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THE ARTIST

Paul O’Connor, the youngest of seven children, was born in 1961 to eccentric parents in Santa 
Monica, California. His mother, born and raised in London, Ontario, Canada, played pro golf and 
loved to gamble, sing, and laugh. Paul’s father, a lawyer from Saint Paul, Minnesota, seldom worked 
and spent most of his time involved in travel and the study of English Literature.

Paul’s early life included an education with the nuns at Corpus Christi School in the Pacific Palisades, 
California. He enjoyed regular family summers in Europe, where he visited museums and cathedrals 
in London, Paris, and Rome. This immersion into the nexus of art, architecture, and literature, so 
beloved by his father, stirred Paul’s creative imagination.

From 1970 to 1973, the O’Connor family lived in Oxford, England, where his father studied with the 
Jesuits at Campion Hall. Paul attended English public schools and began collecting coins.

The family returned to live in the Santa Monica Canyon, and Paul graduated from Santa Monica 
High School in 1979. He went to work on a commercial salmon boat out of Newport, Oregon, for 
one season before enlisting in the U.S. Navy.

During his three year deployment, Paul worked as a navigator on a guided missile cruiser and was 
stationed in Yokosuka, Japan. It was here that O’Connor purchased his first camera, an Olympus 
OM-1 35mm. With this camera, Paul shot endless rolls of film to capture clouds and seascapes. 
Always drawn to the horizon, Paul focused his lens on infinity—on the feelings of freedom and the 
vast spaciousness of the big sky. 

In 1982, Paul received an honorable discharge from the navy and returned to Malibu, California. 
He began working for Don Bird, a building contractor who taught him the fundamentals of building. 
While remodeling the homes of celebrities on the famous Malibu Colony Beach, on his lunch breaks 
Paul could paddle out and surf. 

O’Connor became interested in the study of economics while attending Santa Monica College, 
taking evening classes and working on an associate of arts degree. He received a scholarship to 
attend Pepperdine University and continued his studies full time. At night, he worked as a bartender 
catering private events fot the French, British and Japanese consulates. 

During his last term before graduation, Paul needed a single elective course and decided on Beginning 
Photography. Still in possession of his camera from Japan, he felt sure he could achieve an easy A. It 
was the hardest B of his academic career. But his teacher, photographer Britt Anderson, captivated 
his imagination and aroused the possibility of communicating through imagery. Paul heard a voice 
that led him in a new direction.
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The first assignment required Paul to do an environmental portrait. He turned his lens on his friend 
Ron Davis, a renowned artist living in a Frank Gehry–designed home in the hills of Malibu. His 
portrait of Davis became the first of many Paul would shoot. 

Upon graduation in 1987, with a bachelor’s degree in economics and with the recommendation 
of his friend Ron, Paul went on to study photography at Pasadena Art Center. There he made fast 
friends with one of his instructors, the legendary Arcangelo Dante Ferrante. Archie was a great 
photographer and inventor of the Ferrante Code Light enlarger used by Ansel Adams. He transmit-
ted to Paul not only technical aspects of photography but also a sense of humor and compassion.

On assignment photographing a model in Santa Barbara, Paul met Tizia on the set. The one-day 
shoot turned into a two-week stay and they were married within months. The honeymooners camped 
in Joshua Tree, Borrego Springs, and various spots in the Arizona desert. Paul found the vast space 
and open skies similar to the sea and felt at home in the silence and stillness so fundamental to  
his vision. 

In Malibu, Paul had met artist Jim Wagner, who exhibited his work at Tops Gallery. Wagner invited 
Paul to visit him in Taos, New Mexico. The honeymooners drove to Taos and looked up the artist. 
The impact of the landscape and community fully resonated with the couple. On the third day of 
their visit in the summer of 1989, Paul and Tizia rented a place on the historic La Loma Plaza, near 
the center of town.

One of the first Taoseños the couple met was Mike Reynolds—architect, builder, visionary. Paul 
struck a deal to do the photography for Mike’s first book, Earthship I, in trade for a set of plans; 
soon after, he began building their house. Another early introduction to the Taos art community 
occurred when Wagner invited Paul to join the infamous Sunday night poker game, where the 
newcomer became a regular with the core group that included Larry Bell, Gus Foster, Ron Cooper, 
Kevin Cannon, and Ed Thomas. 

The following year, Ron Davis bought land down the street from Paul, on the Hondo Mesa next to 
the Rio Grande Gorge, and began building a number of Navajo hogan–style buildings that became 
his new home and studio. Ron shifted from large abstract-expressionist paintings to sculpture and 
hired Paul as his full-time studio assistant to help make a new body of work. The seminal years spent 
working for Ron formed some of the strongest influences in Paul’s creative process. 

Paul and Tizia gave birth to their daughter, Sophia Loulou O’Connor, in 1990. That year, Paul also 
started building an earthship home that would take five years to complete; worked for Ron Davis 
in his studio; and helped Tizia with her clothing company, Wags. At this same time, Paul became 
inspired by artist Rod Goebel’s series of painted portraits, and he set out to accomplish a similar 
project with photography, a labor of love that continues to this day.

O’Connor’s first solo exhibition was in 1991 at The Bareiss Gallery in Taos, New Mexico. The show’s 
title, Taos Characters, featured 25 portraits of Taos artists in black-and-white silver gelatin prints.
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Between 1996 and 2004, the O’Connor family moved to France to raise their daughter in the French 
school system. They purchased a 1927 Dutch barge in Holland and navigated it down the canals 
and rivers to Toulouse, France, where they lived on it for the next eight years. While remodeling the 
boat from stem to stern, Paul made sculptures with the scrap metal and wood. Too derivative of Ron 
Davis’s work, they were never shown or sold; Paul was inspired by the creations but didn’t feel they 
represented his own artistic vision. This discrete body of experimental work and practice, however, 
led to the current series of sculptures.

Returning to Taos in 2004, Paul continued to create photographic portraits of artists, which became 
the subject of several exhibitions; finally, in 2012, he produced a book of 60 selected images, titled 
Taos Portraits. The book won top awards in four categories from the New Mexico/Arizona Book 
Awards. Although he continues to make portraits, Paul felt a chapter had closed with the publication 
of his book. He allowed himself to turn to sculpture full time. 

The process of building a new studio to work on the pieces that had been percolating in his 
imagination took about a year. To help contain the deluge of ideas, Paul selected the parameters 
of hexagons and quadrilaterals—hence the title of his show, 6s & 4s (Sixes and Fours). By 2014, he 
was making sculptures for his first exhibit at The Bareiss Gallery in 2016. In the process of making 
these squares and hexagons, O’Connor discovered another critical element: a black hole became 
an integral part of these works. Symbolic of Paul’s meditation practice, the hole represents stillness, 
silence and spaciousness … so spacious that even light gets lost in it.

— Paul O’Connor with Lynne Robinson
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REVIEW
BY ANN LANDI

Paul O’Connor is best known in Northern New Mexico for his black-and-white photographic  
portraits of local artists, many of whom have attained international prominence, like Ken Price, 
Agnes Martin, and Larry Bell. The series has been an ongoing project since O’Connor arrived here 
in 1988, and sixty of the likenesses were collected a few years back in a handsome volume called 
Taos Portraits (Hondo Mesa Press).

But for the past twenty years O’Connor has also been working as a sculptor, developing an idiom in 
the Minimalist tradition, using a few basic shapes to create wall-hugging “reliefs” made from wood, 
aluminum, stainless steel, and other materials suggestive of both the natural and the industrial world. 
The artist worked as a studio assistant for Ronald Davis for a few years in the early 1990s and has 
said that he “inherited classic Ron Davis perspective sculptures” when he first began making work 
of his own. But O’Connor, to the best of my knowledge of his sculpture, has never flirted with the 
flash and dazzle of Davis’s signature constructions, which often employed then-innovative materials 
like fiberglass and polyester resin and also played mind-bending games with high-keyed color. By 
comparison, O’Connor’s art is as no-nonsense and straightforward as Shaker furniture—and often 
as elegant.

The artist relies on two shapes—hexagonal or square—and coaxes from these and the materials 
he uses an impressive array of effects. Many of the six-sided works, like HX-06 (all but one of the 
pieces at The Bareiss Gallery, on view by appointment through October 2, are from 2016), invite 
a three-dimensional reading, morphing from a flat structure into a boxy shape (but, of course, like 
the famous perceptual illusion of the young girl and old hag cannot be seen as both at once). The 
best of his works have some added layer of complexity, like HX-15, which appears head-on as a 
creamy copper sculpture in three parts but changes tone as the viewer moves to the side. At their 
least appealing, the works too closely rely solely on their materials for impact, appearing as a kind 
of so-what? slab of metal or wood.

But O’Connor’s delight in his materials is infectious. He has found unusual woods—like purple heart 
and leopard wood—and showcased them almost with a kind of reverence. Stained plywood comes 
magically alive with a grainy sensuality one would never have expected from this humble stuff. Brass 
gets polished to a high gloss or left at a quiet smolder. Rusted steel, weathered in the elements, takes 
on unexpected jazzy patterns. And when aluminum meets Bondo, the upshot is a magical surface 
suggestive of rain drizzling across a windowpane. Positioned in a group on the gallery’s walls, the 
smaller sculptures set up an intriguing dialogue among the shapes and materials and gain an almost 
animistic presence.
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All but one, the earliest in the show, have a triangular, round, or hexagonally shaped “black hole” 
at the center. O’Connor says he thinks of this as a locus for meditation. Formally, it seems likely the 
works would simply look inert without that small intrusion. In the latest sculpture, HX-18, a small dia-
mond is inserted into this space, and suggests a new possibility in the repertoire—maybe a slightly 
more Baroque riff on the artist’s plain-spoken vocabulary.

A photographer friend once remarked that O’Connor’s portraits showed a high degree of “craft.” 
I’m still not entirely sure what she meant, but craft is extremely important to these sculptures, as a 
glance at any particular side (or turning one over) reveals. The surfaces are backed by several layers 
of marine-grade plywood that has been carefully stacked and glued, suggesting again the sturdy 
construction of those Shaker pieces, meant to last more than a lifetime.

Like Josef Albers or the Color Field painters who chose to limit their endeavors to the most basic 
elements—one thinks of Kenneth Noland’s circles—O’Connor has elected to keep it simple, finding 
new things to say within a narrow range. The surprise is that the viewer can easily enter that mind 
space, delighting in modest tweaks to a simple formula. 

This piece first published October 2016 
© THE Magazine, Volume 25, Issue 4
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CALL PAUL
BY BILL WHALEY

At middle-age photographer Paul O’Connor has emerged from beneath the hood behind the 
camera and presented himself as a fully-fledged artist in the current show at The Bareiss Gallery,  
where the cognoscenti are flocking to pick-up one or more of twenty-five pieces presented for the 
viewer’s delight.

Having spent decades as a custom builder, photographer of objects and souls, and apprenticed 
once to recluse Ron Davis, this man has also looked long and lovingly at works by Cool School 
mentors Cooper, Bell, and Price. So now the California-born New Mexico dreamer has shocked 
the fans with his fine new hard-edged work, modestly priced at a totally sold out show. He freely 
acknowledges the influence and legacy of the above but tropes on the tradition of light and surface, 
geometric and bi-morphic forms to make his own work.

O’Connor points out the flat surfaced four and six sided plywood and metal inlay surfaces, achieve 
difference and a coherent whole by trusting in the ancient vanishing point or “black hole,” a 
serendipitous discovery that occurred “when a knot fell out” of the wood material while he was 
working. Sure, he said, I always admired Ken Price’s “holes” (and the finish inside).

The enthusiastic artist referred to “Dzogchen,” the pre-Buddhist teachings from Tibet as a guiding 
principal in his creative process. From the primordial vacuum sound is created, then rays of light, all 
that constitute the nature of forms. The black holes symbolize that potential of creation. Heidegger, 
too, conceived of art as “emerging” from the earth into the world only to “withdraw,” while the work 
captured the “essential strife” of earth and world, work that preserves the unity of motion and rest.

“Call Paul” at 575-779-6737 for a private-public tour of the exhibit. You can follow his progress 
and see how a “circle” becomes a “diamond” in the transformative Hexagons and Quadrilaterals. 
This artist’s “minimalist” methods lead him toward his own version of very cool abstract expression.

This piece first published September 15, 2016 
© Taos Friction 
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THE WORKS
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HX-06
2016 
Wood and stainless steel
15.25” x 13.25” x 1.5”



21HX-06



6s & 4s22

SQ-19
2016 
Stainless steel
12” x 12” x 1.5”



23SQ-19
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SQ-18
2016 
Brass
12” x 12” x 1.5”
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HX-15
2016 
Copper
20.625” x 23.75” x 2.25”
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SQ-15
2016 
Wood
14.375” x 14.375” x 1.5”
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HX-08
2016 
Wood and brass
15.25” x 13.25” x 1.5”



31HX-08
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SQ-25
2016 
Brass
15” x 15” x 1.5”
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HX-13
2016 
Stainless steel, brass, and patina brass
17.25” x 14.875” x 1.5”



35HX-13



6s & 4s36

HX-11
2016 
Stainless steel and wood
12” x 12” x 1.5”



37HX-11
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HX-12
2016 
Steel, brass, and wood
17.25” x 17.875” x 1.5”
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SQ-20
2016 
Stainless steel
12” x 12” x 1.5”
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HX-17
2016 
Brass, stainless steel, and wood
24” x 27.75” x 1.5”
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SQ-27
2016 
Steel
15” x 15” x 1.5”
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HX-09
2016 
Stainless steel and wood
13” x 15” x 1.5”
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SQ-24A
2016 
Wood and steel
7” x 7.25” x 1.5”
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HX-16
2016 
Wood
8.875” x 10.25” x 1.5”
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SQ-22A
2016 
Wood
7.25” x 7.25” x 1.5”
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HX-14
2016 
Aluminum and steel
17.25” x 14.875” x 1.5”
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SQ-24
2016 
Brass
15” x 15” x 1.5”
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HX-18
2016 
Brass, painted wood, and aluminum
17.25” x 14.875” x 1.5”
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SQ-26
2016 
Patina brass and stainless steel
15” x 15” x 1.5”
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HX-19
2016 
Steel, brass, and wood
17.25” x 14.875” x 1.5”
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HX-10
2016 
Wood, stainless steel, and brass
17.25” x 14.875” x 1.5”
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SQ-17
2016 
Aluminum
12” x 12” x 1.5”
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SQ-28
2016 
Wood
10.625” x 10.625” x 1.5”
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HX-06 P. 21
2016 
Wood and stainless steel
15.25” x 13.25” x 1.5”

SQ-19 P. 23
2016 
Stainless steel
12” x 12” x 1.5”

SQ-18 P. 25
2016 
Brass
12” x 12” x 1.5”

SQ-15 P. 29
2016 
Wood
14.375” x 14.375” x 1.5”

HX-15 P. 27
2016 
Copper
20.625” x 23.75” x 2.25”
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HX-08 P. 31
2016 
Wood and brass
15.25” x 13.25” x 1.5”

SQ-25 P. 33
2016 
Brass
15” x 15” x 1.5”

HX-13 P. 35
2016 
Stainless steel, brass, and patina brass
17.25” x 14.875” x 1.5”

HX-11 P. 37
2016 
Stainless steel and wood
12” x 12” x 1.5”

HX-12 P. 39
2016 
Steel, brass, and wood
17.25” x 17.875” x 1.5”
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SQ-20 P. 41
2016 
Stainless steel
12” x 12” x 1.5”

HX-17 P. 43
2016 
Brass, stainless steel, and wood
24” x 27.75” x 1.5”

SQ-27 P. 45
2016 
Steel
15” x 15” x 1.5”

HX-09 P. 47
2016 
Stainless steel and wood
13” x 15” x 1.5”

SQ-24A P. 49
2016 
Wood and steel
7” x 7.25” x 1.5”
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HX-16 P. 51
2016 
Wood
8.875” x 10.25” x 1.5”

SQ-22A P. 53
2016 
Wood
7.25” x 7.25” x 1.5”

HX-14 P. 55
2016 
Aluminum and steel
17.25” x 14.875” x 1.5”

SQ-24 P. 57
2016 
Brass
15” x 15” x 1.5”

HX-18 P. 59
2016 
Brass, painted wood, and aluminum
17.25” x 14.875” x 1.5”
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SQ-26 P. 61
2016 
Patina brass and stainless steel
15” x 15” x 1.5”

HX-19 P. 63
2016 
Steel, brass, and wood
17.25” x 14.875” x 1.5”

HX-10 P. 65
2016 
Wood, stainless steel, and brass
17.25” x 14.875” x 1.5”

SQ-17 P. 67
2016 
Aluminum
12” x 12” x 1.5”

SQ-28 P. 69
2016 
Wood
10.625” x 10.625” x 1.5”
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Paul O’Connor 
photo by Sophia Loulou O’Connor
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