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Keeping Your
Hands Moving

conversations

Taya Doro
Mitchell

I heard about Taya Doro Mitchell from Phil Linhares and
Michael McMillen. “You've got to go see her place!” they
told me. The artist, [ learned, had been working for many
years in isolation. She’d just come to Linhares” attention. It
happened in an unusual way. On a piece of mail soliciting
donations, she'd checked the box to donate real estate. In
short order, perhaps even in record time, two staffers from
the museum were at her door. What they saw sent them
back to the chief curator in a hurry, “Phil, you won'’t believe
this place!” Linhares was so impressed he gave Mitchell an
exhibit in the Oakland Museum'’s downtown sculpture
gallery right away. To say that a visit to Mitchell’s house,
and then to her studio, astounds is understatement.

From the outside, Mitchell's home in East Oakland is
easy to miss. I drove right by it the first time. But finally [
was knocking on the door, curious, and about to experience
one of those delightful art shocks that are few and far
between.

Stepping in, | found myself in good-sized room, a “work-
room” as Mitchell calls it. It held a variety materials, tools

and several works in progress. There was a music stand,
too. “I'm studying violin,” Mitchell told me. She had taken it
up three years earlier when she turned seventy and prac-
tices every day.

“What about the rest of your house? “ I asked.

“Follow me.” Mitchell led me up a short stairway o a
door. It opened into quite a different world. Every wall and
ceiling in each room of Mitchell’s home, except her work-
room, is covered with an astonishing variety of items:
objects, figures, tableaux, cutouts, dioramas, discards and
parts and pieces of things carefully painted, trimmed, sand-
ed, fit and fiddled, sections of ornate frames sliced up, fanned
out, arranged in circles, diamonds, grids and zig-zags—all by
the thousands upon thousands.

Even by our current standard of visual assault, this was
a bump up, something like stepping inside a kaleidoscope—
extreme decor. Now [ understood what Phil and Michael
had been talking about.

We talked for quite some time. Would she mind if |
brought my tape recorder next time? Not at all. ..
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“Everyday, after school,
she would sit us down
around the table and give
us something to do. She
would say move your
hands. We had to move
our hands all the time. My
mother was very strict.”

Richard Whittaker: 1 wonder about your early life in
the Netherlands. Your mother taught you to sew.

Taya Doro Mitchell: Yes. She was not a real seam-
stress herself, but wanted her daughters to be. [ had
four sisters. Everyday, after school, she would sit us
down around the table and give us something to do.
She would say, “move your hands.” We had to move
our hands all the time. My mother was very strict.

She always recognized that | was a handy kid.
When [ was five or six and it was right at the begin-
ning of the war. It was Santa Claus. We would come
down and look at the gifts, and she had given me a lit-
tle cigar box with a pair of scissors and a needle and
some thread. That was a rather unusual gift for a kid
of six years old.

RW: You said your mother was very strict. What do
you mean?

TDM: She was not very happy in her marriage. She
was pretty much by herself raising a family. My father
got up early and left all day where he raised vegetables
and he came back late and just went to sleep. So if the
marriage had been okay she would have had an easier
time, | think. She was overly controlling. I'm still trying
to figure out the aftermath. | have a hard time talking
about it because it stirs up a lot of feelings.

I have, through the years, gotten to the point
where [ can focus on the positive side of both of my

parents, but it is very difficult. | grew up in a Catholic
family.

Now [ don’t know if you have an idea about
Catholicism, but everything in life is more or less
based on suffering and guilt feelings. And there was
still very much a class system in the Netherlands. We
were somewhere on the bottom. We were born on
the wrong side of the tracks, although there were no
tracks [laughsl.

But I must say, even while [ was very young, |
knew [ was not going to be a seamstress, although
there was nothing else to learn, because my mother
wouldn't let us go to school.

RW: How long did that last, not going to school?

TDM: She would pull most of us out at about sixth
grade.

RW: So after that, no school?

TDM: No. And any attempts I made through the
years to get into school on my own, she was working
against me. But when | was nineteen | went to an
evening high school.

RW: Now you mentioned that you got involved in a
women’s organization. Would you tell me about that?

TDM: I was always very aware that when | was eight-
een [ could do what | wanted to do. So even as a
fourteen or fifteen-year old | began making plans. At
that time, in the fifties, it was very difficult to leave the
family without getting married.

When | was eighteen there had been a flood and
people needed help, especially the mothers with their
kids. So there was this organization that started, a
group of young women who worked with families in
that situation. It became something called the Family
Service. And the Grail, the organization I joined later,
was asked to train the girls for that program. So I went
to one of those training places and that is where 1 got
to know the Grail. They had their headquarters near
where [ lived and | could just bicycle over there.
Someone there told me about a school where I didn't
have to pay and so I signed up for a program.

My mother, at the time, was in the hospital. When
[ told her I was going to school, she said, “We don’t
have any money for that!” And [ had, I'll tell you, the
enormous and glorious feeling that | could make deci-
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sions on my own [thumps the table]l and there was
nothing she could do about it! She realized it, too, and
she gave me an awful, dirty look! [laughs] Oh, boy.

RW: And you felt liberated.

TDM: I felt like | had really jumped over the first hur-
dle. I was still sleeping at home, but | was working
during the day for Family Service, then I would go
straight to school and them come home around eleven
or eleven-thirty. Someone from the Grail even got me
a key to the school so when [ didn’t have classes, |
could still go there in the evenings.

Actually the organization was started by a Jesuit
father. He started at Catholic University with a few
university students, women. For that time, it was an
enormous progressive idea to do that. So that was the
beginning. The Grail still exists and I'm still in touch

with them. In some ways, it was like a convent. In the
beginning they were even wearing habits. You would
join them and you would go through a rather rigorous
program for three or four years. If they accepted you
after that period you could make your dedication,
which meant you would dedicate yourself for a life-
time in poverty, obedience and virginity.

RW: Did you make that dedication?

TDM: 1did. Yes. I was with them altogether for
twelve or fifteen years.

RW: What brought about your leaving the
Netherlands?

TDM: So I worked in their centers and someone sug-
gested, why don’t you become a nurse? So, at a cer-
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“That was in about 1971.
[ still had never lived on
my own. Whenever 1'd
mentioned the idea to
my mother, she’d give me
these horrible suggestions
about what would happen
to me if I did.”

tain point [ went to a nursing school, and I completed
that. This was in the sixties. At that time, the Grail and
not only them, but the whole situation in the Catholic
Church—especially in the Netherlands—started, more
or less, to fall apart. There were a lot of changes taking
place. A lot of the priests left the priesthood at that
time. A lot of nuns, also at that time, would shed their
habits, and there was a big exodus in the churches.

When | was a kid the church was full practically all
day on Sundays, and during the week we went to
church every day in the morning. So suddenly, in a
very short time, it was changing.

And the Grail was the same, a lot of people were
leaving. This was enormously traumatic, especially for
me who was a follower and who would do anything
people told me to do. A lot of my girlfriends were
leaving and [ felt that | had to make a decision, the
likes of which I'd never done before. I'd never been
allowed to do that before. So [ decided to go to the
United States. It was a big decision.

RW: So where did you end up in the U.S.?

TDM: In Loveland, Ohio, near Cincinnati. It was an
international movement, so | knew some people from
the United States, already, and they helped me. They
were my sponsors and they got me a job as a nurse at
a hospital. | spoke English because that's what we
spoke in the Grail. But I still had to take the state
boards and I only got those when I came to California.

RW: So we're going toward your art, but maybe that’s
still a long way off from your time in Cincinnati.

TDM: The funny thing is, though, in Cincinnati they
started to call me an artist.

RW: How did that happen?

TDM: At the time, just because | needed to move
my hands, [ was making some jewelry. They had an
art and book center there, so | would give them the
jewelry to sell.

RW: To keep your hands busy, you say.
TDM: Right.
RW: Tell me more about keeping your hands busy.

TDM: Well, other than that I'm fidgety, we grew up
with the knowledge that if you didn't move your
hands, you weren't worth anything [laughsl.

RW: There's the old saying that idle hands are the
devil's workshop. Have you ever heard that one?

TDM: No. I can understand that, but I don't agree
with it. [ like to create things. When I got into the
Grail they gave me a psychological test. I think they
thought [ was retarded or something. So the test said,
she has exceptional [searches for the wordsl...

RW: Spatial and motor intelligence?
TDM: Something like that.

RW: Okay. So at some point everything changed.
You got married, for instance.

TDM: You must not forget that with all the turmoil |
actually started to grow up a little bit. My coming to
the U.S. itself was an enormous step. Then | went
through an enormous culture shock here. Everything
that in the past was good was bad here. Not having
had any sex, for instance. | was thirty-six years old.
People didn’t believe me.

RW: Tell me more about this culture shock.

TDM: I practically went psychotic at a certain point.
See the thing is I came over here with a lot of
unworked through feelings. I'd said good-bye to my
family and they had never co-operated with me. They
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were very mad at me for leaving on my own. They
also were starting to question my sanity. So I did find a
psychiatrist. It was somebody to talk to for an hour
once a week. That was an enormous help. [ also got
involved with some hippies here in San Francisco.
They were very much into marijuana and [ liked that.
It helped me enormously to gain insights into myself.
So that was great! | did that quite a lot, actually.

RW: So how did you get to San Francisco?

TDM: When I was in Ohio, working for the health
department there, | didn't like the way I was treated
there or the person who was in charge of it. And there
was a Dutch girl, a very close friend, who was a stu-
dent in Berkeley. She was also a Grail member, and [
wanted to be close to her. So | kind of broke my
promise with the health department and they were
very angry about that. But I just had to. I'm not the
best person when it comes to making sane decisions.

RW: Why do you say that?

TDM: Well, I'm probably very impulsive, like wanting
to give all of my art to the museum. Maybe it's not
insane, but on the other hand, everybody thinks it’s
insane. And maybe it isn't.

RW: Maybe not. So your friend at Berkeley was
important.

TDM: Yes. I stayed in touch with her, although my
relationship with her was also very screwed up at the
time. But finally she came and got me and we drove
out here together. There is a Grail center in San Jose
where she dropped me off. [ stayed there for three
months. That was a very difficult period where I start-
ed to feel like I was losing my sanity. I didn't know
what [ really wanted. [ was just not thinking straight,
not having hallucinations or anything like that, and |
was a psychiatric nurse in the first place. So in some
ways, | had a pretty good grip on myself.

That was in about 1971. I still had never lived on
my own. Whenever I'd mentioned the idea to my
mother, she'd give me these horrible suggestions about
what would happen to me if | did. But [ thought [ was
ready to live on my own and do a little bit of catching
up on things, which I hadn’t been involved with.

RW: What things?

“They sent me a little card
in the mail asking for
money. There was a little
line saying or real estate.

I filled that out. I put a
little check mark on there.”

TDM: With boyfriends, you know. See, living in a
basically one-sex society and not going out with a lot
of men, you get close to women. That just happens.
So I decided to go out on my own. And I liked it! It
was actually a part of my life where I started to find
myself. And that is when I got into art. [ was close to
forty.

RW: Is that when you enrolled at the Art Institute?
TDM: Yes. That was in 1973.
RW: Tell me about your experiences there.

TDM: In some ways, that was the happiest time of
my life. It was not the easiest. | was through with
boyfriends.

RW: What do you mean?

TDM: It was the time of free sex and people weren't
very much into one-partner deals, although at one
point [ did have a relationship with one guy, but he
took off and went to Europe. At that point [ realized
I'd be happier on my own.

RW: Well somehow you got married.

TDM: That was a whole different thing because he
was fourteen years older than me. So when | went
through school and tried to get into a master’s pro-
gram, there was no way I could get in anywhere. | had
no portfolio. That was around 1980 and I'd seen a
program on TV that inspired me to want to become a
foster parent. I tried that. I'd moved to Oakland and
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INTERIOR VIEW, TAYA DORO MITCHELL’S HOME

“The last thing he actually
said to me was, ‘ You really
made this place beautiful’.”

had rented a house, which went into foreclosure and |
had to move. So | found this place here. | moved in
here on my own because my foster kid, a teenager,
had run away shortly before. She had a mother in San
Francisco where she wanted to live. She told me, “I
really liked it here” but she left. So I called the social
worker who said, don’t take her back. It doesn't work.

So around that time, | called one of my friends,
but [ dialed the wrong number. This guy answers the
phone and we start to talk and, at a certain point, [
started thinking, this guy doesn’t sound like the guy |
was calling. But he was talking as if he knew me. |
said, “I don’t think you're the person I think you are.”
But I had called him Jonathan. That was the name of
the guy [ was calling.

RW: Wait. This guy’s name was Jonathan, too?

TDM: His name was John. They sounded more or
less the same, too. So [ was talking with him as if |
knew him and we had a pleasant conversation. So |
thought, well, he sounds like a nice guy. And I had
decided at that point, | need a man. | need somebody
to talk to and I need some companionship. So | gave
him my number. Later he called me and we met. He
had just lost his wife six months before. So he wasn’t
reluctant. But it didn't go over too well with his family.
RW: It didn't?

TDM: No. And it never did. But he had no kids and
neither did I, so we didn’t have to deal with anybody
we didn't want to deal with. That made us, in some
ways, a fairly reclusive couple, which was fine with me
because | wanted to do some artwork. But then, he
started to develop Alzheimer’s, which took quite a
while.

RW: And you decided to care for him yourself, you
told me earlier.

TDM: Yes. At a certain point he wanted to get some
health insurance, but I told him that I could do that
myself. 'm a nurse and I like to take care of people. |
had already made my mind up that [ was going to
take care of him, no matter what. And for all those
years, he was always with me.

RW: What was it like, then, being in the house hour
after hour?

TDM: 1 didn't even notice sometimes. He was always
very quiet and, as the disease progressed, he became
more and more quiet. He was a calm and sweet per-
son anyway. One thing | did on a regular basis is I'd
say, “Let’s go for a walk,” and we would go for a walk.

But there were certain things that had been in my
mind for many years. One of the things was that |
wanted to do something on the walls other than hang
pictures or put up wallpaper. But I didn’t quite know
what that would be. I don’t think I ever made the con-
scious decision to do all this, but at a certain point |
needed to do something while | could watch him at
the same time. He started to fall and I had to make
sure he was safe. So, in the end, he ended up in a hos-
pital bed in this room. That is when I started in on this
space here.

RW: So when he was in the bed you started on this
room?

TDM: Yes. Because I really needed to watch him,
practically all day long.

RW: It must have been a help, working on the walls.

TDM: Oh yes! It helped me work through those
years of his having Alzheimer’s and suffering, actually.
Whenever anyone asks me why I'm making art, |
say, | want to stay sane! If | have not had any time for
a little while, or if I've spent too much time on the vio-
lin trying to master it and have gotten kind of pissed
off because I can't get it right, then I come back here
into this room. | have all my stuff here and, well, that
solves all my problems! I have all these things sitting
here ready to go and it doesn’t take long for me to get
on a roll gluing the little bits and pieces on the walls.

RW: So while your husband was in the bed here, and
you had to keep an eye on him, you'd be working on
these walls, too?
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TDM: Yes. And when you think of all these little
things, it takes hours and hours. | would sit there and
move my hands! Just move my hands sitting at the
table, rolling things up, stapling them together, paint-
ing. It was not a very long time though when he was
totally helpless. It was the last month.

RW: How did your husband like the project?

TDM: You know, he was going out, of course. His
brain was disintegrating and he couldn’t see this. But
just weeks before that, when he was not able to hold
a conversation anymore, at a certain point we were
standing in that first room there and he said, in a very
clear voice, “You really made this place beautiful!”

He had not said anything that [ could make any
sense of for a long time before that, then he had this
brief moment. The last thing he actually said to me
was, “You really made this place beautiful.”

RW: Wow. That's interesting, and he hadn’t made a
coherent statement for how long?

TDM: Months. I'm so happy he did that. It was the
good-bye, at the same time. Now, the actual good-bye,
that’s another thing. At a certain point he was almost
turning purple. He was black, but he was not a very,
very black man. He had been laying here for two or
three weeks without eating, without drinking. [ would
still wash him. He was just lying there, looking. He
was still breathing. At a certain point a friend of mine
called me and asked me how he was doing.

[ said, I don’t understand. It’s like he’s dead, but he
doesn’t stop breathing. She said, you know what, you
have to tell him that it is okay for him to go.

So I went upstairs and I took his hand. [ told him,
“It is okay. I can take care of myself. I'll be okay. I
think it is time for you to go. It is the best thing for
both of us.” He didnt react and | walked around the
bed, then | turned and I looked at him again. He had
not moved at all, day or night. [ stood at the back of
the bed and he lifted his head, as if he was going to
say something. [ could see he wanted to say some-
thing, and he went back down and he was gone. That
was seconds after | told him, seconds later, on a
Saturday afternoon.

RW: That's a powerful story.

TDM: Yes. I couldn't believe it. Alzheimer’s is the

RIGHT: MITCHELL HAS A SEPARATE STUDIO FULL OF
HER MIXED MEDIA SCULPTURES AND PAINTINGS

“Whenever anyone asks me
why I’'m making art, I say,
I want to stay sane!”’

most rotten disease a person can have. It is a tragic
thing that happens.

RW: Yes. Well, maybe we can go back to your art.
How did you discover art?

TDM: You know, the funny thing is I was born in the
Netherlands, which is very rich in visual arts and
music. And although we did listen to classical music,
we were never really exposed to art. If | had told any-
body, as a kid, that | wanted to be an artist, well, in
the first place, | would never, ever, have dared tell
anybody. | was convinced that an artist was born an
artist. See, [ never realized that if you wanted to be a
master, you had to work your buns off to get there, no
matter whether you had talent or not. It is only lately
that | am starting to realize how much art has been
part of my life. [ think I only started to recognize it in
America because my own friends started to call me an
artist. When I came to the United States and people
started to tell me that, I started to realize that it's not
so much that you are born an artist, you can become
an artist.

RW: So as you look back on your life, you see that
the artist was there more than you realized it.

TDM: Well, I think everybody is an artist to start with.
You just have to find a way to make it work. | think
we all come with hands and a head and hopefully a
good set of brains. But you have to realize you have to
start. You have to decide what you want to do. If [ had
decided then to get into music—I thought you had to
start when you were four or five. Now [ started at
seventy!

RW: It sounds like music is pretty important to you.

TDM: Yes. [ spend more time now playing the violin.
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The first thing | really played was a recorder. | taught
myself how to play that when | was around eighteen.
My mother gave me a guitar for my eighteenth birth-
day, which was unheard of! She started to do these
things every once in a while for me. I'm starting to fly
again—all these things; still, [ have all kinds of feelings.
She was so strict and she could really be very mean,
too. But there was another side to her, too. Sometimes
she would do these things that would totally surprise.
So they expected me to be able to play right away
without any lessons and that didn’t happen. I did get a
few lessons, just enough to be able to continue on my
own. So that was at eighteen. And all along, 've been
playing the guitar.

RW: Well, recently you've been discovered by Phil
Linhares and you have a show up at the Oakland
Museum’s sculpture space downtown. And you'd been
working in isolation here for many years. But you say
isolation is comfortable for you.

TDM: It’s also lonely.
RW: So how’s this isolated art-making worked?

TDM: You know, time flies by when you make art.
Sometimes | hear people talk about lack of inspiration.
Not one minute in my life have I experienced a lack
of inspiration!

RW: Not one minute.

TDM: Not one minute. Because if something doesn’t
work, I start something else. | always have tons of
things ready. I have baskets and boxes. | have tools,
scissors, drills and all the instruments you need to put
things together, so time flies by. 'm too busy to be
lonely. Sometimes | feel a need to meet somebody,
but I could live on an island, alone. I'm not saying |
would feel very happy, but I would definitely not be
desperate.

RW: What's it like being recognized by the chief
curator of the Oakland Museum?

TDM: It still puzzles me. I still feel that they're kidding
me, in some way. [ don’t know why they would do it.

I'm a little paranoid.

RW: Do you think they have ulterior motives?llaughsl

TDM: [laughsl See, | was going to try to give all this
stuff away. [ was trying my utmost so that they would
just take it and [ would run. [ would just make some
more, you know.

They sent me a little card in the mail asking for
money. There was a little line saying, “or real estate.” |
filled that out. I put a little check mark on there. It
took them a little while to respond, and then they
came to look, Licia and Linda. They were here for
three hours and then they left. They came back with
Phil. [laughsl

RW: [laughs] So that’s how this happened? You got a
piece of junk mail from the Oakland Museum saying,
give us some money please?

TDM: [laughs] Yes. So they accepted it and said they
would take responsibility for the artwork. I couldn’t
believe it. Then I think Phil said that they could not
take care of the art because they didn't have the
space. | also thought they started to realize that [ might
have made a wrong decision.

RW: In other words somebody got worried about
you and your own decision?

TDM: Yes. So they started to suggest things | could
do. I couldn’t just give it to them. They suggested that,
for my own wellbeing, | should put it in a charitable
trust. So | ended up talking to a financial advisor and
that led to my getting an attorney.

When I realized that the man who would put the
building in the trust wouldn't take the art, I said, I can’t
just give you the building because the art is in the
building. So I called Phil and he started trying to find
places for the art. So the deal was off for a while and
still is.

But the whole experience has been enjoyable in
some ways. On the other hand, it has changed my life
to the point where I'm not quite sure what | want to
do now.

RW: What's the most important thing about making
art?

TDM: It has something to do with my mind, with my
thinking. I never know what | want to do. | never
know quite exactly why [ do it or what I'm going to
do or exactly how. But there is something about the
process. It's about the openness of the next step, the
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wonder of what the next step might be. Sometimes it
is like a hairpin turn. And sometimes it reveals an
enormous simplicity, after days of struggle.

Sometimes I'm trying to find a way to fill one of
these spaces on the wall, for instance. | will sit here for
days and sometimes weeks, even, and [ have no idea
what to do with it. Suddenly [ will walk by, or | have
something in my hands and [ think, of course! And it
is so simple! It's usually the most simple thing. And
that is the thing that is so addicting. The moment [ die,
[ expect to experience that feeling of “Of course, it is
so simple!” You know, you're looking for answers, or
what to do. Is there really something after this
moment? [ expect the moment of death will be a very
simple revelation. 4

FROM THE EDITOR, continued from inside front page

What do we mean by inaccessible places? Our interview
with Irene Sullivan tells of places accessible, but diffi-
cult to reach—the Arctic villages of Alaska and
Manitoba, for instance, beyond highway and byway
where she lived and worked as a nurse practicioner
among Yupic speaking peoples. She talks also of
places that simply were not accessible: the priesthood
for women in the Roman Catholic Church and, as it
turned out for her, the PhD program at Princeton
University.

Sullivan turned her disappointment with Princeton
into a Fulbright grant that enabled her to search
through forgotten materials in the dungeon of the old
royal residence in Copenhagen. She says that the place
was “so dusty | needed antihistamines just to sit and
go through boxes and boxes under one bare light-
bulb.” It was there that Sullivan, whose grant was with
the Institute of Eskimologie, found evidence of
shamanism among the women of indigenouos arctic
cultures—something said not to exist. And here we
approach another facet of our theme. Where is the
territory of the shaman? And is it really inaccessible?
Perhaps it is only for the vehicles and maps that |
know, that we know, being sophisticated, first world
people of the technological west. In typing that
phrase—first world—it was difficult not to feel, suddenly,
a little uncertain about my bearings. How do we go
about arranging worlds in this order—the first, second
and third? Sullivan'’s story is likely to amaze you as
much as it did me as [ listened to her telling it.

Then we come to painter Andre Enard, born in
Le Mans, France and an apprentice to Fernand Leger.

Contributing editor Jane Rosen and I talked with
Enard, a quiet man of unusual presence. It was really
from this conversation that our theme “towards inac-
cessible places” appeared. When Enard says, “If it is
true that attention is the breathing of God, a divine ener-
gy—and I feel that more and more,” we have our
model of inaccessible places insofar as words can say.
But maybe this inaccessibility applies only to all our
ordinary ambitions. Perhaps there is a path to these
places. However, each must find it in reality, not as an
abstract idea. We know others have gone there before.
Can art take us there? Enard tells us, “When you're
very present, attentive, you don’'t dream. You don't
think. No words, no? Just silence when you are here,
watchful, watchful. Nothing else. Doing nothing. It's the
most difficult—to do nothing. To be entirely doing
nothing. This is an opening to a real world.”

Our third conversation in this issue yields its own
examples of our theme quite powerfully. Taya Doro
Mitchell’s story is unusual. She worked in self-imposed
isolation for some twenty years. What lands might she
have been traveling as she worked? Perhaps there is a
clue in the work, a little of which is pictured here. But
there is something else. Her husband suffered from
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