
 

 
E.A.T. / engadin art talks 2021 presents 12 
hour virtual 'longue durée' of disruptive minds 
 

 
 
 
on saturday january 30, 2021, the 11th edition of the renowned engadin art 
talks (E.A.T.) — the forum for art, architecture, design, film, science and literature 
— takes place as a virtual tour de force featuring a compelling lineup of 
international speakers tuning in from home. free and accessible to all, the ‘longue 
durée’ program sees a 12 hour-long stream of artists, architects, designers, writers and 
scientists share their ideas, thoughts and projects around this year’s theme. 
  
designboom is a media partner of E.A.T. 2021 and brings you selected projects, 
interviews and news from the event — stay tuned for our upcoming coverage, 
and read on for the full ‘longue durée’ program and list of speakers below. 



 

 
  
  
‘longue durée’, which literally means ‘long duration’, is a view of history first 
introduced by french historian fernand braudel. braudel’s ‘longue durée’ offers an 
interpretation of crises as opportunities for fundamental structural change, with art one 
way to re-imagine existing paradigms to accommodate new discoveries, and create new 
realities. 
  
despite these challenging times, the E.A.T 2021 lineup is as exciting as ever. in 
commitment to sustainability and safety, the roster of speakers will tune in from afar, 
including some E.A.T. alumni, and swiss-based thought leaders contributing live from 
the engadin. 
  
the disruptive minds presenting their thoughts around the theme of ‘longue 
durée’ are — etel adnan, ziba ardalan, michel auder, alexandra bachzetsis, tosh basco, 
daniel baumann, cristina bechtler, elisabeth bronfen, gion caminada, gabriel chaile, bice 
curiger, chris dercon, katharina de vaivre, manthia diawara, simone fattal, peter fischli, 
christina forrer, norman foster, dario gamboni, trajal harrell, fritz hauser, raphael hefti, 
emma hodcroft, claire hoffmann, luzius keller, jürg kienberger, ragnar kjartansson, 
alexander kluge, roman krznaric, grażyna kulczyk, isabel lewis, ben moore, hans ulrich 
obrist, madlaina peer, griselda pollock, kate raworth, markus reymann, kenny schachter, 
merlin sheldrake, adam szymczyk, wu tsang, leo tuor, philip ursprung, rico valär, not 
vital, and stefan zweifel. 
 
13:45 | michel auder’s garage opera 
michel auder artist, FR/USA 
adam szymczyk, curator, PL/CH 
bice curiger, E.A.T. curator 
 



112

Michel Auder.

Michel Auder is a poet, he isn’t a realist. A poet of moods, faces, situations, brief encou-
nters, tragic moments of our miserable civilization, the su�ering. And yes, also human 
vanity, ridiculousness. Cities, people, animals, culture, nature – everything is re�ected in 
Auder’s continuous video. When I used to visit Michel at Chelsea Hotel, around 1970, a 
video camera was always there, always going, a part of the house, a part of his life, eyes, 
hands. It still is. A most magni�cent love a�air - no, not an a�air: A life’s obsession. 

You started making movies in the mid-60s in Paris with independent artists, a 
group called ZanZibar. What was that creative moment like?
It was not easy! ZanZibar was funded & protected by Sylvina Boissonas, a generous, 
young mécène. She o�ered to produce my �lm Keeping Busy. It became the best day 
of my life up to that day in1968!

You shot your �rst �lm in France, Keeping Busy, with the artist from the Factory 
Viva. After that, you moved to New York and settle there permanently.
Keeping Busy, 1968/69, was my �rst �lm with Sync-Sound starring Viva Superstar 
& Louis Waldon, it was mostly shot in Rome. 
As I was shooting the end of Keeping Busy, Agnès Varda called for Viva to come to 
Hollywood to star in her new �lm Lions Love. I followed, we got married in Las 
Vegas in a church drive-in. 

Interviewed by EDUARDO GIÓN
Introduction by JONAS MEKAS 
Self-portrait courtesy of MICHEL AUDER

In memory of Jonas Mekas (1922-2019)
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When the shoot was over, we moved to New York and settled in the 
Chelsea Hotel for the next 5 years... It's 2019 and still in New York. 

Is it true that you met Viva in Paris one morning while she was 
walking with Nico?
Just like that. 3.00 am, rue de Buci... Paris,1968. Viva and Nico 
walking together… I recognized them! Me: "Viva! Where are you 
going?" [it was the �rst time we met]. Viva: "We are going to a party, 
come with us..." Me [following]: "Viva, I want you to star in my 
�lm"- I had just gotten some production money for Keeping Busy.
�e rest is history.

Her �lms and audiovisual pieces really re�ect the lives of people, 
without actors, with real people and not �ctional characters. 
What do you want to demonstrate with that way of �lming? Can 
we call it "Cinéma vérité"?
I use the “Cinéma vérité” style and the “Documentary” style to 
gather the content then I re-con�gure these “materials” by melding 
fact and �ction, sometimes beyond discernment, to illustrate and 

describe my personnel-critical-subjective views and thoughts about 
our culture. 
I feel closer to being a writer... to writing than being a �lmmaker… 
but I use �lms and make �lms. Go �gure.

When I interviewed Jonas Mekas, he explained to me that he always 
carried a small video camera with him and recorded everything that 
happened. Do you also record �lm diaries every day?
I use the “Diary” style, I don’t do diaries. 
I capture visual notes daily to be manipulated later to �t my partial 
observations… there is nothing wrong with diaries, especially if they 
are created by Jonas Mekas, the master of all diarists.

I have read that you are obsessed with the television images that 
you record directly from TV, and then you use them for your 
work. What is for you television and that obsession with televi-
sed violence?
Television is violent, not me. TV, to me, is just like any other reality 
– I totally change it. 
I watch TV like a psychotherapist sees a patient. When TV arrives at 
my chamber, I automatically sift through the information.
It's like having a very narrow-minded, very opinionated patient, 
a great storyteller, a genius gone mad, there is nothing to believe 
or disbelieve... pieces of lies and truth laying all over the place... a 
broken mirror shoved into my face.

You also document the lives of artist friends and their families 
such as Alice Neel, Larry Rivers or Cindy Sherman. 
How do you prepare a recording of so many hours with these 
artists? Are you just a 'voyeur' camera that you are there but you 
cannot be noticed?
My goal is to translate the appearance of my time according to my 
appreciation of it.

�ere can be no �lm or video artist without voyeurism. I see looks, 
peeps etc. through windows, curtains, doorways, TV screens... I like 
to be close, very close. 
I achieve immediate intimacy with my “subjects.” �ey don’t stare 
at me with serious (or suspicious ) faces: they laugh, they commu-
nicate, they play. �is “sickness,” this voyeurism enables me to see 
everything, to pick out little, invisible but essential details, like a tuft 
of grass on the edge of a roof, trembling in a winter storm, invisible 
and unimportant to everybody, maybe to the whole world – but not 
to me; to me it’s of monumental importance.

What di�erences do you see between experimental cinema, docu-
mentary or video art? �ree concepts that are included in your work.
I just make �lms from the 60s to the now… the �lm world, the TV 
world ignores me. �e artworld and its artists paid attention to my 
works, they became my viewers. 
My �rst o�cial commercial exhibition was with the famous Nicole 
Klagsbrun Gallery in Soho, New York, in 1994. I was 50, that is 
maybe when I became o�cially an artist? 

How was it working with Andy Warhol?
I never worked with Andy, I just looked at him. From the late 60s 
to the early 70s, he was con�ding to Viva, my wife at the time. 
I became an insider by marriage and Andy became the subject of 
some of my �lms.

�e Feature is a work that collects your works for 40 years for-
ming the whole line of your life through them. How did the idea 
for this documentary come about?
�e Feature plunges into my memory bank, chasing down �eeting 
emotions, privileged moments, traces of faded experiences. 
“Supplementary footage directed by Andrew Neel, shot on crisp 
high-de�nition video, frames this aching autobiography with a �c-
tionalized portrait of Auder’s present-day existence.” 
Fake news. Not a documentary. In �e Feature, the “documentary 
footage seems to be real, and is real, but is not real.” 
Not real, never was real, or no longer is it real?

What will be the next of Michel Auder?
More of not the same.

Dear Jonas, 
�ank you for everything 

Your writings "I Had Nowhere to Go" 
Your fantastic �lms "Letter From Green Point"  

Your music 
Your unwavering support for independent radical �lm making 

Your Poetry "My Night Life"
Dear Jonas, you are the best!

See you soon :)) xoxo

"We do not need Perfection!
We need nervous breakdowns"  

Jonas Mekas

I NEVER WORKED WITH ANDY, I JUST LOOKED AT HIM

Do You Love Me. Video installation. Scheibler Gallery, Berlin ©Michel Auder

P. Garrel, R. Mapplethorpe, L. Waldon, J.P. Aumont, A. Neel. Photographic composition ©Michel Auder
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V O Y E U RV O Y E U R

Since 1969, having shot thousands of hours of videotape that are a diary of his life and a time capsule of New York’s downtown scene, 
MICHEL AUDER reformulates reality through a voyeuristic stance and a poetic style of editing. In this rare 1993 interview by CAROLE ANN 
KLONARIDES, reprinted here alongside an intimate newly-commissioned series of portraits shot by LULA HYERS in the artist’s Brooklyn 
apartment, he explains his work as eavesdropping in on a universal stream of consciousness.
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December 27, 1993: 11:45 AM

Carole Ann Klonarides When you moved from film to 
video, you began to adapt a more, for lack of 
a better word, “documentary diaristic” style. 
Was that through Warhol? Or how do you see 
that occurring?

Michel Auder When I moved to New York, Warhol 
had already become a big influence for me. 
And then I got to be right in the middle of it, 
around all those people—Viva and the Factory 
group … That’s when I started documenting 
everyone I knew.

CAK What year was this, about?

MA 1969, ’70, ’71, and on.

CAK That was a time when the media was start-
ing to influence alternative film—the idea of The 
Celebrity, Cinema Vérité.

MA The Warhol group came to my home—but 
then other people came to my home too. My 
life became documented in relation to what I 
saw or what I didn’t see;I would catch just a 
little bit of the moment. Of course, you miss 
most of it. It was not in any way a documentary, 
not to be related as truth. The work reflects my 
own feelings. I only expose what I want—and 
of course, in the process, I also expose what 
I don’t want. The sum of everything is showing 
my character and my taste.

CAK Is that why you feel it’s more like writing 
than documenting?

MA Yeah. That’s where writing comes in.

CAK You told me that for many years, you car-
ried around a camera, and you had it with you 
so often that people forgot your presence and 
your taping.

MA I have a camera out with me all the time. 
When people came to my home, they knew 
they were stepping into my studio.They’d know 
I would be shooting them.

CAK Do you see this process as a seamless 
continuum?

MA I call some of my tapes variations, like a 
piece of music—a variation of themes. Some-
times the variation is my vision of my world, 
and sometimes it’s of the world in general: 
what’s on television, nature, or people close 
and of interest to me. Those are the three main 
things I deal with all day long.

CAK By “what’s on television,” do you mean you 
shoot images off the TV?

MA Right. By shooting off television, I can re-
cord what is emphasized by the media at a 
certain time, what people want you to know. 
I receive and I shoot it, transforming it in my 
own way. I’m obsessed by all the violence. I 
record it and use it in my work.

CAK The media invades a person’s personal 
environment. The radio, the stereo, the tel-
evision—they are in your home and a part 
of your life. What I noticed in your work is 
that you connect certain information shot off 
television to nature, and to the family, and to 
the personal.

MA I like to shoot TV images when I travel. 
When I go to a hotel, I put on the television, 
especially in other countries. During the war 
in Iraq, for three weeks I only worked with TV. 
I reshot it, took close-ups of things. I have ten 
hours of footage.

CAK Why do that rather than taping it with a VCR?

MA All my work goes through my camera. I 
believe that when I shoot something, I give it 
another life. 

CAK Like Warhol, you’re silent. We don’t hear or 
see you in your tapes. How do you think you 
are identified through your work?

MA I like to be identified as a voyeur.

CAK You had an interesting mix of people on 
the tapes. They were poets, writers, actors. 
Kind of the downtown New York scene, but of 
a certain kind of that scene.

MA Yeah, the hardcore people.

CAK Now what do you mean by hardcore?

(BREAK IN TAPE)

MA I stopped going to school when I was 17. 
My father was gone. My reputation is from the 
streets. I’d go to bars and stuff … I don’t know 
how to explain. There was a famous bar in St. 
Germain des Prés where all the best Ameri-
can jazz players would come and play. They 
jammed at this place called the Chat qui Pe-
che. The owner, who was always drunk, and a 
poet, took a liking to me. He tried to fuck me 
a few times; it didn’t work out, but he became 
my best friend. He helped me out. He was a 
father figure to me. If you have Rimbaud as 
your idol, then you see the kind of life he’s 
living. You know, Rimbaud was a great artist 
and a great poet, but he was really fucked up. 
So I got accepted for being like this myself.

CAK Do you consider that being a Romantic?

MA I did. The artists of the 19th century were 
my idea of how an artist should be. So I copied 
that a little bit—and then it caught up with me. 
By that time, when I was a teenager, everybody 
was using drugs like zombies, shooting up 
heroin. I wasn’t touching one fucking drug until 
I hit 22, you know. When I came to America, 
I was 25. At that time, I was smoking hash-
ish and opium. I loved opium. In those years, 
everybody was lying down on the floor and 
puffing on pipes made of bamboo, smoking 
liquid opium wherever they got it, like wine. 
And we just did that all day long… dreaming…

CAK But sometimes you’d pick up the camera 
and you’d shoot.

MA Right. Shooting was my identity. That was 
my work. I was, and I am, absolutely convinced 
that that was and is my job.

CAK Over a twenty-year period, you’ve taped 
some of the same characters. For example, 
your daughter is on tape from her birth to col-
lege. How does that affect your work, recording 
something as personal as your own blood, kin? 
You’re seeing her grow and change through the 
lens of the camera. How has this affected her?

MA I think it has blurred her memory, and she 
might resent it sometimes. She has said to me 
a few times that it’s difficult to see all that past 
stuff. She believes that’s her life. But let’s face 
it, whatever I have on videotape of her life is 
about 2,000 hours. 2,000 hours in twenty-one 
years is absolutely nothing, time-wise. You know 
what I mean? It’s only a little drop in the bucket. 
That’s not reality. Nothing is real if it’s from the 
camera; context and editing change everything. 
I see it as a pointing light, inevitably fixed to the 
time the event was shot. I don’t deal with the 
material as soon as it’s made; it’s only years 
later that I can work with it. I store it up. I wait 
until I can look at it and say, “What was I doing?”

CAK Have any of your subjects resented your 
control, or the use of them in your work?

MA Not really. With my daughter, I’m releasing 
material slowly, because as time goes by, and 
she’s much older, it’s better. She’s on tape 
masturbating when she was three years old—I 
figure she can deal with it now. It hasn’t come 
to the point where I’m asking her permission. 
My daughter and I are having an interesting 
new chapter in our life. She’s just written a 
book, a novel, about me and Viva, her mother.

CAK Oh! She’s turned the tables.

MA Right. I don’t look too good in it.

CAK No? You’ve read it.

Michel Auder
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Germain des Prés where all the best Ameri-
can jazz players would come and play. They 
jammed at this place called the Chat qui Pe-
che. The owner, who was always drunk, and a 
poet, took a liking to me. He tried to fuck me 
a few times; it didn’t work out, but he became 
my best friend. He helped me out. He was a 
father figure to me. If you have Rimbaud as 
your idol, then you see the kind of life he’s 
living. You know, Rimbaud was a great artist 
and a great poet, but he was really fucked up. 
So I got accepted for being like this myself.

CAK Do you consider that being a Romantic?

MA I did. The artists of the 19th century were 
my idea of how an artist should be. So I copied 
that a little bit—and then it caught up with me. 
By that time, when I was a teenager, everybody 
was using drugs like zombies, shooting up 
heroin. I wasn’t touching one fucking drug until 
I hit 22, you know. When I came to America, 
I was 25. At that time, I was smoking hash-
ish and opium. I loved opium. In those years, 
everybody was lying down on the floor and 
puffing on pipes made of bamboo, smoking 
liquid opium wherever they got it, like wine. 
And we just did that all day long… dreaming…

CAK But sometimes you’d pick up the camera 
and you’d shoot.

MA Right. Shooting was my identity. That was 
my work. I was, and I am, absolutely convinced 
that that was and is my job.

CAK Over a twenty-year period, you’ve taped 
some of the same characters. For example, 
your daughter is on tape from her birth to col-
lege. How does that affect your work, recording 
something as personal as your own blood, kin? 
You’re seeing her grow and change through the 
lens of the camera. How has this affected her?

MA I think it has blurred her memory, and she 
might resent it sometimes. She has said to me 
a few times that it’s difficult to see all that past 
stuff. She believes that’s her life. But let’s face 
it, whatever I have on videotape of her life is 
about 2,000 hours. 2,000 hours in twenty-one 
years is absolutely nothing, time-wise. You know 
what I mean? It’s only a little drop in the bucket. 
That’s not reality. Nothing is real if it’s from the 
camera; context and editing change everything. 
I see it as a pointing light, inevitably fixed to the 
time the event was shot. I don’t deal with the 
material as soon as it’s made; it’s only years 
later that I can work with it. I store it up. I wait 
until I can look at it and say, “What was I doing?”

CAK Have any of your subjects resented your 
control, or the use of them in your work?

MA Not really. With my daughter, I’m releasing 
material slowly, because as time goes by, and 
she’s much older, it’s better. She’s on tape 
masturbating when she was three years old—I 
figure she can deal with it now. It hasn’t come 
to the point where I’m asking her permission. 
My daughter and I are having an interesting 
new chapter in our life. She’s just written a 
book, a novel, about me and Viva, her mother.

CAK Oh! She’s turned the tables.

MA Right. I don’t look too good in it.

CAK No? You’ve read it.
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MA Yeah. She gave it to me. She said “Dad, 
you’re the first person to read it.” It’s written as 
a fictional novel, but some of it is true!

CAK Do you see your work as psychological at 
all? Is it analyzing anything, or is it more, “If it 
happens, it happens”?

MA I am more like an anthropologist.

CAK What do you mean by that?

MA Well, I observe humankind. I observe man 
and woman in struggle. That’s the first part 
of my body of work, up to the taping of my 
daughter. My daughter is seen in the context 
of being “a child,” not specifically mine. I hope 
I reveal how kids behave when no one is 
looking at them. Because I can almost make 
myself disappear into the woodwork when the 
camera begins —

CAK And there was no direction.

MA I’m totally cooperating with her as the vo-
yeur. I don’t tell them what to do. I’m watching 
them and catching them,like wild animals. It’s 
the same thing with the grownups. I don’t try 
to classify them as part of a story; they tell me 
the story, they talk to each other and look at 
the camera and say, “Oh that camera, is it on, 
or not?” Later, in the editing room, I manipulate 
the footage toward what I want to say.

CAK But some of your images are very beauti-
ful and very aestheticized. I feel that there is 
an incredible intuitiveness about what you’re 
capturing of people, but there’s also something 
very deliberate about what you’re capturing 
with nature and the non-peopled scenes. When 
you’re shooting nature, you’re taking more lib-
erties with the way you shoot, and with people, 
you let them speak, and then take creative 
license in the post-production. Then you have 
interviews with artists, where you interview a 
creative individual over a period of many years. 

MA These artists are my friends—they have to 
be my friends—but I wouldn’t really call them 
interviews. Alice Neel is talking to me for real. I 
captured her over a period of six, seven years. 
I used to go and have breakfast with her at 
least once a week; I’d take the subway with my 
camera up to 107th Street and would spend 
the whole day with her: she would make lunch, 
or she’d be painting, and I just hung around. 
We talked about everything. She’d bring me 
back to reality. She always recharged my bat-
teries, no matter how bad I felt, especially in 
those years when nothing was happening. I 
knew she was a great artist, and she would 
say the same thing about me. She put me in 
my place when I was complaining and whin-

ing. So friendship is a necessity in the work. 
I did one with Larry Rivers, but I haven’t put it 
out yet, it’s not finished. I was living with Larry 
for four years. And Cindy Sherman, my wife, 
of course. I’m just looking at her work and 
shooting things in her studio, but it’s already 
become a kind of document.

CAK You’re attracted to individuals who are 
creative in a very specific way. They are very 
extroverted in their work, and yet they’re kind 
of social misfits.

MA I need them. I need someone whom I ad-
mire, and think is really interesting. I need to 
be close to them.

CAK But doesn’t that put you in a position of 
people not realizing who you are and what you 
contribute, seeing you merely as one who uses 
these people, a sycophant? 

MA I don’t worry about that.

(BREAK IN TAPE)

CAK Do you feel using video is being elusive?

MA I’m seeing something else in what other peo-
ple see. I create a description of certain feelings 
that are not often brought up—what’s really go-
ing on in the world, what’s always in the back of 
our heads. What else is there to talk about but 
life? I don’t know what other subjects there are. 
I’m not an abstract person; I’m a reality person. 
So I formulate, and reformulate, and formulate 
it again in some way that I think exposes my 
personal views of this world we live in.

CAK You reuse a lot of images: snow, fire, birds. 
There are also many references to the body. 
How do you see these recurring images in 
your work?

MA I guess those are probably counterpoints. 
If you talk about birds, fire, and snow, those 
are moments that transform me, that take 
me out of this world, like when I used to take 
heroin. I see recurring images in patterns, 
obsessions.Like the birds—I have some kind 
of envy about flying. It is an interesting point 
of view that I’m missing on this planet. Then 
fire has always been my obsession. When I 
was growing up, we had a beautiful house; 
my father couldn’t afford the money to put the 
coal in the furnace, but there were fireplaces 
in all the rooms, so I would sleep with fire in 
the fireplace. I would peek from under my 
sheets and see the fire send big shadows 
onto the wall. So I guess that’s maybe where 
it comes from.

(BREAK IN TAPE)

CAK We were talking about the Moroccan tapes, 
which were done in a very stoned, kind of hip-
pie time. You taped hours and hours of foot-
age and then, twenty years later, went back 
and edited it into a piece. Of course, now that 
you’re clean, it’s a whole different perspective. 
Can you talk a little bit about the experience of 
going back and re-editing that material, com-
pared to the experience of “being there” when 
it was shot?

MA I shot the material in 1971, did a first edit 
in 1976, then a re-edit in 1993. Some think I 
might be making a mistake by re-editing it from 
a different perspective, but I’m not destroying 
the edit I made in 1976. I keep it available. 
I’m just re-editing the material and making a 
new work.

CAK Recently, when you showed a tape shot 
in Morocco in the early ’70s and re-edited in 
the late ’80s to a student audience, you were 
criticized for recreating your experience into a 
homo-erotic piece to be sensational.

MA That’s right! But I was with homosexuals 
at the time; they created the ambience, and I 
recorded it my own way. I focused on the most 
interesting person in the group, and he started 
to perform for me.  He was the boyfriend (or 
perhaps the hustler) of a German artist, an 
extraordinary person. He acted out a whole 
fucking theme: first, by killing a seagull, gather-
ing herbs and then cooking it in this instinctual 
way that is about survival; and secondly, by 
the on-camera seduction. I’m describing only 
their behavior, not mine.

CAK Does the theoretical deconstruction of cul-
ture and sexuality affect the way you tape and 
view things?

MA Hopefully it hasn’t. “Politically correct” is 
only politically correct as the day goes by. It 
doesn’t matter how correct one is, it won’t be 
correct later. I’m politically correct only with 
myself. It’s a readjustment day by day; there’s 
no formula.

CAK Now the last tape you made, Magnetic 
Notes: Voyage To The Center Of The Phone 
Lines (1993), is video shot off a bluff, looking 
out at the ocean and nature where you were 
in rehab. The audio was collected for over a 
year from conversations on car phones. This 
is a very different tape from what you’ve ever 
made before.

MA Well, that description you just gave is not 
what happened at all. But I like that. I like 
that dream of rehabbing by looking out of my 
window. In reality, rehab is a hospital for thirty 
days with no views.

CAK I thought that’s what you told me.

MA Maybe I did. No, I was coming out of re-
hab—we rented a house and it was my first 
day out. I got very lucky. I stayed in this beauti-
ful house for two months, watching the ocean 
all day long while I tried not to think about 
using heroin again. I had done landscapes 
before when I was on heroin too, but it just 
so happens these landscapes were made 
then. But I like the way you describe it. I like 
people to project their own story when they 
see my work. The phone lines, the sound part 
of the tape, is pretty much the way I do my 
work. I set up my traps in the phone lines, 
like a photographer for National Geographic 
trying to take a picture of mountain lions. I’m 
just setting my nets and catching fragments 
of conversation that reveal something about 
people, about us.

CAK But these people are not invisible like you are.

MA I’m not trying to expose the individual, or 
their privacy. I’m eavesdropping in on a uni-
versal stream of consciousness:the fears, the 
sadness, the state of things, the darkness of 
people. I feel I’m close to them.

CAK Why did you use this as the audio track 
on the landscapes?

MA I kept playing with the audio tapes for two 
years, because I have a lot of them. I tried 
different images over them and nothing fuck-
ing worked. One day, I started working with 
landscapes.I You know, nature is beautiful-
ly boring. Nature and electronic signals are 

crossing all the time, but it’s invisible and silent. 
You don’t hear unless you have those trap ma-
chines, but it’s all there around you. I felt that 
was the connection. And that’s how it started.
I scanned the phone conversation and record-
ed it on tape; I recorded thirty one-hour tapes 
and selected bits of conversation. It’s mostly 
very sad, very intense.

CAK What about Warhol? Did he support you?

MA Andy was kind of taken aback by me. He 
was waiting to see if I would fail or survive. He 
saw me soaring in 1970—I got a movie pro-
duced and was in the press a lot. And then I 
smooshed myself up into almost nothing by 
1975. He was always nice to me, and friendly. 
But Andy was always nice and friendly to every-
body, so it’s hard to tell what he thought. I was 
very close to him in the early ‘70s because of 
Viva. We used to see him almost every day. And 
then as life took its twists and turns, we had 
my daughter and went to Morocco for a year. 
By then, I had acquired my own identity, and I 
couldn’t really get too close to him, because he 
would turn you into one of his minions.

CAK You’ve been involved with some pretty pow-
erful women, too: Viva and then Cindy Sherman. 
How do you think that’s affected your work?

MA Greatly. When I met Cindy, I didn’t realize 
she was so powerful. I guess she never real-
ized it either. Or maybe she did. I don’t know. 
You know, it’s been ten years we’ve been to-
gether.There are few contemporary artists that 
I think are better than me, but she’s one of the 
best. I aspire to reach her level. KTH

IS
 IN

TE
R

V
IE

W
 W

A
S
 C

O
M

M
IS

S
IO

N
E
D

 B
Y
 A

N
D

 F
IR

S
T 

P
U

B
LI

S
H

E
D

 IN
 B

O
M

B
 N

O
. 4

8
, S

U
M

M
E
R

 1
9
9
4
. ©

 B
O

M
B

 M
A
G

A
Z
IN

E
, N

E
W

 A
R

T 
P
U

B
LI

C
A
TI

O
N

S
, 

A
N

D
 IT

S
 C

O
N

TR
IB

U
TO

R
S
. A

LL
 R

IG
H

TS
 R

E
S
E
R

V
E
D

. T
H

E
 B

O
M

B
 D

IG
IT

A
L 

A
R

C
H

IV
E
 C

A
N

 B
E
 V

IE
W

E
D

 A
T 

W
W

W
.B

O
M

B
M

A
G

A
Z
IN

E
.O

R
G

.
W

O
R

K
S
 IN

 O
R

D
E
R

 O
F 

A
P
P
E
A

R
A

N
C

E
: P

O
LA

R
O

ID
S
 U

N
TI

TL
ED

, 1
9
7
8
–
8
3
; S

TI
LL

S
 F

R
O

M
 D

AY
TI

M
E 

VE
R

S
IO

N
 O

F 
TH

E 
N

IG
H

T,
 2

0
1
3
; S

TI
LL

S
 F

R
O

M
 1

9
8
1
 R

EA
G

A
N

, 1
9
8
1
; 

S
TI

LL
 F

R
O

M
 S

TO
R

IE
S
, M

YT
H

S
, I

R
O

N
IE

S
, S

O
N

G
S
, 1

9
8
3
; S

TI
LL

S
 F

R
O

M
 H

EA
D

S
 O

F 
TH

E 
TO

W
N

, 2
0
0
9
; S

TI
LL

S
 F

R
O

M
 T

H
E 

G
A
M

ES
: O

LY
M

PI
C

 V
A
R

IA
TI

O
N

S
, 1

9
8
4
; 

S
TI

LL
 F

R
O

M
 G

U
LF

 W
A
R

, T
V 

W
A
R

, 1
9
9
1
; V

EN
U

S
, 1

9
6
9
.  

A
LL

 M
A
G

E
S
 C

O
U

R
TE

S
Y
 O

F 
TH

E
 A

R
TI

S
T 

A
N

D
 G

A
LL

E
R

IA
 F

O
N

TI
, N

A
P
LE

S
; O

FF
IC

E
 B

A
R

O
Q

U
E
, B

R
U

S
S
E
LS

; G
A
V
IN

 B
R

O
W

N
’S

 E
N

TE
R

P
R

IS
E
, N

E
W

 Y
O

R
K

 /
 R

O
M

E
; A

N
D

 M
A

R
TO

S
 G

A
LL

E
R

Y,
 N

E
W

 Y
O

R
K

.
Michel Auder

327



VISTAS

326

MA Yeah. She gave it to me. She said “Dad, 
you’re the first person to read it.” It’s written as 
a fictional novel, but some of it is true!

CAK Do you see your work as psychological at 
all? Is it analyzing anything, or is it more, “If it 
happens, it happens”?

MA I am more like an anthropologist.

CAK What do you mean by that?

MA Well, I observe humankind. I observe man 
and woman in struggle. That’s the first part 
of my body of work, up to the taping of my 
daughter. My daughter is seen in the context 
of being “a child,” not specifically mine. I hope 
I reveal how kids behave when no one is 
looking at them. Because I can almost make 
myself disappear into the woodwork when the 
camera begins —

CAK And there was no direction.

MA I’m totally cooperating with her as the vo-
yeur. I don’t tell them what to do. I’m watching 
them and catching them,like wild animals. It’s 
the same thing with the grownups. I don’t try 
to classify them as part of a story; they tell me 
the story, they talk to each other and look at 
the camera and say, “Oh that camera, is it on, 
or not?” Later, in the editing room, I manipulate 
the footage toward what I want to say.

CAK But some of your images are very beauti-
ful and very aestheticized. I feel that there is 
an incredible intuitiveness about what you’re 
capturing of people, but there’s also something 
very deliberate about what you’re capturing 
with nature and the non-peopled scenes. When 
you’re shooting nature, you’re taking more lib-
erties with the way you shoot, and with people, 
you let them speak, and then take creative 
license in the post-production. Then you have 
interviews with artists, where you interview a 
creative individual over a period of many years. 

MA These artists are my friends—they have to 
be my friends—but I wouldn’t really call them 
interviews. Alice Neel is talking to me for real. I 
captured her over a period of six, seven years. 
I used to go and have breakfast with her at 
least once a week; I’d take the subway with my 
camera up to 107th Street and would spend 
the whole day with her: she would make lunch, 
or she’d be painting, and I just hung around. 
We talked about everything. She’d bring me 
back to reality. She always recharged my bat-
teries, no matter how bad I felt, especially in 
those years when nothing was happening. I 
knew she was a great artist, and she would 
say the same thing about me. She put me in 
my place when I was complaining and whin-

ing. So friendship is a necessity in the work. 
I did one with Larry Rivers, but I haven’t put it 
out yet, it’s not finished. I was living with Larry 
for four years. And Cindy Sherman, my wife, 
of course. I’m just looking at her work and 
shooting things in her studio, but it’s already 
become a kind of document.

CAK You’re attracted to individuals who are 
creative in a very specific way. They are very 
extroverted in their work, and yet they’re kind 
of social misfits.

MA I need them. I need someone whom I ad-
mire, and think is really interesting. I need to 
be close to them.

CAK But doesn’t that put you in a position of 
people not realizing who you are and what you 
contribute, seeing you merely as one who uses 
these people, a sycophant? 

MA I don’t worry about that.

(BREAK IN TAPE)

CAK Do you feel using video is being elusive?

MA I’m seeing something else in what other peo-
ple see. I create a description of certain feelings 
that are not often brought up—what’s really go-
ing on in the world, what’s always in the back of 
our heads. What else is there to talk about but 
life? I don’t know what other subjects there are. 
I’m not an abstract person; I’m a reality person. 
So I formulate, and reformulate, and formulate 
it again in some way that I think exposes my 
personal views of this world we live in.

CAK You reuse a lot of images: snow, fire, birds. 
There are also many references to the body. 
How do you see these recurring images in 
your work?

MA I guess those are probably counterpoints. 
If you talk about birds, fire, and snow, those 
are moments that transform me, that take 
me out of this world, like when I used to take 
heroin. I see recurring images in patterns, 
obsessions.Like the birds—I have some kind 
of envy about flying. It is an interesting point 
of view that I’m missing on this planet. Then 
fire has always been my obsession. When I 
was growing up, we had a beautiful house; 
my father couldn’t afford the money to put the 
coal in the furnace, but there were fireplaces 
in all the rooms, so I would sleep with fire in 
the fireplace. I would peek from under my 
sheets and see the fire send big shadows 
onto the wall. So I guess that’s maybe where 
it comes from.

(BREAK IN TAPE)

CAK We were talking about the Moroccan tapes, 
which were done in a very stoned, kind of hip-
pie time. You taped hours and hours of foot-
age and then, twenty years later, went back 
and edited it into a piece. Of course, now that 
you’re clean, it’s a whole different perspective. 
Can you talk a little bit about the experience of 
going back and re-editing that material, com-
pared to the experience of “being there” when 
it was shot?

MA I shot the material in 1971, did a first edit 
in 1976, then a re-edit in 1993. Some think I 
might be making a mistake by re-editing it from 
a different perspective, but I’m not destroying 
the edit I made in 1976. I keep it available. 
I’m just re-editing the material and making a 
new work.

CAK Recently, when you showed a tape shot 
in Morocco in the early ’70s and re-edited in 
the late ’80s to a student audience, you were 
criticized for recreating your experience into a 
homo-erotic piece to be sensational.

MA That’s right! But I was with homosexuals 
at the time; they created the ambience, and I 
recorded it my own way. I focused on the most 
interesting person in the group, and he started 
to perform for me.  He was the boyfriend (or 
perhaps the hustler) of a German artist, an 
extraordinary person. He acted out a whole 
fucking theme: first, by killing a seagull, gather-
ing herbs and then cooking it in this instinctual 
way that is about survival; and secondly, by 
the on-camera seduction. I’m describing only 
their behavior, not mine.

CAK Does the theoretical deconstruction of cul-
ture and sexuality affect the way you tape and 
view things?

MA Hopefully it hasn’t. “Politically correct” is 
only politically correct as the day goes by. It 
doesn’t matter how correct one is, it won’t be 
correct later. I’m politically correct only with 
myself. It’s a readjustment day by day; there’s 
no formula.

CAK Now the last tape you made, Magnetic 
Notes: Voyage To The Center Of The Phone 
Lines (1993), is video shot off a bluff, looking 
out at the ocean and nature where you were 
in rehab. The audio was collected for over a 
year from conversations on car phones. This 
is a very different tape from what you’ve ever 
made before.

MA Well, that description you just gave is not 
what happened at all. But I like that. I like 
that dream of rehabbing by looking out of my 
window. In reality, rehab is a hospital for thirty 
days with no views.

CAK I thought that’s what you told me.

MA Maybe I did. No, I was coming out of re-
hab—we rented a house and it was my first 
day out. I got very lucky. I stayed in this beauti-
ful house for two months, watching the ocean 
all day long while I tried not to think about 
using heroin again. I had done landscapes 
before when I was on heroin too, but it just 
so happens these landscapes were made 
then. But I like the way you describe it. I like 
people to project their own story when they 
see my work. The phone lines, the sound part 
of the tape, is pretty much the way I do my 
work. I set up my traps in the phone lines, 
like a photographer for National Geographic 
trying to take a picture of mountain lions. I’m 
just setting my nets and catching fragments 
of conversation that reveal something about 
people, about us.

CAK But these people are not invisible like you are.

MA I’m not trying to expose the individual, or 
their privacy. I’m eavesdropping in on a uni-
versal stream of consciousness:the fears, the 
sadness, the state of things, the darkness of 
people. I feel I’m close to them.

CAK Why did you use this as the audio track 
on the landscapes?

MA I kept playing with the audio tapes for two 
years, because I have a lot of them. I tried 
different images over them and nothing fuck-
ing worked. One day, I started working with 
landscapes.I You know, nature is beautiful-
ly boring. Nature and electronic signals are 

crossing all the time, but it’s invisible and silent. 
You don’t hear unless you have those trap ma-
chines, but it’s all there around you. I felt that 
was the connection. And that’s how it started.
I scanned the phone conversation and record-
ed it on tape; I recorded thirty one-hour tapes 
and selected bits of conversation. It’s mostly 
very sad, very intense.

CAK What about Warhol? Did he support you?

MA Andy was kind of taken aback by me. He 
was waiting to see if I would fail or survive. He 
saw me soaring in 1970—I got a movie pro-
duced and was in the press a lot. And then I 
smooshed myself up into almost nothing by 
1975. He was always nice to me, and friendly. 
But Andy was always nice and friendly to every-
body, so it’s hard to tell what he thought. I was 
very close to him in the early ‘70s because of 
Viva. We used to see him almost every day. And 
then as life took its twists and turns, we had 
my daughter and went to Morocco for a year. 
By then, I had acquired my own identity, and I 
couldn’t really get too close to him, because he 
would turn you into one of his minions.

CAK You’ve been involved with some pretty pow-
erful women, too: Viva and then Cindy Sherman. 
How do you think that’s affected your work?

MA Greatly. When I met Cindy, I didn’t realize 
she was so powerful. I guess she never real-
ized it either. Or maybe she did. I don’t know. 
You know, it’s been ten years we’ve been to-
gether.There are few contemporary artists that 
I think are better than me, but she’s one of the 
best. I aspire to reach her level. KTH
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Installation View. Michel Auder at S1 Artspace. Courtesy Art Sheffield. Photo Jules Lister 
 

“When you go back to a place that played an important part in your memory,” curator Martin Clark says, 

introducing this year’s Art Sheffield, “there is an experience of holding something in your memory, and re-

projecting that on the city. There’s a euphoria to that,” he says, “but also a feeling of disjuncture.” 
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Clark, now director of Bergen Kunsthall in Norway, went to university in Sheffield. But in the two decades 

since he left, the former home of British steel and the National Union of Mineworkers has changed almost 

unrecognisably. Coming back here, then, to shepherd the city’s now teenaged biennial, felt like a curious 

return. “I began to think about the way cities change,” he says. This reflection, it would seem, led to a wider 

thought about change itself, whether material, intangible, or in some unplaceable hinterland between the two. 

As we trudged up the path from the train station, a line from Pulp’s ‘Sheffield: Sex City’ kept springing to 

mind. “Everyone on Park Hill came in unison at 4:13 AM and the whole block fell down.” The seething eros 

of Jarvis and co. seemed curiously apt as we slipped into the concrete shell, at the bottom of the listed brutalist 

block, that was once the notorious Scottish Queen pub. Park Hill’s once most feared pub is currently home to 

the S1 Art Space where, for the duration of Art Sheffield, Michel Auder’s videos are playing upon multiple 

screens. Like Pulp’s epic 1992 b-side, they are as woozily prurient as a wet dream. 

Untitled (I Was Looking Back To See If You Were Looking Back At Me To See Me Looking Back At You) is a 

telephoto-lensed exploration of the lives of others as glimpsed voyeuristically through the windows of a large 

apartment block (not that unlike the one we were in ourselves). French-born, Brooklyn-resident Auder, a one-

time habitué of Andy Warhol’s Factory, spent several months surveilling his neighbours. Most of the people he 

catches on film seem to be either taking their clothes off, touching themselves, or otherwise mooning listlessly 

about their homes in a kind of languid haze. 

Not quite the febrile romance of Pulp, nor the violent potential of Hitchcock’s Rear Window, the film exudes 

this uncomfortable urban ennui, the stale smell of unsavoury activities that you, as a viewer, become deeply 

implicated in by the act of watching. 

Leaving the estate and heading west, across the implacable border marked by the train tracks and the A61, we 

seemed also to be crossing another border. From the macro concerns of people-watching in the anthills of 

modernity, to the micro world of atoms and the void. Charles Atlas’s (2011) film, Painting by Numbers is 

concerned, as Martin Clark suggests, with “the underlying patterns which produce the material.” Vertiginous 

and kaleidoscopic, it gives off a heady rush of digital psychedelia. 

Atlas is well-known for his ‘dance for the camera’ works of the 1970s and 80s, collaborating with the likes of 

Merce Cunningham, Leigh Bowery, and Michael Clark. ButPainting by Numbers is quite a different 
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this uncomfortable urban ennui, the stale smell of unsavoury activities that you, as a viewer, become deeply 

implicated in by the act of watching. 

Leaving the estate and heading west, across the implacable border marked by the train tracks and the A61, we 

seemed also to be crossing another border. From the macro concerns of people-watching in the anthills of 

modernity, to the micro world of atoms and the void. Charles Atlas’s (2011) film, Painting by Numbers is 

concerned, as Martin Clark suggests, with “the underlying patterns which produce the material.” Vertiginous 

and kaleidoscopic, it gives off a heady rush of digital psychedelia. 

Atlas is well-known for his ‘dance for the camera’ works of the 1970s and 80s, collaborating with the likes of 

Merce Cunningham, Leigh Bowery, and Michael Clark. ButPainting by Numbers is quite a different 
proposition. Taking up three screens in a side room at Sheffield Hallam University’s Institute of Arts, the film 

presents an unceasing torrent of numerical figures. Numbers within numbers, bursting out towards the viewer 

in a never-ending flood of data, suggestive of some overwhelming mathematical sublime. For an artist who has 

historically done more than most to ‘musicalise’ the video medium, this film is notable for its silence – as if 

hushed by a reverence for obscure algebraic gods. 

The university has itself played a significant role in the transformation of Sheffield, in its uneasy transition 

from industrial heartland to knowledge economy. There seemed to be university buildings everywhere we 

went, as if it were slowly eating the city alive. Outside the Science Park, Jehovah’s Witnesses nervously 

proffered their magazines, like well-dressed drug pushers. Ex-industrial buildings – at which our bus driver 

would glumly point with the repeated mantra, “that’s turning into flats…” – sit uncomfortably next to the 

newer brick-clad, swoosh-roofed buildings with names like ‘Concept House’. 

It is in one of the few remaining remnants of the old Sheffield, an electro-plating workshop called Biggins 

Brothers, that we find a curious work by Paul Sietsema which itself seems to operate upon some curious 

borderline between the physical heft of industry and the more abstract virtual spheres of the knowledge 

economy. In what feels like a rather rickety old place, Sietsema has rigged up a highly elaborate system for 

looping a long stretch of 16mm film projecting a digital image of a punched steel plate spinning in a void. As 

the sign spins, the punched dot letters on its surface rearrange themselves from “demi-tasse dinner set” to 

“white porcelain dolphin” and so on. Each phrase an eBay sellers’ description of real items for sale, each one 

more suggestive than the last of some surreal suburban hinterland. With each rotation, the real folds into the 

virtual, the physical into the abstract, in a matryoshka-like serial embedding of worlds within worlds. 

When Craft/Work interviewed Anna Barham last October, she spoke of language as a “found object”, as a 

system riven with holes. For her new film, 000998146-horizontal-panning-empty-fashi_prores/böhm-on-

dialogue-ch5 (2015), presented for the first time for Art Sheffield at the Roco Creative Co-Op, this found 

object becomes – to borrow a figure from William Burroughs via Laurie Anderson – a kind of virus, 

corrupting codes and images in violent and unpredictable ways. 

We are presented with a single photo of a fashion catwalk. It flickers before our eyes, shifting against itself and 

glitching erratically. Into the code of the jpeg, Barham has inserted, line by lines, passages from quantum 

physicist David Bohm’s book On Dialogue. 
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We are presented with a single photo of a fashion catwalk. It flickers before our eyes, shifting against itself and 

glitching erratically. Into the code of the jpeg, Barham has inserted, line by lines, passages from quantum 

physicist David Bohm’s book On Dialogue. 

Bohm was a theoretical physicist who proposed the existence of different layers of reality between the mental 

and the physical: ‘implicate’ orders in which space and time no longer hold sway. But in his final years he 

became fascinated by the nature of thought and creativity. His posthumous bookOn Dialogue proposed modes 

of free-flowing constructive conversations in which participants agree to suspend judgement in order to build 

spontaneously on whatever ideas arise without any obligation to produce or conclude anything. 

“In such a dialogue,” Bohm writes, “when one person says something, the other person does not, in general, 

respond with exactly the same meaning as that seen by the first person. Rather, the meanings are only similar 

and not identical. Thus, when the second person replies, the first person sees a Difference between what he 

meant to say and what the other person understood. On considering this difference, he may then be able to see 

something new, which is relevant both to his own views and to those of the other person. And so it can go back 

and forth, with the continual emergence of a new content that is common to both participants.” 

In a way, this sounds like quite a good description of the history of art. But what happens, Barham’s work 

seems to be asking, when one of the participants in such a dialogue is not human? 

Similar themes are taken up by Florian Hecker’s sound work housed in the old Portland Works, birthplace of 

stainless steel. Using the words of philosopher Reza Negarestani, Hecker puts into effect a dialogue of his own 

between three hanging loudspeakers issuing, from the far sides of the room, two iterations of the same clipped 

RP voice speaking about the relationship between nature and culture, from one or the other perspective. In 

between the two, a third speaker – another virus, perhaps – plays a distorting and interfering role, releasing 

digital sound objects which eventually come to engulf the whole discussion, confusing and distorting the 

difference between the opposing interlocutors. 

As the piece progresses and the plinking, sizzling, telephone-chewing sounds gradually overcome the voices in 

dialogue, comprehension becomes impossible. From amidst the febrile melee of noise and distorted noise, I 

could finally just make out a single phrase fragment: “… a performative approach to nature…” 
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Martin Clark had spoken earlier about wanting to select works that could inhabit spaces "in a very light way", 

works that could flicker and dance through the spaces they inhabit, doing their thing "– and then they’re gone. 

Like a reverie, or a dream." But even though this collection of films and sound pieces has almost no material 

presence, each work had a density and a solidity that surpasses physical extension. Going round the whole 

thing in a single day felt impossibly rushed, like a hypodermic injection of ideas too heavy to otherwise ingest. 

But the sheer speed of thought here is infectious, almost delirious. Euphoria and disjuncture sit side by side. As 

the city becomes a phantom of itself, these works find a concreteness that is polymorphously perverse. 
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Szymczyk, Adam, “Portrait of the Marauder: Michel Auder in Conversation with Adam Szymczyk,” 
2014 

Portrait of the Marauder:  
Michel Auder in Conversation with Adam Szymczyk 

Adam Szymczyk: Video and, less so, film are both handy formats in which to record material and 
then use it later. Yet how did you manage to keep going over the years without having solid 
backing? 
 
Michel Auder: That is probably why I went in the direction that I did. In the seventies it did not 
seem like I was able to, or was interested in, finding money the traditional way: to have an idea, 
to write it down, and to present it to someone in the film business. All those steps never came 
about, except with the last film I made, Cleopatra [1970]. Video is a way to actually make the 
films and not make it. You just do it and then it is there. At least you are doing something; you 
are making a work. 
 
AS: Keeping busy. 
 
MA: Making film is vital for me: explaining what I am seeing or how I feel about what is around 
me. The material question about having backing, I cannot answer. I am a very lucky and 
determined person to have managed to make all those films without any funds. It is kind of a 
miracle. 
 
AS: With Cleopatra you were trying to go into something that was more like regular film 
production, right? Did you pitch it to people who had funds to produce your film?  
 
MA: In 1969 I was featured in the New York Times with my first wife, Viva. There was a long 
article that said, among other things, that I was ready to make a new film. The Sunday Times was 
so popular that I got called up by producers. They asked me about my project and I said that I 
was going to remake Cleopatra. I did not have a script or anything. I took a history book for 
schoolchildren and made up a script. I found a producer that was willing to make the film, using 
Warholian actors such as Viva, Taylor Mead, Louis Waldon, Ultra Violet, and Ondine. These 
actors possessed a talent to make up stories. I put them in different environments and told them: 
You are Caesar, you are Cleopatra, and they started to improvise who they were and who they 
would become. 

AS: Was it scripted? 
 
MA: It was more a choice of different situations, environments, and places. I would say: This is 
the queen’s summer palace in the wintertime, and then we went to Rome and visited Caesar in 
his winter palace. Everyone would more or less improvised their lines. It was about the political 
aspect of power. Nobody did anything, really, they would just hang around and act like 
politicians, more and more abusive, self important and make fun of things. 
 
AS: Would you go as far as to say that this was a film that rose out of disillusionment of a certain 
kind? It was 1970, so this is the moment when the summer is over, so to speak.  
 
MA: Over and over again the same things happened, wars and everything else, showing the 
arrogance and incompetence of the governing classes. Cleopatra is about the behavior of the 
politicians controlling the world in general but, of course, it is not precisely that. And the film is 
degenerated in a good way. The actors are taking drugs but they are acting like they have so 
much power: they have whims, slaves, etcetera. The actors that I chose were very smart and 
through their way of expressing themselves one can feel almost like it is the end of the world. 
 
AS: How long were you busy with that production? 
 
MA: A couple of months. I wanted it to be my last film, and I upset the producers so much that 
they destroyed the negatives as far as I know. Only a cheaply made work copy was left. We 
agreed that I would make the movie if they gave me carte blanche. They said yes, and then I 
pushed the envelope. They finally sent some supplemental crew to help me, like spies, and they 
reported that I did not know how to make films. Then I was invited to the Cannes Film Festival 
by Henri Langlois. The film was in the process of being edited, I felt it was fine, so I took it and 
brought a copy to the festival. They said you cannot do that, it is not finished; I said no, I know 
when it is finished and I know when it starts. They sued the festival and told them they owned 
the film. And then I played the bad guy, and then they also started to play the bad guys. Some 
powerful lawyer came, a friend of a friend, and he talked them out of suing me. They said if I 
gave them the footage, they would drop the lawsuit. It became a childish game of me saying I 
do not give a fuck about you, and of them saying I do not give a fuck about you. 

AS: It sounds almost proverbial, this brush with the powers of industry that take from you the 
fruit of your work. That sounds like a film in itself.  
 
MA: Yes, and I wanted it to be my last film. 
 
AS: You wanted to make your last film in 1970, which in some sense was the beginning of your 
career. In your work there is the issue of time and of time delay, and calling certain moments last 
moments that happen very late or very early. It sometimes seems like time is falling apart slightly. 
In films like My Last Bag of Heroin (For Real), which was shot in 1986, and released in 1993, there 
is the issue of double-dating; and then this titular statement that something is going to be the 
last thing but then, is it really? And then there are also the first things, for example in My First 
Pipe of Opium Since 1973 (Mexico Nov. 2004), which was edited in 2005. I am interested in 
these different timelines in your work, and how you declare one of your first films your last film. It 
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these different timelines in your work, and how you declare one of your first films your last film. It 
is the last one, yes, but after that you made a lot of films. You started making films with your last 
film. 
 
MA: Cleopatra was my last film where I would deal with the system. Up to that point I made a 
few films and I was thinking they would go into movie theaters proper, not into the art world. 
 
AS: Until 1970 you were aiming  
 
MA: Being an independent yet mainstream filmmaker. Since '63 or '64. 
 
AS: When did you arrive in the US? 

MA: I settled there permanently in '69. 
 
AS: So already in France you had made some films.  
 
MA: I made a couple of movies there that are lost, because I didn't really have a home in France. 
The films were very cumbersome and heavy, and I left them with someone that wanted to 
include them in a festival in Switzerland in early 1969, just before I left for the US. And then I 
never returned to France. The films were the black-and-white, 35mm Anne vad des saisons 
[1963]; the 16mm, color Krylon [1966]; and Lune X [1968], also 16mm and color. Years later when 
I became interested in getting my films back, I could not remember the name of this man nor of 
the festival.  
 
AS: I am sure that they are still in Switzerland. When did you first put your hands on a video 
camera? 
 
MA: At the end of 1969, with my friend, the filmmaker Shirley Clarke, who also lived in the 
Chelsea Hotel in New York. Woody and Steina Vasulka had bought a Sony Portapak. We heard 
about it, and became interested. They lived in a loft in dark SoHo. Only artists lived there at the 
time; it was desolate at night. We went to their studio and experimented with their equipment. I 
had received some of the money from Cleopatra it was a big budget, like $200,000 dollars, 
which would be almost a million dollars now and I bought this video equipment: a camera, the 
deck, and tapes. And the rest is history. 
 
AS: How would you cut material? 
 
MA: I did not have editing equipment for many years. Home-editing equipment didn’t exist. You 
would have had to go into a television studio, hire an editor, and it was too expensive. The only 
way to edit was to transfer between two decks. I would have one tape running on a player that 
was connected to another player/recorder. I would hit the record button when I liked a scene 
from the original footage. It was on-the-fly editing and recording. My invention. 

AS: So you didn’t begin shooting video because of Andy Warhol and the fact that he was getting 
video equipment to experiment with. 
 



AS: Was it scripted? 
 
MA: It was more a choice of different situations, environments, and places. I would say: This is 
the queen’s summer palace in the wintertime, and then we went to Rome and visited Caesar in 
his winter palace. Everyone would more or less improvised their lines. It was about the political 
aspect of power. Nobody did anything, really, they would just hang around and act like 
politicians, more and more abusive, self important and make fun of things. 
 
AS: Would you go as far as to say that this was a film that rose out of disillusionment of a certain 
kind? It was 1970, so this is the moment when the summer is over, so to speak. 
 
MA: Over and over again the same things happened, wars and everything else, showing the 
arrogance and incompetence of the governing classes. Cleopatra is about the behavior of the 
politicians controlling the world in general but, of course, it is not precisely that. And the film is 
degenerated in a good way. The actors are taking drugs but they are acting like they have so 
much power: they have whims, slaves, etcetera. The actors that I chose were very smart and 
through their way of expressing themselves one can feel almost like it is the end of the world. 
 
AS: How long were you busy with that production? 
 
MA: A couple of months. I wanted it to be my last film, and I upset the producers so much that 
they destroyed the negatives as far as I know. Only a cheaply made work copy was left. We 
agreed that I would make the movie if they gave me carte blanche. They said yes, and then I 
pushed the envelope. They finally sent some supplemental crew to help me, like spies, and they 
reported that I did not know how to make films. Then I was invited to the Cannes Film Festival 
by Henri Langlois. The film was in the process of being edited, I felt it was fine, so I took it and 
brought a copy to the festival. They said you cannot do that, it is not finished; I said no, I know 
when it is finished and I know when it starts. They sued the festival and told them they owned 
the film. And then I played the bad guy, and then they also started to play the bad guys. Some 
powerful lawyer came, a friend of a friend, and he talked them out of suing me. They said if I 
gave them the footage, they would drop the lawsuit. It became a childish game of me saying I 
do not give a fuck about you, and of them saying I do not give a fuck about you. 

AS: It sounds almost proverbial, this brush with the powers of industry that take from you the 
fruit of your work. That sounds like a film in itself.  
 
MA: Yes, and I wanted it to be my last film. 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moments that happen very late or very early. It sometimes seems like time is falling apart slightly. 
In films like My Last Bag of Heroin (For Real), which was shot in 1986, and released in 1993, there 
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Chelsea Hotel in New York. Woody and Steina Vasulka had bought a Sony Portapak. We heard 
about it, and became interested. They lived in a loft in dark SoHo. Only artists lived there at the 
time; it was desolate at night. We went to their studio and experimented with their equipment. I 
had received some of the money from Cleopatra it was a big budget, like $200,000 dollars, 
which would be almost a million dollars now and I bought this video equipment: a camera, the 
deck, and tapes. And the rest is history. 
 
AS: How would you cut material? 
 
MA: I did not have editing equipment for many years. Home-editing equipment didn’t exist. You 
would have had to go into a television studio, hire an editor, and it was too expensive. The only 
way to edit was to transfer between two decks. I would have one tape running on a player that 
was connected to another player/recorder. I would hit the record button when I liked a scene 
from the original footage. It was on-the-fly editing and recording. My invention. 

AS: So you didn’t begin shooting video because of Andy Warhol and the fact that he was getting 
video equipment to experiment with. 
 
MA: There was no affordable, portable, color-video equipment until around 1977. There was 
only black-and-white television up to late 1960, then America began having color television.  
 
AS: Speaking of television: Do you remember when you first filmed a TV screen and used it in a 
film? 
 
MA: Right away. If a television is there I enter it like anything else that I film. TV is presenting me 
with an image and I reframe it. In my hotel right now in Basel, Les Trois Rois, there are forty-three 
channels available. Two nights ago I arrived at one in the morning, and at five in the morning I 
was still filming television. I did not realize so many hours had gone by; I just went on like crazy 
entering images and sounds into my phone. 

AS: Ferdinand Kriwet, an artist living in East Germany, did films that exclusively used television 
imagery. He did one with the coverage of the Apollo landing [Apollovision, 1969], and one 
about the Nixon election [Campaign, 1972/73]. It is a very fast montage of aggressive images 
and sound from American television in black and white. Your works fucked with television in a 
much less formally rigid way, so somehow they were more free in changing the parameters of 
the images that you worked with. But the interests are not dissimilar: the political message, the 
ability of television to actually fabricate an event, be it the moon landing or the election of a new 
president. 
 
MA: I filmed the moon landing in Chronicles: Family Diaries 1971. It is 1969, Viva is pregnant, 
and we are watching the moon landing. Finally, on television you see two guys with puppets, 
they are puppeteering the landing on the moon 
 
AS: Did you ever look at films by Jack Smith or Robert Frank, like Pull My Daisy [1959], that kind 
of beat cinema? 
 
MA: Not that much. I spent a lot of my time from 63 to 68 at the Cinematheque Francaise, and 
did not see too many American filmmakers there. I was mostly influenced by Bergman, 
Antonioni, Pasolini, Godard, Pollet, Eustache, Bresson, Vigo, and all the more independent 
filmmakers that were making films within the system. That was what I was aiming for in the â
€™60s. To have my own style and to make films that would be produced. But it was too complex 
for the way I am, to be able to deal with all the people and enter that world. I did not know how 
to do that. My way was to make films right away. I started with a 16mm camera and I was 
shooting in bursts in 65, 66, 67. 
 
AS: Your early interest was in the specific human beings around you. It seems you wanted to 
create portraits or somehow give those people a form that would be lasting. For example, 
chronicles, diaries, and portraits, all of which appear in your titles, are all forms of 
commemoration, like letters sent to posterity. 

MA: Yes, right. Living in the Chelsea Hotel from 1969 to 1973 with friends like Jonas Mekas, 
Shirley Clarke, Viva, Taylor Mead, Brigid Berlin aka Bridget Polk, Harry Smith, Ondine, Andrea 
Feldman aka Andrea Whips Warhola, Louis Waldon, John Chamberlain, Larry Rivers, Gerard 
Malanga, Gregory Corso, Robert Mapplethorpe, Patty Smith, Tom Baker, FranÃ§ois De Menil, 



and moreâ€¦ 
 
AS: Yet you often break through the shell of the pop-cultural stuff into something rather 
existential, which operates via symbols and allegories, and which reaches into the inner of the 
human being, be it people that are close to you or those you only met through the camera lens. 
 
MA: I did not ever formulate the way I started making films. I just always felt that I looked at 
things differently. I have my kind of style of vision and I have the feeling. I always understood 
that I could make different films, not the traditional ones, but films by other methods. But I also 
think that it has to do with having been raised in a world of poetry. I start with a vague idea, and 
then I add images and sound, one after the other, and it becomes a piece that becomes a title 
that sums it up or not. I begin without thinking about what it is or will be. And then I enter all the 
bits that I have filmed, that are in my head, and put them together. One of my last films, 
Narcolepsy [2010], occurred because of that woman I shot. She was always sleeping in clubs it 
started the whole idea for the film. I think it has more to do with poetic license. 
 
AS: For me this has to do with the power of the image, which makes you follow or explore it. If 
you say that this film, for instance, started with the image of one who repeatedly falls, then this is 
not an image that is at the end of the process, not an image you construct, but a found image 
that tells you what you are going to do. 
 
MA: Right. I could not explain it better than you just did now. 
 
AS: This narcoleptic person is a central organizing metaphor or device of your film, and the rest 
gets organized around it. From there you can imagine to build 
 
MA: A world. 

AS: A world from different building blocks that you have at hand, or that you invent, or find in 
the making. Which is a complete reversal of the traditional process of making a film, which 
usually begins with an idea of where you want to get to, and then preparing everything to reach 
this final image.  
 
MA: Yes, absolutely.  
 
AS: But you start right from the entrails of this. 
 
MA: I go back to the trail. Narcolepsy became a sort of voyage through sleeping.  
 
AS: One could say that these ideas of travel or voyage in your work have something to do with 
progress, exploration, and reaching unknown lands, but I have the feeling that the way you use 
these metaphors is very much about a reversed movement. You have these titles Voyage to the 
Center of the Phone Lines, for instance and various other films in which this movement is not 
going to somewhere, but is more an inward trip of a kind.  
But your titles often point to your position. And that’s why I would like to get to this staking of 
the position of the author, this idea of self-portraiture, in your films. There are a couple of films 
and moreâ€¦ 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not an image that is at the end of the process, not an image you construct, but a found image 
that tells you what you are going to do. 
 
MA: Right. I could not explain it better than you just did now. 
 
AS: This narcoleptic person is a central organizing metaphor or device of your film, and the rest 
gets organized around it. From there you can imagine to build 
 
MA: A world. 

AS: A world from different building blocks that you have at hand, or that you invent, or find in 
the making. Which is a complete reversal of the traditional process of making a film, which 
usually begins with an idea of where you want to get to, and then preparing everything to reach 
this final image.  
 
MA: Yes, absolutely.  
 
AS: But you start right from the entrails of this. 
 
MA: I go back to the trail. Narcolepsy became a sort of voyage through sleeping.  
 
AS: One could say that these ideas of travel or voyage in your work have something to do with 
progress, exploration, and reaching unknown lands, but I have the feeling that the way you use 
these metaphors is very much about a reversed movement. You have these titles Voyage to the 
Center of the Phone Lines, for instance and various other films in which this movement is not 
going to somewhere, but is more an inward trip of a kind.  
But your titles often point to your position. And that’s why I would like to get to this staking of 
the position of the author, this idea of self-portraiture, in your films. There are a couple of films 
that begin with the word My Titles like My Last Bag Of Heroin (For Real) [1986], My Last Buck 
[1972], My Love [1980], My Nerves are About to Snap [1979]. It is a very confessional thing. And 
then there are the films that are dedicated to someone, like Made for Nicole K. [1994] and Made 
for Denise [1977]. So there seems to be, apart from this interest in the world at large beginning 
with poetic images found somewhere out there, also another rapport between you and your 
subject, which is a very intimate one. 
 
MA: Making portraits of people interests me. Suddenly I gain access to a person who becomes 
my friend and trusts me, and does not pay attention to my filming. They will just converse with 
me and let me do. At first we have to be friends; I have to gain their trust. Then the door is open 
and I am almost invisible. But in some way self-portraiture is also prevalent in my work, especially 
when My is involved in a title. I see my entire body of work as some kind of self-portrait. Friends, 
the places where I live, my choices of images, of moods, and of subject matter: the sum of it all 
is a portrait of the maker, me.  

AS: In Made for Denise, there is a man quietly bleeding in front of the camera as he lights up a 
cigarette.  
 
MA: This was an accidental shot. It’s Peter Beard, who was in that video thing I was making with 
Larry Rivers in 1976; some video of a model that he had brought over for a collector, who he was 
making a painting for. So we put some lights on, somebody caught his foot in a cable, and the 
light fell on Peter’s head and cut him. I was filming at the time and he said to keep filming, that it 
was fine, and then the blood started running. It stayed in my mind; I have this image of a man 
bleeding, and then suddenly it fell perfectly into this work, Made for Denise. 
 
AS: How do you work with the images that you collect? How do you bring them together?   
 
MA: They have a great power in my head, those images, those sounds, and depending on the 
context, they carry on different meanings. They are my vocabulary, my words, my phrases, my 
great library. And if I choose to, I can use them later and forever in any of my video works; they 
are my new language. It is like a book and I look into it and I tear words out. This man bleeding, 
this character, his name, is not important. Who he is and how it happened is just fun gossip. In 
these kinds of works that I make, it is just the image of a wounded man. Is that what you are 
asking me? 
 
AS: I was asking more specifically about the iconography. In art history, iconography and 
iconology deal with meanings of images, and historians try to put these images in certain 
categories; in more primitive iterations it is about finding out about what a painting should tell 
us. But there are more interesting ways of setting signs in motion and putting them to work. I am 
thinking about the way Aby Warburg constructed his Mnemosyne Atlas [1924â€“29], in which he 
brought together gestures that have the power of reappearing over many different periods and 
contexts, with slight modifications. There is something in the persistent reappearance of images 
in your films that makes me think about these kinds of uses of power of memory in order to find 
out about the sources of images, which is the Mnemosyne. 
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MA: But I work the opposite way. Warburg is making history, a story about what images are 
about, which is very interesting. But I do not go to see films in movie theaters because they 
could corrupt my thoughts and my practice of filmmaking; they are insidious, they teach me bad 
things. Maybe I do the same mistakes, but it is totally non-intellectualized, it is genetic.  
 
AS: Oh, no, no. Of course I read a critique of a certain type of dry intellectualism in what you are 
saying now, but there is a difference between not being overly intellectual, and being intelligent 
or making intelligent use of the methods developed elsewhere. I think that you betray yourself at 
a certain point, for instance in the film in which you are tearing out pages of an art-history book. 
Basically you are doing two things there. One, you are bringing our attention to certain images 
and their importance to you; and two, you are doing it with these images and to them. There is 
this ambivalence between admiration and aggression, a way of showing that this is too beautiful 
for me, I have to destroy it, which is also a very beautiful act. In your films destruction is often 
positively connoted. There is a lot of tenderness, but there is also a lot of violence.  
I thought about Warburg cutting pages with art-historical motives for his atlas of Mnemosyne, 
and his history of the evolution of gesture in art” gestures were what interested him, and they 
are also exactly what interest you. The gesture of a finger touching the wound for instance: one 
would find at least fifty such images in your films. And many less art-historically codified gestures 
that are specific to your body of work. Then you look at them closer and they reveal certain 
parentals in the history of the image. I was thinking of decaying fruit, wild flowers. As the viewer 
you think: Why is this guy interested in all of this? Then you think: It is vanitas. In that same film 
you show a little skull that is trembling. You guide in wild ways your viewers through the 
iconographic landscapes of your films; you show them how to look at film by showing them the 
way you work. In that sense I appreciate what you say about the wholeness of poetic image on 
the one side, and the idea of making films as if using a certain image vocabulary to build phrases 
or entire poems on the other. 
 
MA: Painting is very important to me. I have looked at painting since I was a kid; that is how I 
educated myself. I have a connection to still lives and the horror of imagery. Under the pretense 
and obligation of making religious painting, painters have expanded their subject matter 
critically, painting things that are sexy, horrific, and more horrific than the original subject matter. 
The Flemish, for example, are quite amazing at adding these painted comments. They’re very 
important for me. I take a lot of inspiration from that but I do not think about it. 

AS: You seem to be fairly immune to the imagery of cartoons. The sixties and seventies were a 
lot about popular imagery. Yet you seem to have these very classic references. 
 
MA: I grew up without television. I used to hang around the Louvre when I was sixteen, 
seventeen, eighteen. I just went in and checked out the paintings for hours at a time. I was 
fascinated by their wealth of information about food, weaponry, clothing, jewelry, landscape, 
war, sex, murder, greed, beauty. These are the only visual clues of those times.  
 
AS: And writing? You said your starting point was poetry.  
 
MA: And photography. It is hard to talk about how my life was. You know people talk about their 
past and how they were raised in a very authoritative way it is weird every time I hear myself 



MA: But I work the opposite way. Warburg is making history, a story about what images are 
about, which is very interesting. But I do not go to see films in movie theaters because they 
could corrupt my thoughts and my practice of filmmaking; they are insidious, they teach me bad 
things. Maybe I do the same mistakes, but it is totally non-intellectualized, it is genetic.  
 
AS: Oh, no, no. Of course I read a critique of a certain type of dry intellectualism in what you are 
saying now, but there is a difference between not being overly intellectual, and being intelligent 
or making intelligent use of the methods developed elsewhere. I think that you betray yourself at 
a certain point, for instance in the film in which you are tearing out pages of an art-history book. 
Basically you are doing two things there. One, you are bringing our attention to certain images 
and their importance to you; and two, you are doing it with these images and to them. There is 
this ambivalence between admiration and aggression, a way of showing that this is too beautiful 
for me, I have to destroy it, which is also a very beautiful act. In your films destruction is often 
positively connoted. There is a lot of tenderness, but there is also a lot of violence.  
I thought about Warburg cutting pages with art-historical motives for his atlas of Mnemosyne, 
and his history of the evolution of gesture in art” gestures were what interested him, and they 
are also exactly what interest you. The gesture of a finger touching the wound for instance: one 
would find at least fifty such images in your films. And many less art-historically codified gestures 
that are specific to your body of work. Then you look at them closer and they reveal certain 
parentals in the history of the image. I was thinking of decaying fruit, wild flowers. As the viewer 
you think: Why is this guy interested in all of this? Then you think: It is vanitas. In that same film 
you show a little skull that is trembling. You guide in wild ways your viewers through the 
iconographic landscapes of your films; you show them how to look at film by showing them the 
way you work. In that sense I appreciate what you say about the wholeness of poetic image on 
the one side, and the idea of making films as if using a certain image vocabulary to build phrases 
or entire poems on the other. 
 
MA: Painting is very important to me. I have looked at painting since I was a kid; that is how I 
educated myself. I have a connection to still lives and the horror of imagery. Under the pretense 
and obligation of making religious painting, painters have expanded their subject matter 
critically, painting things that are sexy, horrific, and more horrific than the original subject matter. 
The Flemish, for example, are quite amazing at adding these painted comments. They’re very 
important for me. I take a lot of inspiration from that but I do not think about it. 

AS: You seem to be fairly immune to the imagery of cartoons. The sixties and seventies were a 
lot about popular imagery. Yet you seem to have these very classic references. 
 
MA: I grew up without television. I used to hang around the Louvre when I was sixteen, 
seventeen, eighteen. I just went in and checked out the paintings for hours at a time. I was 
fascinated by their wealth of information about food, weaponry, clothing, jewelry, landscape, 
war, sex, murder, greed, beauty. These are the only visual clues of those times.  
 
AS: And writing? You said your starting point was poetry.  
 
MA: And photography. It is hard to talk about how my life was. You know people talk about their 
past and how they were raised in a very authoritative way it is weird every time I hear myself 
talking about my past. It’s never the same as the last time I described it. So I will give you this 
version: When I arrived in Paris I was seventeen. I had not much, my parents kind of disappeared 
on me, and I fell into Le Chat Qui che, a famous free jazz bar. There was this guy running the bar, 
who was a poet, Patrice Cauda. He became a very good friend. He had tons of books and 
through him I met Ren Char and Marcel Jouhandeau in reality, as well as Rimbaud, Verlaine, 
Shakespeare, Flaubert, Baudelaire, Artaud, Proust, Camus, Robbe-Grillet, and others through 
their writings. Some of these characters were very influential on me. I tried to emulate Rimbaud I 
mean, the behavior. I read a lot about their personal lives and I thought it was great although 
they suffered a lot. And I became more rebellious, more political, because of these poetic 
encounters.  
 
AS: Were you aware of the Situationists in Paris?  
 
MA: No. In 1967 I was asked to show my 16mm films Krylon and Lune X in a Lettrist hangout, a 
bar in Paris, and they actually looked at them. It was the first time I felt an interest in my work. It 
took me a long time to figure out that Maurice Lematre was Maurice Lematre. Their behavior 
was so strange to me. They were cool, but it was hard for me to get into their world. They were 
totally interested in my films. But I did not get them exactly. 

AS: Did you see Guy Debord’s films? La soci du spectacle [1973]? 
 
MA: Yes, but much later, in New York. I saw it fully by 1978, when I started to get bootlegged 
stuff and things on VHS.  
 
AS: So you had this moment when you got exposed to a lot of good writing, poetry and prose, 
not only French but also translations. And then you moved to the US. 
 
MA: I first went to America in 1962 by myself. I took a container ship from Hamburg and went to 
New York. I was a part-time assistant to a fashion photographer for Harper's Bazaar in Paris, and I 
was really good at helping and loading films, so he would call me during the collections and say, 
Why don’t you come to New York. So one day I just took a boat and went there. I arrived in New 
Jersey, and I thought it was New York. I stayed for a year until I had to leave for overstaying my 
visa. When I got back to France I had been drafted; the French authorities were looking for me 
to go to the military because I was nineteen. My father, when he was around, talked about 
Russia; he thought it was the best country. For some reason I took America.  
Then, later, in 1969 in Paris, one late night I met Viva in the street with Nico. I had raised some 
money to make my film Keeping Busy. And I said to Viva: I want you to star in my film. I went 
with her to Rome, shot the film, we became lovers. And then Agns Varda called Viva and asked 
her to star in her film Lions Love [1969] in Hollywood. Viva said: I am not going without my 
boyfriend. So Agns had to pay for my trip to LA in order for Viva to come to her. And then, after 
the movie was done, we went to New York and stayed at the Chelsea Hotel for the next four 
years. 
 
AS: You made Roman Variations in 91, and it seems Rome was an important place for you, one 
of those cities you like to return to. Your journeys, they often lead to the south. 
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years. 
 
AS: You made Roman Variations in 91, and it seems Rome was an important place for you, one 
of those cities you like to return to. Your journeys, they often lead to the south. 

MA: I think that I choose these places because I judge them to be less changed by the Western 
world. Morocco in the seventies was still very traditional. In Afghanistan it was like that, before it 
was destroyed. You step back a hundred years or more. Bolivia is eighty-percent indigenous 
people; they live the way they did a thousand years ago. And they chew coca leaves. It is a nice 
kind of drug, not like cocaine. It keeps you up a bit and not hungry, and it is good for traveling in 
the High Andes mountains, by yourself. You know, I am always by myself when I travel to these 
kinds of places. 
 
AS: What about Vanuatu? 
 
MA: The same thing. Vanuatu was returned to its indigenous people after it was plundered by 
the French and the English at the beginning of the nineteenth century until the 1960s. There is 
not much to be exploited there except the coconut trees planted during the past colonial era. 
No one uses much of that oil commodity anymore, so the country was kind of returned back to 
the islanders. Most of these islands are very isolated. Of course, a lot of Westerners have been 
there, but you can step into places where there still is a vision of things that brings you far back. 
And that beauty is interesting to me, as is being able to make a video recording of my 
experiences. It is also the physical part of being there: no restaurants, no hotels. 
 
AS: Rome and New York are explainable within this logic: they are capitals of empires. So you 
are also interested in the opposite side of this pastoral state, which is the decaying empire, 
which makes me think of Thomas Cole’s The Course of Empire [1833-36], five paintings that 
show the empire’s savage and pastoral states before the catastrophe and then the ancient world 
falling apart from earthquake, deluge, fire, and all kinds of apocalyptic scenarios. But it is not the 
wrath of God; it is humanity meeting its end, quite inevitably, because of its many faults. 
Similarly, there is a certain moral statement in your work that I think has to do with this 
confrontation between the dark side and some other side, which is not the light side, but maybe 
the life side, which also includes death. I was just thinking how it was for you to work quite 
consequently for so many years in New York, which is not an easy place to survive, particularly in 
the seventies and eighties. 

MA: I should title my 45 years of video The Course of Empire. Even now, not much has changed 
for me since the seventies, though the city has become more modern. New Yorks my 
headquarters, my address where my bills are sent, where my studios have been for the past 43 
years. At some point in my four-hour film Vanuatu Chronicles [1998], I said that even though I am 
here on that pristine spot, on the island of Ambrym, I have to live in the falling empire. Even if I 
go to the countryside in upstate New York, I cannot live there all the time. I need a place where 
all my videotapes are and everything can happen really fast. If you want something, some 
information, some object, it is there, much faster than in Europe. I am used to having my 
headquarters in New York, to making films, and to depositing what I have taken. It is just a place 
that works well for me. 
 
AS: I understand the practicalities and the habit of living there, but still, as a scenery, as a subject 
matter for the films 
 
MA: I have exhausted New York in my films. I did a new work about the city recently, called 



MA: I think that I choose these places because I judge them to be less changed by the Western 
world. Morocco in the seventies was still very traditional. In Afghanistan it was like that, before it 
was destroyed. You step back a hundred years or more. Bolivia is eighty-percent indigenous 
people; they live the way they did a thousand years ago. And they chew coca leaves. It is a nice 
kind of drug, not like cocaine. It keeps you up a bit and not hungry, and it is good for traveling in 
the High Andes mountains, by yourself. You know, I am always by myself when I travel to these 
kinds of places. 
 
AS: What about Vanuatu? 
 
MA: The same thing. Vanuatu was returned to its indigenous people after it was plundered by 
the French and the English at the beginning of the nineteenth century until the 1960s. There is 
not much to be exploited there except the coconut trees planted during the past colonial era. 
No one uses much of that oil commodity anymore, so the country was kind of returned back to 
the islanders. Most of these islands are very isolated. Of course, a lot of Westerners have been 
there, but you can step into places where there still is a vision of things that brings you far back. 
And that beauty is interesting to me, as is being able to make a video recording of my 
experiences. It is also the physical part of being there: no restaurants, no hotels. 
 
AS: Rome and New York are explainable within this logic: they are capitals of empires. So you 
are also interested in the opposite side of this pastoral state, which is the decaying empire, 
which makes me think of Thomas Cole’s The Course of Empire [1833-36], five paintings that 
show the empire’s savage and pastoral states before the catastrophe and then the ancient world 
falling apart from earthquake, deluge, fire, and all kinds of apocalyptic scenarios. But it is not the 
wrath of God; it is humanity meeting its end, quite inevitably, because of its many faults. 
Similarly, there is a certain moral statement in your work that I think has to do with this 
confrontation between the dark side and some other side, which is not the light side, but maybe 
the life side, which also includes death. I was just thinking how it was for you to work quite 
consequently for so many years in New York, which is not an easy place to survive, particularly in 
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years. At some point in my four-hour film Vanuatu Chronicles [1998], I said that even though I am 
here on that pristine spot, on the island of Ambrym, I have to live in the falling empire. Even if I 
go to the countryside in upstate New York, I cannot live there all the time. I need a place where 
all my videotapes are and everything can happen really fast. If you want something, some 
information, some object, it is there, much faster than in Europe. I am used to having my 
headquarters in New York, to making films, and to depositing what I have taken. It is just a place 
that works well for me. 
 
AS: I understand the practicalities and the habit of living there, but still, as a scenery, as a subject 
matter for the films 
 
MA: I have exhausted New York in my films. I did a new work about the city recently, called 
Untitled (I Was Looking Back To See If You Were Looking Back At Me To See Me Looking Back At 
You) [2012]. I filmed for a year from my windows, filming the buildings, the streets, all the 
different actions going on in NYC. Well, I have not exhausted New York, apparently.  
 
AS: In your films, you see it very much as a closed city; there are a lot of walls and cells. You film 
people in small interiors. There are not many open vistas. Sometimes there is sky but the sky is 
empty. 
 
MA: I have filmed all the facets in this city. The open vistas of New York are a whole new work 
that I am putting together, a full installation, in fact. The people are my actors and the cities are 
my sets. People I know suddenly do something interesting, or I am in a certain situation and I 
feel I can record some of that. Wherever I am I can figure that out, but it turns out it happens in 
New York too. 

AS: But there are many more people you do not know at all, and whom you probably never will 
get to know. These are the people you film from a distance, looking into their rooms, looking at 
their behavior in a way that often reminds me of the naturalist’s point of view, as somebody who 
is curious of a species. You look at people as if you are looking at animals. There is John Berger’s 
book Why Look at Animals? [1980/2009], and it describes how we can learn from animal 
behavior the behavior of people. But you seem more interested in reading animals in people, 
not in the expression of their individuality, but more as a divided herd. I am thinking about these 
passages in the Chronicles Morocco [1971-72], where donkeys are scattered 
 
MA: In a parking lot. 
 
AS: Having sex, jumping around. 
 
MA: They are waiting for their bosses, their owners. 
 
AS: Doing whatever. And people are doing very similar things in your films. I think one of the 
large arches in your work is the leveling of the animal world and the human world, and maybe 
even the object world. There is a drive behind the eye that looks at all these different 
phenomena as somehow very much of the same kin.  
 
MA: Yes, I have often said that during the making of Cindy Sherman [1988], the method I used is 
the one for filming wild animals; you set up your camera near the spot where they go to drink 
from the river everyday. In the case of Cindy, the river is her studio where she goes drinking.  
 
AS: You seem to be very interested in non-events. 
 
MA: Dead time, you mean? But it is not really dead to me; there is a lot going on. I think even 
some writers, Alain Robbe-Grillet, for example, go into describing almost nothing. I feel that 
there is something there that is important. To be engaged in that time when there is almost 
nothing. 
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some writers, Alain Robbe-Grillet, for example, go into describing almost nothing. I feel that 
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nothing. 

AS: People just hanging out, looking at things, passing by, scratching, things like that. It brings 
you to the animal kingdom. The difference would be that animals do not get bored, while 
humans get bored easily. You bring animal qualities to humans. It always strikes me that you do 
not seem to portray people who are too stressed out about something; instead, they have an 
almost royal laziness or carelessness about time passing. 
 
MA: It is against my morals to use people under stress, but there is plenty of stress described in 
many of my films. 
 
AS: You also do portray people who are obsessively busy with something, or running somewhere 
after something: fame, for instance, or drugs. Sometimes there are very strong and intense 
characters and you can go crazy when you listen to them. Nevertheless, in your films I often 
sense sympathy for your human subjects. 
 
MA: I do not like to exploit people. I think I have not done that up to now, unless our politician’s 
morals are changing again, which they are. You are not supposed to look at people; there are all 
kinds of laws about that now. When I am editing I make sure that if I have recorded someone 
that doesn’t know that they have been recorded, that I do not feature them in a situation that 
would be upsetting for them, or a situation in which they would be recognized. They are just 
people; you cannot really tell who that is on the windowsill.  
 
AS: The excessive care about people’s rights to privacy and to their image is a part of biopolitics 
today, in which the state defines relationships between people. What we are witnessing, in the 
US even more than in Europe, is a form of virtual imprisonment of human beings who are 
theoretically walking free. The unregulated space of human relations shrunk drastically and was 
superseded by the current corporate fiction of the Totally Safe Western-European and US-
American World. And this is something that your films speak very passionately against, and they 
do it right from the start, with a prophetic intuition, if one remembers that the footage we are 
talking about might be coming from the year 1970. 

MA: My entire attitude not consciously is about disregarding the authorities, to a certain extent. 
There is always some limit to all this stuff. The forces are very powerful and they can stop you. 
Still, I can work within the parameters and turn around all those things that people are trying to 
impose on me. That is the power of film. That is what some comedians do on stage: they 
manage to be very aggressive within the parameters. For instance the film The Aristocrats [2005] 
proved that point. That is the beauty of language.  
 
AS: What do you teach your students? 
 
MA: To open their eyes, which means to make their eyes notice more than education usually is 
inclined to do, namely collecting and assembling facts as Josef Albers has said, which is like how 
I make films. I do not show mainstream films they can see those whenever they want to. I 
carefully orchestrated my own film history and what can be done with sound and image. I am 
lucky to have a film collection that has been built up over the past 15 years. I then carefully 
rearranged and remixed segments, like a DJ, so they can be dealt with in a three-hour class at 
Yale University’s School of Art. I often show artists talking about themselves. For instance, last 

AS: As we’ve already discussed, a couple of your works introduce literary genres: chronicles, 
diaries, confessions. We also have a conversation, a portrait 
 
MA: And then there are titles with references to film. A Coupla White Faggots Sitting Around 
Talking [1980], Seduction of Patrick [1979], Chasing the Dragon [1987], The Feature [2008]. They 
are all put together soap-opera-style. 
 
AS: Soap opera in the costume of religious drama. Seduction of Patrick sounds almost like the 
martyrdom of Jeanne d'Arc. It has a high religious tone that gets perverted over the course of 
the film. A Coupla White Faggots Sitting Around Talking indeed sounds like a comment on soap, 
but also rings of Debords film On the Passage of a Few Persons Through a Rather Brief Unity of 
Time [Sur le passage de quelques personnes Ã  travers une assez courte unit de temps, 1959], 
and one of its opening lines: ur camera has captured for you a few glimpses of an ephemeral 
micro-society. Apocalypse Later [2003] that is a clear biblical and cinematic reference. And then 
there is The Feature. The title sounds like the most generic thing imaginable...  
 
MA: I was thinking of making something out of all my footage. A new work, going into 
everything. The filmmaker Andrew Neel, who is the grandson of my friend Alice Neel, has a 
production company and we talked for a few years about making a film. Finally, in 2006, we 
started The Feature. We worked with Luke Meyer, a great editor. I usually edit myself but we 
figured that if I started editing this film, I would have become distracted by my own footage and 
not follow the idea we had planned. We spent two years making it. 
 
AS: So it is special in some way.  
 
MA: Yes, in the sense that it is not the way I usually work.  
 
AS: You do not often collaborate. You do most of the editing yourself. Actually, the piecing 
together is a key part of your work.  
 
MA: Sound, editing, and filming are all equal. It is important in my work to personally control 
them. But for The Feature, it was important for someone else to collaborate on it and edit it with 
me. 
 
AS: What does the title mean? Does it relate to the length? 
 
MA: Yes, this is a feature film: it is three hours. The first thing I said at the Berlin Film Festival 
was: I think the title is wrong, it should have been called The Trailer. Comparatively, the length of 
the film that we made from the existing footage is about a trailer-ratio. 
 
AS: One could say Cleopatra was also a feature film. What would be the difference in approach? 
 
MA: Cleopatra is wilder; I filmed most of it myself. Also I had a crew. The Feature uses my 
archives as source material and new, hyper-cinematic scenes, shot by my co-director Neel. I 
perform in it some kind of an artist that has access to all kinds of things, a composite person on 
top of the food chain in the art world. It is not based on one artist in particular. When artists 
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manage to be very aggressive within the parameters. For instance the film The Aristocrats [2005] 
proved that point. That is the beauty of language.  
 
AS: What do you teach your students? 
 
MA: To open their eyes, which means to make their eyes notice more than education usually is 
inclined to do, namely collecting and assembling facts as Josef Albers has said, which is like how 
I make films. I do not show mainstream films they can see those whenever they want to. I 
carefully orchestrated my own film history and what can be done with sound and image. I am 
lucky to have a film collection that has been built up over the past 15 years. I then carefully 
rearranged and remixed segments, like a DJ, so they can be dealt with in a three-hour class at 
Yale University’s School of Art. I often show artists talking about themselves. For instance, last 
semester I showed Damien Hirst, among many others. On his website there is a film that he 
made about himself. Not that I like it, but it is an interesting example of using a film for self-
promotion. It is very boringly well made. 
 
AS: You know the film where John Chamberlain is cutting his sofa? It is called The Hersey Couch 
[1976]. 
 
MA: He made one for me and Viva in the Chelsea Hotel, with his big knife. I have great footage 
of him in the countryside. There is a film of him cutting it? 

AS: In an apartment in a hotel or residential building in front of Central Park, an apartment of a 
rich person, like a collector. There are tons of people around. Some guests appear and snort 
coke as he is cutting and drinking; it takes ages, and nothing happens. It is great. But back to the 
students. I wanted to address this one question: One popular saying today is that we live in a 
world that is saturated with images and that there is an overflow. But when one looks at your 
work one comes to the conclusion that you totally enjoy the fact that the world is saturated with 
images. You are just working through them. 
 
MA: More words that come into my grasp. 
 
AS: It is amazing to see how you manage the images. I understood it when I looked at Endless 
Column [2011], where you are typing images. You hear clac, clac, clac, and the images go very 
fast, but you, the viewer, do not get tired. Instead you get hyper-excited to the point when it is 
almost more than you can take. It keeps you on a highly responsive level towards the images. It 
is a practical demonstration of the fact that we are perfectly capable of handling a lot of images, 
thinking logically between them, and then when there is no logic in between, to fill it up with 
associations. Psychology jumps in and makes connections. There has been a lot of image 
critique. Cindy Sherman, for instance, and the artists of the Pictures Generation decided to look 
into how we construct images. They created strong and immobile images. It reminds me a little 
bit of going to the Museum of Natural History, where you have stuffed animals. 
 
MA: Solidified things. 
 
AS: Well, and the way you work with images is like working with living animals. In your films the 
images are like living currency, not like dead signs. I am not surprised that you seem to be quite 
excited by the iPhone and that kind of direct extension of the hand, rather than maybe only of 
the eye. Maybe it is one of the first devices where you are not supposed to look into some kind 
of viewer, but you just point at something. It is the gesture of the hand that captures and 
determines what will appear on the screen for the viewer.  
 
MA: I hate to say iPhone, but I think the phone is a great tool. Because everyone has one there 
are a lot of thoughts about it. I do not have to think about it, though, because that is what I do: I 
use the smallest tools available to record. For the first two years I had a phone I did not realize 
that I was making work with it. Endless Column is made with a phone, Narcolepsy is too, and 
there are more coming up.  
 
AS: As we’ve already discussed, a couple of your works introduce literary genres: chronicles, 
diaries, confessions. We also have a conversation, a portrait  
 
MA: And then there are titles with references to film. A Coupla White Faggots Sitting Around 
Talking [1980], Seduction of Patrick [1979], Chasing the Dragon [1987], The Feature [2008]. They 
are all put together soap-opera-style. 
 
AS: Soap opera in the costume of religious drama. Seduction of Patrick sounds almost like the 
martyrdom of Jeanne d'Arc. It has a high religious tone that gets perverted over the course of 
the film. A Coupla White Faggots Sitting Around Talking indeed sounds like a comment on soap, 
but also rings of Debords film On the Passage of a Few Persons Through a Rather Brief Unity of 
Time [Sur le passage de quelques personnes Ã  travers une assez courte unit de temps, 1959], 
and one of its opening lines: ur camera has captured for you a few glimpses of an ephemeral 
micro-society. Apocalypse Later [2003] that is a clear biblical and cinematic reference. And then 
there is The Feature. The title sounds like the most generic thing imaginable...  
 
MA: I was thinking of making something out of all my footage. A new work, going into 
everything. The filmmaker Andrew Neel, who is the grandson of my friend Alice Neel, has a 
production company and we talked for a few years about making a film. Finally, in 2006, we 
started The Feature. We worked with Luke Meyer, a great editor. I usually edit myself but we 
figured that if I started editing this film, I would have become distracted by my own footage and 
not follow the idea we had planned. We spent two years making it. 
 
AS: So it is special in some way.  
 
MA: Yes, in the sense that it is not the way I usually work.  
 
AS: You do not often collaborate. You do most of the editing yourself. Actually, the piecing 
together is a key part of your work.  
 
MA: Sound, editing, and filming are all equal. It is important in my work to personally control 
them. But for The Feature, it was important for someone else to collaborate on it and edit it with 
me. 
 
AS: What does the title mean? Does it relate to the length? 
 
MA: Yes, this is a feature film: it is three hours. The first thing I said at the Berlin Film Festival 
was: I think the title is wrong, it should have been called The Trailer. Comparatively, the length of 
the film that we made from the existing footage is about a trailer-ratio. 
 
AS: One could say Cleopatra was also a feature film. What would be the difference in approach? 
 
MA: Cleopatra is wilder; I filmed most of it myself. Also I had a crew. The Feature uses my 
archives as source material and new, hyper-cinematic scenes, shot by my co-director Neel. I 
perform in it some kind of an artist that has access to all kinds of things, a composite person on 
top of the food chain in the art world. It is not based on one artist in particular. When artists 
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archives as source material and new, hyper-cinematic scenes, shot by my co-director Neel. I 
perform in it some kind of an artist that has access to all kinds of things, a composite person on 
top of the food chain in the art world. It is not based on one artist in particular. When artists 
make millions selling their work they often become strange; it is a complex thing that is 
happening. Newly rich, they act like Hollywood superstars, and suddenly they just recoil into 
walls. That is what money does, or power. You cannot really hang around in the street anymore.  
I play that kind of character in the film; it’s kind of a comedy. Then a few months later Andrew 
Neel came back asking me to tell my life story, and he recorded it with a tape recorder. I made 
up some stuff, and some things are real. All along the film you hear that voiceover. Sometimes I 
say I sometimes I say he it is not to hide anything: My life is on film everywhere; my behavior is 
totally exposed. It was more about the confusing power of film. The viewers then think it is a real 
story, and often I have been asked if I am going to die, because at the beginning of the film I am 
supposed to have a brain tumor. Because we tried to make it like a film, there is a beginning and 
there is an end. That is why we got invited to film festivals they could relate to it. 
 
AS: Because it has this narrative pretext, and that should be enough to qualify. 
 
MA: Yes. And suddenly they became excited. Inside all of that you can see a lot of extracts of my 
works. There are a few articles about it, by serious people, which are pretty interesting.  
 
AS: You know this documentary on Chet Baker [Bruce Webers Lets Get Lost, 1988]? 
 
MA: I have never seen it. I knew Chet. I thought it was a film. 
 
AS: He is not very well in it. He died soon thereafter. He is being driven in a car, in Cannes and 
LA and other places that he had visited before. They brought him to Cannes; he is hanging out 
with girls. I was wondering how you managed, over so many years, to avoid over-stylization. For 
instance, this Baker film is all about contrast, very black-and-white, like early nouvelle vague or 
Cassavetes. 
 
MA: That is why I did not look at it, because it looked like film noir, it kind of scares me. 
Cassavetes is awesome. 
 
AS: It is pretty beautiful and very sad. You seem to rather work with what a medium offers. The 
quality of the image is the result of a given medium that you use, but without any extra tricks. 
 
MA: I use it in the simplest way possible.  
 
AS: Differences come from the fact that you use different formats: several types of video, 
different characteristics of digital material, creating an aesthetic out of dissonances, instead of 
one unifying tenor. 
 
MA: If you look at Antonioni or Bergman, they always use the same cameraman. They really have 
a vision: they play with the light. I like to look at that. I think I have a style; you can recognize it. 
The aesthetic comes from the way I handle the camera. I know exactly what it does when I use it, 
and I do not make too many mistakes. Actually, I can make beautiful light in the work, because I 
know how to adapt with the tool. There is a lot of thinking about how things have to be done.  
 
AS: But mostly using a natural setting. 

 
MA: Mostly using existing light and trying sometimes to put the object into bare light. 
 
AS: Still it is working with the circumstances and not creating a show with studio lights, a setting. 
Which could be also done with simple means. 
 
MA: My whole idea is to have as little as possible to make films. A Coupla White Faggots it was 
so difficult to make that film because no one had any money including the downtown actors. I 
did bring some lights but then the film kind of degenerated by being copied on some lower 
equipment. And it’s fine anyway; no regrets. 
 
AS: Did you sometimes re-shoot? 
 
MA: I cannot remember re-shooting anything, ever. If it does not work I just move on and 
replace it with something else. 
 
AS: How is your image bank organized? How do you find things there? 
 
MA: My image bank is constantly sharply floating in my head. The styles you see in my work are 
different because they are different formats; the tapes look physically different. So already, 
visually, on my shelves, I can go straight to the seventies because they look so different. But 
most of the tapes have been digitized. So now with titles and numbers you just go back and 
forth, and you can scratch through a lot of stuff very fast. I also have a list with descriptions of 
1700 tapes, organized by key words. The other part is the software it is kind of a miracle. The 
work still has to be done, still has to be good. But it is a help; it permits me to travel through all 
the things that I am looking for and to hear sounds that I never heard before because they are in 
a corner of the tape. It is a fantastic improvement. 
 
AS: You have soundtracks separate? 
 
MA: Sometimes I forget that I have them. I have tons of them. 
 
AS: Do you use physical tapes anymore? 
 
MA: I cannot even play the tapes. I only look at digital. I have 300 videotapes that are not 
digitized, and that are becoming a bit of a problem. 
 
AS: What do you do with those? 
 
MA: They are there on a shelf. If I could find some funds, they could be digitized. 
 
AS: What kind of material? 
 
MA: Half-inch reel-to-reel. There are not any players anymore. And they stick to the drums. They 
have to be put in some kind of a bath. I am sure there are a few good things that could be done. 
It is from the early seventies. 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AS: But it is material, not works. 
 
MA: There is material and definitely there are works that is why I kept all my tapes, because they 
are works in general. At the beginning, I wrote notes on every tape. I have tons of notebooks 
with the written content of the tapes: Bridget is there, blah, blah, blah, Andy is there, and then 
we are in the Hamptons, another good shot of breast pump 
 
AS: Did other people use your material for their work? 
 
MA: People often ask me. I am not a good lender of my work. I have done it a few times for 
friends. People want to make their own film with pieces of my films, they want to see Gregory 
Corso, Warhol, Sherman, some clich or whatever. But everybody wants everything for free and I 
really cannot afford it. I want good money for my footage. Fuck it. If they do not want to pay for 
it I am not giving it. I spent my entire life making films and I do not even have a net below me. 
But it is fine, I am an expert at this. I have a home in the countryside, a car, my studio in 
Williamsburg. I live well. Look, I am talking to you at the Les Trois Rois in Basel tonight. 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