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Katie Grinnan was featured in 
Skydive’s exhibition Insurance is not 

Always Assured, organized by 
Jonathan Durham. Insurance is not 
Always Insured was Skydive’s 
inaugural exhibition and was actually 
postponed from its original opening 
date because of Hurricane Ike’s visit 
upon Houston. Katie Grinnan has 
been working as a sculptor in LA and 
in addition to her show at Skydive, 
she has recently completed a show 
called Polaris at the Schindler House. 
We talked about both shows, her 
connection to photography and 
sculpture and her relationship to the 
ancient architecture of Chichen Itza. 
 
Sasha Dela: I wanted to start by 
asking you about Untitled 2008, the 
work you made for the Insurance is 
Not Always Assured at SKYDIVE. 
Why was the site you chose for the 
work, in the window of the gallery, 
interesting to you? And would you tell 
me more about the images that you 
mashed together, Kukulkan's 
pyramid and the more slap-shod 
materials that seem to be holding 
everything together? 
       
Katie Grinnan: In some ways the 
piece that I made for Insurance is Not 
Always Assured is an extension of 
work that I made for a show called 
Polaris that was at the Schindler 
House in September of this year. 
Much of the work from that show was 
inspired by the Mayan pyramids in 
Yucatan, specifically Kukulkan’s 
pyramid at Chichen Itza. I was 
interested in the way the building was 
engineered to function as a three 
dimensional calendar, marking the 
spring equinox and ushering in the 
agricultural season. The way it does 
this is through a highly sophisticated light and shadow play. The Sun’s position at the spring equinox is such that it 
causes a shadow to form on the pyramid that creates the image of a snake and meets up with the snake’s head at the 
base of the pyramid. This dance between the sky as a timekeeper, the 3 dimensional building, and the shadow image 
incorporating Mayan Mythology truly blew me away.  
 The main subject of that show became time and the different ways that it is perceived. The pyramid ruins 
evoked the idea of time functioning in a linear, historical way. When I heard that the Mayans built a new pyramid on top 
of an existing one to commemorate a new cycle, it suggested cyclical time. Then there is the infinite sense of time that I 
felt when taking photographs through my telescope, time intermingling with distance and space.  



 Untitled 2008 is really about the conflation of these different perceptions of time. Ancient Mayan Ruins from 
Coba and Tulum intermesh are held up by the temporary ruins we see now, framing everyday spaces. I chose the 
window space at Skydive because it had the ability to incorporate real time into the image that I made. It almost acts as 
a film. I liked the idea of a waiting room where the viewer is able to watch the motion happening in the workspace 
behind the window.  
 
SD: Tell me how you know Jonathan Durham, and would you say that you have any similar interests in sculpture?  
 
KG: Jonathan and I went to school together at UCLA. I’ve known him for 10 years now! It was a really great time to be 
there. We both studied with Charles Ray and Nancy Rubins who influenced a lot of LA sculptors’ thoughts and work at 
the time. We both shared that foundation and then kept in touch when Jonathan was in Virginia, Texas and now New 
York. I came to talk in his class at UVA in Virginia a while back and he showed me what he was working on- He was 
making a lot of work with surveying instruments and sighting tools and he was working on the piece Cinema Survey. I 
think that our work does share a similar interest in the relationship of image to form and questions the way they function 
together.  
 
SD: Tell me more about your show at the Schindler House, the materials, the images and projections?  
 
KG: The horizontal blue piece that is in three parts is called Alignment because it is inspired by an astronomical 
alignment. Each part has an image of the sun. Moon, and the Pleiades and most of the images I took through my 
telescope. The vertical pieces behind and the video are parts of the piece Continuum. Both Alignment and Continuum 
are inspired by Brancusi’s Endless Column. 
Alignment and the tower on the left in the image above are made of a thermal plastic called Friendly Plastic. A version of 
that material comes in sheet form and can be run through a printer. Then I can heat it and press it into a mold. In the 
courtyard adjacent to this room is a piece called Excavation1. That piece consists of a mold of Chichen Itza that is 
partially buried in the ground and a concrete positive. The mold in Excavation1 was used to form the plastic modules in 
Alignment and Continuum. The mold itself was made from a clay positive. When I pulled the mold I thought that the clay 
would come out in one piece but it broke into mini ruins. So next I cast those ruins and the positives formed the base of 
Alignment, the plastic part of Continuum and the piece Henge. 
The rebar projector stand, in a way, is the base for the video. I liked making a heavy diagrammatic piece to hold light. 
The video is influenced by Harry Smith’s four projections Mahogany where images shift and change the proportion of 
the screens. In thinking about Endless Column I wanted to make a video where the proportions changed so that the 
bottom projection appeared to hold up the top in some instances and in others the three projections formed a 
continuous base. I saw it as a moving sculpture, a kind of shape shifter, so the images were informed by their 
relationship to the whole. The images are from sites in the Yucatan: Chichen Itza, Uxmal, Coba, Ek Balam, Kabah, and 
Sayil. Some images are taken from the laser show that is projected on Kukulkan’s pyramid at night. Some images are 
photos taken with my telescope. 
 
SD: When you were putting together Polaris do you think of the works separately, or are you aiming for more of a thesis 
between them? 
 
KG:I thought of the works relating to one another.  The work had to do with ways of marking time using shadows, 
alignments, sundials, sound, and pyramids functioning as calendars. Much of the work also felt like ruins emphasizing a 
breakdown of form, however many of the forms were also doubled or tripled seeming to multiply through the space. 
I also thought a great deal about the space of the Schindler House as well. I thought a lot about the way the house was 
made using cast concrete and I was interested in using casting in my own work. I also wanted to play with the natural 
light in the house. At different times of day beams of light would shine in the house creating a sci-fi futuristic effect.  I 
also was really interested in the way Schindler bleeds the inside and outside spaces. The rhythms of the house blend 
with the natural surroundings rather than try to dominate it. I think that the Mayans were very in touch with the cycles in 
nature and the structures they built worked with these cycles. I liked drawing a relationship between the two sites.  I 
don’t think buildings are built today with the same attention. 
 
SD: On to the topic of object and image, as you are a fellow incorporator of photography into sculpture, bumping images 
up to material, its almost as if you appeal to the viewer in two different languages. How do you negotiate object and 
image? 
 
KG:I guess at first I thought about the two in a disjunctive way, considering the immateriality of sight and the materiality 
of things. I thought it was a really strange thing to shrink the distance between the two by placing one on the other. It 
creates a really dislocated space and I like that tension.  
 



 
Lately I’ve been reading this book call The Brain that Changes Itself. It talks about how we all have the power to change 
the structure of our brain and that the brain is just another muscle. There is one chapter in particular that I found really 
interesting because it talked about how illusion can leave a physical trace on the brain suggesting that the relationship 
between image and matter is fluid rather that disjunctive.  
I guess it always comes down to perception. 
 
SD: Have you always been making objects?  
 
KG: No, I began as a painter. I went to Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture for painting, but my work there 
became fully three-dimensional; and by the time I moved to New York, my work fit more into the category of sculpture. 
But really I always have oscillated between two and three dimensions and that’s always been a pretty fluid transition for 
me. 
 
SD: So have you been pondering about anything lately? Was there some part of you life that shifted your focus and or 
practice? Can you single out experiences that shape your attitude towards your work? 
 
KG: When I was at home in Virginia over Thanksgiving, I was cleaning out the attic and I found this set of stories called 
Adventures in Magic that I wrote when I was seven. It was hilarious. I really wanted to make chapters but didn't really 
know how so the stories all basically said the same thing a little differently each time. I think I kind of dissect things a lot, 
looking at the same thing from different angles. My dad is a forensic scientist and my mom is a guidance counselor. I 
think that both of them deal with looking at things from different perspectives and it probably influenced the way I look at 
things. I think a lot of my work mixes a psychological approach with a scientific approach. 
I remember getting a tour of my dad's work when I was about the same age that I wrote that story. I think we were 
probably in the blood splatter lab and the person there held up a shirt with a bullet hole in it and my dad explained that 
they could tell the angle of the bullet by the hole in the shirt. I remember being blown away by the math of it- by the 
abstraction. It wasn't until years later that it hit me that someone had been killed in that shirt. The gravity of that really 
sank in and was so upsetting. It felt so weird that it hadn't dawned on me before. I think that the dislocation that I felt 
then between an abstraction and actual experience really permeates my work. 

 
All images Courtesy of the artist, from the show Polaris at the Schindler House 


