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Charles:  It’s been a long time since I bought your sculpture for the Art Institute of Chicago. Your work is getting 
larger and more interesting every year—the pieces in this show, it seems to me are so richly colored—both the 
materials that you are using and what you put those materials through. I’d like to hear what you have to say about 
color in your work overall.
Dove: 	 I usually enjoy the colors of the materials—even favored pigments come from natural materials or the natu-
ral color of silver, copper, bronze, aluminum, and the chemical colors burned by the liver of sulfur in the metallic 
paintings. 
	 We can talk about the 3D blow-up bullets first because they’re the newest work, though I’ve been occupied 
with actual-scale “spent” bullets since 1979. At that time, I was casting New York Police Department slugs in fine 
metal for jewelry as a political statement to wear on the outside. Thirty-five years later this lot from the same source 
are now enlarged 30 times (25-30 inches). First they are scanned–meaning multiple images are taken of all facets of 
these tiny things–before printing. The scanner sent me several views of four at a time each with a different metallic 
color set on a lavender background. The colors happened to be aluminum, silver, deep blue, pink gold so I decided 
to use those, adding a lemon gold and black rubber for rubber bullets. I’m guessing the reason the scanner chose 
those colors was to make them most visible—not black or white—but easily readable against the lavender which 
gave them a look I hadn’t seen before.
C: 	 The color is rather intensified by the play of light. As it turns out, the contorted form of the exploded bullet 
has so many inconsistencies, so many twists and turns, that it’s the play of light over the surface that turns it into 
something rather kinetic.    
D: 	 Besides the political aspect, actual shot bullets were chosen because they embody velocity and impact. 
They’re formed in target practice by hitting a steel plate at 45 degrees, then ricochet to another plate set at 90 
degrees and fall into a bed of sand where they’re collected to be melted down and recast for practice or for their 
purpose. The shapes I selected were found by sifting through many hundreds of bullets for the most contrapos-
ta twists and turns or for the opposite, the most splayed out. 
C: 	 If the shapes were chosen by you the way, you know, someone could choose the most exquisite shells on a 
beach, does the sense of shape have anything to do with the shapes in your paintings?
D: 	 Yes. The paintings also have organic shapes because they’re composed by throwing sticks and roots. Sticks 
themselves, of course, are formed by nature and you can say that, in a sense, so are shot bullets controlled by 
natural forces — shaped by the type of metal, heat, velocity, impact. The composition then is based on chance, plus 
the chemical, liver of sulfur, that I have used for decades to sulfurize the surfaces – meaning, to darken them – adds 
another layer of unpredictability. The sticks are roughly thrown onto flat canvasses, then loosely painted underneath 
and replaced — sometimes with a thin stroke or a thicker, which bleeds into different shapes. The replaced sticks 
cause the chemical to pool either white or very dark, depending on the stroke, in the places where they touch. The 
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chemical mix is quite arbitrary – how many lumps of liver of sulfur, how warm the water or the day – so that accounts 
for variation by being relaxed, not trying to be consistent at all. In fact in some of the imagery in the paintings, if real-
ized in 3-D, could look like some of these bullets.
C: 	 I feel a rapport between the sculptures and the paintings, both about shape and about color. I suppose one 
could think about the paintings as 2-dimensionalized because metal seems to have a greater relationship to sculp-
ture normally than to painting. Just as the sculptures are colorized, the paintings are materialized. 
D: 	 The chemical burns like fire. The blues in Contingency [Lao Tzu] lurk around the edges the way the hottest part 
of a flame is turquoise and deep blue. There’s more blue than usual, possibly because that ground is white gold. It 
has 25 percent gold and 75 percent silver, so I thought to slow down the process. Once this chemical is on, I’ve 
not tried to stop it. 
	 The series is called Contingency—or contingent on light, air, humidity, all of which act on silver. Those natural 
atmospheric changes invite different colors. The white gold has a sort of orange tinge now, which the silver ones 
don’t have. The paintings have been done over a period of a few years so they are at various stages. Some arbi-
trarily have a halo surrounding the marks. The ones done this month are very fresh and you don’t see any reaction 
yet—but it will come.
C: 	 So slowly they will establish themselves. They will realize themselves. Do they ever reach some kind of finaliza-
tion?
D: 	 They might. Twenty five years ago, the entire surface of a whole series had been treated and then more 
chemical was poured on and those seemed to be fairly stabilized. Others partially treated changed radically and 
unpredictably. These are relatively young–I’ve only started this series a few years ago, so we’ll have to see.
C: 	 Well maybe your next group can be called Waiting…
D:  	 (Laughs) These are... Unintended Consequences…which has a double play because bullets, of course, have 
that... contingent actions that weren’t proscribed. The same goes for using chance for these paintings – I don’t 
necessarily know what’s going to happen. It surprises me when I see the different chemical reactions. For instance, 
I didn’t expect to see so much blue in Contingency [Lao Tzu].
C: 	 Well, I’m all for lightweight sculpture, which you’ve pointed out they are. Though they have a real massive 
look. They’ve been distorted and distorted and distorted—from bullets being blown up, to being processed on the 
printer—they’ve come a long way…  I say this with a lot of admiration. The paintings have a kind of landscape feel. 
It’s not just the irregular silhouettes or the sticks or branches that you’re throwing onto them, but it’s also the rela-
tionship of the shapes to the spaces they’re in. They seem to be in motion—slow motion. You see the fluidity and 
the process. Some look like the exploration of a galaxy or some strange…
D: 	 … microcosm.
C: 	 A microcosm, exactly
D:	 … because they can also look like organisms in a petri dish. Anything that’s organic is going to relate to some 
other organic form. One of the paintings Contingency [Snow Melt] was outside for a day in a storm in January last 
year. Snow accumulated on the slight etch that the chemical produced, piling up to eight inches above each mark, 
while the painting was leaning outside in our building’s gated alley. Back inside months later, the snow melt lines 
stayed bright silver while the background darkened. Unusually, they’re still bright a year later. Acid snow! Makes one 
think never polish silver, just put it out in the snow in a polluted city.
C: 	 (Laughs)

D: 	 The people who see silver-eyed Madonnas that weep in churches believe it’s a miracle, but that can be 
explained. In a rainstorm, silver absorbs moisture from the air, which accumulates and then bleeds from their eyes. 
C:  	 That’s interesting. The way you work with these materials has a lot to do with processes that conservators try 
to reverse. Whereas, you turn that on its head and walk away from something, knowing that it’s going to change 
because you’ve even encouraged it to change...
D: 	 This comes from an early experience I had, growing up near the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. A 
replica of the Parthenon was in the children’s entrance. it appeared to me to be very gaudily painted and the columns 
were intact. It looked so tight and busy and there was nowhere for the mind to wander. I’ve always found pictures 
of the ruins to be so much more engaging to the imagination—their sculptural forms are more apparent without the 
paint, and the random sprawl breaks away from those claustrophobic columns tightly surrounding massive walls. 
When human effort is taken over by nature it’s usually improved. 
	 Unearthed Pompeian pottery is extraordinary for what has happened to it. In the 60’s I worked with Raku, 
which presaged the paintings. They were silver glazed, then burned iridized black with Eucalyptus leaves. 
	 All these kinds of chemical and physical changes are more interesting to me than a spanking clean building 
or pot.
C: 	 The beauty of ruins… there’s something very Piranesian about that — sort of Asian.
D: 	 Asian, yes! This painting is called Contingency [Lao Tzu], after I saw how it looked. The Contingency 
works’ titles come from one of the fifteen ingredients that John Cage identified in composition: Indeterminacy, 
Contingency, Discipline, Notation, Performance, Inconsistency, and so on. I have titled my works—using about 
half so far—marrying them to those directives. Another identifying subtitle is added in brackets to distinguish each 
painting. Interestingly, Duchamp, in a letter asked his sister Suzanne to sign by proxy three rescued found objects 
from his Neuilly studio: “[d’après] Marcel Duchamp.”  He preferred brackets, perhaps feeling that parentheses are 
too common. 
C: 	 The surfaces are so rich that everything seems slightly intergalactic and wondrous…
D: 	 …but natural.
C: 	 ...and natural, in a surprising way. 
D: 	 Until the latest sculptures, my materials could have been found thousands of years ago – glass, metal, salt. 
This is the first time, using plastic in 3-D printing, that both the material and method could only be done now.
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Opposite page:
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Contingency [Firth], 2015, silver, liver of sulfur, varnish, gesso on linen, 32 x 24 in.
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