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An interview by Samuel Staples

Allimages courtesy of the artist and Galerie Bucholz
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So, | wanted to begin by talking about your MFA show at
CalArts - these works, among other early works, were
shown in the exhibition “Featuring 13 Flamboyant Fiends”
at Galerie Buchholz in Berlin last year. I'd never seen them
before, but they seem to almost foreshadow many of your
later themes like object-idealization and desire.

Thatwas basically if you'll remember, well, before you were born...
A'lot of early VCRs didn't have a way to pause and so polaroids
aimed at the TV were like an early form of screen-capture. This
was literally like chasing the dirty or the sexy parts of early Tom
Cruise movies with a polaroid and a VCR with no pause. So yeah..
Glutton for punishment.

At that point | was a recovering addict in my 20's, and it was the
early version of what occurs in some ofthe newervideos that were
in the Berlin show. There's a sequence in one of the videos that's
of Alain Delon from Purple Noon (1960) where he's shopping in a
fish market but 've made a kind of maskin front of that footage of
different teenage girls' bedrooms plastered with posters, and the
newer X-rated version of that, which would be goon caves, and
that's something that threads in and out of the work a lot. In grad
school | used to refer to it as a kind of Kafka/Baudelaire dynamic
because | was a very affected young grad student - the way that
Baudelaire always talks about statues as being incredibly sexy
but blind to their admirers, and Kafka's relationship to a young
woman named Felice Bauer, in which he kind of tormented her
by not showing up... He couldn't deal with being liked or found
attractive. So there's a kind of masochistic idolatry aspect to a lot
of work, even up until now.

Can you describe the atmosphere at CalArts in the lead-up
to your MFA show? What kind of ideas or references were
you exploring for that show?

I'had Mike Kelley for one semester which was incredible, | was
his TA. My favourite was Doug Huebler, who kind of took me under
his wing. If you know Huebler's work - it's this kind of parody of
conceptual and duration work. But just an amazing man at the
end of his teaching career. So it was that combination of Doug's

Je voulais commencer en parlant de ton exposition de MFA a Ca-
IArts - ces ceuvres, parmi dautres débuts, ont été montrées dans
[exposition Featuring 13 Flamboyant Fiends a la Galerie Buchholz a
Berlin l'année derniere. Je ne les avais jamais vues auparavant, mais
elles semblent presque annoncer beaucoup de tes themes ultérieurs
comme [idéalisation de [objet et le désir.
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Peux-tu décrire Iatmosphere a CalArts dans la préparation de ton
exposition de MFA 7 Quelles idées ou références explorais-tu pour
ceshow?
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depth, Mike's breadth and a kind of leshian and gay thing that
was going on there. My friend Tony Greene had just graduated,
and another friend Doug Ischar and of course Cathy Opie and |
were roommates during and after CalArts. So there was a kind of
new gay thing in the midst of the AIDS crisis. It was also reading
Dennis Cooper for the first time.

Which brings us to Dennis - | was reading about the show
you worked on together at LACE the other day, Against Na-
ture: A Group Show of Work by Homosexual Men - which
challenged the representational frameworks proposed
by Douglas Crimp and other like-minded critics during the
AIDS pandemic.

Thatwas ‘88 | guess? Luckily there have been some reevaluations
about that show since then, recently Ryan Mangione wrote a
re-gvaluation for Texte Zur Kunst about what the East Coast was
doing with AIDS activism vs us on the West Coast. There were
other voices that | was beginning to learn about and admire as
wellas the band Coil, and the first Gary Indiana books | read which
inspired a kind of bitch alternative to NY's prescriptions about art
inthe time of AIDS.

I had a friend who was dying of AIDS, and he didn't want to make
bus bench ads for safe sex. He wanted to engage in what would
be quote-unquote “unhealthy behaviour,” he didn't care to be a
positive role model, he wanted to engage in his fantasies before
he died. That man was Tony Greene of course. And he really affec-
ted me. Dennis of course had his own views having been around
New York. So that was the show. A range of gay practices falling
outside the prescriptions of October magazine, one that could be
abit skulky and goth-minded if need be.

How did your early work navigate or resist the dominant
narratives in art school at the time? Did you feel in dia-
logue with the queer or punk scenes of the early ‘80s?

| remember there were questions like, really kind of kindergarten
questions like - what's the role of men in feminism? Do S&M rela-
tionships reify heteronormative dynamics? All this stuff that we
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Ce qui nous amene a Dennis - je lisais autre jour a propos de [expo
que vous avez montée ensemble au LACE, Against Nature: A Group
Show of Work by Homosexual Men - qui contestait les cadres de
représentation proposés par Douglas Crimp et dautres critiques du
méme bord durant la pandémie du sida.

portement malsain »,  ne

Comment ton travail précoce naviguait-il ou résistait-il aux récits
dominants & [école d'art & [époque ? Te sentais-tu en dialogue avec
les scénes queer ou punk du début des années 80 ?
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consider really kind of silly now. But those were the rough for-
mations. There was Simon Watson, who was doing things in New
York- or at least one thing - called erotophobia which was a big
show and eventually a night of readings, which Dennis was invol-
ved in. There was this subculture - which wasn't called queer yet
necessarily - but of gay and lesbian and trans people - we didn't
believe bisexuals existed at the time, though now we have plenty
of evidence there. | don't know if there was so much a queer sub-
culture as much as there was a grand acceptance for these new
radicals that were opening up about sexuality.

The haunted house works - particularly The Last House
(2010) - conjure dread, domesticity and desire in such a
charged way. Where did that body of work originate for
you?

Initially it felt like a very perverse thing to do. | liked the idea of
making them, | thought that that would be a good thing for repu-
tation. Maybe I'm just very self-consciously myth-making. They
were so kind of slow and contemplative, each piece of clapboard
is handpainted. There are different aspects to them, when | made
the first pieces | was looking at quite a it of archaic smile - ear-
ly Greek sculpture. How to enliven a figure before contrapposto
was invented - you can alter the face and bring to it some kind
of consciousness or the appearance of consciousness. There
was an idea of a kind of vacuous emptiness or shell, that was
seductive like the stiff body of the archaic smile. But there's
another aspect- | just did an interview with Bruce Hainley for the
Vienna catalogue, and | was discussing how | would string the
Christmas lights inside the houses and just sty at the studio at
night and kind of gaze into them, not as cinema but something
similar.. there’s this partially occluded light coming at you that
has this sort of mesmerizing quality. People don't see them that
way necessarily, but that's my experience of them, and | think it
does carry.

| think they do stand in for so many things... Do you see
the haunted house as a metaphor? Is it a stand-in for the
psyche, the queer body or something else entirely? The
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Les euvres des maisons hantées - en particulier The Last House
(2010) - évoquent leffroi, la domesticité et le désir de maniere tel-
lement chargée. Dol test venue cette série ?
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Je pense quelles représentent tant de choses.. Est-ce que tu vois
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The Last House, 2010, altered dollhouses and parts, black gesso,acrylic, various materials, lighting and table, 226 x 91.4x 91.4cm
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Last House in particular feels like an almost collapsing
architecture - not just literally but symbolically. Were you
thinking about the American decline or even a post-AIDS
disintegration of certain cultural fantasies?

They were done near around the same time as another project
called Urbis Paganus that was looking at everything from ancient
to classical Greece to Rome and the many copies of Greek sculp-
ture that were scattered throughout Rome. That was entirely a
research project, where | ended up wondering why the backsides
of sculptures were there when one would only ever approach or
view the sculptures from their front, yet the back is fully realized
- s that a naivete of the Greco-Roman mindset or is that a kind
of business up front party out back allegory of the body's uses
and abuses? That factored into wanting to make a haunted house
which didn't necessarily have a primary presentation side, or did,
but had very interesting profiles and backsides and different por-
tals to wander into.

The inkjet prints of decapitated male model heads are
iconic and disturbing. What initially led you to that subject
and process?

| think | was pretty early on the internet. My longterm roommate
was a graphic designer so we had photoshop in the house. It was
really like trying to download porn on a 56k modem and then
wanting to do something with it that wasn't just masturbating.
Those were the first screengrabs, so there's a kind of dumb tech-
nological thing about them where | was just fucking around.

But I also found that whether it was a screengrab or vintage gay
magazine picture or even fashion... playing around in photoshop
| ended up giving fashion models black eyes and things like that.
| thought I'm just using this as a kind of ugly-making machine - is
there something else this can do? | needed the uglier, the horrar,
the comedic horror which is just innate with me. But | wondered
ifl could kind of preserve the beauty but still have the horror and
the gore. | don't know how they look now to people but they're
pretty incredibly pixelated. There were certain colors that you
weren't able to get at that point with inkjet prints, red was one
of them you couldn't get very well so it was a real trial and er-
ror. There's a kind of stumbling into not knowing the technology
and to making work as you're beginning to learn the technology.

la maison hantée comme une métaphore ? Comme un substitut de
la psyché, du corps queer ou dautre chose encore ? The Last House
en particulier semble étre une architecture presque en train de sef-
fondrer - pas seulement littéralement mais symboliquement. Pen-
sais-tu au déclin américain ou méme a une désintégration post-sida
de certains fantasmes culturels ?
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Lesimpressions jet d'encre de tétes décapitées de mannequins mas-
culins sont emblématiques et troublantes. Qu'est-ce qui ta amené a
ce sujet et a ce procédé au départ ?
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Which is very similar to Al now.

It became important once | started playing around with videos
to kind of bring back those things and both add to them but also
reveal the sources of them. It turned out that Al was also not very
good at blood like the inkjet prints, and part of that i the censor,
it's so beyond puritan and overcompensatingly prohibitive the
"community guidelines" of most Al programs. So part of the pro-
cessis to kind of trick it into making blood.

The way that | work, | usually gravitate towards something and
wonderto myself- now why are you interested inthat? It's a ques-
tion to myself basically that viewers either get to or are burdened
with my journey through certain things. But | reach a plateau in
making them where | become comfortable enough with a me-
dium or idea. Then the work begins to compel all the research and
so getting fairly adequate with a kind of subject then what Im
able to do with the technology then feeds back into and charges
the research so it becomes a kind of proliferation machine with
a fascination of mine driving it until one day it just kind of peters
out, usually with hardly any conclusion.

There's a cold flatness to these works - like a forensic gaze
- but also a deep erotism. There's something Artaudian in
your use of the male body; displayed, exalted then des-
troyed or decapitated.

Spurt of Blood, early Artaud (1925). It could actually not be per-
formed on stage; it required special effects that didn't exist at
that time. Hijikata too, the fascination
with him started out with the fact that
he used collages of Western artists in
order to kind of brainwash his dancers
into scenarios which would not only
initiate a certain kind of non-formalised
movement but also would creep them out! So its like look at this
Bacon and fuck it being great art, here's Man with Two Faces, can
you do that?

with Butoh and the work of Tatsumi Hijikata in particu-
lar. In Butoh, the body often appears disarticulated or
possessed, which recalls your severed-head prints and
haunted sculptures.

Most of the biggest questions | had have been clarified within a
year of me completing the first phase of the Butoh project by the
scholar Bruce Baird who wrote a book called Hijikata Tatsumi and
Butoh: Dancing in a Pool of Gray Grits. Baird had been working on
this project for many years and a lot of the questions that | had
- is it about the Atom Bomb? No. Is there a reason why Hijkata
mentions Genet as a role model? Eventually Bruce and | spoke
together and it became a perfect excuse to go back and read all
of Genet with Hijikata in mind. Thwarting or upending the Genet |
already knew by trying tofind Hijikata's interest in there.

What | eventually also discovered, Hijikata had a close friend Tat-
suhiko Shibusawa that was the translator into English of writers
such as the Marquis de Sade, and numerous other french works
that all had a kind of perverse or decadent twist. He was a big fan
of Hans Bellmer, and we see that in Hijikata's work. He's gaing to
Shibusawa’s house and he's seeing and getting excited by these
obscene and forbidden things - this is him being obsessed with
something, and misusing something - which | think is something
that | also do, which is abuse the source material in order to me-

| think | was

pretty early on the internet.
My longterm roommate was a
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Your work often evokes the body as a site of ruin, transfor- th e h 0 u Se. It WaS rea I =
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'y a une froideur plate dans ces ceuvres - comme un regard mé-
dico-légal - mais aussi un profond ératisme. Ton usage du corps
masculin a quelque chose dArtaudien : exhibé, exalté puis détruit
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Ton travail évoque souvent Ie corps comme lieu de ruine, de transfor-
mation et d'exces. Je mintéresse a tes premieres rencontres avec le
Butoh et particulirement avec le travail de Tatsumi Hijikata. Dans le
Butoh, le corps apparait souvent désarticulé ou possédé, ce qui rap-
pelle tes impressions de tétes tranchées et tes sculptures hantges.

de mon prv sur h 0
i m tsumi and Butoh

e que m
i: mv u< h h chire

Dol te vient ta fascination de longue date pour Antonin Artaud ?
Artaud parlait lui aussi du corps comme d'un site d'insurrection,
quelque chose a défaire et a refaire.
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ditate onit- rip it apart in order to investigate and speculate and
build on it somehow.

Where did your long-term fascination with Antonin Artaud
come from? Artaud of course similarly talked about the
body as a site of insurrection, something to be undone and
remade.

| think that many young people with a lot to rage against find Ar-
taud at some point. 've had the big Susan Sontag-edited book on
my bookshelf since 1983 and I've moved 18 times since? Early on in
the project | met with Sylvere Lotringer, the long-time editor and
publisher of Semiotexte. | was just at the cusp of being interested
in Artaud and he was very insightful. He hadn't released his Mad
like Artaud book yet but he resolved some questions that | had -
my idea is that basically Artaud is a kind of con-man. Yes things
are believable, and yes he did suffer from various forms of mental
illness, but | think also part of his personality is that he was a
hustler - not in the prostitute way but in a kind of carnival-barker
way. He would often raise money to do a project then totally shoot
up with it. That became interesting to me, but also more recently
the drawings from the last three years of his life, many of which
he was institutionalized during. Since you're in Paris, go to the
Pompidou and see them, that's where they all are.

| think that many

When | went there for the first time they had all of them set out on
tables for me and | didn't know whether to pass- out or mastur-
bate. Being able to see how hard he pressed into the paper.

It's not delicate.

He's very resolved about this shape and there’s hardly any era-
sing - he's really definitively outlining stuff. | think they're games,
just like he's also really playing with the psychiatrists. The stories
are rife where he sees a pregnant nurse and he spits three times
after seeing her. | think he's drawing them in a public area and
they're a kind of communication device and probably a new form
of plays.

What are you working on right now?

The main thing 'm working on is the Kunsthalle Vienna show
which opens in late November. It's largely focused on the thing
we haven't talked about and that's painting. The work is from 2018
forward mostly. It's semi-retrospective but primarily paintings,
and a couple of projects you know about: part of the Forest Bess
project, part of the Antonin Artaud project, part of the Butoh/Tat-
sumi Hijikata project as well as some relatively new videos.

The videos are made for short attention-spans which comes a
little bit from my own viewing habits but also years of teaching
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students who wanted to show a three hour long video in a 45
minute critique. They're seductive because of the sexiness and i
think there is a kind of recognizability aspect that factors into my
appropriating usually well-known figures like Timothee Chalamet
or Justin Bieber that pulls you in first because of recognizability,
but then | change and morph it through sound or movement or
something unexpected happening then | think | get you there but
just for two minutes. It's become fun, It started by trying to hide
porn on instagram. | don't see myself making videos for years, I've
started painting again.

So painting is your focus now?

| think painting might always be the focus. Now that i say that it
probably won't be true tomorrow..

By the time this is published it won't be.




disembodied zombie george white, 1997, inkjet print, in artist frame, 119.4x 91.4 cm (framed: 138 x105.5 cm)
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