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Demand the Impossible

Of the generation that came through art school during the upheavals of May 1968,
John Stezaker has long been intrigued by the power of images. Michael Bracewell talks
to him about fascination, education, politics and dreaming of bridges

Michael Bracewell: Is there a defining
statement of intent that covers your
career as an artist?

John Stezaker: I'm dedicated to fascina-
tion — to image fascination, a fascination
for the point at which the image becomes
self-enclosed and autonomous. It does so
through a series of processes of disjunction.
First, obsolescence — in finding the image

— then various devices to estrange or ‘abuse
it’, in order to bring out that sense of the
autonomy of the image. It involves either an
inversion — cutting — or a process that cuts it
off from its disappearance into the everyday
world. I'm very much a follower of Maurice
Blanchot’s ideas when it comes to image and
fascination; he sees it as a necessary series
of deaths that the image has to go through
in order to become visible and disconnected
from its ordinary referent. I don’t know
whether that’s an ideal, but I suppose it
could be a gniding principle.

Do you feel when you're searching out
the materials for vour work, from char-
ity shops or second -hand bookshops,
that you are assuming a form of psychic
responsibility?

Yes, I do. I'm taking things very seriously
that aren’t usually taken seriously. And
there is often an uncanny dimension to
collecting images. You go out looking for
one thing, and you find the image that you
really should have been looking for and
you realize that your ego's been in the way.
Picasso said, ‘I don't search, I find’, and
that's true. The ‘found image’ is a very im-
portant term — it's not an image that has re-
sulted from a search; it's found, and that's
much more spontaneous. It puts the image
on equal terms with your own subjectivity;
it has a power that overwhelms you. I'm
looking for the sublime, in many ways. And
I think that the uncanny is a miniature ver-
sion of that.

Your work is in the tradition of the
flaneur, for whom there are going to be
occurrences in the urban landscape that
enable a moment of transcendence.
Absolutely. You can go for months and
years and not have those moments, and
you've lost it. But it keeps you wandering,
looking; ‘allowing yourself to encounter’

— there should be a word for that. It doesn’t
matter whether I've had the images around
on my bookcase for 20 years when I start a
series; it's finding an image in a bookshop
that starts a new series of thoughts. Ina
way, what I want to do with a viewer is put
them in that same dazzled state that I first
encountered the image in. A good example,
which started ‘The Bridge’ series, was from
around 1985 or 1986. I had this dream in
which I was floating under a bridge. And for
some reason it was an incredibly important
image. It disturbed me so much that I woke
up. I don't often have very vivid dreams, so
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‘Guy Debord’s interest in collage made me aware of the subversive potential of Surrealism —
Situationism comes out of that tradition, as much as any tradition of political resistance.’

when they happen I tend to be attentive to
them. A friend asked whether I had read
R.D. Laing’s Voice of Experience (1982). In
this he describes the experiences of people
who believe they can remember birth and
of people who, after resuscitation, believe
they can remember what happened to

them when they were temporarily dead. Tt
was based on a series of interviews car-

ried out by an anaesthetist, and it turned
out that there was a general conformity of
these imagined happenings after death to
the cultural and religious upbringing of

the person. The exception was one image,
which seemed to crop up all the time: they
all spoke of traversing a bridge of some
kind — some went under, or were sucked
under, the bridge. This was similar to my
dream, and so 1 started collecting images of
bridges. I suddenly realized that by mistake
I had turned one of them upside down — but
then I knew that this was not a mistake but
the correct placing of the image. When I
turned all the others upside down, I realized
that in all of them, unconsciously, 1 had
been aware of this reflection and that all I
had to do was turn them upside down. And
the whole series fell into place.

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

I thought the opposite would be true, that
people would see through the device so
quickly that there wouldn't be enough
time to entertain that intermediary, unreal
space. But in reality it's been the opposite.
That’s why I've always said that those tiny
pieces are actually site-specific pieces; be-

cause in a sense, if you put them in a maga-
zine or a catalogue, you have the choice

to turn them upside down and therefore
destroy the illusion — whereas on the wall
you can't do that.

Some writers have said your work ar-
ticulates the classic Modernist experi-
ence of the city. I think of Ezra Pound’s
line “The age demanded an image of its
accelerated grimace’.

And Baudelaire's idea of the prose poem,
think, is important.

What was your own art education?

I went to the Slade for six years, under-
graduate and postgraduate in painting,
although I gave it up in the first year. I en-
tered college in 1967, so my first academic
vear involved the sit-in that took place in
1968. The reason I gave up painting was
partly political. I was interested in student
politics at the time and was exposed to

the Situationist International ideas from
France. And that's where collage came from
too. I couldn't read French very well, so
much of the work of the Situationists was
a predominantly visual experience for me.
Seeing these re-captioned images gave me
ideas — that this may be another way of
thinking about being an artist. But it was a
strangely schizophrenic course. On the one
hand I was doing life drawing with Enan
Uglow, on the other I was entertaining ideas
from Guy Debord.

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

thing, and so I only got a glimpse of the old
establishment. I lived during what most
people regarded as something of a vacuum
in terms of the Slade’s history, because we
started off with the most amazing array of
teachers — I studied with Richard Wollheim,
Professor of Philosophy, a marvellous man.
I became very involved with philosophy
through him; my postgraduate dissertation
was on post-Duchampian art - I was trying
to make a relationship between Duchamp
and Ludwig Wittgenstein. It was a very ex-
citing time, but I also regret 1968 in a way.
I feel that what we did was very damaging.
We had Ernst Gombrich as an Art History
professor, but he never came back after
1968.

What was so damaging about 1968?

We were dismantling the structure, but
had nothing to replace it with. We had
William Gregory for Visual Perception, for
instance — and all these things vanished
after 1968. There had been an amazing
line-up of intellectuals involved in the
Slade teaching at that time, and afterwards
there was this emptiness, and it never
really recovered. But the one valuable
thing I got out of it was coming to terms
with some of the ideas of the Situationists
— Guy Debord, in particular. La Société
du Spectacle was terribly important, I
struggled with it in French at the time, and
then it was published in English in 1969,
But his interest in collage made me aware
of the subversive potential of Surrealism

— Situationism comes out of that tradi-
tion, as much as any tradition of political
resistance.

91



Dark Angel 1989 Collage 62x44cm

How did you envisage the left?

I was terribly naive — I was influenced by
the political climate at the time. Well, I
must have been, because at one point I
joined a fringe Maoist group. It didn’t last
more than one meeting, but there we are. I
became very interested in the image culture.
The central question for me was, how can
you be an artist in a culture of images?
There were other figures who featured

fairly highly for me; for example, I became
familiar with Gerhard Richter and friends
with Sigmar Polke. I had ideas about paint-
ing but somehow felt dissatisfied when I
enlarged a found image on a canvas — it
seemed an artificial process. So I was torn
between painting and using other means; so
in the end collage became the way through
that process.

It's interesting how a political climate
can become an artistic enabler.

I think Situationism generally opened up
a new awareness that we live in a culture
of images. And that was an important
realization: we started to pay attention to

something that previously we as artists had
treated as beneath contempt. I don’t think
Pop art really took its subject matter seri-

1 it was more something to rebound
off. But what I felt I needed to evolve was
an art that genuinely engaged with that mo-
mentous circulation of imagery, and found a
way of intervening in it and revealing some-
thing about what had become rendered as a
sort of collective unconscious. And that got
me briefly interested in Carl Jung, the idea
that there could be a social version of the
collective unconscious within the media.

There also seems to be a deeply
Romantic sense to your work,

Oh, totally. I find myself trying to find ways
in which one can encounter the media
image in a way that resonates with that
whole iconographic tradition going back

to Romanticism via Surrealism. There is a
tradition of fascination for the image which
lends the image a degree of autonomy, and
that's a Romantic ideal. William Blake was a
very big influence too, on some of my sym-
metrical pieces.

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

Yes. There was a piece I kept in my bed-sit
at the Slade that has an interesting story. I
moved to London when I was 12, and one
of the first things my mother did when

we arrived was buy a slide projector. My
parents decided to be modern in the 1960s,
and they weren't going to keep an old-fash-
ioned photo album. A slide of Big Ben was
provided with the projector, to test it out.

I started doing a painting in my bedroom,
projecting the image of Big Ben up on to
the wall. I was under the influence of the
German Expressionists and used lots of
very colourful paint! When the slide projec-
tor was on, it was an absolutely stunning
painting. But the moment I turned the light
on, it was just a horror! But the image stuck
in my mind, and I found it on sale later,

as a giant postcard for tourists — my first
‘found image’, you might say. I took it home
when I was about 17 and cut a corner out,
and for some reason kept it. It stood for
what I called ‘my apocalyptic possibility’ for
art, and I titled it The End. I thought, could
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art just be that? Just finding, and taking out
of circulation?

When you enlarge an image, how does
this fit in with the processes of your work?
The enlargement process is important to
me, apart from the fact that I don’t like the
detachment from the original. That's my
problem with any process; I am fascinated
with the original. I like the idea that when
people look at a piece of mine on the wall,
they are looking at what they might flip
through in a second in a bookshop, or find
somewhere in the world, only something
has happened to it — some minute thing,
like turning it upside down — and their
relationship to it has been changed. I like
that immediacy. But there are also other
things I want to explore: symmetries, for
instance. You can’t do without some form of
manipulation.

That tiny readjustment of the ‘found’ is
quite Duchampian.
Yes, I see them in Duchampian terms. He

uses the word ‘arrest’ or ‘stoppage’ or, more

pessimistically, ‘delay’. I think he was the
first to be aware of what it is to be an artist
in an age of image flows. And that's where
I pick up on that moment of interruption; I
see the cut as a decisive interruption of the
flow, whether it's the flow of cinema and the
film still or image turnover and circulation.
How do you do something that’s fixed, and
has that quality of contoured-ness that art
requires for an image to become an imagi-
nary possibility? How do you inscribe that
on the flowing away of the world around
vou? This, to me, is the central preoccupa-
tion of my work. Is it St Paul, building his
church not on the rock but on the sands?
How do you build a place of contemplation
and of transcendence in this space of con-
tinuous movement?

Where does that stand in relation to
Conceptualism?

It is the opposite: Conceptualism, for me, is
an integration into that flow of instrumental
communications. For me it's a disjunction
from one's conceptual relationship with
things that brings about that image possibil-
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ity. Blanchot talks about the point at which
the image becomes the master of the life
that it reflects — he’s actually talking about a
corpse, the point at which you see a face in a
dead person that you've never been aware of
before. And he says that with André Breton's
‘unusable objects’ — they are obsolete, 93
perverse, fragmented and outmoded. In that
obsolescence they become visible. ‘They dis-
appear into their use’ is, I think, the phrase
that Blanchot uses.

There seems to be a considerable intel-
lectual underpinning to your work.
There is, but most of it tends ta be post-
rationalization — intuitive leaps that can
take me years to understand. And that’s

usually the way of terminating a serie

so funnily enough it has a negative effe
rather, it is positive, but it's a way of closing
things rather than opening things up.
Michael Bracewell's recent novel Perfect
Tense is published by Vintage. With the
assistance of Bryan Ferry and Brian Eno
he is currently researching u biography of
Roxy Music.






