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NEWSMAKERS

[NEWSMAKER]
LLYN FOULKES

AT THE AGE OF 78, Foulkes is having his
second big moment. The L.A. artist and
musician showed with Ferus Gallery in
the 1960s and enjoyed early recognition for
quirky, detailed oil paintings—an enormous
cow, or rocks that sort of looked like people.
He later moved on to more complicated
mixed-media works, creating intricate scenes
that brought together cartoon culture and
self-portraiture as well as an ongoing series
of grotesque bloody heads. When Scott
Indrisek spoke with him, Foulkes had had a
few recent pieces in last year’s Documenta
(13) exhibition, where he also sang and
performed with his complicated, self-made
musical instrument, dubbed the Machine.

Next month a retrospective of more than five
decades of his work comes to the Hammer
Museum, in Los Angeles; it will travel to the
New Museum, in New York, in June.

Scott Indrisek: Was it a daunting task,
looking over this much of your work?

Llyn Foulkes: Oh, terrible—like intensive
therapy without a therapist. I had to go all the
way back to my childhood. You start thinking
about the bad things you've done and what

an idiot you were then. It’s my life, you know.
And good or bad, you take it the way it is.
Early on in the ’60s I was pretty well known,
and then I gave up what I was doing and
tried to go back to what I was doing before.

Art changed, Minimalism and installation
art and all that stuff came in, and there
wasn’t that much in the art magazines about
me in the ’80s. I've had problems from the
stock market of art—let’s put it that way. I've
always been out of the mainstream because I
always talk against what’s going on in art.
SI: Did you have a peer group of artists

on the West Coast?

LF: I've always been pretty much a loner,

in the sense that I didn’t really associate
with that many other artists. That didn’t
help me either. In ’67, when I won the Paris
Biennale, I started to feel like I was losing
my soul because I would go in the studio
and the magic was gone. You just start
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copying yourself. And then I turned around
and started going back into dimension in my
paintings, because my paintings had been all
flat during the '60s, except for the very early
stuff, which was pretty raw. I put everything
from dead possums in them to big black
crosses painted with tar. But I didn’t start
getting into the art magazines until I started
to paint flat.

SI: Have you always supported yourself with
Jjust your work, or also doing other things?
LF: In the early '60s I was driving a taxi and
working in a hand-painted picture factory
to make money. Hack paintings, they used to
call them. You did what you did to survive.
And then ucLa asked me to teach in '65. I
was a really good teacher. But that drained
me in my art, because I was giving it all out
to the students.

SI: And all this time you've also been playing
music. Is that a distinct endeavor from your
visual art?

LF: I've always played music, as long as I've
been an artist. When I'm doing music I don’t
think about the painting, even though some
of the subject matter is the same. If I have
songs about Disney, Mickey Mouse, or the
Lone Ranger, any of that stuff—it’s in my
paintings and my music both. But I'm also
really into jazz and a lot of improvisation.
See, when I was 10 or 11, I wanted to be a
cartoonist. And then I heard Spike Jones.

He had a novelty band; they made music that
was kind of like cartoon music. So I identified
with that, and I started imitating his records.
And my mother would take me around up in
Yakima, Washington, to the Moose Lodges

or the Masonic Temples, and I'd do my little
performance. She would've been like a stage
mother if I'd been in Hollywood. I grew up

in a family that was mostly women, because
my father left when I was like a year old. The

family never hugged or
kissed or anything like
that, but when I per-
formed they would just
go gaga over me and
compare me to movie
stars. So I started
thinking the only way
to be loved was to be
famous. And when I was
17 or 18, I discovered
Salvador Dali, and then
everything changed. |
started to paint. My first
painting looked a lot like
Dali; it’ll be in the show.
SI: Why does Mickey
Mouse appear so often

in your work?

LF: My former father-in-
law, Ward Kimball, was
one of the “nine old men”
at Disney Studios. He
gave me a Mickey Mouse
Club pamphlet from
1934; the first page talks about how they
implant things in children’s minds, almost
unconsciously. This is the beginning of mar-
keting. They go all the way down to little
babies. People would rather go to Disney
World than any of the other great scenic
places in America. In Los Angeles, half the
artists have worked for Disney. Not that
they wanted to.

SI: When was the last time you went to
Disneyland?

LF: Oh, I haven’t been for years. The first
time I went was 60 or ’61. I had a beard then,
and I looked like a beatnik. I was with my
wife and child, and they wouldn’t let me in.
They had these big Aryan guys with blond
hair and blue eyes, and one of them said to
me, “If my kid looked like you,
I'd whip him.” I was fortunate
because my father-in-law had a
gold pass, and I finally got in.
SI: Can you describe some of the
materials you incorporate into
the dimensional paintings?

LF: I've always believed in what
I call material difference. Most
oil paintings, they may try to be
dimensional, but they aren’t—
because everything is painted
with oil, everything is the same
material. You start using dif-
ferent materials, and they have
ways they lie in the picture
plane because they reflect light
differently. That’s why, rather
than trying to paint a sweater,
I'll use a real sweater. Or I'll
use real hair.

SI: What I remember from

seeing your work at Documenta was the con-
trolled environment for those pieces, including
the way they were lit.

LF: I'm working with real shadows. So if you
took the light and put it nine feet back, the
painting wouldn’t look the same. I'm making
it look like the light is coming from within the
painting rather than from outside the painting.
SI: You worked on The Lost Frontier from
1997 until 2005. Is that the longest you've spent
on one painting?

LF: The Awakening (1994—2012) took longer,
oddly enough, though it’s the smaller picture.
It started out being 9 feet and looked entirely
different. The painting had to do with my
divorce. And when I got the divorce I stopped
working on it. It’s gone through all these
changes. But all the paintings have. The Lost
Frontier went through a lot of changes, too;
there was a different figure in the left side
rather than the Indian. I hacked it out with

a machete. Everything I put in a painting

is made to last. So when I change my mind,

it wouldn’t be like Rembrandt painting over
something, and you'd X-ray the painting and
see what was under there and how he changed
it. Oh, no, I had to chop it out. I had to drill it
out. It was quite an ordeal over the years.

SI: What's the base that you're building on?
LF: I start with lauan wood. My main purpose
is to try to get the painting to look as deep

as it possibly can. When I look at a lot of big
paintings, I think, yeah, they’re big, but
they’re empty. And I just refuse to do it that
way. If I'm going to do a painting that big
anymore, I'm going to put as much as I can in
there. People like Frank Stella talk about the
space they make—he’s not making space. I
look at those paintings that come out from the
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wall. They’re pretty fucking ugly. And all
they do is jump out at you. And he writes this
whole book on space. Man, I say you're just
taking up space. I don’t want to take up
space. I want to make it go back in the other
direction. There’s so much stuff popping out.
I've got the same problem with installation
art. It takes up all this room, people can

put any junk they want in there, and you're
supposed to walk around and make the
association.

SI: So rather than taking up every available
inch of space, you're putting the room inside
the frame.

LF: Exactly.

SI: It has to be a challenge to display some
of these works outside a controlled environ-
ment. Could it be in a collector’s house, in a
totally different context?

LF: Well, actually, The Awakening will be,
because Brad Pitt bought it. I was surprised.
But the other ones, the bigger ones—I would
expect them to be in a museum. In fact, for
a painting like The Lost Frontier, I wouldn’t
want that to be in somebody’s house. With
all the work I put in on that, with all the
spacing like that, why would I want just one
person to enjoy it?

SI: You've always done most of the work on
your own, with no assistants.

LF: Well, my eyes so are bad now it’s really
hard to do dimensional things, small things. I
don’t even know what’s going to happen there.
But I see other people who use assistants all
the time, and I find most of their work boring.
To me the process is extremely important;

it’s where you discover things. I could cite
people like John Baldessari. You know there’s
no process involved, they have other people
doing things for them. If you’re not discovering
things by the mistakes you make... And that’s
why I find so much art boring now.

SI: The retrospective travels to the New
Museum later this year.

LF: Yeah, I couldn’t get it at the Whitney, 1
couldn’t get it at the Guggenheim, I couldn’t
get it at the Museum of Modern Art. And I
know why. Those same people who collect the
people in the stock market of art, the trustees.
Eli Broad controls everything. He’s controlled
everything with Moca, he’s controlled things
with the Los Angeles County Museum of Art;
you’ll see Moca having the same shows that
the Whitney has. It goes back and forth with
them. It’s always the same people. I'm very
disappointed that only the New Museum is
going to take it because the show will have to
be cut in half and that’s a real shame, man.
If I wanted to have a show in New York, I
would want it to be a really great show with
everything. And they don’t want that over in
New York. They don’t want that. I'm the bad
boy in Los Angeles, and I’'m sure I'm the

bad boy in New York. mp

Llyn Foulkes
OPPOSITE, FROM TOP:
The Corporate
Kiss, 2001.

Oil, acrylic,
and mixed
media,
31%x26%ax2in.

The Lost
Frontier,
1997-2005.
Mixed media,
87 x96x8in.

CHUS MARTINEZ

Chief Curator at El Museo del Barrio, in New York

What works of art would

you own if space and cost
were no object?

None. I love art passionately,
but there is no collector instinct
in me. I love other people’s col-
lections, do not get me wrong, but
I simply cannot own art. The
only works I have are given by
artist friends and are embedded
in a personal narrative.

Which artist, living or dead,
would you most like to have a
drink with?

As many as I could! There is no
other company I enjoy more than
that of artists. This was, without
a doubt, the big privilege of
working at Documenta (13):
the continuous exchange with
artists. We normally address
questions like the real, the question of matter, sense, time, the social,
belief, experience, energy, the different aesthetic principles that
operate in life from economy to love, the life of emotions, activism,
the enigma, the importance of the secret, the question of fiction,

the image, the difficulty and the necessity of expressing, of com-
municating, and, at the same time, of avoiding the informational
flow, the life of politics, gender and its transformations, food,
animals, sci-fi, zombies, the voice, the possibility of a gigantic
broadcast, of a voice that could be heard all over, sex, immortality...
Is there a specific exhibition from the past that spurred on or
confirmed your commitment to being a professional curator?
Documenta X, in 1997, and “Von Hier aus,” curated by Kasper Konig
in Disseldorf in 1984.

What is the last great book you read?

The Neutral by Roland Barthes, a compilation of his lectures from
1978 at the College de France. Also, two novels: Insensatez,

by Horacio Castellanos Moya, and Remainder, by Tom McCarthy.
What’s your most recent musical discovery or obsession?

Terry Callier.

Which international city gives you the greatest hope for
contemporary art’s future, and why?

One cannot generalize in these matters. I feel very intrigued by
Bogot4, Cali, and Medellin, as well as Mumbai, but there are many.
Is there any one artistic trend you celebrate? And one you wish
would go away?

The words trend and celebrate together are far from my logic. I
mostly celebrate people, good ideas, generous social opportunities,
a sense of risk, and humor. I really celebrate humor, not cynicism.
What are you currently working on and preparing for at El Museo
del Barrio?

I am very excited about challenging the energy of El Museo, engag-
ing with and supporting artists of different generations, and defining
lines of work that address the questions that concern them, as well
as finding new ways of connecting them with others. Activating
different working velocities implies the production of multiple ways
of relating to the institution, the galleries, the neighborhood, and
also the theater. One needs to understand E1 Museo as a source—
a source of ideas and a way of experiencing the real through a
community in its desire to open, to connect, and to be part of a new
cosmopolitan culture.
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