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You said the other day, apart from
the fact
we are all under the threat of dea
th, that
you’ve been working well and are
happy to
work.
Yes.
Life hasn’t changed for you; basi
cally you
stay home, you work, go for a walk
…
I think artists and writers have bee
n
practicing self-quarantining on som
e level
for their entire lives. Sometimes,
we have
to do our work in solitude, regardle
ss of
what else is going on. That’s how
you really
move forward. I feel a little bit asha
med and
embarrassed to say how much I’ve
enjoyed
this time. But for me its been a kind
of
psychic healing, a productive time
because
I’m treating it like I’ve always wan
ted to treat
myself, which is to be able to say
no to social
events that bore me to death. [Lau
ghter]. I
love the quiet of a Zen monastery,
and this
time has made me feel like I am
living in
between an artist residency and
a monastery.
As I said, the social aspect is mos
tly missing.
I haven’t been off of my property
in about
two months, and my studio and
my house
are attached to each other, so my
routine
stays basically the same every day.
I work
out, I come to my studio, I work
all day until
about 4:00, then I usually rest. The
n I have a
little dinner and maybe I work a
little more
or maybe I don’t. I do not watch
television
anymore.

FT

That’s good to hear.
Well, the world is such a different
place.
Ah, it’s almost funny, sometimes
I think of my
friend, Peter McGough, who wro
te a memoir
of his career in the eighties. It’s calle
d I’ve
Seen The Future And I’m Not Goi
ng. Did you
know McDermott and McGough?
FT
[laughter] I did but I don’t
know that
book, that’s interesting.
Yea, its a nice book, a very nice boo
k. You
wrote a book on Roy Lichtenstein
RB
, right?
No, I didn’t, but I wrote a number
of essays
FT
for shows that Roy had. I did one
on his
sculpture show for Larry Gagosia
n, when
Larry was still on West 23rd Street.
Do you
want to hear the story, or do you
want to go RB
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back to something else?
I love your stories, Frederic.
Well, one day Larry called me. He said, “Hello, Roy
Lichtenstein gave me your phone number. I want you to
write an essay for me.” I said, “Oh really.” He said, “On
Roy’s sculpture.” I said, “OK, when do you want it?” He
said, “In ten days.” So, I said, “You must have tried a lot
of people before you came to me.” He laughed and said,
“How much do you want?” I said, “Ten thousand dollars,”
and he said, “What! Ten thousand dollars, no one asks
for ten grand. Are you kidding?” I said, “Ten days, ten
thousand dollars.”
[Laughter]

Ross, I had no idea who he was, I’d never heard him. I
thought he was just some guy, who knows, and I didn’t
take it seriously. When you don’t take things seriously you
have nothing to lose.
Right, exactly, I like that.
And he said, “Oh! No way, I’Il give you five,” and I said
“Nine.”
[Laughter]
You came down.
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I mean the process of making a painting is, to
me, actually the most important thing there
is.
The process?
Yes, in terms of the Modernist canon, which
is something I still think about a lot. I’ll show
you a new painting that really addresses that.
I feel like inventiveness and originality, was,
of course, something that, you know, was
regarded very differently than it is with Post
Modernism, which is more about repetition
and irony and appropriation.

RIGHT:
Ross Bleckner
to be titled (2020)
Oil on Linen
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182.9 x 243.8 cm
PG 44:
Ross Bleckner
to be titled (2020)
Oil on Linen
108 x 108 inches
274.3 x 274.3 cm

Yes, appropriation, absolutely.
The point is that there is something in me
that’s desperate to make something new,
and that’s where you’re always going to fail,
but that’s where the absolute intersection
of what I feel really drives artists to make
new work. Regardless of what they say.
Regardless of the “October” bullshit and
all the theorizing around it. I feel that
everybody has to hold onto—and this is
really the job—to hold onto that little thing
that is a tight ball of who you are and that
never leaves, and that’s why you become
an artist. And that tight thing has to do with
your ambition, your fear, your love, and your
sadness. Versions of that, or expressions
of that, are what we try to make our whole
lives. And that’s in my work, that’s the link in
my work, and that’s why I feel free to make
any painting I want. I can make a geometric
painting one day, a decorative flower the
next, and a very kind of dark, you know,
fucked up, burnt up, you know, almost
an I-hate-painting painting. Those are my
favorite paintings actually.
[Laughter]

RB
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Anyway…
Anyway I don’t want stop you, I just wanted
to say you cannot understand how close I am
to that feeling, your feeling, about writing.
We can talk about it another time. It’s as if
you’re saying to me everything I wish and
believe about writing, I wish and believe
about my own writing—
to make something that no one’s read
before. That’s my greatest goal before I die.

RB

Ross Bleckner

Frederic Tuten

My only opportunity is to make something
new. I’m like a scientist, I have to put things
together that I am familiar with and hope for
a mutation of them when I’m blending them,
and mixing them, and pushing them, and
burning them. That there’s enough chemical
alchemy that what you see is actually
something new. I’ve been hoping that
something would be born out of this chaotic
way of putting pigment into wax and putting
the wax into resin, you know, taking all the
tools that I have at my disposal and putting
them together, like the Wizard of Oz. I clap
my hands a lot and rub them together and
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questions and answers, don’t do your shtick,
no shtick.” Because artists, after a while, go
into performance mode and they talk and
they have it down. Listen, I can do that too.
I say to myself, “I’m going into performative
mode now,” you know, then its like clap, and
out comes the crusted actor in me. I really
wanted to be a leading man you know.

FT

RB

[Laughter]
FT

Of course, you are a leading man. But tell me
something else; your talking about the class
in reference to what, what were you talking
in reference too?

RB

Oh they’re talking about their work, maybe
putting a few projections up. And they’re
talking about how much it changes every
time, and they all say the same thing, too,
that’s the funny thing. Every time they start
a work, they never know what it’s going to
be or what they are doing. And I’m thinking
to myself, “Oh shit, you’re doing the same
exact thing you’ve done for years, you always
know exactly what you are doing!”
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[Laughter]
RB

You probably have it computer generated by
now, and other people execute it, you know.
[Laughter]
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It just makes me hate the kind of
presumptuousness of it all.
Well there’s a certain faux innocence; I don’t
really know, I just do it, all that bullshit. But
Roy knew what he was doing; he had it all
taped out on the canvas.
I love that. And there was no Photoshop
then.
No, no Photoshop, all done by cutting out
colored pieces of paper and gluing—no,
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what do you call it— masking them on the canvas and then painting
it over to see what the colors look like. It was all very, very, very
methodical, careful and plotted. It was amazing. By the way, you
once said there are no Picassos around, and that’s true. But there are
people, and I think Roy was one of them who made a difference in
the way we think about painting. I mean, before those Pop paintings
there was certainly almost a canonical idea of what an appropriate
subject matter for painting was, and it never included Pop imagery.
No, I know, of course. And Picasso’s time moved on and moves on,
and there are still people who do that, people who change our way of
looking at things, even if for a moment. You know, a kind of passing
way of seeing things, but it makes you observe things, different things
that maybe weren’t even meant to be observed or looked at in a
different way. Like looking and seeing the difference. There are a lot
of artists who are able to do that, I mean, it’s not a reinvention. But
certainly, they’re able to bring a certain light back into the work. A
freshness.
A freshness, that’s how you reinvigorate the issue.
Yes I see a lot of artists like that whose work
I really like a lot now, actually.
May I ask who?
Sure, I love a lot of people. I mean, George Condo, Dana Schutz,
Charline Von Heyl, Amy Silman, ah, those are the names rolling out of
my head this second. I like Stanley Whitney, you know; I think his work
is terrific, very bright, so different from mine. Amy Sherald, who’s a
figurative painter.
You’re very open Ross, you’ve always been open. That’s the thing
about you. Open, you know, not hermetic, not shutdown. It keeps
you fresh, it keeps you young.
Well I see things. I mean lately I look a lot on Instagram and see
things.
Me too, I love Instagram for that. By the way, there’s this website
called modern art, I think, from maybe the 1900s to today. I’ve seen
paintings I never knew existed. You can’t post your own work, you
only post pictures that you like. And it makes you think, “My god
what a limited view of art history I have, of the art world I have.” It’s
amazing how many wonderful artists there are who have been there
that we don’t know about.
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No, no one knows anything.
That’s what we are living with! No
one knows anything. It’s a good thing
maybe. Ok let me show you here. This
is part of the dark paintings; I painted
a group of them. I’ll show you this one.
These are the burn paintings.
I don’t remember ever seeing that
painting.
No?
I don’t remember ever seeing it! Let me
take a good look. It’s astonishing, Ross.
It’s breath taking, I felt I had to take a
deep breath! It’s so strong.

RB

[Ross can be heard moving things around, crash,
sliding sounds]
RB
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This is all new work? That painting is a
new painting?

RB

And that’s not going to be in the Berlin
show?
Yes it is. These paintings here are, too.
Ah! This is another one, it’s kind of gridbased. You can see on the floor.
See the flowers go up?
A vertical column of flowers!

One minute!
[More moving sounds]

RB

Thank you. So I painted a group of
paintings like that with different…

Yes.

See—this is actually—let me just move it. I have to move a painting. Wait one
second, OK?
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OK, so this is a kind of grid-based burn painting where I used the torch. I’ll
show you up close what that does. Did I just show you that one?

RB

Yes, I love that one. Remember, I said it’s a vertical column, a string of flowers.
Amazing motion.

RB

You see here. Ah, you got the red. You can see where it’s burnt right here, see?
That’s the burn?
I take a torch and I go like that and it kind of opens the painting up, you know?
How are you careful enough not to burn the canvas itself?
Because I am very careful!
Of course, that’s the answer.
They’re primed a lot, that’s the next one.
A couple of coatings of primer? That’s interesting. And then the surface you
just showed me, is that wax or is it the flowers that are wax? Or both?
Both.
It’s fantastic. The wax mixes and it’s so interesting.
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And another painting, kind of from that group. This is the newest one and it’s
called Back Kidney Lungs. You see the lungs up there?
83

I see the the whole lung system. It’s incredible.
And look down.
When I looked at it I thought ribcage, so I was close.
Yes, and further down it’s more like an interior space, you know.
The flowers hanging down from it are so daring.
Most of these paintings have flowers hanging somewhere. Here’s the last one of the group.
So these won’t be shown in New York?
None of these.
That’s all for Berlin?
No, the Berlin show’s very big. I’m not even halfway done.
Go back again, go back again. Oh, wow. Oh, I love that stroke.
You know what it is?
What?
I saw it in a kind of dream, it’s the future.
The future?
You see the future. It’s kind of robotic.
Oh, wait, go back. I see a face there.
Yes, up there.
Look at that! Spectral, beautiful, ghostly appearance.
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time, not when I’m sad or in a bad mood
but when I am really comfortable and at
peace with myself. I put out my arm and I
say, “OK, put in the intravenous. I’m ready.
I’m at peace. I’m calm. I want to do it
right now. Before I start to get hysterical.”
Practice it. I mean, the whole of Buddhism
is about practicing death.
FT

RB

there are people who try to skirt the rules and try to grab for a little bit more
immortality. Then, one day, the earth is going blow up. There are going to be
no more museums, no anything. Who the fuck cares?
FT

Exactly.
Just do what you want.

RB
FT

You know, years ago, I was talking to a very famous writer. She had written a
book that I thought was profoundly ordinary but that was approved by the
world, mostly because she had deviated from her earlier work, which was
more difficult, but which I loved very much and thought was her best work.
In conversation, she said, “Fred, this book will last.” And the minute she
said that, I thought to myself, “Last? What lasts? What book lasts?” Maybe
some book lasts—maybe, for a while. But even Homer one day we won’t last.
[Laughter]. What are you talking about? One day there will be no Earth? The
idea of this lastingness is so superficial and so self-serving, self-deluding.

RB

That’s why I look around and think, “One day, I just I’ll disappear, and that will
be that.”

Well, it’s practicing death, but it’s also
about practicing selflessness. Removing
your ego from things.
Yes, that and realizing your real place
in the cosmos is just moment. One day
you’re here, and one day you’re just
erased and gone. That’s that. That’s that.
Nobody will really be remembered. So you
know we are all just functionary and we
all play our tiny, tiny part. And, of course,

Have you read Walter Pater’s conclusion to his book Studies of the
Renaissance? I beg you to read it; you’re almost paraphrasing it. This is the
quote, “We have an interval, and then our place knows us no more.”

FT

RB

Goodbye, love you, Fred. Take care of yourself.

FT

As we say in the Bronx, “Zay gezunt.”

RB

I know that one!
[Laughter all around]
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Goodbye, love you, Fred. Take
care of yourself.
As we say in the Bronx, “Zay
gezunt.”

RB I know that one!
[Laughter all around]
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