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By Trent Miller

TM-So, Michael, where are you living now and how did you decide to work here? 
MV-Change has always been one of the undercurrent themes in my work, and has often been in response to my habitats. I’ve been in Madison, Wisconsin full-time since 2007, and I also did my MFA here, at the UW, back in the late nineties. I came to the Midwest, (the first time) because I was interested in how distant it would be from where I was living in Florida at the time.
TM-Has living here had any effect on your work?
MV-I think the effect on my work from living in Wisconsin has been to increase its visual intensity, since it’s so stark and bleak here for so much of the year.
TM-Where else have you lived?
MV-That’s an interesting question because it makes me recall how restless I was during my 20’s and early 30’s, and how much I moved around. I have lived intermittently over the years on cruise ships, in galleries, on beaches, and in the mountains.
Events in my life also happen in pairs. I’ve lived in Wisconsin during two separate periods, and also Alaska and Florida. Most recently I lived in San Antonio and still feel pretty emotionally and psychically connected to Texas. Many of my closest artist friends are still there and something about the harmonics and magnetism of Texas has made it a locus for artists for a long, long time. I went through a sort of creative awakening while I was living there that was very much informed by my surroundings. I’m sure I’ll live there again some day.
TM-When did you first start making art? 
MV-It started happening seriously as an undergrad, but I’ve been ‘putting things together’ since I was a kid. I’ve always had a thing for materials, and a close relationship with my imagination. So when I was old enough to look at all the options seriously, art seemed like the best fit for the kind of person I am.

TM-You’re current work is primarily made of cut paper, how long have you been working with this medium?
MV-I guess I’ve been making them now for almost three and a half years, and I produce about thirty works per year. The cut paper pieces are all I have made until recently, when I began drawing more seriously in tandem.
TM-And how did you get started working with cut paper? 
MV-My paper work signaled a kind of burrowing into my creative process. It happened abruptly in August of 2005. I walked into the studio that day without any preconceptions of making these paper things and walked out at the end of the day knowing that this was a body of work I was going to be engaged with indefinitely.
Without getting into the details, I had a sort of sublime accident after which I was able to envision infinite possibilities with this colored cardstock that had been sitting around my studio for years. It’s like getting hit on the head and waking up with superpowers!
TM-What kind of work were you doing before?
MV-I’ve had a mixed media aesthetic for as long as I can remember. At one point, it culminated in making these baroque-inspired environments, submersing the viewer in trippy, transcendental landscapes. And for a time my work was about transforming conventional craft or building materials into spectacle objects. I think these were the most obvious precursors to the cut paper stuff.
Though the materials have changed, my methods have probably just gotten more refined. As simple as it sounds, all of my works tend to happen the same way. At first I see shapes and colors, and then I just follow them into form.
TM-It seems you have always had an element of collage in your work, then.
MV-Yes, collage has also always been a base from which I build on other work. My sketchbooks are full of them. 
As an aside, I was making a sandwich for lunch the other morning: peanut butter, blueberry jam, banana, and cilantro. My boyfriend came in, laughed and said that the sandwich sort of typified my whole aesthetic worldview. I think what he meant is that at my stylistic core I’m all about experimental and selective mixing, with the aim of discovering just the right balance of the strangely appealing and complex.

TM-So are your artistic influences mostly collage artists?
MV-I’m intrigued with how dominant collage continues to be in the arts. Personally, I’m more interested now in artists and artworks that seem to recognize a wholeness through all of the dispersion. Artworks like Pepe Mar’s assemblage figures and Brian Dettmer’s cut books are some that come to mind. One is all about addition and the other all about subtraction, and yet they both achieve a sense of unity that I find very fresh and powerful.
TM-A lot of your work can be read as both funny and a bit scary at the same time. Could you talk more about this?
MV-From my experience, those emotions are very similar, but that could just be the Sicilian in me! I’ll go back to shape. When I draw a mouth, it’s often this generic sort of sausage-blob, and I always find it interesting how the tone of the piece changes so distinctly, whether I draw it with the ends up, in a smile, or down, in a scowl. For me, these works are more about an exploration of the relationship between emotions and the visual cues that we perceive in design. For example, I often cut the same shapes, but use it in different ways. What signifies water in one piece can be blood in another. It’s the exact same shape, just a different color, and so our perception of it changes that meaning. I think this is kind of like a life lesson for all experiences.
Also, I’ve talked before about how my work depends in part on the viewer also using their imaginations to envision these materials as whatever it is I’m suggesting- water, eyes, fur, grass- and in that way I think about making and viewing as a dynamic collaboration.

TM-You’re newest work is becoming very dimensional. Do you ever find yourself wanting to actually make these into totally three dimensional creatures or worlds?
MV-Yes, I have been thinking sculpturally. I may be doing a residency this later this spring with a focus on realizing some new works in porcelain. It’s a medium I’ve never worked with, but am very excited about all of the possibilities. So, I’m currently trying some things out with plaster, like the maquette you saw in the studio.“

TM-But not the current paper pieces?
MV-I have tried making cut paper figures in the round, but they end up looking like piñatas. The technique is very similar, but it’s not exactly what I was going for. I’ve always thought about my paper pieces in relation to two-dimensional works that have three-dimensional qualities, like bas-relief or mosaic. I also like how the shadow-box frames I use on them create a diorama-like environment that the viewer has to peer into, and use their own creativity to envision the third dimension.
Speaking of work that strays a bit from the strict paper cutting, in 2009 I’ve been tinkering with more mixed media works on paper. They involve things like paint and felt and colored canvas, and have these bold affirmations on them in cut out letters, like “Strength” and “Courage”. I have no expectations for what they will be, which is refreshing, but also kind of unnerving.
TM-Any final thoughts for our readers about your work or practice as an artist?
MV-My mantra in the studio these days is to look straight into the work and ask it “What do you want to be?” What’s fascinating to me is how it speaks back. It’s a very strong bond to my creative self that makes that happen, and I feel lucky to have found a way to live this artist’s life.
