
APRIL 01, 2022

“Oregon’s Sculptor,” Lee Kelly BFA ‘59, passed away on March 28, 2022, at 
age 89. Lee was well known for his monumental public sculptures throughout 
Oregon and the surrounding region – including the recently installed piece 
“Gateway” on the North Lawn of Willamette’s Salem campus.

https://willamette.edu/news/library/2022/03/lee-kelly.html#


Lee Kelly, Gateway

“Lee was one of the most recognized and revered artists in the Pacific 
Northwest and his sculptures have served as focal points at regional 
institutions for decades,” said Willamette University President Steve Thorsett. 
“Beyond his artistic and creative contributions, Lee will be remembered and 
missed for his investment in and education of the next generation of citizen 
artists.”

Born in 1932 in McCall, Idaho, Lee graduated from the Museum Art School at 
the Portland Art Museum (now known as PNCA) in 1959. His long and prolific 
career has resulted in a significant body of work which can be seen in public 
and private collections throughout the country, including the Portland Art 
Museum, Stanford University, New Orleans Art Museum, Seattle Art Museum, 
and the city of Sapporo, Japan.

Lee’s work was heavily influenced by his travels with Susan Hammer JD ‘76, 
a Willamette Law alumna and his partner of over 30 years who passed away 
in 2020 after a long battle with cancer. Susan and Lee traveled the world 
together, including five trips to Nepal and other trips to Asia, Indonesia, and 
South America.



Lee Kelly, Memory 99

In 2010, Lee was the subject of a major career retrospective at the Portland 
Art Museum, and in 2012 one of his most significant works – Memory 99 – 
was dedicated and installed outside PNCA’s main campus in Portland’s North 
Park Blocks. Lee also established a residency program in 2015 at his Leland 
Iron Works property in Oregon City to provide emerging artists an opportunity 
to experience a studio environment and a space to explore their practice.

Lee exhibited at the Portland Art Museum since the late 1950s and at 
Portland’s Elizabeth Leach Gallery since the early 1980s. He was appointed 
as an artist member of the Portland Art Association’s Board of Trustees and 
Collections/Exhibition Committee in 1979, and was awarded a fellowship from 
the Oregon Arts Commission in 1985 to research traditional bronze casting 
methods in Nepal. Lee was also the recipient of PNCA’s Sally Lawrence 
President’s Award in 2020, in recognition of his steadfast commitment to civic 
engagement and advancement of art and design education.
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Lee Kelly, Oregon artist and adventurer whose 
work features prominently across state, dies at 
89 
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Lee Kelly, a prolific sculptor whose public art helped define Oregon’s modern 
view of itself, died Monday at his home near Oregon City. He was 89. 

Kelly’s work stands sentinel across the state -- perhaps most notably in 
Portland, where it can be found in Washington Park, the North Park Blocks, 
OHSU and Reed College. 

“If there’s a romantic ideal of an Oregon artist, it might be Kelly -- sculptor, 
climber, gentleman,” former Oregonian art critic D.K. Row posited in 2010, 
when a career-spanning exhibit of Kelly’s work opened at the Portland Art 
Museum. “He’s artist as rugged survivor, a man who’s remained true to his 
path whatever the artistic changes of the day, and no matter what personal 
upheaval he’s encountered.” 

https://www.oregonlive.com/art/2010/10/profile_northwest_sculptor_lee.html


As his reputation gained steam in the 1960s, Kelly embraced mammoth 
Modernist public works made of stainless steel and Cor-Ten, work with an 
industrial hue that also sometimes evoked the mountains in the Pacific 
Northwest, South America and Asia that he loved to climb. 

“For over six decades, Lee Kelly has defined the possibilities of sculpture -- at 
every scale both public and private -- for the Pacific Northwest and beyond,” 
former Portland Art Museum chief curator Bruce Guenther said in a 
statement released by Elizabeth Leach Gallery, Kelly’s longtime dealer. “His 
brilliant investigation of form and substance, life and love in the immediacy 
of sculpture leaves a legacy of powerful abstract works that will define our 
epoch for the future. We mourn his death and the loss of his generous spirit.” 

Working -- by choice -- far from New York City’s glitzy, high-profile art 
scene, Kelly insisted he never expected acclaim, or even much recognition at 
all. 



“In the West, there’s a tendency to labor in benign neglect,” he said. “You 
don’t go into the art world thinking that anyone’s going to care.” 

Born in Idaho in 1932, Kelly grew up on a cattle ranch in the Gem State 
before crossing the border to study architecture at Vanport Extension 
Center, the precursor to Portland State University. 

“Ranching had a profound effect on the way I saw things,” he once said. 

He also found inspiration in poetry, and late in his career he sometimes 
added words to the surface of his works: “night,” “breast,” “sleep.” 

In his early art, Kelly took in the mood and aesthetic of the times -- the ideas 
fueling Abstract Expressionism splashed across his paintings, David Smith’s
geometric works inspired his sculptures -- but the end result always was art 
created “on his own terms,” said George Johanson, an instructor at Pacific 
Northwest College of Art when Kelly studied at the school. 



Those terms included personal tragedies -- the 1960 death of his first wife, 
Jeanette Bernhardt, of cancer; the 1978 leukemia death of 15-year-old Jason, 
his son with second wife, prominent Portland artist Bonnie Bronson. 

In 1990, Bronson would die in a fall while climbing Mount Adams with Kelly. 



“Those experiences have shaped Lee,” said gallery owner Elizabeth Leach in 
2010. “But not in the way you think. They’ve allowed him to pursue artistic 
risk.” 

Even after the accident that killed Bronson, Kelly continued to undertake 
climbing expeditions, needing it somehow, the exertion, the challenge, the 
risk. 

His companion in his later years, the lawyer Susan Hammer, died in 2020. 

Kelly’s works dominate the Oregon public-art space, looming memorably at 
Oregon State, the University of Oregon and the Catlin Gabel School, among 
many other places. 

He received the Oregon Governor’s Award for the Arts in 1987. 



Kelly was a Pacific Northwest artist to the core, but of course his work also 
can be found beyond the region, such “Waterfall, Stele, and River” at the 
University of Houston. 

“Throughout our time working together Lee Kelly exemplified creative 
passion, clarity of vision and dedication to his artistic process and practice,” 
the Elizabeth Leach Gallery said, adding: 

“He was an extraordinary thinker, poet and adventurous spirit.” 

-- Douglas Perry 



 
Lee Kelly, giant of NW art, dies at 89 
A longtime shaper of the Oregon art scene, Kelly was known for 
his large-scale stainless steel and Cor-Ten sculptures, which 
combined abstract and geometric elements.


MARCH 29, 2022 | BOB HICKS 
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Lee Kelly, “Pavilion I and II,” stainless steel, 2013. Photo courtesy Elizabeth Leach 
Gallery. 

https://www.orartswatch.org/author/bob-hicks/
https://www.orartswatch.org/category/visual-art/


Lee Kelly, a longtime major figure in the Pacific Northwest art world, died on Monday, 
March 28, 2022 at Leland Iron Works, his four-acre studio, garden, and home south of 
Oregon City. He was 89. 

“Another giant tree has fallen in our arts world; and a dear friend,” Bruce Guenther, 
independent curator and former chief curator of the Portland Art Museum, said 
Tuesday. Kelly died of natural causes, Guenther added. 

Born in 1932 in McCall, Idaho, Kelly had lived and worked in the greater Portland area 
for decades, and was both shaped by and a significant shaper of the Oregon art scene. 
He attended Vanport College (now Portland State University) from 1949 to 1951, served 
in Korea with the Air Force 1951-55, and then attended the Portland Art Museum School 
(now Pacific Northwest College of Art), graduating in 1959. 

Artist Lee Kelly. Photo: Michael Jones Photography, courtesy Elizabeth Leach Gallery. 

https://leland-iron-works.com/


Kelly painted and produced works on paper, but he was known and celebrated primarily 
for his large abstract metal sculptural works, which combined geometric shape with 
suggestions of natural formations, and could be found in private and public spaces 
throughout the Northwest, the West Coast, and beyond. There is something both 
industrial and unabashedly hand-made about these works, which can seem almost 
anthropomorphic but more naturally geological. They are the beguiling products of the 
human hand and mind applied to the material of the earth. Often they also reflect the 
influence of his travels over the years in Nepal, India, and Japan. 

Kelly sometimes taught, at Reed College and Mt. Angel College and elsewhere, but in the 
main he made his art. He was represented for more than 35 years by 
Portland’s Elizabeth Leach Gallery. 

*** 

On Tuesday, the gallery released the following memorium: 

“It is with great sadness we inform you of the passing of Lee Kelly, an extraordinary 
artist who graced us with his presence for 89 years. He has been represented by the 
Elizabeth Leach Gallery since 1986 and his significant influence spanning over six 
decades as a painter and sculptor is widely felt in the Pacific Northwest and beyond. 

“Since his artistic beginnings in the 1950s, Kelly found inspiration through extensive 
travels around the globe. These are especially evident in his sculptures that synthesize 
modernist aesthetics with ancient architectural forms. He is perhaps most recognized 
for his large-scale works in stainless steel and Cor-Ten, which remain a central focus at 
regional institutions such as Reed College, Oregon State University, Catlin Gabel School, 
the Oregon Health and Sciences University, and the University of Oregon. In 2012, one 
of his most important works, Memory 99, was installed in Portland’s North Park Blocks, 
at what is now the home of the Pacific Northwest College of Art. In 2010, he was the 
subject of a major career retrospective at the Portland Art Museum curated by Bruce 
Guenther, which was accompanied by a career-spanning monograph. 

Lee Kelly with his sculpture, “Akbar’s Elephant,” in the lobby of the Fox Tower in 
downtown Portland. Photo by Susan Hammer, via Leland Iron Works. 

https://www.elizabethleach.com/
https://leland-iron-works.com/


 
“Bruce Guenther, the former Chief Curator of the Portland Art Museum, said of Kelly, 
‘For over six decades, Lee Kelly has defined the possibilities of sculpture – at every scale 
both public and private – for the Pacific Northwest and beyond. His brilliant 
investigation of form and substance, life, and love in the immediacy of sculpture leaves a 
legacy of powerful abstract works that will define our epoch for the future. We mourn 
his death and the loss of his generous spirit.’ 

“Lee Kelly’s prestigious career and impactful body of work is highlighted in public and 
private collections throughout the country, including the Portland Art Museum, Oregon; 
Stanford University, Palo Alto, California; New Orleans Art Museum, Louisiana; Seattle 
Art Museum, Washington; Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond; and the City of 
Sapporo, Japan. 

“In his memory we are honored to share a personal note from Elizabeth Leach Gallery: 

“Throughout our time working together Lee Kelly exemplified creative passion, clarity 
of vision and dedication to his artistic process and practice. He was an extraordinary 
thinker, poet, and adventurous spirit who enjoyed spending time with others —
especially at his unique home, studio, and sculpture garden where he welcomed friends 
and guests to share food, wine and stories together. Lee had an abiding love of poetry 
and had a practice of keeping notebooks full of sketches and poems that he would read 
aloud and share in special moments. His brilliance, generosity and sense of humor will 
be treasured by all who knew him. Our deepest sympathies are with his family and 



friends. We remember his singular talent and incredible artistic contributions. We will 
all miss him dearly.“ 

*** 

Kelly is survived by his daughter Kassandra. He was predeceased by his first wife, 
Jeanette Bernhardt, from cancer, in 1960; his son Jason, from leukemia, in 1978; his 
second wife, artist Bonnie Bronson, from a mountain-climbing fall in 1990; and by his 
companion in his later years, Susan Hammer, in 2020. 

*** 

Douglas Perry has written a good obituary of Kelly for The Oregonian/Oregon 
Live, here. 

https://www.oregonlive.com/pacific-northwest-news/2022/03/lee-kelly-oregon-artist-and-adventurer-whose-work-features-prominently-across-state-dies-at-89.html
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Lee Kelly has been called “Oregon’s 
sculptor,” and a recent visit to his home and 
studio south of Oregon City is a power-
ful reminder of the scope of his work. 
OPB’s Oregon Art Beat referred to his 
5-acre property and garden as the “field of 
steel dreams.” Once a rustic working dairy 
farm, Kelly purchased the site in 1963 and 
converted the original barn to his studio. 
Many of his sculptures are situated among 
the trees and gardens that he and his family 
have lovingly tended for the last 60 years. 
His studio and the property became known 
as Leland Iron Works. A busy place on 
many levels, and the morning of our visit 
was no exception. A flatbed truck was being 
loaded with one of his large steel sculptures 
bound for the Elizabeth Leach Gallery, 
where he has shown his work for almost  
40 years. 

When we asked about his process, he 
began by explaining that he was a painter 
first, and then a sculptor. For Kelly, drawing 
is an integral part of the sculpting process. 
He starts with a drawing, carefully select-
ing from his sketches before making the 
maquette, and then finally creating the sculp-
ture. The result is a combination of both the 

the project. At the time the wall sculpture 
was commissioned in the 1970s, Kelly had 
several other local projects, notably Second 
Avenue Park, now called American Plaza. 
Lee and Bonnie were developing a new 
process: large scale porcelain enamel on 
steel. Using industrial facilities in Seattle, 
they were able to fuse porcelain enamel to 
Cor-Ten steel panels. They were among 
the first artists in the Northwest to use this 
industrial process in their art, and they 
helped establish it as the dominant material 
for monumental sculpture internation-
ally. The MAC sculpture is an example of 
this process and contributed to the success 
of future projects. The sculpture was also 
important to the suite of ideas and designs 
that Lee was developing at that time, which 
included explorations of ancient stone 
sculptures such as Stonehenge.

We were curious about his thoughts 
on how people react to his work. “I don’t 
think you can prejudge the viewer,” he said. 
“Often enough, what you feel about some-
thing will connect with somebody else. 
They may not get the same thing you got 
out of it, but they may find something else 
that is meaningful.” This curiosity resulted 
in our soliciting some comments from 
MAC members of varying ages:

“The sculpture represents strength. I 
see blocks supporting each other and it 
reminds me of the way MAC members 
support each other and build community.”

A young member made note of the rect-
angular shapes and said it reminded him of 
a robot. His mother, an artist as well as a 
climber, commented that it made her think 
of the climbing columns at Smith Rock 
State Park.

At 89, Kelly still believes that the future 
comes one hour at a time, and he continues 
to play an important role with his contri-
bution to the art of the Pacific Northwest. 
His work can be viewed at the Portland 
Art Museum and at the Elizabeth Leach 
Gallery, 417 NW 9th Avenue.

The Portland Art Museum has published 
a coffee table book, Lee Kelly, and also a 
brochure entitled Lee Kelly: A Guide to Public 
Sculptures, which can be accessed at lee-
kelly.net/publications.

—Jeanne Neville and Nancy Smith

MAC Artist Profile: Lee Kelly

Lee Kelly wall sculpture (left) installation in 
1974; (above) with new lighting in 2021.
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The recent Front Entry remodel kicked off the relocation of artwork throughout the club. 
The Art Committee’s goal is to display MAC’s most prominent art in the club’s most public 
spaces. In addition, the artwork is grouped to include pieces from several Northwest artists 
who were friends and shared ideas while creating their art. Many of the works compli-
ment each other because of similarities in era, medium, and scale.

MAC’s art collection includes a commis-
sioned wall sculpture by Kelly, located on 
the first landing of the staircase, outside 
the entrance to the Sports Pub. The artist 
referred to the sculpture as “site-specific,” 
adding that “the project was important to 
me because it gave me a chance to work 
with architect Bob Frasca who later became 
a close friend.” The contractor on the proj-
ect, Selwyn Bingham, was also an old friend 
and president of MAC’s Board of Directors 
at the time.

2D and 3D. He believes that sculpture is a 
process of making objects that explore our 
relationship with each other in the world. 

The themes of love, loss, and the search 
for reconciliation are prevalent in his work. 
They reflect the artist as a poet and a writer, 
a thinker and a builder, an intellect and an 
emotional being. Kelly has said, “America 
is a great place to get things built, but a 
very poor place to develop ideas.” He and 
his wife, Bonnie Bronson, took numerous 
trips to Nepal and Tibet for spiritual and 
emotional well-being. It was on these trips 
that he found inspiration for his sculptures. 

The artist’s daughter, Kassandra, was 
present at our interview and provided us 
with some background information for 



VISUAL ART

VizArts Monthly: Experiments with space
Amidst foliage or in the air conditioning,  
there are plenty of art viewing options in July.

JULY 1, 2021 // VISUAL ART // LINDSAY COSTELLO

Work by Lee Kelly, image courtesy Elizabeth Leach Gallery

Lee Kelly: Recent Work 
June 3 – July 31, 2021 
Elizabeth Leach Gallery 
417 NW 9th Ave (Tue-Sat 10:30 AM – 5:30 PM) 

Revered Pacific Northwest artist Lee Kelly, best known for his large-scale public art sculptures, 
presents a new series of steel sculptures, cast bronze forms, and figurative watercolors at 
Elizabeth Leach Gallery. Inspired by his past writings, musings and studies, Kelly locates middle 
ground between modernist forms and ancient aesthetics in his sculptural work. The artist’s 
emphasis on texture, light, and patina celebrates the materiality of his forms. 

https://www.orartswatch.org/category/visual-art/
https://www.orartswatch.org/category/visual-art/
https://www.orartswatch.org/author/lindsay-costello/
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Lee Kelly sculpture to grace
Willamette University campus
by Tom Morlan, January 26, 2021

MENU

(https://willamette.edu/)


The untitled Lee Kelly sculpture, which will be installed northeast of the Art Building next month, was loc
removed and put into storage in 2017.
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�e piece, which SAIF donated to the university in 2017, will be

installed just northeast of the Art Building next month.

Thanks to a donation by SAIF Corporation and the vision of Willamette University arts
supporters, a 15-foot-tall sculpture by renowned artist Lee Kelly (http://www.lee-kelly.net)
— often referred to as “Oregon’s sculptor” — is scheduled to be installed near the Art
Building in late February.

“This brings a major piece of outdoor sculpture to campus by one of Oregon's most
important and distinguished sculptors,” said John Olbrantz
(https://willamette.edu/arts/hfma/about/staff/profiles/olbrantz/index.html), Maribeth Collins
director of the Hallie Ford Museum of Art (https://willamette.edu/arts/hfma/index.html).
“It's among the first steps in creating an outdoor collection of Pacific Northwest sculpture
on Willamette's campus, an idea that we've been talking about for years.”

The untitled piece, which was fashioned from COR-TEN steel in 1974, occupied a
prominent space on SAIF’s Salem campus for more than four decades. But as SAIF
prepared for a campus renovation project in 2016, it didn’t include the sculpture in the
new hardscape and landscape plan.

SAIF reached out to Jim Bauer — former vice president for planning, facilities and
external affairs at Willamette — to see if the university would be interested in the
sculpture. Bauer immediately contacted Olbrantz, who enthusiastically recommended the
acquisition.

“I said we needed to jump on it,” Olbrantz recalled. “It's an iconic example of Lee's
sculpture, and we both agreed that it would be an excellent addition to the campus
sculpture collection.”

The Hallie Ford Museum of Art paid to have the sculpture removed from the SAIF
campus in 2017. While it was in storage, a committee began exploring potential sites for
the piece. The team included Shelby Radcliffe
(https://willamette.edu/about/leadership/vice-presidents/radcliffe/index.html), vice
president for advancement; Roger Hull (https://willamette.edu/arts-
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to Top
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sciences/arth/faculty/hull/index.html), professor of art history emeritus; and Mark
Mazurier (https://willamette.edu/offices/facilities/staff/mazurier/index.html), assistant
director of projects.

The group considered several locations before settling on a spot just northeast of the Art
Building.

“Since the piece is of monumental scale with an opening at center, it occurred to us that it
is a kind of gateway piece, a portal or doorway in abstract terms,” Hull said. “We wanted
to place it near a walkway somewhere on the edge of campus. We decided that a large
piece by a major Oregon sculptor would be appropriate near the Art Building, in a spot
that also leads to and from the Hallie Ford Museum and can be seen by drivers traveling
east on State Street.”

Kelly's sculptures are a fixture in cities throughout Oregon and Washington. One
example stands in front of the Pacific Northwest College of Art (https://pnca.edu/), which
will formally merge with Willamette University later this year.

“There will be a nice congruence between that sculpture and the one on the Willamette
campus,” Hull said. “It will provide an aesthetic link, you might say, between the linked
institutions.”

REL ATED STORY

College of Law announces Law School Bound admission program 

The program offers an innovative and transparent path to obtaining a legal education.

SHARE
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K.B. Dixon

The Artists Series 3: Visual Artists
orartswatch.org/the-artists-series-3-visual-artists

TEXT AND PHOTOGRAPHS BY K.B. DIXON

This is the third installment of portraits in The Artist Series . The first two focused on Oregon writers. This one focuses on visual artists
—the gifted painters and sculptors who have made invaluable contributions to the character and culture of this city and state, people
whose legacies are destined to be part of our cultural history.       

It would take pages to catalog the awards, commissions, and honors of these artists and color reproductions of their work to provide
a full appreciation of their wizardry so I will simply refer you to their various perches in cyberspace—their virtual ateliers.

LEE KELLY: SCULPTOR

1/11

Kelly is one of the most revered artists in the 
Pacific Northwest. He is best known for his 
monumental public sculptures. These large 
pieces are “often animalistic, sometimes 
suggestive of calligraphy or Asian script, 
always poetic.” – Bob Hicks, ArtScatter.

Examples of Kelly’s work can be found at the 
Elizabeth Leach Gallery and at lee-kelly.net.

FEBRUARY 28, 2020

https://www.orartswatch.org/the-artists-series-3-visual-artists/


11 Portland art exhibits to freshen up your fall 
By Briana Miller | For The Oregonian/OregonLive 
14 FRIDAY, AUGUST 30. 2019 THE OREGONIAN  

Lee Kelly’s stainless steel sculpture, “If Trees Could Walk They Need Not Fear the Ax I” (2019), pictured 
in front of his Oregon City studio. (Dan Kvitka/Courtesy of Elizabeth Leach Gallery) 

Lee Kelly: “If Trees Could Walk” 

The Elizabeth Leach Gallery uses the occasion of Portland playing host to the 29th International 
Sculpture Conference to show new work by an established Portland artist. Lee Kelly has maintained a 
consistently forthright sculptural vocabulary throughout his 60-year career. His large-scale modernist 
metal sculptures often have a calligraphic bent and can be seen in public spaces across the city. (Notably, 
his stainless steel "Water Sculpture" from 1975 is a prominent feature of the International Rose Test 
Garden in Washington Park.) Kelly will show lithe works from a new series, "If Trees Could Walk They 
Need Not Fear the Ax," alongside more voluptuous, earthbound work from his 2018 "Yucatan Goddess" 
series. 

Oct. 3-Nov. 2, Elizabeth Leach Gallery, 417 N.W. Ninth Ave., elizabethleach.com or 503-224-0521.

https://www.sculpture.org/portland19/
https://www.sculpture.org/portland19/
http://www.lee-kelly.net/
https://www.elizabethleach.com/


Paul Sutinen

Sculptor Lee Kelly: Pointing toward Asia
orartswatch.org/sculptor-lee-kelly-pointing-toward-asia

Lee Kelly just turned 85. Through June into mid-July he is showing new work at Elizabeth Leach Gallery.
Over a career of almost 60 years Kelly has completed dozens of public and private sculpture commissions.
He has major works on the Portland Transit Mall and the Rose Garden in Washington Park. He lives and
works on what was a dairy farm in Oregon City; the barn is now a shop/studio. What was pastureland 50
years ago is now reforested and populated with Kelly’s sculpture.

You grew up in Idaho. Did you go to high school there?

No. I came out here.

Where did you go to high school?

Roosevelt, but I went back there and did ranch work in the summer.

Why? Because you couldn’t find work in Portland?

I loved the idea of horses and doing all that.

Lee Kelly in his studio/shop. Winter Garden at Muktinath in process at left. Small
maquette for the sculpture at right in the background.

1/10

https://www.orartswatch.org/sculptor-lee-kelly-pointing-toward-asia/
http://www.elizabethleach.com/Exhibit_Detail.cfm?ShowsID=327
http://www.lee-kelly.net/
https://i1.wp.com/www.orartswatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Kelly-in-studio-large-view-IMG_6027-1-e1496336255395.jpg
https://i1.wp.com/www.orartswatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Kelly-in-studio-IMG_6022-1-e1496336629164.jpg
https://i2.wp.com/www.orartswatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Akbar-installed-1.jpg
https://i2.wp.com/www.orartswatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Akbar-installation-process-1-1.jpg


So now you got a sculpture farm next to horses. When you were at Roosevelt High School did you
do any art there?

I tried to, but I got crossways with the teachers.

In general or just the art teachers?

Just the art teachers. So then I found a guy who was teaching mechanical drawing and that’s where I
gravitated. He did a lot with geometry and how you can put stuff on a page to communicate to somebody
else. Mr. McMillan.

What do you think he did that connected with you?

I think I enjoyed the rigmarole of drafting.

That’s why you thought about architecture?

Probably. I didn’t know what the hell to do at that point. There were no real career objectives. Going to
architecture school was pretty much out of it. I went to Vanport college [Vanport Extension Center, now
Portland State University] and the route from there down to the University of Oregon was pretty bad, if
you didn’t have a little bit of money.

You had the G.I. Bill when you got out of the Air Force?

When I was going to the Museum School [now Pacific Northwest College of Art].

You got drafted?

I was about to be drafted.

And you decided the Air Force was better?

It was the Air Force reserves unit at Portland Airbase. It was a whole Air Force wing. They had to keep all
these planes going. They were all World War II guys who came home and wanted to have something to do
on the weekends, so it seemed like a real good deal. There was an opening as a draftsman so I signed up.
About a month after I signed up, they activated the whole damn unit. Then it took me almost 4 1/2 years
to get untangled. That included the Korean tour.

But that was important for you.

Yeah, it was a real big deal.

Were you interested in Asian cultures before you went to Korea?

No, but I sure took the bait when I saw it. I had more access to Japan than Korea. We were sort of
constrained in Korea as far as interacting with the population. Whenever you left the base you had to
carry a gun.

How much time did you spend in Japan?

2/10



We had an R&R thing. You got about three of these in a year. I think it was four days and I always went to
Tokyo. You got an airplane ride to Tokyo and back. I must’ve done that three times because the fourth one
was when I hitchhiked up to the front.

So you had about 12 days in Japan, but it had an effect on you.

It was a huge thing. You were turned loose in the middle of Tokyo. In 1952 the old Imperial Hotel [by Frank
Lloyd Wright] was still standing. It survived the firebombing. The Japanese really rebuilt in a hurry so you
didn’t see much effect in Tokyo.

When was the next time you went to Asia?

I started going all the time, mostly to south Asia and Nepal, in the 70’s.

A somewhat different culture from Japan.

But still I got really comfortable with the art forms. Indian art is certainly different than Japanese art, but
you get the idea.

Japan is a real post and lintel society—thinking about your work. When you get in the Southeast
Asia you get a lot more curves.

They never developed a spring arch. They did what they call a corbeled arch. Superficially in the Mughal
period (1556-1857), they would use what looked like arches, but they weren’t structural.

It’s my impression that you’re much more interested in Asian thinking than European thinking.

I don’t care much about Europe. I’m a fan of some of the art because I went to a pretty much traditional
art school so I can identify a lot of stuff.

But in terms of your day today attitude about things I would say you’re much more East than West.

Look how much closer we are. To go to Europe you’ve got to get clear over a continent and another ocean.

How would you characterize your development of sinking into an Asian frame of mind?

In terms of thinking I probably never did. I think I just assimilated whatever it was and it became pretty
much part of the way I operated. Travel was always a big deal for me—for getting ideas. I did a lot of
looking in Central America too. It wasn’t just Asia.

You went down there before the Nepal trips?

Yeah, particularly the Yucatán three or four times, and finally Central America and further on down to
Chile and Argentina.

*****

It seems that in those cultures the attitude seems to be a little more relaxed than going the other
direction going to New York or Europe. Maybe that has something to do with the Portland area or
Idaho?
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Portland’s becoming a really interesting town for me. I think it always has been.

You stayed here.

People say to my detriment.

You got this land and developed your sculpture garden.

And there’s nice young people coming out here and doing stuff. PNCA does an artist-in-residence program
out here now.

So far, Portland is a very welcoming community.

We have a viable art scene.

Lee Kelly in his studio/shop. “Winter Garden at Muktinath” in process at
left.

It’s been viable for you.

Well, yeah. I don’t have to toe any kind of line as far as style and so forth.
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I don’t think that anybody here feels that they do. We’re not really trying to impress anybody here.

Well, I guess we haven’t. I think we’ve been successful.

What were your expectations when you got out of school in terms of being an artist?

Pretty much zero. That’s just what you were doing and you supported yourself by doing something else.
We’re still around, which is sort of amazing.

So what are you working on now? You’re painting again. You’ve gone from being in a painter who
became a sculptor to now being a sculptor who also does painting.

Painting a little on the side. Painting is hard to do. Sculpture’s kind of plodding and predictable.

When you decided to stop painting in ‘63 or ‘64 did you kind of miss painting?

When I got out of school, I was doing both. I remember I was in some show at Reed. The show was built
around the idea of sculptors who paint. The argument came down that was I was more of a painter who
did sculpture.

But you didn’t miss the idea of putting paint on canvas?

It got so I couldn’t. It wasn’t that I decided not to. I couldn’t do it anymore, for a long long time.

Do you approach painting differently from how you did it 50 years ago?

It’s quite different. I damn near design them these days.

More of the attitude you take making a sculpture, figuring out a sculpture?

Occasionally there’s even a preliminary drawings. I hate to confess that.

So much for that abstract expressionist idea.

That thing had a kinda good run though.

*****

Talk a little about your process of making sculpture. You were saying earlier that it is s different
from painting, which goes from brushstroke to brushstroke. Are you starting with sketches for
sculpture?

They seem to have a pattern. I mean, I don’t schedule it much. I’ll plow through some old sketchbooks and
one of the things I’ve gotten out of computers—I don’t do any CAD kind of stuff at all—I’ll scan a little
sketch, a little tiny thing. Then I can blow it up and start messing with it—enlarge it and make tracings,
collages, cut it out and reprint it, that kind of thing.

So the computer is just a way to begin, but as you develop it you do it by hand. So it stays 2-d for
awhile?

Well, eventually it’ll end up maybe being some kind of a maquette [a small preliminary model].
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When does it make that kind of a leap?

I do a lot of little things like the ones on the fireplace [three small steel pieces]—flat cutouts that are laser
cut.

Those are done over at BBC Steel in Canby. That’s handy technology. How long would it take to cut
these little intricate shapes by hand? That one is maybe ten inches tall —it would take hours?

And you’d never get it right. All I have to do for BBC is give them a line drawing. They scan it and it goes
into their system—just tell him how many you need and how high and what thickness.

To do that by hand, to get the curves right, the straight lines, would be very difficult.

It would be awful.

You’d need the level of skill of a jeweler.

You just wouldn’t do it that way. I mean I wouldn’t do it if I had to go through that.

That’s the important thing to say: now you’ll do things that before you just wouldn’t do.

And now it allows you to do things you shouldn’t do because it’s so easy.

You just send it over to BBC. What’s the point of doing it yourself if somebody else can do it faster
cheaper and better and you’re sure it’s going to be correct?

And if their machine breaks down it’s their problem.

So if you’re building a big piece are you making a small maquette first?

Pretty much.

What’s the largest piece you would build without building a maquette first?

It would depend on the idea. If something was really clear in my head I might plow right into it, but if
there’s a lot of material involved and a lot of things I don’t want to have to do twice, then I’ll make a
maquette. The other advantage to a maquette, if it’s being cut at BBC, lots of times after I get the maquette
I can just modify the original drawing and it’s ready to go. If I’m right in the small one, you figure the big
one won’t be a problem. Then you always leave some openings, some things that are going to have to be
juggled, so you don’t have it totally mapped out.

There’s something about a change in scale that can cause ideas to change.

It’s all a relationship to how big people are against how big whatever you’re making is. You can imagine
these things pretty easy that size [gesturing to the small works sitting on the stove], but if something’s
about three feet high there’s a blank spot—people can’t relate to it very well. I don’t trust that 3-to-5 foot
range.
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Lee Kelly’s “Akbar’s Elephant” installed at Fox Tower.

That idea that a sculpture relates to the physicality of the person seeing it—as abstract as it seems
there’s a connection with a human being.

And then if you move it into a different environment it becomes totally different. I was thinking of that
piece we put in the Fox Tower. Out here it looked gigantic. When you get inside, it has to fit within a space.
It takes on a whole different connotation about how you are in relation to it.

Out here it was marching through the grass—it had an animation in relation to the plants around
it. The pieces really change when they go indoors.

And usually for the better. Akbar’s Elephant was the name of that piece. For me that got a lot better when it
was in that lobby even though I wasn’t particularly in love with the architecture.

At some point you committed to building something that big—12 feet tall— without thinking that
somebody’s going to buy it immediately.

It took 20 years.

Is it really that old?

I kind of think so.

So late 90s. There’s a commitment of thousands of dollars of steel in that piece.
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Yeah.

So there’s a point where you say, “I’m gonna build this thing.” Of course you’ve cut up old pieces so
if it doesn’t work out you’ll just make something else out of it.

I think I’ve come to accept that. I don’t think I make things thinking they’re going to sell. I probably deep
down hope they will.

Lee Kelly’s “Akbar’s Elephant” installation in process at Fox Tower.

You managed to get that giant piece out of here. How did that happen?

It happened with the guys that moved the Sellwood Bridge. Jim Schmidt [who has worked with Kelly
before] was in charge of all that [moving Akbar’s Elephant] .

How did it happen that somebody decided to purchase them?

Elizabeth Leach somehow sold the Fox people. They borrowed pieces for a couple, three, years. Finally
they decided they wanted this great big one. They bought it and nobody had any idea if they could get it in
the building or not, but those guys were good. They really took care of business.

Did you tilt it sideways to get in through the door?

We had to cut it apart take it in and re-weld it.

You said that every 10 years you want to build a big piece. So the one that’s installed by Pacific
Northwest College of Art now and Akbar’s Elephant are both those kinds of things? Are you due to
build another big piece here soon?

If I make it. I’ve got to make it three more years. They have to be done in the last year of the decade.
Maybe the thing that I have downstairs could fill in. It’s a pretty good piece—the scale of it is great. I hope
we can get it in the gallery. It’s another boat in the basement, putting the boat back in the bottle kind of

8/10



thing.

Does it have any bolts in it?

No. Right now I’m not even sure how we’re going to stand it up

*****

A difference between being a sculptor and a painter is that for the painter you just need a room to
put up an easel and you start painting. With sculpture you need tools and equipment and at some
point if you’re making really big stuff, you need to have a shop. How did your shop develop over the
years? You began with soldering small pieces of brass.

When I was in still in school. I had this amazing series of breaks. For the Oregon Centennial [1959] I built
these five fountains, and I didn’t even know how to weld or anything—got an acetylene outfit and a bunch
of steel and just started folding these things in and tack welding. They probably weren’t very good because
the fair people scrapped them out at the end.

You have a can-do spirit. What followed that?

There was a guy who ran this group call the Liturgical Arts Guild and I got to be the metal guy. We’d get a
little chapel to put together and then I get the money to go buy some tools—and then learning how to run
the tools. So I’d buy the tool and then have to learn how to use it. With welding stuff that was it.

By reading the instruction booklet.

No, just by turning it on and hoping for the best.

I took welding shop in high school so I at least had somebody show me how to turn it on and do
basic stuff. You did it all by yourself. In the mid-’70s you built the hydraulic crane in your shop?

About that time, I was hung up on overhead equipment right from the start.

Before you just had chain hoists?

Chain hoists and those electric traveling hoists. Push a button and they’d go up and down. It became very
important to have a way to get three of these lifting devices sort of in one location and then you could
pick and roll.

And luckily you have a barn to do it in. You moved in here in the ‘60s?

Yeah, ’63.

And then you got your dozen grinders.

At least a dozen. I’m grinding on a thing now. I only use four. I’m cutting back.

You have this big piece in process downstairs for your show at Elizabeth Leach.
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Winter Garden at Muktinath—there’s a sacred spot up in the Himalayas where there is natural gas flame
and water coming out of one rock in this cave. This has become a very important pilgrimage site. I did a
drawing in the ‘80s and Kassandra [Kelly, Lee’s daughter, who is also an artist] found this drawing said,
“Why did you never do anything with this?” Well maybe now’s the time.

You’d been to that site?

I think I’ve been there five times. There’s a number of shrines that have grown-up over the centuries
around the site.

So do these forms have a specific relationship the things you saw there?

Well, a drawing I did either while I was there or shortly after. There’s a little arch in the wall and then this
thing, the tree.

You work with a sketchbook on regular basis or just on trips?

Mostly when I’m traveling. Then I’ll go back through them here to see if there’s anything I can use.

You must have like…

Thousands.

So it’s no wonder that you don’t go back through to find the one from the ‘80s, and say, “Why don’t
I work on that?”

No, I don’t. But it’s been good. Kassandra’s been pushing me to do some more of that sort of mining.

It’s your resource.

You come up with you come up with stuff that probably could’ve or should’ve been built if you looked at it.

NOTE

For a 1983 interview with Lee Kelly by Paul Sutinen, click the link.
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