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INTRO: This evening it's my pleasure, for all of you, I feel, in welcoming Rudy. He'll be here,
after next week, with us the rest of the summer. So I feel that we're all lucky he's coming. I don't
know if any of you have met him yet, but he means a lot to a lot of artists, in the past and in the
present. So we're all very lucky.

It's a little difficult for me. I started thinking about where to begin. Today I was looking at what
Rudy has done in his life and what he's doing now, and it's rather overwhelming. He's been
called a lot of different things. Some of them are, I think, interesting. One of the best comments I
read was by John Ashbury, who called him -- what was it now? -- a subterranean monument. [He
chuckles] I think that, truthfully, he's much more than that. Right now he is a photographer, a
filmmaker, a painter, and also a performance artist. He came to New York when he was twenty
years old, and he has lived in the heart of the art world for the rest of this time. He's worked with
practically -- We already had evidence of Rudy's gifts when Lee was here. If you remember, she
was moving through her talk, showing what I considered to be very powerful, moving pieces, but
somehow, I kept thinking, "These slides just aren't doing her justice. Something's missing"
Because I've seen them. All of a sudden she said, "Oh, yes. I have this photograph that Rudy
Burckhardt did of my work in my studio." If you remember, when it came on, things became
very clear. I feel she could have shown that slide and talked to us, and that would have been
enough. I think if you check into a lot of the history of a lot of painters and sculptors, you'd
probably find a similar photograph.

So, that alone is enough. Rudy could not do another thing. But then you move on to his own
work, his own photographs. I remember seeing some photographs of his before I ever met him,
of these figures walking somewhere in the city, people walking, looking at the date and realizing
-- I thought, "Oh, he's making some kind of comment on Giacometti's pieces" -- the ones of
people walking in the flat, open squares. No, it's the same date, on two different continents.



I saw some photographs he made of rooftops in New York, done in the '40s, and it looked like
the primary structure show at the Jewish Museum in 1965. So there's a simple fact of clarity of
vision that very few artists in this country have achieved, whether they're painters, photographers
or filmmakers. I think that is evident enough. If one wants to get into why he isn't more
celebrated, I think that's changing. A year and a half ago he had a retrospective of his films at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York City. He had a complete, fifty-year survey of his
photographs in Houston, Texas a few months ago. So the world has finally opened its eyes to
something that, frankly, I'm shocked when I read that he's unknown, because every artist I know
of knows his work. To me he's so known that it seems like a ridiculous subject. But I imagine it
isn't to Rudy.

One of the experiences I had that was very pleasant was seeing a film he did in collaboration
with Joseph Cornell about eight years ago. From that period on, I've said that it's my favorite film
-- above Rambo and whatever. [Chuckling] Then -- I think this is very important for all of you to
realize -- how much he's meant to other artists and how much he still means, to so many people.
There's something about the creative spirit and Rudy. They mesh.

I was at St. Mark's this winter, on New Year's Eve, where they have a lot of readings and so
forth. All of a sudden there's Rudy, in a bathrobe, reading Shakespeare. A beautiful woman is
dancing behind him -- I really don't want to give the idea that we're introducing history here.
We're introducing an artist who is working now, and is very important.

I guess, with that, I'll welcome Rudy. [Applause]

RUDY BURKHARDT: I was born in Basel, Switzerland, in 1914, and lived through the First
World War without apparent damage. In school, I learned Latin, Greek, French, Math, and had
good marks in everything except drawing and singing. [Chuckling] So, I realized that I could
neither sing nor draw. When I wanted to make pictures of things, I discovered, I turned to

photography, where the lens of a camera does the drawing for you, instead of your own, clumsy
hand.

I went wandering about in London and Paris, taking photos of ordinary but strange-to-me sights
and people in the streets. At the same time I was making a half-hearted attempt to study
medicine. | vaguely wanted to be an artist of some kind, but I came back to Basel and was really
just floundering, depressed, not knowing what I was going to do next. I vaguely felt I wanted to
leave Switzerland but I didn't seem to have the energy to go ahead and do it. But then I met
Edwin Denby, an American poet and dancer, in Basel, Switzerland. We became great friends,
and in 1935, at age twenty-one, I joined him in New York. Right away I felt this was the pace
where | wanted to stay -- far enough away from Switzerland -- and I wanted to become an
American and a novelist.

I was lucky enough to have inherited money enough to live on for several years, so I didn't need
a job, and I could spend my time looking around.

Do you want to start the first slide?



I was quite overwhelmed by the grandeur and the ceaseless energy of New York, the tremendous
difference in scale between the soaring buildings and the tiny people, moving about in the
streets. It took, actually, a couple of years before I felt ready to start making photos.

I started with details, setting up a view camera on a tripod, in front of building entrances,
standpipes, candy stores, barber shops and other things. I think Mondrian's

influence -- because at that time I had just seen the right-angle paintings by him -- I think they
influenced me, slightly, and I did simple, right-angle kinds of things. But I was also interested in
signs. When something struck me as funny or peculiar, I would take a photograph of it -- like a
candy store. Everything, everyday things that looked peculiar or funny to me.

Q: Do you remember what you thought was particularly funny about that?

A: No, I was just -- I liked the tiles. It was like modern art. It had these signs sticking on it. But I
wasn't particularly conscious of looking for things that looked like modern art. I just did things
that struck me as peculiar. But they were always everyday things. There was nothing -- no
special event happening.

At the same time, with a small, hand-held Leica camera, I snapped moments in the impersonal
space of midtown, of people moving against each other, or in traffic, doing their own
choreography, oblivious of each other, in relation to a sidewalk, a standpipe, or in relation to
each other. I liked the feeling that people didn't really know what they were doing. [Laughing]
Each one is separate, of these people. They all go to Macy's, but each one is intent on his own
idea of what he wants to do and where he wants to go. They form kind of a pattern in the
choreography, which is often more fun than I could have invented. If I had twenty-five extras,
and I'd say, "Okay, now you move here and there and you freeze in that moment," it would have
been ridiculous. I couldn't have done it. What people did on their own was actually much better,
and more surprising, anyway, to me, than if they had been directed.

Years later, Merce Cunningham said once that he was interested in this movement of people in
the street, where they move against each other, they never touch. They avoid colliding, barely,
and they do these patterns, they do their own choreography. Also, my pictures had no social
message whatever. At that time most photographers -- at least the ones I knew -- did photographs
of people, but there was a social comment. Either they were poor people and there was kind of a
social protest -- that people had to be poor. Everybody was Leftist at that time, pretty much.
Everybody I knew, at least. And of the few people who saw those early photos, Willem de
Kooning, who happened to be a next-door neighbor, liked them. Walker Evans found them
"precious"; not social-conscious enough. Edwin Denby said they were the only photos he's ever
seen with visual interest all over, and he wrote sonnets to go with some of them.

Then came the Second World War, and over three years in the army for me. Back in New York
again, I became aware of wider views, and various light in the street and on buildings. With a
square format camera, two and a quarter by two and a quarter -- which I liked because you didn't
have to make that awful decision "is it going to be horizontal or vertical" [chuckling -- I began to
climb high buildings; that is, I'd ask the elevator man -- There were no automatic elevators then,



so I went into these business buildings -- a twenty-story building, let's say, and asked for the
highest floor, with a firm voice. I pretended I had some business there. If I was lucky I'd go out
the elevator door, through a corridor, saw an exit door, pushed open another door, climbed the
flight of stairs, and emerged on a wide, flat roof, with exhilarating views on all sides, of other
buildings -- some higher, some lower, ornaments, water tanks, smoke, shadows, and tiny traffic,
way down in the canyons of the street.

Maybe I was reminded of the Swiss Alps, only, here, what is all around has been pieced together
by man -- innumerable, anonymous, busy creatures, who could have had no idea of what it
would all add up to. They had no idea that what they were building would add up to this.
Obviously, they couldn't have the slightest idea.

This is the Flatiron Building. This is also the Flatiron Building, in the snow.

Now these are a bunch of anonymous buildings. It's completely chaotic. Nobody designed it to
look that way. Each one built his own building -- each building was designed by somebody,
obviously -- but they had no idea what would be next to it, and what it would all add up to. One
thing I was fascinated with was, sometimes the bricklayers made these very Mondrian-like
designs on the side of a building. Not on the facade but on the side, which is sometimes just a
plain brick wall with a few windows. But sometimes they made these designs, and nobody
remembers them as artists but maybe they were. Who knows? I wasn't even sure whether it was
in the design of the architecture, or the bricklayer just decided to do that.

Okay. Now I'm going to show you a bunch more photographs. The water towers, the water tanks
on top of industrial buildings in New York -- If they're on Park Avenue they get camouflaged.
They build some kind of silly tower around it. But down there, in that section, they let them
stand there. I think they're lovely. They look like a beautiful kind of hat.

That has become an historic photograph, because that building isn't there anymore. That the
Times building, on Times Square. They stripped it all down, and took all the baroque stuff away
from it. They kept the structure -- the inside structure -- and finished it very plain.

Now these are some later photographs. They're a little more abstract than the ones just before.
This is a reflection in a puddle of the same old Flatiron building; a man stepping off a curb. It's
pretty abstract. These are more recent photographs. I actually hardly took any photographs for
quite a while, then I started again, in the '70s.

Now these are photographs of various places I've traveled to. This is Paris.

Paris, also.

Lottery tickets.

I saw that gigantic movie poster, and I waited across the street and took about six in a row, of
people walking in front of it. This was the last one of those five or six.



These are in Morocco, in "Tetuwan," Morocco, where people hated to have their pictures taken --
grownup people. They really didn't like it. The kids -- it was like an event for them, they enjoyed
it -- but they're fighting you, too. They're kind of ambiguous about it.

This is in Little Rock, Arkansas.
Somewhere else, in Alabama, I think.
Arkansas.

"Wincoma," Alabama.

This is a trip I took in 1948, on buses. I took buses, and I picked a destination from a map, or
anywhere. I didn't know where I was going to go. I just picked a destination, and took a bus to go
there.

Alabama. I remember I was walking around the colored neighborhood there, in Montgomery,
Alabama, with my camera, and people were giving me kind of not very friendly looks. A cop
came (a white cop, of course), and he said, "What are you doing here?" I said, "Oh, I'm just
walking around." He said, "Do your walking somewhere else." [Tittering]

This is "Viscana," in Italy. I remember that was a great moment. In "Aretso," it goes uphill, the
town. The old town, you go up these old cobblestone streets, climbing up the hill. Then you get
to the top and there's a little wall around it, and a cathedral, and you look down the other side and
there's another house -- maybe one farmhouse, half a mile away -- but no suburbs. I hope they
still don't have suburbs there. They probably do, now.

This is Venice -- a strange building. It's looking at you "with eyebrows." I did that for a short
time. I made up still-lifes. This is almost like making a painting. I put these things together, and
after a while I take a photograph of it. These are all things I picked up. Some I picked up in the
street, cheap things. There, in the middle, on the top, I wanted something else, but I didn't want
to hang something else on the wall, so I thought I'd make a hole in the wall. [Laughter]

This is the view from a room I had in Brooklyn. I had a small studio there. It was just, really, a
furnished room.

Now these are more recent things. In the last ten years I've been photographing nudes. This [ ? ] -
- This is Tina. Lucy. I imitate the Monet painting of the bar girl.

This is a figure with a New England quilt.

This is a nude in the city, and a nude in the country. [Laughter] This is also called After the
Hurricane, because -- That was about three or four years ago, and we had a hurricane in Maine,
in September. It broke down some enormous trees. The next summer I was here, and did these
photographs.



Yes. This is all the photographs. But soon after taking photographs, I soon found out that
photography was actually too fast, too instantaneous. You look around; perceive the situation as
a picture; the shutter of the camera clicks, and it's gone. Instant composition. It's not occupying,
like making a painting -- which develops as you're doing it, and cannot be a reproduction of what
you saw at one time, before you. But it turned out, having made photos first was a handicap.
(And, remember, I couldn't draw very well.) I had to unlearn the habit of instant composition.
For one year I studied with a French painter, Amedee Ozenfant, who had a school in New York.
He was a painter of the purist style, a very interesting, very articulate man. Everybody else I
knew was studying with Hans Hofmann, because of Abstract Expressionism, and he was a great
teacher. But for some reason I wanted to be different. At one time de Kooning offered to show
me a few things about painting. I went to his studio with a picture of New York buildings I was
working on, from a photograph. He took one look, crumpled up a piece of wrapping paper, put it
in the window where it deflected light in many facets, and said, "Why don't you try to paint
this?" "But," I said, "I want to paint something -- a subject -- that interests me. I don't want to
paint a piece of wrapping paper." He said, "Okay. If you know what you want to do, do it. Keep
on doing it." That was really stupid of me, because it was a great compliment that he even
offered to do it, because he never was teaching. It was a really missed opportunity. I guess I
didn't have the courage, or the energy, to really want to be a painter. Also, the artists I admired
most of all painted abstract, while I remained a hopeless realist. That's probably another
hangover from photography; that I couldn't do anything except realism. Because when you take
photographs, you make pictures of something you see in front of you. So I tried to do the same
thing in painting, and I found it very difficult.

Now this is one of my early paintings. I think that was before I studied with Ozenfant. I think I
was actually influenced most by the pictures of Gregorio Valdez, a Cuban, Primitive painter,
whom I knew in Key West, Florida, a long time ago. This is one of my own, too, an early one.

What is a Primitive painting? This is Gregorio Valdez. This is a painting I still have, and I never
got tired of it. It's titled The World is Mine (or, El Mundo es Mio). It's a very mysterious painting.
The background reminds me a little of a lake in Switzerland, with the Alps coming out of it, and
the dove on the woman's hand. She's strange. She seems to have sort of a '20s kind of haircut. He
may very well have copied it from something, from some illustration of some kind.

So what is a Primitive painting. It's a painting done without much skill, where the subject is more
important than how it is painted -- brought to a high degree of completion, without ambiguities,
as if it were the last and only painting ever made. There's a saying: "Once a Primitive, always a
Primitive." I'm afraid there's something to that. I've tried, over the years, to become more fluid
and painterly, but often the result tends to be mediocre -- acceptable, but showing a lack of
concentration, or conviction. But I'm sure trying.

Of course, realism has been painted for hundreds of years, with great skill, in many styles. For
example, at present what comes to mind are people like Richard Estes and his almost painfully
detailed photo-realism. Philip Pearlstein, who never uses photographs, but works from models
and paraphernalia he sets up in his studio. Then my favorite, Rackstraw Downes, who carefully
chooses a site, then steadily works in front of it, whenever the weather and the season is right,
even if it takes him two years to finish a painting. Sometimes (but only sometimes) it seems to



me the only real, logical way of making a picture. This is one of Rackstraw Downes's paintings,
which is not Primitive, but it's brought to a higher degree of completion. There's no ambiguity.
He doesn't do any shortcuts. However long it takes him, that's what it is.

Now this is one of mine. I think this is the biggest painting I ever did. It's over six feet wide. I
remember having to paint all these bricks. I found I could only do about twenty bricks a day
[laughter], because if you keep doing bricks, it becomes automatic. And, actually, no two bricks
are exactly alike -- at least not in those buildings. I think I worked on that almost a year, this
painting. Then I divided my time between New York and Maine, where I've spent almost every
summer, for a long time, and I found it's not really that different. This is the chaos you find in the
woods. This is the kind of chaos that's in the city. Of course, painting woods' is in some ways
easier, because the drawing doesn't really matter so much, because nobody can tell, "Well, that
tree wasn't that thick," you know, or "that building is lopsided and leans over," or whatever. In
one way it's easier. But it's not uneasy to get an interesting painting.

That's one of the city, again. That's actually where I live, on 29" Street, except we live on the
fifth floor, and this is the view from the twelfth floor. I worked mostly from color slides, but I
had the view right outside, from a different angle. That painting was shown in the [ ? ] -- Gallery,
and it was stolen. I think that's the one. It was the best painting in the show. I alerted the Art
Dealers' Association and they printed a photograph of it, but it never was found, again. Then
Alex Katz said, "Well, paint another one," so, I did. I think this is the second one. [Laughter] I
had a photograph of the first one, and also a slide.

This is Maine, again. City again. This painting has about 350 windows in it. [Laughter]
Somebody said, "Isn't that boring? To paint so many windows?" I said, "No more boring than
most things." [Laughter]

This looks like it was arranged, doesn't it? As if I piled them in the right places? But it isn't? I
might have moved something out, but it seems too much.

Q: Howbig [ ?]--
A: This is about four feet high, I think.

Here's a nude in the woods with a poison mushroom. [Laughter] And a moth. Here's a "party" of
the water tanks.

This is a chaotic painting in the woods, except the ferns bring some kind of a beautiful regularity,
the way they come out from one place and fold out in all directions. They add kind of a note of
elegance, but all the rest is just lying around.

These are recent, from last summer.
Here are a few water colors. A banana in the country. [Laughter] Then in the city. [More

laughter] I had a banana period [even more laughter], and it was so bad that our son would never
touch a banana. I think he still won't eat a banana. A banana in the country again.



This is the same one I had a photograph of earlier. I think the only thing I really changed was the
man walking by him. I made him a little bigger.

Q: Did you make that from a photograph?

A: Yes. She didn't pose for any length of time. Yes, well, from a black and white photograph.
But I could look at the colors, right out there. It was right on our fire escape.

This is a cat. Tina telephoning. There's a book of poetry by Kenneth "Koch." A scene of his
sneakers, watching TV. He's reading John Ashbury, and waiting for the telephone to ring.
[Laughter]

Here's a figure with a 1940 de Kooning painting in the background.

Now I'm going to show some of what Rackstraw Downes called my "impertinent" things. Oh,
no. Not yet. These are still serious. [Laughter] These are paintings I did on a fungus that grows
on bad cheese, mostly [ ? ] -- in Maine. They get up to over twelve inches wide, and they make
these beautiful shapes. I was often annoyed by the corners, really. You know, you have to paint
into corners, everywhere. It seems so much more pleasure to have a different shape. At the same
time, if you made these shapes yourself, it would probably be kind of awful. But since nature
makes these shapes, you can make a picture to fit it in. And it's actually a New England tradition
to paint those mushrooms. I found some in antique stores that were 100 years old.

This one looks like a clamshell. I even painted the city in it.

Now come a few collages. This is Marilyn Monroe in Japan. Most of these are postcards. I
usually send them away, to friends. [Tittering] This is an impertinent one, because it'sa [ ? ] --
painting, to do that. I don't think he ever painted nudes. [Giggling] Well, recently, Frank Stella
gave a talk -- a lecture -- at Yale, I think, and he said he had these serious qualms about abstract,
whether it was enough, after he saw the Picasso show. He noticed Picasso was only abstract for a
few years, when he was a Cubist. So that's why he started making these things that stick out,
these wild curves, coming out at wild angles. But I solved the problem in another way.
[Laughter]

Okay. That's all the slides.

You want to start making the projector -- ? Now I'm going to talk a little bit about making films.
I remember that in 1937 I bought a second-hand, 16mm camera for $17.00. There were no film
schools then, so I began filming the same things I had been photographing, but with a difference.
Now I could time the duration of an image, either just long enough to register, or linger over it,
or something in between. My early films could be called documentaries, when they were about a
place I was familiar with, or travelogues, when they were about exotic places I traveled to, like
Haiti, Alabama, Trinidad, Napoli, Verona, New York's Lower East Side, Peru, and under the
Brooklyn Bridge. Later, around 1970, I began mixing up my scenes and images more, a little like
switching TV channels, but with an aesthetic intent. You might call these [ ? ] -- or collage films.



I collected images for maybe a year, in the city, in rural Maine, in the summer, or wherever I
happened to travel, then put them in sequence, and usually, if something is beautiful or lively or
funny, it will fit in. If not, I can save it for the next film.

Tonight's film -- the most recent one, which I just finished this year -- called Mystic Grange, or
Our Favorite Flower. It begins with early spring in Central Park; then a walk through industrial
San Francisco; a new story of the flowers and the bees; a June "high," way up in the Canadian
Rockies; portraits of dancers, poets, painters and other friends; nude ladies, as seenby a [ ? ] --
boy; a lyrical dance deep in the woods of Maine; John Ashbury reading one of his poems. But
mostly it's about flowers, tiny, wild, and grand, cultivated ones, and ending with a mixture of all
these, accompanied by a part of Johann Sebastian Bach's majestic Fifth Brandenburg Concerto.

Before that film, I'm showing a short, black and white one called The Aviary, a 1955
collaboration with Joseph "Cornell," who is famous for his surreal construction and boxes. Guy
"Gudrun," as you know, told me it's his favorite film, so I thought that was a good reason for
showing it tonight.

If there are no questions, I don't mind. Or, if you want to make a comment --
Q: [Inaudible]

A: What was that again?

Q: What is your motivation?

A: My motivation? Well, you're around, you're awake, and you have to do something. I don't
have to have a job. I find that lately I like beautiful things more, maybe, and maybe even, when I
see something beautiful, I want to show it to other people. I think that's when I started to make
photographs, when I was young. I really was full of curiosity about all kinds of places, I looked
at things, and I wanted, maybe, to remember them, and also to show them to friends. Maybe that
was -- I said before that I started to do painting because it takes up more time than photography.
As I get older my curiosity sort of wears off. I'm not as curious anymore, what things look like.
Things don't look so exotic to me anymore. They only look exotic for a short time, then they
look --



