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Now in her eighties, Ohio-based La Wilson has spent much of her life pro-
ducing what has come to be regarded as one of the most distinctive bodies 
of work of any American artist of her time. At once sculptural and col-
lage-like, poetic and provocative, her box-assemblage works are as strange 
as they are enticing, and as full of mystery as they are of quirky charm. 

Wilson is aware of the ambiguous character of her works; finding and 
nurturing the gentle-subversive voice with which her unusual creations 
seem to comment on the materials with which they are made and, more 
generally, on the wider world from which they’ve been plucked, has long 
been a vital component of her art.

Wilson is a reclusive, primarily self-taught art-maker who began to act 
on her artistic impulses in the 1950s, when she was a young wife and 
mother in her thirties. Having grown up in Corning, in upstate New York, 
she graduated from Abbot Academy (now Phillips Academy, in Andover, 
Massachusetts), then briefly attended Smith College. At that time, she 
met her future husband, who was studying at another school nearby. 
After World War II, the couple moved to Akron, Ohio. Later, the family 
relocated again, to Hudson, Ohio, where the artist, who divorced many 
years ago, still lives today.

La Wilson’s Art of Mystery 
and Transformation

“Quite quite cold - pale blue sky
Some sun - clean & very beautiful -
It makes me feel clear - sharp - pared down which 
is a way I love feeling – If  I could get rid of  the  
inner clutter I could be a part of  this day all day 
– just like a tree is –”



Jack & Jill, 2008



It was during her early years in Ohio that La Wilson signed up to take part 
in an introductory-level art class offered by the Akron Art Institute (now 
the Akron Art Museum). It was the only formal art instruction she would 
ever receive. 

On the occasion of her 2004 retrospective exhibition at the Philip and Mu-
riel Berman Museum of Art at Ursinus College in Collegeville, Pennsylvania, 
near Philadelphia, Wilson looked back at that earliest phase of her art-mak-
ing career. Back then, she recalled, she used to go to the beach with a 
friend to collect driftwood and stones. She remembered that, after first 
having made paintings, gradually she started to make mixed-media con-
structions. (1) By the late 1950s, she was publicly exhibiting her artworks.

In 1967, she presented her first-ever solo show at a commercial gallery in 
Cleveland. Although, at the time, Wilson’s family members did not regard 
her as a professional artist per se, and despite the sense of insecurity she 
felt in the face of the creative process, she reveled in her development 
and exploration of her own working methods. They included her search 
for and discovery in flea markets of the antique wooden boxes and wide 
variety of ordinary objects that become her raw materials, her bringing 
together in neatly balanced compositions the unlikely elements that made 
up her assemblages, identifying the spirit of each new work, and coming 
up with titles for her creations.

Keen, 1976



“I never set out to say something with a particular piece,” Wilson ob-
served in her 2004 interview. “I wouldn’t know how.” (2) She also noted, 
describing her usual approach to art-making: “I just take things I’m in-
trigued by; nothing is planned.” (3) 

She explained that she never made a preliminary sketch or model for 
any new work but instead would take assorted materials—specimens 
from her accumulated stocks of beads, stones, little plastic toys, nails, 
dice, machine parts, carpenters’ rulers, dominoes, drain stoppers or hair 
clips—and “just try to find a home for them.” Of the disparate items she 
places together in unlikely combinations to cohabit in the old bulk-goods 
boxes, samples cases, typesetters’ trays, sardine cans or other containers 
she uses to hold her assemblages (and which become integral parts of 
each work), Wilson has said: “The thing is to go in and find relationships 
[between them] that I never imagined or heard of or thought about. I just 
love that feeling of them coming together.” (4)

The results of Wilson’s conjoining and juxtaposing of found objects can 
be—and usually are—surprising, charging her works with ambiguous 
emotional or psychological energy that is very different from the air of 
romantic longing or melancholy Joseph Cornell’s boxworks can exude 

When I Grow Up I want to be a G-Man, 1998



or from the theatrical-performative qualities of some of Lucas Samaras’s 
mixed-media boxes. Wilson’s works are humble, quiet and static. In them, 
she transforms her materials literally and physically, as when she cuts 
wooden blocks or pencils into smaller sections. Or she transforms them 
conceptually, in a Duchampian manner, as a result of which her appropri-
ated-from-everyday-life objects appear to assume uncertain new mean-
ings. In capturing the process of artist-provoked change in the form of a 
finished boxwork, Wilson stops it and freezes it in time.

If this combined sense of suspended time and of real or imagined trans-
formation has become a hallmark of her art—in a La Wilson work, a 
clothespin can become something threatening and sinister; a tiny vial 
filled with colored thread can become a jewel-like treasure—it might just 
be a direct outgrowth of the artist’s abiding interest in and study of Bud-
dhist thought. Buddhism’s essential teaching—the notion that everything 
is always in flux, that nothing is stable, and that, as far as time is con-
cerned, the only moment we can ever claim to know is this one, right 
now—is one Wilson easily assimilated. Indeed, that such an understand-

Sultry, 1985



ing of the nature of existence can or should lead to a sense of humility in 
and about the world and to a search for harmony in one’s relationships to 
and in it, was a path the artist, a naturally modest person, had long been 
exploring on her own anyway, in her life and in her art-making. 

For years she has kept a kind of journal in the form of what she calls her 
daily “weather reports,” or brief jottings that record her own psychic-emo-
tional currents and temperatures. In them, she notes her thoughts and 
observations about her home, her perceptions, her interaction with peo-
ple and her environment, and her creative activity. 

In one undated entry, she writes: “Some sun—clean & very beautiful. It 
makes me feel clear, sharp, pared-down, which is a way I love feeling. If I 
could get rid of the inner clutter, I could be a part of this day all day.” Else-
where, without consciously filtering her thinking through any Fluxus-like 
or Duchampian, theoretical point of view, she notes: “My objection to 
‘art’ is [the need for] separating it from the rest of life.” And in an unwit-
ting echo of one of the abstract painter Ad Reinhardt’s typically cryptic 
notes in his own writings, in which he once observed that, every time he 
started work on a new painting, he found himself making the same famil-
iar painting over again and, simultaneously, making a painting for the first 
time ever, in another “weather report,” Wilson tells herself: “I find[,] in 
[making a new] box[,] that I have to forget about all the other boxes that 
went before in order to see and hear this particular box.” (5)

With Wilson’s work, a winking, postmodernist sense of irony about what 
she appropriates and recontextualizes—all those beads, clothespins, type-
writer keys, bullet casings and more—can fall flat; her creations are surre-
al, abstract or postmodernist only by accident or by unintentional affinity, 
not by design. They feel as intimate and dreamy as they do transgressive 
and odd. In a Buddhist manner, they both provoke a heightened sense 

“My objection to ‘art’ is separating 
it from the rest of  life.”



of awareness about themselves and their component parts, and they call 
attention to that heightened sense of awareness, too.

Over the years, the dealer John Davis has paid close attention to each 
phase of Wilson’s creative evolution and art-making ideas. In the early 
1980s, he operated a gallery in Akron. When he met Wilson for the first 
time in 1983 and became familiar with her work, he immediately offered 
her a solo show. For that presentation, which marked the beginning of 
what would become a long, ongoing, professional collaboration, Davis 
and Wilson transported a piano, furniture, knick-knacks and rugs, along 
with the artist’s original works, from her home to the gallery. “I wanted to 
recreate the look and atmosphere of the environment in which La lived, 
and in which her art was born,” Davis says.

In recent years, the tone of introspection and self-assessment that has 
characterized Wilson’s daily “weather reports” has reflected the artist’s 
broader examination of the lessons she has learned throughout her life’s 
journey. Just as her unusual creations have transformed (or, in a way, 
liberated) the familiar, ordinary objects from which they have been com-
posed, Wilson, too, seems to be someone who has found—maybe she 
didn’t even know she was looking for it—a satisfying sense of self-trans-
formation in the creative process she has long regarded with awe. In one 
of her more recent daily observations, she writes with self-awareness: “I 
am freer in art work than in any other area of my life.”

Edward M. Gómez

Edward M. Gómez is a critic, journalist and author who has written for nu-
merous newspapers and magazines, including Art & Antiques, Art in America, 
Art + Auction, ARTnews, the New York Times, the Brooklyn Rail, Metropolis, 
Sculpture, Raw Vision (U.K.), Reforma (Mexico), the Japan Times (Japan). He 
has followed the development of La Wilson’s work closely since the late 1980s 
and has written about it in articles for the New York Times, Sculpture, Art & 
Antiques and other publications.



Work Box #4, 1987



Frank’s Nails, 2010



“pale day – coolish – breezy –

I really like this time of  year - March & April – Oct - 

Nov. – in between times.  I think I am an in between 

person – not this or that – somewhere in between, 

getting stronger & more fragile at the same time.”



First Light, 2008



Candlepin, 2010





Concentration, 1998



Blackout, 1990



Revival, 1983

“I think that making an action is what it’s all about 

for me. The action can go from sitting still to moving 

mountains but what is involved is consciousness –”



Homage to Paul Klee, 2007



Domino Theory, 2008



Endangered Species #8, 1978



Insinuendo, 1977



Etude, 2010



Tidal Force, 2007

“Overcast with a definite feeling of  

rain on the way -

The honeysuckle is out.

Baby chipmunk and mom are out

Tulip Tree blossoms are almost out

I think I’ll go out and be with them”



Compliance, 2013

“Another gray day –

I still like it

I feel pretty good today - not looking back - not look-

ing forward - just looking out on & willing to go with 

whatever comes –”



1970
Insinuendo, 1977    
Keen, 1976
Endangered Species #8, 1978

1980
Revival, 1983
Sultry, 1985       
Work Box #4, 1987

1990
Blackout, 1990 
Concentration, 1998
When I Grow Up I want to be a G-Man, 1998

2000
White Ball, 2004
Homage to Paul Klee, 2007
Tidal Force, 2007
Domino Theory, 2008
First Light, 2008
Jack & Jill, 2008

2010
Frank’s Nails, 2010
Etude, 2010
Candlepin, 2010                    
Compliance, 2013

La Wilson images

All works are mixed media
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9½ h x 9½ w x 2⅞ d inches
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“I find in doing the box that I have to forget about 

all the other boxes that went before in order to see 

and hear this particular box.” 

– La Wilson
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5. All “weather report” citations from a document provided by the artist.




