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Texts projected onto the surface of a
well-known building, words adrift on
gentle sea waves, messages in
electronic flowing in an exhibition
space, pithy epithets inscribed on
marble footstools. If you find yourself
stopping in front of one of these, it may
take some time before you can look
away and walk on. The text is likely to
evoke emotions and thoughts that
encompass both individual and social
experiences. The work of Jenny Holzer,
a U.S.-based conceptual artigt, speaks

to the audience in a variety of ways.

It was in the late 1970s when
Holzer, who is known for text-based
works that provide political and social
commentary, transitioned from
abstract painting to conceptual art. Her
early Truisms and Survival series,
featuring thought-provoking lines such
as ‘FREEDOM IS A LUXURY NOT A
NECESSITY’ and ‘MEN DON'T
PROTECT YOU ANYMORE,” have had
great appeal, as have her more recent
works employing the writing of others.
The art world soon took note of her

bold experiments and the previously
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unexplored dimensions revealed by her
use of text. Holzer was the first female
artist to represent the U.S. at the 1990
Venice Biennale and was awarded the
Leone d'Oro for best pavilion that year.
Her work has been shown in many of
the world’s most famous museums and
public places, including New York’s 7
World Trade Center, London’s
Somerset House, the German
Parliament, the Guggenheim Museums
in New York and Bilbao, the Whitney
Museum, and the Seine and Arno rivers
in Paris and Florence. It invites viewers
to reflect on a variety of issues from
different angles. Holzer has had two
solo shows in Korea and is planning a
third in the near future. ‘artnow’ had

the pleasure of interviewing her.

You first started out as a painter, but
since the late 1970s, you have created
works that deliver social messages
through language. What made you
change the course of your art practice
to text-based art?

| love painting, especially abstract
works, but for years | didn’t feel that

| could paint well enough to deserve to
continue. I've always thought content
important, but | didn’t want to be a
social realist painter. | went to language
in electronic and other media to
convey messages that might be
interesting and potentially helpful to
audiences.

The work you presented on a huge
electronic billboard above New York’s
Times Square in the early 1980s
attracted much attention. It is
probably because your message
‘PROTECT ME FROM WHAT | WANT’
has a lasting impact on the audience.
What prompted you to exhibit your
work in public spaces?

| started as an anonymous street artist,
pasting posters at night in downtown
Manhattan. Once | wrote Truisms,
hundreds of sentences about many

subjects from multiple viewpoints,

129

| wanted to offer these to a general
public, not necessarily an art one.

| thought people might find the
subjects useful and even the basis for
action, and that readers could go
through a process of self-definition
while reading the conflicting beliefs
expressed in the texts. It was important
that the posters be anonymous so that
no one would think them the work of
any individual or of a special group.

| wanted viewers to puzzle over the
origin of the text — not to mention its
meaning.

Do you think your artistic philosophy
has changed from the time when you
started your first text-based project?
If so, how?

My philosophy might change every
morning when | wake — or | hope it
does. | don’t want to occupy a steady
state. This is one of my views:

| especially appreciate art that does
more than reflect its society. | want art
that offers astonishing revelations, be
that a social solution or extreme never-
before-seen beauty with a fresh
representation of the unknowable.
Previously, you would write your own
texts, but your more recent works also
use literary texts from various authors
and the content of other people’s
interviews. There are many statements
that are intended to raise people’s
awareness and make them think about
social issues. How do you select the
texts that you want to work with?

| began to use text by others when

| was asked to create memorials.

| realized that | should present the
voices of those being memorialized
rather than foreground my own
content. Then | started to concentrate
on poetry, often that recommended by
my friend, the poet Henri Cole. | project
poetry on architecture, rivers, oceans,
mountains and trees. Poetry and white
light are affectionate and honor one
another. | can choose content that

resonates with the time and place, that
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is specific. That said about specificity,

| often turn to the writing of Wistawa
Szymborska, the Nobel laureate. Her
subjects, accessibility, intelligence and
tone function almost everywhere, as
people’s concerns tend to the universal.
What do you think is the ‘power of
text’ that delivers a true voice?
Language is a highly developed means
of communication so it is logical to
employ it. | also like what can be ‘said’
with color, light, texture, weight,
translucency, speed.

Your Survival series consists of short
texts, many containing some kind of
warning. Excerpts from this series
were on display in your solo show at
Kukje Gallery five years ago, carved
into marble sculptures shaped like
footstools. Why did you choose
marble as a medium for those texts?
Often the writing comes first and next
I'll decide where to place it, but there
are times when I'll become aware of a
material or a technology, say
augmented reality, and then I'll hunt
right text for it. I've used marble and
granite, and more recently many other
types of stone, for benches, footstools,
sarcophadgi, floors, tables and engraved
boulders. At times I'll choose a
particular stone, such as big native
Ibizan rocks for an outdoor installation
on that island. The curved Survival
benches that | showed at the
Guggenheim in New York were a dark
red granite that seemed appropriate
for that uneasy text in this round spot.
Please tell us about your show ARE
YOU ALIVE? in Ibiza, Spain, on view
until December 17 at Art Projects Ibiza
and Lune Rouge. | think the exhibition
delivers one of the most powerful
messages among your text works.

| produced an unpredictable swinging
electronic beam with text about war in
the Middle East, about what happens
to people in conflict. In this exhibition,
there was a heavy emphasis on )Nar,

as escalating hostility has been

omnipresent in the news for years,
along with what can be related to war,
such as desperate refugees and
terrorism. There also was the pleasure
of carving giant boulders, of cutting
text into stone about the poetry of the
seaq, its surround and its myths. But

| returned to war on the boulders,
going back in time to Apollinaire’s
anxieties about a mad early twentieth
century world.

You are constantly creating new
projects in many places around the

world. Your new LED work will be

lled per ly at the land k

Transbay Transit Center in San
Francisco. Could you describe more
details about this work?

I’'m a big fan of the Pelli Clarke Pelli
architecture there as it looks like a wild
extra bright future. | will offer a
transparent white LED piece for the
center of the building, a work that
should reflect text into infinity in the
generous amount of glass surrounding
the electronics. We'll feature writing
about California and the American
West, and about much more.

For your works, the venue where they
are exhibited is very important, as the
work interacts with the space and
architecture, creating a distinct
ambience. Are there times you
consider the space or venue over the
actual text?

Sometimes when I'm planning an art
installation the opportunities provided
by architecture dominate, and at other
times the content or the medium
matters more. I've had the luxury and
the privilege to install in spaces by
Frank Lloyd Wright, Mies van der Rohe,
Frank Gehry, Norman Foster, Jean
Nouvel, and other great space shapers.
| am gratified when | understand
enough of the architecture to join it in a
way that is respectful of the building
and right for the art. | love filling
architectural volumes with colored light,

as the air there.
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Many of your works debuted in public
places, which | assume would elicit
varying reactions from different
groups of people. What was your
most memorable audience reaction?
I'm gratified when anyone pauses to
look at my work. This began when,

as a street artist, it was an achievement
to stop busy people on sidewalks.

It’s a little miraculous when people
stand close together at night and fall
silent during light projections.

Once an audience cried when we
projected my love text, Arno, on waves
in Rio.

Art in public places can be viewed by

an unspecified number of the general

public. And your texts can affect the
audience in a significant way. What

is your take on the social role of art?
How can art change or influence
society?

| appreciate art with explicit social

and political content, and | love
unknowable and abstract works.

| am transfixed before exquisite
paintings by Cy Twombly, shiver near
frightening sculpture by Louise
Bourgeois, and appreciate intelligent
art about art by Louise Lawler. It's a
mistake to think art should affect
people in one way only. | salute art that
is topical and potentially curative in the

near term, and | need art that is

inscrutable and militantly useless. Art
might influence society when it
represents hope, when it is genuinely
visionary, damning, revealing, and
when it is transcendent.

You had solo shows at Kukje Gallery in
Seoul in 2004 and 2011 and will have
another soon. Can you tell us briefly
about your plan for the upcoming
show if you are able to share for your
Korean audience?

I'll work up to the last moment and
make adjustments as | proceed, but

| want to include stone pieces,
paintings and electronics, in hopes that
visitors to the show can find at least

one sort of art to like.

CURSING AND FUMB
VATH FLESH
MELUNG FLESH

CLUTCHING FLESH
SUCKING YIQLENTLY
ON FLESH




