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ART IS ATRANSLATOR, L MR TRB e
ART IS A FRIEND

Abgve - Urs Fischar, Problem Painting, Opposita, left - mmmm
2013, instalintion view at Gagosian Gallery, Courtesy: the artist and Art ; Concept, Paris.
Rome, 2013, 2 the anist. Counesy: the artist Photo: Claire Darm

and Gagosian Gallery, Rome. Photo: Stefan

Altenburgor Opposite, right - mummmmm

m%ﬂumm Concapt, Paris,
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Adam McEwen and Urs Fischer weave a conversation that
touches on the more personal and human aspects of the
work; on the one hand, the past that intervenes as an
element of investigation and comparison with the present,

and on the other the revelation of what is in some ways

a manifest truth, though it has been repressed and
resurfaces to destabilize things. Art as the maieutic
possibility of extracting an upheaval, not to free ourselves
from it but to reify it, to make it visible and manageable.
Finally, poetry as ultimate, rarified, available and universal
expression.

Urs Fischar was borm in 1573 in Zutlch and studisd photography st Schule fir Gestaltung, Zurich. He has exhibited sxtonsively oll over
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“Urs Finchor” Mussum of Conternporary Ar, Los Angedss (2013), “Madarme Fescher,” Palszzo Grassl, Vonice (3012), “Bkinny Sunsise”
Kunsthalle Wien, Vianna (2012), "Oscor the Grouch,” Brant Foundation Ant Study Contor, Greemaich, Connecticut (20000, “Marguarite da
Panty? Naw Musoum, New York (2009), Codrtoo ksland, Kaldor Art Projects and tha Sydney Harbour Fedaration Trust, Sydney {2007),
“Mary Poppins” Blafer Gallery, An Musssm of the University of Houston (2006), "Paris 13197 Musourn Bodjmans Van Bauningan,
Rotisrdam, the Netharands {2006], “Jet Soi Lady,” Fondazions Nicola Trussandd, Milan (2005}, “Kir Royal” Kunsthaws Zirich [2004], and
Mot My Housa Not My Fire” Espace 315, Cantre Pompidou, Paris (2004), Fischer's waork has been presented in numsrous (roap axhibi-
tions, incheding the Vierice Bionnalbe (2003, 2007, 2001 ), “Lustwarande 2011 — Blomishos,” Park Do Cude Wasanda, Museum De Pont, Tilbweg,
the Netheriands (2011), “Cirvention de 'osivie: Rodin o bos ambsssadeurs” Musss Rodin, Paris (20111, “Modern British Sculptur.” Royal
Academry of Ans, London (2011, ummwmw:uwmmwhﬂm “Fraciuad Figunr:
Winrks from the Dakis Josnnou Collection.” Deste Foundation for Contemparasy Ast, Athens [2007), “Soquonce 1; Painting and Sculpburn
in the Frangets Pinsult Collsctan,” Palaeso Groasi, Vienice (2007}, and "Cing millisrds o anndes.” Palais de Tokyo, Paria (2008). Fischar Gves
v warks in hew York,

Barn in Londan in 1065, Adam McEwen lives and works in New'York. He studied English [ferature at Christ Church, Creford, before anend-
ing California bnstitule of the Arts, whore ho graduated in 1982, His work moves fresly batweon the disciplines of g lgtuare, and
instalistion, mmgmn;nﬂ.mwmtmuﬁmmmmmmm-mhmamnhﬂmﬂnd
still-iving figures, including Kate Moss, Bill Clinton, snd Jeff Koons. Ho ks known for his llfe-size graphite sculptures of such famisiar con-
sumer objects as an ATM, a drinking fountsin, or & credit card, His “Bomber Haris® series consists of monochromatic paintings covened
with chewed gum. and other recent works include prints an oversiss sheats of sponge. McEwen's rocont solo exhibitions includa "Non-
Alignmant Pact, Art : Concept” Paris (2004}, “Factary Tint, Capétain Potael, Basiin 12014}, “Sawney Bean” the Modem Institute, Glasgow
{2003}, *Rehabdlitating the Steinway Tube Ducts” Rodolphe Janssen Gallery, Brussels (2013} and “The House of Marlon Brando, An :
Concept” Paris {20111, He has beon in the imponant group shows "Love Story, Sammiung Anne und Woligang Titse.” 21er Hauws, Belvedore,
Vienna {2014), “Wantnd: Selected Works from the Mugrabi Collsction.” Tel Aviy Museum of Ant (2013), "Hounted” Guggenheim Mussum,
Maw York (2070, the Whitney Biennial [2006), and “inta Ma / Out of Mo MabA PS1, Long Island City, New York [20086). As a curator he has
conceived varous projects, including Fresh Hell: Carte blanche & Adam McEwen af Palais de Tokyo, Paris (2010).




m%?%ﬁln&amm in the early 19905, the word “co-opt-
ed” was constantly being invoked. Specifically in the sense of how
to make art that would resist being co-opted.

““Bﬁﬁm"iﬁ waork from that time succeeded in that?

A oiars what I -was just thinking. For a long time, it seemed
like a lor of art made then had an indestructible armor. Warks by
Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Mike Kelley, Richard Prince, Christopher
Waol—it all seemed to be perfect, Perfectly made of steel. But now,
as time goes on, and for instance Mike Kelley's no longer around, jt
doesn’t seem as indestructible anymore. That's a strange though; it
bothers me. Can Kryptonite drain of its power?

Anather, related thought: on a bigger time scale, when [ was
growing op in the 1970s it seemed like rock and roll, and that cul-
ture, was everything. It was the defining factor, Now, today, T can
actually imagine that rock and roll could simply dissipate.

YF Lwillbe like jazz music. Some people still do it, butits not...

A M cor instnce a 12-year-old someday might know about Jimi
Hendrix, or not. Jimi Hendrix could become a niche interest.

Then I was thinking about how any conversation about pro-
duction has to come back to Warhaol as the archerypal producer. But
alot of his late work was rejected when it was first shown. His last
shows at Castelli, the knives and guns, didn't sell a single painting,
He was making work that was troublesome, and subversive, and
political, and people didn't want it. He was working in a conitext of
outsider-ness on a certain level. Even though he was siill going o
every party, he was feeling under sicge.

UF ks
He started out 85 an outsider.

AM v ulked before about how the things we really like
tend to be subversive in some way. A Mike Kelley teddy bear sit-

ting on a knitted carpet is a fucked-up object. It implicates you,
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Then it begins o ripple out and walk abour everyone it touches. It's
like a virus. It talks about its context. (This is giving it the most
benefit of the doubt.)

UF Like Kelley, you frequently eall upon elements that have a
relation 1o your past.

& M‘ﬁ:ga: a way of looking at a situation in the present. | ask
myself, "What is the difference bevween whar this thing looks like
now and what it looked like then? And what is the blank area in
between them?” It's not about nostalgia in the sense of wishing for
the past, but more like wondering about the relationship between

the past and the present.

YF You mesn the relationship between things that you encoun-
tered in the past and how they partially manifest in your memory,
and how they manifest in reality now?
£ MWeII. it's interesting how you can take what appears in the
present and scratch the sarface a bit and very quickly reveal a dif-
ferent present or a different reality, which is usually less manicured
thian you might wish. I think that's what some of this is abour—the
way that time refracts and collapses and expands. You scrarch the

surface and very quickly get to distant places,

Y F When 1 look at what you do, it's charged emotionally. The
memory is emotionally charged, and these things go revisit the
charged memory. For instance the Cold War captures a specif-
ic feeling thar was attached 1o something, and that feeling some-
times evacuates, like a ghost leaving a body. It leaves this thing that
was charged when you were a younger person, and which is now
an empty thing in some way, Or, not an empry thing, bur jus a
thing. It’s just a can now. It maybe looks old or colorful or cool in
this case, but all the things it links 1o aren'r there anymore,

Mrm simply looking for motive, trying to keep myself inter-
mﬁ.ﬁiﬂm&m&mwhmlm:kﬁ,nhqmpm
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interested. And 1 do it because I believe, I suppose, that if T stick
a chair leg in the can, and it disturbs me and says something, then
it will say something to somebody else—10 someone 1 don't even
know. 1 don’t really know what the feeling I'm trying to evoke is,
but in this case it’s not a good feeling.

F What are these newspaper picces about?

AMortiese dre oo pages from the Mew York Times that ap-
peared opposite each other on the same day in 2012, They were
brought to my attention by Dick Hebdige, the English writer. He
lives in Los Angeles and wrote that book Subculture: The Meaning
of Seyle, about teddy boys and mods and rockers. Anyway, on the
lefi-hand page is an article about Jimmy Savile, the English welevi-
sion personality who throughout the 1960s, 19705, and 19805 was
very much a part of British culture. He was on TV every week and
worked with handicapped kids, and it turned out after his death
that he was a serial child molester. Even young girls in hospitals.
It was something that he subtly kind of boasted about and every-
body unconsciously knew it was happening, but nobody wanted
to do anything about it. But when it was revealed after his death,
nobody was surprised. The article has a photograph of him with
a cigar.

And on the right-hand page is an article about the skeleton
of a carrier pigeon from World War 11, which was found in a barn
with a little coded message around its leg, They were trying 1o
decode the message.

Dick Hebdige suggested to me that this was whar my work
wis like, and 1 thought he was right. Both have to da with scratch-
ing the surface and revealing something that is in plain sight. Right
in front of you is this guy Jimmy Savile who's smoking a cigar,
he's got his arm around little girls and you know he's messing with
them. But you don't want to see it. The same with the bird. The
past is right there: there's a lot of hidden and coded stuff right in
front of us and itsomehow seems to say the same kind of thing thar
my work-is trying to say. To put somebody in the position where
they feel on uncertain ground, and they don't know why. I like art
that does that. I like it when art makes me constantly destabilized.

UF hen you look at it, it shifts something,

i MHIgh:. Of course, some art can do thar and make you feel
great. But for some reason 1 don't feel equipped 1o try and do thar.
Although, don't you think thar even when somebody makes you
feel uncomfortable, it's a good feeling, ironically? Tt's good to feel
anything.

I think sometimes art works as a translator, An intecpreter
af soris,

B M"mu mean translating feelings that you have?

F Translating an understanding of something through maner
into something you can then read again.

A M order that it can be fels again.

L Exactly.
A M ¥ % -
That it can be felt anew, in a different way. So that you can
feel bad again. 1t's like: “Here, have this, I don't want it anymore!”

UF 3 i )

In your case, you think you can give things away by mak-
ing art that is connected 1o your past. The impression 1 get with
a lot of the graphite works is that you have a very particular way
of selecting things that interest you, and you go through a long
process of evaluating them again and again and again. Many of the
things you select reject the viewer. The roll-down gate is clearly
rejecting you. Even the air conditioner pushes you away.

Or they contain, like the air conditioner or the safe. They
contain something and you would like to have it, but they don’t
let you in.
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A vy righc,

UF The air conditioner contains literally, but the AmEx card
is also something thar contains. It contains something that is not
yours,

A Mell, they all promise. And 1 feel that they wish to deliver.
on the promise, hu:theyfaﬂ.?h:mrmﬁmnn:rinﬂmr}rpmvm
some kind of sustenance, but it cannot deliver. There is something
hellish about a machine that blows cold air, artificially '
sir, at a human. | remember being eight years old in a hotel mﬂt
with a window unit, and it was a horrific object.

YF You could say samething similar about the insrallation yoith
did with the Auorescent tubes, where they don’t give light. It makes
a promise, and then there is nothing,

“Thn: was about minimalism—the promise of minimalism.
When | was in my teens, what [ always got from minimalism was
this slightly punishing aura of a cleansing,

ME o ritual or something.

5 MExa.c:ly. By the time it comes to the 1990s and certainly the
early 2000s, minimalism didn't seem o be able 1o deliver on it
promise any more,

UF
It has a repressive core, It's interesting o me that, say, in
Carl Andre’s work, the repressiveness of minimalism seems 1 go
with a repressed emotional side. It's very emotional, but it deals
ﬂﬂimmnﬂmmﬁ:lnﬂcﬂ'wh this purity.

M1 believe that was again something that our generation
inherited, ¥

P Theabsokicneis o,

AMSaﬁewﬁwhhd::Bglusis—nhouuhcpmhuufm nal-
ism. It's not thar I have anything 1o say about thar; I simply d

understand it. T don’t have anything to say abour anything ex
trying 1o point to things that 1 don't understand.

ion.” In a way | don’t think this person was wrong—it was a
astute—but | would then say in my defense that it's very emotional
because it's talking about the attempt 1o deal with a closed-down
system.
i Do you think you can rid yourself of the bad by
w:ks:h::duhdthpmmmunu?whmynudumthhqwﬂl
athing from your past, is it cathartic?

AM
Um, no.

UF No.

fbock lough

& H: do think it allows me to move on to the next proh m.

It's like, you take something unpleasant, something from insic

yourself, and you don't get rid of it but rather place it outside o
yourself, and then you carry it with you. Better to have it sitting.
next to you and visible. Then in a sense it becomes a companion.
The works become friends and they talk ro you, to each other, and.
1o other people.

ik I consider art a friend.

A ME ly.

% It sounds so terrible,



307

A MWEH, it's tough. Bur what might be a problem cotild be
turned into a solution. So an enemy can become a friend. And then
vou realize tha mirybe an enemy is not an enemy. Tr simply has its
own problems.:

UE ne you consider a lot of your work as dealing with the
past, the far past, the recent past, or the present? And do you make
works that deal with the futre?

A M iy I

I think it's all abour the present-—the constant, ongoing
present, But since you constantly fall into the future, moment by
moment, it about trying 1o make the furure closer w the future
you wish o see,

YF Based on your past, in some way.

AMye. For instance, how can you make art and not acknowl-
edge whatever other art you want to talk abour, minimalism and so
on? We are inheriting, we have made art in a context, and 1o ignore
context is ignorant,

biE 5o you can sty that art is a language. You didn't invenrit, but...

2 e thing 1 never understand, when 1 look at an arteork,
is why it speaks 1o me, or not. How can anything be transfirred
ur invested into an object so that it communicates back? When we
look ata work that hus elear references 1o the past, for instance the
Cold War, it triggers a similar sentiment in other people from the
sitne background. But a bunch of shells, 10 someone from a cul-
ture whisre shells have a totally different valye, muybe as currency,
mezns something other than “vacation,” There are so many dif-
ferent layers. And somehow, as an artist, you believe in something
being contained, and your understanding of it, and where it begins
and ends. When does your way of dealing with it become more im-
portant than wha it is? At what point does this happen?

& Mldully. the common ground actually recedes and fides, and
the thing that you make is somehow empowered by your relation-
ship to it such that it can speak 1o somebaody else, even if you have
o common ground. OF course, somebody from another culture
miay never have seen an air conditioner and it probably will mean
nothing to them, so maybe that one is a failed artwork for those
wiewers, But | haope that if you have a slight inkling of whar this
object was, then there's a kind of iconic quality that I can get 10,
I think that we don't see the world around us. 1 don't see, T cannot
see, the world in front of me, and 1 think it’s possible that 1 could.
And in a wiy, an odd way, making art is an acknowledgment of the
attempt to see reality because I'm putting the feeling that [ have in
conjunction with an object. And that's o stronger sense of reality
than one or the other alone.

YF This morning, while taking a shower, I was thinking
whour atheists.

N Fains

DE va Then 1 was thinking abour believers. And about reli-
gions. The Vatican is the HQ of one religion. For any human being,
given the short time you have, it's insane to ever think you're right
about anything at all. Sure, people might agree on something, and
that's fine, There's a lot of thought 10 be done, a lot of meditation.
But the universe is 5o incomprehensibly vast, and in time, every-
thing we ever knew will be overtoppled. Tt's ridiculous 1o insist
on anything. Whereas at the Vatican, people have the audacity 1o
think, *We know we're right. We've researched this stuff.”

AMBmgimthtvmm:nddtinmmpwhemibﬂhy of the
universe, the upside of the belief is A) it deals with the problem of
the fear of the unknown, and B) it makes you powerful.

YF | think that religion is a grear concepr. Nowadays, we jget 1o
tike whatever we want from any religion withour being religions.

ART IS A TRANSLATOR, ART IS A FRIEND
A. MCEWEN, U. FISCHER

It helps you, sometimes, a5 a human being. 1 understand that part.
I'm wery indifferent to it. I'm not pro or con.

AM hink that v’ inspiring when you sec things that inelude
the possibility of pain and failure.

e Spirituality.
AM_. iyl 4 : 1 3 .
Right, because it's inclusive. It inclusive because it's made
on the basis of being human. 1 aspire 10 make something out of
things thit are, maybe, cheap, or even better, nonexistent. No ma-
terials, available 1o everybody, and speaking o everybody's fears.

i Poctry, reciting poetry. It's Ennd, it works,

5 MPnelry is the best, except that nobody has time 1o read it

“Fldu\.

2 M[)ﬁ you?

UE s lot, but I like poetry. [ like it hetter than fiction because
it's more 1o the core of things.
A M - .
Poetry is the most rarified of all. For me, T want a context
that protects the artwork—thiat turns the noise down.

E
Y Your Kryptonite concepr.

AN, rant 10 walk e the room and think about the artwork,
that's all. If you can perform a sleight of hand, in shich—even
though the context is compromised and the world is compromised
and it's all an illusion—a viewer walks in and only thinks about
the artwork, what it might be doing, then it gives the arowark
the best chance to do what it can do. It maximizes the possibiliry.
Given thar the artwork is flawed and maybe not very good at doing
what it's trying to do.

I{'1 make, say, & limousine printed on a sponge, real scale,
it's kind of funny and hopefully it's curious and slightly confusing.
But it’s also abour the way people wish 1o escape their lives—es-
cape a bad week or a bad day or a bad marriage. A limousine, those
things that roll around New York, they are like sculprures. Their
shape is based on a promise of desire. They ralk about sex and glam-
aur and what goes on inside. They have mirrored windows because
then you feel, inside the mirrored window, that you're powerful.

et It means you're happy.

i Mmpﬁwn outside cannot look in and the person inside can-
nat be seen. And maybe things get mrned around: maybe you can
live out a fanuasy, A sense of relief. Or you might look at a limousine
with disgust. And there are all these connections between the limo
industry and drugs, prostitution. They trigger all different responses.

But as well as being stupid, T want it also to include peo-
ples’ hopes. It's about aspiration and abour wishing 1o be helped,
or to be free. Its about being trapped and abour escape. Even if it
is o slow release, 1o get 1o this feeling, that this 15-foot limousine
would give this thoughr. A sense of movement, but it's not really
going anywhere. | think, for that o happen, you need a context
that is slow, where things are slowed down. [ want the melancholia
1o be included.

Fischer, Urs and McEwen, Adam: "Art is a Translator, Art is a Friend', Mousse, 04/2015



