





Michacl Bracewell: Is there a defining
statement of intent that eovers your
carcor as an artist?

John Stezaker: I'm dedicated to fascing-
tion = to image fascination, a fascination
for the point at which the image becomes
sebf-enclosed and autonamoes. It does so
through a series of processes of disjunction.
First, ohsolescence = in finding the image

— then various devices o estrange or “abuse
it’, in arder to hring out that sense of the
autenomy of the image. It invelves either an
inversion = cutting = or & process that cats i
aff from its disappearance inte the everyday
warld. I'm very musch a follower of Maurice
Blanchot’s ideas when it comes to image and
fascination; he sees it 05 0 necessary seres
of deaths that the image has o go through
i oeder to become visible and disconnected
from its ordinary referent. [ don't know
whether that's am ideal, but | suppose it
coubd be a guiding principle.

D3 wou fieel when you're searching out
the materials for your work, from char-
ity shops or second -hand bookshops,
thiat you are assuming a form of psychic
responsihility®

Yes, [do. 'm taking things very scrioushy
that aren't usually taken seriously. And
there i often an uncanny dimension to
collecting images, You go out boeoking for
one thing, and you find the image that yon
really should have been Inoking for and
your reailize that your ego’s been in the way,
Picasso said, *T don't search, 1 hind’, and
that's true. The ‘found image’ is a very im-
portant term = iU's noet an image that has re-
sulted from a ==arch: its found, and that's
much more spontancous. It puts the image
on equal terms with VOUT 0TI shb_htti.'lu"llj'.'
it las a power that overwhelms you, I'm
loaking for the sublime, in many ways, And
I think that the uncanny is & mininture ver-
sion of that,
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the generation that came through art school during the upheavals of May 1968,
Stezaker has long been intrigued by the power of images. Michael Bracewell talks
him about fascination, education, politics and dreaming of bridges

Your work is in the tradition of the
Saneur, for whom there are going to be
peeurrences in the urban landscape that
enable o moment of transcendence,
Absolutely, You can go for months and
years and not have those moments, amd
yaou've lost it. But it keeps you wandering,
loaking: “allowing yourself to encounter”

— there should be a word for that. Tt doesn't
mntter whether I've had the images around
on my bookease for 2o vears when 1 start a
series; it's inding an image in a bookshop
that starts a new series of thoughts. Ina
way, what T want to do swith a viewer is put
them in that same dazeled state that T first
encountered the image in. A pood examiple,
which started The Bridge’ serics, was from
around 1985 or 1986, 1 had this dream in
which [ was floating under a bridge. And for
some reason it was an incredibly important
image. It disturbed me so much that T woke
up. I don’t often hive very vivid dreams, so
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‘Guy Debord’s interest in collage made me aware of the subversive potential of Surrealism —
Situationism comes out of that tradition, as much as any tradition of political resistance.’

when they happen [ tend to be attentive to
them. A frend asked whether | had read
B, Laing's Voioe of Experience (1982 ). In
this he describes the ekt il riences of people
wha believe they eon remembar birth and
al people who, after resuscitation, believe
thev ean remember whit happened to

then when they were temporarily dead. Tt
was based on a series of inlerviews car-

riedl ot by an anacsthetst, and it turmed
out that there was a general conformity of
these imagined happenings after death to
the culiural and religions upbringing of

the person. The cxception was one image,
which seemed to erop up all the time: they
:I].-]l-'lk.-l' |:-f1r:|.\'u:r:<|:||5.: i ]:riil;u:l.' of SomE
kind — some went under, or were sucked
under, the bradge. This was similar to my
dream, amd oo [ started collecting images of
hridges. | suddenly realized that by mistake
1 had turned one of them upside down = but
then [ knew that this was not a aulstake bt
the correct placing of the image. ¥When 1
turmed wdl the others wpside down, 1 realized
that in all of them, unconsciously, T had
beeen aware of this reflection and that all 1
hald 1o o veas turn them upside down. And
the whole series fell into place.

Have you noticed the viewer wanting to
affirm in some way what they are actu-
ally Inoking at?

1 thought the opposite would be true, that
pt'-;m'_'f would see throuwgh the devies s
quickly that there wouldn't be enough
tme to entertain that intermediary, wareal
spavce, But in reality it's been the opposite,
That's whiy I've always said that those tiny
picces are actually site-specific pieees; be-

cause in a sense, if vou put them in a maga-
zine or o catalogee, vou have the choios

o turn them upside down and thenetore
destray thee illuskon — whersas on the wall
wistn can't dio that

Some writers have said your work ar-
ticulates the classic Modernist experi-
ence of the city. I think of Exra Pound’s
limpe “Theee age demanded an image of its
accelerated grimace”,

And Baudelaire’s idea of the prose poem, [
think, is important

What was vour own art education?

[ went tothe Slade for six years, under-
eraduate and |m~.tgr:|:ilmlr- in painting,
although | gave it up in the first vear. 1 en-
teped college in 1967, so my first academic
vear imvolved the sit=in that ook place in
1968, The reason 1 gave up painting was
partly paditical. I was interested in stibent
poditics at the thme and was cxposed to

the Siteationist International ideas from
France. Amd that’s where collage came from
tour. | couldn’t read French very well, 20
much of the work of the Situationists was

q pfq,-.jurn inanthy viswal expersence far mma.
Seeing these re-eaplionsd images gave me
ideag — that this may he another way of
thinking about being an arfist. Bt itwasa
strampely schizophrenic course, On the one
hand [ was doing life deawing with Euan
Uglow, on the other | was entertaining ideas
from Guy Debord.

What was the teaching like?
Very academic. Based very much on life
drawing, nlthough 1968 changed every-

thing, and so [ only got 4 glimpse of the ald
eatablichment, T lived during what nost
penple regarded as something of a vacoum
in terms of the Slade’s history, because we
started aff with the most amazing array of
teachers = 1 studied with Richard Waollheim,
Professor of Philosophy, a marvellous man.
[ beecame very invodved with philosophy
through him; my postgraduate dissertation
YWRS O |_'u:|=1-L]|,||:h.|.rt1;1‘.:||1 art — [ was toving
to make a relationship between Duchamp
and Ludwig Wittgenstein. It was n very ex-
citing time, but 1 also regret 1068 ina way

[ feel that what we did was very damaging.
We had Ernst Gombrich as am Art History
profiessor, bt he never come back after
1ahs.

Whint was so damaging about 19687
We were dismantling the structure, b
had nothing to replace it with, We had
Willlam Gregory for Visual Perception, for
instance — and all these things vanished
after 1968, There had been nn nmazing
line-up of intellectuals involved in the
Slade teachimg at that time, and aftersands
there was this emplinecs, amd it never
n_-.j_l'l:. recovered. Bot the one valoahle
thing I got ot of it was coming bo terms
with some of the ideas of the Situationists
Guy Debord, in particular. Lar Sociéng
di Speciacle was terribly imporiant, 1
stragghed with il in Freoch at the time, ansd
then it was published in English in 19464,
But his interest in rr-||:|.q¢ made me awasre
of the subversive |_'u_||,|,-'|11i._l|| of Surrcalism
Situntionism comes out aof that tradi-
tion, as much as any tradition of political
resistanee.
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Haow diel you envisage the left?

| was Berribly noive = | wios influenced by
the political elimate at the time. VWell, |
must have been, because at one point |
jained a fringe Maoist group. It didn't last
more than one meeting. bt there we are, 1
became very interested in the image culiure.
The central question for me was, how can
vout e an artist in o colture of images?
There were other figures who featured
fairly highly for me; for example, 1 became
familiar with Gerhard Richter and friemds
with Sigmar Polke. | had ideas about paint-
img but somehow felt dizsatisfied when [
enlnrged o found image on o canvas = i
seemex] an artificial process. 5o 1 was torn
between painting and wsing other means; so
im the end collage became the way through
that process,

It's interesting, how @ palit ical elimate
can become an artistic enabler,

I think Situntionism generally opemned up
a mew awareness that we live in a ealture
of images. And that was an imporiant
realization: we started to pay attention to

something that previeusly we as artists hacd
tresibed as beneath contempt. 1 don’t think
Pop art really took its subject matter seri-
ously; it was mane something 1o rebound
off. But what [ fielt I nesded to evolve was

o art that genuinely engaged with that mo-
meentous cireulation of imagery, and found o
way of intervening in it and revealing some-
thing aboul what had become rendered as o
sort of eollective unconsciows. And that gal
e briefly intereated in Carl Jung, the idea
that there could be a soeial version of the
|_'|_||t|_l|_'l:'||.'|_I il ||-;,'::.;||i.|_'i||l:|l-\. u'i||'|i i thie miedin

There alses seems to be a deeply
Romantic sense o your work.,

O, votally. 1 find myyself irving to find ways
inwhich one can encounter Lee medsa
image in a way thal resonates with that
whole iconographic tradition going back
to Romanticism via Sarrealism. There iz a
tradition of inscinntion for the image which
lenads the image a degree of autoromy, and
that's o Romontic ideal. Williamm Blake wat s
very big inflaenee too, on some of my sym-
metrical pirees

Was there a breakthrough moment for
vou in trying to solve this problem?

Yies, There was a piece [ kept in my bed-sit
at the Skade that has an interesting story, [
meved o Loawdon when 1 was 12, and one
of the first things my mother did when

we arrived was buy a slide projector. My
piarents decided to be modern in the 196os,
and they weren't going to keep an old-fash-
Lo phl.llil.l albuir. A slide of Hiu. Bien wag
provided with the projector, B test it out.

I started doing a painting in my bedrsom,
prajecting the image of Big Ben apon (o
the wall. 1 was under the influence of the
German Expressionists and used [ofs of
viery eodlourful paint! When the slide projec-
tor was on, it wis an abselutely stunning
painting. But the moment [ oomed the lght
o, it was just a horror! [ut the image stuck
in my mind, and 1 found it on sale later,

ms o ginnt posteard for tourists = my Arst
Yound image’, vou might say. [ toak it hame
whien [ svas about 15 pmed cat o corner out,
and for some reason kept it 1t stood for
what I called “myv apoealyptic possibdality” for
art, and 1 titked it The End. [ thooght, could
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ard st be that? Just hinding, amd taRing out

of circulation™

Wiharn v '|'.|-|||.l;\-|-:-|l1 i1|1.|;.l;|'_ hiovw cliosies

this fit in with the processes of your work?

B enlangement process 15 important o

hat 1 don't ke th

me, apart from the fact

detachment from the original. That's my

probdcm with any process; [ am fascinated
with the original. [ like the idea that when
|"-""i'|" lisoke il & pece of rmine oo e wall,
: |owakang ab what they m ;:,;I'Il fl ||'|

1, o finel

they
th

zh in & sccond ina b J:

somewhere in e world, only something

muinutse th

hais happcmied 1

Bke turming it upside down — and &
relationship to it hos been changed. 1 like
that immeliney. But there are aleo other
thi explore: symmetnes, (or

malanee. You can i -_|r| '.'\.i[ ol some form ol

| wani

mamipelation

That timy readjustment of the ‘found” 15
quite Duchampian.
Yes, [ see them in Duchnmpian terms. He

s the wiord "arfest OF "SIOppEEe Or, ITOre

nessimisticallv, '|||"..|:.' I think he was the
first to bee aowsare of what i 19 to b an artist

N an &g o mage e, Al thats where

| pick up on that moment of iInternpieon; |

e the cut a5 a dedisive intern I|'|:i-\.| n af thi
flosw, whether it's the flow of cinema and the
film s1ill or image mrnover and circulation,

Hivww ey womn o seamething that s lixex), and

1= Uieak W[H ||'\.. g r GO I.'H.I <miess Lt port
UL BT iRk i.'l'lil:.'\.: b besstoemaie & 1m LlEL-
ALY II"‘-1"1i|:|I|I_'h.' Hiwew ey v imseribse thint
an the flowing away af the world around

:.rl'_|'_" Thiz, ta me. is the central DR HE

tion of my work. 15 i1 51 Paal, budding hi=

reh nol on the rock but on the sands?

ch
Hieww oy buaild o pliee of contemplation
ma |'.|":r;| BTN ||-|-\.'| oo in this x|'|.||'|'||r'|'|lI!-

fimaoes movement?

Where does that stand in relatien e
Coneepiualism?
It is the oppoeate: Conceplualizm, lor me, 15

w of imstramental

Al INTEFFalbim IR0 Thak
communicatons, For me 112 a digpinchion
I 8 COMOEpIL sl redat .-|u':u|| with

hat brings aboul that image possilil-

iy, Blanchot talks about the point at which
the image heoomes the master of thie lid

that it rellects
pse, the point at which vou see s

he's actually talking abowut a

k]

diesul person that you've sever been aware of

before. And he savs that with André Breton's
‘unusabie ohjects’ — they are obsolete,

PETY BT, _"| WEIED |!\,|_'|| and outmoded, In that

obsolbescence they become visable. “They dis-
apgeeal inko their use” ks, [ think, the i'\ll'.l."\-l\.

that Blanchol wses.

There seems to be a considerable intel-
leetual underpinning to vour work.
There is, but most of it tends to be post-
Vi !I'.Il--'. 1t can

ratbonalization — intuit

take me years to understand. And that's

usmally the way of terminating a serees, ol

lfect. L)

s funnily eneugh it has o negative
rather, it is positive, bt it
thimgs ri
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