
MY SPIRIT Jeffry Mitchell 
WorkSpace The New Museum of Contemporary ~t, New York January 15 - April 19, 1992 

Jeffry Mitchell, Joy in Repetition, 1991, hydrocal & watercolor. Photo: Jacques Gael Cressaty. 

All arts create symbols for a level of reality which 
cannot be reached in any other way. Paul Tillich 

Artist Jeffry Mitchell aspires to make 
tangible that personal, immaterial quality in 
himself that not only defines him as an indi
vidual, but which also connects him to others. 
His most recent work, My Spirit, is an installa
tion designed to occupy a particular space for a 
finite span of time; in this sense it can be seen to 
represent the ephemeral nature of every person's 
own brief, physical existence, and the ultimately 
private voyage each endures through life. My 
Spirit attempts to excavate the nature of our 
subjective isolation, as well as to explore our 
culture's collective unconscious. Mitchell cre
ates an anti-natural universe that reiterates the 
proposition that we each dwell within a unique 
microcosm furnished by our impressions, child
hood memories, and emotions. This does not 
mean, however, that he minimizes the signifi
cance of our corporeal passions, for his concep
tion of spirituality is empowered by a sensuous
ness that celebrates the pleasures of food, 
humor, and sexual desire. 

The urge to capture spiritual experi
ence in literature and the visual arts is certainly 
not new, since so much of Western art has been 
preoccupied with religious themes for hundreds 
of years. What set~ Mitchell's work apart is the 
contemporary forms and media which he em
ploys in his exploration of the joy and pathos of 
the spirit. Though the installation may remind 
some viewers of an elaborately decorated Ba
roque cathedral, My Spirit is ultimately a self
conscious exercise in the use of decidedly 
unexalted materials to portray what many 
consider to be the most reverent of subjects. In 
this spiritual autobiography, Mitchell utilizes 
pigmented latex, prints on glassine, and 
uncolored globby or smooth plaster that looks 
like meringue or ice cream. He also appropri
ates the style of a cartoonist or storybook illus
trator in characterizing his figures. His is an 
aesthetic that embraces a childlike and imper
fect expression as it rejects the traditional con
ventions associated with such a lofty pursuit. 

My Spirit confronts traditional opin
ions on just how spiritual phenomena are to be 
convincingly rendered and raises the issue of the 

"spirituality" of materials. For example, does a 
sculpture like Bernini's The Ecstasy of St. Theresa 
(considered by many to be the quintessential 
example of spiritual expression) have to be 
carved from marble to assure its validity as a 
religious object? Must a work be fabricated or 
inlaid with rare metals or jewels, as are many 
other religious artworks? Mitchell's creation of 
objects formed from what resembles a frothy 
mixture of sugar and egg white seems to suggest 
that all products of the earth are equally pre
cious and meaningless when describing spiritu
ality. Furthermore, the cartoon creatures, 
simplified faces, and toy-like animals in his 
installation pose an additional attack on the 
traditional conventions of religious expression 
that, it could be argued, have been so exploited 
that they contain within them a greater likeli
hood for insincerity. Mitchell puts his own 
faith into activities more closely aligned with 
children's finger painting and the building of 
sand castles and mud sculptures, all as nebulous 
and imprecise as spirituality itself. 

Mitchell relies, in part, on childhood 
memories to provide insight into his adult 
personality and spirit. He investigates the 
synthesis of the child within the adult, and the 
spiritual potential within each human being. 
He seems to reject the required sublimation of 
childhood that gains one membership into 
adulthood. It is clear that Mitchell deeply 
values the childlike aspects of his petsonality, 
since it is unencumbered innocence that pro
vides important clues to his psyche and to the 
origins of his own history and being, the "con
cealed" parts of himself But My Spirit is not 
purely an exercise in sentimentality or solipsism, 
since Mitchell has retained an accessibility and 
humor for others to enjoy. The multiplicity of 
objects that constitute the installation seems 
designed to remind the viewer of common 
childhood toys and stories in order to emphasize 
the pleasurable aspects of youth, and to enable 
the viewer to blend collective cultural knowl
edge with personal reminiscence in order to 
achieve broader self-awareness. My Spirit uses a 
vocabulary of objects that demythologizes and 
liberates ideas concerning spirituality. Child and 
adult toys contain valuable information for that 
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journey, and surprise and visual jokes are en
dowed with a special animation. For Mitchell, 
the banality of everyday objects is no obstacle to 
spirituality, and there is a profound comfort to 
be found in kitsch. 

Mitchell believes that the process of 
making art is as important as the final product. 
He yearns for both the exuberance of an ama
teur and the meditative quality found in simple, 
repetitive labors. The creation of My Spirit, says 
Mitchell, "was less like chiseling marble and 
more like baking cookies." He actually used a 
pastry bag to squeeze out some of the decora
tive, swirling designs in My Spirit, as if decorat
ing a cake to be shared at a party of friends . 
The idiom here parallels the enthusiasm of a 
novice homemaker, outfitted in apron and oven 
mitts and busy in a kitchen full of delicious 
desserts; the spiritual is located in the rituals 
and pleasures of daily domestic life. 

Mastery of expression is not vital to 
Mitchell's success, for the magic lies in the act of 
invention. Freedom is found in messiness and 
imperfection. In this way, Mitchell extols craft 
as a means of approaching one's own nature, 
and reveres the hobby's self-indulgence, since 
the results derive from a purity of concentration 
and the unpretentious work of hands . His 
forms, fabricated with such apparent ease, 
beckon to others to concoct their own recipes 
for self-discovery and to boldly transform the 
physical world with one's own consciousness. 
Mitchell's display becomes a menagerie of latent 
objects emerging from the same primordial, 
gooey substance, and the expression of a con
tinuous, imaginative process of the inner world. 
His art is evidence that the act of cooking is just 
another way of telling a story, of making some
thing from nothing, and suggests that play itself 
is a form of religious ceremony. 

By establishing a new paradigm for 
religious expression, Mitchell creates a snowy 
wonderland of childhood dreams and obses
sions. He draws inspiration from nature's decor, 
and re-designs the flower to suit this "other" 
world. Pseudo-butterflies become part of his 
vision, diffused to encompass the entire room 
rather than concentrated in a single object. 
Like the plant that is driven to over-produce its 

blooms to ensure its reproduction, Mitchell 
recognizes an excessive human impulse to 
decorate, and magnifies it into a sort of manic 
pan-sexuality; here is a homemaker who has 
prepared more than can be consumed. 

In this riotous exploration of human 
essence, it is inevitable that an uninhibited 
psychosexual desire would emerge. Mitchell 
freely renders his spiritual imagery in what at 
times appears to be an orgy of oral fixation : 
fleshy latex forms mingle with confection and 
whipped cream, puddles of milk or icing are 
suggestive of semen. Sexuality in its very con
summation becomes elevated to a spiritual 
realm by its current association with death. The 
eroticizing of food and object seems appropriate 
at a time when desire requires sublimation, and 
a fetish becomes a necessity. Latex emphasizes 
the flexibility of object/subject, which can easily 
be turned inside-out. The ambiguity of human 
sexuality saturates the installation, and suggests 
a polymorphous nature which abandons con
ventional categories of gender and sexual 
orientation. 

Mitchell's objects are joyous and free. 
Evident in his installation is a celebration of 
human commonality that embraces all aspects 
of popular culture. Like the very early visionary 
inventors who designed mechanical flapping 
wings for the human torso, Mitchell honors the 
exhilaration of desire, the inspiration before the 
act, the process preceding the test. He stands 
poised at the peak of a hill concerned not with 
whether the engineering is perfect or the prin
ciples sound, but drawn to the labor and the 
dream. 

Brian Hannon, Director's Intern 
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Nancy Burson and David Kramlich, 

The Age Machine, 1990, 
interactive computer station. 

Senior Curator France Morin: The 
Age Machine is an interactive, computerized 
installation that shows the viewer what he or 
she may look like 25 years from now. When 
did you first begin thinking about a project 
like this? 

Nancy Burson: I can start answering 
that by telling you about an exhibition I saw at 
The Museum of Modern Art in 1968. It was 
called The Machine as Seen at the End of the 
Mechanical Age, and it was extremely influential 
for me. You could experience the art directly by 
actually interacting with it. I remember an early 
Nam June Paik work and a work by Ed 
Keinholtz called the Friendly Grey Computer, in 
which you asked the computer a question and it 
answered you, yes or no. It wasn't really a com
puter; it reminded me more of the "Magic 8 
Ball" I had as a kid; you shook it up and it 
would answer your questions with something 
like "Outlook: unlikely." 

But I could go back even earlier than 
that. I remember these carnivals that I went to 

all through grade school when I was growing 
up in the Midwest. I loved how you could 
participate in all these different games and rides 
and activities. And of course, in those days 
we all spent a lot of rime in photo booths in 
dimestores too. So what I first started thinking 
about was a simple machine where you could 

push a few buttons and automatically see your
self older. 

FM: But you had to wait a long time 
for the technology to catch up with your idea, 
isn't that right? 

NB: Yes. When I first had this idea, I 
went to an organization called EAT for help. 
EAT stands for Experiments in Art and Technol
OD and it was founded by the artist Robert 
Rauschenberg, who was interested in bringing 
together artists and scientists. Through EAT, I 
met a computer graphics expert in what was 
then a very new field, and I shared my ideas 
with him. He was the one who told me that the 
technology, at that time, wasn't capable of doing 
what I wanted. 

But in 1976, I began a collaboration 
with MIT to produce a program that would 
simulate the aging process. I don't think the 
people at MIT really thought it would be pos
sible to "age" a face. But they were interested in 
my project because they'd just found a way to 
hook up a computer with a camera, through a 
piece of equipment called a digitizer, and they 
were eager to use this new camera of their's for 
something. Anyway, that turned out to be one 
of the first times that a computer interacted 
with a live image of a face, and the crude ex
amples of aging that we produced were a major 
feat of early image-processing. I was issued a 
patent in 1981. Since 1982, I have been col
laborating with David Kramlich in further 
implementing and developing the technology. 

FM: So how does The Age Machine 
actually work now? 

NB: Basically, the face of the viewer is 
scanned by video into the computer; that regis
ters the placement of the features: the eyes, 
nose, mouth, and chin. T he computer asks the 
sex, present age, and what age the resulting 
image should depict. It can then adjust one of a 
number of "templates" that corresponds to the 
specific facial structure of the viewer. Because 
the wrinkling of skin and the softening of 
muscle show on people in a predictable way, it 
was possible to create a data base that stores 
these parameters of the effects of aging. And 
over the years, David Kramlich has managed to 
increase the speed of the imaged aging process 

from 30 minutes to 30 seconds, and developed 
the interface process for personal interaction. 

FM: And you have actually used this 
technology to assist the FBI in locating crimi
nals as well as missing children? 

NB: That's right. Our first FBI com
mission was the Etan Patz case in 1983. Etan 
Patz was the little boy from Soho who disap
peared on his way to the school bus stop. But 
it wasn't till 1987 that the FBI licensed our 
software. 

For me, this is one of the most amaz
ing parts of this whole project. Suddenly, this 
was no longer only art about art; it was art that 
could be useful, that had the power to change 
people's lives in a profound way. Three or four 
of the missing kids that we produced aged 
images of were found in the first year that their 
images were aired on national television. There 
are parents who are very grateful to us. 

Of course, working with parents of 
missing kids is tricky. It's always difficult to be 
someone's last hope. It also leads to a lot of 
judgment calls on our part. Do we, for instance, 
want to age children known to be dead because 
their parents want to see what they would look 
like had they lived? It's a tough question. But 
then there are those times that we've been 
successful and a missing child is found, and I 
feel my life has taken on new meaning. The 
parent puts the found child on the phone to 
talk to me and I'm not even sure what to say 
because at one point this child was just a photo, 
an image we produced on a computer, and now 
he or she has come to life. 

FM: How precisely do you "age" 
missing children? 

NB: We interpolate between faces . In 
other words, we work with a photo of the chi ld 
before he or she was missing and then with a 
photo of the sibling or parent who most re
sembles the child. Then we interpolate between 
the two images. We can update the growth of 
the child's facial structure by adding a small 
percentage of the family member that most 
resembles the child. In the past year, we donated 
our software to The National Center for Miss
ing and Exploited Children and they are using 
our technique as well. 



FM: Is that the same process you 
used to produce aged images of the Royal 
Family for a feature apicle in People magazine 
in 1982? 

NB: No, because the process for 
aging people over 18 and under 18 is com
pletely different. The facial structure of children 
develops at an enormous rate until they hit 18. 
By age 18, the facial structure is fully developed. 
So a child using this Age Machine, for example, 
would have lines and wrinkles on a facial struc
ture that hasn't finished the normal growth 
process. It would look really funny. We would 
never want to make an Age Machine for kids, 
although I'm sure we could. But who would 
want to show a kid how he or she will look as 
an adult? I mean, what happens to the first 
child or the first parent who doesn't like what 
they see? 

FM: The Age Machine assumes that 
we will all age identically within the boundaries 
of its electronic code. It seems to me that this 
kind of technology can only function within a 
set of pre-determined norms. It cannot take 
into account the subtle variations among 
people; it does not accomodate the idea of 
"difference." 

NB: Humans alone are adaptable 
while machines are doomed to obsolescence. 
This is the irony of the machine. Machines 
cannot really be that specific. So while its true 
we all age the same way, in the same areas, the 
fact is that we all age differently as well. So The 
Age Machine doesn't give you a promise of what 
you'll look like in 25 years, just a prediction. 

FM: With photography, we often 
speak of "stopping time," or "stopping death." 
Isn't it an uncomfortable experience to see 
yourself old, especially in a society that is so 
youth-oriented? 

NB: It's important for me to say that 
The Age Machine is a voluntary experience. 
From the very beginning, this was always, for 
me, a piece about how we perceive ourselves. It 
was never meant to be a horrifying experience
confrontational in a certain way, yes, but not 
frightening. So what I've found as intriguing as 
the end result is discovering the divisions be
tween those who don't mind accumulating 

additional wrinkles and those who do. When 
The Age Machine was shown at MIT, it was far 
more popular with those in their '20s than 
those in their late '30s and '40s who already 
have a sense of what happens to the facial struc
ture over time. 

For my part, I find it easier to see 
myself 25 years older than to face myself in the 
mirror every morning and see the changes, the 
new lines. I think that is more difficult than 

looking across time. Ironically, I feel this project 
not only fosters acceptance of one's own aging, 
but has the ancillary effect of sensitizing one to 
the aging of others. 

FM: As comfortable as we may be
come with growing old in our society, we still 
seem to feel it's a more negative experience for 
women. 

NB: I think women don't age as well 
as men. 

FM: Do you chink chat's social? 
NB: Not necessarily. Women's skin is 

much softer. Men have a structure, their beards, 
which literally holds up their faces . And men 
have the option of covering up a lot of that 
aging process by adding a beard or mustache or 
both. On the other hand, men lose their hair 
much more than women. But that doesn't show 
up on The Age Machine, at least not yet. 

FM: I was wondering about the 
historical precedent for these electronically 
generated images, these composite pictures. 
Your work in chis area has been linked by some 
critics to that of Moholy-Nagy, Francis Galton, 
and even William Wegman, who has worked on 
family composites. 

NB: In the last century, Francis 
Galton made composites by superimposing 
images. But I didn't know about Galton until 
after I had been making composites for awhile. 

Galton was Darwin's cousin, and he 
was interested in the classification of types. So 
by combining faces, he hoped to obtain a photo 
of, for instance, the "average" or "typical" crimi
nal. Galton saw composites as a tool for ethno
logical research on racial differences, but what 
he ended up doing was founding Eugenics. 
Hider was one of Gal ton's biggest fans. 

One of the first composites I did was 

a piece called "The Assassin" in which I com
bined images of Lee Harvey Oswald, Sirhan 
Sirhan, and James Earl Ray in order to contest 
the whole notion of Eugenics, that we can tell a 
killer by looking at his or her face. This was my 
quintessential banality-of-evil piece, a very anti
Galton project, so to speak, even though I had 
never heard of him. 

I had seen William Wegman's com
posites some years back, when I was at MIT, 
and I thought they were interesting. 

But, you know, the idea of superim
posing images is not really what my work is 
about, that's not what's new. It's the fact that 
you can take faces and stretch them to fie an
other face . That is what is unique in the process, 
that is what is powerful in it. 

One thing that I would like to do is 
put the aging and compositing processes to
gether in people's minds in a certain way, to 

express and explore my Compositology theory. 
FM: Which is? 
NB: That we are all composites. 

Obviously, we are each composites of our par
ents. But even on a molecular level, we are also 

composites because, as a physicist has put it, 
every atom that is now in our bodies was once 
inside a star. Then, on an individual level, each 
of us are composites of our emotions- fearful 
and courageous, intelligent and stupid, beautiful 
and ugly, all at the same time. And then as we 
get older, we become composites of our previ
ous decades and our present. So that, essen
tially, for me, all my work is really about unifi
cation more than anything else, unification and 
compromise, because these are the universal 
things chat tie us together as human beings. 
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