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GILLICK: This is a slightly odd situation. Recently it’s been 
very interesting to talk while both of us have been 
looking out, sitting side-by-side, rather than face-to-
face. During the whole process around the project 
Utopia Station there have been many times when a 
small group has come together and there has been 
a complex discussion with alliances and relation-
ships in a constant state of movement.1 

WEINER: When you put everybody together, they start to dem-
onstrate their ideas. And there’s really nothing wrong 
with showing off, in a professional sense, around 
what you do. And somebody can then use it in his or 
her praxis. I found that really refreshing too.

GILLICK: But one of the most interesting things about the 
Utopia Station project has been the arguments 
around the projects yet, this has been the one that 
has been the hardest aspect to demonstrate and 
communicate. 

1 Utopia Station, curated by Molly Nesbit, Hans Ulrich Obrist and Rirkrit 
Tiravanija was part of the 50th Venice Biennale in 2003. A semi autonomous 
exhibition structure within the Biennale, it led towards a number of other 
manifestations, including developments at the Haus der Kunst in Munich 
and a presence at the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre. Many artists, 
theorists and critics have been involved in Utopia Station. Most of the 
discussions referred to took place in New York City. 
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distribution—the difference between distributing an 
idea and presenting an idea. 

WEINER: No, it has to do with identification. It has to do with 
the concept that has entered aesthetically into the 
art world. Not by virtue of having any use, but by vir-
tue of it, perhaps, being an aspiration of everybody. 
Of iconing. Where something becomes, “This is 
what you stand for.” And even if what you stand for 
is no longer necessary, you still stand for it. That’s 
why I’m beginning to get a very funny feeling about 
people. They’ve fallen into this trap that art is not 
about continuing a conversation, or continuing de-
velopment. They’ve taken away the dignity of what 
they make by saying that, “No matter what I do it’s 
not going to change anything. So I just have to find 
my niche within the structure the way it is.” That 
is not the place and function of art. That’s not the 
place and function of anything. That happened, every 
once in a while, within Utopia Station and wasn’t 
supposed to. Because we were all supposed to be 
aware of it.

GILLICK: But when we first met, you used a phrase about find-
ing a place under the sun. And I remember at the 
time . . .

WEINER: A place under the sun.

GILLICK: . . . this was incredibly important to me but abso-
lutely confusing.

WEINER: The sun revolves around . . .

The repositioning of definitions and territories, intel-
lectually speaking, has been the most productive 
element of the whole thing. In fact, it has been the 
whole thing. Yet, maybe because of the use of the 
word “utopia” within the title there has been an as-
sumption of collectivity, or general agreement, which 
is something that I find very difficult at the moment, 
the assumption that people always work within a 
series of collective-agreements.

WEINER: It didn’t work in Porto Alegre.

GILLICK: But in what way? You see, I never really got to grips 
with what really happened there.

WEINER: It didn’t work because—the initial thing was a good 
idea of saying, “Let’s go to the World Social Forum 
as observers, let’s just go down”—but once we 
were there, there were people who could not contain 
themselves. They couldn’t contain themselves as 
observers. They were so used to being something 
else. Because we have a tendency within this loose 
structure, to avoid determining what, in fact, is 
professional and what isn’t in art. Because there’s 
always this mixture. There’s always the unsophis-
ticated, and there’s always the sophisticated. And 
there’s always the provincial and the non-provincial. 
So, to avoid the discussion, nobody says anything, 
by virtue of starting to do something, and doing it 
half-assed. 

GILLICK: This is something that came up in the last couple 
of days with some other people I was talking to. The 
idea of the difference between presentation and 
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points within the culture that get confused with the 
artist’s practice?

WEINER: It’s always accepted by the artist.

GILLICK: Within the contextual frame?

WEINER: It’s always either accepted or rejected by the artist.

GILLICK: Okay . . . okay.

WEINER: Its existence is not malevolent. The dominant struc-
ture’s reason for existence is to continue to exist. 
It can only see itself in the reflection of a mirror. 
It could change itself from left to right. It can’t do 
anything else. The position of the artist is to scratch 
that mirror.

GILLICK: Right. But, recently, there’s been a discussion to-
wards re-using the word “antagonism” but misapply-
ing it when derived from thinkers such as Chantal 
Mouffe2 towards a critique of stylistic nuances within 
the art discussion without looking at the ideas that 
are actually being generated by the artists or the 
way the work circulates within the dominant dis-
course. As if what’s lacking, therefore, is the look of 
antagonism in some work. Frankly the artists under 
consideration usually have an exploitative relation-
ship to working class people, which is supposed to 
upset the bourgeoisie. But the serious implication is 

2 Critic and theorist Chantal Mouffe has written a number of key texts that 
attempt to lay out an antagonistic relationship between liberalism and 
democracy. Some art critics have attempted, with varying success, to apply 
her theories to various models of contemporary artistic production.

GILLICK: I didn’t completely understand it. 

WEINER: You know, the earth revolves around the sun. Finding 
a place in the sun is a non-static position. But you 
want the place in the sun.

GILLICK: But that’s different to the idea of trying to find a 
place to stop.

WEINER: Finding your position within a structure?

GILLICK: Right.

WEINER: When we talk in terms of the art world, and some-
body looking for a place within an art world, they are 
beholden, then, to maintain that structure, and the 
position it was, when they entered. Or else they’re 
going to lose their place in the hierarchy. One be-
comes immediately reactionary, and does not allow 
any change once one finds oneself within the struc-
ture.

GILLICK: And is that manifested as a form of self-censorship? 
Or is that another aspect of the same thing?

WEINER: No, it’s a form of self-preservation.

GILLICK: Right.

WEINER: It’s a case of, “I will defend the ruling class, be-
cause the ruling class now accepts me.”

GILLICK: But is that always generated by the artist? Or is that 
something that can be within a matrix of reference 
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configuration is the making of art. Other ways are 
going to the streets; other ways are to do something 
else. But there are ways to change the dominant 
configuration by making art. That’s why you became 
an artist. 

 We also come out of a generation where—every gen-
eration at this point—anybody after 1875, the artist 
is attracted to one of the supplements of being an 
artist. A bohemian lifestyle comes with the territory. 
You’re entitled to it. When you’re a circus performer 
you’re entitled to it. You are doing something where 
you have a bohemian lifestyle. You’re expected to, 
more or less, stay within the parameters of the 
law but you have a bohemian lifestyle. A bohemian 
lifestyle is against the dominant lifestyle. Your exist-
ence makes some guy, who decided to do it their 
way and go to business school feel bad. Because 
you both end up with more or less the same access 
in the society. Maybe not the same money, but the 
same access. And money is just a means of acquir-
ing access. That’s what I meant about objectification. 

 We’re getting back to what we all were aspiring to 
when we were younger, when we looked at dialecti-
cal materialism. We’re all getting back to what we 
aspired to as a decent, justifiable life for every per-
son on the planet. But we’re taking it into our own 
hands. We’re saying the dominant culture right now 
is screaming all about their religions. They still talk 
about a thing called free will. When you take some-
thing, and you do it and you don’t accept their thing, 
you still manage to live a fruitful, reasonable life. 
You know, there is no public and there is no artist. 

that artists have lost their ability to have an antago-
nistic relationship to the dominant discourse.

WEINER: Because they don’t have a goal. And that goal 
doesn’t have to be a false Marxist goal; it doesn’t 
have to be a historical goal. But they don’t have a 
goal. 

GILLICK: Right.

WEINER: The objectification of desire. If you can objectify 
desire, then you can really determine what you’re 
talking about. Because if it’s a mise-en-scène, and 
it brings about ambiance then all you have to do, in 
almost all Western languages, is change the “the” 
to an “a.” Which is a total acceptance of responsibil-
ity. The work I’m showing in Iceland is A PURSUIT OF 
HAPPINESS, ASAP. Which is a designation of time. 
There is no difference between ASAP in relation to 
building a sculpture and “spray it for three minutes.” 
It’s just not as impositional. So you’ve found a way 
of saying you wanted something fast, but you’re say-
ing “as possible.” And you have a pursuit of happi-
ness.

GILLICK: But where do you think this idea of a desire for sty-
listic antagonism is coming from? The idea that the 
dominant discourse will be disturbed by something 
that echoes its own patronizing or exploitative rela-
tionship to the working class.

WEINER: You became an artist because you were not content. 
We were dissatisfied with some aspect of the domi-
nant configuration. One of the ways of changing the 
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forms of art, yet it has sufficiently developed cultural 
DNA to imply an embedded moral level that may be 
more opaque in the work of other artists. Whether 
you are filming a building in Mexico City, or walk-
ing to the shops, or retelling what we already know 
about the conflicts and border zones in our culture.

WEINER: We can tie it to the same dilemma. This documenta-
tion obsession is also an obsession of existence 
by association. Essentially, you document things 
that you are supposed to hate, or things you are 
supposed to aspire to. So you’re looking at Speer, 
or you’re looking at Mussolini architecture, or you’re 
looking at something else. But, essentially, you’re 
dealing with other things. And you’re placing yourself 
within that context of history. But the problem . . .

 
GILLICK: So what does that make the artist? I mean, in that 

case, what does the artist then become within the 
hierarchy that they have been trying to escape from? 
This return to a familiar dominant form from televi-
sion and cinema is also supposed to bypass the 
usual processes of commodification.

WEINER: Well, wait a minute, wait a minute. When the art-
ist gets involved in that kind of thing, we’ve got the 
same problem as with the critic. The critic can only 
adjudge on the basis of what already previously 
existed. They can’t judge what the function and the 
results are going to be of something that didn’t 
previously exist. There can’t be a critical basis for 
it. And, in fact, by chance it might be, at least 50% 
of the time, against everything the dominant culture 
stands for. Critically, it would be like what happened 

Everybody pays taxes and takes their kid to the den-
tist. Where is the public? Where is the artist? Public 
art is for you. It’s like, you know, being a football fan 
is for yourself. You’re entitled to it.

 
GILLICK: But some of this resurgence is coming as a critical 

accusation, from people who designate themselves 
as critics who maybe have felt excluded from the 
cultural discourse so have begun to reassert their 
accusational tools by creating false dichotomies 
while the dominant culture continues unaffected. 
This represents a lack in terms of an understanding 
of the critical processes of an artist.

WEINER: Yes.

GILLICK: This lack, somehow, is a mirror of the inability to un-
derstand the problems about the idea of liberalism 
and democracy—this irresolvable thing. This partner-
ship that we’re told that we’re within, in certain cul-
tures, that cannot actually work. They’re contradic-
tory terms. Therefore, there’s this feeling that artists 
have not engaged sufficiently with this irresolvable 
problem. I find this a difficult assumption. I don’t 
necessarily agree with this apparent non-engage-
ment. But I’ve noticed that there’s been a recent 
tendency among certain interesting artists to work 
within what I’d call “documentary structures.” Which 
means that they actually end up replacing other me-
dia. Faced with a lack in the culture they have come 
forward to demonstrate their ability to document 
something or reflect something that is otherwise 
overlooked. This setting up of various documentary 
structures is no more or less inclusive than other 
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GILLICK: But go back to this documentary structure. Part of 
the reason I brought it up is because there is an ac-
cusation implicit in some rather academic attempts 
to reassess moments in art from the late 1960s, 
which have produced very interesting books,3 sug-
gesting that art from certain periods was really a 
form of nominating everything in the world, espe-
cially artists who have been considered as making 
forms of conceptual art. The accusation seems 
to bear some connection to the current interest in 
documentary structures, which could be argued as 
a reformalization of earlier interests without the em-
bodied critique of the notion of art within the struc-
ture itself. The problem with some things now is that 
certain techniques can seamlessly lead us into the 
idea of merely re-representing things in the culture 
and showing the dominant culture things it already 
knows.

WEINER: You’re making “I-told-you-so” . . .

GILLICK: Exactly.

WEINER: They’re making “I-told-you-so” objects. Somebody 
turns around, they point to this, and say, “I told you 
so.” That’s like walking into a gallery and seeing the 
same photograph you saw on a postcard. Not as 
sleek, but 50 times larger. And it’s supposed to have 
another significance. In fact, it doesn’t.

3 Here we might consider parts of recent books such as Alexander Alberro, 
Conceptual Art and the Politics of Publicity, MIT Press, 2003; Alexander 
Alberro and Blake Stimson, Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, MIT Press, 
2000, that don’t necessarily reflect Alberro’s position. A clear example 
would be Charles Harrison’s book on Art & Language, Essays on Art & 
Language, MIT Press, 2001

with Greenberg, when he could not develop an un-
derstanding of what the hell was going on. He tried 
to control ideas. But in no way could he make them 
go backwards. Because the stuff he had been push-
ing changed our perceptions of the world so thor-
oughly that we never could go backwards. 

GILLICK: So when you see this process happening, this con-
stant doubling back, you regurgitate something that 
is temporarily upsetting within the discourse.

WEINER: Within the culture.

GILLICK: Yet it will always be a neo-conservative gesture. 

WEINER: It always seems to end up functioning that way. Its 
intent is not, by the way.

GILLICK: Even if it is not. Yes, exactly. It is reassuring to cer-
tain critics as it does not challenge or introduce any 
new form into the discourse.

WEINER: But we can’t judge anybody’s intent. We have to take 
it for granted that each person making art has a be-
nevolent approach towards it. That each revolution 
is leading towards somebody’s aspiration towards a 
better existence. You’ve got to take that as a priori.

GILLICK: Okay. If you take that, on one hand, and leave it 
aside because it’s something that comes up time 
and time again.

WEINER: It’s self-evident . . .
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WEINER: I don’t know.

GILLICK: This is interesting. What would be the terrible thing?

WEINER: It could only be about egos.

GILLICK: You think so? 

WEINER: Some people have things invested within the struc-
ture. And some people are more than willing to ac-
cept the structure, but they have nothing invested  
in it. 

GILLICK: But do you find that there’s an increasing tendency 
in the art context to be fearful of the collapse of the 
structural conceit, you could call it, towards an un-
dermining of the idea of the collective, or the collab-
orative, mentality? But if you could actually propose 
something that actually undermines the structure, 
what would you call it? A convivial coming together? 
There seems to be an increasing fear of undermin-
ing the assumptions behind conviviality.

WEINER: I absolutely agree with you. But that’s because the 
whole thing is based on a parallel reality structure. 
Parallel realities are the immediate reason for hier-
archies, the immediate idea that you can only see 
things in “relation.” That’s why Freudian thought 
doesn’t seem to work. You can only see things in 
terms of dreams. Dreams can only consist of what 
you’ve already known. You can only see what you’ve 
known. You can only change the configuration within 
a structure. Boy could be girl; left could be right; 
yellow is green. In fact, that’s not going to tell you 

GILLICK: But the thing that seems to me one of the charac-
teristics of this tendency, which is something that I 
come across a lot and talk to people about a lot, is 
that it can be described.

WEINER: Yes.

GILLICK: I have filmed a building.

WEINER: Yes. And they always tell you whether they did it with 
or without a permit.

GILLICK: Yes, something like that. This tendency in the cul-
ture, which is one, which I instinctively feel sympa-
thetic to, does have interest. In that old Donald Judd 
sense of interest, “Art has to be interesting.”

WEINER: Yes.

GILLICK: But how does a dynamic political discussion around 
something like Utopia Station go beyond this show-
ing off of things?

WEINER: It can’t devolve because of its origins.

GILLICK: Yes.

WEINER: And because of its structure. It can’t devolve until 
the structure itself says that it wants to redefine its 
own structure.

GILLICK: Right. But what is the fear of the collapse of the 
structure?
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ple feel that they have to self-censor in order to be 
understood by the dominant culture?

WEINER: You want, romantically, to be part of a group. You 
want to be exactly the same. Like the conservative 
left wing in Italy has their Banda Rossa in the corner, 
and every Sunday they go out. Everybody would like 
to be identified with his or her childhood fantasy of 
what constitutes revolution. I just got a book from 
Mexico of posters from ‘68. And it’s very strange. 
You see what the graphic idea of angst and prob-
lems were in 1968. They don’t make any sense in 
2005.

GILLICK: But there’s a them-and-us situation. 

WEINER: No.

GILLICK: Trying to create an artificial them and us.

WEINER: Well, maybe they have created the artificial them 
and us.

GILLICK: Right.

WEINER: Okay. There is a them and an us. There’s the them 
who are living in the past, and the us, who are at-
tempting to live in the present and remember the 
past. Which is a little bit different. You can play with 
them-and-us, but what’s the point? 

GILLICK: But if, say, when you’re in a situation where a 
representative of organized structure in the soci-
ety—whether that’s a politician or a developer, or 

anything about the world, because the world chang-
es. The world doesn’t remain in the childhood that 
you remember. You remember your childhood, but it 
doesn’t remain the same. The world you walk out to 
when you open the door has nothing whatsoever to 
do with the world as we know it.

GILLICK: In what way?

WEINER: The world turns.

GILLICK: Right.

WEINER: The world develops. The point is, that every piece of 
art changes your whole perception of the rest of the 
world for the rest of your life. And it’s not a joke! 

 And if it doesn’t, then it’s not art, it’s a commodity. 
 

Boom. The moment of the realization that realities 
are simultaneous. Not parallel. All activity becomes 
centered at the same point, at the same time. With 
that centering, as the work carries no metaphor, the 
receiver, user, of the work can bring their needs and 
their desires to an empirical reality, rather than to 
an innuendo. ERGO, AU POINT. The utilization of this 
simultaneous reality does not allow for either the 
existence or the necessity of hierarchy of materials. 
This is all we’re talking about. That’s what you do 
with art. And if your client doesn’t like it then you 
say thank you for your interest, but it’s not for you. 
You didn’t keep yourself in shape—a miniskirt’s not 
for you.

GILLICK: Why is there this under-siege sensibility? Where peo-
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make a decision. We will either say, “Yes, this is 
much healthier for the society. And we’ll back it, 
even though it’s unpopular.” Or, we must get rid of 
this, because it’s tarnishing our image. That’s it. 
There are two choices. The same as the artist has 
the choice, “Do I do something?” And when the art-
ist goes back into that French bourgeois concept, 
where there was a client . . .

GILLICK: But what does “client” really mean? Because I re-
member having this discussion with someone.

WEINER: I don’t know.

GILLICK: Because I asked someone, because they used the 
word “client.”4 And I objected to it completely, and I 
said, “You have to replace this word.”

WEINER: Well, the client is somebody who might be using 
your services.

GILLICK: Right.

WEINER: And art is a service. Also, the object is only . . .

GILLICK: Does that mean we do use this word, or we don’t 
use this word?

WEINER: I don’t care.

4 This would have been in the context of a public art project, where there can 
be a tendency for the commissioning agents to slip into a language that is 
more familiar in the relationship between city and architect rather than city 
and artist.

a gallery or a museum—understands that the idea 
of art might have value and, therefore, they have a 
reduced critical engagement to the specifics of what 
we might do, but will generally support the principle 
of us doing something. Does the artist have to, 
therefore, try to introduce a level of irritation within 
that friendly assumption? 

WEINER: Let’s say that it’s not necessary to always think of it 
in terms of a level of irritation.

GILLICK: Right.

WEINER: If the artist has come to a point that will produce 
this pearl within the society, it’s their duty to do so. 
They are beholden to present it. You’re talking now 
of a captain of industry, who feels that art has been 
good, they can present that as, in fact, a contrary 
opinion. And the other person can reject it or accept 
it, if they want to. But the artist is beholden to just 
present it, and know that its result will be convinc-
ing. That its result will be enough of an irritation to 
produce a pearl, if that was what you wanted. I’m 
not even using pearl as a metaphor, I’m using it as a 
physical thing. You might need pearls.

GILLICK: But it seems to me that within that structure, where 
there’s an assumption at the base of the relation-
ship that the idea of someone doing some art is 
probably inherently good, we will not worry ourselves 
about the specifics of what their art might be. And 
that is a major problem.

WEINER: Unless the pearl gets in our way. And then we will 
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GILLICK: Therefore, we need to think about, “How come we’ve 
suddenly ended up in this client relationship?”

WEINER: Hey, maybe that’s your problem.

GILLICK: No, no . . .

WEINER: It’s not mine. I was looking through the Having Been 
Said book,5 and I realized that in the early 1970s I 
said that maybe art is a service industry.

GILLICK: Right. And no one knew what the fuck you were talk-
ing about. 

WEINER: That would completely obviate the need for the 
Christie’s, Sotheby’s. And it just would become like 
an e-Bay thing. Somebody wants to have the under-
pants that so-and-so wore or whatever. It’s a false 
value, but it doesn’t demean anything.

GILLICK: Right.

WEINER: It’s just that somebody wants it, it’s an object. 
It’s what Daniel Buren would call a souvenir. Peo-
ple want souvenirs. And there’s no reason they 
shouldn’t have them, if they want them. We have 
them. You keep photos of old girlfriends, you keep 
this, you keep that. They’re all souvenirs. 

 Everybody does it. And if they don’t, then they’re in 

5 Lawrence Weiner, Having Been Said: Writings and Interviews of Lawrence 
Weiner, ed. Gerti Fietzek and Gregor Stemmrich, Hatje Cantz, 2005

GILLICK: I don’t use this word. I mean. I object to it.

WEINER: When the artist adapts what they’re doing not to 
offend a client, that’s their right. But it is no longer 
functioning as art. Because art is supposed to 
present itself regardless of what the effect is on the 
client. As a human being, you hope that the client 
will bend and you will get paid. But, in fact, there’s 
no way you can change it. You have invested what 
you consider your belief patterns into that structure. 
Okay. If the client comes up and says, “Look, you 
made a logical mistake. You fucked up.” And you 
don’t accept that, you’re an asshole.

GILLICK: Right.

WEINER: That’s the point. You’re having a conversation.

GILLICK: But my . . .

WEINER: When you go to somebody who can afford the work 
that you’re making, you’re having a conversation with 
somebody who has power within the society. You 
may as well use each one of those conversations to 
mean something.

GILLICK: But I am very conscious of situations where I will 
say, “You have turned into a client. We have turned 
into a client-service situation, and the conversation 
cannot continue.”

WEINER: Well, I don’t mind that.
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of excess cash and says, “It is a commodity. My as-
sociation with it makes it a commodity. But I’ll share 
it, because of the nature of the work itself.”

GILLICK: So there’s an exchange issue. 

WEINER: A really thoughtful political position. Which is why I 
didn’t sign that artist’s rights contract. 

GILLICK: The second-biggest political union in the Western 
world, which is Europe, has reinforced copyright and 
droit de suite.6 

WEINER: I find it not correct. Unless you change the whole 
structure of the art!

GILLICK: But a lot of people would find that surprising com-
ing from you. What tendency in the culture is it that 
means that a massive political structure like Europe 
would assume that the best way to proceed is that 
from January the 6th, if someone owns some of my 
work, or has a thing that I did that, you know, we, if 
they sell it, I get money. And so do my heirs?

WEINER: But what happens if they get less money than they 
paid?

GILLICK: Exactly. 

6 The British have recently [December 2005] come into line with European 
Union law on the payment of commission to artists for secondary sales of 
their work. The total is 4% payable to the artist on resale valued at more 
than £1,000.

such a terrified social situation that they’re outside 
of what I understand. Okay. There are people like 
that.

GILLICK: There’s still this ongoing obsession with this idea 
of commodity in an unsophisticated way. I did a 
lot of work around Gabriel Tarde, the 19th-century 
French theorist. Tarde was a small-town lawyer and 
a thoughtful character. And he wrote about the psy-
chology of economic relationships, the difference 
between producing a book and producing a nail, for 
example. This is in the late 19th century. It was a 
very interesting set of definitions. But there’s still an 
ongoing obsession about this idea of the commodity 
that lacks nuance and presents a simplistic border-
line between progressive ideas and neo-conservative 
ideas based on form and appearance rather than 
content and exchange. How do you negotiate these 
arguments? Because you must have had this for 
years and years. I get it all the time.

WEINER: I had it my whole fucking life!

GILLICK: There’s commodity, commodity, commodity. Or it’s 
good because it’s not one, or it’s bad because it is 
one.

WEINER: I’ve been broke half of my life because of it.

GILLICK: But what do you think about this now?

WEINER: Somebody turns around and usually it’s somebody 
who accomplished something. Somebody who made 
something of their life. Turns around, who has a bit 
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WEINER: You know, the whole point of the whole fucking show 
was to present this sort of thesis that I’m present-
ing. Whatever sculpture it is, from a Carl Andre on 
the floor, to something else on the wall, or a Cham-
berlain in the middle of the room. It is there to cre-
ate a mise-en-scène. That mise-en-scène can only 
have one end product, ambiance. When you look 
at a Barnett Newman or when you look at a Casper 
David Friedrich, you’re looking at a mise-en-scène. 
There’s no metaphor. You’re all fucked up, yourself, 
everybody’s got their own problems. You walk into a 
room that an artist was able to deal with . . .

GILLICK: But do you really think that?

WEINER: . . . and you see a work, where you can understand 
the words, you can understand the content—and it 
changes your attitude about yourself. You bring all 
of your needs. And if it helps you to fulfill your own 
doubts or needs . . .

GILLICK: I think Barnett Newman’s a really interesting exam-
ple. Because I went to San Francisco last week to 
start working with some people in Berkeley who de-
cided, at a certain point, that they didn’t want to get 
engaged with what they felt was a mainstream art 
discourse. And they wanted to make another paral-
lel kind of populist art. And I am not sure it’s really 
art, and neither are they. They wanted to perform a 
service in the 60s and 70s and move on from there. 
A service that would create a direct relationship with 
people. It was a very valid and absolutely correct 
thing to do. When I arrived, the person that was my 
person . . .

WEINER: You have to pay. Because, in fact, unless you believe 
in rampant venture capitalism, you are obligated to 
make up the difference. If you’re asking them to only 
give you the winnings, then don’t sell it in the first 
place.

GILLICK: So one could argue, I guess, that one of the tenden-
cies that one sees is the creation of work where 
the generalized act of making thing, or proposal or 
structure, leaves a strong ability to describe it. Yet, 
when I went to a show of yours,7 I didn’t go to the 
opening; I didn’t go for a week; I didn’t go for two 
weeks; I didn’t go for three weeks. And I talked to 
people, instead. I said, “What’s the show? How’s the 
show? What does it look like? What’s there?” And 
while one of the things that seems to be in the work 
is a very careful play with this idea of “it can be de-
scribed” . . . 

WEINER: It’s simultaneous or it’s parallel.

GILLICK: . . . very few people actually told me what was there. 
As in, there is this word, and this word and this 
form. And they would just talk about the way they 
felt, or . . .

WEINER: An ambiance.

GILLICK: Isn’t that interesting? I find this to be incredibly  
interesting.

7 Lawrence Weiner, Marian Goodman Gallery, New York, February – April 
2004
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 serious modernist artist who used to sign things on 
the front. And then, of course, I thought about you. 

WEINER: I don’t sign things on the front.

GILLICK: Not exactly. But there are these moments that are 
accounted for. I was thinking banal things. Like, you 
know, he often marked his work so you could see 
that it was his work. But they’d deliberately chosen 
something where he hadn’t written on the front. 
Because it would have messed up the relationship 
between the various artworks.

WEINER: This is getting back to the mise-en-scène thing. 
When each work of art is a mise-en-scène art, it’s 
about use. It’s about content, it’s not about context.

GILLICK: So why, do you think, someone like me would go on 
about context so much? Am I wrong?

 
WEINER: I wouldn’t say . . .

GILLICK: I mean, I certainly don’t right now. But it’s been 
something that I have been extremely conscious of.8 

8 The notion of context here must be understood in terms of discussions 
that developed in the early 1990s, specifically in Germany around  
the artists associated with Galerie Christian Nagel [Andrea Fraser, 
Mark Dion, Clegg and Guttmann etc] and the artists associated with  
Galerie Esther Schipper. [Philippe Parreno, Pierre Joseph and Liam Gillick 
etc]. Subsequently there appears to have been a further development 
of these ideas that have clarified into two distinct theoretical alliances, 
one which emphasises the importance of transparency and classical 
documentary techniques and the other which believes such transparency 
merely plays into the hands of the dominant culture by creating a 
reflection of its debris.

WEINER: The minder.

GILLICK: My minder assumed that as an artist, I would obvi-
ously want to go to the museum. It would be the first 
thing I’d want to do. So, actually, frankly, I wanted to 
have a drink and talk. But I thought, “This is inter-
esting, I will go to a museum instead.” And you have 
this room in the museum that has got a Barnett 
Newman in it. And it’s surrounded by work by people 
who were around the same age as Barnett Newman, 
but it makes no sense in the room. This one blue 
Barnett Newman, just blue paint on this form, makes 
no sense in relation to these other things.

 
So my point about this is maybe rather academic. 
But it’s about this issue of how much the artist 
should try to screw with this categorizing; or try to 
object to it; or try to do something about the control 
of their own work while they’re around and able to 
do that. But in a way that also, somehow, screws 
with these assumptions about what I call, “Sesame 
Street curating.” It looks similar, therefore, it’s proba-
bly the same. And I feel that this is happening more 
and more, not less and less. There it is, right in 
front of your eyes, a Barnett Newman next to a Larry 
Poons, or whatever it was. It’s not even something 
from 1970. Do you see what I mean? It’s not even 
that simple. That would be kind of interesting.

WEINER: Yes, that would be . . .

GILLICK: But they won’t do that, because it doesn’t work in 
the classification of visually similar things. I was 
thinking it’s weird that he was, maybe, the last 
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obvious thing,” but it seems to make sense in rela-
tion to the way I have worked with other artists over 
the last few years.

WEINER: But it also means they took responsibility for what 
they did.

GILLICK: Exactly, exactly.

WEINER: So, in fact, they get something, societally, that is of 
use. And the artist, that’s using them, and working 
with them, gets something of use, because every-
body does the best they can. You understand? Be-
cause they’re responsible, but they’re getting credit. 
So they pay attention to what they’re doing. 

GILLICK: When was the last film-film you made? I was trying 
to think about it the other day. Using a movie cam-
era with film in it and possibly a crew.

WEINER: The last film was two DVDs that came before the 
silent ones. Before the cartoons. They have a lot 
of filmic aspects to them. They have a lot of people 
involved in them. How the material was used was 
something else, but it was all shot.

GILLICK: Even when you’ve been working with digital produc-
tion?

WEINER: No, those are cartoons.

GILLICK: You see them as cartoons?

WEINER: Everybody must have, at some point. Remember, 
your inclusion of context might just be your natural 
courtesy to include the subject of your object in the 
conversation.

GILLICK: Right.

WEINER: Well, that’s okay. 

GILLICK: How do you disassociate content from context?

WEINER: Well, content simply means something. It’ll mean 
the same thing wherever you put it, it just won’t have 
the same use. That’s the interesting thing about a 
concise work of art. It does become a specific ob-
ject. It has meaning. That meaning might be read in 
a club scene. The context is different, but its con-
tent is still exactly the same—it’s still read.

GILLICK: So I realized that during a lot of the times when I’m 
talking about context I’m actually talking about work-
ing with people I like to work with.

WEINER: You’re talking about giving dignity.

GILLICK: And I remember you said something to me a long 
time ago.

WEINER: Giving dignity to the interaction.

GILLICK: Exactly. About film. And I’m always fascinated by 
this film structure issue. And you said, “Well, the 
great thing about film is, everyone gets credited for 
what they did.” And I thought, “This is such a simple,    
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somebody’s PC. They could be played on a better 
screen. They could be projected in theatres. They’re 
all made as tightly and as professionally as I pos-
sibly can. And they take projection very well. I like 
projection—I love projection in clubs. Alice worked 
with some VJs in Lisbon, the last time I was there. 
And I thought it was fantastic to see the images 
15 times bigger. And they thought it was just fine. 
People sat there and watched it, just the same way 
as they were watching Edie Sedgwick blowing some-
body. What else do you want from a movie? And, 
two years later, somebody mentioned that there was 
something in there—a little pithy thing. And they 
finally figured out what the English meant, and they 
thought that was pretty good. Then you are, in my 
eyes, a success.

GILLICK: There’s a certain moment that happens with some 
people, where they decide that a form of populism is 
a more authentic relationship to the culture. There’s 
this enormous critical exhibition structure right now 
floating around Northern Europe that takes apart 
such an idea.

WEINER: Built on populism

GILLICK: Around this question of populism.

WEINER: All over the world. And it’s a very complicated thing, 
for you or for me, to criticize. Because they’re even 
pretty well disposed towards people like you and 
myself. They use the work. They’re very well dis-
posed toward it. But their populism is not working.   
I wouldn’t go to a doctor who wants to be my friend. 

WEINER: DVD cartoons. I just don’t know why anybody should 
tell me that there’s a program for cartoon. You make 
a cartoon. It’s not a hierarchical thing. I see the 
DVDs as movies. Some of the earlier videos were 
called “structures.” I put together a structure and 
thought let’s see what happens. Some of them are 
not cut. It’s just whatever happened happened. A 
movie is something that you cut. So I cut the car-
toons. You’ve seen the drawings on the wall. Every 
one of those cartoons is drawn. And the computer is 
asked to translate it.

GILLICK: Right.

WEINER: And when it doesn’t do it the way you want, because 
it falls into a program, you change it and you make 
it look like the drawing. The computer doesn’t give 
a fuck most of the time, it’s the skill of the person 
doing it. The computer is not stuck. It couldn’t care 
less—it’s just a machine. As long as you don’t ask it 
the wrong question. The people who make the com-
puter made it a certain way. If you ask it to do the 
wrong thing, it won’t do it, because they wanted to 
sell you something else. “Lollipops.” And the com-
puter, “Lollipops? Yes. Anything in here about using 
lollipops? No, no. Lollipops—fine.” And then it’s 
making a line here, and a line there. And it doesn’t 
mention anywhere in the book about making lolli-
pops. But the computer doesn’t read the book.

GILLICK: Yes, exactly. But are there conditions of viewing? Or 
conditions with the film and the video?

WEINER: Yes. They can be projected; they can be played on 
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barricade, but you’re miles away from it. And you’re 
drumming your fingers on the park bench wondering 
when everything’s going to take off. It seems that 
this is a crisis as it de-specifies the relationship 
between the work and the ideology around it; it plays 
with a lack that’s perceived in the work.

WEINER: By denying that real engagement is an essential 
aspect of the work. And then turning it around and 
over-explaining it, with text-boards and everything 
else, and putting it in a context.

GILLICK: But it’s about taking an abstraction that’s not in  
the work, in fact. And applying it as a filter, or a kind 
of veil.

WEINER: But that’s an analogy. And when you make it analo-
gous—when you present work that’s metaphorical to 
what’s going on and somebody else doesn’t come 
and bring the metaphor—you’ve failed.

GILLICK: But should there be a fight for territory? 

WEINER: Yes.

GILLICK: Are there moments where you have to have this fight 
for territory, for space? Literal space.

WEINER: Yes. But you can have that literal fight over another 
issue. 

GILLICK: Tell me.

WEINER: “The whole world is rotten.” We heard them on the 

I would become friends with a doctor who engaged 
me as a doctor. But not the ones who are trying 
to show that you and they are just like everybody 
else. They’re like you, you’re like them. No way. A 
doctor’s a doctor, and I would expect them to stick 
to whatever they thought their credentials and their 
creed was. An artist is an artist, too. You cannot be 
populist. When somebody says, “You have to explain 
that to me,” and there’s something on the wall that’s 
totally self-explanatory. I say, “No, I don’t have to 
explain that to you.” And they say, “Well, what do you 
mean?” And then you put it back in other contexts, I 
have an obligation to present my content as best as 
I can. But when they ask me a question, if they want 
an answer, I ask them, “What do you want from me? 
Why should I talk to you about something that al-
ready exists? That you get for free.” What gives you 
the right to say, “You have to tell me, because you 
put it up in a public place?” No. I mean, if I want to I 
can—if it’s my nature. But if I don’t, If the work itself 
is to ask the question, you figure it out. And, maybe, 
in another context, you said what it means, out loud. 
But they didn’t take the trouble to look in that con-
text—they wanted it brought to them. They were part 
of a consumer culture, and art is not about consum-
er culture. Art’s supported as a consumer culture 
by a lot of people who know that they’re keeping the 
wheels greased.

GILLICK: But it seems to me that part of this is a slight mis-
reading of the idea of like people being on the right 
side of the barricade. You throw an abstraction into 
a curatorial strategy that’s broad enough to make 
sure that not only are you on the right side of the 
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GILLICK: I find it’s such a strange tendency in the critical cul-
ture, this worrying about these notional “other peo-
ple.” And I don’t know where it’s coming from, and I 
wonder if that’s been a constant, or whether that’s 
just something that’s emerging.

WEINER: That is a constant—it’s always been a constant. And 
a few artists don’t pay any attention to it and look 
at the curator, or the critic, and say, “What do you 
mean? You’re afraid your parents won’t like it?” You 
walk away from them. You wish them well, because 
they meant well, but you walk away from them. And 
you just present the work.

GILLICK: Do you find that you have to, therefore, keep saying 
the same thing, over and over again, to remind peo-
ple?

WEINER: I try not to. I’m one of those people who has an at-
titude towards the making of art that, every morning 
when I come into the studio, in fact, it’s not to con-
tinue the project, it’s to start the project anew. And 
you scrap, and you don’t scrap. The garbage can 
is far more important. Not because there is a right 
aesthetic. Your job is to use whatever time some-
body is offering you a space, to present something 
that you haven’t presented before. Not to reify your 
position within the structure that you claim you don’t 
approve of. 

 You want power? You have power by virtue of having 
the best mousetrap in New York. And if you have 
the best mousetrap in New York, and it works, that 
means that next month somebody else looks at 

television. We heard them say, “The whole world 
is rotten.” This was during the 1968 convention,9 
and we were on the telephone to all of the people 
we knew that even had a credit card to try and get 
tickets to Chicago, so we could get there and partici-
pate. Then Alice turned around and said, “Hey, guys. 
They’re saying, ‘The whole world is watching.’” And it 
was a no-go. 

 
 GROUND MADE FALLOW FROM BEING HALLOWED. 

If somebody’s saying, “The whole world is rotten,” 
and somebody says, “Yes, do you have something 
to say?” And somebody says, “Yes. Green as well 
as blue, as well as red.” And they’re not willing to 
accept that as a conversation, then they’ve already 
implicated themselves. And they’ve already put 
themselves in the position that you don’t really want 
them as allies. They’re weak sisters. They’re people 
who’ll bend whenever it looks like it may just offend 
their ego. 

 Well, art offends everybody’s ego. It usually even 
offends the artist’s ego. It’s like science; it’s like 
mathematics. It gets to a point where you, yourself, 
have to stand still to try to understand what you’re 
trying to say to yourself. And if it doesn’t, if there’s 
not this eternal surprise. And I don’t mean the new-
ness. I mean the eternal little surprise of, “Well, is it 
art? Why is it not just art history?”

 

9 The Democratic National Convention, Chicago, 1968. Hubert Humphrey 
later unsuccessfully ran for President.
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loans, to have a certain amount of lack of respon-
sibility. They should be able to try things amongst 
their peers.

GILLICK: Sure.

WEINER: They should be developing a language that will suit 
them. And they’re not supposed to be judged on 
their lifetime career by what they do in school. Un-
less you go to military school.

GILLICK: If, from the outset, you’re constantly referred to as 
an artist, in this kind of coquettish way, when you 
didn’t even know why you’re in an art school, what 
does that do? Does this have something to do with 
class? A lack of class consciousness or something?

WEINER: It has to do with a lack of generosity. Why not say 
somebody willing to put themselves in debt to go 
to school, to maybe learn something. And an artist 
needs the money and they’re teaching. Why not say 
that. These are students. This is a free, safe place. 
You can make an ass of yourself here, and I get 
paid a salary not to mention it outside. If you don’t 
want your classmates to mention it outside, that’s 
your problem. But you are safe. You can do that. You 
want to make the Pink Floyd sculpture, make the 
fucking thing. And if I don’t like it, I’ll tell you, “You 
know, I’m not accepting your thesis.” That’s it. But 
they don’t have that kind of generosity. They want 
to be part of what they think is a young scene. And 
what they’re being part of is a bunch of people will-
ing to train.

that, readapts it, and gets a better mousetrap.  
And then you have to decide, “Do I continue catch-
ing mice, or do I move on?” It’s that simple. It’s  
not very complicated. The reason they used to have  
artists come in as visiting artists in Black Moun-
tain, and places like that, was that that was before 
anybody was really aspiring towards academic  
positions.

GILLICK: But there is an absolute general assumption  
that the best way for artists to find a working meth-
odology is to be in proximity with other artists as 
teachers.

WEINER: Remember—students are not artists.

GILLICK: Really?

WEINER: Students are . . . 

GILLICK: I always call them artists.

WEINER: I see all of our friends, who think it makes their life 
easier being correct, saying that students are artists.

GILLICK: I say that.

WEINER: Like those pig people who dress up six-year-olds 
as if they are beauty contestants. What is this? It’s 
their own fantasy! 

 A student is entitled to that period of time when they 
accept the designation “student.” And most of them 
have to work or get money to pay for it, and they pay 
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GILLICK: I notice both a positive and an accusation around 
what’s viewed as a promiscuity of relationships. 
Where relationships develop that don’t seem to 
make sense in an institutional way are condemned.

WEINER: A relationship is a relationship. We don’t have to 
justify everything. Because who are we justifying it 
to?

GILLICK: But do you think there’s a blurring in this idea of 
muddling up the work and the artist’s relationships?

 
WEINER: Thelonious Monk and Dizzy Gillespie and John Col-

trane. These three men didn’t like each other. These 
three men lived different lives, but they lived in New 
York. Came together at The Half Note with Elvin 
Jones to do a set. And that’s one cassette. It was 
not a marriage! They still didn’t sit at the same ta-
bles with each other. But they got up, and they really 
sang. You don’t only participate when it’s about you 
or your best friend who owns a house in Italy near 
you.

GILLICK: But that seems to me, again, one of these things 
about “default.” It’s like defining things by default. 
The lack in the work has to be reinforced by the sep-
aration from something that is not in the work, but 
perceived in the relationships around the conditions 
of production of the work.

WEINER: You and I know each other pretty well. And you and I 
have started off on tons of projects that did not

 happen . . .

 And trainees are very dangerous to the society, be-
cause you have no way to know what they’re going to 
turn out to do when they’re finished. 

 This is the reason I never went to an art school 
when I left high school. I was young. I was 16. But I 
knew better. It was abstract expressionists needing 
money by teaching or needing power or something. 
And they would put me in a room and say, “Express 
yourself.” And I was a loudmouth, opinionated, very 
political kid, but I knew goddamn well I didn’t have 
anything to express. 

GILLICK: But would the idea have been to then continue your 
work as an artist alongside everyone else? Or would 
the idea be to have a real conversation?

WEINER: A real conversation with somebody you never would 
have had the opportunity to talk to, because they 
didn’t live in the same city you were in. And those 
were the days when there were bars. If you wanted 
to talk to somebody, you went in a bar in the city 
they were in and you talked to them. They were open 
people. And the conversation was due to the fact 
that everybody was accessible. It was just a matter 
of getting to the place where they hung out. They’re 
not accessible any longer.

GILLICK: Why not?

WEINER: Because there are no more bars. Because it has to 
be restaurants.



GILLICK: That’s interesting, I think.

WEINER: Where the only thing that we would have gotten out 
of it is spending a couple of days together, and we 
happen to like each other as artists. We have a lot 
in common as artists, but we don’t have the same 
praxis. But I see always good results from things 
like that. The viewer is making the choice whether 
you look here and you look there. But you’re aware 
it’s going on. It’s not a parallel universe—it’s just 
reflecting everything that you are, in a different way. 
There’s something going on that you don’t have any 
control over. 
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