A PROFILE IN COURAGE AND CREATIVITY

Gary Spradling, a Pioneer Williamsburg Artist who suffers from ALS
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This story is about a fellow artist who is on a voyage of discovery regarding his body, his mind and his will - a voyage he did not seek and would not have wanted. But that is the curse and gift he has received from fate.

Gary Spradling, was born in Springfield Missouri in 1951. In 1973 he received a BFA from Southwest Missouri State University, and in 1975 an MFA from the Rinehart School of Sculpture, The Maryland Institute, College of Art, Baltimore Maryland. In 1978 he arrived in Williamsburg, a pioneer resident artist. It was, he says, “the wild,wild west.”  To this day there remains a bullet hole beside the front door where he has lived for the past 26 years. Gangs roamed the streets shooting guns and this bullet hole is a stray bullet from one of those random shootings. He also found a bullet on the roof.

 In 1997, through the Parsons School of Design, he was invited to teach 3-Dimensional Design and Model-making at a new school called The Center for Advanced Design in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia for 18 months. During the school breaks he traveled extensively to China, Bali, Java, Borneo, Vietnam, Thailand, Japan, Hong Kong, Singapore, Australia, and Nepal, engaging in exotic experiences such as riding elephants and observing the sky becoming blackened by millions of bats pouring from caves. He even stayed with the Iban tribe, headhunters, who kept several human skulls on a rack in the long house. After he returned to New York in 1998, he became increasingly fatigued. After seeing a neurologist on June 5th, 2000, he was diagnosed with ALS, Lou Gehrigs disease. ALS paralyzes the muscles and causes death, usually in 3 to 5 years. Gary is in a wheel chair today and speaks to us through a computer voice like the famous cosmologist Stephen Hawkings who also suffers from ALS.

 I will never forget my first meeting with Gary. I believe it was sometime in the year 2000 when he came to the WAH Center with his friend (later found to be his assistant) to show me his portfolio. The voluminous portfolio was like a world encyclopedia, telling a visual story of ones inner voyage. There were countless documentations of his psyche, the transitions of states of mind and body. Because he is a prolific artist, his art nicely fits into quite different thematic shows, and so he has shown quite a few times at the WAH Center. This was a time when Gary was fully ambulatory and able to walk up the stairs to our other floors. In the years since, I have watched his decline, and have read his numerous poems, and listened to his poems in the WAH Centers Poetry Series. . He says his poems began to come to him in visions as he woke from deep sleep in the early morning hours when he was first diagnosed with ALS .

Meanwhile, Gary continues to be a prolific artist and, since his diagnosis, has created 48 works of art and written to date 167 poems which he hopes to publish in three or four volumes. All of his art and writings now deal with matters of life and death, the eternal duality, and especially with time, since this artist has so much to say and there is so little of that important commodity for all of us.

Gary says in his statement dated April 6, 2004,  “My Illness has magnified my philosophic vision. I am intensely examining the ideas of life and death. Art is a system one can incorporate to investigate consciousness. Artwork is a documentation of that investigation.” The last two lines are his definition of art in his 1975 MFA thesis. Gary says those lines mean more to him now than when he wrote them 29 years ago. And he commented further, “...art is a lifelong process of discovery, interrupted by death.”

Some of the artwork he created before his illness seems prophetic, to say the least. He once took a photo of a family posing around one member in a wheelchair, a paraplegic victim of gang violence. Gary pasted his own enlarged face over the image of the victim. This collage sits in his studio today, an eerie premonition of what he has become. What might have seemed humorous at the time is now an astounding prophecy! “Be careful what you visualize,” Gary says.

 Gary had always been a hands on artist, an artist of consummate craftsmanship and skill. Today those hands can do little and he can barely move his fingertips to press the button through which he operates his computer voice. “Today,” says Gary, “all my art is conceptual.” He creates his art by describing what he needs to Michelle Spencer, his partner, whom I consider his angel, and she, or artist friend Yoshiko Kanai, will get the materials and follow his instructions. But this process is no different than what many artists do today. They are not hands on but describe ideas to assistants who do the work. In fact Gary’s disability has not interfered with his creativity except that the daily ministrations to his ALS needs are sometimes time consuming or tedious. And yet he is still energized and excited about new ideas, and he has so many projects that his assistants cannot keep up with them. Gary’s triumph over adversity through his tremendous strength of will is indeed a profile in courage and creativity to be admired.

 Right now Gary has a need for an art assistant/personal care assistant. If there is anyone who reads this article who would like to work for a wonderful inspiring person of philosophical bent, this is an opportunity. Call him at (718) 599-2859.
