interview was conducted on August 9, 2013, in Narrowsburg, New York.
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