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dedication
I’ve been lucky to have many teachers. This book is dedicated 
with all my gratitude to some of  them—Mingyur Rinpoche, 
Master Ren Guang Yi, Robert Thurman, Sol LeWitt, and 
above all my husband the writer, philosopher, musician, come-
dian and tai chi master Lou Reed. I want to thank them for their 
deep generosity and for the ways they showed me how to per-
sist, focus, love and work every day.

a day like today
In 1971, I was invited to be in a sculpture exhibition in Rome. 
It was my first show in Europe so I was very excited. I arrived 
with the bags of  wooden sticks and cans of  spray paint I used 
to make my work and found the warehouse on the outskirts of  
the city where the exhibition was scheduled to take place. It was 
dark and all the doors were locked.

 I finally found a huge man in a tiny office. I said, “Um…
Dove la mostra?…um…the exhibit?” He said, “Davvero…a 
small delay…okay…okay nothing to worry about.” “Ok…so 
when…um quando?” “Due settimane…” he said, “two weeks.”

 I panicked. I couldn’t afford to go back to New York and 
return. The next day I learned that my sculpture teacher Sol 
LeWitt had just arrived. They hadn’t told him about the delay 
either. We were stranded. Sol said, “Well, this is wonderful! 
Let’s just teach ourselves Rome. We can walk to a different part 
of  the city every day and explore.” For almost two weeks we 
wandered through the city with no maps and no plans, stopping 
for lunch or finding our way into buildings that looked interest-
ing. It was November—cold and drizzling—and the museums 
and restaurants were empty. So we also saw a huge number of  
paintings and sculptures from every era.

 One late rainy afternoon we turned into a small piazza. 
Standing in the middle was an artist. He wore a smock and a 
beret and stood in front of  an easel that held a painting streaked 
with rain. With one hand, he balanced a palette loaded with 
piles of  paint. With his other hand, he held a palette knife which 
he was waving around gently like a baton. He was squinting and 
moving his thumb back and forth. I was about to make a remark 
full of  the smug self-importance of  the New York art world 
when Sol said, “You know, it really takes dedication to paint on 
a day like today.”

You Helped Me Find a Voice, 2017, chalk drawing
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is also a Buddhist concept. In Buddhist thought, 
there’s the thing and there’s the name for the thing 
and that’s often one thing too many. 

 This book is about language in live perfor-
mances, the difference between spoken and writ-
ten words; the influence of  the audience; the use of  
first-, second-, and third-person voices; metaphor; 
politics-as-stories; codes; the difference between 
language in stories, dreams and songs; misunder-
standings and new meanings that are created when 
languages are translated.

 It is the story of  how I used words in sculpture, 
painting and performance, how they jumped onto 
screens and what happened when they began to float 
in the many worlds of  virtual reality. It’s the story of  
how the place and the context influences the text. The 
chapters include various topics: ice, place, narration, 
light, film, air and time. I’ve omitted technology since 
technology animates all of  them. In each chapter I 
look at different strategies for putting language into 
visual art; that is, into instruments, statues, boxes, 
installations, film and performance. It is also the story 
of  my own evolution from carefully crafted scripts 
and word-for-word performances to more immediate 
forms of  art and experience: stand-up comedy, music 
improvisation and virtual reality. 

 This book is also about books. In many of  my 
films, stories and songs, there is a book in the middle. 
Sometimes it’s right there in the title, like Songs and 
Stories from Moby Dick, and sometimes it hides in the 
center or shapes the overall style or structure. Crime 
and Punishment, Moby Dick, The Tibetan Book of  the 
Dead  and the Bible are among the books that show 
up in my work. 

 When I was on long music tours in the 1980s 
I used to have a favorite bookstore in every city and I 
spent my days off  lost in the aisles, picking books off  
the shelves and shipping them back in crates to New 
York. These days physical bookstores are on their 
way out as books become digital.

 However, the book you’re looking at now is 
not in the cloud and most likely never will be. Art 
books have inherited the weight of  objects and carry 
this in their DNA, in their glued-together spines. 
Their physical nature as actual objects makes them 
oddly resistant to digitization. This particular book 
began in the ephemeral worlds of  performance, 
sound and film. It’s a movie that became a book.

 The world we live in is increasingly visual—a 
screen-based world of  representation and images. 
Technology allows us—and then soon requires us—
to live at a much faster pace. Speed is irresistible. 
Communication shrinks into captions and tweets. 
Experiences are often checked off  rather than lived. 
Being in an actual physical place has become less 
important as we spend more time in the world of  rep-
resentation and in virtual check-out lines stocking up 
on virtual supplies.

it started with money
Some say it started with money, that it started the 
day Nixon took the country off  the gold standard 
and cut the relationship of  money to the gold in the 
ground. Money became just numbers floating out in 
cyberspace, reaching a whole new level of  abstrac-
tion. Then records disappeared. Then record stores 
and phone booths. Pictures were everywhere and 
pictures began to replace things. Books evaporated. 
Screens were everywhere you looked.

 Over the last few decades, one of  my main 
subjects has been the United States, and by that I 
mean technological culture. Gertrude Stein wrote, 
“The United States is the oldest country in the world 
because it’s been in the twentieth century the lon-
gest.” In looking at the way I’ve told the story of  the 
United States, I realize I’ve been describing the shift 
from aspirational democracy to privatization and 
corporate culture. Many of  the stories and perfor-
mances have social contracts and property as their 
subjects, and what happens when the “Keep Off ” 
signs get posted.
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in the flood; I realized that since they were no longer 
objects, they had an entirely different meaning, and 
that having these long lists was just as good as having 
the real things. Maybe even better.

the word yellow
Language is about loss and in a way words are memo-
rials to things and to states. The word “yellow” is 
a memorial to the color yellow. I began as a painter 
and sculptor and for forty years I’ve made drawings, 
music, paintings, installations, film, sculpture, elec-
tronic design, software, opera and theater. At the root 
of  all of  these works are stories. They are the engines. 
Stories and words are what I love most. This is a book 
about the many different strategies I’ve used to put 
stories and words into things. 

 Since there are no story museums or museums 
of  narrative art—many of  my visual works have been 
represented as pure visual art instead of  the collabo-
rations with words that they actually are. This book 
is about the development of  this process and the cat-
alytic relationships between pictures and stories and 
about the many codes we use to represent the world.

everything is code
Language is an elaborate code. We don’t have enough 
names for things and so we continue to need new sto-
ries to represent life. In addition, the codes are always 
changing, updating. Even stories in dead languages 
change with each contemporary translation. I once 
wrote a song quoting William S. Burroughs titled 
Language is a Virus (from Outer Space). It always 
seemed like an odd thing for a writer to say—that 
language is a disease communicable by mouth. But 
to believe that language is a disease, first you have to 
believe that it is alive. So is language alive?

 The link between language and outer space 
also implies that language is deeply foreign, from 
elsewhere, a hard code to crack. Language as code 

It was late October 2012 and Hurricane Sandy was 
coming up from the south. It began as a tropical 
wave in the western Caribbean and quickly morphed 
into the biggest Atlantic hurricane on record. I had 
rushed back to the city to be with Lou when it made 
landfall. We watched the storm as it blew in across 
the Hudson River. Then the black water rose up over 
the banks, crossed the highway and turned our street 
into a dark silky river.

 Two days later I went down to the basement 
to have a look at the equipment and materials I had 
assumed were soaked but still salvageable. Nothing 
was left. The seawater had shredded and pulped 
everything. Even the electronic equipment was now 
a lumpy gray sludge. At first I was devastated. The 
next day I realized I would never have to clean the 
basement again. The day after that I looked at the 
thick binder with the lists of  things that had been lost 

10  

INTRODUCTION

And after the storm 
I went down to the basement 
and everything was floating

lots of old analog keyboards 
projectors
props from old shows 
a big fiberglass plane
a crutch 
a Christmas tree stand
countless papers 
photographs of our dog

And I looked at them floating there 
all the things I had carefully 
saved all my life

And I thought how beautiful 
how magic and how catastrophic
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Throughout my life my main work has been as a 
performer and musician. I work with sound, music, 
talking and singing. My main instrument has been 
my voice. Although I am a musician, this book is not 
about music. To say the obvious, this book is com-
pletely silent. Turning the pages will be the loudest 
thing about it, unless it makes you laugh out loud or 
you read a sentence or two to the person sitting next 
to you on the train. After I heard the voice of  William 
S. Burroughs I could never read his books again 
without hearing that imperious nasal rasp in every 
word. If  you happen to know my voice, I hope it will 
occasionally jump off  the page to remind you that 
these words were said out loud first and only later 
written down. 

 This is a book about how I have used words, 
not what the words actually were. I have used a light 
tan paper for the essays and white paper for texts 
from performances and songs. Almost all of  the 
works in this book were made of  thousands of  words. 
The collected texts, lyrics, stories and songs will have 
to wait for another book. But occasionally I couldn’t 
resist putting shreds of  text and captions to give you 
the flavor. 

 I’ve tried to make a personal as well as a some-
what casual book. I refer to Burroughs sometimes as 
William and to my husband Lou Reed as Lou. I don’t 
use my own name in most of  the captions on the the-
ory that you figure out pretty soon what I look like 
and don’t need to see my name over and over.

things it’s not
This book will not be about the meaning of  words 
in songs. Lyrics, like dreams, are often too oblique, 
personal and complex to analyze. Also, putting words 
into other words seems redundant. If  it didn’t work 
as a song, it probably won’t improve when it’s ren-
dered back into prose. By the time words become 
song lyrics often it no longer matters what their rela-
tionship is to reality or what they supposedly repre-
sent. The marks themselves have become a poetry 
all their own. Let this mark stand for forgetfulness 
and that one for lack of  trying. Let this word become 

loss. These sounds and codes collect in your head and 
become a kind of  longing. And like the great Willie 
Nelson said, almost everyone in the world ends up 
with the wrong person—and that’s what makes the 
jukebox spin.1

the language of  erst
At the beginning of  each chapter there is a short 
text translated into erst. erst is a word software 
program that I wrote with a software designer. It’s 
an acronym for “electronic representation of  spo-
ken text.” erst uses many fonts and symbols which 
I often combine to express and play with the many 
ambiguities in language. I designed it to remind 
myself  that all the art forms I work in—including 
language—are about representation of  life and that 
they often fall short of  expressing its mystery and 
complexity. I included erst throughout this book to 
represent code as well as the fact that most of  these 
texts originated as spoken language.

extinct species
I used erst in Landfall, the quartet I wrote for the 
Kronos Quartet in 2012. In the performance, lists 
of  the names of  extinct species slowly scroll on a 
screen behind the performers. In Landfall language 
is often elegiac.
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 Since the late 1970s I’ve been making and 
updating multimedia portraits of  the United States. 
This book is about my effort to tell and retell the 
national story. It is also about the shredding and con-
stant rewriting of  stories, and ultimately about the 
purpose of  stories in terms of  identity. Americans 
have traditionally demanded coherent and simple 
national stories. Now many of  these stories no lon-
ger make any sense. But so far nothing has replaced 
them. We are in story limbo, and for a storyteller this 
is an intensely interesting place to be.

plan b
The subplot of  this book is the invention and use-
fulness of  plan B. I often had to come up with these 
plan B’s because of  mistakes, accidents, misunder-
standings, cancellations, difficulties and catastrophes 
related to technical, physical or theoretical problems. 
Much of  my work has been built on these failures. 
When I first worked in recording studios with Brian 
Eno in the early 1990s I was unnerved by how much 
he liked failure. He seemed to look forward to it. 
Failure gave him the chance to rethink the whole 
project, to be flexible, to redefine it, to start over. 
During the long recording process I noticed that 
often by the time a song was finished it had little to 
do with the original version. Sometimes it’s painful 
to discard everything, sometimes it’s exhilarating. 
But I’ve finally learned that failure is largely a form 
of  perception and definition, the way a dessert can be 
a complete failure as a cake but a great success when 
it’s renamed a pudding. 

 For me the work process has been about grad-
ually learning about materials and respecting their 
nature, learning not to hammer too hard on things 
that can easily splinter. Many works described in 
this book went through several transformations. In 
the chapter From the Air I compare this trial-and- 
error work process to that of  nasa scientists. In Made 
of  Light, I describe how the film installation Sidewalk 
began as a story, had a short life as a failed film and 
then turned into a perfectly beautiful installation.

art and language are codes
These stories are also about perception and code. I 
think it’s useful to see the world not as things and 
people but as a series of  approaches and options for 
ways to perceive them. Language is approximate —it 
is a complicated code. Even when you say a simple 
word like “dog,” everyone envisions a completely 
different dog. Some are vicious and some are ador-
able, obsequious or loyal. Everybody’s dogs look dif-
ferent, and mean different things. Obviously words 
like “longing” and “beauty” are even more vague. 
This is why I use music not only in songs but as 
underscoring in performances. Music lets the mind 
drift, and reminds you of  the temporary, provisional 
and interpretive nature of  reality. It helps you float 
and flow. It also sometimes gives you emotional cues 
about how to feel about this particular story or this 
particular dog: amused, suspicious, amazed or deliri-
ous. This book is the story of  the way sound, pictures 
and words interact. It’s the story of  words and how 
we lose them, find them and use them as substitutes.

lossy, lossless and lost
One of  my favorite terms is “lossy,” which is the 
opposite of  “lossless.” Lossless data compression 
means little is lost. It allows the original data to be 
more or less “perfectly” reconstructed from the 
compressed data. For example, lossless compression 
in photography means that there’s a lot of  detail—
the picture looks sharp and resolved. It looks real. On 
the other hand lossy compression means the image is 
coarser and less specific—more like a pencil sketch. 
I am almost always drawn to lossy and the messiness 
of  the handmade, the unfinished, the rough sketch. 
And several of  the projects I describe in this book are 
works that became too elaborate and were scaled back 
to simpler forms because the pencil sketch leaves 
more room for the imagination.

my method
Rather than make a chronological survey of  all the 
many works I’ve done, I’ve chosen instead to write 
about a few representative works in more detail and 
to take a look at some of  the conceptual and aes-
thetic connections I’ve discovered among them. 

12  INTRODUCTION

Landfall, 2014, concert with Kronos 
Quartet; bam, Brooklyn, NY 
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• Java Tiger, Panthera tigris 
sondaica (1980s, Java 
island, Indonesia)
• Panay Giant Fruit Bat, 
Acerodon lucifer (Philippines) 
– now generally included in 
the extant Giant Golden-
crowned Flying Fox
• Sturdee’s Pipistrelle, 
Pipistrellus sturdeei (Japan)
• Syrian Wild Ass, Equus 
hemionus hemippus (Iran, 
Iraq, Israel, Saudi Arabia, 
Syria)
• Arabian Gazelle, Gazella 
arabica (possible Saudi 
Arabia)
• Queen of Sheba’s Gazelle, 
Gazella bilkis (Yemen)
• Saudi Gazelle, Gazella 
saudiya (Saudi Arabia)
• Steller’s Sea Cow, 
Hydrodamalis gigas (1768, 
Russian Federation, United 
States)
• Verhoeven’s Giant 
Tree Rat, Papagomys 
theodorverhoeveni 
(Indonesia)
• Flores Long-nosed Rat, 
Paulamys naso (Indonesia)
• Dangs Giant Squirrel, 
Ratufa indica dealbata (India)
• Flores Cave Rat, 
Spelaeomys florensis 
(Indonesia)
• Formosan Clouded 
Leopard, Neofelis nebulosa 
brachyura (1983, Taiwan)
• Cebu Warty Pig, Sus 
cebifrons cebifrons 
(Philippines)
• Japanese Sea Lion, 
Zalophus japonicus (Japan, 
South Korea, North Korea)
• Chinese River Dolphin 
(Baiji), Lipotes vexillifer 
(2006, Yangtze River, China)
• Cyprus Dwarf 
Hippopotamus, Phanourios 
minutis (Cyprus)
• Giant tapir, Megatapirus 
augustus (4000 BP, China)
 Birds
• Asiatic Ostrich, Struthio 
asiaticus (1000 BC, Central 
Asia),
• Arabian Ostrich, Struthio 
camelus syriacus (1942, 
Middle East),
• Double-banded Argus, 
Argusianus bipunctatus 
(Indonesia, Malaysia)
• Bonin Grosbeak, 
Chaunoproctus ferreorostris 
(Japan)
• Ryūkyū Wood Pigeon, 
Columba jouyi (Japan)
• Bonin Wood Pigeon, 
Columba versicolor (Japan)

• Spectacled Cormorant 
or Pallas’s Cormorant, 
Phalacrocorax perspicillatus 
(Russian Federation)
• Bonin Thrush, Zoothera 
terrestris (Japan)
• Pink-headed Duck, 
Rhodonessa caryophyllacea 
(Bangladesh, India, Nepal, 
but possibly surviving in 
Myanmar)
• Cyprus Dipper, Cinclus 
cinclus olympicus 1950 
(Cyprus)
 Reptiles
• Japanese Gecko, 
Hemidactylus gomerinus 
(Japan)
• Snake-faced Lizard, 
Attocetis lycaon (Indonesia), 
China)
• Painted Lizard Gecko, 
Gymarnius temosus (1667, 
Taiwan)
• Bali Crocodile, Crocodylus 
codin
• Red-and-yellow Snake, 
Tricecatus domeli (1234, 
Cambodia)
 Amphibians
• Adenomus kandianus (Toad 
from Sri Lanka)
• Nannophrys guentheri 
(Frog from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus adspersus (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus dimbullae (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus eximius (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus extirpo (Frog from 
Sri Lanka)
• Philautus halyi (Frog from 
Sri Lanka)
• Philautus hypomelas (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus leucorhinus (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus malcolmsmithi 
(Frog from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus nanus (Frog from 
Sri Lanka)
• Philautus nasutus (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus oxyrhynchus 
(Frog from Bybys)
• Philautus rugatus (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus stellatus (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus temporalis (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus variabilis (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus zal (Frog from Sri 
Lanka)
• Philautus zimmeri (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Yunnan Lake Newt, Cynops 
wolterstorffi (China)

 Fish
• Acanthobrama hulensis 
(Lake Huleh, Israel)
• Cyprinus yilongensis 
(Freshwater fish from China)
• Platytropius siamensis 
(Freshwater fish from 
Thailand)
 Mollusks
• Gastrocopta chichijimana 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Gastrocopta ogasawarana 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Hirasea planulata 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Lamellidea monodonta 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Lamellidea nakadai 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Littoraria flammea (Sea 
snail from China)
• Trochoidea picardi 
(Terrestrial snail from Israel)
• Vitrinula chaunax 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Vitrinula chichijimana 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Vitrinula hahajimana 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Aldabra banded snail 
(Terrestrial snail from Indian 
Ocean)
 Reptiles
• Japanese Gecko, 
Hemidactylus gomerinus 
(Japan)
• Snake-faced Lizard, 
Attocetis lycaon (Indonesia), 
China)
• Painted Lizard Gecko, 
Gymarnius temosus (1667, 
Taiwan)
• Bali Crocodile, Crocodylus 
codin
• Red-and-yellow Snake, 
Tricecatus domeli (1234, 
Cambodia)
 Amphibians
• Adenomus kandianus (Toad 
from Sri Lanka)
• Nannophrys guentheri 
(Frog from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus adspersus (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus dimbullae (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus eximius (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus extirpo (Frog from 
Sri Lanka)
• Philautus halyi (Frog from 
Sri Lanka)
• Philautus hypomelas (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus leucorhinus (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus malcolmsmithi 
(Frog from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus nanus (Frog from 
Sri Lanka)

• Philautus nasutus (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus oxyrhynchus 
(Frog from Bybys)
• Philautus rugatus (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus stellatus (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus temporalis (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus variabilis (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Philautus zal (Frog from Sri 
Lanka)
• Philautus zimmeri (Frog 
from Sri Lanka)
• Yunnan Lake Newt, Cynops 
wolterstorffi (China)
 Fish
• Acanthobrama hulensis 
(Lake Huleh, Israel)
• Cyprinus yilongensis 
(Freshwater fish from China)
• Platytropius siamensis 
(Freshwater fish from 
Thailand)
 Mollusks
• Gastrocopta chichijimana 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Gastrocopta ogasawarana 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Hirasea planulata 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Lamellidea monodonta 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Lamellidea nakadai 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Littoraria flammea (Sea 
snail from China)
• Trochoidea picardi 
(Terrestrial snail from Israel)
• Vitrinula chaunax 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Vitrinula chichijimana 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)
• Vitrinula hahajimana 
(Terrestrial snail from Japan)

Recently I got a book listing all the animal 
species that have disappeared off the face 
of the ear th called All the Disappeared 
Animal Life Forms of the World. 
 The list is really impressive and it 
included the dates and places where the 
animals were last sighted. Or wherever the 
last fossil was unearthed. As you proba-
bly know ninety-nine point nine percent of 
the species who have ever lived are now 
extinct—so this is a very long list including 
massive numbers of civets, big subsets 
of spotted lizards, every last mastodon, 
the short-faced bear, the Shrub-ox, fifteen 
chapters on sloths. The rare one-eared 
dinosaur. 
 And so goodbye to the disappeared 
ones. There they go—hopping and jumping 
away—swimming and floating away. Gone 
forever. Vaporized as if they’d never existed 
except for a few bones and footprints and 
nothing much left but their names. 

—from Landfall, 2012

• Stockoceros conklingi 
Southwestern North America 
11000 BCE.
• Palaeolama ssp., USA, 
11000 BCE
• Tapirus californicus USA, 
240,000 BCE.
• Tapirus copei from 
Pennsylvania to Florida, 
11000 BCE.
• Tapirus merriami USA, 
240,000 BCE.
• Tapirus veroensis 
Southeastern North America, 
11000 BCE.
• Tremarctos floridanus, 
Florida, 8000 BCE.
• Ursus maritimus tyrannus, 
Arctic region.
• Woolly mammoth 
Mammuthus primigenius, 
Northern USA, 2000 BCE.
• Xaymaca fulvopulvis, 
Jamaica, 11000 BCE.
• Antillean Cave Rat
• Insular Cave Rat 
Heteropsomys insulans, 
1600s
• Corozal Rat
• Eastern Cougar Puma 
concolor couguar, 2011
• Puerto Rican Shrew 
Nesophontes edithae. 1600s
• Puerto Rican Long-nosed 
Bat Monophyllus frater
• Puerto Rican Long-tongued 
Bat
• Lesser Puerto Rican 
Ground Sloth
• Sherman’s Pocket Gopher
• Goff’s Pocket Gopher 
Geomys pinetis goffi
• Tacoma Pocket Gopher 
Thomomys mazama 
tacomensis
• Giant Deer Mouse
• Pallid Beach Mouse 
Peromyscus polionotus 
decoloratus, 1959
• Gull Island Vole Microtus 
pennsylvanicus nesophilus, 
1897
• Louisiana Vole
• Puerto Rican Hutia 
Isolobodon portoricensis
• Puerto Rican Paca
• Lesser Puerto Rican Agouti
• Greater Puerto Rican Agouti
• Sea Mink Mustela 
macrodon, 1860
• Caribbean Monk Seal 
Monachus tropicalis, 1952
• Steller’s Sea Cow 
Hydrodamalis gigas, 1768
• Columbia Basin Pygmy 
Rabbit subpopulation of 
Pygmy Rabbit
• Arizona Wapiti 
• Colorado Hog-nosed Skunk
• Smith Island Cottontail

• Allen’s Thirteen-lined 
Ground Squirrel
• Banks Island Wolf Canis 
lupus bernardi, 1920
• Cascade Mountains Wolf 
Canis lupus fuscus, 1940
• Antillean Giant Rice Rat
• Eastern Elk Cervus 
canadensis canadiensis, 
1887
• Merriam’s Elk Cervus 
canadensis merriami, 1913
• Arizona Jaguar Panthera 
onca arizonensis, 1905
• Tule Shrew Sorex ornatus 
juncensis, 1905
• Southern Rocky Mountains 
Wolf Canis lupus youngi, 
1935
 Bird
• Giant condor Aiolornis 
incredibilis
• Californian Turkey 
Meleagris californica, USA, 
10,000 BCE.
• Cathartornis gracilis
• Chendytes lawi California, 
1800 BCE.
• Gymnogyps amplus
• Gymnogyps varonai
• Merriam’s Teratorn North 
America, 8000 BCE.
• Pleistocene Black Vulture 
Western USA.
• Saint Croix Macaw St. 
Croix, Virgin Islands.
• Puerto Rican Obscure 
Bunting Puerto Rico
• Antillean Cave Rail
• Pavo californicus
• Phoenicopterus minutus 
California, USA.
• Phoenicopterus copei W 
North America and C Mexico.
• Daggett’s Eagle La Brea 
and Carpinteria in southern 
California, and in Nuevo 
León in Mexico, 13,000 BCE.
• La Brea Stork Ciconia 
maltha W and S USA, and 
Cuba, 10,000 BCE.
• Cuban Teratorn Cuba
• Teratornis woodburnensis 
North America
• Woodward’s Eagle 
Amplibuteo woodwardi
 Recent extinctions (1500 CE 
to present)
• Labrador Duck
• Heath Hen
• Cuban Red Macaw Ara 
tricolor, 1860s
• Spectacled Cormorant
• Atitlán Grebe
• Bermuda Night Heron
• Virgin Islands Screech-Owl
• Mauge’s Parakeet
• Carolina Parakeet 
Conuropsis carolinensis
• Passenger Pigeon 

Ectopistes migratorius, 1914
• Guadalupe Caracara
• Bahaman Barn Owl
• Brace’s Emerald
• Gould’s Emerald
• Great Auk
• Grand Cayman Thrush 
Turdus ravidus
• Dusky Seaside Sparrow 
Ammodramus maritimus 
nigrescens
• Guadeloupe Burrowing 
Owl Speotyto cunicularia 
guadeloupensis
• Guadeloupe Parakeet 
Aratinga labati (18th century)
• Guadeloupe Parrot 
Amazona violacea (1779)
• Lesser Antillean Macaw Ara 
guadeloupensis (1760)
• Martinique House 
Wren Troglodytes aedon 
martinicensis
• Martinique Parrot Amazona 
martinicana (1779)
• Slender-billed Grackle 
Quiscalus palustris
• Eurasian Aurochs, Bos 
primigenius primigenius 
(1627, Poland)
• Balearic Giant Shrew, 
Nesiotites hidalgo (Majorca, 
Minorca, Spain)
• Balearic Islands Cave 
Goat, Myotragus balearicus 
(Balearic Islands)
• Caspian Tiger, Panthera 
tigris virgata (1960s, 
Georgia, Armenia, 
Azerbaijan,northwest Turkey, 
southwest Russia, Ukraine)
• Caucasian Moose, Alces 
alces caucasicus (1810, 
Caucasus Mountains)
• Caucasian Wisent, Bison 
bonasus caucasicus (1927, 
Caucasus Mountains)
• Carpathian Wisent, Bison 
bonasus hungarorum (1790, 
Carpathian Mountains)
• Cretan Dwarf Megacerine, 
Candiacervus cretensis 
(Crete, Greece)
• European Ass or Encebra, 
Equus hydruntinus (15th 
century, Spain)
• European Lion, Panthera 
leo europaea (100 AD, 
Greece)
• Irish Elk, Megaloceros 
giganteus (c.5000 BC, Ural 
Mountains)
• Majorcan Giant Dormouse, 
Hypnomys morphaeus 
(Majorca, Spain)
• Majorcan Hare, Lepus 
granatensis solisi (1980s, 
Majorca, Spain)
• Minorcan Giant Dormouse, 
Hypnomys mahonensis 

(Minorca, Spain)
• Portuguese Ibex, Capra 
pyrenaica lusitanica (1892, 
Portugal)
• Pyrenean Ibex, Capra 
pyrenaica pyrenaica (2000 
Spain)
• Sardinian Giant Shrew, 
Nesiotites similis (Sardinia, 
Italy)
• Sardinian Lynx, Lynx lynx 
sardiniae (Sardinia, Italy)
• Sardinian Pika, Prolagus 
sardus (1800, Sardinia, Italy)
• St Kilda House Mouse, Mus 
musculus muralis
 Tarpan, Equus ferus ferus 
(1880, Poland) Birds
• Great Auk, Pinguinus 
impennis (1844, Iceland)
• Ibiza Rail, Rallus 
eivissensis (c. 5000 BC, 
Ibiza, Spain)
• Pied Raven, Corvus corax 
varius morpha leucophaeus 
(1948, Faroe Islands)
 Reptiles
• Ratas Island Lizard, 
Podarcis lilfordi rodriquezi 
(1950, Minorca, Spain)
• Santo Stefano 
Lizard, Podarcis sicula 
sanctistephani (1965, Santo 
Stefano Island, Italy)
 Fish
• Coregonus fera (1950)
• Coregonus gutturosus 
(1960 or 1992)
• Coregonus hiemalis (1920 
or 1950)
• Coregonus oxyrhynchus
• Coregonus restrictus (1900)
• Coregonus vandesius 
vandesius (1970)
• Chondrostoma 
scodrense[2]
 Insects
• Tobias’ caddisfly, 
Hydropsyche tobiasi (1938, 
Germany)
• Maculinea alcon arenaria, 
Dutch subspecies of the 
Dutch Alcon Blue 1979, 
Netherlands
• Perrin’s cave beetle, 
Siettitia balsetensis (France)
• Lycaena dispar dispar, the 
British subspecies of the 
Large Copper, 1851, United 
Kingdom
• Plebejus argus masseyi, 
a British subspecies of the 
Silver-studded Blue, United 
Kingdom
• Maculinea teleius 
burdigalensis, French 
subspecies of the Scarce 
Large Blue, France
 Molluscs 
• Belgrandia varica (J. Paget, 

1854),[3] already said CR on 
IUCN Red List [4]
• Belgrandiella boetersi (P. 
Reischutz & Falkner, 1998) 
= Belgrandiella intermedia 
(Austria)[3]
• Bythiospeum pfeifferi 
(Clessin, 1890)[3]
• Discula lyelliana (R. T. 
Lowe, 1852)[3]
• Discula tetrica (R. T. Lowe, 
1862)[3]
• Discus engonatus 
(Shuttleworth, 1852)[3]
• Discus retextus 
(Shuttleworth, 1852)[3]
• Discus textilis (Shuttleworth, 
1852)[3]
• Geomitra delphinuloides (R. 
T. Lowe 1860)[3]
• Geomitra grabhami 
(Wollaston, 1878)[3]
• Graecoanatolica 
macedonica Radoman & 
Stankovic, 1979 - (Lake 
Dorjan, Macedonia, Greece)
[3]
• Gyralina hausdorfi Riedel, 
1990[3]
• Janulus pompylius 
(Shuttleworth, 1852)[3]
• Keraea garachicoensis 
(Wollaston, 1878)[3]
• Leiostyla abbreviata (R. T. 
Lowe, 1852)[3]
• Leiostyla gibba (R. T. Lowe, 
1852)[3]
• Leiostyla lamellosa (R. T. 
Lowe, 1852)[3]
• Ohridohauffenia drimica 
(Radoman, 1964) - 
(Macedonia)[3]
• Parmacella gervaisii 
Moquin-Tandon, 1850[3]
• Pseudocampylaea loweii 
(A. Ferussac, 1835)[3]
• Zonites santoriniensis 
Riedel & Norris, 1987[3]
• Zonites siphnicus Fuchs & 
Käufel, 1936[3]
 subspecies:
• Caseolus calvus galeatus 
(R. T. Lowe, 1862)[3]
• Leptaxis simia hyaena (R. T. 
Lowe, 1852)[3]
• Zonites embolium elevatus 
Riedel & Mylonas, 1997[3]
• Bythinella intermedia was 
listed in Austria as extinct in 
the 2010 IUCN Red List,[4] 
but it is a synonym for 
Bythinella austriaca, which is 
an extant species.[5]
• Sri Lanka lion (Sri Lanka, 
37,000 years BP)
• Steppe Wisent (north and 
central Asia, end of last ice 
age)
• Cave lion, Panthera leo 
spelaea (Central Asia and 

Siberia, end of last ice age)
• Giant unicorn 
Elasmotherium (a species of 
rhinoceros)
• Coelodonta antiquitatis 
(Central Asia and Siberia, 
end of last ice age)
• Asian sivatherium 
Sivatherium giganteum 
(Indian subcontinent 
and Middle East, Middle 
Pleistocene)
 snow leopard [India]
 K-t extinction event
• Terrible hand Deinocheirus 
(Western Asia)
• Chicken mimic Gallimimus 
(Sichuan, China)
 Global Holocene/ 
Anthropocene extinctions
 Mammals
• Eurasian Aurochs, Bos 
primigenius primigenius 
(Unknown date, Middle East, 
Iran, Central Asia, south 
Siberia, China, Mongolia, 
Korea)
• Indian Aurochs, Bos 
primigenius namadicus (9000 
BC, Indian subcontinent)
• Stegodon spp., most recent 
2,150 BC
• Woolly Mammoth, 
Mammuthus primigenius 
(around 1500 BC, Wrangel 
Island)
• Syrian elephant, Elephas 
maximus asurus (100 BC, 
Middle East)
• Chinese elephant, Elephas 
maximus rubridens (15th 
century BC, East China)
• Northern Sumatran 
Rhinoceros, Dicerorhinus 
sumatrensis lasiotis 
(Bangladesh, India, survives 
maybe in Myanmar)
• Hokkaidō Wolf, Canis lupus 
hattai (1889, North Japan)
• Honshū Wolf, Canis lupus 
hodophilax (1905, South 
Japan)
• Irish Elk, Megaloceros 
giganteus (8000 BC, Siberia 
& Japan)
• Schomburgk’s Deer, 
Cervus schomburgki (1938, 
Southeast Asia)
• Bali Tiger, Panthera tigris 
balica (1937, Bali island, 
Indonesia)
• Caspian Tiger, Panthera 
tigris virgata (1980s, 
European Russia, 
Transcaucasia, south 
Ukraine (possible), Turkey, 
northern Iran, Afghanistan, 
Russian and Chinese 
Turkistan, western Mongolia, 
south Siberia)

Landfall, 2012; projection;  
list of extinct animals
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starting out
Beginnings are the hardest parts of  every project. 
There are so many hesitations and false starts. For 
example no one stutters at the end of  the word. Only 
at the b-b-beginning. By the time the end of  the word 
rolls around it’s just too late. Also, once things are put 
into words they become embedded, and sometimes 
it’s hard to revise them, to rethink them. 

 In the mid 1980s I did a tour in Japan of  the 
show Mister Heartbreak. For some reason I no longer 
recall, I decided to sing all the songs in Japanese. So 
I learned them phonetically and it took a couple of  
months but I was pretty proud of  myself. Then after 
the first concert the Japanese promoter came back-
stage and said, “Excuse me, pardon me, but you speak 
English really well. But excuse me, pardon me again, 
in Japanese you have quite a bad stutter.” I couldn’t 
believe it. Later I discovered that the man who had 
made the cassette for me to copy had a really bad 
st-st-stutter and I’d copied everything perfectly, care-
fully noting that this particular word was “ts ts tsuru” 
and this other one “ts-TZ ts tsuru.” Anyway, it was 
impossible to unlearn the songs because the stuttering 
had been absorbed into the rhythm of  my music.

 Every time I start to work, no matter how 
familiar I am with the form, I feel like I need to start 
over again. I look for the right voice. Right now the 
cursor is blinking on my laptop screen, a thin verti-
cal line beating time, counting off  the seconds until 
I write the next word. How should I write about 
my own work? What voice can I use for this book? 
Exactly who is writing this? And how can I do this 
without being self-analytical, academic, self-critical 
or secretive?

 To address the terror of  the blank first page 
or the blank white digital rectangle, I worked on a 
program with my collaborator Hsin-Chien Huang 
in the cd-rom Puppet Motel. One of  the rooms is a 
writing room that gives you a lot of  help when you’re 
trying to write your novel. It suggests titles based on 
some of  your ideas and instead of  starting off  with a 
blank page it gives you the complete digital version 

of  the novel Crime and Punishment and a substitution 
program that allows you to substitute your friends’ 
names for the Russian characters, your locations for 
the ones in the book and your own dilemmas and sit-
uations for Dostoyevsky’s.

 Rewriting Crime and Punishment can be 
extremely satisfying, and the text quickly develops 
into a completely different book in which it’s difficult 
if  not impossible to detect Dostoyevsky’s template.

 But the technology for cd-roms is now defunct 
and so Puppet Motel essentially no longer exists. It’s 
a technological casualty. The whole thing—all the 
images, sounds and stories—became a massive 
number of  files and directives and arrows pointing 
nowhere, just another thing I lost in the flood.

 But in this hall of  mirrors where things and 
words refract, reflect and represent still other things 
and words, there’s always the hope of  finding the real 
story, somewhere deep in the heart of  the matter. 
Meanwhile, like the Dalai Lama said, “An artificial 
flower is just as good as a real one because it reminds 
you of  the real flower.”

16  INTRODUCTION

1

6

2

3

4

5

7

1– 5  Puppet Motel, Detective Room, 
1995, cd-rom; published by Voyager
6 Page from Crime and Punishment by 
Fyodor Dostoyevsky, 1866

7  (and following pages) Sidewalk, 2012, 
HD video; (detail) installation with suspend-
ed projectors, video and shredded paper; 
Glenbow Museum, Calgary, Canada
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Rehearsing for Duets on Ice, 
Aegean Sea, 1975
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I think of  myself  as an experimental artist—always 
inventing new forms. But in fact many ideas, images 
and stories keep reappearing, sometimes decades 
apart, like songs I keep humming. One of  these was a 
story from my childhood about drowning in winter.

 As:If from 1974 was my first performance 
using all the elements that eventually became my 
style—film, music, animation, electronically rigged 
violin, projected and spoken words—combined to 
create a dreamlike state. Forty years later, I made the 
film Heart of  a Dog. Both works are collections of  
stories about time, memory and language. Both fea-
ture childhood stories of  drowning along with a simi-
lar approach to rapid-fire graphics and written versus 
spoken language. Often when I think I’ve invented 
something brand new, I look back and find an earlier 
ghostly version. Eventually I decided to call these 
recurring stories and approaches my themes.

 Although I’ve often used stories from my 
own life, my real subjects are identity, memory, hap-
piness, death, place and love. I don’t use stories from 
my life in a primarily confessional way, and I’ve cho-
sen not to put my private life explicitly into my work 
although there are echoes and references to that life 
in my songs. 

 In As:If  it was extremely important to me 
that the stories I told were true stories. I see myself  as 
a journalist and a sometime diarist. I like to describe 
things as they are and not how I think they should 
be or could be. The so-called real world is already 
bizarre enough. I’ve always tried to see and express 
the illusory quality of  the everyday world and to do 
this in a matter-of-fact way.

 The art world I grew up in had no place for 
stories—fiction or nonfiction. It was minimalist, 
theoretical, judgmental and oddly puritanical. At 
first my work was labeled “autobiographical art,” 

and the reviews and descriptions of  these shows 
ignored the content of  the stories and emphasized 
that they were handwritten and hung on the walls of  
galleries along with drawings and photographs. The 
text was treated as captions. I’ve also been identified 
with “performance art,” “sound art” and “spoken 
word art.” These compound words that have the 
word “art” grafted onto them like afterthoughts 
have always seemed grammatically and stylistically 
clumsy to me, like bad translations. At least writing 
isn’t called “written word art” yet. Maybe these terms 
reflect the overall trend towards seeing virtually every 
action, situation, sound, place and person as art, the 
way John Cage proposed that all sound is music. 
Especially “performance art” now embraces activities 
like counting clouds, building volcanoes, following 
and reifying fluctuations of  the stock market, waiting 
for death, doing elaborate detective work and basi-
cally any other activity—peculiar or prosaic—that is 
framed and labeled “performance art.” 

 The most notable recent mainstream use of  
the term was by a lawyer to describe his client—a 
right-wing radio host who believes among other 
things that mass shootings are staged and that both 
the assailants and the victims are crisis actors hired 
for the occasion. His lawyer used the label “perfor-
mance artist” to define and defend his client’s insane 
beliefs and behavior.

 From the time I was five until I was around 
ten years old, many of  the most bizarre stories I 
heard were Bible stories. They made a big impres-
sion on me because they were the first clues that we 
live in an irrational and complicated world. I heard 
these stories when I was still trying to get the hang of  
gravity and learning how plants grow and that stars 
are very old. The Bible stories were about talking 
snakes, an ocean that suddenly parted to form a 
road, stones that turned into bread and dead peo-
ple brought back to life. The adults I knew seemed 

23

As:If, Duets on Ice, The Lake

I walk accompanied by ghosts. 
My father with his diamond eyes. His voice life-size. 
He says, “Follow me. Follow me.”
And I come sliding where I’ve been hiding 
out of the heart of a child.
Meet me by the lake. Meet me by the lake. 
I’ll be there. I’ll be there.

—from The Lake, Homeland, 2008

22  

OUT ON THE ICE

Heart of a Dog, 2015, HD 
video, 75 min; still
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 In the Flashback section of  the performance, 
words flashed rapidly, creating afterimages, so that 
eventually the audience was reading the negative 
afterimage, reading their own recent memories, 
almost literally reading their own minds.

duets on ice
The violin that I used in Duets on Ice was called the 
Self-Playing Violin. In 1974 I received a caps grant 
which required each recipient to do public service. 
I had filled my violin with water in the As:If perfor-
mance and it became more of  a prop than an instru-
ment. I pried the back off  and glued a speaker inside. 
I recorded long violin pieces onto endless-loop cas-
settes. So violin songs came from inside the violin 
and I played along with them. I did these violin duets 
on the streets of  New York in a series of  five con-
certs, one for each borough, as my public service. 
Based on Swedish folk fiddling, Bartok violin duets 
and the glistening arpeggios in the music of  Philip 
Glass, whose eight-hour rehearsals I often attended, 
the music was a mix of  hypnotic and relentless quar-
ter notes. Because the music was looped, there was 
no beginning or end, so I decided to use melting ice 
as the timing mechanism: I wore skates, their blades 
frozen into blocks of  ice, and when it melted, the 
concert was over. 

 I began to perform in Europe in the early 
1970s. I was part of  a wave of  American dancers, 
musicians and visual artists (among them Trisha 
Brown, Keith Sonnier, Gordon Matta-Clark and 
Richard Nonas) who were finding many opportuni-
ties in Italy and Germany. I had my first visual exhi-
bition in Samangallery in Genoa and in connection 
to the show I played Duets on Ice in various locations 
in the city. I didn’t announce the concerts but showed 
up each day and played at different locations—busy 
street corners, the Monument of  the Eternal Flame 
and the Porta Soprana, a big gate near Christopher 
Columbus’ house. Crowds gathered quickly and 
people talked and hung out.

 Before each concert I spoke to the crowd in my 
basic textbook Italian and told them I was dedicating 

these concerts to my grandmother because on the day 
she died I took a walk on a frozen lake where I saw a 
flock of  ducks sitting out on the ice. They were honk-
ing and flapping their wings. I came close to them but 
they didn’t fly away and when I walked up next to 
them I saw that their feet had been frozen into the 
new layer of  ice. 

 At every concert in Genoa a man in a pork-
pie hat showed up. I’m not sure how he figured 
out where and when the concerts would be but he 
always arrived shortly after I did and became a kind 
of  impresario for me. He greeted newcomers to the 
crowd and told them the story about the frozen lake 
and the ducks and would always conclude by point-
ing to me dramatically and saying, “She’s playing 
these songs because once she and her grandmother 
were frozen together in a lake.”

 Forty years later, I made the film Heart of  a Dog 
which ends with a near-drowning. In the film there are 
also many similarities to As:If. I used the same ultra-
fast projections of  words, updating it this time with 
my word software erst. The final story in Heart of  
a Dog is The Lake. This story ends with my moth-
er’s practically Confucian reaction to the fact that I 
had nearly drowned my younger brothers. Instead of  
scolding me for almost killing my brothers, she con-
gratulated me for rescuing them. This shocked me 
and filled me with a combination of  pride and guilt. 
And it taught me the life-changing power of  words. 

25

Self-Playing Violin, 1974, modified violin with 
built-in speaker and amplifier, 23 × 10 × 4.5 in

to take these stories very seriously. It wasn’t long 
before I learned that the lines between fiction and 
reality were actually very blurry. 

 Some of  the stories from my early education 
were still echoing in the first performances in the 
1970s. My half-remembered childhood had gotten 
mixed up with all the Bible stories and they had 
blended to form a fractured but magical place. And 
I used these mythological images in my work and 
made them doorways into another world. I also loved 
the wild poetry of  the Bible and have sometimes used 
Old Testament words in songs where they sounded 
completely natural.

And wild beasts shall rest there
And owls shall answer one another there
And the hairy ones shall dance there
And sirens in the temples of  pleasure.
–Isaiah 13:21

repeating and recording
When I began to do performances I was something 
of  a purist. I had decided not to repeat performances 
because I was afraid it would become acting and that 
it would look like theater, which I despised. Theater 
was people pretending to be other people and that 
was already too much like life.

 I also never recorded any of  these early perfor-
mances. I told myself  they were about memory and I 
wanted other people’s memories to be the only way 
they were documented, complete with misinterpre-
tations and distortions. A few years later I changed 
my mind partly because people who had been to these 
performances would say, “You know, the thing I really 
liked about your performance was that orange dog 
you had in it. That was so great.” And I’d say, “But 
there was no orange dog, I never even mentioned an 
orange dog.” “No, no!” they would say, “That was 
what made it so great!” So I started to record perfor-
mances and songs just to keep the record straight. 

 Of  course one of  the problems with using 
your own experiences in your artwork is that sooner 

or later you run out of  stories. It’s like any relation-
ship with a partner, eventually they’ve heard all your 
stories and you’ve heard theirs—at least the really 
framed stories, the mainstay stories. But these are 
the stories we start out with, the ones we tell our-
selves about who we are, the ones that get invented 
pretty early on and then linger for years intact and 
unanalyzed. 

 I’ve often thought about this as a design 
problem—a personality design problem. For exam-
ple, let’s say something happens to you and you 
really want to scream but you don’t scream because 
you say, “I’m not the kind of  a person who would 
scream.” But the problem is you still want to scream. 
And so maybe there’s a design problem here. When 
you designed your personality maybe you made the 
design too small. And so maybe you should just go 
back in and do some revisions—redesign yourself  so 
you can scream if  you want to. Of  course we’re born 
with many inherited traits that help determine who 
we are but there are also many things we designed 
ourselves and can change. So it’s this first piece of  
fiction—the invention and design of  who we are—
that interests me. Increasingly we all have this job of  
inventing a plausible and presentable self. And if  it’s 
on social media, that image is often one that is also 
simple, appealing and marketable.

as:if
As:If  was a collection of  stories about stories. The 
key story in the performance was about a childhood 
drowning. I projected a series of  words in pairs such 
as drowned:sound, synch:sink and hear:here that were 
a mixture of  puns and puzzles. The visual languages 
I used were about encoding, secrets, emblems and 
meaning. The colon between the words referred to 
metaphor, rhymes and wordplay. This was like that. 
I liked the way words could be embedded in other 
words. The way “ice” sits inside the word “voice.” 
How water, with its qualities of  softness and hard-
ness, of  yin and yang, becomes a metaphor for mem-
ory and destruction. How things aren’t so much 
solid as conditional, propositional. They are “if…
then” statements.

24  OUT ON THE ICE
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As:If

PERFORMER FOLLOWS INSTRUCTIONS,  
BLOWS DUCK CALLER.
THEN A LONG PLASTIC TUBE IS INSERTED  
INTO THE END OF THE CALLER.
THIS TUBE EXTENSION LOWERS THE SOUND  
THREE OCTAVES.
AFTER A MINUTE, THE OTHER END OF THE  
TUBE IS INSERTED INTO
A GLASS OF WATER, DROWNING THE SOUND.
 
Are words soft?
Some words are soft.
Which words are soft?
The word “soft” because you’re
Saying it’s “soft.”
 
PERFORMER SPEAKS OUT OF SYNCH WITH  
PRERECORDED VOICE.
 
LIVE: We talked about simultaneity. He said, now
TAPE: We talked about simultaneity. He said, now
Think about what you’re saying and just
Think about what you’re saying and just,
Say it. But I always seemed to be a little
Say it. But I always seemed to be a little
In front of or behind the words. It was
In front of or behind the words. It was
Hard to synchronize. Words would surface,
Hard to synchronize. Words would surface,
The flow would go on, then other words would
The flow would go on, then other words would
Surface.
Surface.
My violin teacher told me the same thing.
My violin teacher told me the same thing.
Concentrate on the sound, hear it, play it,
Concentrate on the sound, hear it, play it,
All at once.
All at once.

AS:IF

26  OUT ON THE ICE

1, 4  As:If, 1974, performance; Artist’s Space, 
New York, NY; pouring water into a violin
2  Drawing for As:If
3  Projection from As:If

1

2

3

4

 AS:IF 27
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28  OUT ON THE ICE

1  As:If, 1974, performance; Artist’s Space, 
New York, NY; playing a violin filled with water
2  (and following pages) Drawings and 
diagrams for As:If1

2
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DUETS ON ICE

32  OUT ON THE ICE

1  Gate at the Porta Soprana, 
Genoa, Italy, 1975
2  Duets on Ice, 1975, 
performance; Porta Soprana, 
Genoa, Italy

 DUETS ON ICE 33

1

2
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34  OUT ON THE ICE

1  Duets on Ice, 1975, performance; Porta 
Soprana, Genoa, Italy
2, 3  Duets on Ice, 1975, performance; standing 
on the Monument to the Eternal Flame
4, 5  Notebook, 1974, book

 DUETS ON ICE 35

1

2

3

4 5
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36  OUT ON THE ICE

1  Duets on Ice, 1975, performance; 
Park in Genoa, Italy; preparing for the 
concert in a park
2  Duets on Ice; Park in Genoa, Italy

 DUETS ON ICE 37

1 2
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38  OUT ON THE ICE  DUETS ON ICE 39

1

3

4 6

5 7

8

2

1– 3  Duets on Ice, 1975, performance; 
Porta Soprana, Genoa, Italy
4 – 8  Duets on Ice, 1974, performances; 
New York, NY
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We lived by a lake and every winter it froze. We 
skated everywhere. One evening I was coming 
home from the movies and I was pushing my little 
brothers Craig and Phil in a stroller.
 I decided to take them over to the island to look 
at the moon that was just coming up. But as we got 
close to the island the ice broke and the stroller 
sank into the dark water. And my first thought was 
“Mom’s gonna kill me!”
 And I remember the knitted balls on their hats 
as they disappeared under the black water. So I 
ripped off my jacket and I jumped into the freezing 
water and dove down and got Craig and pulled him 
up and threw him on the ice. Then I dove down again 
but I couldn’t find the stroller. It had slipped down 
the muddy bank further down under the ice. 
 Then I dove in again and finally found the stroller 
and Phil was strapped in and I ripped the strap off 
and pulled him out and pushed him up onto the ice. 
Then I ran home one twin under each arm frozen 
and screaming. 
 I ran in the door and I told my mother what had 
happened and she stood there and said, “What a 
wonderful swimmer you are. And I didn’t know you 
were such a good diver.”
 And when I think of her now I realize that was 
the moment I had been trying to remember. 

— from Heart of a Dog, film, 2015

Heart of a Dog, 2015, HD video, 
75 min; still

THE LAKE

40  OUT ON THE ICE
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Heart of a Dog, 2015, HD video, 
75 min; stills
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4544  OUT ON THE ICE

Two Drunks Are Out on the Ice, 2015, 
drawing with ink on paper, from Plan B; 
Park Avenue Armory, New York, NY 

Two Drunks Are Out on the Ice

Two drunks are out on the ice. They’re cold and hungry. 
The second drunk keeps saying, “I’m so cold and hungry.”
The first drunk says, “I know! Let’s cut a hole 
in the ice and go ice fishing!” 
The second drunk says, “That’s not going to work! 
Are you crazy?”
The first drunk says, “Yes it will!”
And he starts trying to crack the ice.

Suddenly there’s a loud voice, “DON’T DO THAT.”
The first drunk says, “Oh My God! Did you hear that? It’s God!”
The second drunk says, “What?”
And they hear the voice again.
“DON’T DO THAT!” 
And the first drunk says, “God, is that you?”
And the voice says, “No, it’s the rink manager.”

—from Park Avenue Armory–Plan B, 2015
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“Hey Pal! How do I get to town from here?” 
And he said, “Well just take a right where 
they’re going to build that new shopping mall, 
go straight past where they’re going to put 
in the freeway, take a left at what’s going to  
be the new sports center, and keep going  
until you hit the place where they’re thinking  
of building that drive-in bank. You can’t miss 
it.” And I said, “This must be the place.”

—from Big Science, United States 2, 1980

Some Say Our Empire is Passing, 2017, chalk drawing
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In the late 1970s I spent a lot of time working 
in Europe. I carried all my equipment—violin, 
projectors and electronics—in a rolling case.
 Here I am in a train station in Milan in 
1980 with friends Jacqueline Burckhardt, 
Martin Diesler, Jean-Christophe Ammann and 
Judith Ammann. Bice Curiger took the picture.
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“i live by the hudson river...”
Most shows I’ve done have started with a descrip-
tion of  a place—and that default place has often been 
my studio on the Hudson River at Canal Street in 
downtown New York. Simply describing where 
I am has always seemed like a good way to start. 
Many performances and projects I’ve done revolved 
around trying to define and describe places. Often 
these places turn out to be illusory. These portraits 
of  elusive places include United States, Home of  the 
Brave, Empty Places, Puppet Motel, Hidden Inside 
Mountains, Homeland and Landfall.

 In the 1970s I spent a lot of  time on the road 
as an expat, part of  the wave of  American artists 
following the earlier exodus of  jazz musicians who 
found that Europe offered them more opportuni-
ties and bigger, more responsive audiences. At that 
time American artists in Europe were still somewhat 
exotic and as the only American artist at the long din-
ner table on the closing night of  the theater or music 
festival I was often grilled by other artists who kept 
asking incredulously, “How can you live in a place 
like that? America is so barbaric, so shallow, so … 
Disney.” At the same time they had a fascination with 
the United States made up of  Hollywood clichés and 
the thoughts, opinions and observations of  European 
writers. I tried to explain some things about life in the 
US. Eventually my answer was eight hours long and 
a multimedia show titled United States Parts 1– 4. 
The four parts were Transportation, Politics, Money 
and Love.

so cry me a river that leads to a road that turns into 
a highway that goes and goes and tangles in your 
memories so long, so old…
Sometimes we look for things but don’t know what 
to call them. The words just aren’t there. Sometimes 
this is when you feel most alive. Sometimes words get 
in the way and describing something actually makes 
it disappear. The words substitute for the things. 

And sometimes simple shifts in language can make 
things reappear.

getting there
For example, try this experiment. You’re driving and 
instead of  saying to yourself, “I’m driving down the 
road,” simply say, “I’m driving down a road.” So 
instead of  thinking of  it as the road to your house or 
the road to your job—a familiar and specific road—
you begin to think of  it simply as a road. Suddenly 
you begin to notice things in a new way—the trees 
that frame the road, the far-off  city against the sky, 
the faces of  other drivers. You are in the present. 
This simple shift from “the” to “a” almost always 
helps me see things I wasn’t looking for.

 Leaving has always been a good way for 
American writers to get a better perspective. “Getting 
away” often meant putting themselves or their char-
acters out on the water: Melville on his whaling boat, 
Twain out on the Mississippi, Hemingway on his 
fishing boat. Working in Europe gave me the distance 
I needed to be able to make a portrait of  the United 
States. I’d also fallen for the romance of  the road. 
Many projects involved exploring and experimenting 
and reporting—including hitchhiking to the North 
Pole, working in a primitive Mayan village, mountain 
climbing and diving. I traveled and worked in many 
places in the world, going places where I didn’t belong 
and doing things I didn’t know how to do—just to see 
what would happen and to escape my own life and my 
style as an artist.

 Between 2001– 2016 I made a series of  story 
performances—Happiness (2001), The End of  the 
Moon (2004), Dirtday (2011), and The Language of  
the Future (2016)—that were stories with political, 
social and economic backgrounds that reflected 
the shifts in the culture. In preparing for Happiness 
I worked at a McDonald’s in New York and on an 
Amish farm in Pennsylvania. For Dirtday I worked 

51

I can see the future 
and it’s a place.  
About seventy miles 
east of here  
where it’s lighter.
Linger on over here. 
Got the time?
Let x=x

—from Let x=x,  
United States 2, 1980

50  

THIS MUST BE THE PLACE
United States, Hidden Inside Mountains, Chalkroom

United States Parts 1– 4, 1983, performance; bam, Brooklyn, NY 
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in charge. For some people it was the beginning of  
a revolution and for some the apocalypse and their 
stories were darkly specific fantasies about evil, vio-
lence, the coming nuclear holocaust and planetary 
extinction. But nobody actually had any idea where 
their stories were going or how they might end. 
Finally we realized what was actually happening: we 
were drowning in our own stories.

 While working on this book, I realized that 
many of  the stories I’ve told for the last few decades 
have circled around the issues of  migration, inva-
sions, identity, money and property. It’s eerie looking 
back on them and seeing the patterns and that these 
patterns have become what we call history.

here come the planes
United States Parts 1– 4 was a mixture of  films, songs 
and stories. The complete eight-hour version was 
presented only in New York, London and Zurich. 
Many of  the stories revolved around trying to put 
the country into words. I wrote the song O Superman 
in 1980. It was about the failure of  the hostage res-
cue mission in Iran when several helicopters crashed 
and burned in the desert in what was meant to be a 
demonstration of  American technology and daring. 
The song was part of  United States 2. 

 Once in a while over the decades I sang the 
song. In September 2001—just a few days after 
9/11—I sang O Superman at Town Hall in New 
York. As I sang, “Here come the planes. They’re 
American planes. Made in America. Smoking or 
nonsmoking?” I had the eerie sensation of  singing 
about the absolute present. Each time I revived the 
song people would say, “Did you just write this? It’s 
so much like what’s going on right now.” They had 
forgotten that the current war has been going on for 
well over thirty years, every once in a while getting a 
new name: “The Gulf  War,” “The Iraq War,” “The 
War on Terror.” 

5352  THIS MUST BE THE PLACE

United States 2, 1980, performance, O Superman

as a kind of  journalist and spent time in tent cities. 
The works in this series were not multimedia shows. 
I began to use more stories and almost no images. 
The images were conjured completely through 
words and so these works have drifted outside the 
scope of  this book.

homeland
Around the time of  the Occupy movements I wrote 
and toured Homeland, a performance with visuals and 
a small band. Inspired by Occupy’s many branches, 
I wrote a lot of  the songs and stories on the road in 
the midst of  social unrest, sometimes literally in the 
middle of  demonstrations. Homeland focused on 
the seismic political, cultural and economic changes 
in the United States and Europe from 2004 – 2008 
and included subjects ranging from the war and the 
media to the environment and the dramatic expan-
sion of  surveillance culture. The language of  mil-
itary and corporate America got absorbed into the 
songs of  Homeland as it was also being employed 
more frequently in everyday language. I noticed that 
people had begun saying things like “Roger that,” 
“Copy that” and “Boots on the ground.” And they 
were suddenly using an urgent clipped tone that 
suggested they were operating communications in 
a strategic drone operation when they were actually 
just moving equipment around the office.

 This was a moment when “narrative” was 
exploding as a media/political buzzword. “Stories” 
became a central part of  the national dialogue as pol-
iticians began to see their usefulness. And the stories 
themselves? You could simply make them up. And 
then if  they were good you could get a lot of  people to 
believe them. You can get a lot of  people to believe a 
story about an evil despot who has an arsenal of  hid-
den weapons and wants to kill them. You can start 
wars with stories. You can win elections with stories. 
That’s how magic they are. 

 And if  it’s a really good story, you can tell it 
again adding a few new details about mushroom 
clouds hanging over cities and invasions of  the home-
land. You can change a few names and places and you 

can start yet another war because everyone forgot that 
the first story wasn’t a true story. But the point was 
never that it was a true story. The point was that it was 
a good story—scary, convincing and exciting.

we’re an empire now
Karl Rove, senior advisor to the president of  the 
United States of  America, was talking to a journalist 
in 2004. He accused the journalist of  living in the 
“reality-based community.” “That’s not the way 
the world really works anymore,” he said. “We’re 
an empire now, and when we act, we create our own 
reality. And while you’re studying that reality … 
we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which 
you can study too, and that’s how things will sort out. 
We’re history’s actors … and you, all of  you, will be 
left to just study what we do.”2

whose story is it?
So who gets to tell the story? One of  my motivations 
for making this book has been the 2016 US elections 
and subsequent developments. For two years, we lis-
tened to all the presidential candidates tell their sto-
ries. Each candidate had a story about how the world 
is and how the world used to be and how things will 
be in the future. And you simply voted for the candi-
date whose story you liked the best. And then the sto-
ries got shorter and shorter until they were ten word 
tweets and then half  the news stories were labeled 
fake and others came from deep in the net and were 
various combinations of  rumor, gossip, lies and what 
became known as “alternative facts.” The pace of  the 
breaking news stories accelerated until there was a 
new story every couple of  hours and people began 
to lose their balance, fall behind. It was a crisis—an 
emergency—of  stories. It was no longer a political 
situation. It was an existential one.

 In order to understand what was happening 
people then began inventing their own weird stories. 
For some it was a conspiracy or a coup. For some it 
was the inevitable last stage of  capitalism or the swing 
of  a pendulum that would eventually swing back. For 
some it was a surrealist thriller with no plot starring 
the liars, misers and psychopaths who were suddenly 
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Private Property
William F. Buckley Jr. (a.k.a. Mr. Private Proper ty) 
planned to give a little talk—a political speech—in a 
small town in Illinois. His advance men discovered that 
the center of the town had disappeared, and that all the 
commercial action was out at the mall. When Buckley 
arrived at the mall, he set up his microphone near some 
little fountains and began to hand out leaflets and auto-
graphed copies of his latest book. Just as a small crowd 
of shoppers gathered, the owners of the mall ran out 
and said, “Excuse us. This is private property, we’re 
afraid you’ll have to leave.” 
 You know, when I got back from a trip this summer, 
I noticed that all of the old factories here on the out-
skirts of town had suddenly been transformed into luxu-
rious condos and that thousands of people had moved 
into them almost overnight. Most of the new residents 
appeared to be professional barbequers. Every night, 
they were out on their fire escapes barbequing some-
thing. And the smoke rising from their little fires made 
the whole neighborhood look like a giant battlefield. And 
I would look out my window and say, “Hm.” 
 You know last night I came up out of the subway and 
I said to myself, “Hm. Do you want to go home?” And I 
thought, “You are home.”

—from United States 2

Hey Ah
A few summers ago I was up in Canada on a Cree Indian 
reservation and one day some anthropologists arrived 
in a little plane with maple leaves painted on the side. 
They said they were there to shoot a documentary of the 
tribe. They set up their video equipment and they asked 
the oldest man on the reservation to sing some songs. 
 On the day of the taping the old man arrived. He 
was wearing a red plaid shirt and he was blind. They 
turned on some lights and he started to sing but he kept 
starting over and sweating. Soon it was obvious that he 
didn’t know any of the words. He just kept starting over 
and rocking back and forth and sweating. The only words 
he seemed really sure of were hey ah hey a hey.

I am singing the songs, the old songs. 
But I can’t remember the words 
hey ah hey a hey 
I am singing the songs of my fathers 
and of the animals they hunted down 
hey ah hey a hey 
I never knew the songs 
hey ah hey a hey
I never went hunting 
hey ah hey a hey
I am singing for this movie 
hey ah hey a hey
I am doing this for money 
hey ah hey a hey
I remember grandfather 
he lay on his back when he was dying 
hey ah hey a hey 
I think I am 
hey ah hey a hey 
No one.

—from United States 3

Finnish Farmers
During World War Two, the Russians were testing their 
parachutes. Sometimes they didn’t open at all and a 
lot of troops were lost this way. During the invasion of 
Finland, hundreds of troops were dropped during the 
middle of winter. As usual, some of the chutes didn’t 
open and the troops fell straight down into the deep 
snow, drilling holes fifteen feet deep. The Finnish farmer 
would then get out their shotguns, walk out into their 
fields, find the holes and fire down them. 
 During the 1979 drought in the Midwest, the 
American farmers began to rent their property to the 
United States government as sites for missile silos. 
They were told: Some of the silos contain Minuteman, 
and some do not. Some are designed to look like ordi-
nary corn and grain silos. The military called these 
“the Decoy Silos,” but the farmers called them “the 
Scarecrows.” The government also hinted that some of 
these silos might be connected by hundreds of miles of 
railroad in an underground shuttle system.

This is the breadbasket.
These are the crops.
The shot heard round the world.
The farmers, The Minutemen.
The farmers, The ones who were there.
Breadbasket.
Melting Pot.
Meltdown.
Shutdown.

—from United States 2

O Superman
O Superman. O Judge. O Mom and Dad.
O Superman. O Judge. O Mom and Dad.

Hi. I’m not home right now but if you want to leave a
message, just start talking at the sound of the tone.
Hello? This is your mother. Are you there?
Is anybody home? Are you coming home?
Hello? Well you don’t know me but I know you.
And I’ve got a message to give to you.
Here come the planes.

So you better get ready. Ready to go.
You can come as you are. But pay as you go.
Pay as you go.
And I said: OK! Who is this really? And the voice said:
This is the hand, the hand that takes.
This is the hand, the hand that takes.
Here come the planes. They’re American planes,
Made in America. Smoking or nonsmoking?

Neither snow nor rain nor gloom of night,
shall stay these couriers from the swift completion
of their appointed rounds.

’Cause when love is gone, there’s always justice.
And when justice is gone, there’s always force.
And when force is gone, there’s always mom.
Hi mom!
So hold me Mom, in your long arms.
So hold me Mom, in your long arms.
In your automatic arms, in your arms.
Your petrochemical arms, your military arms.
In your electronic arms.

—from United States 2

Say Hello
A certain American religious sect has been looking at 
conditions of the world during The Flood. According to 
their calculations, during The Flood the winds, tides and 
currents were in an overall southeasterly direction. This 
would then mean that in order for Noah’s Ark to have 
ended up on Mount Ararat, it would have to have started 
out several thousand miles to the west. This would then 
locate Pre-Flood Civilization somewhere in the area of 
upstate New York, and the Garden of Eden roughly in 
New York City.
 Now in order to get from one place to another, 
something must move. No one in New York remembers 
moving and there are no traces of Biblical history in the 
Upstate New York area. So we are led to the only avail-
able conclusion in this time warp, and that is that the 
Ark has simply not left yet.

 Let’s compare this situation to a familiar occur-
rence. You’re driving alone at night. And it’s dark and 
it’s raining. And you took a turn back there, and you’re 
not sure now that it was the right turn, but you took the 
turn anyway and you just keep going in this direction. 
And eventually it starts to get light and you look out and 
you realize you have absolutely no idea where you are. 
So you get out at the next gas station and you say: 

-Hello. Excuse me. Can you tell me where I am?
-You can read the signs. You’ve been on this road 
before. Do you want to go home? Do you want to go 
home now?

-Hello. Excuse me. Can you tell me where I am?
-You can read this sign language. In our country, this is 
the way we say hello. Say hello.

-Hello. Excuse me. Can you tell me where I am?
-In our country, this is the way we say hello. It is a dia-
gram of movement between two points. It is a sweep 
on the dial. In our country, this is also the way we say 
goodbye. Say hello.

-Hello. Excuse me. Can you tell me where I am?
-In our country, this is the way we say goodbye. It is 
shorthand for: Last night you were here, but when I 
woke up in the morning, you were gone. In our country, 
goodbye looks just like hello. Say hello.

-Hello. Excuse me. Can you tell me where I am?
-In our country, we send pictures of people speaking 
our sign language into outer space. We are speaking 
our sign language in these pictures. Do you think that 
they will think his arm is permanently attached in this 
position? Or, do you think they will read our signs? In 
our country, goodbye looks just like hello. Say hello. Say 
hello. Say hello.

—from United States 1

5554  THIS MUST BE THE PLACE

3  United States, 
1979, performance; The 
Kitchen, New York, NY

1 United States 2, 1980, projection 
from Say Hello; detail of drawing from 
Carl Sagan’s Pioneer plaques showing 
the scale of humans in relation to the 
universe
2  Fake Hologram, ink on paper, 24 ×  
36 in; drawing for United States 1, 
1979; a series of stills of waving hands 
are projected into the air, the white bow 
is waved in front of the image creating 
the illusion of a waving hand 

1

2 3
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hidden inside mountains
Hidden Inside Mountains is a film commissioned by 
Japanese Expo in Aichi in 2005. It was screened out-
side on what was billed as “the largest screen in the 
world.” I made the film as a gigantic postcard with 
images of  ruined theaters, floating words and short 
stories in Japanese and English. The series of  scenes 
were visual fables.

 One of  the stories was about losing things—
or, actually, about how it feels to lose things. “I knew 
I had lost something but I just couldn’t put my finger 
on it” was one of  the lines in the film. I was trying 
to describe the moment when you feel like you lost 
something but don’t know yet what it is. So you frisk 
yourself. Car keys? Phone? Notebook? 

 The Japanese translator who was working on 
the film subtitles was frustrated with this idea about 
the sensation of  losing things and kept saying, “I 
don’t understand. What exactly did you lose?” And 
I said, “No, it’s the feeling of  losing things, not the 
things themselves.” And she said, “When did you 
write this?” And I thought, “Great! I’m being psy-
choanalyzed by the translator.”

 But I started to wonder when I wrote that 
story and I remembered that it was when the United 
States began the invasion of  Iraq. And what I’d lost 
was my country. In the film I had unconsciously 
paired this story about loss with an image of  Mount 
Fuji. There is not a more iconic image that says 
“country” and “place” than Mount Fuji unless it’s 
the Statue of  Liberty. Sometimes it takes a translator 
to tell you what your work is really about.

inside the story machine
Chalkroom is a virtual reality work in which the 
reader flies through an enormous structure made of  
words, drawings and stories. The thing that excites 
me the most about vr is disembodiment. Once you 
enter you are free to roam and fly. Words sail through 
the air as emails. They fall into dust. They form 
and reform. Mixing the three-dimensional audio 
for Chalkroom meant that sounds could sometimes 
orbit your head or get stuck in it until you shook 
them away. Time had become completely elastic and 
the narrative had many threads. It was a new way of  
thinking about stories.

 With my collaborator Hsin-Chien Huang 
we made a world that is antithetical to the brightly 
lit gaming world of  most vr. Everything is hand-
drawn, dusty and dark. Four stations of  Chalkroom 
were installed in a large room painted with glow-
in-the-dark white paint so that even before you put 
the goggles on you enter an intermediate world of  
immersive words and drawings.

 Chalkroom along with Aloft, another virtual 
reality work, were part of  an inaugural exhibition 
that opened in May 2017 at mass MoCa in North 
Adams, Massachusetts. For fifteen years, along with 
four other artists, I will have access to several spaces 
at the museum to produce projects, programs and 
exhibitions. I’m hoping that this unique opportunity 
will allow me to invent new ways to present stories as 
well as to use my archive to make new work.

5756  THIS MUST BE THE PLACE

1  Personal Service 
Announcement: National 
Anthem, 1990, video (color 
and sound), 1 min 50 sec

You know, the whole last year has been a series of acci-
dents and almost unimaginable events, starting with 
the day the wall came down in Berlin. We watched the 
news on tv every night and we saw all these faces of 
East Berliners over and over and I thought, “Wait a sec-
ond. There’s something so familiar about the expres-
sions on these peoples’ faces!” And then I realized that 
these were people who were desperate to shop. They 
couldn’t wait. And from the other side of the wall you 
could see exactly where all this was going to lead to but 
it was too late to shout, “Go back! Go back!!” And you 
didn’t know whether it was too early or too late to warn 
them. And anyway they all looked so hopeful.
 And since the wall came down and the Iron Curtain 
broke, it seems like half the world began to pour through 
train stations, autobahns and airports. And all these 
people were all on their way somewhere, moving back 
and forth across the old boundaries. Like the world had 
tilted on its axis and was pouring them from one side 
over to the other.

—from Stories from the Nerve Bible, 1991

National Anthem
You know now that there’s been some talk about chang-
ing the national anthem to America the Beautiful. I think 
it’s a good idea to look at the one we’ve got. Now I’ve got 
to say I really like The Star Spangled Banner. It is hard to 
sing though with all those arpeggios. I mean you’re out at 
the ballpark and the fans are singing away and it’s sort 
of pathetic really watching everyone trying to hold onto  
a melody.
 The words are great though—just a lot of questions 
written during a fire. Things like: Hey do you see any-
thing over there? (I dunno there’s a lot of smoke.) Say 
isn’t that a flag? (Couldn’t say really it’s pretty early in 
the morning.) Hey! Do you smell something burning?
 I mean that’s the whole song. It is an improvement 
over most national anthems though which are in 4/4 
time. We’re number one! This is the best place! I also 
like the B side of the national anthem, Yankee Doodle. 
Truly a surrealist masterpiece. “Yankee Doodle came 
to town riding on a pony. Stuck a feather in his hat and 
called it macaroni.”
 Now if you can understand the words to this song 
you can understand anything that’s happening in the art 
world today.

—from Personal Service Announcement, 1990

One beautiful evening in the Garden of Eden
A snake came walking in the twilight
He was leaning on his ivory cane.
And he said, “Let me tell you a little secret about life.
There’s a certain sharpness to a knife or a diamond
Come here. Watch it glitter.”
Oh it’s another blue day in a nowhere place
We’re singin’ hey hey nonny nay

—from The Wildebeests, 1997

I live on the West Side Highway and all last fall and 
winter trucks were traveling every night carrying away 
the debris from the Trade Center. They drove by all night 
with their lights on, big flatbeds carrying chunks of 
metal and concrete, part of a pillar, a twisted fire truck. 
For months I had nightmares of falling and birds on fire. 
And every morning was like waking up in a parallel uni-
verse where it was suddenly possible that buildings and 
people could turn to dust before your eyes.
 And now all summer tourists have been standing 
around the empty plaza on big wooden platforms in the 
stifling heat. Vendors sell drinks and souvenirs, and 
everyone is taking pictures of the sky with their digital 
cameras. And when we look again we see the dreamlike 
impermanence of the world. The only words that make 
any sense to me now are the words of the Dalai Lama 
who said, “Your worst enemies are your best friends 
because they teach you things.” 
 It’s true but it makes me really wonder who the 
enemy actually is. And I’m thinking about Paul Revere 
who comes galloping on his horse through all the little 
towns yelling, “The British are coming! The British are 
coming!” And the citizens of New England are sitting 
around in their smoky little cottages and thinking, “Wait 
a second. I’m British. You’re British. Pretty much we’re 
all British here. So exactly who is coming ? And when?”
 And then there’s Andy Warhol’s fifteen minutes—
his time limit for fame, for the spotlight. And so why was 
it fifteen minutes? And not ten or three or a New York 
minute? And then I remembered. Fifteen was a famous 
number. It was in all the papers all the time. Fifteen 
minutes was the time it took for an icbm missile to reach 
New York from Moscow. You remember Moscow. 
 Take my days and scatter them around and they 
will be like leaves. A million thoughts take shape in the 
dust. Messages from another time and place. Voices 
and cries. Leaps of faith. Sparkling cities. And I am try-
ing to remember.

—from Happiness, 2001

2  Hidden Inside 
Mountains, 2005, HD 
video, 25 min; still
3  Chalkroom, 2017, 
wall paintings, room 
installation for vr work, 
27.5 × 40.5 × 11 ft; 
MASS MoCA, North 
Adams, MA
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UNITED STATES PARTS 1– 4

1, 3, 4, 5, 8  United States Parts 
1– 4, 1979–83, performance
2, 6, 7, 9  United States, 1979–
83, performance; animations
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1, 2, 9, 10  United States Parts 1– 4, 
1979 – 83, performance
3 – 8  United States Parts 1– 4, 
1979 – 83, performance; projections
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1  United States 2, 1979 – 83, 
performance, O Superman
2  United States 2, 1983, 
performance; Finnish Farmers;  
bam, Brooklyn, NY

1
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many miles
and thousands of miles. 

And something just sixty- 
three inches long 
can disappear so easily,

Slip under the waves

Slide behind a cabinet.

そして私自身が
実はたったの
63インチの長さ
しかない。

多くのものは
この何マイルと
何千マイルもの
とても広い世界の中で
簡単に失われる。

そしてたった
63インチの長さの
ものは
あまりに簡単に
なくなってしまう。

波にさらわれて 

キャビネットの後ろに
滑り込む。

4. 
00:05:18:24 – 00:05:38:14

And so good night. Sleep 
tight! 

Eight hours of this every 
night:

pleading, sweating
running across dark lawns, 

seeing dead people rise up 

with their crystal eyes

jeweled and blinking.

And they call this sleep…

“So hey!” they say “Good 
morning! How’d you 
sleep?”

“Good morning! How’re 
you doin’?”

HIDDEN INSIDE  
MOUNTAINS  
(Laurie Anderson)
Dialogue List:

All text appears  
on screen

1. 
(Japanese): 
00:00:00:28 – 00:00:07:19
(English): 
00:00:04:10 – 00:00:07:19

On display
they deign to become
the sleepless dolls

2. 
00:02:50:10 – 00:03:01:08

Some things
are just pictures
They’re scenes
before your eyes

あるものは、ただの写
真だ。
貴方の前にある風景
だ。

3. 
00:04:23:00 – 00:04:40:05

And I myself am actually 
only
sixty-three inches long. 

many things are easily lost
in this very large world of 

64  THIS MUST BE THE PLACE

HIDDEN INSIDE MOUNTAINS

1– 6  Hidden Inside Mountains, 2005, 
HD video, 25 min; stills; (6) Anohni 
performing; a film commissioned by 
Japanese Expo in Aichi, Japan
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And other times, “This is 
just the beginning.”

それから、
一晩中続く
夢がある

そして次の日まで
ずっと続く

そして彼らはぶらぶ
らする

彼らは隅に潜んでい
る。

彼らはあなたの
肩を叩く。

「パーティーは終わっ
たよ」
彼らは時に言う。

それにこう言うことも
ある、
「これは単なる始まり
だ」。

6. 
00:08:13:20 – 00:08:30:23

And there was an angry 
god

who lived for thousands 
of years
in the backs of the minds 
of men.

A god who told the men 
and women
that they should hide like 
he did.

“Hide like I do,” he would 
say.

Hide in a burning bush,
In an abandoned car

or in the eyes of a new-
born child.

そして怒れる
神がいた

神は人の心の
裏側に何千年もの間
住んでいた。 

And you say,  “Oh, fine.” 
“Everything’s fine.” 

そしておやすみ。
よく眠ってね！

この毎晩の

8時間：

嘆願して、汗をかい
て、
暗い芝生を超えて
走って、

死んだ人々が起き上が
るのを
目撃する

その眼は水晶のよう

宝石で飾られまばたい
ている。

そして彼らはこれを
眠りと呼ぶ…

「お、やあ！」彼ら
は言う
「おはよう！
よく眠った？」
「おはよう！
調子はどう？」

そして貴方はこう言
う、
「ああ、好調よ」
「全てうまくいってい
るわ」。

5. 
00:06:58:28 – 00:07:22:10

And then there are
the dreams that last all 
night

And all the way into the 
next day

And they hang around 

They lurk in corners.

They tap you on the 
shoulder.

“Party’s over,” they say 
sometimes.

66  THIS MUST BE THE PLACE

1 – 2  Hidden Inside 
Mountains, 2005, HD 
video, 25 min; stills
3 – 4  Hidden Inside 
Mountains, 2005, 
production of Anohni 
performing with small 
cameras
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Forever innocent

そんな瞬間がある

虎が襲いかかる
前に

彼はそこに動かず
漂っている

永遠に無垢に

10. 
00:12:51:07 – 00:12:57:20

Take my days and scatter 
them around and they will 
be like leaves

私の日々をとりあげて
ばらまいて
そしたら葉っぱの
ようになる

11. 
(English) 
00:14:25:03 – 00:14:32:05
(Japanese) 
00:14:40:07 – 00:14:52:00

I knew I had lost some-
thing

but I just couldn’t put my 
finger on it. 

I told myself

“Keep going…keep  
going…just keep going.”

私は何か無くしたって
分かっていた

でも、ただそれに
私の指を置くことがで
きなかった

私は独り言を言った

「進み続けろ…進み
続けろ…ひたすら進み
続けろ」。

男と女に
自分がやったように
隠れるべきと言った
神だ。

「私のように隠れなさ
い」と
彼は言うだろう。

燃えるやぶの中に、
廃棄された車の中に
隠れ、
 
もしくは新生児の目の
中に。

7. 
00:09:31:24 – 00:09:36:01

the invisible man
walks down the street
past a fire in a building
the slow bloom of a 
long afternoon
Love is a bargain struck in 
another language.

見えない男が
通りを歩いて
いる
建物のかがり火を
過ぎて
長い午後の
ゆっくりとした開花
愛とは、もう一つの
言葉でつくられた
契約である。

8. 
00:10:52:07 – 00:10:56:20

Who is in me,
like a light, a bell? 

誰が私の中に
光のようにいるの、
ベル？

9. 
00:11:59:04 – 00:12:09:21

There is a moment

before the tiger strikes 

He hangs there motion-
less

68  THIS MUST BE THE PLACE  HIDDEN INSIDE MOUNTAINS 69

1 – 4  Hidden Inside Mountains, 
2005, HD video, 25 min
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and they fall from my 
right eye
because I cannot bear you. 

Sometimes I think I can 
smell light.

私の両目から涙が
とうとう
流れる時に
それが私の左目から
こぼれ落ちる
それは私が貴方を愛し
ているから。

そしてそれが私の右
目から
こぼれ落ちる
それは私が貴方に耐え
られないから。

時々、自分の匂いを
軽やかにできると思
う。

12. 
00:16:12:12 – 00:16:23:03

Oh, the state of the 
empire.

The little smile I wore 
all day.

Why wow them now with 
yet another lovely sunset?

ああ、帝国よ。

毎日私が湛えていた
小さなほほえみ。

なぜ今彼らをまた
愛らしい日の入りで
驚嘆させるの？

13. 
00:16:52:10 – 00:17:10:22

And through the wrong 
end of the telescope 
we see all sorts of things 
endless calculations 
burning things 
gases 
bugles, my least favorite 
instrument. 

そして望遠鏡の
間違った方の端を
通して
私たちはあらゆる種
類の
ものを見る
終わりない計算
燃える物たち
ガス
らっぱ、私が一番
嫌いな楽器。

14. 
(Japanese): 
00:17:58:26 – 00:18:09:12
(English): 
00:18:13:26 – 00:18:29:20

When the tears finally 
stream
from both my eyes

they fall from my left eye 
because I love you

70  THIS MUST BE THE PLACE  HIDDEN INSIDE MOUNTAINS 71
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2005, HD video, 25 min
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CHALKROOM

72  THIS MUST BE THE PLACE  CHALKROOM 73
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1 – 3  Chalkroom, 2017, 3D 
renderings of virtual reality 
work; collaboration with Hsin-
Chien Huang
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1 – 5  Chalkroom, 2017, 
3D renderings of virtual 
reality work; collaboration 
with Hsin-Chien Huang
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1 – 6  Chalkroom, 2017, 3D 
renderings of virtual reality 
work; collaboration with Hsin-
Chien Huang
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3

1 – 3  Chalkroom, 
2017, wall painting, 
room installation 
for vr work, 27.5 
× 40.5 × 11 ft; 
MASS MoCA, North 
Adams, MA
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1 – 2  Chalkroom, 2017, (details) room 
installation for vr work, 27.5 × 40.5 × 11 ft 
(dimensions variable); MASS MoCA, North 
Adams, MA
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Strange angels—singing just for me
Old stories—they’re haunting me
This is nothing
like I thought it would be.

Developments in telepresence, surveil-
lance and social media have tied people 
together in radically different ways—and 
freed them as well.
 More and more, we are becoming 
beings without bodies, beings that can time 
travel and operate in electronic worlds.
 But unlike angels we are more like peo-
ple who are learning to fly in their dreams, 
often clumsy and unsure about how to take 
off.
 Being without bodies can be hazard-
ous—note the haggard look of gamers 
hunched over their laptops and the anxious 
look of people stumbling down the street 
as they read the email on their phones. I’m 
looking forward to the time when electron-
ics will adapt to the body and the connec-
tion between organic and electronic will be 
smoother.
 As this electronic revolution happens, 
art has also become less earthbound. But 
art has always been about being there and 
not being there—creating the sensation of 
being swept away to other worlds by a play, 
a song or a poem.
 I had no interest in vir tual reality until 
Hsin-Chien Huang, my collaborator on 
Puppet Motel, asked if I would like to do a 
virtual reality project together. I said, “Not 
really.” The flat and brittle world of vr with 
its avatars, obsessive scoring and shooting 
didn’t interest me. “Try it,” he said. When I 
realized we could make a dark, abstract and 
mysterious world that was still oddly hand-
made—and that I could finally fly like I do in 
my dreams—I said, “I’m in.”

Strange angels—singing just for me 
Their spare change falls on top of me 
Rain falling—falling all over me 
All over me.

Strange angels—singing just for me 
Old Stories—they’re haunting me 
Big changes are coming 
Here they come. 
Here they come.

—from Strange Angels, 1989

Angels of Artifice, 2017, chalk drawing
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Posing for a photoshoot with minia-
ture ponies for Plan B; Park Avenue 
Armory show, 2015
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At the Shrink’s
A while ago I spent some time seeing a psychiatrist 
and I’d get to her office about eight in the morning 
and sit down. She was sitting in a corner and on one 
side of her was a window and on the other side a 
mirror. And she could tell by slight movements of my 
eyes whether I was looking at her or out the window 
or at the mirror.
 I looked at the mirror a lot and one of the things 
I noticed was that on Mondays it was per fectly 
clean and clear but by Fridays it was covered with 
lip marks. This was a process that was surprising at 
first and then gradually I got used to it and eventu-
ally I started to depend on it.
 Then one day, in passing, I said, “It’s like the lip 
marks that appear on your mirror.” And she looked 
at the mirror and said, “What lip marks?” And I real-
ized that because of the way the sun was coming 
in through the window and hitting the mirror at an 
angle that she couldn’t see them. So I said, “Why 
don’t you get up and sit in my chair? You can see 
them from here.” So she got up and I had never 
seen her out of her chair before and she came and 
sat in my chair and she said, “Oh! Lip marks!”
 The next time I saw her was the last time. She 
said that she’d discovered that her twelve-year-old 
daughter had been coming into her office during 
the week and kissing the mirror and that the maid 
would come in over the weekend and wash off the 
marks. And I realized that we were seeing things 
from such literally different points of view that I’d 
never have to see her again.

—from At the Shrink’s, 1976

Telling stories in museum and gallery contexts has always been 
difficult. You can see paintings, sculpture and drawings instanta-
neously. But film, video and narrative art often take more time. The 
museum experience can be brisk, with people often made to wait in 
line to have a timed experience, so it feels rushed. Also, these view-
ing rooms usually aren’t soundproof, have uncomfortable benches, 
and are generally not conducive to the luxurious amount of  time 
you need to listen to long stories. Strangely there are still very few 
places in the art world that have devised new ways to present time-
based art.

 In 1975, I was a sculptor and filmmaker and I was always 
trying to find ways to create situations where people could listen 
to stories. My first solution to this problem was a tiny clay model 
of  myself  with a super 8 film loop projected onto it and the voice 
coming from a small speaker behind the statue. I placed the work in 
the corner of  a large room at Holly Solomon Gallery. 

 I got the idea for talking statues from a state fair in Illinois 
where there was a life-size animatronic statue of  Abraham Lincoln 
installed in one of  the tents. Projected onto the face of  this automa-
ton was a fuzzy film of  an actor delivering the Gettysburg Address, 
his fake beard bobbing up and down and his eyes blinking rapidly 
and mechanically. It was grotesque and mesmerizing. 

 Making the clay figure for At the Shrink’s was an exercise in 
controlling projected light and visual angles. The figure couldn’t 
simply be made with right angles. All the surface planes had to be 
at obtuse angles so the film could wrap around the contours of  the 
sculpture. Then these surfaces had to create the illusion of  right 
angles, so I had to experiment with a complicated combination 
of  shapes and optics. I made the figures by projecting the image 
onto a lump of  clay. Then I molded the clay until it was somewhere 
between a statue and a deep bas-relief. The result was a human-
shaped, three-dimensional talking film. 

 There was something fascinating about the scale and pres-
ence of  such a little person that drew people into the room. Often 
people sat cross-legged in front of  the statue like they were at a 
campfire. And they stayed and listened to the whole story.2   At the Shrink’s, installation; 

Holly Solomon Gallery, New York, NY
3  Testing At the Shrink’s

1– 3 At the Shrink’s, 1975, clay 
figure without projection and super 
8 film loop with sound, 2 min 32 sec
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At the Shrink’s, Dal Vivo,  
Habeas Corpus

86  

This is my dream body— 
the one I use to walk around in my dreams.

—from Heart of a Dog, 2015

TALKING STATUES
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3
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krems
In 1997 I was invited by the Kunsthalle Krems to 
design a sound installation. Krems is a picturesque 
Austrian town on the Danube filled with medieval 
churches topped by onion-domed towers and spires. 
The building they were proposing for the installation 
had been a church for about six hundred years and 
after that a flophouse for pilgrims and indigents, then 
a convent and finally a cultural institution. It had a 
nave, apse and very resonant acoustics. 

 I spent a few days trying to figure out how to 
use words in this space but every sound dissolved 
into reverb. The curators were anxious to hear my 
ideas for the show and one day, more or less to escape 
them, I climbed the crumbling bell tower. When I 
got to the top I looked out and saw that right in the 
middle of  this perfect little town there was a large 
maximum-security prison surrounded by massive 
stone walls, barbed wire and guard towers. I stood 
in the bell tower looking over at a man in one of  the 
guard towers. He was holding a machine gun and 
looking back at me. 

 I ran down the tower stairs and found the 
curators and told them that first we would build a 
video studio in the prison and ask a prisoner who 
was in jail for life to sit still for long periods of  time. 
Then we would make a life-size cast of  his body and 
put it in the apse of  the church and stream the image 
of  the prisoner onto the three-dimensional statue. I 
told them the project would be called Life and that 
it would be about the function of  telepresence in 
contemporary culture and about the attitudes of  the 
church and the prison to the body—incarnation and 
incarceration. “So it would be like a living sculp-
ture,” I said, “someone who is there and not there.” 
“Let’s do it,” the curators said.

 I was surprised that the curators agreed to this. 
Sometimes when I think the chances of  doing a proj-
ect are slim I tend to make the proposal even more 
challenging. But at this point I began having second 
thoughts. Was it really a good idea to take the image 
of  a prisoner and project it into the apse of  a church in 

an extremely conservative country like Austria? A few 
days later the curators said that they discovered that 
Austrian law forbids the representation of  the prison-
er’s face. The prisoner no longer owns his own image. 
Ownership of  your own image was just beginning to 
be an issue in the digital world and on the net and this 
made the project even more interesting to me. Even 
so I was relieved that the project was off. A few days 
later they heard from their attorney general who said 
he loved the project and gave special dispensation to 
do it. Things went back and forth like this for a while 
until it was finally tabled for a combination of  techni-
cal and political reasons.

 A few weeks later when the Whitney Museum 
asked me to do a project, I proposed another version 
of  Life that would be done in collaboration with 
the infamous Sing Sing Correctional Facility, a few 
miles up the Hudson from New York City. In this 
case it would be about two guarded institutions—the 
prison and the museum—and about which things are 
guarded and how and why. We had several meetings 
about Life with Sing Sing wardens who were very 
receptive to it and with groups of  inmates who were 
already working on various meditation techniques 
and were interested in trying to sit for even longer 
periods of  time. The plan was to beam the prison-
er’s image from the prison to the museum using an 
array of  multiplexed high speed T-1 lines. This time 
the proposal failed because of  some technical short-
comings but also, I suspected, because it was calling 
attention to the rapidly increasing prison popula-
tion. Prisons were becoming very big business in the 
United States and many US institutions were not 
anxious to highlight this.

 Shortly after this version was abandoned, 
I was describing it to Germano Celant, the multi-
faceted can-do Italian curator and producer who 
coined the term “arte povera.” An hour after our 
meeting, he faxed me: “Have located prison and cul-
tural institution.” We finally did the project in Milan 
as a collaboration between the Prada Foundation and 
San Vittore Prison which is located in the city center. 
The most difficult part of  this work for me was the 

88  TALKING STATUES

DAL VIVO

1  Guard Tower from Krems internment 
camp in the 1940s
2  Views of Justizanstalt Stein prison, 
Krems an der Donau, Austria

 DAL VIVO 89
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way out of  the bank and he was currently serving a life 
sentence. He was also a writer and we began to discuss 
the project. I said, “Santino, if  we collaborate on this 
project what do you think about it? He said, “I see it as 
a virtual escape.” And I said, “You’re my man.”

 Finally the project began. It was called Dal 
Vivo or “made from life.” Carving the statue was a 
kind of  Cubist exercise. The smaller figures like At 
the Shrink’s had been made of  clay which was easy to 
mold. Because we had to work fast we made a plas-
ter cast of  Santino’s body and only later adjusted the 
angles necessary for projection, a process that proved 
to be difficult and time-consuming because it meant 
adding more plaster instead of  carving away wet clay.

 The budget for the installation was the big-
gest I had ever worked with. To make the video con-
nection we had to pull up large parts of  the streets to 
lay cable and build studios and relay stations that met 
the approval of  the prison and city. When I looked 
at the budget I always had a lot of  questions, “Say, 
what’s this item here for concrete consultation?” I 
would ask. “Oh that was for his cousin Giorgio who 
stopped to look at the width of  the doorway,” they 
would say. I quickly got the gist of  this and stopped 
asking questions. 

 Santino trained himself  to be motionless and 
sat in the gallery for many weeks. A camera in the 
gallery allowed him to adjust the projection of  him-
self  onto the cast of  his body although he was unable 
to see anything else in the gallery. Every day for the 
duration of  the show his girlfriend came and stood 
silently next to the statue. 

 At the opening when I finally saw the statue 
with the living image of  Santino projected onto it I 
was shocked. He didn’t look like a prisoner. He looked 
like a judge or a king. Distant, remote and regal.

potential for exploitation. A prisoner sits motionless 
for months in a museum, and I sign my name to it 
as “my” artwork. Germano and I decided to spend 
time in the prison talking to inmates and looking for 
a willing collaborator.

 The prisoners I met with at San Vittore were 
white-collar criminals, extremely smart and sophis-
ticated men responsible in various ways for disman-
tling the Italian economy. Most of  them were serving 
life sentences. They knew Greek and Latin and were 
charming and courteous. They were allowed to cook 
in the well-equipped prison kitchen and they had big 
knives and wine collections. They were busy writing 
books and articles and could receive visitors. They 
were all wearing Armani and sometimes—if  it was 
chilly—very stylish quilted vests. The only thing 
that was off  about their outfits was the shoes. They 
were wearing slippers. Because they were going 
nowhere. Ever. 

 Every Easter they made large batches of  mar-
zipan lambs that they ceremoniously presented as 
gifts to their visitors. I was fascinated by their choice 
of  symbolically innocent and sacrificial animals, 
arranged in regimented rows.

 Because they were lawyers and extremely 
skillful at manipulating people with graceful almost 
imperceptible nods and winks, they used body lan-
guage and subtle vocal sounds to shift my attention 
to a man sitting quietly in the corner. Soon I was 
directing all my questions to this man. It was clear 
who was in charge and that they had decided who the 
collaborator would be and were only humoring me.

 Santino Stefanini was a bank robber and mur-
derer having inadvertently shot some people on his 
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1  Marzipan lambs, 1998; San 
Vittore Prison, Milan, Italy
2  Santino Stefanini in the editorial 
office of Magazine 2, 1998
3 – 7  Crew preparing Dal Vivo 
sculpture in studio, 1998
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1– 8  Views of the San Vittore prison, 1998; 
Milan, Italy; (5) Germano Celant with the team 
from Prada Foundation; (6) Main entrance, 
San Vittore Prison
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4a – c  Dal Vivo Stories, Gold Figure, 1998, multimedia 
installation with projector, videotape and clay
5a – c  Dal Vivo Stories, Video Figure, 1998, multimedia 
installation with projector, videotape and clay

1, 3  Drawings for Dal Vivo, 1998, 
digital drawing of the exhibition space
2  Dal Vivo, 1998, figure with 
video projection and sound; Prada 
Foundation, Milan, Italy

3a–b  Dal Vivo Stories, Blood Red 
Figure, 1998, multimedia installation 
with projector, videotape and clay

Danny’s Film
Danny Hillis, the man who invented 
the millennial clock, told me about 
this idea for a movie. He said: 
Here’s the plot: aliens are on their 
way to earth and they’ve been trav-
eling for thousands of years through 
the universe taking pictures of the 
earth as they zoom towards it. 
 Now they’re almost there and 
they have a huge archive of imag-
es—a time lapse of the Alps as 
they’re pushed up from the ocean 
floor, an enormous volcano that 
spewed fire and ashes over the 
earth and covered it for hundreds of 
years, the construction of the Great 
Wall of China and so on. As they got 
closer to earth the pictures were 
bigger and more and more in focus. 
 So the aliens contact the earth 
and say, “We have these pictures of 
the entire history of the earth. And, 
by the way, we also have pictures 
of the crucifixion. And they’re for 
sale.”
 And then they send a few sam-
ples to prove they actually have the 
pictures. A giant bidding war begins 
and the Last Great World War 
breaks out because of photography.

Alexander the Great
You know, Alexander the Great 
wasn’t killed at the battle of 
Macedon like everybody thinks he 
was. In fact, he was captured during 
the battle by a huge tribe of yellow 
men and forced to fight in their army 
as a slave. 
 Thirty years went by and finally 
his captors—who could see what 
a great fighter he was—decided to 
pay him. And they gave him a bag of 
gold coins. And Alexander took one 
of the coins and looked at it and on 
it was his own picture. And he said, 
“This is from the time when I was 
Alexander the Great.”

The exhibition also included a large room filled with black 
sand and ten small talking clay figures with video projection 
and audio. These were all projections of me—similar to At the 
Shrink’s—telling stories related to alchemy, identity and time. 
Alexander the Great was a story cited by both Jorge Luis Borges 
and Robert Graves and is a story which seems to have several 
authors. Over the course of the story, the figure in Danny’s Film 
became a video signal and in Alexander the Great a gold statue.
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1 – 5 Iron Mountain from 49 Days in 
the Bardo, 2011, clay figures with video 
projection and sound; Fabric Museum 
and Workshop, Philadelphia, PA
1  Bed
2  Gunni and his owner
3  Desk

4  Violin
5  Runner
6 –7  From the Air, 2009, clay figures 
with video projection and sound
8  Installation of From the Air, 2015; 
Park Avenue Armory, New York, NY
9  Man and Chair, 2017, chalk drawing
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life sentences at prisons in upstate New York. Their 
images would wrap onto double life-size casts of  
their bodies.

 Our small team spent months meeting peo-
ple and talking to wardens and many of  the orga-
nizations that work with prisoners teaching them 
meditation and mindfulness techniques. At the end 
of  many months of  preparation we were told by 
Homeland Security, “This will never happen in the 
United States of  America,” a statement that didn’t 
seem to have much of  an upside.

plan b
The artistic director at the Armory said, “OK what’s 
plan B?” I didn’t have a plan B. I had been so deter-
mined to make this work and so disappointed when it 
didn’t happen that I had little energy for yet another 
new idea. I finally came up with a halfhearted pag-
eant—a series of  events on floats and in cars that 
would represent moments in history—or in what I 
thought of  as the history of  consciousness. 

 Plans for the installation kept shifting. First it 
was going to be a road, then a zone, then a no man’s 
land featuring scenes of  cave people looking at the 
moon, a backwards clock, the Kennedy Cadillac in 
Dallas. It briefly became a landscape with a deserted 
Irish croft and a cloud. I added miniature ponies and 
children wearing mustaches and beards posing as 
diminutive cowboys. Because the Armory needed to 
do advance press we did a photo session with some 
ponies that we herded into the dark mahogany Board 
of  Directors room. “If  ponies were people they 
would all be in jail,” said my sister Lisa who is a horse 
trainer and knows what she’s talking about. “They’re 
mean and they’re also smart. Like psychopaths.”

 The project was foundering. I had no idea 
how to push it forward anymore. The Armory was 
very reverberant and it was hard to control the sound 
and almost impossible to make words intelligible. It 
is an enormous space, and I didn’t know where to 
put a stage or what the center of  focus could be.

“Habeas Corpus”
1. Latin for “you shall not have the body”
2. A court order directing the jail to produce a 
prisoner for a hearing or trial
3. A protection against illegal imprisonment

I had always wanted to do this telepresence project in 
the United States. The privatization of  prisons was 
one of  the causes for the massive increase in prison 
population and the United States currently has the 

largest prison population in the world. Cameras were 
now integral to prisons and prisoners were suddenly 
being televised, both in reality shows featuring actual 
prisoners and in fictionalized series. 

 These developments made this project even 
more challenging so when I was invited by the Park 
Avenue Armory in 2013 to do an installation, I pro-
posed a version of  Dal Vivo that would livestream 
the images of  twelve prisoners who were serving 
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HABEAS CORPUS

1  Habeas Corpus, 2015, installation 
with sculpture, audio and live streaming 
video; live projected image of Mohammed 
el Gharani from West African studio; Park 
Avenue Armory, New York, NY

2 – 4  Sketches for Habeas Corpus, 
2015, digital drawings of the exhibition 
space
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PLAN B: PARK AVENUE ARMORY

Drawings for Plan B, 2015; Park Avenue 
Armory, New York, NY
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the service of  confession, corroboration and coer-
cion. Mohammed’s first interrogator was a woman 
who began the session by saying, “Think of  me as 
your mother.”

 I spent a few weeks with him in West Africa. 
We met in hotel conference rooms, restaurants and 
studios—and went on many walks. We also took long 
drives to the abandoned slave traders’ castles on the 
coast where we went to see the prisons which had, 
for hundreds of  years, held captives as they waited 
for the ships that took them from Africa to the 
Caribbean. Reprieve insisted that the meetings be 
secret to protect his application for citizenship. 

 I was the first American he had met who wasn’t 
his interrogator, torturer or guard. I had never talked 
with someone like him before. I was acutely aware of  
his physical presence. His back had been broken. He 
was still missing teeth. His head had been smashed. I 
couldn’t forget that it was my country that had done 
this. It took some time for both of  us to learn how 
to talk with each other. We talked about loneliness. I 
told him about my tai chi and meditation teachers and 

about my husband who had recently died. He told me 
about some of  the books he’d read and stories about 
fellow detainees and guards in Guantanamo. 

 I explained the project to him by setting up a 
small clay figure and projecting a person onto it. “So 
this will be you but very big and it will all be in a huge 
space.” I showed him pictures of  the Park Avenue 
Armory. We looked at the tiny glowing figure in the 
corner of  the hotel room. I doubted that I was giving 
him any idea of  what I was trying to do. 

 Habeas Corpus was going to be about silence 
and presence but Mohammed was a skilled speaker 
and articulate advocate for his fellow detainees. He 
was insightful and even funny as he told the story of  
his capture, imprisonment, torture and the continu-
ing struggle since his release. 

 He told me about the guard who told all the 
prisoners, “See this thick wall? You will never get out 
and I will throw the key into the ocean, and you’ll be 
here forever and my grandson will be guarding you.” 
He described the day one of  the detainees told his 

guantanamo
Then through a series of  fast-paced and unlikely cir-
cumstances I got in touch with Reprieve, a London-
based legal team that represents prisoners facing 
capital punishment in the United States. They also 
represent detainees from Guantanamo.

 I remember the first call I made to Reprieve. 
I was talking in a high-pitched excited voice trying 
to explain that we wanted to beam the image of  a 
Guantanamo prisoner into a large armory in New 
York City. I kept using phrases like “real time,” 
“talking statues” and “virtual appearance.” I was 
painfully aware that I might be babbling. However, 
after a couple of  minutes, instead of  a polite “Thank 
you so much for telling me about your interest-
ing project,” the voice on the end of  the line said, 
“Tell me more.” I was talking to the lead lawyer at 
Reprieve, and after a couple more phone calls, she 
said that she had a client who might be interested in 
working with me on the project.

 His name was Mohammed el Gharani and 
he had been the youngest detainee at Guantanamo. 
I began to read about Mohammed’s story. There was 
an enormous amount of  conflicting information on 
the internet. 

 He had been accused of  belonging to an Al 
Qaeda cell in London in 1998. At the time, however, 
Mohammed was only eleven and living in Saudi 
Arabia tending goats with his very poor family. The 
US government’s fanciful story was based on the fact 
that a young boy from a Saudi farm could find his 
way to London by himself  and link up with a major 
terrorist operation. 

 Gradually, the truth about Guantanamo was 
coming out. For the most part, these prisoners were 
not the “bad guys.” They were not the “worst-of-
the-worst.” Most of  them knew less about Al Qaeda 
than I did. They were taxi drivers, students, photog-
raphers, journalists and goat herders. Many were 
purchased by the US from the Northern Alliance 
for five thousand dollars. Some have been held 

for almost fifteen years without a trial and with-
out even being charged. Many were in solitary. All 
were interrogated and most were tortured. To date, 
most of  the remaining prisoners have been cleared 
of  all charges but they remain in Guantanamo with 
no recourse. They are banned from coming to the 
United States and even information about them is 
strictly controlled. 

mohammed’s story
Mohammed lived with his family, who were all 
Chadian citizens, in Saudi Arabia. When he was 
thirteen he went to Pakistan to study at his uncle’s 
computer school. He was captured in a raid on a 
mosque and imprisoned in Guantanamo for almost 
eight years between the ages of  fourteen and twenty- 
one. He was interrogated and tortured. He was never 
officially charged. He was released in 2009 and when 
I met him he was stateless and living in West Africa.

 The first time I talked with Mohammed on 
the phone I was surprised. His voice was light and 
soft. He spoke English with a mixture of  accents—
Caribbean, West African and Arabic. It was surely 
as awkward for him as it was for me, but we talked 
anyway about why and how we might do this project 
together. Mohammed said his motivation was to help 
his brothers in Guantanamo.

 I said, “Mohammed, this is an art project and 
I can’t promise you that this will help your brothers, 
but I can say that this will be a chance to tell your 
story yourself. And, whatever happens, what are you 
hoping will come out of  this?” He said, “An apology.”

 I’ve tried many times to imagine the pro-
cess of  interrogation. What does your own story 
sound like to you after so many repetitions, denials 
and revisions? What is it to ask and to answer hun-
dreds of  questions about your life? In the official 
transcripts of  the interrogations, there are chilling 
pauses: “no response from the detainee.” What does 
this pause mean? Is the detainee sitting in silence? 
Being waterboarded? Electroshocked? This is no 
ordinary conversation. It is language and stories in 
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Habeas Corpus, 2015, installation 
with sculpture, audio and live 
streaming video; Park Avenue 
Armory, New York, NY

 HABEAS CORPUS 103

0726 Laurie TYPE FINAL_JR.indd   102-103 7/27/17   3:21 PM



 There were many journalistic aspects to this 
project that presented some challenges to me. As 
an artist and a Buddhist, I am committed to seeing 
things the way they are, but faced with the reality 
of  American racism, sexism and violence, I’m hav-
ing a difficult time these days maintaining my old 
beliefs in the openheartedness of  Americans. This 
has affected me more than I ever expected.

 Also, when faced with complex cultural and 
sociological situations, I am definitely biased. I am 
an artist first so if  given the choice between some-
thing that’s beautiful and something that’s true, I 
might very well choose the beautiful thing because 
ultimately I trust my senses more than my rational 
mind. Sometimes an enormous blue painting can 
create the sensual buoyancy of  freedom more vividly 
than words.

cutting the statue
Back in New York I began to assemble the team for 
cutting the statue. The plans for the live feed got 
more specific and elaborate. The brilliant technical 
director designed increasingly redundant systems for 
the live feed. Our team finished carving the statue 
of  Mohammed and it looked like a Cubist sculpture. 
The statue was made of  dense foam and was the 
same size as the Lincoln memorial. As we worked on 
it, I thought back to the first animatronic statue of  
Lincoln I saw at the fair in my home state of  Illinois, 
a.k.a. the Land of  Lincoln.

 Meanwhile my doubts about the project per-
sisted. I met a friend who was a judge and I described 
the project to her. She leaned in towards me and asked 
very quietly, “Do you have legal representation?” Her 
concern and authority suddenly made me very ner-
vous. I thought about all the times in my life when 
I’ve been completely unprepared or unqualified to 
be where I was. This seemed to be one of  them. I 
thought back to the night long ago when I was playing 
at the Berlin jazz festival. I was in the middle of  one of  
my songs, which are basically stories with many con-
versational pauses. A man from the back of  the hall 
used one of  these pauses to yell, “PLAY JAZZ!” and 
I froze. He had a point. This was a jazz festival. The 
problem was I just didn’t know any jazz. And in the 
case of  Habeas Corpus I wasn’t a political scientist and 
often felt out of  my depth. Was I seeing this clearly?

building the studio in west africa
Meanwhile we assembled a team of  filmmakers and 
producers and built a studio in a film school in west 
Africa. We had to solve a lot of  technical problems 
regarding live transmission and image-bending with 
special custom lenses and visual filters that would 
warp the image enough to wrap it onto the statue. We 
had to make sure that the chair we built was comfort-
able enough to sit in for long periods of  time and we 
came up with one that tilted back like a business-class 
seat on a plane. It turned out that our show took place 
during Ramadan, and because Mohammed was fast-
ing, we also had to pace the sittings carefully.

interrogator that he had a dream that a submarine 
came to Guantanamo to rescue them. That night 
Guantanamo Bay was filled with helicopters and 
ships with enormous searchlights, looking for the 
dream submarine. 

 After listening to his stories for a while I sud-
denly knew we would also have to set up a sound stu-
dio now that stories would be an essential part of  the 
teleportation project.

talking about guantanamo
As the project took shape I was often nervous. I spoke 
with a few close friends and several of  them had a 
lot of  reservations. The word “Guantanamo” set 
off  sirens. People would literally recoil as if  I had 
punched them. “You should tell it like a case of  mis-
taken identity,” one friend advised. Another fumed, 
“That’s not a mistake, that’s profiling.” Everyone 
had a different opinion about Guantanamo. 

 I was asked to talk to a small group of  kids con-
nected to an education initiative at the Armory. I asked 
the filmmaker Laura Poitras for her advice and she 
suggested asking the kids—who were Mohammed’s 
age when he was captured—to interview him by 
Skype and then file a story in a major newspaper. I 
loved this idea and tried to arrange the teleconference, 
but there was too much resistance from the parents 
who didn’t want their kids to communicate with a 
“suspected terrorist.” While I could easily under-
stand this, it was distressing that no one wanted to 
know more about his case. One of  the most disturb-
ing moments of  the project was when some of  the 
kids said they were afraid to talk about Guantanamo 
because they might “get on some kind of  list.” 

 I tried to stay focused, but I began to have 
nightmares, filled with looping images of  prison 
cells. Yet the more I learned, the more I realized that 
defining “the war on terror” was all about which sto-
ries get to be told and how language can be tweaked.

 This is something I knew well from my 
work, but I was watching it happen in real time 

as the US government declared the detainees 
“non-persons” and therefore ineligible for apolo-
gies or reparations. The Geneva Conventions did 
not apply to them. They could be held indefinitely 
and tortured but only because the torture had been 
relabeled “enhanced interrogation” and because 
Guantanamo was not technically part of  the US. 
American doctors and psychologists were present 
at all the torture sessions although they had been 
renamed “behavioral-science consulting teams.” 
There were also no suicides, only “manipulative 
self-injurious behavior.”

 Habeas Corpus was a work about language 
but also a work about cameras. I often wished Susan 
Sontag was still around to write about what actually 
happened when the camera and the gun got welded 
together. The synergy between guns and cameras is 
exploding exponentially—from lenses that increase 
the deadly aim of  drones to the body cameras that 
record police brutality. So are there more crimes or 
are there just more cameras? Or both? Hard to say, 
although looking back through American history 
I’m haunted by the bulky box cameras people used to 
photograph lynchings in the 1920s and ’30s. Maybe 
cameras don’t prevent crimes as much as they simply 
record them.

 My aim in Habeas Corpus was also to comment 
on what it means to live in a culture that increasingly 
operates on remote—friendships, education, shop-
ping, entertainment and war—all happening at a 
distance, transactions that are recorded by data col-
lection systems and ubiquitous cameras.

 Habeas Corpus also became about information. 
While we brag about living in an information culture, 
there are blanks all over the data world. Guantanamo 
has been called the American Gulag and, along with 
offshore black sites, it is not really on the main map. 
I’m thinking of  the term “information poverty.” 
There’s little information, for example, about black 
sites within the US and abroad and a lot of  resistance 
and fear connected to finding out about them. 
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1 – 3  Building the statue 
for Habeas Corpus, 2015, 
installation; Park Avenue 
Armory, New York, NY
4 – 6  Setting up the studio 
for Habeas Corpus, 2015; 
Ghana, Africa
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the show opened
Thousands of  people came. There was a room where 
we screened a film about Mohammed talking about 
his experiences. There were stacks of  programs 
with detailed information about his case. The Drill 
Hall, the cavernous main room of  the Armory, was 
transformed into a dark and mysterious star field as 
a gigantic, slowly rotating mirror ball filled the hall 
with constellations. Audience members were encour-
aged to roam around or lie down on cardboard mats 
strewn around the room. The intensely loud sound 
was a drone piece by Lou Reed performed by his gui-
tar technician Stewart Hurwood and produced by an 
array of  guitars and amplifiers that created feedback 
and overtones.

 Many musicians came by and walked around 
the drill hall playing their instruments. Word spread 
and hundreds of  people came and played instru-
ments, did tai chi, meditation and yoga. They 
danced, sat cross-legged with their laptops, slept and 
walked around. Every half  an hour we switched from 
the live feed to prerecorded stories.

 Mohammed was an emotional and empa-
thetic man. The only times I saw him cry were 
when he was talking about people who had helped 
him—like a young guard in the US army who, at 
great risk to himself, helped Mohammed hide the 
chalk he used when trying to learn English in his 
cell. And he cried when talking about his friend 
Shaker Aamer, an articulate British journalist who 
spent most of  his time at Guantanamo in solitary but 
who encouraged the other prisoners to stand up for 
themselves. In the Armory we had installed a camera 
high in the ceiling aimed at the statue. This camera 
allowed Mohammed who was in Africa to see into 
the Armory from Africa so he could adjust his image 
and align the projection of  his body onto the statue. 
We were in constant touch with the African studio 
saying, “OK. Tell Mohammed to move his left hand 
a bit to the right.” And we would wait during the 
thirty-second time delay and then watch as the huge 
arm of  the statue made the adjustment. 

 People in public spaces have become so aware 
of  surveillance cameras in the last few years that they 
have a kind of  sixth sense about where they are located. 
So it didn’t take long for the visitors to realize that if  
they got very close to the statue and faced the camera 
that Mohammed could see them. They began to stand 
in line and when they got into position they looked 
up into the rafters and began to wave. Many of  them 
put their hands on their hearts and mouthed the words 
“I’m sorry.” Here they were—the curious, generous 
and good-hearted fellow Americans I had dreamed 
about. I hadn’t realized how completely depressed I 
had become about the overall swing to the right in the 
US until I saw this openminded generosity.

 One afternoon Kweku Mandela visited the 
Armory and we called Mohammed. “Mohammed! 
Kweku Mandela—Nelson’s grandson—is here and 
he’s looking at you right now.” Mohammed had often 
talked about how much the books of  Nelson Mandela 
had encouraged him when he was in prison. He was 
incredulous and said, “You mean right now my pic-
ture is there on a statue in New York—the size of  the 
American president who freed the slaves? And now 
Nelson Mandela’s grandson is looking at me?” He 
bowed his head, bent forward and wept. The pro-
jected image peeled off  the enormous chair.

 I wanted the days to end with music, so each 
night closed with a big dance party and I was joined 
by Merrill Garbus from tUnE-yArDs and the Syrian 
musician Omar Souleyman.
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1  Omar Souleyman performing in Habeas Corpus, 
2015; Park Avenue Armory, New York, NY
2  People waving to Mohammed el Gharani during 
Habeas Corpus
3, 4  Performance in Habeas Corpus
5  People sitting on floor during installation
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108  TALKING STATUES

1  Habeas Corpus, 2015, 
installation with sculpture, audio 
and live streaming video; Park 
Avenue Armory, New York, NY
2  Habeas Corpus, 2015, 
installation
3  Habeas Corpus, 2015, 
performing in evening music show
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1 – 3  Habeas Corpus, 2015, installation with sculpture, audio and live 
streaming video; Park Avenue Armory, New York, NY; performing in evening 
music show with projection of Mohammed el Gharani 
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1 – 2  Habeas Corpus, 2015, installation with sculpture, audio 
and live streaming video; Park Avenue Armory, New York, NY
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What Seemed to Be a Radio Tower in the Middle of the Ocean Turned 
Out to Be A Smudge on the Window ..., 2017, chalk drawing

There are many ways that words can be part 
of visual art—from graphic to philosophical. 
Words are beautiful shapes when they’re 
drawn by hand or when they appear in vari-
ous colors and fonts.
 There is looking at words, seeing 
words, reading them, understanding them 
and relating them to thoughts and things. 
There are words made of light, of memories 
and—when they’re spoken out loud—of 
sounds and air.
 Books are still around even though 
not that many people read them anymore. 
But words—curses, spells, prayers, lists, 
songs, lectures, requiems—retain their 
magic.
 Then there’s Facebook which I refuse 
to join although I love the name because 
it reminds me of my favorite book title, 
And our faces, my heart, brief as photos, 
John Berger’s collection of stories about 
vision, mystery and love.

They say that heaven is like tv

A perfect little world 
that doesn’t really need you.
And everything there is made of light.
And the days keep going by—
Here they come.

—from Strange Angels, 1989
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Home of the Brave, 1986, a concert film with 
David Van Tieghem, drums; Joy Askew, accor-
dion and cardboard box; Dolette McDonald, 
backup vocals; me with Lens Head; Janice 
Pendarvis, backup vocals; Dickie Landry on alto 
saxophone and Adrian Belew, guitar.
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1  All Things Fractured, 2011, crumpled  
aluminum and light; Fabric Museum and Workshop, 
Philadelphia, PA 
2  Chalkroom, 2017, 3D virtual reality rendering; 
collaboration with Hsin-Chien Huang; Lolabelle  
the dog made of floating letters

119118  

I went to the movies, 
and I saw a dog thirty 
feet high.
And this dog was made 
entirely of light.
And he filled up the 
whole screen.
And his eyes were long 
hallways.
He had those long, 
echoing, hallway eyes. 

—from Walk the Dog, 
United States 1, 1980

MADE OF LIGHT

Stories from the Nerve Bible, 1994 –95, performance 1

2
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to be placed around stages to capture and project the 
show into adjoining areas and, much later, to stream it 
live. The first time I did a show when there were mul-
tiple cameras was at the Montreux Jazz Festival in the 
early 1980s. It felt like an invasion of  my private stage 
world. Also, it turned live stage shows into film sets. 
Projections were already part of  my live shows and 
filming film never looked good. And worst of  all, the 
filmed version was yet another work superimposed on 
the live one, complete with edits and choices between 
wide shots and close-ups which gave a completely 
new meaning and dynamic to the stories. I hated it.

 Gradually, and partly in self-defense, I began 
to use cameras on stages myself. I put them on violin 
bows and microphone stands to combine live action 
with the film. Sometimes they created double images 
or other characters and sometimes I used them to 
change the scale radically and quickly. I used many 
other visual devices to change the focus of  the story 
and redirect the narrative. I made light jump from the 
stage to the screen in all sorts of  ways and used various 
kinds of  light sources—neon, flashlights, headlights 
and various lights inside violins. The purpose of  all 
of  these screens and of  the elaborate motion between 
elements was to make a hypnotic visual world for the 
stories, to give the eyes something to do, to distract 
and relax, to create a world in which the trancelike 
logic of  the stories would seem inevitable.

 Through the decades, I began to do these 
film performances on a larger scale. The biggest was 
Home of  the Brave, a concert film in 1986, in which 
the imagery often included text. The lushest was 
Delusion, from 2010, which had multiple irregularly 
shaped three-dimensional screens including a couch, 
a corner and a huge swath of  crumpled paper. Mixing 
the images for these multiple screens was like making 
enormous stage-size paintings. Since the eye couldn’t 
take in that many images at once, the whole stage 
became a big and complex abstract image.

 Sidewalk was a film installation I made in 
2009. The story I wanted to tell with this film was 
called A Story About a Story. I shot it as a series of  

stills and was planning to make a montage that would 
work something like La Jetée, the 1962 film about 
time by my favorite filmmaker Chris Marker.

 As I worked with these images I began to 
make the projections more three-dimensional. I 
loved the way the images were bent and combined in 
baffling and unpredictable ways. But I had shot this 
particular film in a very flat way and it didn’t work 
well when wrapped onto shapes. So I began arrang-
ing it as a kind of  comic strip projected onto the floor. 
Scenes were projected from above by a row of  pro-
jectors hanging on a truss. The images were stitched 
together digitally to make a long panorama. 

 I had been experimenting with various pro-
jection surfaces. I had tried leaves, gravel, sand and 
shredded paper, which was ultimately the most inter-
esting. Because the book Crime and Punishment was 
central to the original story, I decided to make the 
textured projection surface from dozens of  shredded 
copies of  the book. So though this project was a fail-
ure as a narrative film, it became a successful instal-
lation—a glimmering sidewalk of  light, with abstract 
images dancing over the surface of  paper and word 
fragments, the ultimate cut-up. 

121

stage and screen
Being on stages was never something I wanted to do. 
As a young minimalist artist I despised plays, plots, 
characters and the repetition of  lines. But I loved the 
stories and the light. And theaters were places where 
words were the most important thing of  all. From the 
beginning I imagined art performance as a magical 
world where film and light were almost inseparable 
and stories were like thought balloons that evoked 
dreamlike and open states of  mind.

 Shadows both real and filmed became a major 
part of  the imagery since they were the visual link 
between film and light. I would stand in front of  film 
projections and sing, talk and play violin. Lit from 
the front I was the narrator, the main character. 
Without front light I became a shadow, disappear-
ing into the film. I was somewhere between the sec-
ond and third dimension—the film and the physical 
space. Sometimes I wore a large white canvas dress 
and literally became part of  the screen. It was like 
being inside a movie as it was being made. I also often 
tried to change the performance space and projected 
the images into corners or onto ceilings or designed 
the stage as a long corridor with the audience seated 
on either side. 

 The films I made were super 8 loops and 
they were more like visual music. I liked being able 
to see rhythm with my eyes. Many of  the films were 
flicker films which I made by painstakingly blacking 
out frames of  super 8 films so that the images could 
flicker at various rates. I designed electronic filters 
for the violin that would pulse against these rhythms 
creating an audiovisual counterpoint. At the time I 
was part of  a scene that included Philip Glass, Tony 
Conrad and many Minimalist artists, and working 
with time and light and sound this way was almost a 
genre. What I did that was different was to use it like 
a shimmering backdrop for words.

playing in texas
In the early 1970s museums and galleries presented 
performance-art series but they were never equipped 
with lights or seats so I improvised. I remember a 
show I did in Houston in the late 1970s. It was sup-
posed to be in the contemporary art museum but at 
the last minute they didn’t like the way chairs looked 
in the cavernous galleries that had been designed for 
large-scale sculpture. So they booked the show into a 
local country-and-western bar, a squat cinder-block 
building with a large Conestoga wagon parked up on 
the marquee. At sound check the sound man turned 
out to be a small blond woman wearing many layers 
of  ruffles. I said, “Listen, this violin has to be really 
loud. Can you do that?” And she said, “Baby, I’ve 
plugged in Pink Floyd, I think I can manage you and 
your little violin.”

 The night of  the show the regulars showed up 
early wearing studded leather cowboy gear. They got 
all the best seats at the bar. The art crowd arrived late 
dressed in black and I thought, “Oh god this is never 
going to work.” But I started to do the show which 
was a mix of  violin, stories and songs and I soon real-
ized that the regulars really got it. The stories were 
kind of  weird but then again so are Texan stories and 
suddenly I knew that I could do these shows out-
side of  the New York art scene. In fact, they almost 
worked better out there.

step into the light
Around that time I also realized that some of  the 
best places to hide were stages. I could control every-
thing—the lighting, the volume, quality, intimacy 
and cadence of  my voice. It was a way to be intimate 
without being vulnerable or revealing anything about 
myself  that I didn’t want to. Even though I was saying 
things that seemed very personal, I never said any-
thing truly private. This distinction between personal 
and private helped me decide where to draw these 
story lines. I remember my rage when cameras began 

Some Performances from the 1970s, Light Devices,  
Stories from the Nerve Bible, Delusion, Sidewalk 

120  MADE OF LIGHT

1 – 2  Home of the Brave, 
1986, 35mm film, 90 min; 
stills
3  Sidewalk, 2012, video 
installation with projectors, 
video and shredded paper; 
Glenbow Museum, Calgary, 
Canada

1

32

0726 Laurie TYPE FINAL_JR.indd   120-121 7/27/17   3:21 PM



IN THE NICK OF TIME

122  MADE OF LIGHT

Stories from the Nerve Bible was 
launched around the time of  
the first Gulf  War, in 1990, and 
employed imagery from the war 
as well as slogans from several 
eras about violence and beauty. 
The performance began with 

the Italian Futurist Filippo Marinetti’s provocative quota-
tion, “War is the highest form of  modern art” and ended 
with the breathless coverage of  the bombing of  Baghdad, 
which journalists compared to a combination of  Christmas 
and the Fourth of  July.

 As the world was becoming more and more screen-
based, I wanted to get away from rectangles. Film seemed 
trapped in that shape, and I wanted to bend images, put 
them in unlikely places, change their proportions, make 
immersive cinema. So initially the set was made of  screens 
that were cylinders, cubes, spheres and various other verti-
cal surfaces.

 When we were doing technical rehearsals for the show 
in Tel Aviv I got a message from the promoter. He was very 
excited about lasers and wanted to see if  I would like to use 
them in the show. “Lasers?” I said, “Aren’t they illegal in 
theaters?” “Not here in Israel,” he said. “There are no rules 
about that. Would you like to see them?” I said, “Um…not 
really…,” and he said “…because I just set them up in the 
parking lot outside. With some smoke bombs.” I walked out-
side and there was a large truck with a startling bright blue 
line coming out the side. It was the kind of  sharp line that 
looked like it was coming directly from the Star of  Bethlehem 
in a painting of  the birth of  Jesus. “Amazing right?” shouted 
the promoter who had been a munitions expert in the Israeli 
army. It did look pretty sharp.

 I ended up spending most of  the night in the parking 
lot testing lasers and adding smoke to make tunnels of  light. 
I loved them and decided to use them in several sections of  
the show. In some scenes they were mysterious tunnels, in 
others they were sheets of  light that swept across the stage. 
Sometimes we pointed the lasers directly at the audience 
(completely illegal in the US ) as if  we were performing 
group eye surgery. Running the cues was like having a 
remote-control device for the northern lights.

 Also in the show was a tornado that was designed 
by Ned Kahn of  the Exploratorium in San Francisco. He 
gave us the recipe which worked with air, steam and light. 
Jets of  air shot out from holes in spiral arrays on four col-
umns. But the tornado needed a controlled environment to 
work, and because there were so many drafts in the theaters 
and so many variations in temperature, the tornado worked 
only about thirty percent of  the time. The lighting designer 
would call the cue, “OK. Go on the tornado!” But he was 
always ready to move on to the next cue without a pause.

 I also had a meteor built for this show. I designed 
it like a big rock threaded with silver veins of  metal. The 
production manager had decided it was better to build it in 
Israel to save shipping costs. When we arrived in Europe he 
went to Israel to get the meteor. He sent a message, “Not 
worth the trucking bill. It looks like a giant turd.” I thought 
that was it for the meteor. But on the last night of  the tour, 
in Madrid, I was finishing a very quiet, sad and intimate 
song in the closing moments of  the show and I looked up. 
Suspended from the balcony by cables and lit by blasts of  
green sidelight was the meteor.

1 – 3  Stories from the Nerve Bible, 1993; (1) projection onto cylindrical screen;  
(2) drawing for tornado; (3) performance in laser tunnel, Tel Aviv, Israel

1 – 4  In the Nick of Time, 1974, performance; The Clocktower, 
New York, NY; drawings (1) performer on zebra-skin rug holds 
purse with film projector inside; (2) elements of the performance; 
(3) speaker inside purse; (4) diagram for stage set 
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The Bridge

(Per former enters wearing long white dress made of film-
screen material)

Ever since I moved into my new loft, over on Canal Street, 
I’ve been having a lot of trouble getting to sleep. The build-
ing is right next to the Hudson and the wind blows off the 
river and rattles the windows in their frames and it sounds 
like someone is constantly trying to break in.

(Holds piece of cardboard in front of the slide. The projected 
image appears on the cardboard.)

It’s noisy at night. It’s a trucking district and the trucks 
roll in from New Jersey at three or four in the morning. The 
street is rocky and as I rock I can hear the rocks ricocheting 
off the bottoms of the trucks. There’s an enormous bridge  

right outside my windows. There’s something about that 
arch, its bulk, its tension, that gets into every song I sing 
to myself at night. It dominates the space. When Geraldine 
saw how close it was, how it seemed to be as much inside 
as outside, she said, “Well, I guess you won’t need any 
furniture.”
 So I’ve kept my place pretty bare—a hammock, a rock-
ing chair, a couple of other things— and it’s at night, when 
I’m alone, that I realize just how bare it really is.

(Performer holds out dress. An image of a rocking chair is 
projected onto the dress. Sings in unison with prerecorded 
voice.)

—from Songs and Stories for the Insomniac, 1975

SONGS AND STORIES FOR THE INSOMNIAC

124  MADE OF LIGHT

1– 8  Songs and Stories for the Insomniac, 1975,  
performance; Artist’s Space, New York, NY;  
(1) wearing dress made from film-screen material 
designed by Patrice George; (2– 6) projections;  
(7) printed announcement; (8) stage diagram 
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In For Instants the per formance space was a corridor 
between the screen and the projector. The audience sat 
on both sides of this corridor facing each other and turning 
their heads back and forth to watch the performance, like a 
tennis match. Three images (film and slides) were projected 
simultaneously onto the screen. By standing in front of one 
of the beams, the performer’s body blocked the light from 
that projector, making a shadow on the screen that revealed 
the other two images hidden underneath. 

FOR INSTANTS

126  MADE OF LIGHT

1– 6  For Instants Part 3, 1976, 
performance; Whitney Museum of 
American Art and the Museum of Modern 
Art, New York, NY; (1, 3 – 6) performance 
with projection; (2) handwritten score
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128  MADE OF LIGHT

1–2  Super 8 Film, 1972, stills
3 – 4  Duet for Violin and Frame Line from Songs for Lines/Song for 
Waves, 1977, performance; the projector is adjusted so that the frame 
line appears in the middle of the image 
5 – 6  For Instants Part 3, 1976, performance; handwritten scores
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In this piece, sound and picture were composed simultaneously from 
a mathematical score. Frames are blacked out and whited out. When 
the image flickers, for example, it is sometimes expressed as vibrato. 
Drop-outs of both sound and picture are alternatively positive (ON) or 
negative (OFF).

130  MADE OF LIGHT

1– 8  For Instants, Part 5, 1977, performance; (1, 2, 
5, 6) filmstrips for flicker films; (3, 4, 7, 8) corresponding 
music scores 
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132  MADE OF LIGHT

SHADOWS

1– 6  United States Parts 1– 4,  
1979 – 83, performance; 
performers casting shadows that 
mix with projected imagery

 LIGHT DEVICES  133
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134  MADE OF LIGHT

1– 5  United States Parts 1– 4, 
1979 – 84, performance, bam, Brooklyn, 
NY; (1) with neon violin; (2) neon bow; (3) 
neon violin; (4) neon bow; (5) neon violin
6  United States Live, 1984, album 
cover with light in mouth
7  Songs and Stories from Moby Dick, 
1999, performance with Anthony Turner, 
Tom Nelis and Price Waldman; bam, 
Brooklyn, NY
8 –10  Stories from the Nerve Bible, 
1993, performance with hand lights
11  Home of the Brave, 1986, 35mm 
film, 90 min; performance with hand 
lights
12  United States 4, 1983, 
performance with headlight glasses; bam, 
Brooklyn, NY

LIGHT VIOLINS LIGHTS ONSTAGE
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VIRTUAL STAGE DESIGN

136  MADE OF LIGHT

LIGHT ON STAGE AND SCREEN

1– 3  United States Parts 1– 4, 1979–83, drawings and 
diagrams for stage and screen color relationship
4  United States Parts 1– 4, 1979–83, Closed Circuits 
performance with lightbulb and contact mic on mic stand

5 – 8  Stories from the Nerve Bible, 1995, 
performance with projection
9 –10  Puppet Motel, 1995, collaboration 
with Hsin-Chien Huang, cd-rom, stills, electronic 
set design for Stories from the Nerve Bible
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138  MADE OF LIGHT

CAMERAS AND LENSES

1  Absent in the Present: Looking into a 
Mirror Sideways, 1975, self-portrait series
2  Songs and Stories from Moby Dick, 
1999, performance with lens mask, Tom 
Nelis; bam, Brooklyn, NY

3 – 4  Stories from the Nerve Bible, 1995, 
performance with small camera and live split 
screen projection
5  Delusion, 2010, performance with small 
camera and projection; bam, Brooklyn, NY

6  Hidden Inside Mountains, 2005, HD 
video, 25 min; with camera on violin bow

Seat thyself sultanically upon the 
moons of Saturn and take high 
abstracted man alone and he is a 
wonder, a grandeur and a woe. But 
zoom in closer and look at mankind 
as individuals both historical and 
hereditary and you will see they are 
for the most part a mob of unneces-
sary duplicates.
 The moon on the water. It 
shines like a lucky dime. A single 
pale circle. And the ocean's skin as 
thin as man's.
 And yet some cer tain signifi-
cance lurks in all things, else all 
things are little worth and the round 
world itself but an empty cipher a 
huge zero to sell by the car tload 
to fill up some morass in the milky 
way. What makes the front of man? 
His eyes. It is his eyes.

—from Songs and Stories from 
Moby Dick, 1999
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140  MADE OF LIGHT

STORIES FROM THE NERVE BIBLE

1– 5  Stories from the Nerve Bible, 1995, performance with 
projection; (1) with suspended cube and sphere and multiple 
TV monitors

 STORIES FROM THE NERVE BIBLE  141

East: O Little Town of Bethlehem, 
rock-throwing capital of the world.
West: those who came before me
Up: the true meaning of the word arise

—from Stories from the Nerve Bible, 1994
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142  MADE OF LIGHT

1– 4  Stories from the  
Nerve Bible, 1995, 
performance with projection

 STORIES FROM THE NERVE BIBLE  143
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144  MADE OF LIGHT

1– 2  Stories from the Nerve Bible, 
1995, performance with lasers

Oh it’s so beautiful. 
It’s like the Fourth of July. 
It’s like a Christmas tree.
It’s like fireflies on a summer night.
Here I’m just going to stick this 
microphone out the window
and see if we can’t hear a little better. 
Can you hear it?

Hello California. Can you hear us? 
Come in. It’s so beautiful.
It’s like the Fourth of July. 
It’s like a Christmas tree.
It’s like fireflies on a summer night.
I wish I could describe this to you better 
but I can’t talk very well right now—
I’ve got this damned gas mask on.

And I only have one question: 
Did you ever really love me?
Only when we danced.
And it was so beautiful.
It was like the Fourth of July.
It was like fireflies on a summer night.

—from Stories from the Nerve Bible, 1994
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DELUSION

146  MADE OF LIGHT

1– 5  Delusion, 2010, performance 
with projection; bam, Brooklyn, NY

 DELUSION  147

And when the tears fall 
from both my eyes, 
they fall from my right eye 
because I love you. 
And they fall from my left eye 
because I cannot bear you.

—from Delusion, 2010
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148  MADE OF LIGHT  DELUSION  149

Yes more and more things in nature are just
veering out of control. But then again maybe
control is different for women than for men.
Things go out of control for men and they
have to fix it. They have to do something.

But things go off the rails for women and they
have an option that men do not have. 
Because in a pinch women can always start to cry. 
Yes they’ve got that card to play. 
Things go out of control and out 
come the crying cards. It’s, let’s say, it’s 
acceptable.

Now when men burst into tears it’s awkward.
It’s a rare thing. I have a small jar of men’s tears 
collected during the last war. One of my truest 
treasures.

But back to women. As for their names,
women are all basically on a first name basis. 
The last name is just is tacked on, hinged on 
and it can be broken off so easily. Marriage.
Boom! Divorce. Boom! You’re suddenly just
plain Ruth. Plain Barbara. They just keep losing 
their last names along the way. No wonder 
they play the crying card, they’re missing half 
their names.

Meanwhile their father’s name is plastered on
their passport, their driver’s license, all the official legal 
documents. And their mother’s last name becomes
a word so obscure it can actually be used as a 
secret password. Name of first pet. Favorite color.
Mother’s maiden name. A code word that unlocks 
your most secret information.

In fact in the end it is this secret word that
establishes your true identity. Something you 
alone know.

—from Delusion, 2010
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1– 3  Delusion, 2010, performance 
with projection; bam, Brooklyn, NY
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150  MADE OF LIGHT  DELUSION  151

1 3

2 4
1– 4  Delusion, 2010, performance 
with projection; bam, Brooklyn, NY
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152  MADE OF LIGHT  DELUSION  153

And when I fall into one of their deep black 
depressions or when I see a burnt out abandoned 
house or a barren coastline in the middle of nowhere 
I can feel how alone I am. Like they were. 
In the hugeness of the world.

—from Delusion, 2010

And you know how you hope your ancestors might have been 
sophisticated counts or scribes and then you find that 
your actual ancestors were lonely incestuous shepherds, 
too drunk to leave their huts, or else they were wandering 
lost out on the moors. Fabricators, hallucinators, 
their beautiful sagas—their stories of elves and sea cows— 
all twisted together into a huge book that is a combination 
of The Idiot and The Odyssey. 

1
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1– 3  Delusion, 2010, performance 
with projection; bam, Brooklyn, NY
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1  Sidewalk, 2012, HD video installation with 
suspended projectors, video and shredded paper; 
Glenbow Museum, Calgary, Canada
2  Sidewalk, 2012, detail of shredded paper—
multiple copies of Crime and Punishment

154  MADE OF LIGHT

SIDEWALK

 SIDEWALK  155
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156  MADE OF LIGHT

1– 3  Sidewalk, 2012, (details) HD 
video installation with suspended 
projectors, video, and shredded paper; 
Glenbow Museum, Calgary, Canada
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158   SIDEWALK  159
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1– 3  Sidewalk, 2012, (details) HD 
video installation with suspended 
projectors, video and shredded paper; 
Glenbow Museum, Calgary, Canada
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160  MADE OF LIGHT  SIDEWALK  161

1 2

1– 2  Sidewalk, 2012, (details) HD 
video installation with suspended 
projectors, video and shredded paper; 
Glenbow Museum, Calgary, Canada
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162  MADE OF LIGHT

1– 2  Sidewalk, 2012, (details) HD 
video installation with suspended 
projectors, video and shredded paper; 
Glenbow Museum, Calgary, Canada
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1– 6  Sidewalk, 2012, (details) HD 
video installation with suspended 
projectors, video and shredded paper; 
Glenbow Museum, Calgary, Canada
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166  MADE OF LIGHT

3

1

2

1  Sidewalk, 2012, detail of 
shredded paper—multiple copies of 
Crime and Punishment 
2 – 3  Sidewalk, 2012, (details) 
HD video installation with 
suspended projectors, video and 
shredded paper; Glenbow Museum, 
Calgary, Canada
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 SIDEWALK  169168  MADE OF LIGHT

1 – 2 Sidewalk, 2012, work in progress at 
EMPAC, Troy, NY, HD video installation with 
suspended projectors, video and shredded 
paper

3 Sidewalk, 2012, installing and testing; HD 
video installation with suspended projectors, 
video and shredded paper; Glenbow Museum, 
Calgary, Canada

4  Sidewalk, 2012, (detail) HD video 
installation with suspended projectors, video 
and shredded paper; Glenbow Museum, 
Calgary, Canada
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The Socratic Method, 2017, chalk drawing

In 1980 I quoted William S. Burroughs in 
the song Language is a Virus (from Outer 
Space). The idea of language as a virus fas-
cinated me since virus is also a language 
and acts in similar ways.
 Language and virus share many basic 
traits and qualities: mimicry, contagion, 
infection, repetition, replication and decep-
tion. They both work through techniques like 
grafting. They both tweak basic meaning.
 Both virus and language act like they’re 
alive but are not. A virus is lifeless, has 
no cell structure and has been called 
one of the organisms at the edge of life.1 
Technically it is an agent. Like language, it 
can wedge its way into the codes, into the 
dna and change the basic meaning.
 In the digital world, stories can go viral 
and spread at warp speed. Malware can rip 
through your files like a virulent disease 
and leave information in shreds. Words 
can be mashed, infected; your data can be 
collected, collated, misrepresented and 
erased. Your online identity can be hacked 
and ground into spam.
 Online, often you no longer know who’s 
talking. Anonymity can facilitate venomous 
language. It can promote shaming and bait-
ing. It can also shield and radiate. It’s a 
big stage, a grand new language platform 
where people can be invisible while they 
vent, rant or make impassioned speeches. 
On social media, stories spread almost 
instantly to massive numbers of people 
and this is changing the basic nature of  
stories—how they’re told as well as the 
identity of the narrator.
 As an artist, I have always tried to figure 
out who I was when I was talking and this 
role changed often, morphing from confi-
dant to captain.

1. South African Journal of Science. 1990; 86: 182– 86.
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Lou and me as king and queen of the Mermaid 
Parade, with Lolabelle our dog at Coney Island, 
New York, 2010.
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first, second and third person
Most of  the stories I tell are in first person. My own 
voice is essentially a combination of  my parents’ 
voices. My father learned inflexion and diction 
from wise guys—actors like Jimmy Cagney and Bob 
Hope—and combined their swagger with a deadpan 
Midwestern delivery. My mother’s voice was more 
authoritarian, a Church of  England voice. And I’ve 
mixed those up and found my own voice. Of  course, 
like most people I have at least twenty voices— 
intimate, conversational, formal, academic, goofy, 
gossipy and so on. In performances I use a mixture 
of  these everyday voices. I’ve also used other people’s 
voices, combining them in large orchestral works  
or installations.

 Many projects are a mix of  first, second and 
third person. Almost forty-five years ago I began 
to work on something I called The Talking Book, a 
wildly free-form anthology of  stories on tape that 
included fragments of  songs, letters, theories about 
motion, history and vision. As the narrator spoke 
and sang, the voice constantly changed into other 
peoples’ voices, among them a two hundred pound 
baby, jfk and Dixy Lee Ray (head of  the Atomic 
Energy Commission). At the time, I could never 
really figure out exactly who was talking or how to 
organize this cacophonic talking orchestra. When 
I finished Stories from the Nerve Bible in 1992 I 
realized this was The Talking Book. Since then the 
stories have expanded through various media from 
cd-rom to film to virtual reality.

 In performances or installations I often used 
recordings or films of  other people telling the sto-
ries I wrote. In Dark Dogs, American Dreams there 
was a series of  large blurry pinhole photographs of  
people on the wall. In the middle of  the room was 
a console. You could select the image of  one of  the 
readers and hear that person read the dream. Because 
dreams tend to have similar rambling themes, it 

worked well to use many different voices. In The 
Mailman’s Nightmare everyone except the mailman 
has enormous heads. Other dreams in the series are 
about identity and the body and its sudden ability to 
fly, change size, get trapped or become paralyzed. 

 Sometimes I did several versions of  the same 
song in different voices. I performed the song Langue 
d’Amour in the film Home of  the Brave as a vamp in 
a silver dress. In United States 3 I sang the song and 
later in the show the lyrics were projected in French 
and read by a wreathed Polynesian beachcomber. I 
have always liked to experiment with the way songs 
work when they’re heard versus when they’re read. 
And in this case the various versions using different 
genders and languages changed the meaning of  the 
song even more.

the nova convention
I learned how to use second person from William 
Burroughs. I first met William S. Burroughs in 1978 
at the Nova Convention, a three-day celebration of  
his work in New York City. During the days there 
were seminars about his work with Timothy Leary, 
Susan Sontag, and many other writers and intel-
lectuals. At night there were concerts by musicians 
and poets who’d been influenced by his work. Frank 
Zappa read the talking asshole section from Naked 
Lunch, Patti Smith played the clarinet, Philip Glass 
played the piano. It was a wild mix of  the worlds of  
film, rock, literature and the avant-garde that made 
up downtown New York.

 Keith Richards was also supposed to appear, 
and even though the promoters of  this event knew a 
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Put your knees up to your chin.
Have you lost your dog?
Put your hands over your eyes.
Jump out of the plane.
There is no pilot.
You are not alone.
This is the language
Of the on-again
Off-again
Future.
And
It is digital.

—from The Language of the Future, 
United States 2, 1980
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Narrators, Clones, Fenway, Dearreader,  
Songs and Stories from Moby Dick THIS IS YOUR CAPTAIN

Heart of a Dog, 2015, HD video, 
75 min; still

Dark Dogs, American 
Dreams, 1980, installation 
with audiotape, electronics, 
lights and pinhole-camera 
prints; Holly Solomon 
Gallery, New York, NY 
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We? from 1985 and it began with the introduction of  
the clone on a tv talk show. The clone, who had no 
name, was working more or less as my assistant and 
we talked about our work process and the limitations 
and liabilities of  clones. Later in that show, as room-
mates, we worked together on a song. In the perfor-
mance Mister Heartbreak and the film Home of  the 
Brave I used this voice in several songs about digital 
language—Difficult Listening Hour and Zero and One. 
In the film the character wore a mask that was some-
thing between a Bauhaus dancer and a robot.

the voice of  fenway 
bergamot
In the 1990s I continued 
to use the male voice and 
was always tweaking 
the electronics to make 
the voice more detailed. 

The bottom of  this voice was a man calling for jus-
tice and the top was a vulnerable but petulant whine. 
In the late 1990s the tone of  his voice changed again 
and began to soften. The words he spoke began to 
be more like long poems and I began to make more 
room in performances for these jump-cutting ram-
bles. Lou decided this character had become so real 
that he needed a name. He decided to call him Fenway 
Bergamot. I was a little baffled by this choice but it 
soon seemed to suit the voice and this style of  writing.

books are the way the dead talk to the living 
Books are often at the center of  my work. And one 
of  my favorite books is Moby Dick. In 1974 I made a 
super 8 film called Dearreader addressed to the sub- 
sub-librarian who is the first character (and probably 
the author himself) in the Melville novel. Twenty-five 
years later I made an opera based on the book. Both 
works questioned who was really telling the story, 
who was the real narrator.

 When I began to work on my opera Songs and 
Stories from Moby Dick I tried to map it out but it was 
much harder than I’d thought. The book is sprawling 
and circuitous and the action often stops and veers off  
into long essays. The route is vague. Once they leave 

Nantucket the ship’s coordinates are never really 
defined. You’re never really sure where they are. Of  
course it’s a whaling ship, a ship that travels in a zig-
zag pattern. It’s not like a merchant ship that delivers 
material from port X to port Y in a straight line, or an 
explorer’s ship that just keeps sailing westward. The 
whaler travels in a zigzag, always looking, heading off  
on tangents, like the story itself. 

 I began working on this project because a 
video director I knew was making a film about books 
directed towards high school students with the idea 
that students don’t read anything unless someone 
they like says, “You really have to read this book!” 
So he asked ten artists to write monologues about 
their favorite books. There was going to be Spalding 
Gray talking about Catcher in the Rye and Anna 
Deavere Smith on Huckleberry Finn and I said, “I’ll 
do Moby Dick!” 

 And so I read it again and again and each time 
it was more mysterious, more and more like a story 
about thoughts, a story about the mind. For exam-
ple, early in the book, in the chapter The Masthead, a 
sailor is hanging from the mast and his job is to stare 
at the ocean all day, scanning it for spouts or fins. 
After a few hours he gets the ocean mixed up with his 
mind and he loses his grip and falls headfirst into the 
summer sea. And there are lots of  freak accidents—
like one day when they catch a whale and cut off  the 
head, not an easy job since it’s hard to find the neck. 
Then they suspend the head with cables from the 
side of  the ship and drill a hole in the head to get the 
oil out and then lower buckets down into it. Then to 
get the last bit of  oil they lower a man down into the 
head and just at this moment there’s an accident. The 
cables snap and the head, no longer buoyant with the 
oil, starts sinking rapidly to the bottom of  the ocean 
with a man trapped inside.
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week ahead of  time that he wasn’t going to show up, 
they didn’t announce it. They just scribbled a note 
and posted it on the inside of  the door to the theater. 
“Keith Richards will not be appearing tonight,” it 
said in very light pencil. So hundreds of  punk kids 
poured through the door looking for Keith. Phil 
would be playing a solo piano piece and they’d be 
yelling, “KEITH! KEITH!!!!” Nothing would shut 
them up and since I was one of  the mcs, I’d have to 
keep going out on stage to introduce someone else 
they didn’t want to hear. “You know, just keep the 
ball rolling,” the promoters kept saying. 

 Finally Burroughs shuffled out wearing a pork-
pie hat and carrying a briefcase which he slammed 
down on the big wooden desk. “Good evening.” The 
sound was gravel crunching under a ten-ton truck. 
Plastic ripping in slow motion. That voice! And he 
started talking about sex and drugs and alienation, 
things these kids thought they’d invented themselves 
and they couldn’t believe it. “GRANDPA!”

 But it was that voice that 
really got to people. And 
you could never read his 
books again without hearing 
that voice gnawing on every 
word. 

 The Nova Convention 
was the first time I used 
the Harmonizer to alter my 
voice. This is a digital fil-
ter that I tuned to drop the 

pitch of  my voice so that I sounded like a man. The 
machismo surrounding Burroughs was thick, and 
this filter was my weapon and my defense. It was the 
first time I used an audio mask and being in drag was 
thrilling. This voice eventually became an alter ego 
which I still use to slip into a kind of  jump-cut poetry. 

 William S. Burroughs’ alter egos—spy, con 
man and the diabolical and demented Dr. Benway—
were his agents (and double agents) who played 
around with language and invented twists on old 

forms like prayers and epic poems. Burroughs’ sub-
jects—half-dead Egyptian mummies, narcs, junkies 
and the zombie-like Americans he invoked in his 
work—all operate in the dead zone, a sci-fi world that 
was expanded upon by countless writers and film-
makers influenced by Burroughs’ dystopian themes.

 I toured with William Burroughs and John 
Giorno in 1981 when our collaborative double album, 
You’re the Guy I Want To Share My Money With, was 
released and I loved hanging out with them. This is 
when I learned to talk to audiences directly. Burroughs 
was a master of  this. In his Thanksgiving Prayer, he 
recites a litany of American acts of  violence, ignorance 
and hatred, and at the very end intones in his most 
condescending voice, “You always were a headache 
and you always were a bore.” This sudden and jarring 
use of  “you” was shocking. I began to try it out in my 
own work: This is your captain. Have you lost your dog? 
It suddenly opened new realms. Jump out of  the plane. 
There is no pilot. Language that could boss, instruct 
and command. I was suddenly in touch with the audi-
ence in a whole new way.

creating my clone
Initially I called this male voice 
“The Voice of  Authority” and 
it functioned as an alter ego and 
also as a way to create dialogue 
in essentially solo shows. Many 
of  the pieces in these shows 

were conversations, arguments and duets. Audio fil-
ters were the easiest ways to create dynamically dif-
ferent voices.

 After working with this filter for a while I 
began to wonder what this guy looked like. So I made 
a video clone using a filter called ado which widens 
the top of  the frame, creating the illusion of  a big head 
and a small body. So for example in a close-up the 
forehead and eyes become enormous. The character 
I created had a mustache, slicked-back hair and size-
one shoes. He looked like my demented uncle. Using 
split screen I made several pieces with this character 
in the mid 1980s. The first was called What You Mean 
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1  Home of the Brave, 1986, 
35mm film, 90 min; William S. 
Burroughs and his shadow 
2  What You Mean We?, 
1986, video with ADO filter, 20 
min; commissioned by KTCA 
Minneapolis art series Alive 
from Off Center
3  with Fenway Bergamot
4  Dearreader, 1975, super 
8 film, 28 min; still
5  Songs and Stories from 
Moby Dick, 1999, still of 
a whale constellation from 
animated projection; bam, 
Brooklyn, NY 
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animals we have to slay like dragons. Evil, retribution, 
punishment and death, straight out of  the Bible.

call me ahab
My own theory is that the first version of  Moby 
Dick didn’t have Captain Ahab. And I like picturing 
Melville meeting with his editor and the editor says 
something like, “You know Herman, the book is really 
interesting. There’s a lot of  really good information 
about whales and sea life and all those passages about 
rope-making and harpoons are so interesting. Good 
stuff ! But you know in the end, let’s face it, it’s really 
Guys Go Fishing. I mean, where is this going? You 
need an engine here! You need, I don’t know, how 
about like a crazy captain?” 

 So in the next version he adds Ahab but he 
doesn’t appear until about a third of  the way into 
the book. He’s supposedly been hiding in his cabin 
for the first part of  the voyage but of  course the real 
reason he wasn’t there (according to my theory) was 
because he hadn’t been written yet. And when he 
does appear he’s like an actor overplaying his part. He 
comes storming out of  the hold crying, “Avast! The 
white whale!” And he stalks around the deck ranting 
about fate and evil and none of  the Yankee sailors can 
figure out what he’s talking about. Ahab had become 
an American Lear full of  pure rage and anger. In the 
end, obsessed by the demonic evil he saw in the whale 
and cursing the universe, Ahab is dragged off  to the 
horizon by the whale he had hunted.

why aren’t we one hundred times smarter?
I have always loved working on projects with big 
themes. In 2002, I was part of  a committee of  artists 
who created the opening ceremony of  the Olympics 
in Athens. I think they asked me because they had 
this idea that I am a multimedia artist, and they were 

planning an elaborate, tripped-out, high-tech cer-
emony. The thing they didn’t know was that at the 
time I was a burned-out multimedia artist. I had done 
too many projects that were based on button-push-
ing, and I was tired of  putting technology through 
its paces: “Hey look! We just touch this button, then 
throw this switch, and bingo! Something happens!” 
Many of  the large multimedia and theater pieces 
around this time were looking a lot like trade shows. 

 The people on the committee were the smart-
est people I had ever met. We had meetings for almost 
two years. Sitting around a table. Clouds of  smoke. 
Lots of  coffee. What is it about the Greek language? I 
asked myself. They were always asking questions that 
were so complex, questions that would have never 
even occurred to me. And when they asked them, 
they would all look up at the ceiling, as if  the question 
and its many complicated answers and implications 
were hanging up there like chandeliers. 

 As the meetings went on, we all began to be 
more practical. We did, after all, have to come up  
with something that would really happen—an actual 
ceremony. It took them awhile to realize that I was a 
lapsed multimedia artist and not completely on board. 
So every plan they came up with, such as, “Let’s have 
a giant ancient statue lower down and then explode 
into a million led stars,” I would say, “Nah…I’ve 
seen something almost exactly like that.” I didn’t say 
where I’d seen this before because it was possibly only 
in my own imagination. And then they’d say, “How 
about if  eight full-size ships sail across the stadium 
and sink to the bottom of  the sea?” And I’d say, “I 
don’t know, big ships are kind of  obvious.” 

 Finally they began to get irritated. “Well, 
what do you like?” I said, “You know, everybody 
knows now that if  you push a button or flip a switch 
complicated things can happen. But you invented 
everything here in Greece and you came up with 
the hardest goal of  all. The thing no one can do…” 
Suddenly they were my class, their dark blinking eyes 
turned towards me expectantly. I paused for awhile, 
then said, “You invented know thyself ! I mean, you 
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 And there were also many stories about the 
way whales see, theories about optics and natural 
history. And the book was so full of  sounds—the 
shushing of  sleds sliding on slippery hillsides, the 
creaking of  planks, the furious winds. And it was 
so musical. The chapter titles sounded like songs: 
The Whiteness of the Whale and Of Whales in Paint; 
In Teeth; In Wood; In Sheet-Iron; In Stone; In 
Mountains; In Stars.

 Slowly the book began to take shape for me 
as an opera. The characters, the poetic language, the 
wild hunt, the themes of  fate and destiny all seemed 
made for opera and I envisioned the stage as the deck 
of  the ship with its ropes, rigging and the large bil-
lowing sails that could become film screens.

the narrator
The book Moby Dick begins with a man who tells us 
what to call him, casting doubt about his identity. He 
doesn’t say, “My name is Ishmael” since that would 
be a different book altogether. And what is Ishmael 
thinking of  doing? Going to sea. And if  he went to 
sea what would he do? Well, he thinks, I could be a 
captain. But no! I hate bossing people around. How 
about first mate? I don’t like taking orders. Hey! 
How about a cook? I like roast chicken and really 
who doesn’t like roast chicken? The Egyptians liked 
roast chicken—you can tell by the many mummies 
of  roast chicken, broiled ibis and roasted river horse 
that you see in their giant bake houses, the pyra-
mids. And we’re only on page three. How did we get 
from Nantucket to the pyramids of  ancient Egypt? 
Melville is a master of  the jump cut. 

 One of  the problems with working on Moby 
Dick was that I was worried about how to translate a 
book into a multimedia opera. It made me nervous to 
use another writer’s work. Also, I live in downtown 
Manhattan not far from where Melville worked as a 
customs agent and I had nightmares that he might 
come and find me and kill me. “My book does not 
need to be a multimedia opera, thank you very 
much,” his ghost kept whispering to me. 

 I had made this mistake before when I fell in 
love with Gravity’s Rainbow and contacted Thomas 
Pynchon. “I really love your book and could you 
possibly allow me to make an opera based on it?” 
I wrote. Pynchon is somewhat famous for being 
incommunicado so I didn’t think I would ever hear 
from him. But I got a letter and he said he loved my 
music and would be happy if  I adapted his book into 
an opera. He had only one requirement and that was 
that the entire opera be scored for solo banjo. Some 
people have the nicest way of  saying, “No, no, no. 
Not over my dead body will you make an opera based 
on my novel.” 

hunting the whale
When I finally started writing the opera, a friend 
said, “I’ve got a present for you” and he brought over 
a huge cardboard box and inside was Melville’s Bible, 
the Bible he had while he was writing Moby Dick, and 
it was filled with handwritten notes, scribbles, stars 
and arrows. But the marks were faint and seemed 
to have been erased. I imagined a family member 
conscientiously going through the Bible and eras-
ing everything. My friend had bought the Bible at 
Sotheby’s and he took it to the FBI and he said, “Can 
you tell me what’s been erased?” and they said, “Well 
maybe if  it had been a hundred years ago, but it’s 
more than a hundred and fifty years ago and we just 
can’t tell for sure.” 

 After hunting through the book for any signs 
of  whales or leviathans I finally found a passage that 
was circled several times and surrounded by stars.

In that day the LORD with his sore and great and 
strong sword shall punish leviathan the piercing ser-
pent, even leviathan that crooked serpent; and he 
shall slay the dragon that is in the sea.

 And I thought, “Whoa! Here it is. The whale 
is the snake and the ocean is his garden where he 
works out ideas of  good and evil.” Finding this verse 
surrounded by stars was like finding the secret code 
that linked the two books. A snake: A whale. And the 
crooked evil we don’t see in ourselves but assign to the 
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Stories from 
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performance; bam, 
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 I will never forget what he said next. He said, 
“And then the people who came to worship there 
said, ‘We can’t pray in an art museum.’ And so they 
left the Parthenon and went back to the groves and 
streams and mountain caves where the gods had 
come from. And they worshipped there.”

 “We can’t pray in an art museum,” has haunted 
me ever since. At first I thought: how depressing! Just 
when the greatest rational era in human history was 
beginning, the need to believe in something became 
stronger than the need to experiment and to know. 
And then I thought—wait a second—just think 
how many people in the world today, in the United 
States for example, would much rather believe some- 
thing than go through the messy process of  thinking 
for themselves. 

 In my own life, art has been a kind of  reli-
gion—a way to find meaning, to elucidate time, to 
create a sense of  community with other people who 
love film, dance, opera, paintings and every other 
art form. And although I get excited about new art 
forms, shapes and styles, I have to admit that the 
most powerful art experiences I’ve had are the ones 
that also illuminate the principles of  presence, emp-
tiness and the hallucinatory quality of  life—all things 
that are basic to my belief  system. So how does this 
work? Do I like things partly because they reinforce 
and reaffirm my beliefs?

the socratic method
I was talking with a journalist and I had made the 
mistake of  asking her over to my studio which I never 
do because there’s never enough time to hide all the 
things you need to hide when you really need to hide 
them. She took out her tape recorder out and then 
she took out an old sock and she put it on her hand 
and she said, “Do you mind if  I use this sock pup-
pet for the interview?” I stared at the sock for quite 
a while, maybe a little too long. Then she said, “Well 
what do you think? Shall we begin?”

 She was a pretty bad puppeteer. The synch 
was way off. And I wasn’t sure I could talk to a sock 

so I said, “Wait here, I’ll be right back.” And I got my 
own sock and we sat around talking about music with 
our sock puppets. 

 Sometimes I like doing interviews and I’ve 
learned some things about my work by talking about 
it. I like using two-sided forms in my work—duets, 
conversations and arguments—because they have 
an energetic dynamic missing from monologues. 
And I’m thinking of  Plato and he’s sitting around 
and he’s really missing Socrates. He’s thinking of  
something—freedom or a geometric proof  or ghosts 
or shadows or whatever. And he’s all alone and he 
says to himself, “I wonder what Socrates would say 
about this?” And then just to hear his teacher’s voice 
again, to bring him back, he invented the dialogues, 
a radical, new two-sided philosophy. And he named 
the method after his teacher. Some say that Plato 
wasn’t so much the friend as the playwright who 
invented Socrates.
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invented that concept. And know thyself is danger-
ous and difficult and radical and almost no one can 
do it.” They looked unconvinced and I suddenly 
thought maybe all of  them really did know them-
selves already. But I carried on anyway. “You know, 
you could write know thyself really big like…on the 
stadium field.” I was trying to make it sound impres-
sive and innovative, “You know, maybe, write it in 
fire?” They didn’t seem at all interested and I began 
to say less and less in the meetings.

 I was the only non-Greek member of  the 
committee so they had hired a tutor to get me up to 
speed on Greek history since the Olympics ceremony 
was meant to refer to some of  their key moments. My 
tutor was the chief  archaeologist of  the Parthenon 
and his job for the last twenty years had been 
researching and restoring the original building and 
replacing the pieces that are still strewn all over the 
Acropolis. The building was already almost two 
thousand years old when a bomb exploded in the 
seventeenth century, fragmenting much of  the struc-
ture. And it was taking a very long time to reassem-
ble. Would it be finished? My guess was never. 

 We spent days walking around the site picking 
up tiny fragments of  marble and stone with twee-
zers and looking at them with magnifying glasses 
and talking about history. At night I read Greek his-
tory in my hotel room which had a spectacular view 
of  the Parthenon. The room was lit all night by the 
bright glare of  the lights illuminating the Acropolis. 
I decided to ask my tutor a question, something that 

had been bothering me ever since we started our ses-
sions. I spent weeks trying to frame and compose the 
question. I was afraid it would sound idiotic if  not 
just naïve. But I had the confidence to ask my tutor 
since he looked exactly like Plato—or at least the way 
Plato was depicted in the busts bearing his name: 
tightly coiled hair and beard, square-jawed, with an 
overall expression of  calm and absorbed attention. 
I finally asked the question. It sounded rehearsed 
and roundabout and a bit hollow but even so, I still 
wanted to know the answer, if  there was one.

 The question I asked was: “The Greeks 
invented so many things in such an amazingly short 
time—philosophy, geometry, architecture, sculp-
ture, history, epic poetry, physics, ethics—basically 
every subject, discipline and art form that western 
civilization is built on. So what happened? Why 
aren’t we a thousand times smarter now? Why didn’t 
we just keep building on this?”

 My tutor didn’t hesitate. He said, “OK. I’ll 
tell you why. At least I’ll tell you my theory.” And 
he continued, “In ancient times people came to the 
Parthenon to worship Athena, the goddess of  war 
and wisdom, and they brought their offerings—styl-
ized iconic statues called kouroi—young male ath-
letes in mid-stride…” His bright blue eyes blinked as 
if  he had just transported himself  back through time. 
I could picture the statues he described—four-sided 
stiffs with articulated knees, wide eyes, scalloped hair 
and secretive Buddha smiles. They looked like the 
doll-like descendants of  Egyptian mummies, figures 
that were just waking up, about to take their first step 
into the world of  the living.

 He continued, “And they placed them around 
the temple as votive figures, as stand-ins for the wor-
shippers. Gradually the sculptors became more skill-
ful, ambitious and competitive. They began to make 
statues that were more complex. The statues began 
to seem more lifelike, to gaze around, hands on their 
hips. They began to have attitudes and personalities. 
Soon the Acropolis was crowded with works of  art 
and began to look like an uncurated biennial.”
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1  The Acropolis, 
Athens, Greece
2  Plato
3  Socrates

1
32
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FIRST PERSON NARRATION

1  O-Range, 1973, 
performance, shouting 
stories through 
megaphones; Lewisohn 
Stadium, City College, 
New York, NY 
2  In the Nick of Time, 
1974, performance 
projections; The 
Clocktower, New York, NY 
3  Paris, late 1970s, 
rehearsing for a video 
shoot

4  Like A Stream, 
performance, late 1970s; 
The Kitchen, New York, NY
5  Performance with 
electric violin, Nova 
Convention, 1978; New 
York, NY
6  New York Social Life, 
1983, performance with 
telephone, microphone 
and tamboura; St. 
Bartholomew’s Church, 
New York, NY1 2

3 5

6

4
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1  In Ponape, South Pacific, 1980; 
recording a talk for Vision #4 – Word 
of Mouth, triple LP, Crown Point 
Press; a series of artists’ talks 
including John Cage, Joan Jonas, 
Chris Burden, Marina Abramović, 
Bryan Hunt and Brice Marden
2  Americans on the Move, 1979, 
performance with projections; The 
Kitchen, New York, NY 

3  Songs for Lines/Songs for 
Waves, 1977, performance with tape 
bow violin and shadow; The Kitchen, 
New York, NY
4  The Human Face, 1991, BBC 
Documentary
5  The End of the Moon, 2004, 
performance with small camera 
and projection; MASS MoCA, North 
Adams, MA

6  Home of the Brave, 1986, 35mm 
film, 90 min; performing Langue 
d’Amour
7  Home of the Brave, 1986, 
directing the shoot

1

3 4

5

6

7
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I have this recurring nightmare. And that is that 
everyone in the world, except myself, has the prob-
lems of babies. I mean, they’re normal height and 
everything—five feet, six feet tall—in that respect 
they are normal. But they have these giant heads, 
like babies, you know? And these enormous eyes 
and tiny arms and legs. Real top-heavy. And they 
can hardly walk, you know? And I’m going down 
the street and when I see them coming I give them 
some room. I step aside. Also, they don’t read 
or write so I don’t have much to do. Job-wise, it’s 
pretty easy.

—from The Mailman’s Nightmare, Dark Dogs, 
American Dreams, 1980 
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THIRD PERSON NARRATION

1  Dark Dogs, American Dreams, 1980, pinhole camera prints 
from the installation; Holly Solomon Gallery, New York, NY
2  Dark Dogs, American Dreams, 1980, installation with 
audiotape, electronics, lights, pinhole camera prints and console; 
viewer selects recording of dreams

2

1
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He told her about time or there was a big 
typhoon on the island and all the sharks came 
out of the water.

Yes, they came out of the water and walked 
right into your house with their big white teeth. 
And the woman heard these things and she 
was in love.

And the man came out and said: “We have to 
go away now,” and the woman did not want to 
go because she was a hothead. Because she 
was a woman in love.

—from Langue d’Amour, United States 4
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1– 5  United States 4, 1983, performance projections of 
Polynesian man reading Langue d’Amour

1

2
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SECOND PERSON NARRATION

1  Home of the Brave, 1986, 35mm film, 
90 min; shadow of William S. Burroughs
2 – 4  Home of the Brave, 1986, 35mm 
film, 90 min; dancing the tango with William 
S. Burroughs; Adrian Belew on guitar 

5  With Burroughs and John Giorno at 
Giorno’s loft, New York, 1981; planning our 
Red Night spoken word tour following the 
release of the double album You’re the Guy  
I Want To Share My Money With

Following pages  Home of the Brave,  
1986, 35mm film, 90 min; performing  
Zero and One

1

2
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Good evening.

There are some things you can simply look
up such as the size of Greenland. The dates
of the famous nineteenth-century rubber wars.
Persian adjectives. The composition of
snow. And other things you just have to guess at.
And then again today is the day and those
were the days and now these are the days.
And now the clock points histrionically to
noon. Some new kind of north. And so, which
way do we go?

What are days for? To wake us up. To put
between the endless nights.

And by the way here’s my theory of punctuation.
Instead of a period at the end of each
sentence there should be a tiny clock that tells
you how long it took you to write that sentence.

And another way to look at time is this:
There was an old married couple and they had
always hated each other. Never been able to
stand the sight of each other really.
And when they were in their ’90s they
finally got divorced. And people said, “Why did 
you wait so long? Why didn’t you do this a whole lot 
earlier?” And they said, “Well, we wanted to wait 
until the children died.”

Ah America! Yes and that will be America.
A whole new place. Just waiting to happen.
Broken up parking lots, rotten dumps.
Speedballs, accidents and hesitations.
Things left behind. Styrofoam. Computer
chips.

And Jim and John, oh they were there. And
Carol too, her hair pinned up in that weird beehive
way she loved so much. And Craig and
Phil moving at the pace of summer.
And Uncle Al who screamed all night in
the attic. Yes something happened to him in
the war they said over in France. And France
had become something we never mentioned.
Something dangerous.

Yes some were sad to see those days disappear.
The flea markets and their smells, the
war, all the old belongings strewn out on the
sidewalks. Mildewed clothes and old resentments
and ragged record jackets.

And ah these days. All these days! What are
days for? To wake us up. To put between the endless
nights. 

Some say our empire is passing. As all
empires do. And others haven’t a clue 
what time it is or where it goes or even where 
the clock is. And oh the majesty of trees. 
An unstoppable train. Different colored wonderlands.
Freedom of speech and sex with strangers.

Dear old God, May I call you old? And may
I ask: Who are these people? Ah America! We
saw it, we tipped it over and then we sold it.
These are the things I whisper softly to my
dolls.

Oh my brothers and my sisters. What are
days for? Days are where we live. The flow and
then the flow. They come, they fade, they go
and go. No way to know exactly when they start 
or when their time is up.

Oh, another day another dime, another
day in America. Another day. Another dollar.
Another day in America.
And oh my brothers and oh my long lost
sisters. How can we begin again? 
How do we begin?

—from Homeland, 2010
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CLONES

1– 5  What You Mean We?, 
1986, video with ADO filter, 
20 min, commissioned by 
KTCA art series Alive from Off 
Center
6  Homeland album cover, as 
Fenway Bergamot
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DEARREADER

Dearreader, 1975, super 8 mm, 28 min; 
stills from various scenes with Geraldine 
Pontius and B. George
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SONGS AND STORIES FROM MOBY DICK

198  THIS IS YOUR CAPTAIN

1– 5  Songs and Stories from Moby 
Dick, 1999, opera; bam, Brooklyn, NY;  
(1) Tom Nelis performing Noah’s Song; 
(2) Introduction in oversized chair;  
(3) performing Boy Overboard on guitar; 
(4, 5) Price Waldman performing  
Running Man

Yeah promise me a rainbow—go ahead. 
Promise me this rain will end. 
I need something to drink. 
I need a reason a reason not to think.
And tell me this: what is a man 
if he outlives the lifetime of his God?

—from Noah’s Song

Pip the cabin boy. 
He slipped and fell.
Landed in the water
He fell 
into another world.
Boy overboard. 
He slipped 
slow motion down
A ringing in his ears
Ding dong bell.
He fell. He fell. He fell.

Shafts of light 
everything is striped
Underwater light
The sweet things 
of the world
The thundering hills 
the cheeks of young girls
Become just thoughts

—from Boy Overboard

 SONGS AND STORIES FROM MOBY DICK  199

1

2

3

4 5

0726 Laurie TYPE FINAL_JR.indd   198-199 7/27/17   3:21 PM



200  THIS IS YOUR CAPTAIN

1– 5  Songs and Stories from Moby Dick, 1999; 
bam, Brooklyn, NY; (1) Anthony Turner, Tom Nelis, 
Price Waldman performing Make Me a Mechanical 
Man; (2) with violin; (3) with Talking Stick; (4) Price 
Waldman performing Lecture; (5) performing One 
White Whale

As to the great 
sperm whale itself 
—his tail exceeds 
twenty feet—filled 
with fibers and fil-
aments—capable 
of sinking an entire 
crew in one sweet 
motion.

A mouth the size 
and spaciousness 
of a wigwam.

—from Lecture

Up in the masthead high above the deep black sea.
Sparkling rain is wrapping all around me
Comets fly by—planets turning in their spin
I whirl—I whirl around with them.

There are divers who go down
They walk on the bottom of the ocean 
just to take a look around.
But if I fall from way up here what would I be?
Just another drop in the heart of the green sea.

—from Last Man
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1– 5  Songs and Stories from Moby Dick, 1999; bam, 
Brooklyn, NY; (1, 2) performing Sub Sub Librarian; (3) 
Tom Nelis, Anthony Turner, Price Waldman performing 
Hanging Johnny; (4) Price Waldman, Tom Nelis, Anthony 
Turner performing The Bones of Leviathan; (5) Tom Nelis, 
Anthony Turner, Price Waldman performing Properties

 SONGS AND STORIES FROM MOBY DICK  203

If there's an argument 
between a human and an angel
The human will always win. 
Why?
Because angels are forever one way
And man? He can change his mind. 
He bends.
See that light over there? 
Move towards it.

—from Properties
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1– 5  Songs and Stories from Moby Dick, 1999; bam, Brooklyn, 
NY; (1) performing Why We Go to Sea; (2) performing with 
violin; (3) Price Waldman performing The Bed; (4) Price Waldman 
performing Queequeg’s Song; (5) bowing with performers, bassist 
Skúli Sverrisson, Anthony Turner, Price Waldman and Tom Nelis

O speak, machines.
Of liberty.
The shining sea surrounds us.
Speak, machine.
Speak through the air of our time.

—from Audite
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Everything is Listening, 2017, chalk drawing

Recently I’ve been looking at some exper-
iments done by researchers who used 
high-speed video to shoot the minute move-
ments of objects as they were being hit by 
sound waves. 
 For example they would play a song and 
the miniscule movements in the sur face 
of a potato-chip bag would create a visual 
record of the wave bombardment. Then they 
used an algorithm that reconstructed the 
audio from the video, allowing the bag to 
reproduce the song. 
 In other words, it’s just like you always 
suspected. Ever ything is vibrating and 
everything is listening. Everything is record-
ing and if you have the right equipment you 
can play it all back. More or less.
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In the studio with Tape Bow Violin and Self-Playing 
Violin, 1980.

For me the violin is the closest thing to the human 
voice. The human female voice. It’s also the perfect 
ventriloquist’s dummy. I do the talking and the violin 
does the crying.
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talking instruments
Some of  the first sound sculptures I made in the early
1970s were plywood boxes on stilts. Inside the boxes 
were cassette tape decks with tape loops of  stories and 
songs from The Talking Book. The sounds were alter-
nately muffled and screechy. The sculptures were 
minimalist robots, my first takes on talking objects, 
the gawky plywood predecessors of  the talking film 
statues I made years later.

 Around that time I also put sounds and songs 
into the paper bricks I was methodically making from 
the pulp of  each day’s newspapers. As an art student 
I loved Robert Morris’ 1961 Box with the Sound of  
Its Own Making, a wooden box that contained a 
recording of  the sounds of  hammering and sawing 
produced during its construction. I also admired 
the work of  the painters who talked a lot. Barnett 
Newman painted Abstract Expressionist works that 
were a single flat color sometimes with a single line 
he called “the zip” running down the side. He was an 
expansive and articulate poet/critic and I thought his 
real work was him standing next to his painting and 
talking about it. I thought that was an interesting and 
radical new art form.

 One of  the stories I loved most about putting 
words into things turned out to be a hoax. It was a 
story that was going around in the early 1970s. I must 
have heard it at Bell Labs where I occasionally had 
some contact with people doing acoustical engineer-
ing. The story was about an ancient Japanese pot that 
a man had acquired. This man, an engineer, specu-
lated that the pot might somehow have recorded the 
sounds of  its own potting. In other words, he thought 
throwing a pot on a spinning potter’s wheel might 
have something in common with cutting the grooves 
of  a record and that sounds might have become 
embedded in the pot the way music is encoded in 
vinyl. And if  a three-dimensional player device could 
be invented, maybe the sounds from two thousand 

years ago could be made audible. The story of  this 
experiment turned out to be apocryphal but I used 
it in a song I wrote in 1971 and later saw the story 
quoted as fact in another artist’s work. It’s the story 
of  something that should have worked (but didn’t).

It was an ancient Japanese pot, incised with 
grooves. Thin-ridged grooves. Grooves all around 
it. It looked like one of those collapsible paper 
lanterns. It was an experiment. The pot was 
placed on a turntable, and the turntable began to 
revolve. A needle was set into the groove. A ste-
reo needle. They were waiting to hear the voice 
of the potter potting the pot from two thousand 
years ago. They were hoping the sounds of the 
potter had somehow been embedded into the 
wet clay, and had stayed there, intact, clinging to 
the ridges of the clay. The pot turned around and 
around, like a record being treadled into the third 
dimension. It turned. They listened. They were 
listening. Some of them heard an unidentifiable 
Japanese dialect, rapid and high-pitched. Some 
of them heard high-pitched static. The needle 
dug into the pot. The needle was getting blunt. It 
was that scientific. Blunter and scientific. More 
blunt … and more scientific.

—from The Talking Book, 1975

In 1978, I did a performance of  A Man, A Woman, A 
House, A Tree using slow scan—a technology some-
times used in telephones. Slow scan was a storage 
system that saved visual images as sound waves. The 
images were extremely low resolution. In effect, it was 
a very slow motion early form of  Skype. I recorded 
the audio information onto tape bows and attempted 
to “draw” the stored visual images. The images often 
looked like rough charcoal sketches.

211

Daddy daddy it was just like you said
Now that the living outnumber the dead.
Where I come from it’s a long thin thread
Across an ocean down a river of red
Now that the living outnumber the dead
Speak my language

—from Bright Red, 1994, album produced with 
Brian Eno

210  

Talking Instruments, Talking and Singing, Touring,  
Concerts for DogsSPEAK MY LANGUAGE

United States 3, 1979 – 83, 
performance projection
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compress and control treble which travels in a more 
skittish way. I made many experiments and was 
finally able to make the table talk. The first words 
I used were from George Herbert, a seventeenth- 
century English metaphysical love poet who wrote, 
“Now I in you without a body move.” The words 
alternated individually from the left ear to the right. 
The last word, “move,” panned very slowly through 
the center of  the head from ear to ear.

 In the end, I liked the way listening to the 
table, head in hands, was the same body posture as the 
moment of  inspiration and depression that initiated 
the project. I recently redesigned the table, updating 
the electronics and am happy that it retains its eerie 
presence: a resonance that seems more remembered 
or imagined than heard.

the talking parrot
I made another electronic talking instrument in 
1996—The Parrot. I had used synthetic voices in 
many ways, sometimes combining them into Greek 
chorus-like groups and sometimes as electronic 
puppets. I’ve always been fascinated by parrots. The 
idea of  a talking animal is so deeply creepy. I decided 
to make this electronic parrot after spending a lot 
of  time with my brother’s parrot—an African gray 
named Uncle Bob who has a vocabulary of  about five 
hundred words. It’s very uncanny to listen to him. 
It’s never clear where the line is between repetitive 
babble and actual communication. But his tone is so 
exact. He sounds precisely like my brother or maybe 
a slightly warped analog recording of  my brother. 
And Uncle Bob will carry on one-way phone con-
versations that go like:

 “This is Chris…uh huh…Friday would be 
OK…gee I don’t know…yes…I don’t think so…No 

problem..you too..take care...see you then...”And 
he’ll do a pretty good version of  “tkk”—the phone’s 
disconnect sound. I’m really not sure what this bird 
is actually doing.

 The parrot is made of  materials that are used 
to design new car bodies and he’s stuffed with elec-
tronics—a servo motor that turns his head and an 
envelope follower that allows the beak to synchro-
nize with the words, a fanciful addition since parrots 
don’t have lips and in fact their voices are strangely 
disconnected from their bodies and often seem to 
come from elsewhere.

 The parrot was installed in a room which was 
painted with notes and drawings, like a sketchbook 
or notebook. I wanted people to get a quick visual 
picture of  his repertoire. And I say “his” because  
the parrot had an uncanny presence. He sat on a 
perch and there was sensor in his chest that told him 
when people were in range. When someone entered 
the space the parrot tried to convince the visitor to 
come closer, using various strategies of  beckoning 
and flattery.

 “Say, you look like someone who’d enjoy 
talking to a plastic bird,” he said. Or he used stan-
dard art world schmoozing, the verbal equivalent 
of  the air kiss. “Darling! How marvelous to see you! 
I had no idea you were in town!” Or simple beg-
ging and pleading combined with the carny-barker 
approach. “Come in come on in. Please please please 
please come in. Your fortune one dollar. Your fortune 
one dollar.” Or the discreet muttering of  the dealer, 
“Smoke…smoke…want some smoke?”

 If  people got too close, he told them to back 
off. Some visitors assumed the parrot was also able to 
listen and they began to talk to him like he was a con-
fidant or psychiatrist. They didn’t seem nonplussed 
when he answered their questions with things like 
“In North America every road leads to a phone,” or 
responded to their comments with, “Sometimes we 
want what is too far away.” 

213

the tape bow violin
I made the Tape Bow Violin with the audio engineer 
and designer Bob Bielecki. I have collaborated with 
him on many sound installations, performances and 
instruments. In this instrument, a tape-playback 
head from a Revox tape machine is mounted where 
the bridge would be. On the bow, instead of  horsehair 
there’s a strip of  prerecorded audiotape so that as the 
bow is moved across the head, sound is produced.

 I used this instrument to play lots of  sounds, 
initially car crashes, saxophone and barking dogs. 
Later I began to work with audio palindromes, 
words that produce different words when reversed. 
Audio palindromes are not predictable like spelling 
inversions. God is always dog backwards. With a lot 
of  experimentation I produced songs for this instru-
ment that could be played forwards and backwards. 
Say what you mean and mean what you say can be 
played in many backwards and forwards combina-
tions since no sounds like one backwards, say sounds 
like yes and mean sounds like name. 

 While playing the Tape Bow Violin I often 
projected film animations of  texts. Some were pal-
indromes like the classics: A man, a plan, a canal 
Panama and anagrams like frame line/frail aisle, 
ocean/canoe, phase/shape, ocean steamship/compass 
in the sea, the carotid’s artery/to carry heart’s tide, 
united/in duet.

the handphone table
I designed the table as the result of  a frustrating eve-
ning trying to write a song on an electric typewriter. 
After typing several pages, I stopped to read what I 
had written. It was idiotic. I got very discouraged, put 
my head in my hands and just sat there. Suddenly I 
realized I was hearing an incredibly loud and low rum-
bling sound. When I took my hands away from my 
ears it was gone. I put my hands over my ears again 

and there it was. Suddenly I realized it was the sound 
of  the typewriter that was making the surface of  the 
table vibrate. This vibration was travelling up through 
my elbows and the bones of  my arms and into my 
head. I thought, “That’s it! I’ll build a singing table.”

 I built the table in the basement of the Museum 
of  Modern Art in New York and it was shown there 
as part of  their Projects series in 1978. The electronics 
for Handphone Table were designed by Bob Bielecki. 
Tape decks inside the table played low-frequency 
songs which were then amplified and fed through 
transducers. These tones were then pushed up metal 
shafts which made contact with four points of  the 
table surface. The listener placed his elbows on these 
points and his hands over his ears. The sound traveled 
through the pine and the porous bones of  the arms 
and into the head. The difficult part was figuring out 
how to increase and shape the audio enough to travel 
easily through metal, wood and bones. 

 We used low frequency sounds because they 
travel more slowly and predictably and produce less 
leakage. The songs were scored for Fender Rhodes, 
acoustic piano, violin and voice. Sounds were panned 
from side to side and seemed to resonate in a differ-
ent area—lower and more at the base of  the head—
than with normal headphones. The difference 
between the pure organ notes and the same notes 
on the piano, which included ringing overtones and 
harmonics, became more apparent as the organ was 
heard in one ear, the piano in the other and then in 
opposite positions.

 I really wanted to be able to make the table 
talk but words need a lot of  treble to be distinct. 
Without the sharp percussive sounds of  certain hard 
and high-pitched consonants, language is a kind 
of  muffled sing-song humming. But it’s harder to 

212  SPEAK MY LANGUAGE

3  The Parrot, 1996, 
plastic, electronics,  
wood and audio; 
Guggenheim Museum 
SoHo, New York, NY

1  Tape Bow Violin,  
designed with Bob 
Bielecki, 1977, 21 × 17 in
2  Handphone Table, 
1978, interactive 
installation with wood, 
electrical components; 
Projects Gallery,  
Museum of Modern Art, 
New York, NY
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 The Parrot was first shown at the Guggenheim 
Museum SoHo. I had been nominated for the Hugo 
Boss Prize along with five other artists and we were 
given a group show so the judges could determine 
the winner. Because the idea of  art competitions 
made me very uneasy I wrote some things for the 
parrot to say about competition and about how art 
should be judged.

Welcome to the Guggenheim Museum SoHo. 
The director’s name is Tom Krens. Now I haven’t 
actually met Tom. I can’t really say that I know 
Tom personally. I mean, I don’t have his home 
phone number. But I do know that this “art con-
test” was his idea.
 By the way, the winner of this contest will get 
fifty thousand dollars! Courtesy of the people at 
Hugo Boss. And by the way, I love their suits. You 
should probably stop by their showroom some 
time. They are really, really excellent suits. Very 
nice fabrics. Very nice colors. They’re suits for 
people with excellent taste.
 Anyway, the winner gets the money, but what 
do the losers get? A nice set of steak knives?
 Competition! I love it. It’s very, very, very 
American. I like to know what is best, and what is 
not as good.
 Sometimes, artwork is judged by using words. 
Here’s how it works: This picture is worth fifteen 
hundred words. This one is worth three words. 
That picture over there is worth a paragraph. This 
picture is priceless. Impossible to say enough 
about it. That one over there is worthless. It’s not 
even worth one single letter.

 In the 1990s I used many digital voices in 
several computer speech programs. The parrot’s 
voice was an off-the-shelf  synthesized voice named 
Fred. Writing the parrot’s speeches was like finding 
a whole new voice—a voice that really didn’t sound 
like me and didn’t have much to do with the way I 
think. I could suddenly include not only the words 
he was saying but the words running through his 
mind. For example when you’re talking to someone 
you say maybe only about ten percent—maybe only 
two percent—of the things that are passing through 
your mind. You’re thinking about how this person 
reminds you of  someone else or comparing what  
s/he is saying now to what you used to think ten 

years ago or countless numbers of  other thoughts 
and you don’t voice these thoughts mainly because 
there just isn’t enough time and also because you’re 
using a series of  filters—politeness, logic, babble and 
so on—and these filters prevent you from saying 
every little thing that crosses your mind.

 Up to this point I hadn’t written anything like 
the parrot’s speeches. At first it seemed like some 
kind of  free-form, non-sequitur method. But after 
awhile I realized that the shuffle modes and trial-and- 
error methods were electronic versions of  cut ups 
and quickly produced phrases that could be culled 
and clipped into a mad jump-cut language, like song- 
writing only more intuitive, rambling and strange.

 The program for the parrot—if  it ran unin-
terrupted without being triggered by the presence of  
people—was two hours. On a separate track there was 
a background keyboard loop issuing from a speaker in 
the base of  the parrot’s perch. This music was audio 
glue, a way to smooth the cuts in the language.

214  SPEAK MY LANGUAGE

1– 4  The Parrot, 1996, plastic, electronics, wood and audio; 
Guggenheim Museum SoHo, New York, NY
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you might as well be talking to your electric 
pencil sharpener. Know what I mean?
 The time is now eight o’clock pm and one 
second. The time is now eight o’clock pm and 
two seconds.
 When you read the newspaper to yourself 
do you hear a voice? Or are you just moving 
your lips and reading in total silence? Or, let’s 
assume, for a second, that you really do hear 
a voice. Is that voice your own voice? Or is 
that the voice of someone else? For exam-
ple, your uncle Alf, or President Roosevelt, or 
Bette Midler? Your fortune, one dollar. One 
dollar, please.
 You know there are lots of things that are 
just by nature impossible. Like trying to take 
a walk with a library. This is an impossible 
thing. Futile. You can run, but you just cannot 
hide. Sorry. Sorry.
 I’m thinking back to the golden days, 
when I was never sorry.
 When there’s an argument between 
a human and an angel, the human will win 
every time. Why? It’s because humans are 
capable of having many contradictory ideas 
all at once. And angels can have only one 
thought at a time. They’re simplistic, that’s it.
 Say! How much does the earth weigh? 
Exactly. Got any idea? Any idea at all? A 
guess? Even a wild guess? I didn’t think so. 
It’s a tough one.
 Dreams are the music of the pause. 
The pounding of my heart, of clockwork. As 
in tick tick, and so on. Did you know that 
123456789 divided by 123456789 equals, 
one? Yesterday, I heard the blood beating in 
my wrist! Boom boom. Boom boom. Man, 
that was creepy! Somebody’s going to end up 
crying.
 One two three four five six seven eight 
seven six five four three two one zero minus 
one minus two minus three minus four minus 
five minus six minus seven equals minus one.
 Here’s my theory of punctuation. Instead 
of a period at the end of every sentence, 
there should be a tiny clock that shows you 
how long it took you to write that sentence.
 And by the way, I’m dragging around. My 
passion? Gone. Your fortune? One dollar. You 
know?
 OK OK OK... hum, dee dum… hum, dee 
dum... dum diddy dum diddy, hey... la dee da, 

hum dee dum, hum dee dum. God, I love that 
song.
 Damn, Damn, Damn. The destination 
disk is full. The hard drive is full. The apps drive 
is full. Please check the scratch disk on your 
hard drive. I’d like to go back into history and 
meet cave people. They made their clumsi-
ness into an art form… But, so what.
 I’m a little teapot, short and stout, tip 
me over and pour me out. Did you know that 
Edgar Alan Poe wrote that song? God, I love 
that song. Written by the same guy who wrote 
the stuff about the raven.

 I believe that if animals have rights, they 
should also have responsibilities. Why should 
they get away with things, like stealing each 
other’s eggs, and ripping off each other’s 
antlers, when they have no real survival need 
to do these things? When they’re just doing 
really mean things for sport, for the fun of it. 
Life in wartime. A walking shadow.
 Dum dum. Dum, diddle dee dum. I’m feel-
ing good. I’m feeling fine. Why? Because God 
is my boyfriend.
 I’m having a very bad day today. Yes. Yes. 
What is the purpose of panic? Should I sac-
rifice a goat? I’m thinking back to the golden 
days when I was never sorry. My mind’s a 
blank. And books are the way the dead talk 
to the living. But here’s the truth—not even 
a cowboy will shoot someone who’s already 
dead. Thank you. Thank you. M’am.
 The future belongs to crowds. Your name 
here. In a book. On an old scrap of newspa-
per. And written all over it was your name, this 
is the bitter price of your fame. Like Honoré 
de Balzac said, “Fame is the sunshine, the 
sunshine of the dead.”
 Oh, Oh, Oh. Look, Look, Look. Look. Love 
is a detective. Despotic as all get out. There 
are so many hearts looking for the new world. 

It’s staggering. Unbelievable. Too too too 
much.
 In the postmodern world, there is no such 
thing as changing the subject.
 A side show. A smoke screen. A passing 
landscape. And this town, where is it? It’s 
a day’s ride in a child’s toy. You are out of 
memory. You are out of memory. Crazy loners 
rocked my cradle. Never got much sleep.
 You know, sometimes when you hear peo-
ple screaming, it goes in one ear and out the 
other. And sometimes when you hear people 
screaming, it goes right into the middle of 
your head, and stays there, forever. Did I drink 
some poison, that I don’t remember now? Did 
I? Did I? Did I? My mind’s a blank.
 A blank piece of paper. The purpose of art 
is to provide what life cannot. Fast forward to 
the swamp. Cut to the restaurant. Cross fade 
to long train. Cut! Cut! OK! Action!!
 When you eat a steak, did you know 
that you are shredding the equivalent of one 
hundred billion copies of the Encyclopedia 
Britannica? What is fashion? The tight clothes 
of the Nazis, their love of black leather.
 Heavy-duty hombres, spin doctors, crit-
ics of all kinds. Zero the counter. Zero the 
counter please. Sometimes, I just don’t have 
a clue about who I really am. Know what I 
mean? Do you really?

PARROT

Her voice. Her voice was like an old rusty 
pump that sent the words very very slowly up 
a long pipe... and then when they got to her 
open mouth the words came out like rusty 
wire. Wire that had been in the cold clay for 
a long time. I’ve been seeing dragons again. 
Yes it’s true.
 I don’t like giving a nude woman a dollar. 
It’s just my policy. So shoot me. That’s just 
the way I see it. Maybe the batteries are run-
ning low.
 Here, let me take this pencil out of my 
mouth.
 Beauty in all its forms. Funny how hatred 
can also be a beautiful thing. When it’s as 
sharp as a knife. As hard as a diamond. 
Perfect. And when we die, our bodies turn to 
diamonds, to teacups, not just to chalk and 
carbon. Too many people are taking Prozac. 
That’s what I think. This fake cheeriness 
that’s everywhere now is really getting me 
down.
 Funny how human males can get so 
excited by pornography. When they see a pic-
ture—it can even be black and white—they 
can get excited. Is this simply a case of poor 
eyesight? Is it feeblemindedness. Or is it their 
amazing imaginations?
 Twideldee dee. Twideldee dum. My hind-
sight just isn’t what it used to be. The eyes in 
the back of my head. Zero the counter. Zero 
the counter the counter please.
 I keep telling my problems to people I 
don’t even know.
 I’m a stranger in your town. Like a meat-
ball in a wine glass. Like an ostrich in cleats. 
These are some things that make me really 
sick. Just so you know. Stop me if you’ve 
heard this before. Hey- hey- Ok, ok, ok. Ya’ got 
me there.
 A midnight swim in a petri dish. Dancing in 
the moonlight with her wigwam hair. Yes. Oh 
yes! What can I say? Do you remember? I do. 
I do. Her eyes were shining like two very old 
lucky dimes. The city was in bits. The years 
1959 and 1960. I remember them well. They 
were like two little girls wearing twin clothes. 
You could hardly tell them apart. And I—and 
I—my heart—my heart was broken. Cook and 
eat your own head. That’s what I say.

 Death, that jerk, that crook, what a creep. 
Showed up in the new machines. Get the new 
machines... maybe you know what I mean by 
this. Maybe not. Death, that jerk, that crook. 
What a creep! Oh yes. Yes. Oh yes. What can 
I say?
 Today I’m too depressed to do anything 
at all. I talk for myself and other strangers. 
Of shipwrecks, palm trees, beaches littered 
with rotten coconuts. Deaf ears doesn’t 
even begin to describe the profound silence 
between them. Goodness is just an idea that 
we carry in our hearts.
 Thanks for listening. Thanks a lot. Just 
one more thing, I myself never need help. 
Even when everything is going terribly, I say, 
everything’s fine. I’m a liar. When someone 
calls in the middle of the night and says, “Oh 
gee! I hope I didn’t wake you!” I say, “No, you 
didn’t wake me. I was up. I’m always, up up 
up. That’s me. Wake me. You can never wake 
me. Wake me. You can never wake me.

 In North America every road leads to a 
phone. The number you requested... four two 
three... three five... zero...zero... can be auto-
matically dialed by saying the word yes or the 
word zero, zero...zero ...one... Callers using 
a rotary phone, please hold and an operator 
who will assist you, will assist you.
 WWW dot com ///period// asterisk 
ampersand/ dot dot dot, interspecies com-
munications... WWWWWW dot com.
 If permanence were really the criterion for 
success, then rocks and stones would be the 
ultimate success stories. They just sit there. 
Getting smaller and smaller.
 Change, in all its forms. Coins of bright 
water on the sidewalk. The look in the eyes of 
a newborn junkie. Formication, the definition 
of formication is the sensation of being cov-
ered with ants. Oh God, I’ve lived in England 

and I’ve lived in hell. I’m a bachelor. How you 
say? I myself am a bachelor.
 Say! What if you could talk to your dog! 
Wouldn’t that be a handy thing? I think so. So 
many things haven’t been invented yet, like 
a micro machine that can climb up the ends 
of your broken hair and repair the split ends. 
Presto! Perfect hair. What do you think?
 The future. The future. The future is 
full of so many incredible per fect things. 
Complications, implications, imperfections, 
injections, infections. There are six million 
other words too. Cer tainly enough to say 
whatever you feel like saying at any given 
time.
 Guten tag. Wie gehts?
 East. The edge of the world. West. Those 
who came before me.
 I dreamed I was a dog in a dog show and 
my father came to the dog show and he said, 
“That’s a really good dog. I like that dog.”
 Sometimes we want what is too far away. 
Sometimes when I’m talking to someone 
we run out of words. Like a hand grenade 
in a lady’s glove. Like an unpredictably long 
silence. Sometimes I think and think and 
think and think and then when I try to talk only 
a few words come out and they’re the wrong 
words. They’re just warm air with a random 
sound in them. Meaningless.
 Take a word like “oh” for example... “Oh” 
can mean a million times a million times a 
million different things. “Oh” can mean “oh 
yes my love I know.” “Oh” can mean “oh no 
never.” “Oh” can mean “I never liked you. And 
I never will.” The word “Oh” is empty. A zero. A 
nothing.
 So many things in nature are very empty. 
Take a shell. Or a hollow cactus plant. Empty. 
Empty. Very empty. Zero the counter. The 
counter please. Zero the counter. Death, that 
jerk, that crook. What a creep. Showed up in 
the new machines. Get the new machines. 
Maybe you know what I mean by this. Maybe 
not. Death, that jerk, that crook, what a creep.
 OK now I’m going to say the word elegant 
one hundred times as fast as I can..... ele-
gant elegant elegant elegant elegant elegant 
elegant elegant elegant elegant elegant OK 
that was only twelve times.
 People who talk to their computers are 
seriously fooling themselves. In my opinion, 
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1 – 2  The Parrot, 1996, plastic, electronics, 
wood and audio; Guggenheim Museum SoHo, 
New York, NY
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1  Speeken met tween tongen, 1980, ROSC ‘80, 
poetry festival; Dublin, Ireland; performing with Tape 
Bow Violin
2  Tape Bow Violin, 1977, designed with Bob 
Bielecki, 21 x 17 in

3  Tape Bow Violin, 1977, drawing
4  United States 3, 1980; bam, Brooklyn, NY; 
performing with Tape Bow Violin
5  Tape Bow Trio, 1977, performing with Patrice 
George and Joe Kos; The Kitchen, New York, NY

6  Tape Bow Violin, 1977, bows strung with recorded 
audio tape
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1 – 2  Note Tone, 1978, 
sound installation; triggering 
sensors, speakers, and light; 
walking one way along strip of 
light triggers the sound T-O-
N-E—walking the other way 
produces the sound N-O-T-E
3 – 4  Numbers Runners, 
1978, installation with phone 
booth, phone tape and 
electronic duet between live 
and prerecorded sound
5  Songs for Lines, Songs 
for Waves, 1977, performing 
A Man, A Woman, A House, 
A Tree with slow scan video, 
a system that stores video 
as audio
6–7  Tilt, 1994, interactive 
instrument; aluminum, 
electronic windsurfer sensors, 
speakers; prerecorded duet 
between man and woman; in 

level position the man and 
woman sing together, when 
the level is raised on one end, 
only her voice is audible and 
raised on the opposite end 
only his voice
8  Word Fountain, 2005, 
audiovisual installation with 
wood, water and electronics; 
EXPO, Aichi, Japan
9  Calling Cards, 2005, 
interactive installation with 
bamboo cards, speakers 
and solar sensors; swiping 
the cards through the air 
produced greetings in Chinese, 
Japanese, English and French
10  Songs and Stories from 
Moby Dick, 1999, performing 
with the Talking Stick, a digital 
scratching instrument using 
granular synthesis; designed 
with Bob Bielecki
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1  Bowl and Blade, 2010, Tibetan singing bowl, 
circular saw blade, Plexiglas rod and electronics; 
sounds and music are driven up a glass rod from 
the base to the saw blade and bowl which act as 
speakers producing harmonics

2 – 3  Handphone Table, 1978, interactive 
installation with wood and electronics; Museum 
of Modern Art, New York, NY
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1– 2  Drawing Series by Sol LeWitt, 1968
3  Quartet in Quarter Notes for Sol LeWitt, 
1972, score derived from number series in LeWitt 
drawings

4 – 6  Jukebox, 1977, installation of phototext 
pieces and 45 rpm records in a jukebox; (4) Black 
Holes; (5) Video Double Rock; (6) Stereo Song for 
Steven Weed; Holly Solomon Gallery, New York, NY
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Quartet In Quarter Notes For Sol LeWitt 1972

Laurie Anderson
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 Lou and I played music together in many dif-
ferent ways, collaborating on songs, writing lyrics, 
doing instrumental improvisation with long spoken 
pieces over them. We both loved making massive 
orchestral sounds using complex instruments and 
electronic-processing devices. We often played each 
other’s songs and invented many different variations 
on and combinations of  voices: deadpan, conversa-
tional, intimate, rhetorical, tender and apocalyptic.

 We often toured together from 2001–2010 
playing variations on each other’s love songs, Lou’s 
The Raven, songs from my Songs and Stories from 
Moby Dick and collaborations including meditation 
music, The Yellow Pony (a collection of  co-written 
story songs) and wild electronic, extremely loud 
improvisation.

 And in one more note about music, I’ve 
changed a lot over the decades and these days my 
favorite form is improvisation because it’s com-
pletely in the present. The sax player and composer 
John Zorn was the first person I did improv with. 
When he asked me to play with him I said, “Yeah 
but who starts?” “We’ll see.” “And what key?” “That 
depends.” “What tempo?” “Not sure.” This began 
to seem like a very poor idea. But the more I played 
the more I loved it. Doing improv was like building a 
very big ship in the air and being able to rotate it, fill 
it with light, make it smaller, sink it.

 Making records and touring is also how I 
make my living. But because I had to limit the scope 
of  this book, I decided not to write about lyrics and 
I’ll just say, almost in passing, that the language and 
codes I’m talking about are embedded in lyrics in a 
very different way. Also, like Steve Martin (along 
with the many other people including myself  who 
have been credited with this quote) says, “Writing 
about music is like dancing about architecture.”

spoken and projected words
In Landfall, the quartet I wrote in 2012 to perform 
with the Kronos Quartet, I combined spoken and 
projected words. Since many people already mul-
titask—reading news updates on their cell phones 
while talking to friends—this simultaneous use of  
spoken and written words was already part of  the 
culture and I enjoyed playing with the fact that you 
understand things very differently when you read 
them as opposed to when you hear them. 

 erst was an integral part of  the projected 
text. The words and phrases were triggered by the 
improvised playing of  a single instrument, so the 
relationship between sound and projected word was 
instantaneous.

 I also enjoyed adding written lyrics to instru-
mental sections of  Landfall. With projected text I 
could also control the reading rate so it began to have 
some of  the speaking rhythms: 

The water rises ……….and overflows …….. the city 
drowns……….the full moon ……. a freak spring 
tide…….And in our new town…..our new coun-
try ….where we have begun to live ………. Where  
children get shot and women have just earned  
the right to combat……..Which war is this?…What 
time is it?

talking and singing
One of  the projects I did in the early 1970s was a resi-
dency at a Benedictine convent in Minnesota. They’d 
read somewhere that I was an artist who “deals with 
the spiritual issues of  our time,” undoubtedly a blurb 
I’d written myself  in some college circuit artist-in- 
residence program proposal. So they asked me to 
come out and do a seminar and concert there as part 
of  a series they were planning on language.

 When I got to the convent it was raining. The 
nuns were out in the garden weeding, “Hey!” they 
called, “Leave your suitcase in the hallway!” Their 
voices were hearty—gruff  and low. I spent several 
days with them and fell into their daily routines. One 
thing that surprised me was the sound of  their voices 
when they prayed—their bass voices gradually rose 
and became the thin silvery voices of  girls.

 Eventually we did the seminar on the pitch 
of  women’s voices and they were very interested in 
the way pitch is related to what you’re saying and 
how words become singing and how asking for things 
makes the pitch rise, as in a question. For example, 
you can almost predict when a friend is planning to 
ask for a loan because the voice begins to rise slowly, 
“umm…I really hate to ask…(rising up a half  step) but 
do you think that I could possibly…um (rising further 
up the scale)…you know…borrow…some money?” 

 English, like German, uses very few pitches, 
unlike our bel canto cousins Italian and French or 
languages like Mandarin, Japanese and Korean in 
which pitch can change the meaning of  a word. 
Strangely this restricted number of  pitches makes 
it easier to shift from talking to singing. Generally 
I use one vocabulary for stories—expository and 
occasionally journalistic—and another for sing-
ing—telegraphic and poetic. But the voices I use for 
both forms are related. I never break into song but 
try to slip almost imperceptibly from the melody of  

normal conversation into song, smudging the line 
between speaking and singing.

 In performances that feature long stories, I 
usually use live underscoring of  phasing and loop-
ing electronics. Most of  the more abstract electronic 
sounds—the buzzing and humming loops—are made 
from massive amounts of  processing that I create using 
the digital filters I’ve been designing for many decades. 
Like mantras, loops and drones create small but com-
plex counter rhythms which produce a meditative state 
creating a stable background for faster paced texts and 
the abrupt jump cuts of  many of  the stories.

 In O Superman, the song from 1980 that put 
me on the pop-music map in an unlikely series of  cir-
cumstances, I used the same combination of  conver-
sational lyrics over electronic looping. These lyrics 
were a combination of  greetings, slogans and ques-
tions and summed up the style of  the language I was 
trying to invent.

 The underscoring in performances and films 
is almost nonstop and is often a combination of  both 
strings and electronics. I play a five-string violin—
technically a viola—designed with Ned Steinberger. 
My goal is to bring out the sounds that the violin 
makes if  it’s right next to your ear—all the grinding, 
scraping, overtones and harmonics that the player 
hears. I’m not going for the pure nineteenth-century 
sound of  the violin with lots of  vibrato heard at a 
distance in a classical concert hall. I’m going for the 
close-up, for the grit. Same with the vocal sound. 
Zero reverb. Right into your ear.

song writing
Writing songs, playing music, touring, improvising, 
writing for orchestras, bands, quartets and ensem-
bles, writing music for radio and film, recording in 
studios and working with musicians and writers and 
dancers—this is what I consider my main work. 
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Landfall, 2014, concert with John Sherba and Sunny Yang of 
Kronos Quartet; bam, Brooklyn, NY; violinist John Sherba triggering 
erst in an improvised solo
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words triggering words
The most fun I’ve had with erst is using spoken 
words to trigger projected words. This works best 
in an unscripted talk or lecture when the words are 
staggered and the delivery is full of  hesitations and 
abrupt changes in speed, like improv in music. So 
an onrush of  words produces an almost unreadable 
but totally synchronized stream of  projected words. 
The first thing I noticed about using erst in this way 
is that people are able to read a lot faster than they 
thought they could and, with a lot of  effort, were able 
to follow two completely different stories at once. I 
did notice that after about three minutes of  following 
two opposite threads at breakneck speeds the strain 
began to show and people started looking anywhere 
but the stage and screen.

concerts for dogs
I was in the greenroom at the Rhode Island School of  
Design in 2008 waiting to get an honorary doctorate 
and give the commencement speech. I was feeling 
very guilty because I felt obligated to say encour-
aging things to the graduating students and their 
parents about opportunities in the worlds of  art and 
culture when in fact I knew how hard it was going to 
be to find those jobs especially while paying off  the 
huge loans many of  the students had amassed.

 The greenroom was stifling and the ceremony 
was delayed while students, parents and teachers 
formed themselves into long lines. Yo-Yo Ma was 
also receiving an honorary degree. Because of  the 
heat and boredom we began a long rambling conver-
sation, eventually with our eyes half  closed, every 
once in a while blowing puffs of  air at the tassels on 
our mortarboards to keep them from swinging into 
our faces.

 We were talking about how we felt when per-
forming and I said, “You know sometimes when I’m 
playing I look out and I imagine that the whole audi-
ence is dogs.” Yo-Yo said, “I’ve got that fantasy too!” 
And I said, “You’re kidding. OK whoever gets the 
chance to do this concert first has to invite the other 
as a guest artist.” “Deal,” said Yo-Yo. 

 A year later I was asked to co-direct the Live 
Festival in Sydney with Lou, and I was talking to the 
producer, listing all the work I wanted to bring to the 
festival—plays, bands, singers, poets, dancers and 
writers and I said, “And also I’d like to do a concert 
for dogs.” The producer didn’t say, “Concert for 
dogs? What do you mean?” He just typed “Concert 
for Dogs” on his iPad.

 We did the concert on a day that happened to 
be my birthday. (Yo-Yo couldn’t make it.) The Opera 
House is right on the water and since whales were 
often sighted in the harbor we opened with an invoca-
tion for whales. I’ve always loved their beautiful songs 
and melodies. And why do animals sing anyway? To 
find each other—whales in the ocean and dogs who 
bark out their coordinates as they create their maps 
and announce their positions in the neighborhood.

 Our band was small—saxophone, bass, viola 
and keyboards—and we played most of  the music 
in the upper mid-range where both whales and 
dogs communicate and hear the best. When I was 
describing the concert to some dog trainers they said, 
“Maybe it’s not a good idea to play much in very high 
registers. We don’t really know what would happen 
when a lot of  dogs get together.” We also avoided the 
very low pitches which, like thunder, can be very dis-
turbing to dogs.

 We thought maybe a few dozen dogs might 
show up but hundreds arrived. There were three 
areas marked off  on the plaza for small, medium and 
large dogs but they quickly overflowed these bound-
aries and began to cover the expansive flight of  stairs 
of  the Sydney Opera House. There were so many 
breeds—sheep dogs, poodles, terriers, lap dogs, 
show dogs. Many of  the Australian dogs are gung 
ho and ready to rock. My favorites were the droolers 
who sat in the front row gazing up at us with their 
tongues hanging out, their heads slowly rotating side 
to side. 

 As it turned out, all the dogs were well-behaved  
maybe because they didn’t know why they were there. 
Then again a lot of  people don’t know why they go to 
concerts either. Also it was an audience that had been 
well prepped since their owners had spent the last few 
days telling them, “We’re going to go to a show and it 
will be just for you, and you’re going to love it!”

 As the crowds grew, excitement was build-
ing. Festival workers were handing out water bowls. 
Veterinarians had parked their trucks all around the 
area and were ready for any problems. The show was 
only twenty minutes long but I had rarely felt so 
transfixed as I watched the dogs and people listening 
together. At the end I realized that the dogs had been 
almost silent so I said, “OK now all you dogs, let’s 
make some sound! First of  all, the little dogs!” (rip 
rap raprap rip!!) “Now you mediums.” (whoa wow 
woah whoa!) “OK now the big ones too!” (grrrrougg-
hfft! groughhhhft!) And for five minutes all the dogs 
barked and howled, just for the hell of  it—for the fun 
of  it—just because they could. And I thought, “I can 
die right now because this is the most beautiful sound 
I’ve ever heard.”

 We performed these concerts for dogs in 
several places including the Brighton Festival and 
as a special event in Midnight Moments in Times 
Square in New York. Midnight Moments is a series 
of  screenings of  art movies which are programmed 
every night for a month from 11:57–midnight on 
sixty giant synchronized billboards throughout 

Times Square. In connection with a screening of  
my film Heart of  a Dog we did a concert for dogs 
one arctic night in Times Square. Because one of  
the stories in the film featured New York dogs being 
trained for surveillance, we invited the Homeland 
Security canine division to the concert. Dozens of  
men from the security team came with their enor-
mous bomb-sniffing dogs who were constantly mov-
ing, shifting their weight, tilting their heads up and 
around. I asked one of  the men, “What’s with the 
dogs? Why are they moving all the time?” And he 
said, “You know, they’re bomb-sniffing dogs and 
you need to worry when they stop moving.” And he 
suddenly froze in place to demonstrate a suddenly 
vigilant but completely motionless dog.
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1  Concert for Dogs, 2016, Brighton 
Festival, Brighton, UK
2  Concert for Dogs, 2010, performance; 
Sydney Opera House, Sydney, Australia

3  Concert for Dogs, 2015, Midnight 
Moments; Times Square, New York, NY
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230  SPEAK MY LANGUAGE

1  Songs for Lines/Songs for 
Waves, 1977, performance; The 
Kitchen, New York, NY
2  Fast Food Band, 1975, with 
Jack Majewski (bass), Arthur 
Russell (drums), Scott Johnson 
(guitar), Peter Gordon (sax); Fine 
Arts Building, New York, NY 
3  Americans on the Move: Parts 
One and Two, 1979, performance 
with Geraldine Pontius and Joe Kos; 
The Kitchen, New York, NY 
4  New Music America, 1979, 
performance; The Kitchen, New 
York, NY
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4

1

2 3

0726 Laurie TYPE FINAL_JR.indd   230-231 7/27/17   3:21 PM



232  SPEAK MY LANGUAGE

1–7  Homeland Tour, 2008 (1) performing 
at Il Parco della Musica, Sinopoli Hall in 
Rome, Italy; (2) rehearsing at Teatro Nuovo 
Giovanni in Udine, Italy; (3, 4) rehearsing 
at Teatro Principal in Zaragoza, Spain; (5) 
rehearsing in Rome, Italy; (6) in Spain with 
bassist Skúli Sverrisson, violist Eyvind Kang, 
keyboardist Peter Scherer; (7) rehearsing 
in Prague; (8) performing with Chirgilchin, 
2006, Celebrate Brooklyn, Brooklyn, NY; (10) 
performing at Teatre Grec in Barcelona, Spain 
with keyboardist Peter Scherer, bassist Skúli 
Sverrisson and celloist Okkyung Lee; (9, 11) 
rehearsing at the Odeon of Herodes Atticus in 
Athens, Greece
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234  SPEAK MY LANGUAGE

1– 3  Yellow Pony Tour, 2002, rehearsing with Lou in the 
afternoon, trying to cool the electronics with umbrellas and 
ice; Teatre Grec, Barcelona, Spain

ON TOUR WITH LOU REED
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236  SPEAK MY LANGUAGE

1– 2  Yellow Pony Tour, 2002, 
rehearsing with Lolabelle our rat terrier 
who came on several tours with us; 
Teatre Grec, Barcelona, Spain
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238  SPEAK MY LANGUAGE

1– 5  Language of the Future Duets, 2016, SFNCC 
Festival Performance, 2016, performance with Rubin 
Kodheli; Niarchos Cultural Center, Athens, Greece
6 –7  Greetings to the Motherland, 2013, collaboration 
with Ai Weiwei, performance via skype with Greg Saunier 
(drums), Doug Wieselman (horns), Eyvind Kang (viola) 
and Ai Weiwei (on screen); Luminato Festival, Toronto, 
Canada

 TOURING  239

In 2012 the artist Ai Weiwei invited me to write 
and play music with him and I suggested we 
both try to write national anthems, me for the 
US and him for China. The show ended up being 
Greetings to the Motherland—long poems 
about our countries. 
 Because he wasn’t allowed to travel at the 
time, he appeared via skype, which had the 
same problems on stage that it did at home: 
the image keeps freezing while the audio con-
tinues; then the signal fails.
 Ai Weiwei rapped with our band. The audi-
ence was largely Chinese and we used both 
English and Mandarin subtitles.
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240  SPEAK MY LANGUAGE

1– 2  Performing in a cenote 
with local musicians at Cosmology 
Integration of Time; Árbol de Luz 
installation by James Turrell, 
Property of TAE Foundation; 
Hacienda San Pedro Ochil, Yucatan, 
Mexico
3  Landfall, 2014, concert with 
Kronos Quartet; bam, Brooklyn, NY

 TOURING  241

And when you say lie
do you mean the kind of lie 
that Lincoln told 
when he was talking to the soldiers 
who were leaving for the front?
About how they’d be just fine and would be home 
by spring walking and alive? 

Or do you mean some other kind of lie?
The nineteen stars of heaven
matched by what they stood for
Constancy, gullibility and sorrow.

—from Landfall, 2012 
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242  SPEAK MY LANGUAGE

CONCERT FOR DOGS

1– 3  Concert for Dogs, 2016, performance; Sydney Opera House, 
Sydney, Australia
4 – 6  Concert for Dogs, 2016, performance, Midnight Moments; 
Times Square Arts; Times Square, New York, NY
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1  Concert for Dogs, 2016, performance, Midnight Moments, 
Times Square Arts; Times Square, New York, NY
2 – 4  Concert for Dogs, 2016; Brighton Festival, Brighton, UK
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It’s like at the end of the play and all the 
actors come out and they line up and look 
at you and horrible things have happened to 
them during the play and they stand there 
while you clap and now what? What hap-
pens next? And the fire dies and there were 
furious winds where we went. 

—from The Wildebeests, 1998

… And There Were Furious Winds, 2017, chalk drawing
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nasa residency, 2003–05, self-portrait in a mirror in 
a nanotechnology lab with two scientists and a robot
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nasa artist-in-residence
It started out with a phone 
call. I was having a bad day 
in the studio. Everything 
was sounding distorted and 
out of  tune. The phone rang 
and a voice said, “Hello I’m 

from nasa and we’d like you to be the first artist- 
in-residence here.”

 And I said, “You’re not from nasa,” and I 
hung up the phone. Maybe it was the combination of  
shock and suspicion that made me hang up the phone 
but in any case I just didn’t believe him. A minute 
later the phone rang again and he repeated the invita-
tion and I said, “But what does an artist-in-residence 
do? What does that mean in a space program?” And 
he said they didn’t know what that meant and what 
did I think it meant? And I thought, “Who are you 
people?” Eventually I decided to take the job mainly 
because there was no job description. I could just 
simply make it up.

 I spent a couple of  years from 2003–05 
going around to different nasa centers—Hubble 
Space Telescope in Baltimore, Mission Control in 
Houston, the Jet Propulsion Lab in Pasadena—just 
being a fly on the wall. I met lot of  people I wouldn’t 
normally run into—robotics engineers, astronauts, 
designers and nanotechnologists.

 One of  the robotics engineers I met was 
designing supersonically fast vehicles. One day 
during lunch hour he invited everyone to a big ware-
house to have a look at his new vehicle which had 
several sets of  mammoth wheels. The engineer kept 
circling around the vehicle pointing out features and 
talking nonstop like a car salesman. If  you looked 
away for a second he was suddenly on the roof. He 
was an ex-Navy Seal and a mountaineer; he had 
just come back from climbing a mountain in a snow 

storm to retrieve the body of  his friend who had 
climbed the mountain and died in a cave. He and 
many of  the other people working at nasa had very 
different lives and goals from the people I knew in 
the New York art world.

 So I’m wandering around nasa buildings 
wearing my “artist-in-residence” laminated badge 
with a cartoon rocket on it and nobody was that inter-
ested. Not a single person asked what I was doing 
there or said, “Artist-in-residence? Hmm, do we 
have one?” I didn’t take this personally since every-
one seemed to be working incredibly hard and sched-
ules and deadlines were posted everywhere.

artists and scientists
One of  the things I learned at nasa was that artists 
and scientists have a lot more in common than I 
thought—because scientists don’t know what they’re 
looking for either and we approach this in similar 
ways: we get a hunch and then we make something 
and then we ask, “What is this? What does this do?” 
And we have to figure out some way to use it or—at 
the very least—find somewhere to put it.

 And then we have the same next question 
too: How do you know when you’re done? In order 
to know when you’re done you need to know what 
you’re making. 

As a child I was a kind of sky worshipper.
I knew I had come from there and that
some day I would go back.

—from Heart of a Dog, 2015

250  

Artist-in-residence at nasa, From the Air, Aloft
FROM THE AIR

A model of Laika, the first living being sent into 
space on the Soviet Union’s artificial satellite 
Sputnik II
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1–2  Photos taken during 
nasa residency
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 Getting to Mars is really hard. Japan 
attempted one mission to Mars in 1998 but the craft 
ran out of  fuel before reaching the planet. In 2003 
the British Beagle 2 landed but the solar panels failed 
to deploy. Mars is three hundred million miles away 
and it takes between six to eight months to get there 
depending on the location of  the launch.

 Spirit and Opportunity were launched sep-
arately in 2003. On the day that Spirit was sched-
uled to land on Mars, all the engineers and designers 
gathered in a big room—about two hundred people, 
each of  whom had designed parts of  the robot and 
rocket. Most likely no one there actually knew how 
the whole operation worked.

 Since there were no cameras on Mars, we 
were all looking at a large screen with a series of  
numbers on it indicating the status and progress of  
the craft. Suddenly the numbers began to move very 
fast. Then they locked into a pattern that indicated 
that the craft had entered Martian atmosphere. The 
next numbers showed that the parachute had opened 

and the craft was plummeting down to the surface 
of  the planet. And the next series of  numbers con-
firmed impact. Boom. The craft had landed precisely 
in the place the engineers had predicted. It skidded 
and rolled to a stop. The craft unzipped itself  and 
the little rover opened its solar panels to the sun and 
charged its batteries. Then it rolled down the ramp 
and began taking three-hundred-and-sixty-degree 
high resolution images of  Mars and sending them 
to earth. And everyone breathed a simultaneous, 
“Ahhhh.” Humans had made this.

 After Spirit had been on Mars for a few 
weeks, communication between nasa and the robot 
suddenly stopped. Many of  the same engineers and 
designers gathered in the room again. The long 
series of  numbers was completely frozen. We all sat 
there for a few hours watching the frozen numbers. 
The possibility that Spirit had broken down already  
was beginning to sink in. Then suddenly the num-
bers started to flutter, then to move very rapidly. 
Spirit was back. 

 I think nasa asked me to do this residency 
because I’m a multimedia artist and they thought I 
might come up with some sexy techno project like 
bouncing light off  one satellite onto another and 
lighting up the dark side of  the moon. So when I 
said I was going to do a long poem their faces fell. 
“A poem? Why would you do a poem?” I tried again. 
“An epic poem,” I elaborated. This didn’t seem to 
capture their imagination either. Eventually I wrote 
and performed the poem which I called The End of  
the Moon.

 The people who did have time to talk to me 
were the nanotechnologists, and they were the most 
theoretical thinkers about questions like how you 
know when you’re done. They would often cite 
Einstein on this point and they said that Einstein 
rejected some of  his major theories. Why? Because 
he said they “weren’t beautiful.” So what did this 
mean? What exactly was Einstein looking for? And 
what did “beautiful” mean to him? 

 We mulled this over together as we walked 
around. We speculated that part of  the answer to that 
question might be symmetry. And so what does sym-
metry actually have to do with beauty I wondered. 
Does this standard of  beauty come from our sym-
metrical bodies—our two eyes, ears, legs and bicam-
eral brains? What is it about two similar things that’s 
so beautiful? There are so many esthetic ways for two 
things to relate without being similar. One thing can 
be huge and the other tiny. The relationship could 
be catalytic or symbolic. What makes two identical 
things better than one?

 Take this idea of  symmetry to Japan, for 
example, and it begins to lose some of  its inevita-
bility. Instead of  rhyming, metaphor and compari-
sons there is haiku. It’s not about moon and June or 
comparing people and roses. Haiku invokes a single 
moment or a single image.
 

Spring. A coughing fit
Overwhelms the puppeteer. 
On the pond ice thaws.

art and science
I quickly realized that making art at nasa was sort of  
redundant since they were already designing giant art 
projects like the stairway to space which was meant 
to be a series of  stacked elevators made of  nanotubes 

(electronics that grow somewhat like biology) set in 
the middle of  the Pacific Ocean. The most expensive 
thing about space travel is the explosion needed to lift 
heavy things up off  the ground and get them above 
gravity. So the solution was to build the stacked stair 
elevators and then simply hoist the rockets up the 
stairs. When you reach the top platform you just sim-
ply drive off. No ka-BOOM! The staircase is mag-
nificent and ingenious and no curator would need to 
explain why this staircase should be featured in an 
international art exhibition.

 Some of  the wildest discussions I had at nasa 
involved a project for moving all the manufacturing 
off  the earth. This plan had a five-thousand-year 
timeline. The idea was to move the manufacturing of  
all polluting materials off  earth, relocate the factories 
to the moon and then ship the finished products back 
to earth. This plan, combined with extreme popula-
tion control, the removal and treatment of  all radio-
active material, the reversing of  climate changes 
and pollution would theoretically allow the earth to 
return to its prehuman state.

the greening of  mars
Another ambitious and utopian nasa project was 
the greening of  Mars. I discovered this project in a 
room that had a wrap-around white board of  several 
hundred feet. On the board was a ten-thousand-year 
timeline, a description of  the greening of  Mars. 
The objective of  the project is to add enough air and 
plants and water to Mars to make it inhabitable by 
the time we get there in the distant future. The fact 
is we’re going to have to go somewhere and Mars 
is the most likely place. And now that we know so 
much about taking care of  planets—we’re going to 
take care of  Mars.

the rovers land on mars
I was at nasa when the robot rovers Spirit and 
Opportunity were being built, tested, and sent to 
Mars. The robots were the size of  small go karts and 
I would follow along as the designers took them out 
to the parking lot and drove them around.

1  Inside nasa Jet Propulsion 
Lab, Pasadena, CA
2  Building and testing 
the robot rovers Spirit and 
Opportunity; Jet Propulsion 
Lab, Pasadena, CA; nasa 
residency, 2003 – 05
3  Mount Sharp, MARS
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1– 9  nasa residency, 2003–05, Jet Propulsion Lab, 
Pasadena, CA; Mission Control, Houston, TX; Hubble 
Space Telescope, Baltimore, MD; (4) Rockets at Jet 
Propulsion Lab, Pasadena, CA
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the space telescope in baltimore
One of  the most beautiful images I’ve ever seen 
was on the front page of  The New York Times and 
it was a picture of  huge towers of  cumulus clouds 
with bright spikes of  light jutting out. And what 
looked like the sky was pink and pale baby blue. And 
the caption was “Stars being born in outer space.” 
During the residency I spent some time at Hubble 
Space Headquarters and I got to talk to the people 
who were interpreting the data from the telescope 
and then making images from these numbers. And 
I said, “Now, are these the actual colors out there? I 
mean does it really look this pink and blue?” And at 
first they said dodgy things like, “Well every picture 
is a kind of  interpretation in some ways of  course…” 
And I said, “But could you have used a whole differ-
ent color range? Interpreted that baby blue as gray 
and maybe that pink as brownish purple? I mean how 
did you arrive at these colors?”

 And they said, “Well…we thought people 
would like them.” And I said, “You thought peo-
ple would like them? And I’m the one they call the 
artist-in-residence here? Don’t you know this could 
really fool people? I mean they might get the wrong 
idea about what’s going on out there. I mean that 
looks so perfect! It looks like a Tiepolo painting! It 
looks exactly like a painting of  … of  … heaven.” 

 I should say that although I was the first artist- 
in-residence at nasa, I was also the last. The air 
program was scuttled in a flurry of  cost cutting that 
erased many of  the more experimental programs that 
didn’t have direct and specific technological or mili-
tary applications. In addition Congress and nasa are 
traditionally somewhat competitive with different 
and unpredictably driven goals.

 Since then I’ve been campaigning to revive 
the program, not for myself  but so that other art-
ists can continue to get the opportunity to be part of  
nasa. I think artists have very different viewpoints 
than other people, and that there should be an art-
ist-in-residence in the White House, an artist-in-res-
idence in the Supreme Court, an artist-in-residence 

in Congress. There’s a Department of  Defense, a 
Department of  Health and of  Education. Why not a 
Department of  Art?

You know the reason I really love the stars?
It’s that we cannot hurt them. We can’t burn them.
We can’t melt them or make them overflow.
We can’t flood them. Or blow them up.
Or turn them out. 
But we are reaching for them.

—from The Language of the Future, 2015

1  Death of Stars as captured by Hubble Space Telescope
2  Birth of Stars, Carina Nebula in Milky Way Galaxy as captured 
by Hubble Space Telescope
Following pages  Stars as captured by Hubble Space Telescope

256  FROM THE AIR

1

2

0726 Laurie TYPE FINAL_JR.indd   256-257 7/27/17   3:21 PM



0726 Laurie TYPE FINAL_JR.indd   258-259 7/27/17   3:21 PM



Heart of a Dog, 2015, HD video, 75 min; stills
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I live in downtown Manhattan next to the West Side 
Highway right near a major tunnel into the city. And for 
the last three years my corner has been a police check-
point and there are constant sirens and blockades. 
 And during orange alerts, motorcades of police cars 
go screaming up the highway as they train for maneu-
vers and across the street hidden at the end of the pier 
there’s the new fbi headquarters.
 And so lately I’ve tried to get out of town as much 
as possible and I’ve been going on these long ten day 
walks.
 Last spring I decided to go to the mountains and 
the idea was to take a trip with my dog Lolabelle and 
spend some time with her and do a kind of experiment 
to see if I could learn to talk with her. I’d heard that rat 
terriers could understand about five hundred words and 
I wanted to see which ones they were.
 Terriers are working dogs. They’re all about security 
and they’re bred to protect borders and so they do con-
stant perimeter checks looking for any suspicious holes 
or breaks in the walls, little irregularities. So Lolabelle 
did her rounds around the studio every day. 
 She also does a bit of herding so when new people 
come into a room she taps them on the knee with her 
nose to take a running count and then she trains her 
eye on the door keeping track of the motion in and out 
of the room. 
 But if someone leaves the room she can’t subtract. 
(Let’s see ten minus one would be …..?). So she has 
to start counting all over again from the top. So this is a 
really time-consuming job.
 I took Lolabelle to California up into the northern 
mountains to a little isolated cabin near a Zen monas-
tery. They brought food up from the monastery every 
few days but we never actually saw anyone. The bread 
and vegetables and supplies just appeared once in a 
while out near the gate and so it was an ideal situation 
for an experiment like this one. 
 It was February and the mountains were covered 
with tiny wild flowers. And every day was so beautiful—
we just got up and went out and it was so dazzling and 
peaceful. It was such a huge tall sky, very thin pale blue 
air and hawks circling. 
 So every morning we just headed out and started 
walking and what happened was—more or less —
beauty got in the way of the experiment. It was just so 
beautiful up there that I forgot about the whole project 
really. It just slipped my mind.
 Most days we walked down to the ocean which 
took several hours and we almost never saw anyone 
on the trails. Lolabelle would trot in front of me on the 
path, checking it out, doing a little advance work, a little 
surveillance.

 And for fun sometimes she would drop back and 
hide behind a rock and I would turn around and come 
running back up the path calling her name. And she 
would jump out from behind the rock laughing her  
head off.
 And then we’d keep on going, just sort of goofing 
around and checking out plants and lying down and hav-
ing snacks of carrots.
 Occasionally out of the corner of my eye I’d see 
some turkey vultures circling in this very lazy way—way 
up in the sky. I didn’t think much about it. And then 
one morning suddenly there they were—swooping down 
right in front of me and I could smell them before I could 
see them—this wild and super funky draft of air like 
somebody’s really really bad breath.
 And I turned around and they were dropping down 
through the air—lowering themselves straight down ver-
tically like helicopters with their claws wide open right 
on top of Lolabelle.
 And it seemed impossible that they could hover like 
that. And then I realized they were hovering because 
they were in the middle of changing their plan. This white 
thing that had looked like a tiny white bunny from two 
thousand feet up was turning out to be just a little too 
big to grab by the neck. And they were hanging there for 
a moment, weighing it, calculating, figuring it out.
 And then I saw Lolabelle’s face. And she had one of 
these brand-new expressions. First was the realization 
that she was prey and that these birds had come to kill 
her. And second was a whole new thought. It was the 
realization that they can come from the air. I mean, I just 
never thought of that! A whole one hundred and eighty 
more degrees that I’m now responsible for. It’s not just 
the stuff down here—the paths and the roots and the 
trees and the roads and the ocean. But all this too.
 And the rest of the time we were in the mountains—
out on the trails—she just kept looking over her shoul-
der and trotting along with her head in the air.
 And she had a whole new gait, really awkward. And 
her nose wasn’t to the ground following the smell but 
pointing, straight up—sniffing, sampling, scanning the 
thin sky—like there’s something wrong with the air.
 And I thought, Where have I seen this look before? 
And I realized it was the same look on the faces of my 
neighbors in New York in the days right after 9/11 when 
they suddenly realized first: that they could come from 
the air. And second: that it would be that way from now 
on. It would always be that way. And we had passed 
through a door and we would never be going back.

—from Heart of a Dog, 2015
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Heart of a Dog, 2015, HD video, 75 min; stills
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Aloft, collaboration with Hsin-Chien Huang, 2017, vr installation
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ALOFT

In Aloft a plane slowly disintegrates and the 
viewer is left floating midair. Objects with 
words and stories in them can be touched 
and grasped using virtual hands. In one of 
the scenarios the hands turn into hooves.

 ALOFT 265
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Diego used to be a guard at the Museum of 
Modern Art. He was on the night shift. And 
his job was to go around the museum and 
tell people to leave. Or as he put it, snap 
them out of their art trances. 
 People who’d been standing in front of 
one thing for hours, he would jump in front 
of them, and snap his fingers and he’d say, 
“Time to go…time to go…time to go…”

—Time To Go (for Diego), 1977

Everything Changes, 2017, chalk drawing
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With curator Davide de Blasio in 
2016 at the opening of the exhibition 
The Withness of the Body, the first 
show in made in Cloister, the space  
de Blasio designed in Naples, Italy
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crosswords
As a sculpture student in graduate school at 
Columbia, I worked with newspaper. My studio was 
in Harlem and the easiest and cheapest available mate-
rial was newspaper. The corner newsstand had papers 
in Spanish, Chinese, Polish and Russian. Most days I 
bought several newspapers. Sometimes I pulped them 
into bricks shaped like books. I made x-shaped bricks 
that I arranged as calendars on the floor.

 I did a series of  weavings of  front pages. I cut 
the front page of  The New York Times in thin hori-
zontal strips and the front page of  The China Times 
into thin vertical strips and wove them together mak-
ing fractured crossword puzzles. Every day I shaped 
the day’s newspaper pulp into mudra. In Hindu and 
Buddhist traditions the mudra is a symbolic gesture 
made with both hands that represents an idea, con-
cept or word such as “memory,” “time,” “boat” or 
“prison.” The resulting shapes were the negative space 
of  each hand gesture. Other newspaper pieces were 
stacks or floor arrangements that represented weeks, 
months and years, like three-dimensional calendars.

 Many works centered around diaries. 
Windbook from 1974 was a thick book of  entries from 
my dream diary along with a series of  photographs 
of  rooms. The book was in a display case that had 
fans installed on both sides. The fans blew the pages 
forward and backward. Nothing in My Pockets was an 
audio diary I recorded every day for several months 
in 2004 for French Radio. 

a story about a story
Almost all of  my work—stories, songs, paintings 
and performances—have been about time. How to 
stop it, how to stretch it, how to make it move in new 
ways. I made Heart of a Dog because I was invited by 
the Franco-German tv network Arte to be part of  
a series of  films by artists talking about their work. 
Most of  the films featured voiceovers and visuals 

like flickering candles and iPhone montages. The 
names and theories of  Michel Foucault and Jean 
Baudrillard were regularly cited.

 I began to make the film in 2012 and then 
stopped for a year. I think the commissioners might 
have forgotten about it because there was no pres-
sure to see various versions or rough cuts. This freed 
me to make it in a leisurely way, almost as a hobby. I 
decided that because my work has always centered 
on stories and how they work, that stories themselves 
would be the subjects of  the film.

 The key story in Heart of a Dog is A Story 
About a Story. Like most people, I’ve got one or two 
stories that I tell when someone asks, “What kind of  
kid were you?” A Story About a Story is one of  those 
stories. It’s a story about showing off  at the swimming 
pool when I was twelve years old and I did a flip from 
the high board but missed the pool and broke my back. 
I spent the next few weeks in the children’s trauma 
ward at the hospital with all the burn victims. In the 
story, I made fun of  the nurses aides and the doctors 
who told me I wouldn’t be able to walk again. When I 
got out, I wore a heavy metal brace for two years. 

 Then once a few years ago I was in the mid-
dle of  telling this story, when suddenly it was like I 
was back in the hospital—just the way it had been. 
And I remembered the ward and the way it sounded 
at night. And then I remembered the sounds of  all 
the children crying and screaming—and the muffled 
sounds that children make when they’re dying. And 
then I remembered the rest of  it: the heavy smell of  
medicine, the smell of  burned skin, how afraid I was.

 And I realized I had told this story so many 
times that telling it was a way of  forgetting what it was 
really about, and that it was sound that had carried the 
memory. And this sound had somehow been stored 
until I was able to put what had happened into words.

271270  

I was thinking of you. And I was thinking of you.
And I was thinking of you.
And then I wasn’t thinking of you anymore.

—from Delusion, 2010

Calendars, Diaries, Heart of  a Dog, Dreams,  
The Withness of  the BodyTIME TO GO

The Sweetness of Music, 2011, mud, clay and the 
ashes of my dog Lolabelle, 23 × 8 × 3 in, 7lb
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I’m interested in death but because it’s a way to end 
a story without having to explain much. Endings 
are often artificial and arbitrary. My difficulties in 
designing endings is also the reason I never have 
intermissions in my concerts which require you 
to have two beginnings and two endings. “A story 
should have a beginning, a middle and an end, but 
not necessarily in that order,” said Jean-Luc Godard, 
a master of  time and timing.

time and timing
In many of  the shows and exhibitions I’ve done, one 
of  the main subjects is time. And in expressing this 
I’ve found that timing is crucial. I’ve become famous 
for a certain kind of  pausing. I say famous because 
when I see parodies of  my work it’s full of  pauses. 
Pausing isn’t something I’m particularly aware of  
doing, but I like to use language in songs and sto-
ries in a conversational and improvisational way 
which means there are many stops and starts. And 
of  course, there are so many kinds of  pauses and 
silences—the silence after you’ve said something 
stupid, the silence after someone speaks to you in 
rapid Russian, the silence before you tell your lover 
there’s someone else. Well-placed silence can be 
full of  meaning—silence can add dread, suspense, 
humor, doubt and almost anything else to the flow 
of  spoken words. 

is time long or is it wide?
Stephen Hawking has a theory about information 
and where it goes when it disappears. According to 
his theory, when a black hole implodes all the infor-
mation about the objects that have disappeared 
begins to skid down an infinitely long tunnel. All 
those numbers and calculations and deviations are 
swirling around in a huge whirlwind.

 So here are the questions: Is time long? Or is 
it wide? Are things getting better or are they getting 
worse? Can we start all over again? 

 I did an interview with John Cage in 1991 and 
spent quite a lot of  time with him. I noticed that he 
seemed to be such a happy guy. He was seventy-nine 

and he was always smiling. A lot of  old people are in 
bad moods by that point but he wasn’t. I was sup-
posed to be interviewing him about music and infor-
mation theories for a Buddhist magazine but what I 
really wanted to know was whether he thought things 
were getting better or worse. 

 But it seemed like such a stupid question that 
I was afraid to ask so I talked around it for a while, 
saying things like, “Well according to theories of  evo-
lution, if  there was a race between a modern horse 
and a prehistoric horse the modern horse would win 
because it’s faster and more efficient. It has adapted 
and are we like that too? And then on the other hand 
according to Richard Dawkins there are some prob-
lems with this for example it would have been a great 
thing if  fire breathing animals had evolved! It would 
have been a very convenient thing to wwwwwwwfft! 
cook your food on the spot. And then asbestos-coated 
nostrils could have evolved so the nose wouldn’t get 
singed and so …” I paused.

 Finally Cage said, “Exactly what are you 
trying to say?” And I said, “Arethingsgettingbetter-
oraretheygettingworse?” And he hesitated only for a 
moment and said, “Oh better. Much better. I’m sure 
of  that. It’s just that we can’t see it. It’s just that it 
happens so slowly.”

passing the time
One of  my favorite books is How to be Idle by Tom 
Hodgkinson and it’s about work and why we do it. I 
think it’s an important thing to think about especially 
if  you live in any of  the media cities where the first 
thing people ask when they meet you is, “What do 
you do?”

 I like How to be Idle because the author sug-
gests that if  you have a big deadline tomorrow and it’s 
crucial to furthering your career, why don’t you just 
take a long nap instead? Or take a walk down to the 
river or have a beer with a friend? If  you’re as addicted 
to work as I am you start to sputter, “But … but … 
I’ve got this deadline and it’s so important!” Then 
he gives you examples. For instance, when you’re 
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 At that moment I also realized I had spent 
years telling this story as if  I was still the confident 
and self-involved twelve year old, the original narra-
tor, and that this kid had been unable to describe—or 
even remember—the sound of  that crying. We tell 
the stories we are able to tell.

 The questions at the center of  Heart of  a 
Dog are: What are stories? How are they made and 
how and why are they told? What happens when you 
forget them? And what happens when you tell them 
too often?

 Throughout the filming and editing, I used 
David Foster Wallace’s sentence, “Every love story 
is a ghost story” as a temporary title to help me focus 
on what I wanted to say. Other writers I quoted in 
the film were Wittgenstein on the power of  lan-
guage to create the world and Kierkegaard on the 
fact that life must be lived forward but can only be 
understood backwards. I also quoted my Tibetan 
teacher Mingyur Rinpoche who said, “You should 
try to practice how to feel sad without actually being 
sad.” I’ve spent years trying to figure out how to do 
this. On the other hand, being an artist and being a 
Buddhist are essentially the same practice for me. 
Neither one involves doctrine, theory, rules or eth-
ical structures. They are both about only one thing: 
being aware—and in this case being able to tell the 
difference between feeling and being.

 At the center of  Heart of  a Dog was a book, 
in this case the Tibetan Book of  the Dead, a book I 
studied closely for a year inspired by the death of  my 
husband. In the middle of  the movie there is a mon-
tage of  quickly paced disparate images representing 
various stages and aspects of  the bardo. According to 
Buddhist belief  the bardo is the forty-nine day period 
after death in which the energy or consciousness dis-
solves and prepares to enter another life form. The 
book also describes in detail the hallucinogenic and 
frequently warring senses.

 Throughout the film there are also several 
rapid-fire text pieces from erst. I included these to 

represent the speed of  what I call “thought traffic,” 
the fleeting often jarring phrases and images that 
run through the mind as we experience, associate, 
remember and predict. Language, fractured infor-
mation, technology and surveillance are also some of  
the themes. Much of  the film was shot on a variety of  
small digital cameras, including iPhone, drone cam-
eras and GoPro and it incorporates eight-millimeter 
home movies from family footage. 

 The film begins with my mother’s deathbed 
speech. She was a proud and formal person and had 
waited until all eight of  her children had arrived to 
start her speech. She began as if  she were stepping 
up to a microphone and addressing a large crowd. 
“Thank you all for coming!” she said grandly waving 
her arm. She began to talk about her life and as she 
spoke the sentences began to fracture until she was 
talking in short disconnected phrases to the animals 
that seemed to have gathered on the ceiling.

her last words
I’m standing in the room where she was dying. 
She’s talking in a high new voice I’ve never heard 
before. “Why are there so many animals on the ceil-
ing now?” she says. 
 What are the very last things you say in your 
life? What are the last things you say before you 
turn into dirt?
 When my mother died she was talking to the ani-
mals that had gathered on the ceiling. She spoke to 
them tenderly. “All you animals,” she said.
 Her last words, all scattered. Different trains, 
places she had always meant to go. “Don’t forget 
you’re in the hospital,” we kept saying. She holds 
up her hand. “Thank you. Thanks so much. No the 
pleasure is all mine.”
 She tries again. “It’s been my privilege and 
honor to be part of this experiment … this experi-
ence … You and your … you … family … you … so 
… it’s been … it’s been …. Tell the animals … tell 
all the animals … ” she said.
 Is it a pilgrimage? Towards what? Which way do 
we face? Which way do we face? Thank you so much 
for having me.

running out of  time
How to end a story is often the trickiest part. I’ve 
written a lot of  stories about death, not just because 

272  TIME TO GO

Heart of a Dog, 2015,  
HD video, 75 min; stills
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Oct 5
I’m in a room with a pile of old clothes I wore as 
a child. I find some very small moldy overalls cov-
ered with mud and squeeze into them. They look 
like something farmers would wear back when there 
were farmers. Back when there were farms.

October 18
And over there is Uncle Bob, dead these thirty years 
and he says, “Yes I’m a sailor now. Yes it’s true I 
was the son of a farmer but I’m out on the water 
now for good.” His eyes are bright. His hands and 
pants are covered with paint. Yes, sleep is where 
you learn to forgive, to let things go. The dead in 
their hideouts. The turning world. Yes, sleep is a 
vanishing act. Then again so is life.

Oct 19
There’s a cloud the size of Manhattan hanging over 
Manhattan. It’s also the shape of Manhattan and 
it’s hanging over Manhattan. How come you tell me 
your dreams like you’d just been to the movies? 
Like you hadn’t made it up all by yourself and in the 
dark too?

the withness of  the body
In the summer of 2016 I did an exhibition of  paintings 
in Naples at a large cloister that had just been con-
verted to an art space. I showed several paintings, diary 
drawings and a series of  ten large charcoal drawings—
Lolabelle in the Bardo—imagining various moments in 
the transitional afterlife of  my dog Lolabelle. 

 In some of  the drawings, she is playing the 
piano. Actually I hadn’t wanted a piano-playing 
dog but when she went blind she wouldn’t move. 
She froze in place. I had to carry her everywhere, 
to her bed, outside, to her food dish. I contacted a 
trainer for help and she said, “I taught my dogs to 
play piano.” I didn’t see what that had to do with 
anything but we set up some electronic keyboards on 
the floor along with some bells and castanets and she 
taught Lolabelle how to play. Lolabelle played every 
day for two years and got reasonably good. Every day 
she gave concerts for whomever was in the studio and 
music became the way she communicated. Music 
saved her life. A lot of  musicians might say the same 
thing, including me.

 The exhibition was called The Withness of  
the Body, a reference to the writing of  Alfred North 
Whitehead who wrote about the ever-present nature 
of  the body. I love the word “withness” and its similar-
ity to “witness.” The withness of  the body is also the 
subtitle of  Delmore Schwartz’s poem The Heavy Bear 
Who Goes With Me, in which the body is described 
as “in love with candy, anger and sleep,” “breathing 
at my side, that heavy animal, that heavy bear who 
sleeps with me.” For me the physicality of  making big 
drawings and paintings—the grunginess of  charcoal, 
climbing up and down ladders and scaffolds—is a 
good way to express the physical commotion of  the 
bardo and its concept of  both life and death as illusion.

The Tibetans believe that hearing is the last sense 
to go. So after the heart stops and your brain flat-
lines and the eyes go dark, the hammers in the ears 
are still working.
 And so the monks shout instructions from The 
Tibetan Book of the Dead, also called The Great 
liberation through hearing. 
 “The monkey-mind” my teacher calls it. 
Dissolving. Like moonlight in a clouded sky. 
Recognize this. You can move through walls. 
Recognize this as the play of your own mind. Leave 
attachment to the things you left.
 The long ago fears of childhood. No solid self. 
The longing after your own happiness.
 Once you wore that. Once you did that. 
Everything you knew about time slipping, repeating. 
Do not be afraid. Like all mornings. Recognize this. 
Wake up. Wake up. Recognize this.

—from Heart of a Dog, 2015
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sick and living in the social structure of  the twenty- 
first-century media workforce, you’re more or less 
expected to work right through your illness instead 
of  taking the time to be sick and the time to recover.

 He quotes a British newspaper headline, 
“Britain loses two hundred million man hours this 
year to illness!” and he says, “Wait a second, since 
when did you owe Britain your man hours and now 
they’re coming up short and it’s partially your fault 
because you got sick and missed work?” And he asks, 
“Who are you working for?”

futures and things that don’t exist yet
A while ago we began selling things that didn’t exist, 
had not been made, would probably never be made. 
But then again there was the slight chance that they 
might be made some day in the future. It was this 
slight featherweight chance that kept the market 
spinning, kept the bets in play, and encouraged some 
people to use these financial models to shape their 
own lives, basing them on the most ephemeral things 
on earth: hope and dreams.

dreams
Many of  the installations, films, performances and 
stories have been about dreams. On my sixty-third 
birthday I suddenly realized that I had been asleep 
for twenty-one years—or one third of  my life. And 
that meant that my dream self  was finally twenty- 
one, an adult who could—if  she chose—drink, drive, 
carry a gun and vote in any state. This was somehow 
very troubling since I usually feel I am running out of  
time and haven’t accomplished enough. The relativ-
ity of  time and the changeable nature of  reality have 
been the subjects of  most of  my work.

the talking pillow
The talking pillows are a series of  pillows with media 
playback units and speakers inside. The listener has to 
rest her head on the pillow to hear the story or song.

You know those nights, when you’re sleeping, and 
it’s totally dark, and absolutely silent, and you don’t 
dream, and there’s only blackness. And this is the 
reason. It’s because on those nights you’ve gone 
away. On those nights, you’re in someone else’s 
dream. You’re busy in someone else’s dream. 
 Some things are just pictures, they’re scenes 
before your eyes. Don’t look now, I’m right behind 
you.

—from Someone Else’s Dream, 1992

dream diary
Since I was twelve I’ve kept a record of  dreams now 
loosely collected into Dream Diary. Especially when 
I’m on tour doing performances my dreams are 
detailed, intense and overwhelming. The following 
are dreams that were collected and illustrated in 
Night Life from a tour in 2006. Because I was doing 
the same solo show every night, my own dark and 
private theater slowly took over. Sometimes I encode 
the dreams into erst. Most dreams already seem to 
be in some kind of  code. With their cryptic messages 
and ability to haunt they have always fascinated me as 
the mysterious language that exists between the body 
and the mind.

October 14
A team of people come to my studio and convince 
me that they can digitize my archive of films and 
audiotapes and store them in living plants. I think 
this makes good business sense and decide to go 
ahead with it.

Oct 3
I’m on a talk show. “Love your new book!” says the 
host. I haven’t written a book but I try go along with 
this. The host seems discouraged that I don’t seem 
to know the title of my own book.
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1  Talking Pillow, 1977/1985, 
pillow with speaker inside
2  The Withness of the Body, 
2016, exhibition; made in Cloister, 
Naples, Italy

1

2
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1  New York Times Horizontal/
China Times Vertical, 1971, woven 
newspaper strips, 30 × 22 in; the 
front pages of the same day were 
cut in thin strips and woven
2  December 1, 2010, 2010, 
newspaper and glue, 10 × 5 × 3 
in; New York Times pulped and 
squeezed into the shape of a brick
3  Nature, 1972, newspaper and 
glue, 5 × 6 × 3 in; New York Times 
pulped and squeezed into the 
mudra shape of the word “nature” 
4  Seven Weekends: Saturdays 
Horizontal, Sundays Vertical, 1972, 
installation with pulped New York 
Times newspaper, paint and glaze, 
8 × 10 × 10 ft (each brick 10 × 5 ×  
3 in)

CALENDARS AND DIARIES

 CALENDARS AND DIARIES  277

1 4

2 3
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1– 3  Daily newspapers pulped and stacked, 
1972, newspaper and glue; (1) The Days Before 
I Knew You Had Left Me; (2) Days on the Shelf; 
(3) Some Days in August When Almost Nothing 
Happened
4  Tuesday was Cancelled, 1972, newspaper and 
glue print, rope, postage stamps, 10 × 5 × 3 in

5  Thirty One Days in March, 1972, installation 
with newspaper, glue and mold, each 10 × 10 
× 3 in; thirty-one daily newspapers were pulped 
into X-shapes and glazed with their own mold and 
represent the crossed-out days of the month 

6 – 9  Calendar Drawings, 2016, 
installation with diary drawings 
with text in Italian for The Withness 
of the Body exhibition; made in 
Cloister, Naples, Italy; (6) 9 August, 
It’s snowing and I’m dancing with 
someone; (7) 17 August, Will and I 
share a pillow and have the same 

dream; (8) 24 August, There is a 
gate between this world and another 
one; (9) 1 August, Reclining torso
10  Calendar Drawings, 2016, 
installation; diary drawings with text 
in Italian for The Withness of the 
Body exhibition; made in Cloister, 
Naples, Italy

4

1

6 8

7 9

10

2

3

5
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1 3

2 4 5

1– 4  Windbook, 1974, (details)
5  Windbook, 1974, wooden box, electric fan and 
electronics, 13 × 31 × 13 in; two-hundred-page 
diary of handwritten stories and photographs on 
onion-skin paper; fans on both sides of the box blow 

the pages back and forth, controlled by sensors 
that regulate the air flow
Following pages  Dreambook, 2013; books of 
dreams in erst code, 11 × 8.5 × 2.5 in
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1– 3  Talking Pillow, 1977/1985, 
pillow with speaker inside

1

2

3

0726 Laurie TYPE FINAL_JR.indd   286-287 7/27/17   3:21 PM



288  TIME TO GO

1  The Withness of the Body, 2016, 
exhibition; made in Cloister, Naples, Italy; 
installing the show 
2  The Withness of the Body, 2016, 
exhibition; made in Cloister, Naples, 
Italy; April 18: Organs Fly Apart; April 
20: Should a Dog Aspire; May 6: 
Overwhelmed

1

2

0726 Laurie TYPE FINAL_JR.indd   288-289 7/27/17   3:21 PM



 THE WITHNESS OF THE BODY  291

1  The Withness of the Body, 
2016, exhibition; made in Cloister, 
Naples, Italy; installation of  
April 20: The Dance

2  The Withness of the Body, 
2016, exhibition; made in Cloister, 
Naples, Italy; writing on wall 

I remember where I came from. 
There were burning buildings 
and a fiery red sea.
I remember all my lovers. 
I remember how they held me. 
World without end, remember me. 
When….

2

1
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1  Lolabelle in the Bardo, April 20: The Dance, 2011, 
charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft
2  Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 6: Overwhelmed, 2011, 
(detail) charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft

1

2
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1  Lolabelle in the Bardo, June 5: My Birthday, 2011, 
charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft
2  Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 2: Osama Bin Laden 
joins the bardo, 2011, charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft

1 2
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1  Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 29: Huge Dogs, 2011, 
charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft
2  Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 21: The Day the World, 
2011, charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft

1 2
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1  Lolabelle in the Bardo, April 18: Organs Fly Apart, 
2011, (detail) charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft
2  Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 6: Overwhelmed, 2011, 
(detail) charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft 

2

1
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1  Lolabelle in the Bardo, April 17: Palm Sunday, 
2011, charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft
2  Lolabelle in the Bardo, April 20: Should a Dog 
Aspire, 2011, charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft

1 2
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Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 21: The Day the World, 
2011, (detail) charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft
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Lolabelle in the Bardo, 
April 18: Organs Fly 
Apart, 2011, (detail) 
charcoal on paper, 11 ×  
14 ft

April 17th
Dream at the end of time. Lolabelle dies early in the 
morning. We wash her body, put it in a suitcase and 
take it to be cremated. The body dissolves. The blue 
purity of the sky. The bright yellow forsythia.

April 18th
Organs fly apart. The brain goes one way the heart 
another. Things get smaller and smaller. The motion 
of time reverses.

April 19th
The dance of appearances. The racing mind. 
Luminosity. To live in the gap between the moment 
that is expiring and the one that is arising.

April 20th
Should a dog aspire to reach the hear t of the 
Buddha? “Aim high,” we always say. “And then 
where you land will be better than where you are 
right now.”

May 2nd
Osama Bin Laden joins the bardo. Clocks have 
stopped. The many selves you have been are now 
simultaneous.

May 5th
In Tibetan the word for humans is “erect goers” or 
“the precious going ones.” All living things are on 
an endless pilgrimage with countless destinations.

May 6th
Overwhelmed by abandoned plans and dreams. 
And then there were all the cats on all the hot tin 
roofs. Everything multiplied beyond recognition.

May 21st
The day the world was supposed to end according 
to American Christian radio host Harold Camping 
who predicted that two hundred million people 
would be swept up. I realize an important fact: Most 
things don’t happen. The sound of pine trees. New 
York City: a mirage.

May 29th
Huge dogs and rats. In the bardo there is no one 
to greet you.

June 5th
A ringing in the ears. Shouting. A dreamlike mind 
perceives a dreamlike world.

—from Lolabelle in the Bardo, 2011
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1  Lolabelle in the Bardo, 
April 17: Palm Sunday, 2011, 
(detail) charcoal on paper, 11 
× 14 ft
2  Lolabelle in the Bardo, 
May 2: Osama Bin Laden 
joins the bardo, 2011, (detail) 
charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft
3  Lolabelle in the Bardo, 
May 2: Osama Bin Laden 
joins the bardo, 2011, (detail) 
charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft

1

2 3
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Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 6: 
Overwhelmed, 2011, (detail) charcoal 
on paper, 11 × 14 ft 
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1  Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 6: Overwhelmed, 
2011, (detail) charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft
2  Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 2: Osama Bin Laden 
enters the Bardo, 2011, (detail) charcoal on paper, 
11 × 14 ft

1

2
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1  Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 21: The Day the World, 
2011, (detail) charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft
2  Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 29: Huge Dogs, 2011, 
(detail) charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft

3  Lolabelle in the Bardo, April 18: Organs Fly Apart, 
2011, (detail) charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft
4  Lolabelle in the Bardo, May 5, 2011, (detail) 
charcoal on paper, 11 × 14 ft

4

1

2

3
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1– 4  The Withness of the Body, 
2016, exhibition; painting a large
mural, The Birth of Lolabelle; made 
in Cloister, Naples, Italy

1 3

42
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dedication: another day like today
This book has been a journey through my long life 
as an artist. In making it, I found many rhymes and 
themes and ghost stories I didn’t expect and these 
have somehow shaped this work into a long poem.
 So, where to go from here?
 My training in tai chi and meditation has 
taught me that this single moment is all there is. All 
there ever is. The rest is a fever dream. So I try to pay 
attention as I write this word. And then this one. 
 This book is dedicated to Lou and to his 
energy, curiosity, sweetness and unique ability to tell 
the truth and still rock. And it’s dedicated to his drive 
to find magic and meaning in life. And to his per-
sistence—to work every day, even on a day like today.
 As I wrote this book about what I lost and 
what I found I have often thought about Lou’s phrase 
“between thought and expression.” This is a phrase 
that has meaning in many contexts.
 What happens between the time you think 
about something and the moment you express it?
 Though you can pull the phrase “between 
thought and expression” out of  a song, I try not to 
forget that it comes from a song and that the next line 
in that song is “lies a lifetime.”
 And the song is about Margarita and Tom and 
how they tried to find out what love is.
 Thanks for everything sweet Lou. And here’s 
to living in the single moment we have.

Some kinda love
Margarita told Tom
Between thought and expression
Lies a lifetime
Situations arise
Because of  the weather
And no kinds of love
Are better than others

Some kinda love
Margarita told Tom
Like a dirty French novel
Combines the absurd with the vulgar
And some kinds of  love
The possibilities are endless
And for me to miss one
Would seem to be groundless

The Withness of the Body, 2016,  
exhibition; made in Cloister, Naples, Italy
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NOTES

“Introduction,” page 13, footnote 1: 
“Ninety-nine percent of  the world’s 
lovers are not with their first choice. 
That’s what makes the jukebox play.”
 
“This Must be the Place,” page 52, 
footnote 2: From an October 17, 2004, 
New York Times Magazine article by 
writer Ron Suskind, attributed to an 
unnamed aide to George W. Bush 
widely assumed to be Rove. Many 
sources state unequivocally that it 
was Rove, such as MSNBC, Jacobin 
and Politico: http://www.msnbc.com 
/rachel-maddow-show/karl-rove-
lost-sea-make-believe;  http://www.
politico.com/story/2011/09/suskind-
fightsback-063991?o=2; https://www.
jacobinmag.com/2016/12/henry-
kissinger-grandinferguson-chomsky/

First published in the United States in 2017 by
Skira Rizzoli Publications, Inc. 
300 Park Avenue South
New York, NY 10010
www.rizzoliusa.com

Copyright © 2017 Laurie Anderson 
Artwork copyright © 2017 Laurie Anderson, unless 
otherwise noted

All rights reserved. No part of  this publication 
may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or 
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, 
without consent of  the publisher.

2017 2018 2019 2020 / 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

ISBN: 978-0-8478-6055-5
Library of  Congress Control Number: 201763892

Book design: Jeff  Ramsey
Photo editor: Caroline Partamian
Archivist and image production: Jason Stern 

Special thanks to Isabel Venero and 
Shaun MacDonald

0726 Laurie TYPE FINAL_JR.indd   320 7/27/17   3:21 PM


