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Introduction

Everything started with Peter Fischli and David Weiss. I was born in May 1968 in Zurich and then again seventeen years later when, as a teenager, I met Peter and David. It was the beginning of a neverending conversation with artists. My other important source of inspiration was Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Artists, especially because he doesn’t differentiate between artists and architects and sees some of his contemporaries as historic figures.

The book that convinced me I had to record my conversations with artists was The Brutality of Fact which gathered the interviews David Sylvester had done with Francis Bacon over many decades. Although I’d had many exchanges with artists, I only started to record them around 1991–1993 thanks to Felix Gonzalez-Torres. Felix thought it was too formal to sit in a TV studio, as we had done, and he said we needed to find a more informal way of having a conversation, just record it as if we were in a café. That led to the format I have used ever since, and I have these conversations wherever they can happen.

Then Rosemarie Trockel told me later that she thought it was important to talk to a range of people – not only artists of my own generation, or of my own time, but also pioneers in their eighties, nineties and one hundreds, and to make sure I recorded their memories, which could be seen as a protest against forgetting.

I would always use the word ‘conversation’ rather than ‘interview’ for what I do – once it starts it is infinite and doesn’t stop. It can also be that sometimes one just has to come up with a different format. Such is the case with Hans-Peter Feldmann, who was in my first kitchen show, and with whom I have been working and curating projects for more than twenty-five years. Throughout this friendship he always resisted the idea of a recorded conversation until about five years ago when we decided that I would send him a question by email and he would answer with an image. It has continued ever since. I did something similar with Louise Bourgeois: I would send her a question and she would answer by emailing back a drawing.

Early on, Alighiero Boetti encouraged me to ask not only what artists can do in the existing structures, but what they would like to do. He told me that artists are often invited to do the same thing over and over – solo and group shows in museums, biennales and galleries – but there are so many other possibilities, so many other projects that they might want to do. This is why I often ask about their unrealized projects.

So I think the key thing is to listen; in a way conversations are all about being able, or learning, to listen. Hearing about these unrealized projects is for me maybe the most important thing because then I can sometimes help make them happen.

In a way, I’ve been thinking about these conversations as if they were a garden – Thomas Bayrle told me early on that you need different ‘knowledge gardens’. After I did my first kitchen show in 1991, I needed such a garden of research that would give me new ideas, and that’s when I started to do conversations with scientists, architects, poets and novelists, so that there would always be parallel things I would do, or parallel realities. I’ve got about 2,500 hours now and they can obviously be categorized in different ways.

I hope this version, this collection of nineteen conversations with artists and architects from all over the world, which is a small fragment of the archive, can be a toolbox of creative thought. We have brought together art and architecture (as Vasari did in the original Lives of the Artists) because keeping disciplines together is more urgent; often the connections between supposedly different areas are the most inspiring, and many of the figures here have worked in a variety of disciplines. This book aims at going beyond the fear of pooling knowledge.

Hans Ulrich Obrist
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Hockney has three different studios: one in Bridlington, East Yorkshire, one in South Kensington, and one in Los Angeles. In 2006 I made my first visit to South Ken, and then Hockney invited me to Bridlington. What follows contains extracts from the conversations we had during both of these studio visits. When we met, Hockney had just moved back to Yorkshire after a long stay in Los Angeles, where he has his third studio, and the interview covers all three studios and how, rather than belonging to one place, Hockney works with the geography of each to create his paintings.

Hockney has always been a painter, but when we met he was becoming interested in technology and how digital technology can be a tool for an artist. He has always been interested in mediums beyond painting, including making films and writing books, but he also makes digital paintings, on his iPhone and iPad; but of course he always returns to painting. Painting never stops.







Mass media/social media

DAVID HOCKNEY: The image is very powerful and very memorable.


HANS ULRICH OBRIST: It’s quite early on in the film [Fritz Lang, Metropolis, 1926].



DH: They all live underground by the end of the film and this is what struck me: if you film a crowd with one camera they’re one mass, but if you film it with eighteen cameras they’re not, they’re all individuals. That’s what’s happening elsewhere in the world. The mass world is dying because of technology. And a new world is emerging where the individual has more power. And I’m wondering if images … Did that image in that 1926 film, did that influence in any way events afterwards? The view of the masses? Did it? Because the masses started to be murdered.


Or did it anticipate it as a feeling? It could be either way …



DH: Yeah, yeah, yeah, but the mass world had only just begun about then. […] Film right now – Hollywood – is trying what they call 3D, but I would point out that it isn’t really 3D because with real 3D you choose where to look. But a film director is always going to tell you where to look. That’s how you make the story with one camera, meaning it is edited, cut. But if you have eighteen cameras you don’t need to tell it like that because in a sense the viewer begins to decide where to look.


And like you do with the paintings.



DH: It means the viewer has more choices and it seems to me that is reflecting what is happening now. Do you think for instance that Hitler and Stalin saw that movie?


Lang’s film? That’s an interesting question.



DH: You know, I pointed out if you watched Metropolis on an iPad, a young person might think it was a grainy black-and-white film made in starving Weimar Germany. Well, no, it wasn’t. It was really a million-dollar movie and it was made in a very rich country. Compared to other places in the world, it was very, very rich at the time. And we are led to believe otherwise. People were attracted to film. You know the story about Michael Curtiz, who was the Hungarian who directed Casablanca. He was one of the inventors of Hollywood. And there is a story about when he saw the first film ever, which was in a café in Budapest, a bohemian café in about 1900, and somebody set up the projector and winded it up. But he noticed one thing, it wasn’t the story of the film, he noticed that everybody watched it. He said not everybody goes to the opera, not everybody goes to the theatre but they will go to the cinema. And he was right, wasn’t he? When cinema first appeared it was thrilling for people; seeing a moving picture was thrilling.

Well let’s face it, 1926, neither were in power quite, but I would have suspected that many people saw it, it was a million-dollar movie in 1926, when you think it cost a great deal to make. Floods, fire, storms, and so on.


One of the things which I felt was also fascinating, in 2007 you did this very, very big painting for the Summer Exhibition at the Royal Academy. Obviously these huge spaces lead to bigger formats and to a bigger immersion.



DH: You know for instance Matisse’s great remark about colour was that two kilos of blue are a lot bluer than one kilo of blue. It’s very good and profound actually. Meaning that colour has an effect, the bigger the scale. And that’s why people are affected by the colour; it’s the scale of it. It’s this crowd scene that’s got me; it’s this very, very powerful image in Fritz Lang.


So you go back and back to it.



DH: The way they’re all seen as totally passive. Of course we’d had industrialization and so there are masses, everywhere, in Europe. But the image is unbelievably strong and powerful and sticks in your head. I’d recommend this book called Bloodlands by Timothy Snyder. It’s a horror story, it’s horrifying, when they starved the peasants in the Ukraine, I mean there were three and a half million. And in the book it’s included in a sense with the Holocaust. Fourteen and a half million people were murdered. These were not just victims of war; they were deliberately murdered by two governments, one in Berlin and one in Moscow.


It was genocide.



DH: Yes, on a massive scale. But I’m pointing out that you can only have mass killing in the age of the mass media, and the mass media that you can control. It meant that they could control all information. Which you cannot now, simply because of technology. The technology made that, but now it’s making something different. What’s fascinating is that that is what is altering today because everything that is the mass media is actually crumbling. That’s why advertisers are researching how to reach the masses. It was perfectly easy for fifty years. Just look at television. But that doesn’t work now. A massive audience on television is now ten million. In the 1950s a massive audience on television was thirty-five million. It’s shrunk and it will shrink more. Lucille Ball – you know I Love Lucy – her audience at times was thirty million, because of course there wasn’t anything much else. But that will never happen again, we won’t get that again.


So the question for you is to make a film which will be about that new condition.



DH: Exactement. Because the individual now has more power. That is why I watch Mr Murdoch on television because I knew his power was going to diminish because of the technology and he knew it too. He’s not a fool. He knows it. He tried to buy MySpace to see if he could control it but you can’t control things that way any more. Facebook might have five hundred million people on it but they are not all seeing the same thing. That’s the point. If you think about it the period of mass media was also the period of stars. It needed stars. Now the new media doesn’t, your friends are the stars. If you notice that’s what’s happening, stars aren’t what they were. We are living in a world of cheap celebrity. It’s the last fling of the mass media trying to keep people interested in others that they can control.


It’s disappearing. Are you on Facebook?



DH: No, but I am on Twitter. I don’t tweet, but I do observe it. For instance the day after my show opened here, I went to Baden-Baden because I was tired. But in Baden-Baden I followed the critics on Twitter. I then realized that Twitter was the totally new space; that the newspaper wasn’t really telling you what it really was, they were telling you that you could tweet just a little message that can’t be that many letters. But it isn’t just that because people can post something on it. Therefore I read reviews, but I also read comments on the reviews. The old schoolmaster critic is over, because people can write back now saying, ‘Well I don’t think that at all.’ Then I realized this whole new space had opened up. I can see that the press are very, very frightened now. The Guardian for instance, it’s losing a great deal of money, every week it loses three million pounds. How long can it go on? They have a website; it’s not bad, quite well designed. But it is still free, they’re not making any money on it. And they daren’t charge yet because if they did the audience might disappear. You know, in 1810 The Times of London cost one shilling, which was quite a lot of money at the time. But why? Because for a hundred years or more its main news was called the ‘Shipping News’, which told you what ships were coming in and going out and what their cargoes were. It was for merchants and tradesmen who needed this information. It was specialized information for people who could read it. It wasn’t for everybody: if you weren’t a merchant, you wouldn’t be too interested. And in a way newspapers have slowly become … here’s another thing, if they think they can use the iPad they’ll use it, but I am noticing something else. In a way, on the iPad or the computer, the individual becomes an editor, you start choosing. Just as a parallel here is a story that is true. In 1920 some American futurologist predicted that by 1960 you would need so many telephone operators that there would be hardly any other jobs left. Now his calculations turned out to be correct. By 1960 everybody was a telephone operator, they dialled themselves, they had become the operator, so you had millions of operators. He was correct. But he didn’t foresee one little thing that made it easier. I think we are now seeing something a bit similar. The old newspaper thinks that you will just do that, but will you? How long do I want to spend in a morning on trying to find out what is going on in the world? I am a newspaper reader and I have been a newspaper reader for sixty years; I’ve been reading the Guardian. But today do I really want to read loads of information, like the sports section I never open? If it didn’t exist I wouldn’t notice. OK, sport is a now, meaning that you want an account of what happened right away. I’ve pointed out that in the future of television there will only be two things: sports or disasters because they are both ‘now’, they have to be ‘now’. No one wants to see last week’s football game when you know the result. It has to be now. But sport is easier to depict than disasters; sport is organized so that it is easy to depict. In fact, I remember when someone blew up the Federal Building in Kansas City, what ten, fifteen years ago, I put on the television and watched it and I remember one thing: the television crews are outside and people are rushing in, and they tried to ask somebody what’s it like and he said, ‘It’s not like television in there, it’s horrible.’ Television glamorizes, the camera glamorizes, and he’s saying that it’s not glamorous in there, dead bodies coming out. And television couldn’t show you that. It’s good for sport but not that good for this. But I knew that everybody would be interested because it was a big event and you’re thinking, ‘OK, so what can I know about it?’ I’ll tell you what else I am thinking: what we call the art world – of which I am a part, I earn a living in it – it has given up on certain things. One of them was depiction, how do you depict the visible world? People think that one camera can show you reality. But it can’t, really. Once you have abandoned depiction in a way, or abandoned image, you’re abandoning what is the most powerful thing. Images are the most powerful thing. Damien Hirst made some powerful images, although not many because they repeat. This is what I am exploring right now.


So you think that this crowd idea might produce an image for this new condition?



DH: What I am going to do is get forty people. We’ve got this shape but if you have different events going on; somebody fighting somebody … I’ll think of things to do. You the viewer won’t be able to see them all at the same time because this picture is eighteen different times anyway. One picture is one time. It’s all the same time in every corner of the picture.


So it is parallel realities?



DH: Well it is closer, first of all to how we see, but also now closer to what we are becoming in a way. As I say, the Arab Spring is simply about this, it’s about new technology giving people more power, that’s all it is. And it will happen here, it will happen everywhere. Governments will have a harder time governing because you’ve got new forms of power for the individual. And no one knows what’s going to happen; I think a lot of people are very frightened by it.


All authorities are being challenged. With the internet everyone can be a museum curator …



DH: Which I can see would be dangerous. I mean we need authority in some form. But it is happening whether we like it or not. The whole thing is that, for the individual, once you move to this technology, it’s simply having more power. But I think when it comes to news, there are ways to find out. If some event is happening, there are few ways, one of them is Twitter, oh yeah.


So you really follow Twitter?



DH: Well I don’t spend that much time on it, but I am aware of it. I was more fascinated by it than I thought. I was aware that the newspapers would be frightened of it because it is their territory and they’re not … It’s a fascinating thing, this.


So you think media is crumbling slowly but then it might suddenly speed up?



DH: I think so. I just read in Private Eye – you have to get this kind of information from Private Eye – that the Guardian has organized a kind of weekend to meet the writers with the readers. They asked me to go along, but I said I’m too deaf, I can’t really participate like that very easily. Anyway they organized it and had all these speakers and all that and Private Eye pointed out that when they added up all funds they lost two hundred thousand pounds. How long can you go on? They’re fighting a losing battle. But I’m pointing out that I don’t think it will work like that on here [taps iPad], you become an editor on here. Depending on what kind of story you are looking for, I know where to go and look.

I’m an observer of Twitter; it’s an unbelievably fascinating space.


Google Alert is good.



DH: There are all kinds of things. These are new spaces and this is why the newspapers know that they are doomed. The Evening Standard is now given away for free but they have to pay London Transport quite a lot of money to clear up afterwards. Well, there’s a metaphor if ever I saw one of the old dying media because in the end you’ll be reading it on an iPad which you don’t have to clean up. And probably the next form of screen will be, well they’re working on folding screens, so if you have a screen that big you’ll be able to fold it out that much and it can be very thin. So that’s the future, you can see that because of the way they distribute it. I could never get the Herald Tribune, they used to say we’ll deliver anywhere in Europe, it’s not true because I would have been the only subscriber in Bridlington. Bridlington being isolated they would have had to have schlepped it over from York. They wouldn’t do it. But I can now subscribe to The New York Times, the whole thing. It’s the only one I subscribe to on this. There is far too much in these fucking newspapers. All kinds of things, but I never read the sports pages, there are loads of pages I don’t read. I do now, more and more, read the financial pages because I’ve realized that they can be truer than the other pages. I pointed out why to somebody, I said you see on the front page you might have, it might say, ‘Too Much Pornography in Manchester, Says Chief Constable’. But the financial pages might say, ‘Bigger Demand for Pornography in Manchester’. I read the same things, but from a different point of view you have a different reaction. So I am aware that this is where it’s going. There’s no newspaper industry any more.

You know I’ve got hundreds of letters addressed ‘David Hockney, Bridlington’ and they get delivered. They all come, loads of them. Very nice, a lot of them.


It’s very interesting, your idea about Lang and Germany and that this [film] will premiere over there.



DH: Well I am assuming that the images of the masses in that film are very powerful, when they are all underground marching into an elevator, and I am pointing out that the mass killing started seven years after that. Did Hitler and Stalin see that film? Probably. They say that there were more people in Eisenstein’s film than took part in the Revolution. I mean how many people were killed, murdered. It’s horrifying. It’s why I argue when a doctor said to me a hundred million were killed by tobacco in the twentieth century, I said you can’t say that. A hundred million people were killed for political reasons in the twentieth century and their deaths were horrible. Your deaths were people dying in their bed. You can’t say they were ‘killed’ like that. You can’t use that word in the same way, it’s too overloaded. Especially in the twentieth century.


It’s been so wonderful to meet you again. Maybe we could meet up again when you come to London.



DH: I prefer to be in Bridlington. My only health problem is my hearing. I don’t like noise and prefer solitude. Listening is quite hard work for me. I prefer to have a quiet life.

Portraits of Los Angeles


When did you arrive in Los Angeles?



DH: I came back on June 15 of last year and I’ve been here ever since. I’m staying for a while. I started working on a series of portraits towards the end of July. I’ve now done twenty-six of them, I think.


How do you paint them?



DH: The subjects come to the house and sit here for three days while I paint them. It takes me from fifteen to eighteen hours to complete each portrait. I’m getting a strong sense of individuality from each of the participants, which is one of the main reasons I’m doing them. They’ll all be very different, highly individual, in the same way that we are. We’re all different, aren’t we? Pass me that cigarette, thank you.


Do you use preliminary studies for the portraits? Or do you paint the subjects directly?



DH: I sketch them first with charcoal, which generally takes forty minutes. And once I’ve got it, I start painting the heads, which usually take me three hours.


How extraordinary: a whole new portrait gallery.



DH: We did show nine of them at the de Young Museum in San Francisco – including the portrait of [art dealer] Larry Gagosian – but that was it. I’ve painted twenty-two more since then, so I’ve probably done about thirty altogether. It’s a great project. I’m very excited about it.


They’re incredibly powerful portraits. Are the sitters all born-and-bred Angelenos?



DH: Pretty much. [Art critic] Martin Gayford is one of the few exceptions, along with my brother, who flew in from Australia for the show in San Francisco. I painted him while he was here. Oh, I don’t like San Francisco, it’s such a bore. Such a bore! No smoking! I am a happy smoker, for a start. That boy in the T-shirt, meanwhile, lives in Israel. I told him that if he came to LA I’d paint him – so he came. ‘Just do it,’ he said.


How did you choose the chair that’s featured in the portraits?



DH: Well, I just chose it. I started out by playing around with the furniture, which is why there are two separate portraits of Gregory [Evans, Hockney’s curator and manager of business and exhibitions] sitting in two different chairs. It wasn’t until later that I realized that it was probably best if I painted all the subjects in the same space and the same chair.


How did this year’s exhibition at the de Young Museum in San Francisco differ from your 2012 show at the Royal Academy of Arts in London?



DH: Only ten per cent of the works on display at the de Young were shown at the RCA. The scope and range of the San Francisco exhibition was much broader.


Hence its title, ‘A Bigger Exhibition’.



DH: They told me it couldn’t be called ‘A Bigger Picture’ [the title of Hockney’s exhibition at the RCA, 2012], so I said, ‘Well, why don’t we just call it “A Bigger Exhibition”?’ And that’s exactly what it turned out to be.


Did you ask the de Young to change its colour scheme for the show?



DH: Yes, I did. I can’t stand white walls and white cubes. Gregory chose the colour for the walls. Gregory did it! [Showing the film of the de Young exhibition] I mean, look at that green on that red! The exhibition attracted two hundred and forty thousand visitors in twelve weeks. We filmed it with three high-definition cameras, which is why you’re getting a much better colour. Yeah, it was a good show. Even The New York Times had to admit that they’d ignored my work for too long.


Is the landscape with the trees in your studio something you painted here?



DH: Yes, I made it when I first got back to LA. I was trying out acrylic paint based on some drawings I’d made in the garden. It was an experiment, nothing more, before I got started on the portraits. I did this one because J-P [Jean-Pierre Goncalves de Lima, Hockney’s studio assistant] and I both felt like this. It’s based on Van Gogh’s Eternity. Have you seen this [Joe Sacco’s illustrated panorama, The Great War: July 1, 1916: The First Day of the Battle of the Somme]? This is fantastic. It’s done like a Chinese scroll, with no vanishing points. It’s amazing. And it goes on and on and on … Latrines … Somebody having a pee … It’s all in there and it’s so much better than film or photography.


So Vincent Van Gogh’s Old Man in Sorrow (On the Threshold of Eternity) was the starting point for your new series of portraits?



DH: Yeah. I knew of the painting, so I just asked J-P to pull it off the internet and print it.


Are you concurrently pursuing your digital work with the iPhone and iPad?



DH: I haven’t been doing so much digital stuff lately because I’m focusing on the portraits and drawing on canvas. I’m painting people, and I do it without cameras, with just my two eyes to look at them. I think that’s how I get the volumes. When you place the portrait of Merle [Glick, Hockney’s dentist] next to that of John Baldessari, you can tell that John’s much taller, can’t you? And indeed, if he stood up he would be a lot bigger than Merle. It’s amazing: all you have to do is sit somebody down and they will always sit slightly differently. They all do, everybody does.


Do you converse with your sitters while you’re painting them?



DH: I can’t talk when I’m working. Once I’ve started, I remain silent. But I’m more than happy to chat while they’re making themselves comfortable. I then draw as quickly as possible to catch certain affects – like a slouch, or the boy saying, ‘Just do it.’ They’re drawn very, very quickly. And then painted. Painting is a much slower process. I catch the person. I do catch them.


How do you choose the background colours?



DH: I just alter them slightly from one portrait to the next.


How many more are you hoping to paint?



DH: I might do a thousand, I really don’t know yet. I’m saying I’ll do fifty, but I’ll keep on going until I grow tired of it. That said, I don’t think I ever will be: you never tire of looking at people, do you? You can look at them for quite a while. You play around with them. Yeah, I think this studio is looking better than it has done in years.


Why have you never published a book of your collected writings?



DH: Well, yes, I have written things … I don’t know. Taschen is planning a big book, a very big book, a great big enormous book. They’ve asked me to sign twenty thousand of them, which might be a problem.


That’s crazy.



DH: [Pointing to one of the portraits] It’s very good, that colour on the shirt. I was just painting it this morning, the one with the green shirt. I started it yesterday and I was working on it from 9.30 a.m. to 1.30 p.m. Another four hours and it should be done.


Have any aspects of the Los Angeles landscape caught your eye recently?



DH: We ventured up the mountains last year to shoot the video for ‘Wagner Drive’, in which we drove around playing Wagner and Schumann just to prove that it was possible. We placed a small camera on the back of the car, and two small cameras on the front, and then wired them up to get a much wider picture and a more interesting horizon. Let me see whether I can find it for you … Argh. I haven’t got it here. Have you seen The Jugglers?


Yes, I saw them in London.



DH: [Showing an extract from Randall Wright’s BBC documentary, David Hockney: Secret Knowledge, 2003] This was in Florence. I went there in 2000 to make a film about Brunelleschi’s working methods and how he made his famous perspective picture of the baptistery. In this scene, we’re positioning a five-inch-diameter concave mirror in the precise position where we know Brunelleschi painted his picture – three braccia, or approximately two metres, inside the doorway of the Florence Cathedral, looking out on to the baptistery. Our aim was to prove that Brunelleschi used a projected image, a camera, to invent linear perspective.


Were the landscapes you exhibited at the de Young drawn in Yorkshire or Los Angeles?



DH: They were drawn in England, from January until May last year. Each one begins in the winter, then each one is the same view but it’s different. That’s the same view now but a little further on with the trees. And another a bit further on … And another, and there’s a final one with the sun out and the shadows.


Architects often tell me how inspired they are by your work. How do you explain that your oeuvre is such a benchmark to them?



DH: The Mexican architect Luis Barragán always used to say that he’d source his colours from my paintings. I suppose it’s the space – or rather the illusion of space in my paintings – that does it.


How long have you had this house for?



DH: I’ve had it for thirty-two years. The pool is warm – you can go swimming if you like. John [Fitzherbert, Hockney’s former partner] and I landscaped the garden years ago. We planted the giant cactus together. We’re not overlooked by anybody here. Gregory lives next door, but nobody overlooks this.


Did you choose the colours?



DH: Yeah, yeah. I painted the house this colour in 1983, and when I said I wanted it to be blue, they all said, ‘Oh, no, terrible!’ but then they loved it when it was finished. And I said, ‘Yes, well, the green of nature is good with red and blue.’

The ‘post-photographic’ era


Let’s start by talking about these new paintings, which are sitting here in your studio.



DH: Well, some of them are for an exhibition in Germany [‘Just Nature’ at the Kunsthalle Würth] but the studio here contains a lot of paintings from the past three years, a period of my life which has been spent mostly here in East Yorkshire. I started painting landscapes because I wanted to depict the three-dimensional world. East Yorkshire is the perfect place to do that because I know the area; I worked on farms here when I was a teenager at school. Most people leave us alone up here and I can get on with actually looking at things: it’s got a gentle rolling landscape, chalk hills, and it’s very quiet. Being an agricultural area, the surface of the earth changes colour a lot, unlike a pastoral place. And because we’re on the east coast, we get terrific shadows: a lot of these drawings are done very early in the morning or in the evening, when the sun is quite low.


So you’ve been drawing already this morning?



DH: No, not this morning because it was a bit cloudy, but we’re often out drawing at six in the morning to get the light. It’s such a nice thing to do: you know, we are three-dimensional creatures and we live in a three-dimensional world, unlike cyberspace, which is not three-dimensional. I’ve tended to think that the camera can’t deal with landscape very well because a camera doesn’t really see space – it sees surfaces. Human beings see space; and landscapes such as the Grand Canyon have always been a spatial thrill to me.


Am I right in saying that the idea of painting Yorkshire came right after you completed the Grand Canyon paintings in the late 90s? Both being huge empty spaces, I was wondering if there is a link?



DH: There is, but I think it’s all part of a much bigger link in my work. It came to me when I was invited to the launch of Adobe Photoshop in Silicon Valley in about 1989. During the demonstration I could see that it was drawing, really drawing, and that in front of my eyes this was signalling the end of chemical photography – although it’s only recently that Kodak have stopped making the fixative that was actually the formula of Sir John Herschel in 1839.


In the same way that Polaroid has stopped. I was with a friend the other day and we couldn’t find a film for his camera anywhere. It’s interesting because you anticipated this shift very early on – in an almost manifesto-like way – you said that we’re in a ‘post-photographic’ era.



DH: I think that too many claims have been made for photography: people claim that it records what the world looks like, that it tells you the truth, and so on. I’ve always defended drawing, however: I’ve pointed out to the people who were trying to get rid of drawing that if they have their way, all we’ll be left with is photographs … and they’re not good enough, or realistic enough. I’ve also pointed out that nobody has made any genuine criticism of photography, whatsoever. These days, people want to avoid the debate simply because there’s a huge commercial interest in photographic images: CNN, for instance, have every interest in telling you that they’re showing you the real world; they certainly don’t want David Hockney telling you it’s just bad art and that photography isn’t actually presenting any realities. This is now a big problem. Did you know, for instance, about my argument with the British National Health Service? They issued a series of anti-smoking advertisements, one of which featured a boy with a fishing hook cut through his cheek into his mouth, and it said, ‘Don’t Get Hooked’. I pointed out that, according to the 1985 Obscene Publications Act, you cannot depict cruelty to another human being – [laughing] well, there goes the crucifixion – and this was a picture of deliberate cruelty to another human being. So they had to withdraw the photograph …


So you succeeded in …



DH: No, I didn’t succeed in anything. People objected to the photograph because it frightened children.


It was public opinion that stopped it …



DH: Yes, they withdrew it. But I then asked the question, ‘Why wasn’t anybody prosecuted for this?’ The reason why is because no one believed that it had happened – because, quite simply, it’s a Photoshop image. Now, if it had actually happened, the photographer would have been prosecuted for committing grievous bodily harm and then depicting it. But they weren’t, so that tells us it didn’t happen. It tells us there’s no truth in it.


And it tells us a lot about Photoshop.



DH: Yes it does. I pointed out that Photoshop is a kind of Stalinist collage. It’s collage without the glue showing. Well, I’m defining Stalinist collage as collage without the glue showing. Like the famous removal of Trotsky and so on, which was based on the public assuming that all photographs depict reality. Of course, in the 1930s you still needed a laboratory to alter photographs, but today anybody can do it at home on a computer. So the consequences, the veracity, have been lost. Or was it even there from the beginning? If you see a photograph of me shaking hands with George Bush, it doesn’t necessarily mean I’ve ever met George Bush.


Let’s talk about these incredible new digital photography sequences of yours; they use digital photography in a very different way than I have ever seen it used before.



DH: When my assistant J-P and I went out together to work on the watercolours, he started to take digital photographs of me doing the work. Because he’s my assistant I didn’t mind him doing it, meaning that I could ultimately control the photographs. It then dawned on me that, because of the digits, you didn’t have to change the roll every thirty-six; you didn’t have to process everything and so there was a new area where you could create sequential photography. J-P could take maybe eight hundred photographs while I was doing a drawing. In the past you couldn’t do that, or it would have been very difficult; now it’s possible and you realize that this is a new area and what’s interesting about it is that you can tell a story using the sequence. And what’s a more interesting event than a picture being made by hand? This is what we have recorded.


You’ve always made photographs and I’ve been thinking about the very long trajectory that photography has had in your work. More specifically, how your attitude to the medium has changed over the years.



DH: Well, I’m interested in images for a start. So if you’re interested in images you’re interested in photographs. I became a photographer, but I always used to say that I had a hot-and-cold relationship with photography, meaning that there was both a fascination with it but also an aspect which meant it wasn’t a very true way of looking at the world. The problem of perspective then becomes interesting because it looks as though Western perspective has been confirmed by photography. That’s what history says at the moment. But I suggest that it’s not confirmed by the photograph, it’s actually a law of optics. Perspective must have come from the optical projection of nature. This was one of the arguments that I left out in the first edition of my book Secret Knowledge [2001]. I discovered that when I was reading about the birth of Western perspective, there was this story of Brunelleschi making a panel of the baptistery in Florence as seen from the cathedral – it was supposedly the first ‘perspective’ picture. I was fascinated by this story. Just as my book had gone to press – about eight years ago – it dawned on me what I thought Brunelleschi had done. With this in mind, we planned a trip to Florence to get them to open the doors of the baptistery to try out what I had in mind.


What did you have to plan?



DH: By looking on the maps of Florence, I’d realized that at seven thirty in the morning the sun would be right behind the baptistery, thus lighting it. My assistant, David Graves, had got there first and he was initially a bit worried because he said to me, ‘Do you realize how close the baptistery is to the cathedral, do you think this will really work?’ I told him I thought it would, because I’d noticed that cameras push things away and I thought that’s what would happen here. It was an experiment: we didn’t know if it would work, but it did! We got them to open the doors and we stood where Brunelleschi had stood; we put a panel up, the same size as the one Brunelleschi had used, and we started filming it. Then, with a five-inch-diameter concave mirror, we projected the baptistery on to the panel. It was upside down, but because the building is hexagonal you got the angles and you could then just draw them in. Now, I questioned whether we were the first to do this. I’m convinced we were the second because Brunelleschi must have known this. Florence was the most advanced city in the world at the time and art history claims that Brunelleschi did not know this. Highly unlikely! I ended up writing thirty new pages about the experience in the second edition of Secret Knowledge.


You’re basically correcting art history, something that’s clearly going to provoke reactions.



DH: Well, I think that art history has ignored an aspect of art that today has become deeply significant. I’ve realized that the optical projection of nature, which is basically what a photograph is, is much, much older than the chemical invention. Eighteen thirty-nine is merely the chemical invention, the fixing of the image. The image had been seen long, long before that. And if you make them yourself you realize that they look like paintings. People had to have seen these, and then you realize that nobody has ever talked about this. The power of the Church – which was enormous at one time, and had huge social control – was when it had the mirrors and lenses to make pictures. Historically you can see its power begins to decline when cameras are widely manufactured after 1839. And slowly its power declines and the continuum follows the mirror and lenses, which then get into the hands of what we now call the media, who’ve had that control ever since. But it’s just about to break up again in a totally new way, of which, frankly, we don’t know what the implications are going to be … What is happening is that even more cameras are being manufactured; they’re now in every telephone, so not only can I take a picture, I can now deliver it to many people. In the past, the picture was delivered by a small group, the media, to the masses, but that group has now spread to everybody.


That leads to something you described in a recent interview about how television programmes are all atomized.



DH: Yes, we’re moving out of that period and we’re now in a new one. What is the new one like? Well, I’m beginning to see that first of all it’s heavily indebted to the optical projection of the world, meaning the photograph. YouTube is images sent out by anybody, and I notice that Mr Murdoch is interested in them because he obviously sees that the mass media is coming to an end. At least that’s the evidence as I watch it.


When I was a student I read for the first time about you using the fax machine and it was a total revelation for me at the time because I started thinking how the fax could be an artistic medium … and at the same time you were at the very beginning of Photoshop. The way you use these different mediums is fascinating …



DH: Pass me that catalogue. I said in it that ‘commercial printing is an artist’s medium’. At the end of the exhibition the pages of the catalogue were framed on the wall, and they’re not reproductions.


That means everyone who buys the catalogue has the work at home …



DH: … and they’re not reproductions, in the sense that they were all drawn with four layers: the cyan, the yellow, the magenta and the black. And I said, ‘Just print it.’ So they are not reproductions, they only exist in this form. We also did it for newspapers.


Yes, I read that you did something for the Bradford Telegraph …



DH: … and I did something for the Herald Examiner in Los Angeles in the 80s. I’d always been interested in printing and reproduction. Simply because I knew reproduction had allowed me to see lots of paintings, in books. Actually, the first book I did was in 1975, in which there are still lots of black-and-white pictures. I remember the publisher asking me, ‘Do you want the book to be with more colour and with a price of twenty pounds or less colour and only ten pounds?’ I went for the ten-pound version because more people would buy it. I realized that printing was the way that people could see a lot of work. It’s a great example of how art can travel. And now reproduction has changed: there are new kinds of cameras, new kinds of digital processes.


Technology doesn’t necessarily have a rapport with quality.



DH: Look, for instance, at the effects of technology: the moment the war in Iraq began, they initially thought they would be able to control images just as they had done with the First World War. Well, within two weeks they realized that technology had made control impossible because everyone’s got a telephone with a camera on it. And then the Los Angeles Times fired a photographer for putting two photographs together to make a stronger image. I realized then that they were fighting a losing battle. I mean, they think we’re still in an age where, ‘I had a camera, I stood there and it looked like this in front of me.’ That age, even if it once existed, is now gone. The trouble is, you see, Susan Sontag, for instance, in her latest book, Regarding the Pain of Others …


… which is about war photography.



DH: First of all, she refers to the invention of the camera in 1839, which is intellectually lazy, because the camera was not invented in 1839 … that’s her problem not realizing that. But she also points out that when Matthew Brady was photographing the American Civil War, he would pull a body over here, move a thing there, to literally compose his pictures. But that’s what they always did with cameras. Susan Sontag is imposing a later view of photography: you know, snap, snap, snap, take a quick one … but you couldn’t even do that in 1861. People who have written about photography have never connected it with pre-photography pictures. In fact, the Museum of Modern Art actually did an exhibition in 1981 entitled ‘Before Photography’. I remember the exhibition: it had paintings by people like Constable and the Danish ‘Golden Age’ painters, and so on, and it led you to believe that these painters were getting close to reality … and then photography came along and showed us reality. It never mentioned that the painters themselves were using cameras.


It was the same with the Courbet retrospective in Paris. It was obvious that Courbet knew about photography.



DH: Absolutely. I was shocked when a few artists saw what I was writing and said, ‘Oh you’re saying the Old Masters cheated!’ I was appalled by that. I just thought, ‘You ignorant people.’ To use optics meant that they were extremely clever.


As you say so beautifully in Secret Knowledge, it allowed them to make a portrait much faster and that it was more direct …



DH: Yes. With Frans Hals, if you really look at them, you can actually begin to see his use of optics, but you’ve got to be very clever to do so. As you still do today. Malcolm Morley [English artist] told me that he bought a camera lucida and he couldn’t use it, he couldn’t even see through it. I told him that you have to train yourself, that it takes a while …


You did all these experiments, didn’t you?



DH: Yes I did. That’s why I’m going to Florence actually. There’s a seminar on Caravaggio and they’ve invited me. What we’re going to do is set up a little show, just as Della Porta must have done, meaning that it will be like a cinema. We’re just trying to demonstrate that it could have been done six hundred years before.

So these are almost like scientific demonstrations as done by an artist … Eight years ago we made a hell of a lot of optical experiments. We filmed some, one in particular where we showed how Caravaggio painted The Supper at Emmaus.


How can one see these films? Are they available to the public?



DH: No they’re not. I might have some here. I have them in London. So Caravaggio used a collage technique, and the more you get into it the more it becomes apparent, simply by the scale of things. The thing is, I became anti-optical … it makes you not want to look through cameras.


Tell me a bit more about the optical research you did.



DH: I did a lot of comparison displays. You see, I have quite an art library in Los Angeles. And I have a colour-photocopying machine in the studio, so I didn’t have to rip up the books. We could do reproductions of many works throughout the years and pin them all on the wall. By making a wall of images, we began to see what happened: before 1420 there’s hardly a shadow in anything, afterwards there’s suddenly a lot of shadows. There are no shadows in Chinese, Japanese, Indian or Persian painting, which is all highly sophisticated. So where do the shadows suddenly come in something like Caravaggio? Caravaggio invented Hollywood lighting: it comes from stage left, stage right or above. And I pointed out that with Caravaggio the light comes from another source.


So you could say that Hollywood started with Caravaggio?



DH: Kind of, yes! One of my neighbours, Grey Gowrie, when I asked him what he thought of the Caravaggio exhibition, he said to you me, ‘You know, there’s a side to it that’s too Hollywood’, and I said, ‘You’d be surprised by the connection!’


Fascinatingly, you also say that collage started with people like Caravaggio. I mean, the twentieth century has clearly been the collage century from Dada onwards …



DH: Certainly Caravaggio’s technique leads me to believe that. [Studying a Caravaggio image] Here we are, look, this basket of fruit, it looks fine, but that basket is that wide, and the scale is odd and you realize that the scene from head on … Caravaggio painted in dark rooms and he put holes in the ceiling and you realize what the hole is doing, it’s lighting the figures and things. So we demonstrated that he didn’t need to set up people at a table at all, everyone sits in the same place exactly. There are no known drawings made by Caravaggio or Vermeer or Frans Hals. So how did he construct a picture like this without any drawings? Well, we demonstrated how, it was genius, unbelievably clever, using fantastic techniques that would be of interest to anybody today using Photoshop.


So we could even say that Photoshop started with Caravaggio …



DH: [Laughs] There’s not that much new, visually.


Another thing I wanted to ask you about is that there is voluntary and involuntary distortion …



DH: [Referring back to the Caravaggio image] You can see in these paintings that the head is too big or that hand is too big or the distance between the head and shoulder is too far, and that’s when you realize that it’s all collage. It’s not something you notice straight away, but once you do, you can’t stop seeing it. And you realize that this is a collage technique; you can see how he’s doing it.


With Caravaggio and Vermeer there is no drawing, but with Ingres he also used optical devices but there was also drawing …



DH: Well, I’m sure that Ingres used the camera lucida. Remember, Ingres was a superb draughtsman and, like I said earlier, you’ve got to be to use it. It doesn’t do the work for you. When there was the Ingres show in London, they had drawings of the English aristocrats that were visiting Rome and he did not know them. I was amazed that he had only met them once and he’d get them to come for lunch and he’d observe them. Then the next day the drawing was done, quite quickly. But my own method showed me in the end what he did: you use it very, very quickly to make points, in a way fast-forward measuring.


You’ve done a lot of portraits of people in your entourage and friends and wider family, but you were never like Warhol, who did commissions of the rich and famous. Why was this was the case? Was it a conscious decision?



DH: Yes, it was a decision. I deliberately didn’t want to do any commissioned portraits, because it’s not a problem I want to spend time on. Meaning, if you don’t know someone very well, how do you know if you’ve got a likeness? Andy’s portraits were done as a means of keeping his magazine [Interview] going; it didn’t make any money, so he basically maintained it by painting German industrialists’ wives. Around the same time he was doing those, he did a portrait of me …


What was your relationship with Warhol like? Friendly?



DH: Yes, we got on. I first met him in 1963. When he did the portrait, I did a drawing of him. My friend Henry Geldzahler [curator at Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York] didn’t like the portrait Andy had done, so he said to him, ‘Well, you’ve left something out, Andy’, and Andy was like, ‘No, what?’ And Henry replied, ‘You’ve left the art out!’ And Andy just said, ‘Oh well, I’ll do another’, which Henry liked.


There are quite a lot of references to [American poet] Wallace Stevens in your work … so I was wondering about his work and its links to nature and in turn the links to your work …



DH: I illustrated a poem of his called ‘The Man with the Blue Guitar’ about thirty years ago. It’s a terrific poem. Wallace Stevens is fascinating. Do you know he used to buy paintings in Paris through an agent without looking at them? Not by very good artists, but it was an odd way to get pictures, to trust someone like that.


You have always had a strong link to poetry.



DH: I’ve done a lot of paintings over the years that were inspired by poetry. I haven’t for quite a while, but I still read poetry. There are certain things that I am not that acquainted with – one of them being lyrics of pop songs – so a lot of contemporary poetry I have some difficulty with because I don’t know all the allusions. Pop music, after a certain date, I know nothing about, nor care much about.


But certainly in the past, poetry played a big role in your work, notably with your piece We Two Boys Together Clinging [1961], which was named after the Walt Whitman poem …



DH: Yes, Walt Whitman. I always loved the poem ‘I Saw in Louisiana a Live-Oak Growing’. It’s a bit like the Wallace Stevens line ‘I placed a jar in Tennessee …’ I’ve always known that the poet knows more …


Why do you say that?



DH: Very early on I came across a poem called ‘Delight in Disorder’ and I thought, ‘I love that idea.’ It’s by Robert Herrick, the last lines are: ‘A careless shoe-string, in whose tie / I see a wild civility: / Do more bewitch me, than when art / Is too precise in every part.’ I read that when I was about ten years old and I thought, ‘Poets know more …’ Delight in disorder is something I think I have. It means you have a higher sense of order, actually. I’m a bit of a slob, I’m not that tidy, and I used to say it’s because I have a higher sense of order and I can see order where others can’t. And that was my excuse for being a slob.


And what about your link to Walt Whitman? I’m thinking specifically about your incredible 1961 print Myself and My Heroes, which features yourself, Walt Whitman and Mahatma Gandhi …



DH: I admired Whitman when I was younger, but I also saw that he had serious flaws. He was certainly an interesting man but he was not quite the saint I thought at one time. He didn’t always take into account others’ fragility. When I first went to America I thought every schoolboy would be able to quote Walt Whitman, but most had never heard of him. I should have known! It was very American writing, it felt free, it seemed to me to be very fresh; I read the whole of Leaves of Grass, and it’s a vast thing. And then you realize the Americans have always been a little bit dubious because of their gayness; ‘for the dear love of comrades’, as Walt Whitman would say. He was one of the first great American literary figures who were taken seriously in England. They realized how good it was. It’s full of images, his poetry.


I always thought there should be a book of your writings, almost like a manifesto.



DH: Well, I defend myself, that’s all I do.


Don’t you write every day?



DH: No, I write when I get annoyed! Like when I get fed up with the anti-smoking campaigns. I think that writing ‘Smoking Kills’ on a packet of cigarettes is just part of the ‘uglification’ of Europe. You know what? Life’s a killer! So what? We don’t need to plaster it on everything, everywhere. I would certainly protest against the ‘demonization’ of smoking, which I think has been terrible. I’ve smoked for fifty-two years and, frankly, I’m fine. And I don’t intend to stop. Actually, I think I’d find it incredibly difficult to work without it, to be honest. It keeps you calm; and I’ve pointed out what will happen in the future if you think you can get rid of it … It’s exactly what’s happening in California right now: about forty per cent of the adverts on television in California are for prescription drugs. That is what will replace tobacco. The pharmaceutical industry will make the tobacco industry seem like Sunday-school teachers with what they’ll do to us.

I remember seeing the death of Kennedy on television and the newsreaders were all smoking. It was a different world! I really loved New York when you could smoke anything, anywhere.


You should really bring together all your writings and publish a book.



DH: Anything I write these days tends to be about one of my three keen interests: photography, perspective or smoking!


On the subject of books, I wanted to ask you about the beautiful illustrations you did based on things like Grimm’s Fairy Tales.



DH: That was in 1968. I remember arguing with Francis Bacon about the word ‘illustration’. He’d use the word ‘illustrator’ as a put-down, as in ‘How’s your illustrating friend Mr Kitaj?’ [R. B. Kitaj, American painter] I knew Bacon a little bit, not much, but you could have a great argument with him. I’d tell him that some of the best artists were illustrators: Rembrandt, Bible stories, Hogarth …


And what did Bacon say?



DH: We’d argue just for the sake of it! I pointed out to him once that I knew a painting in California of some tulips in a vase that was as profound as anything he’d done. It was by Cézanne and it was in the Norton Simon Museum. I was just trying to tell him that it wasn’t the subject matter that made images profound but the way they were treated. There was a period in the mid 70s when Bacon and I both lived in Paris and we’d see each other. Gregory used to go drinking with him …


It’s intriguing to think that, coming from the world of painting, how immersed you’ve been in all these other worlds: theatre, opera, illustration, art history …



DH: As I said, I’m interested in images; I think that’s the thread always … I’ve always been interested in physics as well. Ultimately, the moment rules.


What do you mean by that?



DH: The moment rules: for instance, I was painting these pictures of the countryside, but the moment the hawthorn blossom went, I stopped. We only had it for four days: after that the rain came and took it all away, so the moment has to rule, especially if you’re involved with nature because, after all, I’m living in Yorkshire, a place, unlike California, which changes throughout the year. Remember, for twenty-five years I didn’t see springs and summers in California, it was always the same weather.


So being here is the reintroduction of the seasons into your life.



DH: Yes, that’s one aspect. Let’s go out for a drive so I can show you what I’m talking about.

Return to painting

DH: Living in this part of the world, you become very aware of the constant movement of nature. In the winter you’re aware of how different the trees are, how they reach upwards towards the sky. In the summer, the branches are weighted down by gravity. I assume they must have planted the trees I want to show you about two hundred years ago; they must have been planned so that each tree has enough space around it. If you travel along the road at about ten miles an hour, each tree is revealed to you. I think somebody planned that a long time ago. It is a manicured landscape; it’s affected by what human beings do to it. It’s not wild, but on the other hand it is nature so there is constant variety. These trees here, if it had been very sunny this morning, I would have come out here, because the sun is over there. In the late afternoon, you do it at about 6 p.m. the other way, when the sun has gone to the west. And the longer you live here the more you realize which direction you should be looking, at what time of day and at what time of year. Notice how the trees are rather magnificent, stunning, as you move between them, each one has a different shape.

It’s almost like a display, an exhibition of trees. Yes, you see the beauty of them, the scale of them. I often bring people down here and the visually minded ones get it very quickly. And somebody planned this two hundred years ago. That’s what I like. You see each one is individual, there’s no overlapping. And in the winter they are just as good. I’m still figuring out how to do a big painting of this. I’ll turn the car round now, and if you go down it then you get another view, you see? At six in the morning, if the sun is low, it’s magnificently lit. I get guests up at five in the morning to see it! But they always thank me for it. Just in this stretch of road alone, I’ve got subjects I can work with for a long time to come.


This could be your biggest painting ever.



DH: Yes, but we’re moving, so how would you catch it? The Chinese would know how to do it, of course, because their landscapes were always walk-through landscapes.


How did you become familiar with Chinese painting?



DH: It was photography and perspective that got me interested. I read a book about Chinese painting by George Rowley and then I got very friendly with the curator of Chinese painting at the Met. He showed me a magnificent scroll that we did a film about, it’s called A Day on the Grand Canal with the Emperor of China: or, Surface is Illusion but So is Depth. The film was made twenty-two years ago but it’s all about the same subjects I’m talking about now. In the world of Chinese scrolls it’s become a cult film. I did it with Philip Haas, who’d done films on artists like Richard Long and Gilbert & George. It was supposed to be five minutes long for the people who commissioned it, but I pointed out that you couldn’t possibly look at a scroll in just five minutes.


Have you made any other films?



DH: We did the film about Secret Knowledge. That’s about one and a half hours long. The Chinese scroll film was done in the 80s. The Chinese, for instance, never use a vanishing point in perspective. In the sixteenth century it had been the most advanced culture in the world and by the nineteenth century it wasn’t. I wondered what had happened and I was told that they had lost their intellectual curiosity and that military technology was superior elsewhere and that made me think. Military technology was improved with perspective because it set up triangulation and you could fire cannons more accurately. I thought that this connection is really interesting. It’s interesting that now the European way of looking at the world has triumphed; I mean, the camera has triumphed. That wasn’t the Chinese way of looking at the world … They’ve just this field; you can see a long way now. I like that. I’m quite claustrophobic. That’s probably why I lived in LA and not in New York. Probably why I’m not that fond of London; as I get older I’m more aware of it. I like big wide spaces.


And a lot of your paintings since the 1990s feature very wide spaces. The Grand Canyon, for example.



DH: I started by photographing the Grand Canyon because I always thought it was un-photographable. A lot of landscape is un-photographable, really; television makes it all look the same. There’s no perspective of the Grand Canyon. I was always fascinated by it because it’s the world
























































Back at David Hockney’s Bridlington studio
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