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EMERGENCY RESPONSE: Sculptor Paul Villinski sits before his work in progress. It will be 
in an art exhibition in New Orleans next year. He asks: Why not deploy artists to disaster sites? 

Our trash is this 
artist's treasure 
Paul Villinski is turning 
a FEMA-style trailer 
into a studio (and beer 
cans into butterflies), 
By PAUL LIEBERMAN 
Times SIqJ! Wriler 

LONG ISLAND CITY, NY. 
- Paul Villinski is not sure why 
he is obsessed with salvaging 
discarded objects and trans­
fonning them, but that's long 
been his MO as an artist: He 
takes discarded beer cans and 
turns them into wall displays of 
colorful buttcrnies; he takes 
work gloves left in the gutter 
and stitches them into giant 
wings, the gloves' lingers nut-

tering like feathers; and when 
he was in nood-ravaged New 
Orleans In 2006, he roamed the 
streets looking through the 
trash people carted out of ru­
ined homes and coUected their 
warped old records, then began 
working with those too. 

But New Orleans also in­
spired a more ambitious sal­
vage job - the transformation 
of a discarded government 
trailer, the sort that the Fed­
eral Emergency Management 
Agency had bought by the tens 
of thousands for use as tempo~ 
rary shelters after Hurricane 
Katrina, then scrapped be­
cause t hey contained toxic 
fumes. Villinski has gutted a 30-
foot Oulfstream trailer here in 

[See Villinski, Page E22J 
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and manipulates the aluminum into butterflies. 

There's beauty 
in recycling 
I Villinski,/romPage Ell 
the Socrates Sculpture Park. 
just across the East River from 
Manhattan, and is turning it 
into a self-sustaining ~Emer­

gency Response StudioH that 
would enable an artist to set up 
shop in a disaster zone such as 
New Orleans while spotlighting 
the ~absurd on many levels" 
waste in the government's 
emergency housing program in 
the Gulfregion. 

Indeed, the project is des­
tined for that area, as part of 
~Prospect.l New Orleans, H a bi­
ennial exhibition opening Nov. 
1 of works by dozens of artists. 
many inspired by the hurricane 

and its aftermath: Los Angeles' 
Mark Bradford is building a 
wooden ark, using the shell ofa 
deserted home; Jamaica-born 
Nari Ward is creating a new ver­
sion of a bulldozed church that 
was in a converWd boxing ling, 
embracing the two symbols of 
self-empowerment; and Wan­
gechi Mutu, originally from 
Kenya. is creating a ~ghost 

house~ where a local woman 
was cheated by a contractor, 
who built a foundation, then 
absconded with her money. 

~We'll have paintings too, 
pretty paintings, sad paintings 
and a lot of pnotography.~ said 
Dan Cameron, a former cum-
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'SOLSTICE': Villinski's beer can butte7jlies treniform refuse into beauty. Butterflies he has madefrom vinyl records will be 
shown at the Museum of Art and Design in New York in an installation titled "the soundtrack of his life," beginning in September. 

tor at Manhattan's New Muse­
um who is organizing the show 
with support from the Andy 
Warhol Foundation, among 
others. 

The 48-year-old Villinski be­
gan his career asa painter, then 
segued into three-dimensional 
work. The son of an Air Force 
navigator who had the family 
constantly on the move, he fi~­
ures his interest in discarded 
objects may have stemmed 
from ~a kind of feeling of low 
self-esteem. I actually felt I 
didn't deserve things that were 
tenific out of t he box ... . " Vil­
linski doesn't get too deep with 
this sort of speculation, howev­
er, noting that before the beer 
cans and old gloves, "I rescued 

British sports cars for a while.~ 
His lott home and studio is 

in a four-story brick building 
that once housed three mem­
bers of the Talking Heads rock 
band. On a recent day, his as­
sistant was putting coats of lu­
minous blue paint on some of 
the ~beer can butterflies" that 
will adorn a wall at acompany's 
offices in Oakland. Villinski 
turned the records he found in 
New Orleans into buttertlies 
too, then started doing the 
same with his own LP collec­
tion, taking t he vinyl that once 
played Fleetwood Mac and 
Jimmy Cliff and warping it into 
the delicate symbols of trans­
formation. SOme of the butter­
flies are attached by wires to 

oid .turntables, so they revolve, 
part of an installation nhe 
soundtrack of his life") des­
tined for the Museum of Art 
and Design's new building 
opening in September on Co­
lumbus Circle in Manhattan. 

Waste not. want not 
The studio also had pieces 

of balsa wood laid out on a ta­
ble, what had been the model 
for his trailer project until a 
parks employee cutting the 
grass at the sculpture park ran 
into it wit h his lawn mower 
while Vi!linski was out of town. 
"I got back last night and have 
been sorting through what's 
lett," he said before setting out 
for the riverside site that was 
an illegal dump until sculptor 
Mark dl Swero led a campaign 
to put it to better use. 

Villinski's "Emergency Re­
sponse Studio" is one of 16 
projects displayed there, or be­
ing created, as part of an envi­
ronmentally themed "Waste 

Not, Want Not" show. His trail­
er is not actua1ly one of the 
143,123 FEMA bought from sev­
eral manufacturers for $2.7 bil­
lion after Katrina, though Vil­
Iinski did try to get one ofthose 
through a General Accounting 
Office website that was auc­
tioning them olf. But the gov­
ernment stopped the sale, and 
started buying the sold trailers 
back, because of the problem 
that turned t he program into a 
fiasco - formaldehyde fumes 
from glues usee! to secure rugs, 
plywood and ot her compo­
nent s. 

Just this month, New Orle­
ans officials said that on July 1 
they will begin enforcing an or­
dinance prohibiting residents 
from continuing to live in the 
temporary shelters, nearly 
5,000 of which remain in use in 
the city. 

Villinskl thus had to settle 
for a similar trailer, from the 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, 
which was disposing this one 
through the GAO site after us­
ing it in Delaware, where it had 
been abandoned and taken 
over by a weasel and small ro­
dent s. ~It cost $5,015, which was 
a premium price considering 
the condition," he said. 



He has gutted the inside 
and cut through the aluminum 
siding to create a Mslide-out~ 

with thermal panes. Another 
wall will become a drop-down 
deck while the now-cramping 
roof will give wa:; to a 9~-foot­
wide geodesic dome. l<'arther 
above will be a towering mast 
supporting a wind turbine that, 
along with solar panels, will 
provide power for the trailer. 
The insulation? It's recycled 
denim, scrops left over from 
when they make blue jeans. 

Emergency art 
It will be a busy summer for 

Villinski and a volunteer, a man 
who was visiting the sculpture 
park and olIered to help get the 
"olI-the-grid" trailer ready for 
the ll-week show in New Orle­
ans. While ViUinski sees it as a 
commentary on the govern­
ment's wastefulness, he also 
makes the case that just as the 
public needs medical workers 
and other emergency crews at 
d isaster scenes, there should 
be a way w embed artists, whu 
"could inspire hope or an-out­
of-the-box way of getting out of 
trus.M 

He also sees his trailer as a 
prototype, suggesting a way 
FEMA could salvage all those 
trailers destined for the scrop 
heap, Malthough it is a rather ri­
d iculous amount of work to gut 
the thing and start rebuilding 
it.M 

Another thought came to 
Villinski as he stood outside the 
flimsy hull of the gutted trailer. 

"I've gone through dilJerent 
disciplines, but there is some 
kind of fanatic connection be­
tween the things I'm doing. In a 
sense this FEMA trailer is just 
A ""A\\V hi.,. hPPr "An T'm t.rR""'_ 
fonning into something of 
beauty.M 
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