Interview by Alex Israel
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Barney is about the very fluid ways in which identity is

The syllabus for your survey class
on postwar art includes Mathew
Barney but neglects important
postwar figures like Ruscha,
Baldessari, and Wall. Why Barney?
The artist that I'm currently
working on, Blinky Palermo (see
Artforum Sept. 2002) is not even
on my syllabus! I have to strike
a balance between doing a survey
and discussing artists in depth.
If I had only one artist to teach
for the nineties it would be
Barney.

You require supplemental reading
and a full screening on Barney. Why
do you teach him in greater depth
than other artists included in your
syllabus?

Idon't think that I teach him in
greater depth. I assign the liter-
ature that I can find, like the text
by Norman Bryson who is a ma-
jor art historian. In this case
[Bryson] is venturing into art crit-
icism by writing an essay for
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Parkett. It’s a very funny and
accessible article that deals with
Cremaster 4. The reason why I
screen a full Cremaster is because
I think one can’t teach Barney
without showing a movie. Idon’t
always expect my students to see
the real art, it depends on the
work. I think you can get a better
sense of Kiki Smith from a slide
than you can get from a still from
a Matthew Barney movie.

How do you teach Matthew
Barney? There are so many ways
of approaching the work.
Iabsolutely agree and he is
difficult but I think that is why
he needs to be taught. One of the
reasons he is important to teach
in the context of postwar art is
his approach to the subject of
identity. He begins to make work
at a point in the late eighties
where the model of activist iden-
tity politics, represented very
extremely by someone like Bar-

bara Kruger, was exhausted. That
kind of work didn’t seem as
relevant after the Reagan Years.
Barney represents a movement
away from that one-dimensional
identity activism towards what I
would call a more quiet identity.
This is a more playful way of
dealing with identity, a more
open-ended approach.

When I teach Barney this year,
I will trace the theme of mascu-
line prowess and masculine striv-
ing. I show examples of how it
surfaces in the different Cremas-
ter’s allowing me to explore the
continuity of the theme and track
how it keeps reoccurring. My
students get a sense of the com-
plexity of Barney that way; cer-
tainly they get a sense of the
tremendous humor in his work.
Thaven’t had a single lecture on
Barney in which they don’tlaugh
about what they’ve seen.
Uncomfortable laughter?

1 think it’s genuine laughter. In
many ways Barney is about the
very fluid ways in which identity
is constructed and this is why he’s
so important. The eighties tended
to think about identity in terms
of binaries. Barney begins to think
beyond just male and female;
there are all of these other dimen-
sions of sexuality that enter in:
auto-eroticism, transvestitism,
pregenital states. In that sense T
think he gives us a more adequate
sense of what it is like to be a
human being. The whole subject
of masculine prowess opens
broader human issues like hubris
and excessive ambition. All those
things are woven into his movies.
It’s important to teach these
themes in the context of a West-
ern Art survey where we ap-
proach the grand themes of art.
What surprised you most about
the Cremaster Cycle at the Museum
Ludwig, Cologne?



I was most surprised by the way
in which the show actually man-
aged to be both a very adequate
representation of the work and
to make a very interesting addi-
tion. I had worried that a com-
prehensive show would leave
out a huge part of his work and
would not be able to capture
what is in the films. How could
you ever create a retrospective
of Barney’s work or even just the
Cremaster series? The show some-
how manages to succeed in doing
this on all these different levels.
first of all by giving you the sense
that you are entering into Barney’s
world and almost entering into
one of his movies. Not so much
in terms of a stage set, but really
for real. Basically, the carpets of
the movies being laid out and you
actually being on them...

The flags...

Exactly, and the padded door
frames and the picture frames.

But all of these happenstance
side-effects suddenly became part
of your whole experience of the
show so that the guard that’s
guarding the Irish Bar made out
of Vaseline is obsessively guard-
ing this piece and you are enter-
ing a kind of competition or strug-
gle to get as close to this bar as
possible and the guard becomes
like a character in this movie.

The complete excessiveness with
which they were actually ful-
filling their roles as guards was
completely ridiculous and kind
of suited the work.

You brought up the sculpture
and that’s another one of the
reasons why I really was surprised
by the show. In earlier shows
when I had seen the sculptures
I'had worried about them becom-
ing merely props—something
marketable. But they increasingly
are becoming self-sufficient
works. It’s interesting that a lot

of sculptures that are not in the
movie are being displayed.

The cement sculpture.

Exactly, that was one of the best
pieces in the show—the incredi-
bly skilled making and impecca-
ble attention to detail. Of course
you get this to some extent with
the movies, but in the real objects
you see on such a different scale
and with so much more awe. The
big concrete block was so amaz-
ing in the way the materials were
so perfectly joined; he beat
Donald Judd.

That's saying a lot (laughs).

I might be overstating a little bit
(laughs).

What do you think about Barney's
inability to edit himself in Cremas-
ter 3?

I don’t know whether he’s unable
to edit himself although I think
that’s an interesting question.
There is obviously a kind of
movement up and down from

constructed and this is why he's so important.

Cremaster 1 through Cremaster 5.
The first is short, the last is short.
Cremaster 3 is the centerpiece and
it is the longest movie.

When you consider the series as a
whole, are you more prone to
seeing the narrative as 1,4,5,2,3
(the order in which the films
were released) or as 1,2,3,4,5?
This is one of the tricks that Bar-
ney plays; I think that there are
ways in which one can see the
cycle in both ways, and I think
that he’s playing with that. But
in terms of the narrative you do
see that he has constructed con-
nections between Cremaster 1 and
Cremaster 2, where the end of 1
picks up at the beginning of 2. T
think that he conceived of it as I
through 5 in terms of the details
of the narratives and the ends and
beginnings of each of the movies.
Taking that into account Cremas-
ter 3 functions as a fulcrum for
the cycle, and I think that when
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planning the cycle he planned
to have that central cycle be
longer than the rest. It makes
some sense although I definitely
was losing some of my patience
in the first half of Cremaster 3.

I think everyone was. People got
up and left.

I know a lot of people who left
and I cant believe anybody would
do that (laughs).

They missed the best part, which
was the last hour.

The more distance I have from
seeing it, the more I wonder
whether that was actually a very
effective and conscious choice
that he made—dragging out the
first half and the scene of the
Chrysler getting smashed and
crashed for so long. That pacing
builds up tension at the central
moment of this whole cycle,
which is an important thing to
consider in terms of the overall
narrative. Thinking about the
idea of competition and striving
is a way in which we experience
that scene. That’s the part that
for me dragged on forever, the
destruction of that car kept
coming back again and again.
That, and also the bar scene which
dragged on for a very long time,
particularly the part with the bar-
tender.

Ididn’t even mind that so much.
I think it was mainly with the car
because it was always the same
thing happening. But then that
tension and boredom that built
up was somehow so amazingly
and funnily released at the mo-
ment where the Chrysler is fist-
size and Serra stuffs it into
Matthew Barney’s mouth. That
totally made up for the first half.
Cremaster 3 is very different than
the other movies; I think the other
movies are much faster paced.
Much tighter.

Yes. But the cycle as a whole
seems simultaneously tight and
connected as it needs to be and
open-ended. One thing to add is
that Barney, by dragging out the

Matthew Barney, Cremaster 3, production photograph

first half for so long is consciously
subverting your expectations of
how his movies should unfold.
Nonetheless, he does present us
with the most quintessential
Barney movie yet. It's the most
elaborate and has the highest level
of production...

I think his lengthening of the
movie allows you some space to
reflect and think and have a dif-
ferent relationship to what you're
seeing. And I think that might
be important at the middle point
in the Cremaster Cycle, to introduce
a different attitude of viewing.
There’s a way in which the
overflow and excess of detail is
something that becomes stressed
more and more through the con-
trast of building tension.

The reason | posed the question
about Barney's inability to edit
himself is because there are all of
these mechanisms of control that
surround his work and him as an
artist. For example, in Cologne,
the sculptures are shown in the
context that he established for
them: from the selection of the
fluorescent light bulbs, to the
wallpaper and the floor coverings.
When you see his sculptures out
of that context, | think they lose
something. That's the strength of
his early work Transexualis, the
walk in freezer can exist anywhere.
Exactly, because you have the
room as the context for that
sculpture. It’s harder when you
exhibit only one concrete slab
sculpture by itself without any-
thing around it. You may lose
something, but this is true if you
take any Renaissance mural out-
side of its church context. It was
interesting to me with the con-
crete slab, to suddenly see it in
the context of abstract sculpture.
Isaid, ‘He beat Judd in the
making of that work” and I had
never looked at his work in that
context. This is interesting given
that Serra appears in Cremaster 3.
Why the Guggenheim, and why
Richard Serra?

I think it’s absolutely hilarious
that Barney picked Serra, even
more hilarious that Serra agreed
to do it and to play an architect
because of how much hatred he
has for architecture. I think that
Serra stands for something in the
art world. He stands for New York
in a way that many artists don’t
because of Tilted Arc. Because of
the danger of his work, the scale
of his work and the legendary
photographs of him throwing
lead. I think there’s something
about Serra in terms of his per-
sona and in terms of masculinity.
Tilted Arc was in one of the read-
ing comprehension stories on my
S.AT's.

That’s amazing.

How do you think that Barney
approaches the idea of Richard
Serra and the ideaof the Guggen-
heim?

I think it’s a sense of reflecting
on the distance he has travelled
from that generation. Where we
are now is very far away from the
early seventies.

Is he curating himself here? Is he
telling us what his work is, what
it has done, what it is for?

Yes, I'see his choice in terms of a
self-reflexiveness that you can
find in all great art. I think there’s
a dimension of self-reflexiveness
in his work that is healthy and
interesting, but I don’t think that
it is strictly autobiographical.

It's interesting to think about Cre-
master 3 in relation to commerce,
especially in light of Guggenheim
Director Thomas Kren's controver-
sial relationship to business, and
Richard Serra’s current Gagosian
show. | felt that show was merce-
nary—the walls are lined with
twenty nearly identical drawings
designed to sell. Clearly the movie
cost a fortune to produce, and the
knowledge of that is something
that you can‘t avoid thinking about
while watching it.

The work is about spectacle and
itis itself a spectacle to a large
degree, but there are also ways

in which that type of viewing
you have vis-a-vis spectacle is
undermined by the circulatory
and constantly meandering
metaphors and narratives. With
spectacle you don’t get the same
kind of gratification that comes
with closure. So he provides you
the initial gratification of a spec-
tacle but then frustrates you
tremendously.

So you equate the idea of specta-
cle with the idea of commerce?
Yes, the way in which a spectacle
advertises itself to be consumed.
Are there aspects of his work
which you find problematic, or
unresolved?

I think that’s the exciting thing
for an art historian—that you can
think about Barney’s work end-
lessly, and potentially write about
it endlessly. There is so much to
say and so much to think about.
If you think about Cremaster 5 as
the supposed ending, by shifting
the scene to 19th Century
Budapest he adds a completely
different dimension and you can
imagine that it would go on from
there.
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