Interviewed by BETTIE-SUE HERTZ

Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, and it’s been really amazing to hear people’s
responses when I tell them that you’re going to presenting new work in the Bay
Area. I’m learning that people remember you, and not only that they remember

There was an acceptance of the idea that this one attempt to change the way you were
physically and sexually could have a positive impact on freedoms in society in general. I’ve
always had a foot in each of those worlds. My work is about trying to get those worlds to talk
to each other again. So that’s the free love part of FREE!LOVE!TOOL!BOX!

located in very close proximity to YBCA, it was on 4th and Harrison. Also, the toolbox are the
activities, the things that I’m making and the things I’ll be asking other people to do with me
as ways—as tools—to think about this moment of free love. What can we learn from that
moment of being in communion with each other, and what might that mean going forward;
can we get back to that way of being together.
I moved up to San Francisco in ’84 right out of grad school. And I did that for a couple of
Angeles or moving to New York. And I felt like I already knew about New York, as that’s

Athey as being somewhat later, but who are you thinking of from before the

an American city that had a reasonable transportation system.

Earlier for me would be somebody like Jack Smith or the Cockettes, and the radical possibilities
of playing dress-up and throwing a big party. When they think about drag a lot of people tend
to think about it in terms of cross-dressing, but San Francisco was also the epicenter of
genderfuck drag, in some ways the place where that was invented. My show is also about this
aspect of queer cultural and behavioral history.

San Francisco was high on the list, but also it was and is the queer capital. Above and beyond
that, there’s a very special spirit there, in that it’s an incredibly accepting place. I knew that
getting out of grad school, the pressures of the New York art world were really going to be
overwhelming for me and my work.
I felt like I needed some time to be able to understand what was really important to me and
not be overwhelmed by other people’s issues. So those were the two things that went into
the initial decision, but there were a lot of other reasons why I ended up staying. One of them
was that San Francisco was one of the last cities in the U.S. to retain a really vital artist-run art

I think the moment we’re in now is this moment where gender is being investigated and
excavated anew by a host of performers and thinkers. What are the radical possibilities of
a bar? What are the radical possibilities of a pageant? What are the radical possibilities of
“show-and-tell”? How do we share and exchange our experiences with other people?

art spaces.Then quite quickly after that there was an upsurge of people starting little galleries
There was easy communication back and forth between those worlds; they were not
adversarial. So there were lots of opportunities to show, and people who were my roommates
were starting galleries, and it was very easy to make friends and be around that.
One of the things that was interesting though was that there was a pretty sharp division
between the gay community and the art world. One of the quirky things about San Francisco
is that it has all of these subcultures, but they don’t necessarily communicate much with each
other.

A really important show for me was in 1999 and it had a piece called Feeder Two in it, and a
videotape called Gorge. Feeder Two is a 7 foot by 7 foot by 10 foot gingerbread house. Making
the gingerbread house was like, okay, here’s this symbol, here’s this thing that kids have in their
head, from the story of Hansel and Gretel, and let’s see what happens if we take this idea and
make it literal. Here’s a house made out of gingerbread that you can get inside of.

made it an important place for queer culture, which is that there was a lot of urban space that
people weren’t necessarily caring about. When I moved there it was a very forgiving place
economically. It was easy to live with roommates and live very cheaply. There was real mutual
support, there was a kind of freedom for people to reinvent themselves and an economy that
allowed them to have a really marginal life and yet still survive, those were things that were
incredibly important.

Gorge is a videotape where I’m being fed for an hour. I went on to stage Gorge as a
performance—I’ve done it several times, most recently in 2010—where I’m seated in front of
a selection of foods, and people from the audience feed me over the course of an hour and
I’ll eat whatever they give me. One of the things that happens with Gorge is that it becomes
less about me eating, and more about how people in the audience decide to perform the
feeding. It’s a piece that connects back to Yoko Ono’s 1964 performance Cut Piece where you
become the forum for the audience’s chain of association and their actions. In essence you’re
bottoming to them, but it becomes very clear that what one might think about that act shifts
over the course of the hour that it’s happening.

San Francisco as an urban environment, and also the U.S. since—this is perhaps a tangent, but
not—the show is asking: What happened to the Sexual Revolution, and what happened to
the artistic revolution that paralleled it? In the ‘60s and the ‘70s when there was a belief that
people could—by transforming their bodily experience, by transforming the way they were
with each other physically and sexually—transform their consciousness, and thus transform
the society.
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The performance art scene was also exploring bodies and people’s physical activities in a
parallel world to what was going on in the back rooms of leather bars and swinger parties.

I guess I would call that a watershed moment because I realized that I don’t have to build
all these symbols into the work to be like, “Look, this represents me and what I’m thinking
about.” If I set up the right conditions, all of those ideas would be in play as people—if I could
get people to a thoughtful enough state then all of that stuff would happen.
And that’s where I think the work has gone subsequently. It’s interesting to me that there are
performative gestures that in the art world are called “actions” or “interventions”, that are
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of pride, but at the same time they’re these mass produced things. It’s interesting to me how
we forge identities out of our collections. And I think it’s not just enough to stick them on
the wall and look at them. What happens when we activate them? What happens when I
can hand the stuff that’s important to me to you, and have you make something new with it?
When I use the term Queering culture, it’s about adding a swerve into it. Adding the
unexpected into it. Bending it, adding surprise. So that’s why I’m inviting people into the
space while I’m making the show instead of the typical big reveal, and all you can do as a
viewer is stand there and look at what I, the artist, did. We’ve planned some events in early
October and late November where your attendance will have an impact on what the show
looks like, what’s actually there in the space. When I come back to San Francisco from New
because I believe that there is more than one option for how the works can be arranged, that
it can be changed around, that we can look at it in a different way.

I’m pairing it with the 1981 “Polysexuality” issue of Semiotexte magazine, which, for me,
It felt right to me. And the fact that it’s an anthology, I mean, I think that’s—I’ve never thought
about it before, but yes, if I had to describe my sexuality, it’s an anthology!
The sort of talismanic importance of that book and what it meant to me to read it is very
similar to how important that issue of Life was to a generation of gay men who saw it, saw the
Tool Box represented in it and got the idea, “Oh, I can go there. I can leave whatever town
I’m in—“

Untitled (chandelier), 2012
10 utility lights with commercial plastic bags (blue, black, white), 3 "DUST"

who I really am.”
And that’s amazing, right? Because Life did go everywhere. Imagine being in a barbershop in
Dubuque in 1964 and here was this thing. And it’s not like the article is approving at all, it’s
actually talking about the problems of gay life, but it is—
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exactly the same thing as what’s happening in the kink world without the hoity-toity language.
Also, what the art world can really learn from the kink world is that there is no audience that
isn’t also an actor.This goes back to very early ideas in performance, such as the Living Theater
and other attempts to radicalize the theatrical experience in the postwar era, practices that
questioned what it means for someone to just sit there and absorb an experience.
What is interesting about the kink world is that in order to participate, I mean, in order
to view, you pay with your participation. That is a powerful antidote to what I gets called
“situational aesthetics,” right? Which is, let’s take a really mundane activity and wrap it in such
a way that everybody can stand back from it and think they’re having an aesthetic experience.

Sure. I guess I’ll go to the pedagogy point to start with. The place I start from is that I don’t
know all the answers. The events in the show are about asking people to come in. It’s like,
“Welcome into this space and let’s discover together what is going to happen.”
So my hope is that as I talk to people about the Tool Box, as I talk to people about the early
years of the queer community in San Francisco, some of the folks who built that community
including those involved in the leather scene are still around, so I’m asking them to come
into the galleries to talk about that time. I’m asking everyone who comes to our programs
to bring an object with them to either present and discuss in a “show and tell” format, or to
donate to the exhibition where it will become a component of an artwork. Instead of having
a kind of unbalanced authority of the artist, I’m creating a space where people can contribute
something that they’re excited about.
That’s one of the reasons why I wanted to include my 2002 work, Ruins of a Sensibility in the
show. It includes my record collection and a turntable, and it’s available for the public to DJ,
where you get to tell your story through my records. And it’s about the fact that, I grew up
in a period when your record collection in some ways represented you, it was like a badge

The thing about the show is that it’s also trying to talk about the fact that both of these
communities—fringe artistic communities and these less mainstream sexual communities—
need access to cheap space in order to thrive. They involve a lifestyle exploration that needs
to occur in a physical space, in particular kinds of physical space and the people who engage
New York is suffering from a really severe space shortage and there are people who are trying
to work around that by creating migratory spaces where instead of having a location like an
same thing is happening in the kink scene, where instead of having a clubhouse or a particular
dungeon, there are groups of people hosting events that move around to different places.
People are using online resources to provide the connective tissue that a shared physical
location used to provide. It’s the same in the Bay Area, as it is in New York. The problem is
that it becomes kind of self-selecting. If you don’t have pre-existing connections to the scene
it’s hard to stumble into these locations. One of the things that’s really powerful in thinking
about the Tool Box, which was a sort of the generator for all this, is that once it was shown
in a national magazine hundreds of people had a place that they could locate, had a place that
If you think back to the performance situation, it’s places like Judson Church in New York or
in and still see something interesting; even if you didn’t know the people who were doing
away.
No, it’s super fun to be working on the show and I was on the advisory board at YBCA when
it was founded so it’s totally thrilling to be doing this—it represents a real homecoming to me
and I’m really excited about the show.
______________
FREE!LOVE!TOOL!BOX! is organized by Betti-Sue Hertz, Director of Visual Arts, YBCA, and is
on view at YBCA from Oct. 12, 2012-January 27, 2013. This interview took place at Nayland
Blake’s studio in New York on August 23, 2012.
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