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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on March 7, 2005.

Dorothy F. Graham, born in Brooklyn, New York,
says she felt her creative urges early. She recalls that she
was always good with her hands—dyeing wool and mak-
ing rugs as a child—but she is certain that her interest in art
began with gardening. Living all her life in the New York
City area, she was surrounded by many excellent art
schools, such as the New School and Parsons School of
Design, so it was easy for her to take classes. She started
with clay, but the person who set her on her path in
sculpture was her mentor, Philip Pavia, a powerful force in
mid-century art, who recently died at age 94. He encour-
aged her to cut stone and gave her the confidence she
needed to work her way through it.

After receiving her doctorate in psychology at Ye-
shiva University in 1978, Graham began her practice as a
psychotherapist. Later, Graham studied in Pietrasanta, the
lovely Tuscan town whose quarry provided Michelangelo
with the marble for his famous sculpture David (1504). The
mountains surrounding Pietrasanta look as though they are
covered with snow, which, according to Graham, is actu-
ally white marble—the same marble that Michelangelo
literally rolled down the mountain. Graham returned to
Manhattan with a new state of mind; as she says, “I felt like
an artist.” Her time in Italy resulted in a new emotional
state as well as a large horse head that sits proudly in her
home.

There is an artistic tradition in Graham’s family and
several sculptors in her family tree. Her maternal grandfa-
ther was a cabinetmaker in Russia, and he made the czar a
prize-winning desk that sat in Yalta Palace. Graham reports
that she has always felt closer to people who are artists.
When she was seeing patients (all of her professional life),
she felt an alliance with the painters, actors, and other
artists among them. As an artist herself, she was able to
understand what they were going through in the difficult
times when their work was blocked. Now retired from
practice, Graham says she misses seeing patients, but she
feels that sculpting is more creative. She plans to devote the
rest of her life to art, but it will not all be devoted to
working with stone. Even though sculpting is her passion,
she plans to spend several months this year at Lake Como
in Italy, learning to paint en plein air.

Graham says that in becoming a sculptor, she had to
develop communication with the substance. She can see

something in a piece of rock. For example, one of her
sculptures—a Cheshire cat—was there in the rock from the
beginning, distorted but there. “You have to be very careful
to get your piece,” she warns. And you have to know your
stone. Vermont marble is very different from Carrara mar-
ble—the Vermont marble is more crumbly; the Carrara
marble, very tight. Alabaster is the easiest to cut. She does
not need power tools to cut alabaster, but it is the most
brittle and is likely to break along fault lines. Graham is
studying at the Art Students League and is receiving the
formal art school training that she craves. Nominated for
the National Arts Club, she had to pass oral and written
examinations to be admitted. Her membership in this pres-
tigious organization provides her with the support and peer
recognition that she has worked so hard over so many years
to earn.

When asked about the sculpture Empathy, which is
shown on the cover of this issue, Graham said, “I just
wanted to sculpt a male and female figure. It is not quite
abstract, but a contemporary art figure.” The larger and
stronger male figure is offering support, and the female
figure is seeking support. Graham wanted children in the
piece, too, but there was no room in the stone. She wanted
it to be about the empathic relationship—giving and re-
ceiving. The garments are merely suggested to allow a
force to flow between the two figures. Graham is reminded
of the empathy in the therapeutic relationship that she feels
is so essential for a connection to the patient. In fact, she
believes that this is the most important aspect of the ther-
apeutic relationship, and she thinks both must feel it. With-
out the closeness that empathy brings, there is distance.

Empathy moved very slowly, taking six months to
complete. Cutting is only the beginning. She started with a
point, then a claw or compressor, a flat chisel, and, for the
final polishing, a stone, rasp, and sandpaper. She completes
perhaps three sculptures a year, working four to five hours
a day on her pieces. She observed that there are not many
stone sculptors, because it is a hard way to make a living—
one cannot charge for all the hours it takes to finish a large
work. When asked how she feels about Empathy, she
replied that it still pleases her and gives her a comfortable
feeling when she looks at it. Viewers can take a similar
pleasure in this work of art that emerged from the marble.
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