Edited transcript of a longer interview with Robert Storr conducted by
Francesca Pietropaolo on 24 September and 1 Oct
Brooklyn, New York.

ober 2016 at Storr’s house,

Chuck Closze
Rob, 200+
Colored pencil on paper, 22.8 x 137 cm (9x7in)

Private collection, New York. € Chuck Close. Courteny Pace Gallery. Photo courtesy Robert Stoer

T E I EEERE -  EE T AE S Y EE
P ———————— e e gy




WIOA M Sa|og) sadoeg)
VI ARRLINOD) AN HOA MK WOWA S0 pasusor)
J 0O BNCINE £ MIOORN] 1030 (0}

SNOUNYOOISIG >0

MON wWO Y
HOUPOAB Y LRIy UaLNB N AAIB[ 40 0101 BIoOK Balag

Jivyaq uo Suryizwos Futop ainof ‘wayy 01 Suryp uaym ‘asofarays puv sisuap Jo sassasosd
wEnoys ur 1524211 10248 2avy 3)doad yuryy [ “op sdrysuonuvias as 3sow Kvm 2y ‘suakv]
L2mopoys pup sia6v) 43da3p uaamiaq sarpnimyf yorym au() “drysuonvjas v Surnwiof moqy
s1 &7ppaa 11 0§ “Kruama sdvyad [s10a5inog | astmo fo a5 2y ul— ISHAD UD YIM SMIALIIUL
24 40 “nof 2a4y1 ‘om3 3uop 3avy [ saspl Auvw ul puy "oy3 moqgy Kjanjosqp s3] sY
"diysuonefal e

ystjqe1sa o1 2|qe Juraq Jo asuas 2yl ur A3ojoyoAsd noqe ose st Sumatazau] ad
SAAMSUD YD 2ADY 0 3y1] PInom | yd1ym 01 suorisanb jpas ysv 01 ing

‘SISUID JUTUDXI-SS042 07 10U S1 YIDOAddD [paual Kw 0S 11 40f suosvas 2y puv 1 Jo 2unixa)
ay1 4of Junoap o1 Suika — Kay1dads “Yiom 413yl ‘KJL4auas 14v — 152437U1 UOWIWIOD D YIIa
a)doad om3 sp WY1 puUE W sDM 1] “dIYSUOLID]AL (D1I0INI3504d O 1405 D Ul TWAY) SNSIAA
aur 3 usvm 31 Inqg ‘Avs ppnom £3y1 123dx2 JupP1p | WY1 sSutY1 Vs 01 SISNAY 4310 pup
431y pavyaan) iof Kom ay3 paavdaud aa ] | jnof 105),, ‘Aps Kjaandaffa nok asaym uononais
v ut wayy nd 03 Juvm Juop nok puv ‘ssnasip 01 way: 123 03 FuroF uanau 150D 240K
1DY1 ‘IN0GD Yv1 01 JUDM JUOP SISULD 2y IDY] s122lqns a4v auay1 1oyl 51 Julod Ay | “S324N0S
sty fo K11anasqo ay3 sp pood sp AJuo s1 1514w up IDYI 23u0 350]7) YyINy7) pjo1 Kjsnownf
DS pavydy “woxf awod svapr 21ay1 awaym nok 1121 01 10U paidadxa 3q uvI SISULY “punu
4137 uo s1 yoym s 01 2fvs 12af wayz Surypw ‘Mo wiay1 Furnvap wo s1nNsas FUCIUOS
ynm maruagur poos v -yurys Koy moy pup yuiyz £3y1 1pym mouy 07 1uvm nok 10yl

51 “Apoqhup 4o ‘sisnap Surmaraaur uaym Juawala L3y Y3 aut 40, HHOLS LYIEAOH

¢ MATAIIUT JUY B SNBUI JBY A

s3umaraiaiui 01 yorosdde ok qLIDSIP NOA PNOM MOF] OTOVdOH13Id VOSIONVHS

ojoedod}ald EOS3OUBIH YIIM UOIJESIIAUOCD
:3InQO Sulpui4 40 WU04 € S1 SUIMIIAJIIUY

JJ0}S 342 0Y

‘@snc




of your reader. Of course what an artisl‘says about his/her work is not the first word,

is mox e kst word. It is a word. A singularly well-informed word but one of many.

5 Swesw’t control interpretation, but it does give you useful information as Yyou make your
awm smterpretation of the work.

# A common thread among these dialogs with such a diverse array of artists -

of different generations and of different formal and poetic inclinations —is that you
ask questions without showi ng off. You're an attentive listener and that allows you

to gain trust and thus give readers remarkable access to the artists’ methods and
thinking. Is this a deliberate strategy on your part?

genre. The interview is a form for finding things out. An important component is resisting
the tempiation to show the artists how much you already know about their work, as well
as ﬂle‘*'..*'w'lo the reader how smart you are. Academics are too often
prome o ask guestions that make the artists’ answers more and less superfluous. I don’t
ﬂi’kcmwtoworksowhatIdoisnytoleanlasmuchaslcan before-
Rand and make extensive notes about what is relevant and pertinent. | look for key tran-
sisiomal moments in a person’s work or life. I plan it out and then | set it all aside. 1 only
dook at the notes when I get lost or when | need to check a fact. So thereafter it’s just a
comversation. It's a way of saying, “Now, tell me about yourself Who are you? What do
you do? Why?”. As I said, I try to put the person I'm questioning at ease. Of course, [ am
not entirely innocent in the sense that the more you make people feel comfortable, the more
they are likely to take risks in whar they tell you. I do press for answers sometimes when
necessary, and sometimes | press to go into areas that are uncomfortable for the person
being interviewed. But in general I avoid grilling the subject. What would be the purpose
if you can be pretty certain that they'd clam up?

Fp These interviews are of a remarkable range. They span from the early 1980s

to the present. Brought together in a book, for the first time, they will have a new
dimension to them: sparking dialogs with or against each other. Do you imagine your
readership, at all, for such a collection of primary sources?

rs No writer knows who reads them and certainly none has control over who reads them.
I am trying to produce sources thar are useful to intelligent people who are not specialists
but are acute enough to expect and make the most of the best information. I avoid profes-
sional jargon and gossip — insiders’ talk and insiders’ topics — and instead Jfocus on the “art
part” And I trytodoitina way that is inclusive of a variety of possible readers— from very
sophisticated to very unsophisticated but intelligent. What you can control is whether you
rise Lo the level of what the intelligent reader wants and deserves.

Fp  Next to the in-depth conversations, where you tend to have the artists talk about
their work since their beginnings to give a sense of its development, there are more
focused, shorter interviews occasioned by artist’s commissions — notably the Richard
Serra interview about his Monumenta installation in Paris (2008) - or shows of new
work —for instance the Tatiana Trouveé conversation about her exhibitions at the
Migros Museum in Zurich (2009-10) and at Gagosian Gallery in New York (2010).
How do you see this more occasional kind of interview and its possibilities?

rs When art writing is good Journalism it is both well-informed and critical. But being
occasional writing, it is not in-depth scholarship and needs not be ponderous. It may be
done by scholars, but it’s not by its nature scholarly. So I accept comfortably that in doing
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you address the artistic and culturgl context as well as issues relating to the very RS |
f process of art-making. Are these all elements that together inform your method? Sol.
} rs Absolutely. I simply do not believe that art is a by-product of superstructural factors value
as many academics currently profess —rather, art is created by real people in real time. in ot
Each artist is born in a certain era, concerned about certain issues, and he or she works peopi
on or around them in a place that conditions what they're likely to do. Artists don't just behir
follow the dictates of the episteme or the zeitgeist. It may be that the interpreter of art can being
explain the work by using the episteme to frame it, but that’s a convenience that academics L
have. They have a distance from the activity in general and a distance from the individual relat
creative event. But art happens in the present. People make things this morning, made Veni
them yesterday and will make them tomorrow. I am an existentialist in the sense of being larly
a person who believes philosophically that it’s the decision-making of a unique individual, RS
in unique circumstances, at a specific moment that accounts for how art comes into exis- the
tence. Those are the conditions that Walter Benjamin set down for the creation of “aura”™ tote
the experience of art occurs in unique individuals, in unique circumstances, at a specific FP

moment. Of course that doesn’t mean that that’s where all the discourse ought to be. But
its where I want to be. And it’s where I think most artists are.

FP  As an artist yourself, you initiate insightful discussions with the artists about the
making of their work, providing the reader with important information in that domain.
rs Honestly, if I were a well-known artist, I think that probably they wouldn’t do it in
the same way. However, because I have explored many of these things to some considerable
extent on my own, and I know what the difficult aspects of the problems are, I can have
this conversation without getting into a contest with them over our respective responses

to it — because my response is not known to them. I don’t push it. They can hear in the
way I talk that 1 am paying close attention to familiar problems.

Fp You're almost side-by-side with them, in some of these conversations. Again, it’s
to make others, the reader, understand.

rs Yes. From the reader’s point of view, I'm on the inside inviting them to come inside.
Whereas from the artist’s point of view, I'm enough on the inside that they will feel com-
Jfortable saying things that go beyond the bare basics granted to total outsiders.

Fp In previous interviews you have said something to the effect that artists are your RS
universities, which I think is very beautiful. Would you expand on that? arg
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Twrned it into an absurdly Junny, sadistic image.
¥ You two met on the occasion of 2 critique he gave you of your paintings,

RS Yes, I met him ar the Skowhegan [School of Painting and Sculpture] sy

gram [in Maine] in 19782 He looked at my work (which was gps id, “

looks like modern ars to me!” meaning “pag» | defended my painting and said, “I ¢ me
See your stuff!” o something to thay effect. We went 10 his studio and the argument got
more interesting and, oyey time, it produced los of letters back ang Jorth. That’s the way
it went with many artists. Al Held was also somebody I used 1o argue with a lot, And
many people | haye interviewed are ones with whom | disagree. And that’s OK, thay’s
good, you know, [ am not there to clean up my thinking by only talking to people who
think the same way, and I'm not there to clean up thejy thinking.

FP  Over the years You had many public conversations with artists for the 92nd
Street Y in New York, one of them being with Al Held. A small but significant selec-

s FiBIBSFRERIREY

to draw q line gt certain poings,

FP  So there are many factors to juggle with,

RS Yes, and it megns You're not thinking 100 percent about the subject. You're thinking
about all these other contingencies.

FP It's like a3 performance.,

fact that he was sort of trapped on Stage, and wanted ¢ 80 some place that was jn Jact very
emotional for him, People could see that. It was q very interesting dynamic and my job
under those circumstances was 10 keep him talking, keep him going where he wanted 1o go

ROBERT STORR
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people are not in the visual arts, don’t know much about what the artist is doing or didn’t
even know the artist existed. 1 think an awful lot of critical writing these days is a con-
venience or concession for people who are extremely specialized in certain spheres but not
very keyed into the visual. And they try to apply the techniques of literary criticism —of the
word ~ to the perceptual phenomena. Too many fail to learn what they need to know about
the visual grammars before they do that. They don’t describe enough, they don'’t explain
enough, they don’t bring into the mind what’s really there in the work. So doing that is the
task of the empirical critic and the interviewer.

P What was the most challenging interview for you to do, perhaps one where the
artist resisted more or where you were too close to the artist, which sometimes makes
things difficult?

rs That’s hard to say. Some of the ones with Louise [Bourgeois] were very difficult
because she would go on the defensive. Especially after I learned about her lover, whom

1 met in the early 1990s.

#p You write about that in the book on her life and art that just came out? You
learned about it accidentally, right?

rs Yes. In my early time at MoMA T went to Chile and visited the Museo Nacional

de Bellas Artes in Santiago that was directed by a man named Nemesio Antiinez who
had known Louise in the late 1940s/early 50s. He was an artist too* And he had been

an actor as well — he appeared in the Costa-Gavras film State of Siege (1972), next to
Yves Montand. We went to dinner together one night and during the evening he suddenly
started talking to me about Louise. He talked about their affair, which I had not been
aware of, nor, I think, was anyone. He knew [ knew her and, also, he was still in love
with her. The details he told me about her I haven't discussed with anybody because it

is nobody’s business.

FP She was married to Robert Goldwater at the time of the affair.

RS Yes, unhappily married in some ways. To my knowledge this is the only major affair
that she had during her marriage. But it went on Jor quite a while. And [ think it may have
resumed in Paris when she and her family went there. By which time he was married too,
but it was a real love match. So, the day after that dinner [ went to the museum to look

at some more art and when I was departing Nemesio said to me, “When you get back to
New York, embrace Louise de ma part sur la bouche” (kiss Louise for me on the mouth).

I didn’t take it literally, but when I went to see her I delivered the message verbally and she
glowed and then she shut down.

Fp Was she angry with you for finding out?

rs No. She was absolutely delighted to receive the message — plainly she still loved the
man and I think it was probably her most sexually satisfying relationship.

#p Were you surprised by the relationship?

RS No. Hers was an odd, mismatched marriage in many ways, and I think a sexually
frustrated one. We'll leave it there, but there have been suggestions by numbers of people —

3. Robert Storr, Intimate Geometries: The Art ond Life of Loise Bourgeois. (The Monacelli Press, New York, 2016),
PP.122-3, 6598-9. At the lime of this interview, copies of the book had just arrived at Storr's house in advance of

its publication.

4. Nemesio Antinez (1318-93) and Bourgeois met in New York at Stanley William Hayter's experimental print shop,
Atelier 7. in Greenwich Village where she had begun making prints in 1946. (At the outbresk of World War Il, Atefier 17
had been transferred from Paris to NewYork.)OmerarﬁstsBougeoismetMincmoun Mird, Le Corbusier and
Yves Tanguy.

ROBERT STORR




[A%

: "BLO¢ Wi seadde 03 PINPIYDS ‘(SWEY UONEWILES)

NOSIN0D JWWa 51096uN0g 951007 yoog SURLODRIC) 434 JO JFTBYD B Ul SISSNOSIP JYS YDmm LOGRIIIOHUI I
403 JEPELISE NT-3LTBY 0] PANGIPUI B I “Sjeuancl soy ui pageoipus 5B TS6: 1enSny of wouy Junues (g96:)
SO0 NP SHGAN S 39 2Usd3 O SIY PRAI 4G "TSE: 58 Aes se puesyoeg Bupeas ueSaq soafunog asmo S

SuDq ui padsoy a.uaru3adipg 51024047 Jo 1o paonpoesd vLaisky fo KydviSouon rydviSos
-0yd 3y1 uo sasnI0f 3] “UDUWLIGNF]-1PI(] $25.4035) £q SALUDIUAWWIO? YIM U3YIY DY puv
10240y7) uDN-uvaf sis130joyafsd youaiy Kinguad-yuaazauru v ayi £q ( sany) 1wy

Yy 2y, &9 pamojof ‘suowacy &9 passassoq asoy |, puv 14y) N3 mb 105 e, 3p
ams ‘ue | suep sanberuowdp s Jo uoupa apnuisanf FQOT ay1 asinoy aavs auo |
S £5224N05 515114

up Jo £314n25qo ay1 1MOQD YoVL2 5PLIAS 07 oD SN 5138 YIMYM “UMO 42y uo paviaYIDg fo

Jwos pvai pey aSIOT ‘IN0 pauini 421v] 11 Sy wsnaanpyd [asojoyafsd 1suwsv uayodsino
anmb st ay — w0ay1 uvipnady 01 1yFrami3unod v sp 0spY pup 1S umo sty ur Suysaiagu

$1 pADJaYIVG 0 “SULL3] 350Y1 Ul pautv}dxa aq JUPI JVY] 14D INOGD YINWL 5,243y ], JIPOUL U0

Kjuo s1 11 1ng “14p uwdxa 01 svap1 IukUPoyAsd asn 01 para 1y1 SHULD Jo suotvLUAS

U33q 20DY 243Y1 ‘SUOSPaL 2IDWIIZI] $53] 40 240U 40f ‘puyy 11 Jo asn aa1221as apvuw aavy
pup 254n0351p uvipnaly jo aupmp £aa ww | °0s aiow sasv2 Kuvw w1 pup ‘sisKjpupoyrssd
UvIpNaLy sv Julisaiazul sv Isva] Iv S1 Uyl [ Yoy “uLLofsunay 03 24153p 3y puiyeq
snjadwt pa130j0y24sd ay3 03 uouDaL U1 SIPLIVW f0 24nIDU 2Y3 SAU0JGX2 PADIAYIVG “UOSDAL
10y1 40f aayvwt ay1 03 Surdfsnps 40 Futvaisny sayne aq uvs puv — a215v)d “Svp ‘pr

~ 0UDISISa4 YIV] PuUv SSIAQULIOf 2G UDD 11 YoM Ul KDM 3y 3S]a 4() URYDUL Y1 UI UOISSLTSD
N0 s3uLiq 27upIsIsaL 2yl MOY puv ‘WupIsisad ‘pavy K1aa aq upd — sSuryy 42y10 Suoww

auo1s uruvawt — yrava yorym ur Kom ay1 sassnosip apy “asn ajdoad vy spprIOW 2y3 Jo
san4adoad pondojouawouayd ay; ynm op 01 Suiavy sadoas ppnSojoyalsd fo maia fo urod »
w0y 140 pup aanzmo fo 254n02s1p Y1 payrvoaddp apy “s;uAW2 Y1 UO $§00q Jo saas 1DE
-4nof v 2304m 0spv 2y INq ‘umouy Kjap1m 350w 3x31 2y) 51 (g561) 2dedg Jo sI00 gy

5. PADIYIDG . jMOM,, ‘21 DM 31 0F “u0s1ad pras-[jam 124 D SDM 3ys ISNDI2q PAYSIUOISH
SDM. [ "STULAM STY UMOUY J0u DY ys Pvs SO ~2ads uo ways poas | os ‘Koo Kw dn

3 a10m pavjayovg &q siuawaje 3y 1ogp syooq 2yi Jo sndor ay1 1wy pazypad | ‘asme]

moqp snowas 108 [ usym ‘uays puv ‘syooq Suikng paravis Kjjonp.as | suvg 01 UM | uIgE

OS "pAIDISuvL u3aq jou pvy 10yl ai0w puyf pmod [ ‘yual] ayods | asnviaq ‘uay ] -2oedg
Jo san0q Y] o uotipa ssaq uoavag aSonSuv) ysySug ay1 svm pvas | pawjysvg sk
Y1 yuryl | smarasanur 32 Sw pip [ woym 40f yuvg v1o(] 0apip Jo praysiof] a1y pus

pyuawunlg uuly ‘aouvisut sof ‘wry Suipvas asam spuary Kw Jo s10) sOL61 210) ayz up =
¢nod sog

dunum s1y jo 2ouentodut 3y INOQe 11q 2[1] € Y[B NOA PINOD PUR IDJUM E SE wmg
1240051p noK pIp moY -uosiad JuAI2PIP B UG ARY pNOM 3ys ‘a10jaq pIRjaydRg peas

ays pey| Jey) sdes ays marazaut gg61 13y U] (J2lem pue ‘a1y ‘e ‘YUea) SIUdWAR 2

U0 $j00q JO SALIIS SIY WO SAUN[OA OM] J2Y 2AEF puE pIe[aydeg UOISED) peal 01 ‘sam

-U2A9s Jay ut uay3 ‘stoadmog palsadans nok Jeys Aepiajsad aur 01 no payutod nog ==
‘aft) 42y fo 1md

<olow v pautvwaz 11 puy ‘10Yy1 Jo 110 pup WUAWIIXI I1J043 ‘A00] Y1IM IUOP SDM 31 PuD
uotssaiSsun.y 319 2uo 42y ‘tuvrioduat os som orsawaN ynm Kio01s ays Kym savy | uaspuny
-1yd anaspnduiod v j0u sp ays > Kpaad wp [ ng ‘1 1qnop | ySnoys ajqissod K
s3] sawffo 1ay10 poy aavy Kow ays asunoo J() “(42z1uvuwiom) nanSeip v som oym Loyl
43y 1] JwiVI2q 3YS 1Y — I0U SDM YS SUIYIAWIOS OFUT 3STNO| UANI 0F 23Y1] PINOM O

PuE Jarsnguo:
Lk JouRry ) g

Y1 paac

Ys puv &jp
(y1mow 2
01 youq

4007 01 1

‘001 pariar
2y dvw n -

4l 4ol

11 asnvrag
2407 ur 1
ua3q jou p
Aquappns ay 3
07 1x2u (74
uaaq poy x
oYy zaung,
1PuoD);

nox Ino

woym Yano;
Imnffp 4

sayew Sawmau
aln MaqM 22U

Y1 51 10y1 Surop
uwydxa juop A
Inogy mouy o3 pa;
1o - wsuns &
10U 1nq sasayds
~Uod v 51 St(DP 3
1upip 40 Sutop 51




in the nineteenth century® Louise didn’t know about that at all. Didi-Huberman was
very pleased to know that I had done so.

£ Was there anything that Louise introduced you to in terms of readings?

rs Not so much in terms of reading but visually. Her house was this amazing place,

a lair — that’s the word she used — stuffed — or might one say homophonically: layered with
stuff. There were all these books in many different languages because of her husband,
Robert Goldwater, who was an art historian. There were a lot of picture books, cabinets
and flat files full of prints. So when I was allowed to, I would look at those and discover
things I had never seen. One of the really great things that Louise did for me personally
was to re-legitimize works from periods that had been brushed aside as being retrograde.
Goldwater was very interested in Symbolism, he wrote a book about it. Louise was very
interested in it too. She lived in it, so to speak. In the 1960s and 70s symbolism had a
prerty low status in the art world and in culture in general, except among the hippies.
But not at all among “serious people” [both laugh]. Nobody gave it much thought. I had
been lucky to see a lot of Symbolist material in Philadelphia when I was in college and
had access to the collection of Lessing Rosenwald, and I experienced a kind of guilty
attraction to some of it. So when Louise said, “Yeah, come on in, the water is fine,” in

I went.

rp You discussed Blaise Pascal with her. She talks about his writing in ways that
illuminate her own perspective and work. I would like to ask you: how do you relate
to Pascal? What interests you of his writing?

rs [ read Pascal a lot and early on— I was seventeen and living in France at the time.
I am not religious and I'm not remotely Catholic, much less Jansenist, but I like the

way his mind works. | immediately knew that when I started reading him. For years
and years, he and [Ludwig] Wittgenstein, and a few philosophers who are precise about
language, have been touchstones for me. Pascal is the kind of writer who addresses the
metaphysical questions in a way that makes you think effectively about them all together,

retroapectve oeganized by Stoer, 01903, Photo courteny Robaert Stoer

Rabert Ryman and Robert Store at MoMA at the time of £

6. Paul Richer, Jean-Martin Charcot, Georges Didi-Huberman and Pierre Fédida, Les démoniogues dons I'ort, suivi
de “La foi qui guénit™ (Editions Macula, Paris, 1984). It is a facsimile edition of Charcot’s works Les démonioques
dons I'art (1887) and La foi qui guérit (1892), with commentaries by Didi-Huberman and Fédida.

ROBERT STORR
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of the actual conversation - and somg hilarious mis-transliterations.

The miles of tapes with Louise that you've listened to were made at difficult times of
my life and she herself was a very difficult person. So those are really heavily loaded tapes.
rp  Emotionally loaded.
rs Yes. There are some of these that I don’t want to relive. 'm glad you did it.

## In many interviews with different artists - such as Mike Kelley, Louise Bourgeois
and Paul McCarthy - you raise the question about the relevance of feminism for
them. What is the importance of the feminist movement to you?

rs The personal importance and the intellectual importance are connected but they are
not identical. Feminism was the single most progressive force in general culture during

the late 19705 - the civil rights movement had been the previously important force and,
prior to that, the Free Speech movement. When you look at what was imparting change,
feminism was the essence of it in so many ways. I grew up in a household with two sisters,
and, in addition to my actual mother, I was partly raised by two women —a couple. So
I've always lived in a matriarchal situation. It made perfect sense to me that women have
a different status in the society. Kate Horsfield and Lynn Blumenthal of Video Data Bank
were active feminists and they built me a bridge to the art world in that respect, as did
my great aunt who had been a friend of Gertrude Stein and Alice Toklas in the 1930s.

In the case of Mike Kelley, he was profoundly influenced by feminism. When he went to
California from Detroit the feminist movement was in full force. It was split between the
kind of first-wave feminism organized around the essentialist idea of womanhood and
goddesses, which in fact comes up in Louise’s work a lot — and the theoretical feminists,
who were beginning to explore the challenges to Freudianism by female psychoanalysis
and then of course the linguistic challenges to patriarchy. All this was in the air and
Mike Kelley found this stuff and just decided to go for it.

FP One of the most recent interviews you have done is that with Mary Reid Kelley
who was a student of yours at Yale. What are the main aspects of her work that caught
your attention?

rRs Mary is an artist who is in the middle of the culture in one way, and at angles to it in
others. I like art like that, that takes on central issues but doesn'’t simply ratify or critique
in a straightforward way the existing attitudes. Her work rethinks those issues from a
position that is very much her own, which is that of a sharply observant, ingeniously
whimsical, middle-class, mid-Western white American woman. She is very well read and
knowledgeable, but she’s not trained or schooled in any circumscribed doctrine. Her studio,
when she was a student, was filled with stacks and stacks of books — she read extensively
for use in her work. Like Raymond Pettibon, she reads opportunistically and promiscu-
ously in the best sense of both words.

Fp She writes poetry and recites it in her performance videos.

Rs She writes a version of nineteenth-century Romantic and Symbolist doggerel that is
funny, fantastic and theoretically anarchistic.

The first pieces she made at Yale were based on gravestones. You could see someone
that was a little bit odd and then blossomed, came into her own. It is great to see some-
body suddenly arrive in that place.

Fp  So you like odd, with an edge to it.
rs [ always liked odd.
fp In that respect, would you talk a little bit about your exploration of the grotesque?

ROBERT STORR
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I had seen a relatively small number of Hagry’s exhibitions before he made his first Venice
Biennale. I knew of him and I liked him. I realized that he was a performance piece himself
and a grand old man of the counterculture. I didn’t worship him and I wasn’t trying to com-
pete for the stage with him —that would have been a losing proposition. We did the Sydney
Biennale together in 2000 as part of a team comprised of Nick Serota, the Australian
curator Nick Waterlow, and others. Then Szeemann, René Block, Germano Celant, Viktor
Misiano, Joseph Backstein, a handful of other colleagues, and I, had meetings in Moscow
about a proposed Moscow Biennial. In the end, none of us were involved in the production of
that show, except for Joseph Backstein and collaborators he selected. That’s when that pho-
tograph on the Red Square was taken. Moreover, he and I served on the Viennese Holocaust
Memorial jury instigated by Simon Wiesenthal that, thanks largely to us, along with
Amnon Barzel and Sylvia Liska, gave the commission to Rachel Whiteread. However, I have
to say that I'm astonished by the cult of Szeemann that has developed. It doesn’t do justice
to him. He was a much more unpredictable, inventive guy than the curatorial “saint” he

has become for followers basking in his reflection. Many of those now claiming him as their
own are just cultural bureaucrats hoping that a little bit of his bohemianism will rub off on
them, adding pizzazz to their often lackluster reputations. Make no mistake — Harry was

a very, very talented and imaginative curator, as well as a fairly ruthless one. He's definitely
someone one can learn from, someone to be respected, but not worshiped.

rp Could you tell me about how you and Kirk Varnedoe met and how he invited you
to work at MoMA?

rs It was somewhere downtown in the 1980s at a Karole Armitage performance with
costumes and decors by David Salle and Jeff Koons. I think Mike Brenson introduced

us. Kirk had read things of mine and expressed a lirtle bit of interest. Many years later
when he contacted me and asked me if I'd be willing to work as a curator at the Modern
I was dumbfounded. I don't know how this idea occurred to him and why. I was a

writer and had no curatorial track record. Up until then 1'd only organized a mid-career
Susan Rothenberg show in Malmo, Sweden and one show of three painters — John Obuck,
Rebecca Purdum and Glenn Goldberg — at the Studio School on 8th Street in New York
where I was teaching. Meanwhile, I had been asked by Art Press to do an interview with
him because he was the incoming director of the Department of Painting and Sculpture.

I did the interview with him in his office at the Modern. Slightly before that, I had said
to him that I couldn’t take the job because I had been offered a tenure-track teaching

job at Tyler in Philadelphia. He was surprised that I had said no. But he said OK to the
interview. In the course of our recorded conversation or shortly before or after — I don’t
remember exactly — he asked me if I would write something on Clement Greenberg for

the reader he was producing in conjunction with his first show at MoMA, High & Low:
Modern Art and Popular Culture. I said, “Sure!” and wrote an essay that was a polemic
against Greenberg and against the post-Greenberg formalist thought of which October
was an example. Kirk liked it a great deal. When it came out, just before the opening

of the exhibition, and a year after I had been teaching at Tyler, he said, “Would you
reconsider?” This time I asked some friends and the friend who made the difference was
Felix Gonzalez-Torres. I asked Felix, “What happens if I do this? Will I be completely cut
off from my community? Will it mean that I joined the establishment and I will become
a pariah?” And he responded, “No, no, it will be really great to have one of us inside.”

So I said, “Fine!” [both laugh] When I moved from being a free-agent critic and curator
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artists at parties. That was a timgwhen there was still a social art world where business
was not the main preoccupation. The cast of characters was roughly the same but the
power relationships were utterly different. You could meet anybody of any generation
and have a conversation. I think such fluidity still exists but you have to go looking for
it and make an effort to tap into it.

Fp How did you get invited to those parties early on?

Rs [ had a relative who was an art collector. She was rich and stylish, unlike the rest
of us — she’d “married well”. She was a kind of legend in my family. When I went to
New York to take the boat to France in 1967, I was introduced to her. Her name was
Elizabeth “Bobsy” Goodspeed Chapman. She had run The Arts Club in Chicago in the
1930s and had organized a range of exhibitions with artists such as [Max] Beckmann,
[Piet] Mondrian and [ Pablo] Picasso? We hit it off because we were both interested in
art and she saw me as someone with the same appetites but with zero experience. She
would invite me once or twice a year to come to New York and do the round of galleries
and museums with her. Thanks to those trips I saw some amazing things. I discovered
[Robert] Ryman’s work by seeing his show at the Guggenheim with her; and with her
saw Eva Hesse'’s last show in New York before Hesse died. I was the skinny kid escort to
this very elegant society lady. Thanks to Bobsy I met Alexander Calder, James Johnson
Sweeney, Alfred Barr, Roland Penrose, Lincoln Kirstein, Andy Warhol, Anthony Caro,
Bill Rubin, and so on. The beginning of my writing is also tied to her: I wrote her letters
about the art we had seen together. In some respects my criticism is like letters to the
reader about the things that I have seen and what I have thought in response to them.

FP As some of the interviews demonstrate, you have a keen interest in COImics,
where image and text intertwine. Could you talk about how that came about?

rs [I've read comics for years and years and years. In my family I was made to feel bad
about it. My father didn’t like comics. He thought of them as minor, trashy stuff.

Fp So it was very judgmental.

rRs Oh, yes. For many people of my generation comics provided this great playground for
the Id. [both laugh] Comics were taboo. They represented freedom and rebellion. [ am
dyslexic and had a difficulty learning how to read so comics were great because I could

7. Elizabeth “Bobsy™ Goodspeed Chapman served as president of The Arts Club from 1932 to 1940.
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of the result. Also because Philip is a serious thinker who has written wonderful criticism
and forceful manifestos. He makes austere paintings of naked twentieth-century people
but he has a secret passion for Symbolist art and for Baroque art, and most importantly
he was a huge fan of Francis Picabia — he wrote his dissertation on him while at the
Institute of Fine Arts at New York University.

2 Could you talk a little bit about your friendship with Ellsworth? The closeness of
it is apparent from his interview.
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Elsworth Kely in ha studio, Spenoertown, New York,

9013 Proto by and courtesy Robect Stoer,
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Rs [ don’t remember exactly when we met. | had seen his work early on and I was

an
stunned by it. I didn't really have a way of saying why. There were many, many points FP
of contact between us. He was a very graceful and generous man. And Jack [Shear], his at
partner, is a very funny, smart man, whose collecting habits are akin to my own — which RS
is 1o say eccentric. me
Fp Earlier we talked about the sense of avid curiosity that animates your interviews inr
and writings. In a statement that you wrote for The New York Times in 201 you recall at
a talk that Bruno Bettelheim gave to your senior class in high school in the 1960s. FP
Significantly, what stayed most with you was his encouragement about becoming pa
“students of everything that excited our mind” I'm sure you found that impulse in
within yourself, but that must have struck a chord in you. Could you talk a little bit RS
about that? wh
Rs It went straight to the nerve of what I was thinking about. Bruno Bettelheim was Th
the father of a student at my school, so he was someone we saw around all the time, for
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