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Introduction (Linda Earle): Well, welcome everyone to Allen Ruppersberg’s talk.  He’s produced 

an amazing body of work since the Sixties; and his ideas have been realized in an incredible 

variety of media: installation, sculpture, photography, painting, publication drawing… from 

“Al’s Café,” which we were just talking about… in the… that was presented—a sort of 

experience that was presented in the Sixties, and which… people who could not possibly have 

been there say… experienced it.  We were just talking about that phenomenon.  It does… loom 

large in people’s minds; it’s been written about; and is quite… influential; and I hope he’ll talk a 

little bit about it.  Through book projects like Henry David Thoreau’s Walden by Allen 

Ruppersberg… an extraordinary World War II memorial in the Netherlands… just an incredible 

range of work… a lot of which looks at the relationship between creation and reception… and 

about… how… what constitutes our inner lives, given the busyness of our culture and the 

busyness of our memories, and all of that.  A recent show at Art Pace, which… was—which was 

a wonderful show—was… combined two series of works, “The Novel that Writes Itself,” and 

“Honey, I Rearranged the Art.”  And you’ll see some of that; and it’s—it was quite wise and 

wonderful piece.  His work has been commissioned internationally; he’s shown at three Whitney 

Biennials, MOMA, MOCA, the New Museum, and internationally.  And I’m very happy to 

present Allen Ruppersberg tonight. (Applause) 
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Speaker: Well, every time I hear somebody say “the Sixties,” I think I have to like clarify it just a 

little bit, you know. It’s like “Al’s Café” was 1969; and that was like the first major work that… 

I did.  So… it’s not quite as far away as it sounds like sometimes. (laughter) And… I can talk 

about… those two piece.  There was a piece, “Al’s Café;” and then a couple of years later there 

was “Al’s Grand Hotel.”  And those were very big projects, and… they were also very long 

ago… and so I didn’t… bring slides or any materials about those, but… I can certainly talk about 

them later, if you want to.  But… I thought I would concentrate on more recent stuff; and you hit 

on the first one I’m going to start with, which is the show at Art Pace.  And… And also… every 

time I think about giving a talk… I always try and figure out which way to approach the work, 

because there are so many ways into it—not that everybody can find these ways… but… I know 

that there’s lots of ways into it.  And so I think, well, I have to always… kind of… in order to 

amuse myself I have to figure out, you know, how I can do it differently each time.  And… so… 

you know, there’s… various themes that run through the work, which is… pretty identifiable… 

themes of history and memory… and… the issue of public and private… and… probably what I 

would say the most important one, or the most overarching theme that connects all the work over 

those years… is probably the passing of time itself.  And… it’s a big subject, but… it seems to 

connect everything that I do.  I’m not going to stress that… approach tonight; but Linda kind of 

hit on an angle that I thought I would do tonight, which is the kind of blurring of the boundaries 

between the audience and the artist… and the kind of interaction that I like to set up… that… 

forces the viewer to… approximate what I do—or what the artist does.  And so I’ve chosen a 

selection of works that kind of… set up this idea.  Of course the other things are there too, but 

I’ve stuck to work that really… shows that the most, and is also quite recent.  So the only older 

slide that I have that I want to show is a slide from 1974, which I will put on… and leave on for a 

little while, while I kind of just fill in a little bit of background.  And then, later on, I can go back 

to the slide.  It’s essentially a self-portrait.  And… I can go back to that particular piece later 

and… kind of… elucidate some of the ideas that are in there that… then became part of work 

years along the line.  So let me put that slide on, which is… that’s—Is that the left one? 

SLIDE 

That one!  Is that right or left for me. 

 

Comment: That’s… left. 
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Speaker: That’s left.  Okay.  So this is exactly what it says it is.  It’s called “Personal Art,” and 

it’s a cut-out self-portrait—silhouette—from 1974.  And… as a way of introducing myself… 

First of all, thanks to Skowhegan I have a new way of categorizing myself, which is “an other.” 

(laughter) You know… I’m definitely not a painter; I’m definitely—I mean, I more closer [sic] 

to being a sculptor… or a video person; but I’m decidedly an “other.” (laughter) So… you can 

put me in that category.  But… historically or stylistically… I’m… a first-generation 

conceptual… person… where I am mostly connected with that period from California… because 

that’s where I went to school and that’s where I started to work.  And… so along with… other 

Californians from that period, John Baldessari, Ed Ruscha… there was many people out there in 

the early Seventies… and it really kind of defines a certain aspect of Conceptualism which is 

quite different from the more rigorous… kind of—which is now called “classic” 

Conceptualism… even though I really do have a foot in each camp because very early on I 

started to live in New York and also to continue to live in LA…. Most of the time I’m kind of 

either in one place or the other; so… the work is really a mix of… those two styles.  And… there 

was an exhibition in 1969 in Switzerland, in Bern, Switzerland, which was the first 

international… exhibition of Conceptual art.  And… at this period… that was a very large 

umbrella that encompassed lots and lots of different styles and ideas; but they were all united 

with the idea of… escaping the straightjacket of the art object.  And the title of the show as 

“When Attitudes Become Form,” subtitled “Live in Your Head.”  And… it’s become now 

historically a pivotal show in much the same way that the Armory Show is a pivotal show in the 

first half of the century… that “When Attitudes Become Form” is now looked at as this kind of 

turning point for ideas about art and the introduction of these ideas and the artist in—and the 

artist involved—into a… wider audience.  So this subtitle, “Live in Your Head,” so perfectly 

sums up what I do and what I think is important, that I always bring this up because… to this 

day, I can still say the same thing, that what is really… what really kind of… motivates me and 

is a kind of touchstone for the work is the idea that you live in your head, and that… the idea of 

the work is the primary… thing that’s important to me.  So, whether it’s an installation with 

completely disparate objects, or… whatever form that it takes… it’s the basic idea that makes 

these things cohere that is important to me.  And… consequently I have no great interest in one 

medium or one discipline over another.  And… quite the opposite, actually, you know, I think 
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it’s important to me to make those distinctions disappear.  And so… a lot of times when I do a 

big survey show and there’s lots of work… it obviously looks like a group show… because 

there’s no… signature work.  I never believed in the idea of a signature work or a signature 

medium or… any of that stuff.  And… so I quite enjoy the idea that it looks like a group show; 

and… consequently people maybe see one or two things of mine, but they wouldn’t necessarily 

recognize the other ones.  And… that’s okay, because… you know, it’s very few people that… 

follow even your best friend’s work so closely that you can see every piece anyway.  And… 

so… I’m going to start now with this show at Art Pace; and… let’s turn that one off and turn this 

one on. 

SLIDE 

Whoops!  Nope.  Nope. Nope.  We need to be at the beginning of… that carousel.  There we are.  

Off in that corner there you see a huge wall of posters.  And… this was the first… time that I 

showed the work called “The Novel that Writes Itself.”  This is a show at… I’ll get this figured 

out here…. This is a show… at the Magazin at Grenoble in France; and… this is extremely large 

work.  It’s at least twenty/twenty-five feet high; and the whole work comprises about eight 

hundred posters.  And… the work… originated in 1978, when I… proposed the idea to a group 

of collectors and friends and art world people—I sent out a proposal, much the way any 

businessman would send out, you know, a… plan to other corporations or something; and in this 

proposal, which was called “The Novel that Writes Itself,” it told the story of myself, the artist, 

and his… need to support himself… and his interest in the act of writing novels.  And so I… 

kind of quoted a lot of how-to books and a lot of books on the theory of the novel… and how 

characters are developed, and… you know… plot lines and narratives and—etcetera.  And the 

structure that I set up was that… if you wanted to be in my novel, it—I had three categories:  I… 

a major character would cost you three hundred dollars, (laughter) and… a secondary 

character—Let’s see, it was major characters and… Well, I don’t—I forgot.  There was three 

categories—major, and then there was a second category which cost you a hundred dollars, and 

then there was a minor character which would cost you fifty dollars.  And the only… You know, 

there was layers [sic] as to how you would fit into these categories.  Obviously if you were a 

major character it was somebody who was very well known to me, and that… you know, played 

a big role in my life.  Then the secondary character would be less… and the minor character 

would be somebody who was unknown to me, but was introduced into the novel by somebody 
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that I did know… so… people bought their children into the novel, and things like that.  So… I 

stipulated that this structure would be open for inclusion for… I think it was six or eight months.  

And then I proposed that… the novel would… appear sometime later… in a variety of forms—

you know, painting, drawings… whatever.  And… And so I sent these out and… I kept getting 

checks in the mail all the time and I thought, “Well, this is terrific, you know?  I am supporting 

myself.” (laughter) And… so there—You know… after the… initial thing was closed, I realized 

that I didn’t know how to do this… and… I couldn’t… make a series of paintings and drawings 

and things that I had proposed in the proposal.  And so, you know, it just kind of got put on the 

back burner, like lots of other works; and I figure that it would continue and… eventually I 

would figure out how to do it.  Well, it took about twenty-five years… (laughter) to figure out 

how to do it.  And… it actually did wind up writing itself… in the fact that, in the early Eighties, 

I started to produce these posters.  And… there’s a company in LA that produces these posters 

because… you know, there’s a huge, obviously drive-by market in LA, where you see signs from 

the road… and… so these are used for advertising for… Rock and Roll shows and… political… 

campaigns… and church groups and…everything else.  So… I… began to think about this as an 

empty form (forum?); and it was a way for me to write…. And I’m very invested in the ideas of 

writing.  And so… I began to go to this company, and… have them—I would give them a text; 

and they would produce it—on their own; I didn’t design it or anything, because I think it’s 

better that they design it, because then it looks… commercial.  It looks like their work, and not 

mine.  So… you know, I don’t really want it to look like mine; I want it to look like the ones I 

see on the street.  So I began to include these posters in exhibitions… as… you know—I don’t 

know—you could say “concrete poetry,” or something.  And… so since… I think the earliest 

ones are from 1983.  And so… you know, over the years… I continued to produce these posters 

for various projects and various works and various exhibitions…. And then in ’95, where you see 

the pictures that are here from this installation, it occurred to me that the novel had been written, 

that it really did write itself; and that at this point I had written over fifty of those posters, and… 

this, you know, comprised a text.  And it was a historical text; and it did everything that I set out 

in this proposal.  And so… I decided to show it for the first time; and I had new posters 

printed… 

SLIDE 
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… which… identify, you know, this as “The Novel that Writes Itself.”  And there’s a whole—

There’s like twenty new posters that were made that talk about characters and things like that… 

And Chapter One, and… so on.  So the novel then appeared in this form.  And now I’ve—It 

exists as a work; and I’ve started to… use it, in a way.  So this is a very recent exhibition from 

the Spring at the Margot Levin Gallery in LA, where “The Novel that Writes Itself” is overlaid… 

or there’s a new piece overlaid the novel, which is “Honey, I Rearranged the Collection.”  And… 

this is a series of… texts—originally they were written as texts, and then they became a series of 

drawings, which is what you see here.  And… there’s now about three hundred… different 

“Honey, I Rearranged the Collection” texts.  And I’ve made about forty or some… into drawings 

so far, which is what I’ll show you now….  –Get the titles… together here…. 

SLIDE 

But part of the work is the fact that… when you experience… you know, the novel underneath 

this, you obviously write it to yourself.  And at every time I install it it’s installed differently, and 

I write it differently.  The posters are used as… almost as individual words; so that depending on 

the architecture of the space… and… how I want to write it at that time, it’s always installed 

differently. And so, of course, it’s a collection that’s continually rearranged… and that the 

viewer rearranges every time he walks into the gallery and begins to read; because your eyes 

just… They don’t really stop anywhere; they’re just constantly bombarded by these various texts.  

And… the texts have different parts to them: some are connected; some are disconnected; some 

are found posters… Ninety percent of them I have made myself; but I do include ones that… I 

get from the company, and include in there so that they make somebody unsure of… whether 

these are art or not.  So on top of this kind of idea of writing… these drawings are about 

collecting, and… rearranging the collection.  So… this is the first one, and it’s—In case you 

can’t all read it, I will read them.  “Honey, I rearranged the collection to show that we tried to 

collect Conceptual art, but wound up with something else.” (laughter) 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection by switching the lighting from Irwin to Flavin.”(laughter) 

And you notice that… up in the top left-hand corner it says Chapter One, page eight… or 

whatever.  Every one has… a different—You know, there’s different chapters and there’s 

different page numbers; they don’t ever connect in any way… and they’re not written in any kind 

of order…. It’s another form of randomness… so that these drawings, when they’re installed in a 
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group like this… it isn’t like Chapter One… Chapter Two… page one, two, three, etcetera; it’s 

completely… different and made up each time. 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection to prove that Conceptual art began with Magritte.” (pause) 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection according to the fundamentals of trash sorting.” (laughter) 

And the image that you see underneath this one is… “Honey, I rearranged the collection to 

separate works which only seem to be ideas from those which are truly splendid.” (laughter) The 

image that you see underneath is silkscreen; and it’s all the same image; and it comes from a 

drawing that I did in the Seventies, which was destroyed.  And… But I had a slide of it; so I… It 

fit perfectly with this idea, and… that’s another aspect of the work, that things are completely 

recycled all the time… that things that were done in the Seventies are brought back and redone 

or re-used or recombined or re-configured or re-contextualized or re-something… so… the image 

underneath stays the same. 

SLIDE 

This is… “Honey, I rearranged the collection to let someone know how it felt to be a patron of 

art at the end of an era.”  

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection, putting it in alphabetical order according to the artists’ 

initials, AB to WW.” (laughter) 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection again because I was anxious again.” (laughter) And you can’t 

see so well here, but it’s slightly offset, like a 3-D comic book. 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection as an excuse to stay away from Chelsea.  It scares me.” 

(laughter) “Chelsea” in big letters.   

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection looking to see why we didn’t do better with photography.” 

(laughter) 

SLIDE 
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(sound of paper shuffling) “Honey, I rearranged the collection to separate unhappy artists with 

problems from the rest.  I couldn’t do it; it’s the whole collection.” (laughter) 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection, separating our styles.  I’m Minimal and you’re Medieval.” 

(laughter)  Obviously these are—You could look at these as like… New Yorker cartoons… you 

know, for the initiated… for the art world cognoscenti.  (laughter) (clears throat) 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection emphasizing our modest period before me met you-know-

who.” 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection after I returned from Marfa.  When you go, you’ll know.” 

(laughter) 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection to try and explain ourselves to our fellow collectors.” 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection to let artists speak for themselves.  Critics hate that.” SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection because I have secret conversations with each work.  We 

have our own language, and each arrangement is the result of a dialogue.  This is dialogue 

number 10.” 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection after we met Sherry Levine.  Get it?” Nobody gets that one, 

including Sherry when she saw it. (laughter) 

SLIDE 

“Honey, I rearranged the collection while I was drunk.  Can you tell?  I can’t.” (laughter) Again, 

it’s… offset like a 3-D comic.  If you had 3-D glasses… that came in the comic books… it 

works.  So one of the things that people notice… about shows of mine is that… not only are they 

very different from each other in looks and style… but they also feel very different; and… so… 

obviously the last one was very popular.  It was humorous, and… you know, it was colorful, 

and… engaging on lots of different levels.  And also the… “Honey” drawings, I find that the 

more that you see of them… they have a cumulative effect; and that… they…  When you see 
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twenty or thirty of them, it really seems to work fine; so… you know, I think you saw enough to 

kind of get that idea.  And… So anyway, that was very… one kind of feeling exhibition.  

SLIDE 

And this is another one that is probably its opposite.  Does it look in focus? (pause) A little bit?  

Well… I can’t see from here.  Anyway, it’s a piece that was done for an exhibition space in 

Frankfurt called Porticus; and… it’s a very kind of straightforward exhibition space which is 

essentially a rectangular box… with a classical front on the building because that’s all that was 

left after World War II; and then they built this kind of straight… white… rectangular box 

behind it, which is actually quite a good exhibition space.  So this piece was designed… for that 

space, not that it can’t be shown somewhere else, but… in a lot of cases pieces are designed for 

one space with the idea that, in some other time and place they can be rearranged and done again.  

But… “Letter to a Friend” was done in 1997; and… when I was invited to… do this show, in the 

early part of ’97 or—Yeah, I think it was the early part—I… save obituaries.  And… I have a 

collection of obituaries of artists, writers, musicians… and architects—creative kinds of people.  

And in the year 1997 there was, you know, kind of a wave of great artists who died in that year.  

And it turned out that a good many of them were my heroes… or they were people that I knew… 

or… a combination of the two.  And… somehow all of these people represented something 

very… important to me, as far as in influence, or… a relationship, or… something; and it was 

extraordinary the number of great artists who died that year.  And… so the piece began with this 

realization that… you know, this feeling of emptiness… that here is influences [sic], and here 

is… stuff, for me… coming from these people which won’t be coming any more; and… it was 

quite a shock, actually, that some of these great heroes of mine were not walking around any 

more.  And… I have a friend…who… shares some of the sentiments and some of the same 

influences…. It’s an artist and a writer named Terry Allen who’s a musician and a songwriter as 

well as an artist… And… he always signs his letters to me with just s “T.”  So I wrote a letter to 

Terry… and this is the letter that I wrote.  And I had a floor produced…. I had the letter 

reproduced in a floor; so what you see here is—The floor comprises the letter that I wrote to my 

friend Terry; and… essentially it says, “Dear T…” and then it begins to list the artists and writers 

who had passed that year.  So it’s… It starts with… you know, there’s; there’s Lichtenstein; 

there’s De Kooning; there’s Doug Huebler; there’s Robert Mitchum; there’s Aldo Rossi, the 

architect; there’s Byers; there’s Alan Ginsberg; there’s Kippenberger… I think there’s seven or 
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eight; I forget exactly how many people are there… with their—you know, as you can see, the… 

birth and death dates.  And so it says, “Dear T…” 

SLIDE 

… and then the letter goes on, and it says, “What now?” asking him, what do we do now that 

these people aren’t here to inspire us.  And then it says, “I think I will start a new drawing time 

series.”  So I’m answering the need to fill this space, essentially.  So I’m filling the space with 

this enormous letter to my friend; and… you see the poster objects—That’s a different use of the 

posters than what you saw before; these are printed on metal… but you can see how the letter 

goes.  And then in the back…  

SLIDE 

… you can see there’s a tower—I call it a tower of drawings…. 

SLIDE 

And unfortunately I miscalculated the height of the ceiling.  There’s supposed to be five 

drawings there, not four; but I made them and then went to install the show and went, “Oops!” 

(laughter) But… the drawings are made out of the obituaries of these artists.  And what’s 

important here is that it’s the negative space that produces the image.  And…it may be a little 

hard to see in this circumstance; but… when you walked in to the front of this long rectangular 

box, what you saw at the end of the room was essentially a… obelisk.  And… you know, an 

obelisk as a memorial object… and the obelisk is made out of the negative space that exists 

between the drawings here; so you can kind of get the idea that up at the top, you know, is the 

point of the obelisk, and… it kind of towers up, even though—It’s hard to see here because it’s 

not the five that it was supposed to be; but that’s the idea anyway. 

SLIDE 

And so these are renderings of… the obituaries of the various artists that are listed in the letter on 

the floor.  And they’re so tightly rendered that… people at the exhibition thought that they 

were… photocopies.  They thought that these were photographs… until you get very close… 

SLIDE 

… and you can see that they’re drawings.  So… I arranged them here from top to bottom.  So 

this is… the point of the obelisk; and then it goes down…. 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 
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SLIDE 

SLIDE 

And you can see at the bottom that… it says, “Drawing time 185 hours;” so… you know I did 

what I said I would do in the letter, which was… “maybe I’ll start a new drawing time series.”  

And of course that’s a way of filling the space.  And… it’s paradoxical because the space is 

negative… but it’s a personal space that I filled by rendering these obituaries… because the time 

that it took to render them, 185 hours, I… I… I-I-I… -- It’s such an intense, personal kind of… 

method… between me and the drawing… that it’s like I take these obituaries in and I process 

them; and… it fills the space of the people who are gone.  And… so it’s a kind of enactment of a 

personal memorial, which then is presented in a very public way; and… hopefully people then… 

kind of, you know, can also… take in these kind of feelings that are there; and… There’s many 

parts to this.  Of course it’s about writing… You know, there’s many forms of writing in this 

piece.  First of all, of course, there’s letters… And then, because they’re on the floor in that 

manner, it’s an epitaph… you know…. You can think of… Romanesque churches, or, you know, 

historical places where you walk on the gravestones… and the idea of an epitaph is that, you 

know, that… Death is speaking to you… that death is… that the person who has died is speaking 

to you from the beyond… and that… it’s a message… It’s a message from Death to you.  And… 

this is the original… You know, it’s the history of epitaphs; it’s where they come from… that 

originally graveyards were placed at a crossroads; where two major roads crossed is where, 

originally, graveyards were… started.  And… the address from the grave, which is, in Latin, 

“Sista Vietor”, means “Stop, traveler.”  So… it’s essentially, “Traveler, stop where you’re going; 

and listen to me what I have to say from… the other side.”  And so that is playing a role here in 

this piece, that you’re walking on… an epitaph, you’re walking on the graves of these people.  

And… in relationship to that, the third part of the exhibition—or the fourth part if you include 

the poster objects… The poster that you see here is also part of the exhibition; and I consider it—

I consider this poster to be as much a part of the exhibition as the floor… or… the drawings.  

And… what the poster is, it’s a reproduction of a Poussin painting from the Louvre; and the 

painting is called “The Shepherds of Arcadia.”  And… the painting depicts these shepherds… 

which, of course, are a group of friends, reading a… sarcophagus which… is written in Latin; 

and essentially it translates to… “Even in Arcadia, I am also.”  So it means that even in Arcadia, 

you know, the kind of classical, beautiful, perfect landscape, Death is also.  And so the shepherds 
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are reading this on the tomb; and… in the back you see the Arcadian landscape.  And… so in a 

way it’s an analogue to what’s going on in the exhibition… and it’s the subject—this kind of 

theme and subject of death which… you can find throughout the history of art—because… the 

thing that you realize in this exhibition, or the thing—one of the things that I was saying… is 

that… even in the world or art, in this beautiful world of art… there is Death also; because here 

these great heroes have died.  But… the art is eternal.  So… you know, you have the paradox of 

the passing, the mortality and the ephemerality of life; but you have the eternity of art, which… 

is what these people have… left and passed on.  So… these are all issues that… are in this piece.  

And so, formally, it comprises many different things; and people think, “Well, it’s just a poster 

advertising the exhibition!”  But it’s not.  And… so all of these elements are… Hopefully they 

cohere into one kind of thing, even though they’re very formally… distant. (pause) So, that was a 

very different kind of exhibition than the first one that you saw. 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

This is another kind of a piece; and… this took place in a chateau outside of Geneva, the 

“Chateau Levenier”, which originally was the home of a very famous German publisher in the… 

you know… before the war, and then after the war also.  So this was his chateau; and… when he 

was alive it—He… kind of entertained all the great writers… that he published.  And they 

always came, and they stayed at the house; and it became this kind of… social… place for—you 

know, the kind of salon idea.  And… so then when he died, the house was turned into a writer’s 

residency; so it’s open during the summer; and… writers apply to go here… and… it’s like any 

other residency: they spend a couple of weeks writing.  But they also initiated—There was 

another group that initiated… the idea of doing visual… inviting visual artists to do something 

here during the same time.  So… they—The first person they invited was Sophie Calle… and… 

she did a… kind of… very appropriate piece… And they invite people who have a sensibility 

that might— 

 

 (AUDIO BREAK) 

 

… those two images: the left is Nabokov’s room… the right is the library.  And… then I…  



 13

SLIDE 

This is where Nabokov stayed… This was his room; and… this was the inside of his room… 

And… it’s kind of unbelievable (laughter) to walk in there and think of him sleeping there. 

(laughter) You know… it’s even more intense than you see in this image.  So I thought, well… 

this… this is good. (laughter)  And… so… then there was a fantastic library, of course; and so I 

took the two images… of the room and of the library; and had a puzzle produced, a two-sided 

puzzle produce in Paris.  And then installed the puzzle throughout the chateau; so that when you 

walked into the chateau, it was like people were doing the puzzle in all the rooms.  And then in 

the different rooms you saw the pieces—You saw the puzzle coming together… in different 

ways.  And also laying around in the rooms… were… It was an edition of fifty… so I went to the 

thrift store and bought all these different puzzle boxes… threw the puzzles out… and put my 

own puzzle in there, so that all the boxes are different.  And where the title comes from… “No, 

Sir, my library is not yours…” This little sign was sitting on the shelf of the library… (laughter) 

and I thought it was so fantastic that… I had to use it.  So that’s where the title comes from; it 

comes from this little plaque: “No, Sir, this is my library, not yours.” (laughter) And… you 

know, the idea… of trying to put a puzzle together of a bookshelf is pretty hard; and…--but what 

makes it even more fascinating, I thought, was that you were putting a puzzle together of the 

room that you were in… And… then I had big photos that sat next to puzzle… so that you had a 

reference point, but you also—because you weren’t always in this room putting this puzzle 

together—Sometimes you were.  So… the difference between looking at it as a puzzle and 

looking at it in real life… animates part of the work; and… So this was… what was—you know, 

this was one part of the puzzle in the library, which is almost finished. 

SLIDE 

This is a close-up of the puzzle… and it was exceedingly difficult to put together… (laughter) as 

you can probably imagine—particularly Nabokov’s room. (laughter) But… you know… the… 

puzzle arrived late.  The exhibition was supposed to open on Saturday, and we didn’t get the 

puzzles ‘til like Thursday, or something like that.  And… so we had like… you know, like… 

seven or eight people trying to put these things together… in all of these rooms… and we called 

the… puzzle-makers… as to… you know, is there a method to this?  You know, how do you put 

these things together?  And… they said, “Well… it’s very difficult;” and they told us that they 

themselves, of course, have to put the thing together after they make it to see if it’s right…. They 
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said it even took them like eight or nine hours to do one of them; and… those are the people who 

made it; this is their business.  So we spent days, you know, and staying up like half the night, 

trying to put these things together. 

SLIDE 

But it also was great fun. 

SLIDE 

(laughter) 

SLIDE 

And of course the house was fantastic, you know.  The idea of being in these rooms doing a 

puzzle—That’s where the idea originally came from, you know; you sit around in these rooms 

and… you just have a vision of… people—This is what they used to do, you know, in their… 

spare (laughing) time. 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

And the other thing that I did when I assembled the puzzles—You can see, it’s great, because all 

of the… images underneath, of course, are all different; and… the panels on the sides identify the 

puzzle as… -- you know, no one is the same.  But also what I did was… when I put the puzzle in 

the box, I kept back about fifteen or twenty pieces of the puzzle; so that when people took them 

home to do them, there’s no way they’re ever going to finish it. (laughter) 

SLIDE 

You can see how… it would be to sit around in a place like this doing puzzles. 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

And because it’s double-sided, of course, it makes it even more difficult. 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

Now we’re on to something else.  This is a piece from… ’91, I think.  It was done at the 

Christine Burgin Gallery in New York… and it’s… I’m trying to think what the…-- I’ve forgot 

the title now… Well, it’ll come to me.  But anyway, again… it encompasses—incorporates—a 

floor, which I had made… which is a poem that I wrote about you and me.  And… on those 
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shelves are drawings, which you’ll see…. Oh, the title of the piece is “The Gift and the 

Inheritance,” which is very important, and… you know… I’m glad I remembered it. (laughter) 

But… the floor has all the different parts of the poem; so it’s a rearrangement of you and me—

You know, it’s “you and me” and “me and you” and “you and me and minus you” and “you and 

me and you plus you” and… you know, there’s like nine or ten variations of how you would 

combine the idea of you and me.  And of course again it relates to… the people who are walking 

on the floor…  The audience is… a part of you and me… just in the way that “Letter to a Friend” 

incorporated the audience into… essentially a landscape; because… you know, the human being 

is vertical; and—as was the pillar vertical; but… the ground…. You know, so it incorporates… a 

formal relationship as well as an emotional one.  And… in this case, you know, it’s… not only 

me, the artist, addressing you… the viewer; but, you know, it’s also the viewer and his friends… 

and so—you can see how all of these things would continue to revolve around.  So… the floor is 

the poem… and those drawings… are framed with… 

SLIDE 

… They’re made into objects.  So essentially they’re like books on a shelf; they’re drawings 

framed and leaning on shelves; so they become objects rather than… drawings on the wall.  

And… these books… are… all taken from my own library; and so it—There’s about fifteen of 

them all together—or maybe eighteen—and… they show… You know, there’s like—it shows 

the range of the things that I collect; and… the other part of the exhibition here is then…  

SLIDE 

Oops! (runs through several slides to locate specific one) 

SLIDES 

… that… if somebody wants to buy one of these drawings… they then, if they do buy it… they 

then get included in my will.  And… this is where “The Gift and the Inheritance” comes from; 

it’s the idea of art being a gift… and not a commodity; and…and all the ideas of what a gift is, 

and the relationship then that’s established between the people who get the gift and the people 

who are giving it.  And… as an artist I think that, you know, this is an important thing.  And… 

so… the person… is… written into my will; and… if I die before they do, they inherit the real 

book.  They buy the drawing… with the anticipation or not… of… inheriting the book.  And so it 

also, of course, sets up the idea that: Do people really want to have the book… or do they like the 

drawing?  And… do they want to be included in my life that way…?  And so… all the drawings 
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were sold.  And… I’m still alive.  I still have the books. (laughter) So… the other—the other 

thing is that… as, if anybody collects books… if you’re a real book collector… you don’t want 

to give them up, you know; I mean… they’re really, really… important, and… you don’t want 

them to go away.  But… in the process of making these drawings—and it’s very similar to the 

process of making the obituary drawings… is that each one of these—particularly one like this—

it takes me about two weeks, at least, of… you know, like eight hours a day, seven days a week, 

in the most kind of calm atmosphere… to be able to make these drawings.  And so by that 

time… the purpose is that I’ve then incorporated the book so much into myself… that it doesn’t 

matter; I can let it go.  And so it’s a way of… kind of ingesting… and absorbing, you know, this 

thing into… my life; and then they can inherit it.  So each one of these drawings it takes a very 

long time to do; and the process—just like when it says 185 hours—the process of doing it is 

what’s important.  I mean, it’s a nice drawing, but… it’s the fact that I’m doing this is what 

means something to me; and of course that’s passed on into the idea of the gift and the 

inheritance. 

SLIDE 

And the books are… slightly larger than… in reality; so that they’re not reproductions of the real 

thing: they are drawings.  You know, I’m drawing something; I’m not reproducing it. 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

What’s that?  It’s stuck. 

(pause) 

Question: So do you think people bought the drawings because they wanted the drawing of that 

book, or (unintelligible) that particular book that they wanted? 
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Speaker: Well, I don’t really have any way of knowing; nobody ever told me…. Probably I 

would have to say… that they wanted the drawing.  People like these drawings; and… --But I 

don’t know.  That was part of what… I was curious about…. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: I can’t—What? 

 

Question: What’s the medium of the drawings? Is it pencil? 

 

Speaker: Yeah, they’re 4-B pencil.  I can’t draw with anything except a 4-B pencil. (laughter) – 

A 4-B pencil and all those little… tools that you use to… shade, and all that stuff.  But…  

 

Question: Did you meet the people that bought them? 

 

Speaker: … some, but not… not all.  I mean, some… some I know, some are friends, or people 

that I… you know, have a relationship with; and… you know, others are… --were new to me.  

They were… you know, collectors.  But of course, you know, I do get to know them a little bit 

more than normally…. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Yes.  I went to Tiffany’s… and… got the most beautiful cards—I had beautiful cards 

printed from Tiffany’s that then wrote out… you know, this relationship.  So… you know, you 

had this really special little… engraved… Tiffany card that… said what was happening.  Boy, 

these things don’t work very well, do they, in this… age of… technology the slide projectors are 

still… stuck. (pause) But something that I can say about the… technique while he’s… fixing 

this… 

 

Comment: (unintelligible) 
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Speaker: Oh… okay.  Really?  It’s that bad, huh?  Okay. (laughs) Well… just… put them in as 

you can, then, you know… I’ll tell you when to change them.  The—I’ll say something about the 

technique of what I think drawing is about… for me…. When I went to art school I was going to 

be a commercial artist.  I knew nothing about… you know, fine art or painting or anything…. I 

was going to be a commercial artist; and the school that I went to, the first two years… you… 

took both fine art and commercial classes.  And…And so, in my… in the process of going 

through those two years I took the original commercial classes, which in those days they… 

taught you to render type…. You had to go home at night and copy type.  And… they taught you 

design; and they taught you all those kind of things.  And then I decided to switch to illustration.  

And… so I learned the techniques of illustration… as it was taught then.  And… then I had to 

take a painting class… And then I took the painting class, and… I had the classic epiphany, and 

that was the end of commercial art… But years later I decided to… do drawing again, you know, 

shortly before I started to do these books.  And… you know, I hate… art drawing—You know, I 

hate drawing the figure; I hate anything that looks artistic…-- for me.  …That kind of drawing…. 

And so… you know… I wanted to… to use my commercial… skills, so that I could insert, you 

know, a different kind of drawing into the idea of making… art works.  So I began to use all of 

the techniques and the skills that they had taught me to be an illustrator… and… turned them on 

their head.  And… the result is a very specific kind of drawing which… is… non-artistic in the 

sense that you don’t really see the hand…. And that’s what I was after… that… that they don’t 

show this kind of expressive… ideas—although, of course, they are incredibly expressive; and 

they come from an emotional and expressive place.  And that’s the contradiction that I like… 

that they don’t look that way, but of course they are.  And… I thought at one point—  You can 

go through them…. 

SLIDE 

--At one point, because they were so… They took such a long time to do that I thought, well, 

maybe somebody else could do them for me.  And… I had a friend who was a… photo-realist 

painter… and… she needed some work.  And so I said, “Well, maybe you can make these 

drawings for me.”  And so I gave her some of the slides that I use… and… she had seen the 

drawings… and she worked on this for a couple of weeks… And I went and looked at the 

drawings, and… they were her drawings; they weren’t mine.  They bore no resemblance to these 

drawings.  And of course then I realized that every one of these drawings has hundreds and 
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hundreds and hundreds of decisions in each… one; and so nobody, of course, could duplicate it.  

That was like a dumb idea; but… you know, I thought, well… maybe….  

SLIDE 

(pause) Is the carousel completely like no-good. 

 

Comment: Yes.  That’s the end of the carousel. 

 

Speaker: Oh, it is.  So maybe the next one works better.  (pause) What time is it?  How much—  

Well… I think I’ll do this piece, and then that’s… probably… It’s been an hour already 

anyway…. This was a piece that was done for… Sonnespeak ’93, which… is an international 

exhibition that happens in Holland, in Arnhem, Holland, periodically since the Seventies.  And… 

so I was invited for the ’93 version, which took place all around the city… that the works were 

done site-specific to… wherever you wanted to… do it.  And so, when I got the invitation, I 

thought, well, what is Arnhem?  You know, I don’t know anything about Arnhem …. So I went 

there; and… began to find out the history of Arnhem, which is… that it was completely 

destroyed during the war… and that there was a very historic battle fought there which was one 

of the greatest disasters for the Allies of World War II… and that they had also made a movie 

about it.  And the movie was called “A Bridge Too Far;” and it was the story of the Battle of 

Arnhem.  And so… you know, I went and got the movie; and it was a big international movie 

from… the Seventies, you know, with Sean Connery and all of these people.  And… so that was 

my introduction; and I began to think about what was important for Arnhem … and… I kept 

going back to this… bridge… this battle, which… was so horrendous that…it was a massacre 

basically.  And… then I realized that this was the event for Arnhem, at least for the people who 

lived through it.  And so I began to think about what to do.  And what I wound up doing was… I 

made a piece in the cemetery—And this again is a very… specific kind of memorial to… not… 

your classic… big stone memorial, but more a memorial to ideas, and… to literature.  So… 

what’s here is—Let me see—Hope this works. 

SLIDE 

There’s one of the original memorials that they built after the war on your left.  And in the 

background is a workman’s trailer…. And these trailers are very common to the area…. And so I 

got one of these trailers… and put it back in the cemetery… restored it completely… 
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SLIDE 

…because the thing is that… after the war, then Holland was so poor, and that… everything was 

so completely destroyed that… people began to live in these trailers.  They’re traditionally for 

workmen, and you still see them; but… after the war it was some of the only housing that people 

had.  So I found an old one, a real old one with iron wheels, and everything; and… restored it 

and put it in the cemetery… 

SLIDE 

…and inside it I made a bookstore.  And the title of this piece is what I mentioned before; it’s 

“Sista, Vietor…” “Stop, Traveler.”  So it immediately refers to epitaphs and memorials and… 

that particular kind of language…and idea.  So the books that were in this bookstore…--and you 

couldn’t go in this trailer; you could look through the windows; and this is a view from one 

window, and… this is a… --what do you call it?  --the kind of shot that sees everything—fish-

eye…. This is a fish-eye view of the inside of the trailer.  And… it’s… the books that I 

produced… 

SLIDE 

… These are the books that you saw in the trailer.  And… there was… five nationalities that 

were involved in the Battle of Arnhem.  There was the Dutch; the Germans, of course; the 

Poles… the English… --Dutch, English, Polish, German…(pause) Well… I can’t remember!  

Anyway… No, there was… there was four.  I’ve got it.  It was German, Polish, English, and 

Dutch.  And… I produced… I went…. The basic idea behind it—I’ll back up a little bit—The 

basic idea behind it was that… Arnhem is surrounded by all of the… cemeteries of all of these 

thousands of people that died there; and… you know, of course, generally the people who die are 

young soldiers… And… so I began to imagine… what was in their minds when they… died—or 

when they went to fight this battle.  And I began to wonder what books were in their minds… in 

the idea that the books died with them in some cases… or that the books, you know, are now 

long forgotten.  And so I began to… go to antiquarian stores and do research to find out what 

the… most popular books were between the wars… for those five—for those four countries.  

And… then I compiled lists… of the twenty most popular books from each country between the 

wars… because those are the books that… you know, you could… think that were in people’s 

minds, that they had read when they arrived here at Arnhem for this battle.  And… so then I took 

the lists; and I began to go to antiquarian stores and book collectors and things, until I found 
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original copies… of each—I picked five books, you know, I took five books from each of the 

four nationalities.  And it was a combination of ones that I could find… and… ones that I liked… 

because a lot of books, of course, were destroyed… and if they had book jackets, chances are the 

book jackets were destroyed… So I wanted to find perfect copies, as much as possible of these 

popular books; and so I did.  And I found five—I chose five from each nationality.  And then… I 

had them reproduced… exactly; so that I wound up with a collection of twenty books, five books 

from each nationality, that were then reproduced perfectly, from dust jacket to type to paper to 

binding to—to every—as much as possible to recreate exactly these books.  And… And then I 

had them produced in an edition of a hundred… so that I wound up with two thousand books.  

And these are the books that are displayed here in the bookstore.  

SLIDE 

And I also collected… kind of symbolic objects… memorial objects… graveyard decoration—

that kind of stuff; and… incorporated it into the bookstore. 

SLIDE 

And, like I say, the bookstore in the cemetery was closed… but on the outside of the wagon there 

was a map and a little brochure.  And the brochure directed you to a bookstore in the center of 

Arnhem where these books were for sale, so that… it had a two-way—It was a two-way street, 

essentially… that people who were coming to the exhibition… an art audience… would find this 

work, and… then they would be directed to the bookstore, if they were interested.  But it also 

worked the other way, of course, because the citizens of Arnhem would go into the bookstore, 

and they would see these books and go, “What is this?” You know…  And it would then— 

 

(AUDIO BREAK) 

 

…as an Ex Libris label on the inside. 

SLIDE 

These are some of the books.  There is an Ex Libris label on the inside of the book… and each Ex 

Libris label is specific to the country; so… you know, I got Ex Libris labels that were from 

German history, and Dutch history, etcetera.  And I also had those reproduced; and then… I 

wrote the name of all the soldiers who had died.  I went to the cemeteries, and copied down the 

names of soldiers… two thousand names.  And so, in the Dutch books I put the name of a Dutch 
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soldier; and so on and so forth; so that when you got one of these books you opened it up, and 

there was the name of the person who had… you know… possibly read it.  So it opened another 

way of… keeping these names alive, and… memorializing the people and the literature that 

inspired them.  And they were incredibly beautiful books.  They were perfectly produced. 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

This one was exceptionally fantastic because it was produced in a Polish prisoner of war camp 

for officers.  And one of the treaties of war is that the captor is supposed to provide some kind of 

culture to the prisoners.  And so the Germans provided, you know, a kind of minimal something; 

but they gave them a printing press… and so this book was produced—the original one—was 

produced in a Polish prisoner of war camp where they made woodcuts… and this kind of 

beautiful type from these old printing machines… And of course the paper was real 

extraordinary because it was… you know kind of garbage paper that was given to them to work 

with… and now this thing looks… so beautiful. 

SLIDE 

This was a German writer who was banned by the Nazis, so you couldn’t read his books during 

the war. 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

This is how the whole collection of twenty looked; and it was sold as an edition later, after the 

exhibition closed.  It’s an edition of fifty… of these twenty books.  And the other thing that is 

different about these books—that when people encountered them in the commercial bookstore—

was that… financially… you know, we couldn’t afford to print every single book…. I mean, it 

was already so expensive to do this that I had to make a choice as to how to actually get the piece 

produced.  So I made the choice that one book from each nationality would be printed entirely… 

and the other ones would look exactly the same, except the pages would be blank.  And so… you 

open up the books, and some of them are completely printed and is the real book; and other ones 

look like the real book but it’s… blank pages.  They all have the Ex Libris label in them; they all 

look the same; but because of this limitation… I actually kind of liked it in the end, because… 

the blank pages become a space for all of these memories that… I’m addressing in the work; and 
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it gives the viewer… a physical space—a mental and a physical space—to work with, and to 

have a very different kind of an object than an exact reproduction of the book. 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

This is—I also had all the memorabilia from the… movie in there, too.  It’s actually quite a good 

movie; and it really is very accurate as far as what went on there. 

SLIDE 

And these kind of memorial symbolic objects I found in flea markets around Holland….  

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

Here’s the installation in the bookstore. 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

And this is the way the piece exists now… because that was—The wagon was bought by the 

City of Arnhem for its library—Even the libraries in Holland have art collections… and so the 

original wagon with all the books is now a part of the collection of the library in Arnhem; and 

exists—They have it in the lobby.  And in the wagon is about half of the edition; and the other 

half of the edition was mine… and so I eventually made another work that incorporated editions 

from Arnhem, and this is that piece.  So you have the staircase, and then—You know how people 

always put books on that side of the staircase when they go upstairs…. And this staircase is an 

exact… made to—It’s a real staircase that could be simply bought and put into somebody’s 

home and function… as a real staircase; it’s made to scale.  It’s made by people who could make 

real staircases… And… so then you have the staircase which can be installed in your home and 

used; and you get four or five of the editions of the books. 

SLIDE 

SLIDE 

And I think we’d better stop there; ‘cause this is another very big piece, and it’s… been a long 

time already.  There won’t be any time for questions or anything, so… I think you… get the 

(laughing) idea. (applause) 

Comment: We’ll ask for questions…. 
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Question: Can you talk about… It seems like a lot of your work has to do with public space and 

the public; but also… there’s an element that (unintelligible) 

Speaker: You’re right.  That is true… But at the same time… I’ve found that the public audience 

really likes and gets into these works… the latest example being I did a similar kind of memorial 

piece for “Sculpture ’97” in Muenster.  And… I produced a small book along with the rest of the 

work… and that book went through two printings during the time of the exhibition… which 

means it was not necessarily being sold to art audiences… and I found out later that… the town 

was very involved in this and very moved by this piece; and… that they bought the books and 

they got very involved.  And … the same thing happens… you know, in Arnhem … So the point 

of the work is… yes, you know, it starts off… in a certain context; but… I try and expand that 

context to… you know, not necessarily be for the art audience, but to be for the people who are 

there.  And… it usually works pretty well… I start off where I am; but… I include them.  I 

mean, it’s part of their lives that are there, as well as mine…. (pause) It doesn’t have—I mean, 

you can ask me something other than what I’ve showed, too—If you saw some other work 

somewhere and you have some questions about it; but…. 

 

Question: I have a question about—You mention… you put yourself in the category of like a 

first-generation conceptual artist… and I’m kind of curious about how you see yourself in 

relationship to other artists from that time… and whether that’s going down… and how you see 

yourself… and that idea of that kind of art… today.  And where it came from, and where it’s 

after this. 

 

Speaker: … Well… to… start off with… conceptual… conceptual work now has… you know, 

obviously gone through a couple of generations… but you also… realize that… Conceptualism 

has been, without a doubt, the most influential and the most… important… art movement of the 

second half of this century.  If you think that there—In my opinion, Surrealism is probably the 

most influential and the most long-lasting… movement of the first half of the century.  Some 

people would argue that it was Cubism… which is also, of course… you know, it goes in a 

certain direction.  But I think that Surrealism by far affects more people… or affected more art 

thinking than Cubism.  And… I would say that the generation of artists who began when I did—

and myself included—that Surrealism was the starting point… so it’s a continuation… from… 
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Surrealism into Conceptualism; and I believe that Conceptualism has had the most influence of… 

any art movement of our time.  And so you see… a change… and you see different generations 

of artists influenced by it… and continuing it.  So even though it’s very different from where I 

started… some of the best work being made definitely has its roots in Conceptualism.  So it’s—

as Surrealism, you know, kept influencing people for many generations, I think that 

Conceptualism is the same… and the work that I see… being made by… people now… not only 

people younger than me, but people who are now just starting to make work—you know, that… 

Conceptual ideas are there.  They of course have changed; and they of course opened up and 

moved in different directions; but… the influence I think is definitely there.  And… as far as the 

people that, you know, would be my peers— 

 

(AUDIO BREAK) 

 

…both from New York and from LA, so… it’s my particular kind of turn of mind anyway that… 

can appreciate both sides…. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Well… at this point it’s… I don’t even think about it.  You know, it’s… I know that I 

still value the ideas in art that I valued then… you know, which have nothing to do with the art 

object; and now… with… the extreme commodification of art objects… I’m even more 

convinced that it’s not about that, you know… that the primacy of the idea… and the language of 

art… inspires me more than objects; and… I think that you can see how that comes from 

Surrealism also… and from European art… maybe more than American. 

 

Question: Can you talk a little more about… the role (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Well… like I said, I tried to find books that were… popular… so they wouldn’t 

necessarily be literature… They would be something that was on the best-seller lists; that’s how I 

looked up some of it.  And… so that’s different than, maybe, what I would… collect, or 

something… but I collect all kinds, you know.  I love trash as much as… Proust; so… I was very 
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happy to find out about all those popular books…. They wouldn’t be books that necessarily 

would wind up in collections; and this is why they were harder to find.  You know, they weren’t 

like… special books.  But, you know, people keep them… and they were out there; and they 

weren’t so expensive… So it was kind of a nice collection to start anyway. 

 

Question: Two questions: One is a technical one—What about the copyright… when you re-

printed it?  And the other one is… when you make (unintelligible) for yourself, do you see 

yourself as a visual artist, or do you see yourself as a conceptual artist?  What comes first?  

(unintelligible) How do you see that? 

 

Speaker: ...Well… I’m definitely a visual artist; and Conceptual art is… simply a… form of 

visual art; you know, it’s a style of visual art.  It comes from visual art and remains a part of 

visual culture… even though, you know, you subtract the object… which is what the original 

kind of… motivation was… to do away the commodity.  You still operate within a visual 

context… and… you know, I’m maybe even more visual than some of my other… friends… 

particularly getting into the site-specific stuff.  But… again the… idea of being conceptual is just 

a style, you know, that I… believed in… and… am responsible for…. It’s a part of visual art; I 

don’t separate it from painting, or… Pop—you know, any kind of style, you know, painting 

style… whether it’s Pop, or Neo-Expressionism… or whatever style came along… you know, 

there’s also… Then it became Neo-Conceptualism, you know, with the generation under me… 

which came up in the latter half of the Eighties.  It’s… you know, it can be categorized as Neo-

Conceptualism; and that’s… you know, Richard Prince and Sherri Levine and… other people 

that carried on the ideas that were developed in the Seventies and then which were kind of… put 

away by Neo-Expressionism… basically a reactionary… movement… and… it’s because 

collectors and everybody got sick of text on a wall… you know, and so… Conceptualism kind of 

devolved into a mannerist kind of approach; and then it was… gone for a while, and people got 

back into… like real things.  And then… Then you had… kind of Neo-Conceptualism; and now 

you have Neo-Neo-Neo… So it’s a style that… is visual and continues…. The copyright thing 

was… I didn’t pay any attention to it… because I’m making something that… is not… really real 

of the same thing; and I’m not selling it in the same way; and if I had to go through that kind of a 
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process, the work would never happen… you know.  And in a lot of cases the copyrights are run 

out on these things anyway.  So… I didn’t pay any attention to it. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Which book?  You mean the books from the cemetery? 

Question: Right. 

 

Speaker: … They were priced… you know very reasonably.  I don’t remember exactly.  They 

didn’t really sell…. They sold later, like I say, as an edition.  And so it sold—They sold for the 

same price as a print… You know, it’s like I was making a print or something… so… they 

weren’t expensive… Maybe some of the them sold; I don’t really know; but they were… you 

know, the price of a book, more or less… originally… while the exhibition was on.  Afterwards, 

then, of course, they go into a different situation. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Well… quickly, the… If you know the novel by Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian 

Grey, it’s the story of a painting, basically… you know… and it’s a story of a man who… a very 

aesthetic man who… lives a very unaesthetic life… And… he doesn’t age… but the portrait of 

him that was painted when he was a young, beautiful man… sits up in the attic and ages.  And… 

so… it’s essentially the story of a painting.  And… so what I did was… And it’s preceded by 

another work where I copied… another book… But… you know, it’s about copying what the 

book is about; it’s not about copying a book.  So in this case I rewrote The Portrait of Dorian 

Grey—The Picture of Dorian Grey… on canvases, on six foot square canvases; and I wrote the  

entire book, which would up being twenty… twenty canvases, twenty six-foot canvases; so it’s 

an enormous piece… and… so it’s—in a way it’s like making a painting out of a book, and 

making a book out of a painting.  You know, it’s like… the connection between the story and the 

text; and… the context and the idea of… making an object, a painted object.  But it’s also related 

to the other project in the fact that it’s about passing time… and… you know, it took me 

probably ten weeks… six days a week, you know, sitting there…writing.  And… so it’s about my 



 28

time… but also when it’s exhibited, it’s about everybody’s time… because when you go into the 

gallery… and… read parts of this book, you come out older. (laughter) So… in a way it’s an 

analogue to… Dorian Grey himself.  So, you know, there’s those kind of things that… you can 

find, you know, throughout the different pieces; that’s one way that it relates.  (pause) 

Question: How to relate… a number of these pieces are extremely work intensive, and… 

(unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Somewhat.  I mean… first of all the piece doesn’t exist until I do it; so… I never 

thought it was enough to exist as an idea… you know.  It’s an idea that animates… and 

experience for me.  And then that experience is passed on to the viewer.  And… you know, it’s 

like the old Duchamp line, you know, that… “the work isn’t complete until somebody sees it.”  

And… so, yes, I assign myself these jobs… and… I never really know exactly whether it works, 

or whether it’s a real—whether it’s a good work or it’s something I should throw out… until it’s 

finished.  So there is a process; and it’s the process that, you know, develops as I do it.  And so, 

you know, I’m constantly, obviously, thinking about it while I’m doing it; and maybe I would 

get halfway through and decide that, you know, this is like stupid; and… throw it out.  But if it—

You know, if it arrives… and then I think it’s a good work, then it’s complete.  Or it’s complete 

then when somebody sees it. 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: Absolutely.  Yup.  That’s a real important part of it.  Yeah.  It… It is.  And… And 

therefore I can’t do some of those works all the time.  I can’t make those drawings of the books 

unless I’m in that kind of a state.  Or I couldn’t copy, you know, The Portrait of Dorian Grey 

[sic] unless I got myself down into that state where I could do it; and of course I like to be there, 

you know, (laughs) so…. But I can’t always do it.  But it’s a great pleasure after it’s finished.  

You know, it’s a great… It’s a great experience… afterwards… particularly if it works.  If it 

doesn’t work it’s not such a great (laughs) experience; but—(laughter) 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 
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Speaker: No, I really feel the amount of time… and it’s something like I said that I look forward 

to, because it is a part of the work; and… I think that it comes through to the viewer.  I think that 

the energy and… the intensity… is… transferred; and hopefully, you know, the viewer can feel it 

also…. I was going to say something else about that; but now I forgot…. Oh… that… that I like 

the idea of transformation, of transforming things; and… so the idea of transforming things that 

are so incredibly ephemeral… into… this kind of eternity of art—I really like that, you know, so 

I’m attracted to ephemeral things… actions… you know… actions… things… anything that 

has… the quality of time in them…. (pause) 

 

Question: (unintelligible) 

 

Speaker: I can answer that real succinctly… that… part of the motivation of these works is to 

stop time.  You know, I try and stop it.  And of course it’s fruitless; but… you know, part of all 

of the works is this… attempt to stop time… and to get it to move slower and… -- not to slower 

but to stop.  And… so… you know for me… it is a way of stopping it…. (pause) 

 

Comment: Are there other questions? Thank you very much. 

 

Speaker: Oh, you’re welcome. (Applause) 

 

END OF RECORDING 


