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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much to Rolex for this absolutely inebriating experience of these last three days. It has been tremendous. I’m so relieved that I knew who was coming onstage next. It’s been an extraordinary experience. I feel like I’m in the richest possible candy store ever. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I’m the Director of LIVE from the New York Public Library. As all of you know my goal here at the library is simply to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution levitate, and when possible to make it dance. And what better way than this afternoon and this evening? I encourage all of you who have tickets to come this evening, and for you who don’t, have passion, come on standby and try your luck. (laughter) 

It really has been inebriating. We’ve had Gilberto Gil and Jessye Norman and Tracy Smith and Hans Magnus Enzensberger. And last night Osvaldo Golijov with José Van Dam. All of them are here in this audience and we also have Jessye Norman and Gilberto Gil doing a jam session and who knows where it might lead and it all will have started here at the New York Public Library. And tonight dance performance followed by Ben Frost in the Reading Room. It’s just magnificent to be breaking all the rules of silence in the Reading Room. I love it. (laughter) We did this a few years back with Maira Kalman when she did an opera in the Reading Room based on The Elements of Style. And probably broke every rule of grammar and certainly many rules at the Library. 

I would like to thank one last time, maybe I will do it again later on. Rebecca Irwin, the director of the Rolex Mentorship Protégé Arts Initiative. Rebecca, thank you so much. (applause) And I promise to go quickly, because I still want to show you two little clips before bringing the guests onstage. Nicolas Bohnet of the Rolex Foundation also, and the Office, Rachel Chanoff, Olli Chanoff, and Nadine Goellner. Alison Buchbinder and Fred Schroeder from Resnicow Schroeder and all of my colleagues at the New York Public Library incredible endeavor, Kate Stover in our press office. Charles Jabour, my new producer. Mariel Fiedler, the office coordinator. I highly recommend that you check out our Tumblr site, it is really way cool. And Anthony Audi, my extraordinary researcher, and Jori Klein, whose photographs you have seen. Thanks to all my colleagues here and I would like to especially extend a warm welcome to you from our president, our new president at the New York Public Library, Tony Marx, who would like to welcome all of you warmly this afternoon. 

Finally, before bringing our guests to the stage, I’d like to show you the work of two of our artists. We have an artist in residence, she’s back there. Flash Rosenberg. She will be drawing in real time the conversation as it happens and later on you will be able to see the conversation as it emerges. And now we’re going to show you a conversation we did some years back with William Kentridge. Also we will be showing you, they are very short clips, we will be showing you a little clip of a lecture that Slavoj Žižek did, a very brief moment, and then I will come up and introduce the guests, you will see, very briefly with seven words. 

(conversation portrait with William Kentridge follows)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: William Kentridge. 

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The notion of inspiration, where do ideas come from, how do you happen on things, and I don’t know whether you know this line of Leonard Cohen, who said that if he knew where inspiration came from he would go there more often.

(laughter)

WILLIAM KENTRIDGE: All I can do is I can find strategies to enable ideas to happen and I know the one way they don’t happen is by trying to write down good ideas. They can happen through this kind of improvisation, they can happen through striding around the room.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Pacing.

WILLIAM KENTRIDGE: Pacing. They can come from fortunate pieces of mistranslation or misunderstanding, much more often than from pieces of good clear reasoning or understanding.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Say a little bit more about productive misunderstanding. I love the term, and I think I might use it from now on.

WILLIAM KENTRIDGE: When my daughter Alice was about three, I was telling her a story about a cat, and the cat was being chased by a dog, and the cat ran through the cat flap and was saved. And I heard her retelling the story: “cat was being chased by the dog but it flapped its wings and escaped.” (laughter)

So it’s what we do when we hear things which we half understand, we automatically, you’re constructing possible ways that they could be run, an energy of thought and of resolution, there is something about stalking an image, of simply pacing around and around the studio, until either a moment of decision or a moment of certainty for the first mark, one of the things about strolling or walking is trying to work out what is the degree of tension you have while moving or while drawing or while making a performance, and you can very often divide things into very clear, different degrees of tension, say the first level, the most relaxed level, the lowest level of tension, and then one could go up a level in which would kind of correspond to a stroll and then you get to a fourth degree of tension, which sometimes happens as the drawing is getting closer, and that has to be when there’s a kind of an intention, a desire, so you don’t simply walk, but you go somewhere because you want to get there. And then a sixth degree of tension would correspond to a kind of passion, when things are really, which would be like commedia dell’arte where everything is very emphatic and a statement is made not just because you’re interested in it but because you have to say it. When you’re drawing, it has a very strong and clear and gestural mark in it.
It’s trying to find the grammar of performance. By the grammar of performance I mean the difference between having an idea and then seeing how to realize it. So for example in the production of The Nose which is on at the Met, for those of you who have seen it, or will see it, there’s a large papier-mâché nose, which has to be carried by someone, is a separation of your body so that the top part keeps a kind of rigidity and maybe turns and that the legs can have an activity underneath, so that’s a kind of a grammar of that particular object.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you wouldn’t walk similarly, let’s say, if you were walking with an ear than if you were walking with a nose.

(laughter)

WILLIAM KENTRIDGE: No, no, I think that’s right.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it’s quite important.

WILLIAM KENTRIDGE: An ear is a circular object, so there’s a sense of a circular movement built into the way an ear might listen. It’s the same way when you’re drawing a cat, for example. A cat—the principle of a cat is its spine. So a cat is always a line, so you draw any rough line, and you smush around with charcoal around it and you’ve got a cat, moving, okay. Whereas a dog is always led by its nose, so you have a single point that’s moving where a dog sniffs, which is different. So that’s a kind of a grammar of animals, if you want to say, for drawing or for performing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Slowness is a virtue for you.

WILLIAM KENTRIDGE: You have to work really fast to do something that is slow. Particularly in animation, you understand that the more images you make, when you project it, the slower a movement becomes, so if you want a really slow movement, you have to be working at double speed, very fast, very hard, very long, and the longer and faster you work, the gentler and slower the movement becomes. One can talk about drawing as taking a line for a walk. And the question I was asking, are we walking the line or is the line like a dog walking us?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: One of my very favorite lines in Nabokov is “if two parallel lines do not meet, it is not because meet they cannot but because they have other things to do.”

(laughter)

WILLIAM KENTRIDGE: To extend that metaphor, to think of parallel lines as being if you have to say: one is the world as we live it, and the other is the world as we describe it in art.

(Kentridge conversation portrait ends)

(Audio from Slavoj Žižek lecture follows)

SLAVOJ ŽIŽEK: You know, when people tell me, “You are a utopian,” my answer is, “No, the true utopia is to think that where we are now this can go on.” Here you have ideology, sorry to repeat an old point, at the everyday level. I think if you want to detect ideology today, think about impossibility. What we consider possible, what impossible. Did you notice how on the one hand, impossibility, sorry, possibilities are exploding, we are told—especially in private lives and in technology, practically everything is or will be possible. You can download anything, you can do all the sex operations—split your penis, you can do it with two women, whatever you want, maybe we will become a software eternally living. Everything is possible with money, you can, everyone—if you have money—can become an astronaut visiting space and so on. Here, everything is more and more possible. At the same time did you notice how in the last decades, the moment you touch economy and social order, we are told, “Oh the utopian era is over, almost everything is impossible. Like, do you want more health care? Oh, sorry, it renders us uncompetitive, it’s impossible,” and so on and so on. 
We are living in—this is pure ideology—in a crazy time where on the one hand, you can, sorry to return to this tasteless example—you can get your penis cut in two, do it with two women, you can become a virtual entity, all that is possible, but to give a little bit more for health care is impossible, no, (laughter) maybe we have to change the priorities here a little bit, you know, (applause) just be more modest, here. So again, in this sense in a very modest way, I don’t have solutions, I just think we are confronting serious problems. Let’s start thinking.

(applause)

(Audio from Slavoj Žižek lecture ends)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I promised you that I would tell you very briefly who is coming onstage, I will keep my promise but first I would like to again acknowledge the work of Flash Rosenberg and Jared Feldman. (applause) 

Now, all of you who have been coming for the last couple of years know that I have been asking all of our guests to give us a biography of their lives instead of reading out long biographies in seven words, a haiku of sorts, or if you want to be very modern, a tweet of sorts. Now, some people give me three words, like Osvaldo Golijov yesterday gave me, “Osvaldo Golijov, composer.” That was it. That defines him totally, right? And then there are people who send me twenty-three words, and there are people like Anish Kapoor, who send me eight words, “As if to celebrate, I discovered a mountain.” That’s Anish Kapoor. And then there are people who send me seven words, very obedient. Brian Eno: “I like making and thinking about culture.” And then there are people, not surprising to you, who don’t send me any words (laughter) and who do you think that might be? Peter Sellars, Anish Kapoor, Brian Eno. (applause)
Thank you very much. Thank you very much. But, Peter, you said that in the course of this conversation you might—

PETER SELLARS: A haiku should be delivered spontaneously in the moment rather than prepared ahead of time in a certain way, right. I would say, on the other hand, I did think about it. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Improvisation is something you do prepare.

ANISH KAPOOR: Paul, I’ve got one for you. Mark Zuckerberg. Facebook, Schmacebook, said Grandma, finish your degree. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Excellent, excellent. How do you follow that?

PETER SELLARS: My seven words are: “Anish Kapoor, Brian Eno, Maya Zbib and…” Because of course Brian really early influenced my life quite a lot when I was a teen. Obscure Records and some of those early initiatives were completely transformative and changed what I thought art could do and could be and Anish has been really one of the most important collaborators in my life and we’ve made work together in ways that changed everything.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m not aware of it, what work have you made together?

ANISH KAPOOR: We’ve done a few things, haven’t we? Idomeneo, which Peter had a very interesting take on this.

PETER SELLARS: We did Idomeneo and we did Artaud’s For An End to the Judgment of God in the turbine hall of the Tate in London.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was wondering, Anish Kapoor, if you set up the cranes outside of the library on Forty-First Street, did you see them?

ANISH KAPOOR: I saw them. Yes I did.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good! Because I thought this is an Anish Kapoor moment. Just, I mean yesterday with Brian Eno we happened to be standing on Forty-first Street together, and it was utterly, utterly mesmerizing and it felt like something that I was looking at in a different way, immersed it in a different way, and afraid very much that those air conditioners might fall down, because I had been looking at your art. Is that what happens?

ANISH KAPOOR: It can. It can. I think there’s a tradition in a way in which we’re both afraid of and in awe of scale and I think that of course is one of the tools of what it happens to be my métier to do.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s look at image 1 if we could. Just look at it there, right there. I was wondering if that fell from the sky.

ANISH KAPOOR: Well, it takes a lot of work to get something to fall from the sky. There’s a wonderful imagine in a way which I carry, which is Francis Bacon speaking about making work and the idea that somehow the work arrives fully formed, that the whole process, the whole job of making a work is in a way to get back to that moment when it was fully formed. To use a kind of Zen idea of that, first thought, best thought, stick with it, and go all the way, and return to it somehow eventually.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ve read you commenting about the self-made mythology, of the self-made object, and this is something that deeply interests you and inspires you and you were mentioning Francis Bacon and there’s a line here from The Origin of the Work of Art of Heidegger where he says it is precisely in great art that the artist remains inconsequential as compared with the work almost like a passageway that destroys itself in the creative process for the work to emerge.

ANISH KAPOOR: I truly feel that as an artist, anyway, I have nothing to say. And that the process of making work is the process through which one looks to discover what there might be. The agenda there of course is that if I do have something to say, then I act as a kind of journalist, as a kind of deliverer of a message. But I don’t have a message. I don’t know anything about the world. The whole point is to not know. Most of our lives you know being told when we go to school, what we do, how we do this, that, and the other. The liberty one has to afford oneself as an artist is that which says, “It’s okay to not know,” that uncertainty, indeterminacy, and all of that is part of our role as artists and we must dare to go there wholeheartedly every day and allow things, allow a preoccupation to emerge so the self-made object it’s something that emerged for me out of working. As a bit of content that felt as if it had somewhere else to go.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It sounds like allow for not knowing, it’s even stronger for you, it’s somehow, there’s a line that I love quoting of Carlo Ginzburg, where he says that he starts every bit of research with the euphoria of ignorance.

ANISH KAPOOR: Correct. Yes. I’ll go there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ll go there. In a way it’s an aphrodisiac, it’s euphoric, it’s highly inspiring.

ANISH KAPOOR: It’s first love, isn’t it, really?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s first love.

ANISH KAPOOR: Come on, friends, say something.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I love these moments because Brian one of the things you told me in a communication we had was that you were particularly interested in asking Anish Kapoor about the whole notion of scale.

BRIAN ENO: I saw Anish’s piece in Paris at the Grand Palais. I don’t know how many of you have had the chance to see that, but it is actually like being hit in the stomach when you walk into that room and see the biggest sculpture you’ve ever seen in your life times three. Because there are three huge balls—sounds a bit rude—sitting in the middle of the room. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, you sound optimistic.

BRIAN ENO: And I’ve always thought that the problem with public sculpture is that it has to compete with things like we saw yesterday, that huge crane. It’s very difficult to do anything more impressive than that, actually, it’s so enormous and so often you see an enormous building with a public sculpture in front of it, which is maybe thirteen feet tall, which must look very big in a studio, doesn’t look very big in front of a fifty-story building, so I wouldn’t particularly want to be a sculptor at the moment, unless I had the chance to work at that kind of scale, I think, or on the other hand of a very personal scale, if you’re making something that is made to take a part in a corner of somebody’s life, that’s quite a different issue, but we have the scale problem in music as well. One of the bands I work with is such a loud band that they recently set off seismometers in Belgium, (laughter) the authorities thought there was a very unusual earthquake happening in Belgium.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I don’t know why it’s particularly funny that it should happen in Belgium.

(laughter)

BRIAN ENO: Everything is funny in Belgium.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I know, you know, it really is. I grew up, insofar that that happened, in Belgium and I remember situations which sound like a joke but are true. I went to a university called Leuven and they broke up the library between the Flemish and the Walloons, it was called Leuven La Neuve and Leuven La Vieux and they broke up the library, the encyclopedias, volume 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, were in one library and 2, 4. You had to drive fifty kilometers if you wanted to look up the letter C, you know. (laughter) That showed passion.

ANISH KAPOOR: Of course that’s also about scale. I mean, I think scale is a key, key, key problem.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How so? Articulate that a little more.

ANISH KAPOOR: It’s a problem of imagination in the end, it’s not a matter of size. It’s a matter of how a big or small object, because size is not really the issue, as I say, can hold some kind of poetic truth, and it’s what we grapple with, we grapple with how insignificant we are, and how if you like the mythology of our understanding and I use the word mythology advisedly, of the universe, it reflects back in a sense of how we almost don’t exist, ourselves, and that tension somewhere is the problem and the question of scale. Of course, taking on the most fundamental of all things which is—somewhere along the way, which is the problem of time. Scale influences time. Time changes when scale affects you when there is that moment of dreaming when you look at something that strikes poetic awe or whatever it is that scale can do. Those things are very, very real. We have to learn as artists how to articulate those things. That’s really the job.

BRIAN ENO: The other thing I would say about scale as my friend Jon Hassell always points out is that we don’t have very good intuitions about it, so that we tend to scale things up in our minds and not remember that a change in scale is a change in quality as well, so, for instance, to give one example, in my early life I was quite involved in the commune movement in England, and I used to go and visit communes, and I discovered that every single political system you could imagine works at a small enough scale. So there were communist communities, fascist communities, far-right-wing communities. They all worked because actually what made them work were honor and shame, that’s what works in a small community, people know each other and so they don’t want to behave badly because they don’t want to get a bad reputation. 

But by the same token nearly all political systems fail at a large enough scale, because scale actually changes things. It isn’t just the same thing bigger, when you blow up a mouse to the size of an elephant, it immediately collapses because its legs don’t grow big enough, because weight increase is a function of volume, not a function of height so you have to remember always that things are always different at different scales, and the same is true with sculpture and with sound and with any other activity that we’re involved in, that we’re making something different when we make it bigger.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Size—so what you’re saying—Peter, I don’t want to cut you from your thought but in a way you’re articulating something different from Anish Kapoor as I understand it, that size actually does matter. (laughter) So he says. He’s wrong, he’s wrong.

PETER SELLARS: Scale is also a moral issue. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Moral?

PETER SELLARS: Scale is a moral question, because moral questions are all about relationships and preserving integrity among relationships and so the moral energy that’s produced by something that’s out of scale, you know, can be really morally off-center, you know, and really out of its own depth, and I think one of the crucial things about Anish’s work is the scale is held in a kind of moral set of relationships, of decisions that have been made so that the scale holds integrity, and I think what Brian is talking about is something that I live with every day in theater and in performance, because once something gets outside of its own real scale, it loses integrity, and the relationships are no longer real, the relationships are no longer—people don’t have to relate to each other with honesty, because the scale takes over and the honesty level is diminished and that’s the issue in large-scale government because as soon as the need for honesty, that honesty is visible. As soon as it’s not visible, then you’re into all kinds of trouble. And so one of the most intense things we do as artists is to make sure that honesty remains visible across a range of scale, Anish said scale is primarily a mental and a spiritual question and it has to do with what a mountain holds but also what a tiny, you know, pin holds. You know, it has to do with what is held in the object or in the experience.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Funny you should be talking—As you were talking about scale, I was thinking about the miniature, I was thinking precisely of the line of Gershom Scholem about Benjamin where he says that in a small piece of sand he was inscribed the whole of the “Shema Yisrael” for a Jew who is moving he can’t be a major collector, he needs the diminutive, he needs the tiniest, he needs the smallest, he needs the most portable, the wandering Jew, that is.

PETER SELLARS: And obviously the biggest things in our lives are happening at infinitesimal scale. Things that you can’t see are changing your life. I mean that’s one of the most powerful things going on in the world right now is this incredibly intimate, invisible scale, so how we operate and translate and move across scales is one of the most important things of I think of all of our work and why we tend to work immersively, you know, so that we’re moving in a way that you can’t identify yourself as outside something but because of the power of the way Anish and Brian work you actually identify yourself inside and that’s what makes us different from critical theorists and politicians and so on who are claiming to view something, you know, kind of synoptically and above it and outside it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And without looking in the other person’s eyes.

PETER SELLARS: And the pretension of objectivity and of course what we’re operating on is the impossibility of that and in fact this immersive experience where you are part of the experience and that you can no longer separate yourself from it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re part of the experience and the experience is for, I mean, using terms that are dear to you that you’ve used so eloquently, of generative. This work, I wonder if this work of art in some ways fits the ways in which you think about generative art, because it’s perpetually changing.

BRIAN ENO: Well, I think that all of Anish’s work certainly demands that you do something more than just look at it. The whole nature of the work is that you want to move around it, any of his pieces, you’re immediately invited, you can’t really see it until you start moving around it, you don’t know what it is, so in order to try to understand what it is you start moving around and exploring it so it’s quite opposite from the orchestral model of how work is presented where all of you lot sit still and don’t cough and all of us lot up here do all the work. 

And this transformation I think has happened more and more certainly since the fifties and sixties where you had composers like Steve Reich and Glass and so on who are working with the fact that your brain is an active participant, your brain isn’t a passive listener, your brain is doing things to the sound all the time and the act of processing can be used as part of the act of the composition. So in the Steve Reich piece It’s Gonna Rain, which probably most of you New Yorkers would know, it’s a very simple piece and very, very, very repetitive. But the repetition does something to your perceptual mechanism so that you start to hear it differently. It’s an elegant piece because you know that nothing is changing in the piece, you know that what’s changing is in your mind, so it’s an invitation to your mind to become the composer.

ANISH KAPOOR: Can I interrupt only briefly to say repetition of course is part of scale?

BRIAN ENO: It is, it is, repetition is a form of change, I agree. Actually, I’d finished.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d agree too but I’d like to know more. What do you mean?

ANISH KAPOOR: Well, when you repeat a thing and repeat and repeat a thing, it isn’t the same thing. It isn’t even the same size of thing. It comes to be, it comes to have if you like both parody of itself and actuality of itself and also the art world is full of artist who discover a thing and then make it for thirty years, forty years, fifty years, again and again and again and the first making isn’t the same as the last making, that somehow there’s a kind of incantation of the object that changes it, it becomes poetry, it halts time, I’d say. It changes time. So I think this is a process which is profoundly mysterious and we have to dare to let us do this fundamentally stupid thing.

BRIAN ENO: I think this is because when you look at a work of art you don’t actually just look at that thing, you look at the whole history of your looking at things like that. So when you see a new painting you don’t see it in the abstract, you think of all the other paintings you’ve looked at and you see what’s different about this one, what’s different not about it actually but about your experience of that moment. So, repetition of course—in my Oblique Strategies I have this phrase, “Repetition is a form of change.” Because every time you hear something, something changes in your mind, the familiarity creates a sort of—there’s a famous essay by cybernetician Warren McCulloch called “What the Frog’s Eye Sees.” You know how frogs’ eyes work, they don’t scan like ours, they stay still, and they very quickly saturate on any aspect of the environment that isn’t changing, which means they can see flies very easily. Well, I think that a lot of our perceptions are like that, that we very quickly saturate on common material, on repeated material, and we hear tiny differences and often those differences are differences in our perception. So the repetition thing really makes the point that looking at a piece of art is the latest line in a conversation you’ve been having for a very long time with yourself.

ANISH KAPOOR: Can I say one—excuse me for going on about scale, but I think it’s a fundamental. There is one other thing that goes on with scale which is near and far, which is that you do this and then you do that and that that too is a way of both assessing yourself and, if you like, forming the object, forming the thing that you’re looking at. So it’s a kind of inner image and an outer image, happening simultaneously. The analogy of the lover of course is very real there too, near and far. And of course time plays a vital role in that process. It’s immanent. So there’s a process of immanence. Is my dear friend Homi here? He’s not here, is he? Anyway. He’s written a lot, or writing a lot about this notion of immanence of both perception and of the object becoming as you look.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The analogy with the lover which you’ve brought up now a few times, interesting. I mean, to me it’s quite fascinating, and also you’ve used, and because I’d love to hear you three talk about that idea of the poet because I think it’s a very important one, but also, you know, when you talk about scale I’m reminded of my experience every day coming into this building. And just how massive it is. When you arrive in Astor Hall between the lions, between, as you know, Patience and Fortitude, and you walk between them and you arrive there, you actually don’t know quite where you are, it’s so big, and this room is not that small, either, and it seems to me always a moment in the dialectic before you go up to the Reading Room. But you feel tiny, you really feel tiny. And to some extent I think it’s an important moment, but you need to sort of go beyond it. A lot of people come in and they’re just so impressed and that’s what I—you said fear, there’s a moment of just feeling so impressed. As if I can’t remember which one of you said that you feel powerless, you feel as if though this culture of the fifty-two million items that are in this library, how are you even going to begin?

ANISH KAPOOR: Peter, I would love to hear from you about this problem of the whole piece and the way of course there’s the aria to be sung.

PETER SELLARS: Well, I think we’re always in the middle of absence and presence. And first of all letting what’s present really be present. Because so many things that are present we don’t actually acknowledge as present. So what does it create to recognize presence, to actually allow presence to be present? And then the thing that people are in the streets all over the world for right now is what are we missing? What is not present, what are we yearning for, what needs to be here and is not here? “What is missing from this picture?” is I think the big question in people’s lives. Over and over again. We have a picture and a whole lot of things we need are missing, and we really need to look for them, we need to search for them, and we need to create them, and this idea of the absence, which is about the yearning which is about something we’re living for which isn’t here, and we’re searching for it and when we don’t find it we have to make it. And that moment where the absence turns into presence. Where people say, “Okay, we’re going to make the thing that’s missing.” And so people fill the streets and they start with a slogan. But this need to say, Okay, now we are no longer just an audience, we are creators. 

And of course what I love about theater is not what people experience during the piece, but the next morning somebody calls up a friend, who they love, and they say, “I saw this horrible thing last night,” and they go on for a half hour describing it. Or they say, “I saw this beautiful thing last night.” It doesn’t matter, it’s the same half hour, and somebody who didn’t see it begins to imagine it. The person who was there becomes themselves a creative being and actually describes something to someone who hasn’t seen something. And in the process of that they’re activated as artists, and then this third person goes and tells another person about something they didn’t see, which is so beautiful and so completely satisfying. 

And this idea that in fact what we’re doing in the arts is not creating objects, but creating the legend, and it’s the legend that counts, that if you didn’t see Anish’s piece at the Grand Palais in Paris, that’s cool because even imagining it is already really powerful and there are these experience we all have that are so powerful we can never own them in any way. They remain beyond our grasp in a really beautiful way, in a way we’re encouraged in this consumer world, to possess and own and put our name on everything and say, oh, right, I have one of those. These things remain beyond our grasp. They remain something that is permanently beyond our capacity to digest or acknowledge. And again for me this is that yearning place that so much of your work lives in and that goes beyond your capacity to take it in or describe.

ANISH KAPOOR: I was going this morning to look at Maurizio Cattelan’s show at the Guggenheim Which I hope you will all do. It’s a tremendous show. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: If you haven’t, imagine it.

ANISH KAPOOR: But it made me feel so sentimental it made me feel as if I was an artist who’s—I mean it, I mean, I’m sure he means it too. I think he’s a great artist, I’m sure he means it too, but I mean it in a different way. I have no, if you like, the work builds in no sense of self-criticism. Whereas that seems to say not only do I look but I’ll also tell you how I look at myself, Maurizio, I mean, and of course there are many different kinds of artists. And I think what I’m trying to say is that as a kind of sentimentalist. There’s something about the way an object feels with you, experientially feels with you, that seems to me to be key for the kind of artist I am. Sorry, I just wanted to say that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Brian, were you going to say something?

BRIAN ENO: I was just going to say that what you were describing, the process of somebody telling somebody else and the message going on, is actually quite analogous to the derivatives market as well, (laughter) where an experience that actually has no tangible reality for people becomes valuable to them. So I have to say though we’re currently going through a financial collapse I think that the financial world is as close to the art world as you can possibly get and not in the straightforward cynical way but in the sense of it being an increasingly fascinating abstract game that people play where you have to know—you have to know a lot of the conversation to date to get any idea of where you stand at the moment. A single figure doesn’t make any difference to you, you have to know the conversation. Can you imagine if in three hundreds’ years time the new civilization that has succeeded in wiping out ours finds Malevich’s 1918 painting White on White but they don’t know about the history of painting, what would they make of that? It would be an unfinished canvas.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What would you make of it if you know the history of painting?

(laughter)

BRIAN ENO: If you know the history of painting then you know the moment that happened, that it happened after Fauvism and every other ism at the beginning of the twentieth century, which was of course colors and lines and shapes going everywhere. And then somebody was saying, look at this.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s look at clip number 4. We have one image here. I mean, I couldn’t know exactly what you would be talking about, but I know that for both of you in some form I have no idea if for you this painting matters and this artist. 

BRIAN ENO: It matters a lot to me. He was the reason I wanted to become an artist, actually. Though that looks distinctly and suspiciously orange on my monitor here. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s better on the bigger one.

BRIAN ENO: When I saw that the first time, I thought that art was a way of doing magic.

ANISH KAPOOR: But Brian, this art historical view of, you know, what Malevich did or what Mondrian did as we look at it here. I think it’s baloney, (laughter) I think it’s crap. The art historic view that, you know, Malevich made it after Fauvism and all that, boring, boring, boring. I mean, Malevich goes somewhere completely different, just like Maurizio Cattelan, forgive me. Deeply religious. I think Maurizio Cattelan is actually a deeply religious artist. It’s tongue in cheek but it’s also deeply religious. And so was Malevich. It’s a way of relooking at icon painting. Now, you know the notion that there is a kind of, that there is a progress towards abstract art. It seems to me that Mondrian, for example, when he first started making paintings or drawings they were sort of abstractions of real life. It’s as if the view that he had of the world was from him outward. That view slowly turned inward and the language of the inner world is abstract. So it seems to me that was the need to go this way to actually find a language for a nonverbal philosophical world, in other words, and I think that that’s the big shift is that it’s a different way to think rather than a different aesthetic proposition.

BRIAN ENO: Don’t you think as with all languages, there are not intrinsic and absolute meanings, but that there are meanings from that point in time in that context so the same sentence said a day later in a different place isn’t the same sentence. This is what we were saying about repetition. So what I would say is that the art critical view of painting or art in general tends to be that there is some absolute essence invested in something which we then read off, but I don’t see it. That doesn’t seem to accord with my experience. What there is something that exists in relation to a lot of other things, and we see the difference between it and other things, and we’re interested in that difference, so it’s a more relativist view of what a work is, I think.

ANISH KAPOOR: There are very few works that maintain mystery. That remain mysterious over time. That continue to be mysterious.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because?

ANISH KAPOOR: Because somehow looking is very, very—is deeply penetrative, corrosive. Well, it eats away at a thing, you know, you’re right. You know, you learn about it. Duchamp was a great artist surely, because the work remains mysterious. Look at The Large Glass again and again and again, read all you need to know, read all you can, and you still can’t quite fathom it. So there are very objects in the end that hold on to that place.

BRIAN ENO: Well, and also objects can sometimes have it and sometimes not. So it isn’t an absolute quality of them. Things can cease to be powerful for a very long time and then can reemerge as powerful, which is a process that I find interesting. This is why—this is why we like kitsch, actually, because kitsch is a way of saying that this stuff that nobody took seriously at the time suddenly looks interest, but I can’t really admit it, because it wasn’t cool then so perhaps it isn’t now. 

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Also to do with the passage of time and aging.

BRIAN ENO: I think so it’s also knowing what something meant to other people.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you know Kundera’s definition of kitsch? It’s pretty good. 

BRIAN ENO: I know mine. I don’t know his. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay, what is yours? And then I’ll tell you his. If you tell me yours, I’ll tell you his.

BRIAN ENO: Kitsch is a way for clever people to enjoy popular without feeling guilty. 

(laughter/applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, Milan Kundera says that kitsch is a denial of shit. 

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s come back to—love, shit—the big topics today have been love, shit, and money. And then of course Žižek’s book about other matters. The poet because unwillingly, perhaps, or willingly, I don’t know if you checked in with each other, but both of you wrote to me in a consonant way of your interest in talking about the poet or the artist and Peter brought this up in what he was saying as perhaps not in the romantic—I mean, you were talking about nostalgia and perhaps not in the romantic mold and perhaps not as the poet, I mean I was thinking really yesterday of the conversation with Osvaldo Golijov and José Van Dam as the conductor being, just having an immediate contact or local call to God, and I think José Van Dam felt that some conductors are closer to that relationship than others, but still there is this kind of imperial view, of the poet as transcriber in some way, as hearing the voice of, and this is something you both seem to feel is antiquated or perhaps wrongheaded. 

ANISH KAPOOR: I’m glad you said that, I thought you were going to say this is a position you both seem to endorse.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That would be something that I wouldn’t believe and probably wouldn’t be very productive.

BRIAN ENO: I don’t want to talk too much—thank you—So I suppose what I started to become aware of about forty, fifty years ago when I was quite young was that there was a different way for things to come into being. Now, this is something that Darwin recognized, the recognition is that complexity can come from simplicity, so things don’t have to be designed from the top down, you don’t have to have an intelligent designer. Things can go from simplicity and the interaction of a few simple rules towards complexity and this was exemplified for me in the work of a lot of composers at that time. Cage was one of them but more importantly for me were Terry Riley and Steve Reich and Philip Glass who all kind of stepped out of the channel of the progression of modern orchestral music, which seemed to be saying that the more rules we can abandon and break, the more progressive the music will be. 

So there was sort of linear plodding forward, and then suddenly those composers stepped out and said, “actually there’s a different way of generating music,” and all of the ways that they used had to do with planting a set of simple rules into a set of musical modules basically and then seeing what happened. So that the composer became sort of an agent in a bottom-up process rather than the controller of a top-down process, and my way of saying that is that the composer becomes more like a gardener than an architect. A gardener plants some seeds and sees what happens to them. This seemed to me—It was really a different model for what the relationship was between artist and work and audience actually, because the audience is as much spectator of the process as the artist becomes. The artist actually watches the thing happening, thinks, oh, that’s nice, or not, in which case they do something different next time one hopes.

ANISH KAPOOR: The processual model, it’s a good one. It’s good one. I think we can’t fully shirk the responsibility for the poet. You have to be willing to say that’s part of the job.

BRIAN ENO: Well, you have to choose the seeds carefully.

ANISH KAPOOR: So it seems to me that, you know, not wanting to shirk the responsibility means that one then has to put in place something that allows for some of that somehow to come out, and it seems to me that that thing is practice. 

BRIAN ENO: Yes.

ANISH KAPOOR: I’m very much an artist who goes to the studio every day. Practice in the sense almost again, Zen practice.

BRIAN ENO: Yes, yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The other day when interviewing Jessye Norman she—I played “La Marseillaise,” which she performed in Paris wrapped in the French flag and she told a story which was extraordinary that some French official after Mitterrand asked her to do that and after she made clear that she was African American and not from Senegal or from some such country. She—This French official was saying, “are you nervous? You are going to be performing in front of three million people, who knows how many tens of millions of people are going to watch you on television.” She said, “Not at all.” He said, “You’re not nervous at all?” and she said, “No, I believe in practice,” and that was simply her response.

ANISH KAPOOR: This is in a way a different kind of practice. This is not the practice of the performance of, it’s a practice of think, think, which acknowledges not knowing. I mean, I think that’s key. You sit there, you do a thing, you then sit there and watch the thing that you’ve done, so time plays quite a big role, and then you do another thing and then you do it the next day, you do it the day after that, and again and again, and something, something somehow emerges. Making art is absolutely not an act of will. You can’t say “I am now going to perform this work and there it is.” If you do, for the most part it’s not very good. It’s the truth. It just doesn’t happen like that. You can do it, but—and that process of kind of blind practice is one from which the poetic can emerge. I think one just has to be aware, watch it. Let it emerge.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Peter, would you agree with this?

PETER SELLARS: In my work, the practice is about—the actual practice every day is holding a community. And how a community actually operates together. What is the quality of listening? Are people really hearing each other? And that practice every day is the practice of listening. Because most people don’t listen, most days, most of the time. Listening is something human beings are capable of, but rarely, rarely, rarely do things get desperate enough that they actually do it. And so when you finally have to hear what someone’s trying to say to you, you know, because mostly we don’t hear so they have to put a bomb in our car so that we’ll notice them. 

But what does it mean to be capable of deep listening and to hear what people are saying and also what people are not saying because if you’re only hearing what people are saying, you’re still not listening, because most people are not saying the thing they really want to say. They’re just saying something else to try and prepare a space in which they can finally get to what they want to say and they’re actually frightened of what they want to say and frightened of your reaction, and all the levels of it, and so they do something else. So automatically a lot of my work is how do you get past the something else that everyone has constructed around what they actually are thinking about and feeling and how do you move into this place that’s very intimate but of course colossal? You know, it’s the largest space in human life, and human life is immense, is this space that nobody has access to, or you’re hoping no one has access to because you’ve deliberately created all these things to make sure nobody gets there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That space is—

PETER SELLARS: It’s a soul space, and it’s what Anish talks about with the power of Malevich is infinity. You know, that white on white painting has no edges, it has no borders, it has no center, it has no periphery, it has—it’s a slice of infinity. And that infinite space, which of course human beings are infinite beings, that’s the power of repetition, that’s what so beautiful about the music Brian keeps talking about it is that it’s suggestive of infinity. Those repeated patterns, those places where it blurs your ability to say, “How long is this? How short is this?” You don’t know anymore. You are inside an infinite space and a series of repetitions that make you lose your sense of near and far and actually create this inner space that Anish is talking about where near and far are not an issue because you’re inside. 

And that inside space is this moral energy that we have as human beings, and are what the Buddhists call the Immeasurables, right? The Immeasurables are things that can’t be quantified and can’t be discussed as material objects, as a painting from this date and that place, but the Four Immeasurable are courage, there is always going to be an infinite amount of courage, you just need to access it and reach for it and bring it into the world, you have an infinite amount of love, you’re carrying an amount of love with you that cannot be quantified, it’s not going to have a limit, you’re not going to have days where you just don’t have love, that’s just the way it is. It’s the opposite—there’s an infinite amount of love. And the amount of love you have for your grandmother or the amount of love she has for you, that changed your life, that shaped your life, the people that shaped your life are things that are infinite, that have no quantity, and so what we’re all trying to do in a world that wants to quantify everything.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What are the two others?

BRIAN ENO: Rick Perry moment.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were thinking.

BRIAN ENO: Rick Perry moment.

(laughter)

PETER SELLARS: There are several traditions. I would say, there’s another one which is generosity, you know, which is giving. And then compassion, those are the four, but giving is this—again in a poverty mentality everybody thinks there’s not enough to go around and as you know when you’ve spent any time in places where people have nothing is that’s where people are the most generous, and the nothing that they have they keep giving and it’s absolutely inexhaustible and it creates this incredibly other way of how to be, because actually giving is inexhaustible and then compassion is something that again, you don’t run out of but what I love about the word and the operation, and what we do obviously in performance it’s about suffering with. 

You know, it’s not that it’s your suffering, it’s not that it’s this other person’s suffering, it’s a shared space, you know, and it’s this idea of sharing space, which is the big project of the twenty-first century is how do we share the planet. How are we sharing? How do we get out of these nightmare structures where we have isolated ourselves, where we’ve built walls and borders and spaces between people to keep them apart, but what actually is it that we share on the planet? How do we share the water, how do we share the air, and how do we share everything else? And so me this is the art project of the twenty-first century, it is collaborative. It is about how we collaborate, it is about how we share space, it’s about how we share everything. 

And so this radical sharing that has no possible way to be calculated, you know, where we’re sharing things that are too precious to actually be treated numerically, that’s very, very, very powerful. And it gets you out of the poverty mentality, because as I said when you’re in places in the world where people have nothing, they’re sharing everything and that quality creates a life force that is truly inexhaustible. And so you say, “How do mothers in the Congo feed their family one more day?” The answer is they do. At the end of the night, the kids have eaten. It defies all realistic expectations. All economic analyses say these people shouldn’t even be alive and yet they are. That is really powerful. And we who, you know, in America literally throw out as much food as we eat every single day. Every single day. You know, we’re worried that, you know, feeding the planet is too difficult when in fact the people who are destroying food are us. And we’re not eating half of everything that’s being produced. We don’t need to produce more, we need to share better. This is the only question. 

(applause)

ANISH KAPOOR: Peter, that’s absolutely beautiful, but can I just—(laughter) sorry, why are you laughing? I mean it deeply sincerely, it is absolutely beautiful. But to in a way come back to what we do as artists. I think what you’re talking about is intimacy. Intimacy. Art is very, very good at saying, come here, and be part of this, and share in this thing that widens, if you like, our human experience.

PETER SELLARS: And a shared experience which means we have a bond now. Because what holds us together is not what kind of car we drive or all these other things, or where we went to school, but that we have now shared an experience. And this shared experience goes across social, cultural, racial lines because in fact experience itself is the only thing that holds us together and so that becomes really radical in cutting across all these areas of separation and the experience itself also what’s so beautiful about the shared experience is we can discuss it the rest of our lives, because we each experienced it differently even though we shared it. So nobody has to win, nobody has to own that, there’s no one way of having that experience, the opposite—there’s infinite ways of having that experience.

ANISH KAPOOR: And that intention matters in the making of that experience. I mean, I think, you know, that it’s sort of ridiculous that someone can spend their life throwing some paint around on a canvas, and it can do this thing to us, it’s ridiculous at one level and yet because it’s intended in a particular direction, the intention comes across in every gesture. And I think that is one of those profoundly mysterious things.

PETER SELLARS: And also super-slippery because again—What I’m always having to deal with in theater is that people’s announced intentions are never what they’re actually doing. And the minute someone announces their intention they’re already lying, whether to you or themselves is a whole interesting set of questions, but it’s a lie. So what you usually have to do is penetrate beyond what the announced intention is to arrive at an impulse and for me that’s the other beauty of intentionality. For me, the way I think of what you’re calling intention is focus and it’s concentration. Because it’s in every meditative practice. It’s just—human being is powerful when they concentrate. A human being is weak when they’re unconcentrated, when you can’t control your own mind, and it’s going all over the place. You are all over the place, you are profoundly weak. And what it means to actually create the moment of concentration which is what makes Vermeer’s lace maker one of the greatest paintings in the world because it’s about a human being just concentrating that intensely is heroic and powerful and overwhelming and of course in Zen practice it has to do with the scale in this case is the quality of attention and the scale comes out of that quality of focus.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There’s a line that you made me think of by Emerson. He says, “the poet is he who is immensely, intensely concentrated.” And he means it in the sense of also a center. Concentrated.

ANISH KAPOOR: It is also repetition. Yet again.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Right.

PETER SELLARS: And it is immersion in a sense that we’re in a culture now which is deliberately a culture of distraction and is deliberately disempowering because we’re kept distracted and I think one of the amazing things is to create a zone in which, like what you do, Brian the zone itself translates you into another level of awareness, of awareness of small events going on, you know, around you, and creates itself presence and again the scale question keeps—you create these immersive pieces that are huge but at the same time they are based on these super tiny things, testing the edge of perception.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I’d like to first look at one of them, I’d like maybe to introduce it in some form, because it has a certain number to it, the number seems really large, nearly infinite, not really, and really very, very grand, and maybe you could give us some context for it.

BRIAN ENO: This is an installation that I’ve been doing for the last few years, showing around. It’s called Seventy-seven Million Paintings, but in fact that’s a huge underestimate now of the number of possible combinations of images that could it show, it’s up into the several hundred billions now but essentially it’s a piece of self-making or what I call generative work that doesn’t ever repeat. The images, the combinations of images, don’t repeat and the music doesn’t repeat, so I think we have a few examples. What you’re seeing is about five meters high, four or five meters high, you’re seeing it still of course, but it’s never still. it’s always changing. Are these stills or will they be, is it changing? I can’t tell, nobody can ever tell if it’s changing, but essentially this is an environment that people—visitors come to and tend to stay in for quite a long time. It’s hard to imagine from looking at these stills what it is they’re seeing. Maybe this thing will run a bit, this is confusing because in fact this never happens in reality. The thing is still, it doesn’t recede into the distance like this is doing. (laughter) I didn’t mean stop it. Sorry. You’re doing a fine job up there, don’t worry. Just ignore me. Is it still running? I don’t know whether it’s running or not. Shortly you will see it settle into the position that you would see it if you were coming in to look at one of these shows. I don’t want to just talk about my work, so you ask the questions.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like you to talk about your work. I have a feeling that some people here may have come to hear you talk about your work.

(laughter)

BRIAN ENO: So actually this is a simulation of one of the shows. These are all photographs from the show but they’re cross-faded into one another to give you an accelerated form of how this works. In fact it doesn’t work by cross-fading, the images constantly mutate in a very continuous and very slow way, so it takes about thirty-five seconds for you to realize that it is actually changing, which is actually too long for a lot of people, who don’t realize and leave in about twenty seconds, but those who stay often stay for a very long time, often several hours, and then they’ll come back the next day, so they are being very repetitive indeed. These shows are always in quite dark rooms and the music is very important to them and I always put very comfortable seats in the room so that people can spend a long time there if they want to, they don’t have to stand up. 

And when I watch people at these shows, as I watch them gradually slide down in their seats until they’re in a sort of almost horizontal position, I realize that what they’re doing and what they’re enjoying is surrendering. Now, this is an idea that I think about a lot, because, you know, on the axis that humans can sort of behavioral repertoire happens, you can go from control to surrender. Control is what you need if you’re building bridges or fighting battles or things like that. Surrender is what you need if you’re dealing with any natural force. You need to be also able to know when it’s in control of you. So I always think surfing is a very good analogy for this. Surfing is an activity where you’re constantly moving between your control mode and your surrender mode. You control the direction you’re going in, but you let the wave take you. 

I think that we don’t dignify the surrender mode very much. We generally dignify the highly quantifiable control mode. It’s the technical mode. It’s the mode by which we all got here today. It’s the highly successful thing that human beings do, which is to control. But the other things that human beings are capable of doing is to live with nature and cooperate with it and be part of it. And not only with nature but with other people and communities and so on. But we don’t dignify that in the same way. So one of the things I think artists want to do is to give you places where you can stop being the you that’s in control and start to become part of something, to be carried along by something, to let yourself go and trust that you’re going to be safe and you’re going to be all right. 

And I think surrendering is something that we—If you look at the range of human activities that allow surrender, which would include religion, sex, drugs, art, all of those experiences, in a way, part of what we’re doing with those is transcending, we’re stopping being us, we’re letting ourselves be—we’re letting our boundaries go, basically, we’re stopping, losing that strict sense of identity about who we are and sort of fading off into other people or other things, so that’s all I’ll say about that. It sounds like a lecture.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think in a way, I mean, I don’t know if you would agree, Anish. This is a roundabout way for Brian to answer the question about the poet in some deep way. And I’m thinking you were mentioning, you know, sex, and I was thinking more even about love, because at least in some languages, not all I was told last night, the Germans don’t quite say it that way, maybe they should speak English or French, (laughter) we do talk about falling in love and the whole notion of in some way being off balance. I mean, you know, sort of not in control.

BRIAN ENO: Well, the whole history of gospel music is about two things, “God lifted me,” that is to say I wasn’t in control, and “everything’s going to be all right,” which is to say I don’t mind not being in control. That’s what the whole feeling of gospel music is about. Celebrating that idea of “I can be lost and not worry about it too much.”

ANISH KAPOOR: It’s of course what the sublime points to. The whole notion of the sublime is the loss of self, the idea that when I look, not only do I disappear, time stops. And time is of course fundamentally mysterious.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Are we again back to scale?

ANISH KAPOOR: Hey, man, yes we are.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m going to see everything very large now. Peter. 

PETER SELLARS: Uh-oh.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I thought you were going to say Paul and we would be in a biblical moment.

BRIAN ENO: If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to use the toilet.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Please, Keith Richards did this once. (laughter) Peter.

PETER SELLARS: Hi Paul.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, Peter and I have such a long history, it must be twelve years ago I feel that we did our first such moment and in a way such a moment is so, you’ve made it more palpable to me in some sense. Because bringing, you know, people are always worried that in our day and age when you can stay in front of a computer why would people come but I would say au contraire, you know, people come because precisely they don’t want to be alone in front of a computer. Or another way I have of saying it is that you can’t tickle yourself. You can, but it’s not quite as rewarding. Peter, you have said—I’m wondering I would like Brian to respond if he could. 

(laughter)

PETER SELLARS: Is this being broadcast into the men’s room?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That once happened. When I had Studs Terkel come, at LACMA where you and I had our first conversation many years back he was miked when he went to the restroom (laughter) and it was not a pretty moment. But you have said art is ultimately about talking to our enemies, and I wonder what you mean by that and whether, actually, whether you would agree, because I think that one of the things Peter does always so well and for some convincingly is always bring it back to moral, political questions, questions of justice and probably of truth ultimately and just to add when I read that comment of yours, when I read that comment I was reminded of Sartre’s line when he was asked why he wrote theater and he said, “because we have to give the voice to our enemies,” is another variation. So, Brian, I wonder what you think about that. (laughter) Go ahead, Peter, I was just commenting.

PETER SELLARS: Basically, I mean, it depends on where you’re seeing your enemies and where you’re not seeing them, you know, and obviously anything that you see that you feel is in opposition to yourself is already shaping and is already outwardly a main source of your identity. And so one of the most important things is to get familiar with everything you think is not you or you think is trying to hurt you, or you think is a threat. And I think it’s super important to become familiar with what you feel you’re threatened by or who you feel you’re threatened by. I mean, we all have this in our own family. You know, it’s the person you’re scared to talk to. And, you know, it probably would be a good idea to start a conversation, you know, because it could eliminate a certain period of violence. And even a faltering, halting conversation is better than the silence of people not trying to deal with each other. 

So it’s one reason why my shows are really hated by a lot of critics because they’re looking for a good show and a successful performance and I’m not interested in that. I’m interested in the capacity for any type of communication to take place, and some nights there’s some and some nights there isn’t, but we have to test that and the only way we know is if we test it, and we can’t test a surefire act of communication because then there’s no achievement. And so you always have to be up against the question of these people may not be able to share something, but we’re going to try. These people may be capable of a level of heroism that is extraordinary and we’ll find out on the night. 

And so for me it’s much more like sports, where, you know, teams are good but you don’t know what the score is going to be and you don’t know how the game is going to go. You really have to be there for the game and you have to be there supporting both sides in some way, you know, because if one side wins forever the game of football no longer exists. You know, the only thing that keeps the sport alive is your enemy, you know, is the team you’re against. And you hope they’re as good as possible because then it’s a good game. If they’re really bad, it’s not a good game so what you want is all sides to be as powerful as possible and you want all sides to be as eloquent as possible and you want all sides to be in the game as fully as possible. 

A lot of the games we see all around us, particularly the political ones and the justice ones are rigged and in fact it’s not fair, both teams aren’t on the field, and that’s the crying question of justice right now in this country, where you’re supposed to be tried by a jury of your peers and that almost never happens. And now the new levels of Guantanamo trials that we’re inventing. It’s beyond belief and this question that justice is only possible when people engage each other face-to-face and when each side does have the opportunity to express themselves fully and deeply, you know, only then will justice be imaginable, and not delivered but imaginable because then once everybody has been eloquent, then the next part of the process begins which is one’s capacity to receive that. 

So that’s why artists are hired is to take incredibly difficult material and render it with beauty. Because beauty has a way of being eloquent. Beauty has a way of causing people to pause where they otherwise would rush on. It has a way of—as Anish’s stopping time because most of us think we’re under such pressure we can’t stop and redo the financial system. All we can do is prop it up every two years when it collapses. The idea of just stopping and saying, “let’s redo this. It has never worked for most people ever. How about rethinking it,” like not a little fix, but really huge rethink? And our job as artists is to take that thing that is considered inconceivable and to say, okay, now we’re going to be in the presence of the inconceivable and begin to become comfortable with it instead of run the other way immediately. 

A lot of the great texts are inconceivable, which is the thrilling thing of testing your ability to digest impossibility. So just take a simple example. What moves history forward is not the likely, which is what most plays and movies are based on, but is in fact the unlikely. The unlikely thing is that Nelson Mandela would become president of South Africa. That is extremely unlikely. The fact that the unlikely occurs. If you go back to the important moments in your life, most of them are unlikely, not likely. In fact it becomes the ability to live with the unlikely, to actually absorb the unlikely and process your life not as what is likely but as what is unlikely. That’s one of our jobs as artists is to increase people’s tolerance for inconceivability, impossibility, and that which is unlikely and create a slight shift in perception in which people give themselves permission to enter this utopian space. That is of course what we’re all holding together, we all hold these things, we all believe them, we just don’t dare enter that utopian space. So what does it mean to give yourself permission to open the door and walk into the utopian space? That’s really powerful and thrilling. You’re the only person who can do it. No one can do it for you, no one can do it on your behalf. That’s what I mean about—you know, the hope is that the work is empowering in a way that people open that door themselves rather than your opening it for them. So when people always accuse me of being, my work is political, I have to explain, no it’s not in a propagandist sense, I’m not telling anyone what to think. I’m just suggesting that they could think. Thinking is possible. And try it. See what happens.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: See if you like it.

PETER SELLARS: And of course in the case of, you know, many drama critics it’s a frightening experience and they have an unpleasant effect. (laughter) But nonetheless it’s available as a space you can enter. And also when I think the heart of a lot of our work and what makes Anish’s work so overwhelming is it’s—the way it prepares you to live inside a contradiction, not to say I’m going to resolve this contradiction and then we’ll be fine, but actually to recognize that we’re living within contradiction which is why we’re on earth and how you create out of that crisis of contradiction. You know, what Osvaldo Golijov called or what you just said, is love lifted me, how in fact the contradiction is that incredible moment of surrender, because the contradiction is so deep you have to give up in some way. 

But part of the surrender and, you know, what I love about surrender is not just creating a concave place, so your receiving self takes over, which is totally beautiful, but surrender is also give everything you have, give it up, so it’s also take anything you value, you know, what’s so great in the Quran, you know, where you have to give to the stranger, you know, and it doesn’t say give the thing in the back of your house you haven’t used for twenty years and you never wanted and when the stranger shows up give them that, and finally it’s gone. You know, you’re supposed to give to the stranger the most precious thing that is reserved for the guests. You know, you’re supposed to give something that is of incredible value to you. 

And so creating the conditions in which people are able to surrender something that is precious, rather than something that never meant anything, but how do you give up something that is really deep and closely held and how do you let go of that and how do you offer it? And how does this offering again connect you to a cycle that is not about having or not having but is about, as you said, Brian, surrender, which is once you give, you can receive, and until you give you’re incapable of receiving, and so this first step of surrender is just this complete offering and that’s why—what I feel so deeply about Anish’s work is nothing happens until somebody has put their own blood on the altar, you know, where the fluids we’re working with involve sacrifice and there needs to be a sacrifice for anything to move forward and where does the sacrifice come from and how do you offer it and how do you offer, how do you sacrifice something unbelievably precious?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like us to look at image 2 if we could.

PETER SELLARS: Oh no.

ANISH KAPOOR: It seems to me, Peter, that one of the things you’re talk about of course is something that happens in all art, which is the statement that there is the self and the other. All art does that one way or the other and that, of course, there’s no such thing as an innocent eye. We always look either with envy, with mistrust, with love, with whatever. There’s no open, plain, looking, just looking. We always look with intention, in other words. But fundamentally somewhere there is a kind of knowing that the self and the other are really the same. And that we—it’s if you like a historical, cultural something, suspicion that we carry that somewhere we’re able to put it down and that art, if you like, is one of the instruments that allows us somehow to put it down.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There is this ideal, I think, to arrive at immediacy after reflection, somehow to be able after, I mean because we are knowing creatures, I mean, we want to know. But we also want to somehow feel and for the knowing not to get in the way. What do you love about surrender? Peter said what he loved about surrender and it was a phrase that struck me as very strong.

BRIAN ENO: First of all I would like to rethink surrender as an act of—we tend to think of surrender—as you were saying, we tend to think of it as you do that. It’s not that at all. Surrendering is act of choice, it’s an active thing to do. So we use the word passive—action passion so I think of surrender as a kind of passion, something that you choose to allow yourself to do and it’s an articulate choice, it’s not the only and worst option that you have. It’s an articulate choice when control isn’t the right thing to do.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But passion isn’t not active.

BRIAN ENO: The corollary is not active and passion—action and passion, they’re both different forms of activity.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because the passion is, you know, if you think of it, it’s also an assault on the being. It’s a suffering. There is not just a receiving.

BRIAN ENO: You can think of it like that. You can think of it as an extremity of feeling, actually, of an extremity of sort of unquantified and unarticulable feeling, allowing something, some passion to overtake you, to not say to yourself, hold on, this isn’t reasonable, what am I doing here? I can’t put a number on this.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, there’s this line of Lessing where he says that, “all passions, even unpleasant, are as passions pleasant.” In some form or fashion they are not just the negative, they imbibe our lives.

BRIAN ENO: But I think when we take part in this process or we’re looking at art or having sex or doing drugs or all the other things I would classify as a similar group of activities I think what we’re doing is more specific than we’ve been implying. There is something quite particular about looking at a particular artwork and saying to yourself, “I like this, okay, I understand I like this. But why do I like this? What world is being suggested by this? What set of rules and assumptions are embodied in this?” For instance, just to go back to the example I gave earlier, if I like Terry Riley’s “In C,” it’s not only because I like the sound of it, it’s also because it embodies a picture of how things can be and how things can happen and how things can be created and how they can evolve. Which chimes with me, it resonates with me, it makes sense. I don’t think—Whenever you look at a work of art. You’re never just seeing the work, you’re seeing a whole set of suggestions about what kind of world is being believed in to make this thing happen.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: As we slowly close. 

BRIAN ENO: Close? I’ve just started.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Believe me, we can keep on going with great pleasure. As we slowly close, an old trick of mine to give the audience a sense that we’re moving. There is a sense in which I want to inspire in you all great attention. Let’s get on to that. Tell us a little bit about it, in the context of this work, you have said, “Philosophically, my art is deeply Indian.” I’d love to know a little bit more about this work of art.

ANISH KAPOOR: This is a work called Svayambh. Svayambh in Sanskrit means autogenerated, self-made. It’s a conceit of course. Yes, I cast a block of wax, in this case. I don’t know if—Do you have another image of it, or is this the only one?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think it’s the only one, I’m sorry.

ANISH KAPOOR: No matter. In this case a big block of wax, about thirty tons of wax, bigger than this stage, twice as big as this stage and tall, and I’ve set it on rails and moved it very, very slowly through a gallery which had a series of doors and, of course, as it moved through the galleries it sort of squeezed itself through the doors and left the residue as if the building was kind of shitting this object, you know, really. (laughter) It’s deeply visceral. 

I’ve worked with color all my life and feel that color, especially as material, as stuff, is both present as a physical thing and has a kind of illusory other reality, so in a way it becomes mythological. Color as stuff isn’t just other, it’s both other and present at the same time, and of course this work is attempting to use the building as a mold. You know, when you make sculpture, you pour it into the negative space in an object, pour something, pour a plaster or whatever else, and then remove the shell and you have the object, so this is—you think of that idea in a different way, pushing something through the negative spaces of the building to make an object. Nothing happens, of course. The first few times it’s performed, it makes itself, and then it keeps moving back and forth, back and forth very, very slowly. 

What I’m interested in is what happens both to the object and to the meaning of the object. This is the Haus der Kunst in Munich, a building that Hitler opened as the first kind of museum of art for the new Reich, and in this building this work, of course, became, as you can imagine, a train of blood and all that resulted from Nazism. Now, that’s not where I wanted to go particularly. I didn’t set out to make that work. In fact I made this work in a completely different space originally and it had a completely other set of meanings. So meaning and place of course are deeply related to each other but what I’m interested in also is that it’s geological, that it takes place, in a way, very, very, very slowly. That things change. Color has a physical, visceral effect on you that is somewhere between blood and meat, that it’s full of all sorts of emotive and very real things. What else can I say?

PETER SELLARS: Even in London. You don’t have to be in Hitler’s museum.

ANISH KAPOOR: I’m more interested in it when it’s less emotive than that, frankly. In this particular building it had that association. I’m much more interested in it when it’s a little distant, when you have to work a little bit harder for the meaning to emerge. Abstract art has this wonderful possibility which is that it can go to the beginning of things and I mean by that of course consciousness. Where do we come from? How is that color, especially when you take away all the tools of recognition, when it’s not a square, when it’s not a triangle, when it’s not a person. When it’s not—Something else comes to be. It’s not incidental that Barnett Newman used, you know, titles like Day One, In the Beginning, these moments of origin speak, if you like, of a notion about where we originate, where consciousness comes from, where in ourselves there is if you like that void of nonbeing out of which we emerge, so I think it’s—it’s worth spending a life on to start with.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Is that where the Indian philosophical background and tradition comes in?

ANISH KAPOOR: I’ve always resisted in one way or the other the sense that just because I’m Indian, that means that one has to look at everything I do in terms of Indianness. However, and I say that, and I’ve said it again and again and tried to persuade the art world that that’s a very narrow way to look at what one might do as an artist. Sadly, over the last fifteen years or so the art world’s gone even further in that direction. You know, you have artists from all over the world and you look at their work in terms of their place of origin. Now you would never do that to an American artist. Let’s say Robert Gober for example. He’s just as exotic as I am. You know, I think he’s gay and he’s making work about that, some part of the work he’s making has to do with that experience. Now am I going to say that that’s the only way to look at the work? It’s completely wrong. I think we have to fight back, we have to fight for a much bigger cosmopolitan cultural view. However—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I want the however.

ANISH KAPOOR: I am Indian and it matters to me and there is if you like a philosophical tradition of the object that I feel is vital. The notion that an object makes itself, you know, is—I didn’t discover it, it’s an old one, and it’s one that has deep Indian roots. They’re religious in the end, philosophically religious. So I think these things come and come again.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And come back to haunt you, come to inhabit you.

ANISH KAPOOR: Won’t leave you alone, yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They pull at you.

ANISH KAPOOR: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the course of these rather heady rich days it’s come back again and again. I think of the conversation with Jessye Norman and the fact that you know, yes of course Schubert, yes of course Beethoven, yes of course Mozart, but Marian Anderson, I’ve got to go back to that in some deep sense and those roots and Osvaldo Golijov also, I mean, one goes back in some ways to the music one discovered in the synagogue, let us say.

BRIAN ENO: I think what Anish is saying is that of course you can acknowledge the soil from which something grows, but you shouldn’t think that that’s necessarily all it’s about. One of the terrible problems of making pop music is that critics always think that the words of the song are what it’s about (laughter) and that therefore the emotions or the particular state of adolescence of the singer is what all of the music is about. When I first started making music that didn’t have words, people were really at a loss to know how they could read these, you know. Because they didn’t know what words to put to it. And when a critic doesn’t know what words to put to it, they feel a little bit lost, because they don’t think they’ve got a job then. In fact there are lots of ways of talking about art other than that sort of interpretative way which says, “He’s Indian, therefore it must something to do with India, you know, it must be some sort of restatement of Indian philosophy.” There are lots of other ways of talking about Anish’s work.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It seems to me one of the least interesting in the sense that one of the things it does is it boxes in, it makes you fit, but not if, and however, as you said, that not if that tradition in some way lives within you and enriches the rest of the experience. 

ANISH KAPOOR: I think one has to divide this up into different bits. It seems to me that, you know, yeah, of course there are parts of it that fit well and others that are awkward, that don’t fit so well, the question though is about what is it in art that takes art forward, that takes us forward emotionally in that sense? And it seems to me that that is often a formal argument, and very rarely is it just an emotional argument or a cultural argument, it’s often a—so inventiveness in other words is formal inventiveness, it’s something to do with how you open up new bits of language and I don’t think those are just culturally specific. Those are to do with a much, much, much richer ambitious plate, if you like, and so that’s where the real problem is, the problem is in formal invention and not just in whether it relates to, you know, some ritual in Taiwan or wherever it is that I happen to come from as an artist.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing, really, Brian, you have said you compare living today to living in 1911 and trying to imagine what the future of film would look like. I’d like you to expand a little bit on this.

BRIAN ENO: Did I say that?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, you did.

(laughter)

BRIAN ENO: I think I was—what I was actually talking about was the Internet, actually. So I said, imagine if you saw a film in 1911, imagine how impossible it would be to think of somebody like Martin Scorsese or Alfred Hitchcock or Terminator 3 or whatever, you couldn’t imagine the future of cinema from what you’d seen then. It would look like a limited and uninteresting medium, and I think that about a lot of the things that are going on now, the beginnings of some of the video games you see which still look a little bit stupid, because they ultimately nearly all involve killing people and wearing funny clothes, which of course I can’t bear the thought of, as you can imagine (laughter), but you have to look at these media as though you’re looking at cinema in 1904 or something like that. So just imagine you’re seeing the very first beginnings. 

You know, all the apps you see on the iPod, the iPad, just imagine that they’re the very beginnings of new art forms, and there are some—if you look at it that way, you know, it’s a little bit like looking at one of those French films of a train coming into a station and that’s the film, nothing else happens. And you know how audiences thought, that’s amazing but it will never be art, of course it was just a demonstration of a trick at that time. So all the things we’re looking at as new tricks, things that seem rather cute and clever and you know people have them on their iPhones and so on.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You have created your own trick.

BRIAN ENO: I have an app. I don’t want to advertise it. I’m embarrassed.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Just don’t advertise it. Talk about it a little bit. 

BRIAN ENO: Okay, well, I made with my friend Peter Childers an app called “Bloom,” which is actually a piece of music that never plays the same way twice, and you activate it. Some of you might know that app because it’s one of the most popular music apps available, first that actually did sound like music rather than something cute to tiddle around with and I think it’s the beginning of a—I humbly say, I think it’s the beginning of a new art form.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The beginning of—

BRIAN ENO: And not only is it the beginning of, it’s rather a good version of the beginning of. You remember created from the bottom up not the top down and of course the reality is that it’s both of those things at once. So this is an example of a little box of seeds that you can buy and carry around on the computer in your pocket, which is your phone, and when you choose to activate it then the seeds will grow and perform in a different way than they ever have done before. That’s it. It’s generative art for the pocket.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There’s a line of yours, where Brian, you say, “we always want art to be at least as complex as our understanding of things.” I’d love Peter to comment on that and then Anish. I will say it to you, listen carefully, it’s rather good. “We always want art to be at least as complex as our understanding of things.”

ANISH KAPOOR: Let me ask you guys something. Are you wearing your Rolex watches? Where are they, where’s your Rolex watches? 

BRIAN ENO: Since you’ve mentioned Rolex, before we forget to say this a big thank-you to Rolex for putting this together.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Can you try, though, to answer?

ANISH KAPOOR: One more time.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Maybe I should make Brian comment on it. We always want art to be—I thought this would be highly inspiring to you—they’re not inspired by your words—We always want art to be at least as complex as our understanding of things.

ANISH KAPOOR: Well, I’m pretentious enough to think that I’m pretty complex, and I want the art I look at to be at least as complex as me. Somewhere there.

PETER SELLARS: At the same time, what you did, Brian, and a generation with you is they allowed art to be simple again as well because complexity was valued out of proportion as a quality. And in fact a lot of the things that we need to fix the world now, you don’t need an advanced degree to figure out. A lot of things are actually really simple that need to be done. They’re not complex. And in the overcomplexification of everything, that that’s been used as a way to disempower everyone. Nobody’s an expert. You want to say, “get over it.” You know, there are a whole bunch of human things that any child could tell you that we really need to have happen.

ANISH KAPOOR: But, Peter, we want that deeply complex thing to be embodied in an utterly simple form.

PETER SELLARS: The thing I always love to quote is that Einstein thing of, “Everything should be stated just as simply as possible and no simpler.” Right? We’re in a period now where things are drastically simplified and that’s not satisfying, or hypercomplexified, as in law, medicine, and a bunch of other things that have been complexified to a place where—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Where nobody can read them anymore.

PETER SELLARS: Just a place where law doesn’t become about justice anymore, it becomes about something else. That’s a crisis. And we’re in a crisis of overcomplexifiication of many topics that have lost the trace of their original reason to exist. I think we’re in a really interesting phase where the minimalism, if you will, that both of these guys represent is really salutary and helpful, you know, just to get us back to real principles and a kind of clarity, and a kind of place from which it is possible to act instead of a place from which you say, “Oh my God, nobody can act.” And so for me that’s extremely useful at the moment. 

At the same time, if I could just make a really simple case for the satisfaction of Rolex creating across this weekend in public what they do in private and in fact one of the most complex but very simple things is creating spaces where people can meet each other and people who needed to talk could finally talk and people who needed to meet could finally meet and there is space in people’s lives that has been earmarked for exchange and I think there is nothing more valuable on earth than that. And thank you. That is crucial and the exchange across generations is really important. I mean, it’s great to have us oldsters up here, but what’s really going on is us getting to meet artists of the younger generation and again sharing our lives and sharing our space and finding points of contact and points of opening and points of another type of imagination of things that moves across generations. And those places for exchange and those programs that are about insisting that all of us are a part of an exchange, there is nothing more valuable and that is permanently complex and the simplest thing on earth. 
(Applause) 
PAUL HOLDENGRABER: Brian Eno, Peter Sellars, Anish Kapoor, thank you very much. 

(Applause)  
PAGE  
1
LIVEEnoKapoorSellars_11.13TranscriptQUERIES


