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(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I love this, I love this. This is wonderful. I expect this each and every time now. Who is that? Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. As you all know, my goal here at the library is quite simple. It is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when successful to make it levitate. 

Tonight it is my great pleasure to welcome Matthew Barney. (applause) This is the first—this is the first of many evenings LIVE will join forces with the Library of the Performing Arts. My special thanks go tonight to Betsey Perlmutter. Upcoming events in the season. Tomorrow we have chef Dave Chang, who will be joined by many other chefs in an evening entitled Cook it Raw. Next Tuesday, May 28th Dan Savage will be joined by Andrew Sullivan. They’ll be talking mainly about sex. The following Tuesday we pay tribute to Federico García Lorca in conjunction with an exhibition upstairs. I highly suggest you go and see it. Joining us on June 4th will be Tracy K. Smith, Patti Smith, Paul Muldoon, Philip Levine, and others. Our closing night will be with the great Chinese dissident poet, musician, and writer Liao Yiwu. That will be on June 13th. Please join our mailing list to find out what is coming up this fall. It’s pretty exciting stuff, I promise you.
After our conversation Matthew Barney has agreed to sign books, his catalog from his show up now at the Morgan Museum and Library, Subliming Vessel: The Drawings of Matthew Barney he will be happy to sign. But before he signs and before we converse, we have a very, I think an extremely special treat for you. A premiere screening of his ongoing underway project, The River of Fundament, and to introduce this segment of the project to you tonight, here is Matthew Barney.

(applause)

MATTHEW BARNEY: Thank you. So what we’re showing tonight is a single scene of a project which we’re in the middle of still now. I say we, I’m collaborating with Jonathan Bepler, who did a lot of the music for the Cremaster Cycle. We’re working on an ongoing project which is both cinematic and has scenes which document live performances which we’ve staged in different places, and what I’ll be showing tonight is a twenty-something-minute scene which was staged for the camera only, and it was made in Detroit, we filmed this sequence in Detroit, where we also performed a live scene, and all of these elements will come together in a film which will be presented next March in New York, and it will be presented like an evening-length piece with multiple intermissions. I think that’s all I’m going to tell you. So yeah, enjoy. Thank you.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I tried to convince you to show some clips tonight and you resisted completely when I tried. I tried repeatedly to show works of yours, and you showed great restraint and were unwilling for us to see many of your work we know, and you wanted to show this, and I found that out yesterday afternoon and I was delighted. Why? Why this and also why controlling everything else?

(laughter)

MATTHEW BARNEY: I guess, I mean, I’ve been inside this project since 2007 and, you know, although making an exhibition like what’s at the Morgan right now has been—it’s been interesting to look back, it’s hard for me to look back. I feel like if I’m really going to talk about something, I’d rather talk about what I’m presently working on and we’re getting close enough that I think it’s interesting to start to put it out there and see how it feels, so I can learn something from this situation if I take the risk.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: If you take the risk. I was going to ask you—seeing it now, what did you learn from it?

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, we need to black out those windows and we need a bigger screen, but what did I learn? I’m thinking about the way in which this scene will be reedited in the larger context so in fact it will probably be a half to two-thirds this length in its final form, what we’ve been doing is we’ve been filming in chunks and performing scenes, what we performed in Detroit, for example, was about eight hours long and we filmed the whole thing, and that compresses down—we’re still working on it, but it compresses down to an hour of film. All of this stuff needs to be distilled down still, still needs to be compressed.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It strikes me tonight, showing a clip such as this one, twenty-five minutes long, before we have a conversation is a risk. You know, what are people going to—what is the public going to understand of what they see and it reminded me of a line of John Ashbery that Adam Phillips quotes, which is, “The worse your art is, the easier it is to talk about.” 

(laughter)

MATTHEW BARNEY: That’s funny.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s funny. It’s so difficult to explore what is happening here. Norman Mailer, who figures very large in your world, said, “For people who want to follow the story, it’s hopeless,” he’s talking about your work. “They’ll hate the work. But there’s an intensity of perception and a visceral experience you have when you watch this stuff which is extraordinary,” and I’m wondering if you could in some way articulate for us what the visceral experience is that we’re following, or trying to follow, when we watch what we just saw.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, I think, I think that I’ve come to film in a rather unorthodox way, which is that I started by making simple actions in my studio and asking a friend to videotape them, and I got more and more interested in telling stories and so the actions became more narrative and the camerawork started to become more—let’s say less documentary and cinematic convention started creeping in, even if it was very crude, I’m talking about when I was a student, still. But these were the beginnings of what has evolved into a form of filmmaking, let’s say, and—but I think what I’ve never stopped doing is setting up a situation which is much more real than it needs to be from a cinematic standpoint and so I think as a sculptor it’s something I’m both interested in and something that I need, you know, for the situation to have a real physicality and for it to exist in the round and to use the camera to describe that physicality.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: To use the camera to in some way embrace.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yeah, or to describe in the round, I mean much in the same way I would think about placing an object in space if I were installing something and the way that the perspective changes as you move around it, so I mean, I’m thinking about your question and about like, about my need to make something visceral. I think it’s, you know, first of all I would say my need is to make it physical. I think its visceralness is another thing. It’s about wanting to be, you know, to create a body of sorts, which I think all of these pieces are, in some way they’re sort of extensions of the body or a body, and I want for the narrative to move inside that body and to have the opportunity to move out of it as well, and so the—I guess this word visceral makes me think of that—to move freely in and out of the body.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You see the word “visceral” as meaning something inside the body. I mean like our veins.

MATTHEW BARNEY: In normal terms inaccessible or invisible to us.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What strikes me in what you decided for us to see tonight is that it demands of us a level of attentiveness, I mean I was amazed by just listening to the crowd tonight, how utterly silent they were. Concentrated to the extreme it felt, and I wonder if that’s what you want to inspire in some way in the audience?

MATTHEW BARNEY: A concentration?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or a level of abandonment.

MATTHEW BARNEY: I think that it’s necessary to—I mean, I think there are things that I’m interested in making possible, you know, this movement from internal to external and leaping in scale interests me, and I think I’ve felt in the past, I think it’s less true with the work I’m making now, but in the past I’ve been conscious of devices like, you know, flattening the image, you know, using color in a particular way that removes gravity from the image, you know, something along the lines of a live-action sensibility that mimics animation in a way, and I think you see that in broadcast sports a lot, and that’s something that influenced me a lot. The way that lighting in a stadium and the color palette that comes from the opposing teams starts to flatten the image, and it makes something extremely visceral quite free from gravity in a way and I think that’s always interested me in terms of the relationship between you know, the object and the image as I’m interested in it, the moving image and the sculpture. So I think there are things like this that in my mind enable these leaps in scale and leaps in interiority, exteriority.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I do love the notion that one word like “visceral” can inspire in you quite a lot. We’ll have many more words, but in the meantime, I have no idea how—I’m not a son of modernity, I have no idea how this works. Here we go. Houdini has a relationship with the clip we just saw, I mean he has a relationship it would seem in many ways, with a lot of your work, perhaps you could explore that a little bit. And he has a relationship also with this man we know in common, Adam Phillips, who wrote a book called Houdini’s Box but quite apart from that, I’d like you tell us what the relationship is between Houdini and what we saw and Houdini and your work.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Houdini made his first manacled bridge jump from that bridge, the Belle Isle Bridge. It was made of a different material then, but it’s in the same place. He died there as well, he died in Detroit, and so he—although he had been, in some manifestation or another, a part of previous projects of mine, he became quite central to this one, which, you know, which follows Norman Mailer’s novel Ancient Evenings, which he wrote in the eighties, and is set in Egypt and uses Egyptian mythology as its core, and Houdini came back again, I think, as a way of looking at Mailer’s story in a different way and thinking about how to translate his protagonist, which I did in a number of different ways. I think in that clip the character of Osiris is rendered in a number of different ways at the same time, as a manifestation of Houdini, as James Lee Byars who was a performance artist, sculptor, born in Detroit, died in Cairo, and acted his death over and over again. Certainly had a relationship to Egyptian mythology. And to the character of the Entered Apprentice in Cremaster 3, who is wearing the straitjacket of James Lee Byars and Harry Houdini. 

There’s also a way which the protagonist, Mailer’s protagonist, is replaced by an automobile which reincarnates three times. It starts with the Imperial from Cremaster 3 and it becomes the 1979 Trans-Am which you see in that sequence, and then it becomes the 2001 Crown Victoria Police Interceptor, so it has—it follows the—Mailer’s text that way. Mailer’s story is about a nobleman who works for the pharaoh and finds a way to reincarnate by making love to a woman in his final breath and therefore fathering himself.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Another form of reincarnation.

MATTHEW BARNEY: So structurally, in the film, when we go out in the landscape, the protagonist is an automobile. When we are inside the domestic space the protagonist is played by a human character, so it jumps.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There’s a relationship between gravity and Houdini’s career.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Is there?

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, you know, there’s a line from Adam Phillips once again, who says, “The escape artist is always involved in some profound acknowledgment of what he feels confined by,” and in the sequence we saw we have that form of confinement, we have that form of inescapability, and it seems that those kind of constraints are something you are quite frankly obsessed by. I mean, when you said earlier on you didn’t want to come back to older work, in some way one might wish to say that you always do. There’s no blue period in Matthew Barney, I mean it’s—(laughter) you’re constantly coming back again and again from yet another angle.

MATTHEW BARNEY: True.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Houdini, maybe like Mailer, maybe like Hemingway, maybe like others who we’ll come to, functions for you as a pretext, perhaps as a medium. The word “medium” in particular more I would say than an influence. Somehow a figure, nearly an incarnation of. I wonder if this is true.

MATTHEW BARNEY: I think that there’s—I don’t know how well I can articulate this, but there’s a leap which Houdini makes and I think that appealed to me early early on, you know, as a student that, you know, there’s a physicality and a very straightforward relationship to physicality. Houdini always spoke of his relationship to illusion, you know, through his own physical strength, through his training, that what he does is physical and I think as a young athlete that appealed to me and I could relate to that very much, you know. As I started making artwork and thinking about how, you know, I had a particular relationship to my body, my body—I experienced my body as a tool, I used it as a tool, and so when I started making sculpture, I used my body immediately and activated the object with my body. 

But with Houdini I think that the leap is that there’s a slightly uncomfortable relationship I believe he had to magic and to the metaphysical and the way in which he spent the second part of his career trying to locate a medium who could put him in touch with his dead mother, but he went about that by traveling around and revealing fraudulent mediums. It seemed that his intention was really to locate the one who was a true medium, so I think that he believed that way and there are certain illusions he performed that he never spoke of, and so I think that there’s—there’s something in art making that’s like that, which one has to believe, you know, that there’s a transformation that is possible, but one might not feel comfortable speaking about it or trying to name it, but in between the physical and this transformation, you know, is that whole stage, you know, the theater in Houdini’s case, and the the whole realm of performance and communication, and I guess the leap that I’m thinking of is that I think he leaped right over that, in terms of the way I understand what he was about. He lived in the physical and he yearned for the metaphysical.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The River Fundament, what does it mean, what does the title mean?

MATTHEW BARNEY: It comes from the Mailer text, I mean, fundament means shit, you know, it means—I mean I think the way that Mailer describes the land of the dead as a river of feces basically, that to live again you must successfully cross the river of feces and sort of—so a lot of the magic that’s described in the novel is, you know, has to do with, you know, eating excrement, sort of embracing, you know, the waste as a way of learning. As a way of learning. That in the case of one character, for example, to eat the waste of another is to learn everything that they’ve learned and it’s one of the ways that the protagonist is able to become more powerful is to learn what was learned in the lives of other people by eating their waste.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We’ll move to—we’ll come back to excrement in a moment. (laughter) We’ll move to—I also read that fundament means buttock. 

MATTHEW BARNEY: Oh yeah?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah. We’ll move to some of the exhibition at the Morgan. Can you see it? I don’t know if you want to point to anything.

MATTHEW BARNEY: This is a remains of Drawing Restraint that’s at the Morgan right now. The drawing was made with this Olympic barbell which was covered in graphite and lifted from a horizontal to a vertical position and used as a kind of compass and the weight was then held while the rest of the drawing was made beneath it. The drawing is what’s called an inverted pyramid. In weightlifting terms, it’s a strength program where you increase the amount of weight with each set, and you decrease the number of repetitions and you work to failure, effectively, you start at around 60 percent of what you can lift and you end up at 100 percent of what you can lift at the bottom, and then you go back to the top in terms of repetition and again you’re working to failure. 

So I’ve always been interested in this program as a way of thinking about how I approach art making in terms of starting with a narrative, and that if you think about the inverted pyramid with the sort of wider base at the top, where the text exists, and this sort of funneling of narrative information produces narrative objects and drawing, and each one of those is, you know, a process of distilling from the text into the object and into the mark, and so this inverted pyramid I think is something I’ve been drawing for quite a while and actually following as a weight-training regime, but it’s become, let’s say, more relevant to me recently with the Ancient Evenings text and again thinking of ways of dealing with Egyptian mythology, which is difficult, because I mean, my daughter studied Egyptian mythology in second grade—it’s sort of the most basic.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is a way for you to deal with Egyptian mythology?

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, I think that throughout this project there have been a number of ways of abstracting other things into the core mythology of—which runs through Ancient Evenings and I guess what I’m saying is that it can’t be dealt with directly.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It can’t be dealt in a frontal way. 

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m curious what happens when one comes to a work such as this one without any information. One comes to it in—obviously, it would be different to come to it without any information in a gym.

(laughter)

MATTHEW BARNEY: That would be better, wouldn’t it?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But for the moment it is in the Morgan, and one doesn’t see that, one sees what we just saw. Here we understand a little bit more. I’m curious what it means to come with it without any information, knowing nothing.

MATTHEW BARNEY: I don’t know.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, there you are in some way exploring, explaining the work with that photograph. It’s part of the artwork.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yeah, and the action was filmed.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And who was there, who was the audience? Who was this performed for?

MATTHEW BARNEY: Two camera operators, a couple of camera assistants, a couple friends.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Not for a public, really. That’s part of the performance. I’m giving you plenty of time in case you want to say something.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You probably really wonder why we have that. There’s a reason for it. In Ways of Seeing, which is a book I very much like by John Berger, he says, “This is a landscape of a cornfield with birds flying out of it. Look at it for a moment.” On the next page he adds a caption: “This is the last picture that van Gogh painted before he killed himself. It is hard to define exactly how the words have changed the image, but undoubtedly they have. The image now illustrates a sentence.” And including this here is a little surprise for you and perhaps for me, too, just because the captions matter and explaining things matter, and knowing something about the work we saw of yours before matters. Without knowing it we’re sort of somewhat lost.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yeah, well, I mean I’ve always felt that work can, you know, it can exist on a number of different levels and it’s—you know, its meaning changes over time and, you know, I think in the moment that something is presented, you know, it has, I’ve found it has—it has a different meaning depending on where it’s shown, you know, I think there are—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So it’s different to see it in a gym than at the Morgan, for sure.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yeah, for sure, and I think, you know, with the site specificity of what I do it depends on what country you present the work in, but I think that over time that becomes less relevant, and the—what feels very specific when a work is new becomes less specific over time, and so, you know, we can talk about these specific things about all these works, but it’s—it is more difficult to talk about that more essential aspect of the work that outlives the specific.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because when we now go back to it, with the detour of having had you explain it to us, you know, what is the leftover here? What are we now seeing that we see differently now that you’ve explained it to us a little bit? You know, what do we understand about it that has been transformed? What is the most important aspect of it? Is it the process of doing it? Is it the anticipation of lifting that weight?

MATTHEW BARNEY: I think it’s the sun in the upper right. I think.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why?

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, because I think it’s the most transformative part of the drawing, and, you know, I think that the exhibition at the Morgan made me think about this in a number of different ways. In that exhibition there are cabinets that have notational drawings and storyboards from a number of the films, and then there are other drawings that are on the wall in frames, and some of those drawings on the wall belong to the process of storyboarding, so they too are notational, but there’s something in the drawing that is transformative—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We’re seeing one there.

MATTHEW BARNEY: —and that differentiates that drawing from one that functions only within the context of the storyboard for me and—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So here again we have Houdini and Jim Otto. Jim Otto, that’s a completely new name for me. I know nothing about American football, so I learned a lot from you, but I learned also how important he is for you. You never met him.

MATTHEW BARNEY: No, he was central to several projects that were made between ’91, ’92, and this is one of them.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: there’s this sheer folly of contiguity somehow between Houdini and Jim Otto being next to each other there. I’m just wondering if it’s possible for you to give me a clue as to—

MATTHEW BARNEY: Why they are presented this way?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I also know that they are both OO, that Otto has the number 00.

MATTHEW BARNEY: In those projects involving Otto there was a character that was based heavily on Houdini who I called the Character of Positive Restraint, and he was the, I’d say they were mirror images of one another in a way. I mean, they were very much opposites, but they were aspects of the same character, and so in those projects there was often this sort of side-by-sideness to the way those two characters were presented.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But why?

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, we spoke of it before a little bit. I think that (a) that Houdini was a manifestation of interiority and Otto was a manifestation of the exterior, you know, that the 0s were orifices all over his body, on his shoulders, on his chest, on his back. There are a lot of drawings of that period of a character with a double rectum, 00, so there was a way in which Otto was open that way, he was full of holes and he was permeable, and Houdini was sealed from every orifice and he was protecting his interiority, so they were opposites that way.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: His number appealed to you, also, the double-O.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yeah, a number of things did. His number—the fact that he’s a center, which means that he moves the ball into play.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I read a little bit about that. So that means that he is in some way in control.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Mmm-hmm. It starts with that movement.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m revealing my ignorance but that is what truly—that is the position in football that you’re most attracted to.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Not necessarily, but for this character I was. I think, I mean, I think what I’m really interested in is that threshold between what leads to, everything that leads up to the game or to the field of competition and what lies on the other side of that threshold, which is where all of the potential energy that’s stored— 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The anticipation.

MATTHEW BARNEY: —and built. And then the expenditure of that energy and I think it’s something that I was quite obsessed by as a young athlete.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So is it the anticipation?

MATTHEW BARNEY: Um, the anticipation. I wouldn’t define it that way. I think that—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The possibility?

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yeah, that there are many, many possibilities, and there’s a great amount of potential and then there—you know, then comes—I think that again, as a young athlete, I think the feeling of pregnancy was much more attractive to me than this feeling of, you know, exhausting your potential that way.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Before possibility, after possibility, there might also be the possibility of bad choice.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Say that again?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Of a bad choice made.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Mmm-hmm. I don’t understand.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ll move along, move along to another image. This is a shape drawing framed at the Morgan also, I think.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Right, so that—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That drawing is, that shape is pregnant with meaning for you.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, it’s something that I’ve used in a number of different ways, but I think at the time that this was made it was a way of drawing this notion which I just explained with the Otto/Houdini character that the oval shape was a body or an orifice in the body and that the bar was a sort of self-imposed closure of that opening and so it was a—I think again a kind of way of—a way of, you know, of sealing off this interiority, like this interior space and at the same time thinking about the plan view of a stadium, which had also started to represent for me that this is the shape of the arena where the action takes place, so that kind of duality of you know of a kind of hermetic system and one which, you know, has a theatricality and a need to communicate in some way and those two things are totally at odds.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why exhibit your drawings now? Why this drawing exhibition at this moment? And another way of phrasing this might be: What does drawing afford you that other mediums don’t?

MATTHEW BARNEY: I think steadily I’ve been making more drawing. I’m using drawing on the front end of a project in more or less in the same way I always have, to map the narrative and to storyboard, but what has changed is that at the bottom of the inverted pyramid, drawing is sort of the last—it’s the last process in this distillation, and it’s an important one for me, I think, more and more as the projects have become more and more collaborative and involved more people. The drawing is the one thing I can do myself, and I think it’s psychologically it’s become important as a way of moving on, you know, of kind of clearing all the loose ends so that I can begin again, and it seems to take more and more drawing to do this, to really clear things. So—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: To close yourself. I mean, is drawing one of those two moments between Houdini and Otto?

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, there is something about the last drawings that are made from any given project which I find have to do with following threads that were never fully explored in the process of making something. They may have been a part of the development, but they were never expressed, and so they’re like cobwebs, you know, that need to be cleared out, they need to be expressed in some way and I think that the drawing ends up being that vehicle.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What are we looking at there?

MATTHEW BARNEY: That’s the drawing from the OTTOshaft project, and that’s typical of a drawing, a preliminary drawing that’s a map of the narrative, it’s probably the first, one of the first drawings I made from that Otto/Houdini narrative.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Again the double O one sees there. How important do you think it was for you that initially you wanted to be a plastic surgeon?

MATTHEW BARNEY: How important?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, I see something in that activity as wanting to take off the skin and reconstruct it. And wanting to go under what seems like the superficial layers. I mean, there was in you the desire to become a medical doctor at some point.

MATTHEW BARNEY: So was it important? I think it has translated into what I do now, for sure, but I think at the same time I was also obsessed with horror films, you know. I think it’s the same—I don’t know if my intentions were in the right place with the plastic surgery.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you just made the leap from plastic surgery into horror films?

MATTHEW BARNEY: No, I was into horror.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The next image is one that haunted a lot of people and in some way perhaps started your career, and I’d like to very quickly read what Barbara Gladstone had to say when she saw this in early 1991 and you were twenty-four I believe. “He took me downstairs to this empty basement, freezing cold, where he made a Vaseline-covered bench that made me gasp. It was unearthly and ghostly. I’d never seen material used that way, drawing in picture frames made of self-lubricating plastic objects made out of cast tapioca.” It interests me in so many different—have you ever tried using that bench press?

MATTHEW BARNEY: That very one? No.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or a bench press made, covered in Vaseline?

MATTHEW BARNEY: No.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, explain to me a little bit what we’re seeing there and what this was and what the intention was and how to—

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, there were two—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it’s using material also that enlarge the vocabulary of what artists usually work with.

MATTHEW BARNEY: What it is is this is the inside of a walk-in freezer so the bench you’re looking at here is an incline press. There was a second piece with a decline press, so what I always considered a trilogy started in the condition of incline which was the in terms of this sculpture was the decline press and it ended in the condition of incline, sorry, decline, with the incline press, and this had to do with the way the Otto and Houdini characters were involved in effectively a chase scene where they were in conflict over the, this threshold we’ve been speaking about between interiority and exteriority and so there were a number of sculptural stations which I considered hiding places or like blinds, the way you would hide from a duck in a duck blind. And they were described in terms of their—in terms of being masculine, androgynous, or feminine, and the drop in temperature in this sculpture, which was called Transsexualis, was the masculine state. So do you really want to hear all this?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I kind of do but I’d love to interrupt it if I could with a fairly long quotation and I want you to listen to it, because as I saw this, as I saw this—people are leaving—it comes from a very highbrow philosophical treatise called Being and Nothingness about sliminess. And it says, “I open my hands. I want to let go of the slimy, and it sticks to me and it draws me, it sucks at me. Its mode of being is neither the reassuring inertia of the solid nor a dynamism like that in water, which is exhausted in fleeing from me. It is soft, yielding action. A moist and feminine sucking. Slime is the revenger in and of itself. A sickly sweet feminine revenge which will be symbolized on another level by the quality ‘sugary.’ A sugary sliminess is the ideal of the slimy. It symbolizes the sugary death of the for itself, like that of the wasp which sinks into the jam and drowns it. But at the same time the slimy is myself, by the very fact that I outline an appropriation of the slimy substance. That sucking of the slimy which I feel on my hands outlines a kind of continuity of the slimy substance in myself. These long soft strings of substance which fall from me to the slimy body, when, for example, I plunge my hand into it and then pull it out again, symbolize a rolling of myself into the slime. Slime transcends all distinctions between the psychic and physical, between the brute existent and the meanings of the world. It is a possible meaning of being. The first experience which the infant can make with the slimy enriches him psychologically and morally. He will not need to reach adulthood to discover the kind of sticky baseness which we figuratively name ‘slimy.’ It is there near him in the very sliminess of honey or of glue.” 

And I’m not sure exactly why I wanted to read this to you, but I did, (laughter) and somehow I think it’s very consonant with that piece. 

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, I think it’s also—you know, I think it’s relevant to an approach that I’ve taken, which I think from the standpoint of sculpture making in the kind of broader sense of the word, you know, has to do with connecting things, sort of not about making singular, autonomous objects. Although I do that from time to time, I don’t tend to think about—think about things autonomously within my language. I think of it as a system of many things. Sometimes a system of objects, sometimes a relationship between a film and an object and a drawing but really never as a single thing so I think there are a number of ways that that connection is suggested and I think the fluids and the adhesives and the lubricants are to do with that, you know. They’re to do with enabling a lubricated path between things and as a temporary adhesive between things touching, and I think drawing functions that way for me, again in a broader sense of the word, the way that drawing can literally connect things or the way that a connection between things can be imagined as a form of drawing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And the fact that there is no in and out. That in a way sliminess as I understand it and as one may feel it there has something to do with a category which is broken up, it doesn’t fit neatly into one space like the definition of dirt being matter out of place.

MATTHEW BARNEY: I think that something that I probably owe to the horror genre has to do with with the way that I consider my form, my language as being sort of opportunistic and really without a form itself. I think it has to do with this has influenced my reliance on narrative, you know, and finding existing narratives that my language can occupy and take the form of. I think we spoke about this the other day a little bit—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We did.

MATTHEW BARNEY: My relationship to Mailer’s novel is not I’ve sort of read it, I mean I’ve read it backwards, actually—I tried several times to read it straight through, I couldn’t. It functions for me you know as a text that I can distill narrative objects from. It could have been another text. It’s not to say that it’s disposable, but I think my relationship to the narratives is indirect and although a hell of a lot of effort and labor goes into making one of these films, you know, I think that is—part of the process of the distillation.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But Mailer symbolizes something for you.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yeah, but Mailer as a character, that’s different.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: As a character.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yes. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He and Hemingway and I mean there’s certain—Whitman—there’s certain figures that mean something to you for their—is it their big masculine Americanness or would that be a correct way of viewing it?

MATTHEW BARNEY: It certainly has to do with masculinity with characters like that. With characters like Richard Serra and I wouldn’t put Houdini in that box, but Al Davis who owns the Raiders, Jim Otto, I think that these characters have—they’re extreme enough that they can function abstractly in the—let’s say the fluctuating sort of gender of the work.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were very keen to tell me that you hadn’t read Norman Mailer carefully or fully, that you were not a particularly a reader.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yeah, well, I was worried that we were going to get up here and talk about literature, which I can’t do, so I thought I had to warn you. 

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And yet, and yet that reminds me of two things. It reminds me of a student I once had who was reading “Bartleby, the Scrivener” supposedly, and one day I asked him in class, “Well, you know, Michael, have you in fact read ‘Bartleby, the Scrivener’?” and he said, “Not personally.” (laughter) And a teacher of mine once said when he was asked if he had read such and such a book and he said, “Read it? I haven’t even taught it.” (laughter)

But you made a point of saying this partly I think not only because you knew we might be speaking about literature given that you’re in a library but because you wanted also to make a point about how you use certain figures and how they inspire you and how actually you were talking about opportunities. I mean, in some way it’s serendipity. Norman Mailer had an incredible—in a way you’ve inhabited his work more than many scholars have. You’ve built his own house to extreme detail and you’re taking it down the river as I understand it so in some way he haunts you.

MATTHEW BARNEY: I wouldn’t say that he haunts me. You know, I think, I think if he haunted me, I could not do this.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So what does he do?

MATTHEW BARNEY: He exists as an abstraction to the extent that I can, you know, that that occupation can be total but temporary. And then I can move on.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s look at a few more images. I’ll let you comment on them as you’d like. 

MATTHEW BARNEY: I just tried to choose some sculpture and some drawing from a number of the stories that are represented in the Morgan show with the storyboards. So this is a sculpture from Cremaster 2, and what you see here is the negative, like a casting of the negative space where this tunnel touches, or did touch, a 1966 Mustang, and this story was developed around another Norman Mailer book, actually, The Executioner’s Song, where Gary Gilmore is executed over the course of the story and has—his relationship with a woman named Nicole Barrett is described in the story, and so I got interested in the way that the two of them both owned the same automobile, they both owned ’66 Mustangs, and I started thinking about all of the characters in that story as bees within a beehive. I grew up not far from Utah, from Salt Lake City, and so the Mormon language was something that was really a part of my youth and the way that Deseret is described as a beehive is something that was always present for me and so Gilmore’s narrative took place in Mormon country and so that’s described in Mailer’s text and so a lot of the objects that come out of Cremaster 2 are in the language of the beehive and the relationship between bees.

So that’s another storyboard from Cremaster 3. The way these are organized is in vertical columns which are scenes, so although this is an edited storyboard—the storyboard is much longer than this, the complete storyboard, it still has the same structure that I would use from the beginning of the project.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: These are reconstructed.

MATTHEW BARNEY: These are from the original material.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Including some materials from the Morgan.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yeah, I have replaced certain aspects of the storyboard with objects from the Morgan collection.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The illuminated—

MATTHEW BARNEY: These Masonic drawings.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Or the illuminated manuscript.

MATTHEW BARNEY: And the illuminated manuscript, yeah. It’s a drawing from Cremaster 3 and a sculpture from—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What is this made of?

MATTHEW BARNEY: This is cast concrete, stainless steel, polyethylene, a sort of vinyl-based prosthetic plastic, a cast thermoplastic, petroleum jelly, a sort of copolymer called Vivac, which is acrylic and vinyl, and marble. This is the Drawing Restraint 9 storyboard. A drawing from Drawing Restraint 9.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I love this drawing.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Thanks.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me something about it. I love it. I don’t know why, but I love it.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, it’s an effigy of a whale held on posts of bamboo over the top of an eviscerated dead whale, and there’s gold raining down on the effigy, and I think I was thinking about the many festivals in Japan where an effigy is often carried and the way that the Japanese whaling is so—in that culture it’s many things at the same time, that they’re—for example, there are graveyards in whaling villages where the baby whales that are found inside whales that are hunted are buried and named, and there are festivals where the body of the whale is reconstructed and paraded through town and the sort of gesture of harpooning and flensing are reenacted through the festival and what am I saying? I guess I’m saying that this drawing is like a festival in itself, I would say.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We don’t have quite time enough to talk about this aspect of your work but there’s an aspect also of ritual that matters so much, comes back again and again. This again we have the shape that you were talking about before.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Drawing Restraint 9, the film, took place on the Japanese national whaling ship, the mother ship of their whaling fleet and on the flensing deck where the whales are cut we cast twenty tons of petroleum jelly and then as the ship was on its journey we opened the mold and let the petroleum jelly collapse onto the flensing deck and then we took a mold of the collapsed petroleum jelly and cast this in a material called polycapralacton which is a prototyping thermoplastic, so this piece is called Cetacea, it’s a large-scale sculpture in two parts.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me a little bit more about your obsession with petroleum jelly. I think it runs deep.

(laughter)

MATTHEW BARNEY: I think it was part of the landscape of materials I used initially, which all came from the locker room, basically, they all came from—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They all came from what?

MATTHEW BARNEY: The locker room. The plastic and foam and webbing and athletic tape and the various lubricants that you know were used to protect the body of the athlete or sort of extend the body out. Some of these materials belong to a family of plastics that can survive inside the body, Teflon for example in joint replacement. I think that petroleum jelly was one of—let’s say it’s more in the liquid state of the range of materials that have to do with this relationship with interiority and exteriority around the body in a very literal way, I think, which is where this project started. It started very literally with my body and it’s expanded out into the landscape and into, you know, a broader narrative, but it started with my body.

This is one of the storyboards from the current project, River of Fundament.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me a little bit about the image below the newspaper.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, that’s a papyrus that belongs to the Morgan Library that’s in horrible condition. It’s just fragments.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You chose one of the elements in the collection that is most fragile.

MATTHEW BARNEY: There are other tables that have papyrus that are in better condition but I was interested in these kind of pulped remains of, you know, of the text and so here are some drawings from River of Fundament and probably hard to see.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They’re hard to see there. I’ll finish with these couple of images of seminal texts that you’ve—what have you done to them?

MATTHEW BARNEY: There are some drawings that have made on copies of Ancient Evenings.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Underlined.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yeah, they’re notated.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Those pages seem to have been read carefully.

MATTHEW BARNEY: I made seven of them. Ancient Evenings describes sort of seven states of the soul, you know, as one dies in Egyptian mythology the soul leaves in seven stages, and that particular drawing was the aakhu and the aakhu, no excuse me, the ba, and the ba is described as a bird that appears to the deceased with his own head and face, so that drawing has the body of the Trans-Am, the Pontiac Trans-Am, with the head of Norman Mailer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m sorry I moved on, I’m afraid I don’t know how to go back. Hemingway features importantly also in your—in the writers you choose to be taken by in some way, and I think there’s a connection also to your origins, to Idaho and to—

MATTHEW BARNEY: Yeah, yeah, in fact we filmed the epilogue of River of Fundament in Hemingway’s house.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In Sun Valley.

MATTHEW BARNEY: In Idaho, yeah, where he committed suicide, and it happens to be close to the spawning grounds of the sockeye salmon, so the epilogue follows the sockeye from the Pacific Ocean up the Columbia, up the Snake, and the Salmon and ends in Red Fish Lake, which is quite close to Hemingway’s final home.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And why this attraction both to—the connection between the salmon, Hemingway, and his suicide? We can end on that note.

MATTHEW BARNEY: Well, there is a way in which Mailer’s protagonist who I described a bit—he’s a nobleman who has figured out how to reincarnate. He’s unsatisfied with his status as a nobleman. He works for the pharaoh, he wants desperately to be a pharaoh, he wants to be a king, but he can’t be a king. I think in that way Ancient Evenings has something to do with Norman Mailer’s own conflict in terms of you know his relationship to the Great American Novel that I think he always felt that by his time it wasn’t necessary anymore, and perhaps cinema overshadowed the need for a book like that, so in that sense there’s a way in which the pharaoh in Ancient Evenings is a character like Hemingway, and so as we started adapting Ancient Evenings, sort of Hemingway became this, like a manifestation of the pharaoh and Mailer himself became a manifestation of the protagonist in Ancient Evenings and in that way literally there are a number of spirits of Norman Mailer who come and go from the story, three in the way that the protagonist reincarnates, and the pharaoh in the story is based very much on Hemingway.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much.

(applause)
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