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Ritsaert ten Cate

A text for Les Levine

Bright yellow paper, graphic lines, a ground plan: within the contours of a space, arrangements
of space. Huge plastic modular shapes grouped by a choice of people, among others a dancer,
a television director, an art critic, a fashion designer. Sixty acrylic domes are placed in space as
designated. Arrangements carry the suggestion that echoes the craft of their executor, or
perhaps it's safer to assume that they express his or her personality. They are signed by Les
Levine. The series was exhibited as a part of an installation in a gallery in Loenersloot: low-strung
thin wires hum softly and are called Electric Shock; heaps of vacuum pressed and colorfully el-
egant thin plastic forms are called Disposables. It is an art show. Memorising a future. The year
is 1967.

This kind of statement remains typical for the bright-eyed man | picked up at Schiphol. On the
way to the Loenersloot gallery he treats me to a blizzard of questions about Holland and its
inhabitants, about numbers, sizes, shapes, types: anything that might be recalled from an ency-
clopedic memory for later reference. Eventually a game called Trivial Pursuit will be marketed
officially, but well before then Les, the media artist, was busy calling our trivial pursuits to our
attention. Not numbered, but signed: ‘69 Levine, those pieces in Loenersloot worked with a
mildly mocking undertone.

Later | was sitting in his studio, somewhere on the Bowery in New York, and | remember feeling
that | could drown in his gushing ideas and images. It was a torrent of concepts that turned my
world upside down. These memories are consistent with my experience of his work as | would
later run to see it: Nixon in China, long before it became an opera, as an installation which gave
graphic weight to world politics. Or the breathtaking simplicity of billboard messages which
were more than only larger than life. Feed Greed. Or poster campaigns in New York's subway
system: another kind of graffiti which functioned as an infiltration, rather than an attack.
When Van Gogh's sunflowers broke all sales records at Sotheby's and started to reverberate
through the world | thought the time had come perhaps for another 'Levine comment’. Both
on Van Gogh's meaning today, and on the events which were to take place in the Van Gogh year.
That memory is juxtaposed against another one, more recent: Les in the Van Gogh Museum,
excitedly pulling me towards some of Van Gogh's later works, and lecturing me severely on the
miracles that he established on canvas with a brush. He pointed out the breathtaking simplicity
of the final statement, the rare art expressed in a series of coldly planned, precisely executed
and, finally, musical strokes. He showed me that Van Gogh's work suggested orchestral crescen-
dos, rather than the mad cacophony of sounds around a myth of madness.

It is correct, now, to find Les in a medieval chapel filled with relics of present time by a media
artist who speaks the language of the times. Potato Harvesters: in 13 billboards and a television
programme. He expresses precision, even with that mild look of humorous astonishment, and
uses his statements as a scalpel. Analyze Lovers. Another kind of celebration, touching time.
Guard this object. We will. We are.

Ritsaert ten Cate is artistic director of Mickery.

NOTE OF AGREEMENT

THE PURCHASER OF this note agrees to complete the following
before December 31, 1969.

1. TO TRAVEL at his own expense
on any regularly scheduled airline

TO TAKE twenty photographs as a record
while in .

TO RETURN to London from .DEEH!, .
within twenty four hours of arrival

TO POST the above-mentioned photographs to:

LES LEVINE,
119 BOWERY,
NEW YORK CITY,
N.Y.,

U.S.A.

-
LBS LEVINE will sign and return the photographs, mounted by him
on a certificate of authentification. It is understood that
LBS LEVINE will, his schedule allowing, be willing to accompany
and document the RURCHASER on his trip. The fee for such a
service would be  § 1,000.00 U.S,







A Space With A Language To Exist In

An interview of Les Levine

by Marja Bosma

MB: Why a project on Van Gogh?

LL: I wanted to make a kind of video opera for some
time. When | was asked to put a proposal together for
a Van Gogh-project, | almost immediately decided that
this would be a suitable form.

MB: So you already had the form in outline; how
did you develop your ideas about Van Gogh?

LL: I tried to remember what | could of Vincent just sup-
erficially and | remembered the painting The Potato
Harvesters. Then | went to try and find a reproduction
of it, which is very hard because apparently | was the
only person in the world who would remember this
one.

MB: Why did you choose this painting?

LL: Well, first of all for practical reasons: it was an exact
billboard format. In other words, | did not have to
change anything in the painting to turn it into a
billboard. To approach anything from a purely simplis-
tic, technical reason is as good a way as any. It also
struck me as though it could have the potency of Vin-
cent without Vincent being there. These people work-
ing in the fields: there seemed to be an implication of
human concern in his early work. Then it occurred to
me in looking at this painting that it was like a hole in
the ground; one could look at this and say “hey this
has just been dug up! We dug a hole in the ground and
we found this so let's go to everybody who possibly

could have a point of view about this and see if we
could find out the meaning of this.” So it's like an ar-
cheological dig, metaphorically speaking.

MB: You mean, you use the painting of Van Gogh
as a kind of archeological site?

LL: It's like one looks at the painting as though it were
a hole in the ground. Around this hole there are stand-
ing an undertaker, a sociologist, an economist, an art
historian, a man who actually digs the hole in the
ground and they are all trying to figure out “what is
the meaning of this hole?” That's how the project
started. So it's essentially like an excavation, and that
particular painting The Potato Harvesters seemed per-
fect because it was in the right format, it was about is-
sues which are predominantly strong in the history of
Vincent (although not predominantly strong in his art).
I'm primarily a media-artist, I'm always more interested
in the way a thing appears and what it seems to be
rather than what it really is. In other words, | don't
know the painting, I've never seen it, and | don't really
want arthistorical views of it. | would much prefer views
based on its residue.

MB: You're not interested in what Van Gogh
himself thought about this work?

LL: You know the painting is a metaphor for Vincent's
body - what else is any painting except a metaphor for
the artist’s body? -; but in this case | chose to see it as




|

another metaphor: I'm on a journey to find my own re-
lationship to the meaning of making art at this moment
in time. |'ve used this metaphor to do that. This is not
about Vincent, this is about all of us and how we see
this thing. It's no different to me than when | first heard
about James Dean. The metaphor in the ending myth
was extraordinary but when | saw him acting | thought
he was a second-rate Marlon Brando. | didn't think he
was a great actor and I'm not even sure that | liked his
myth all that much, but it's the mythmaking and the
metaphors, the unreality and the quality of fiction that
media bring to everything that interest me ...

MB: Let's talk about the video part of the
installation. You interviewed people from various
backgrounds and professions. What issues
concerning Van Gogh or the Van Gogh-myth did

you raise?

LL: Iwanted to ask them whether they thought it would
be okay to starve in the way an artist starved who pro-
duced something beautiful that looks like nature. |
wanted to ask them what they thought about that as
an ideal. | wanted to ask the art historians why Vincent
should be taken to be the highest priced artist and if
this means anything. | wanted to ask the auctioneers
similar questions but | was also interested in asking
them why art has become so much a metaphor for in-
flationary values in our time, more than anything, more
than stocks, more than real-estate, more than gold; it
has outdone them all. Intrinsically there is something
within me that says “hey that’s not a good idea”; it
strikes me to say that if you make art you have to per-
form like a commodity. In the same time it seems to me




that it would be very hard toimagine that we could ever
approach art from the point of view of, let's say, seeing
it as a spiritual thing any more; | think that has been
wiped out entirely. Now it's just something for com-
panies to trade in. | hope this observation doesn't imply
that I'm a cynic, because in fact art is very important to
me, and so | feel that when people tread on art, they
kind of tread on me a bit. So, in a sense, | hope that by
doing this project somebody would not say to me, "oh
the money doesn’t matter”, because that's childish, it
does matter. But | hope that somebody would say, “yes
that is happening now, but another thing or something
different will happen at another time". In the long run
the project is not about the money for the Van Gogh,
the piece is really about “the story of Vincent van
Gogh”, which means our story. The story of our time
in relationship to him, the story of the people who are
now experts in his field or experts in the exchange of
his art. In other words, it's our story, the story we can
know through media, the story we can know because
we have been influenced by his story.

MB: “The story of Vincentvan Gogh”, isn't thatin
some way the story that he wrote himself, in his

letters?

LL: Vincent from what | can see was pretty good at
script-writing; he wrote himself as a pretty interesting
character.

MB: Do you really think he planned that?

LL: Well, he didn't probably produce an awful lot of let-
ters that had a considerable amount of obscenities in
them, I'm sure, but | don't think he had written such,




how can we put it, sanitized letters, cleaned up letters
either. But that isn't even the point. He seemed to be
the art director's perfect idea of an artist. The whole
myth that has been built up around him is extraordinar-
ily questionable: he couldn't have been a poor man, for
instance; you can't produce sevenhundred paintings in
less than ten years and be a poor man, it's not possible
even in his days and age. It wasn't exactly as though
Theo supported him like loving brother, because he al-
ways took the paintings as if to say "I give you the
money but you give me the paintings”. So he always
accumulated, it was always like - “you work for me".
Not unlike what is in common amongst art dealers any-
way. Theo never seemed to express any idea that these
paintings were of much interest or much value. So
there are many things about Vincent that are question-
able in terms of his history. | looked at his painting
called the Starry Night, which is a wonderful painting.
When you see the progression of brush strokes, and the
precision of how these are done and put together, you
see that this is not an agitated mad man painting, this
is not an unstable character; this is almost a person in
a supreme state of equilibrium. A mad man can not do
that. Physically you would not be able to get it right.
All of a sudden when you see the painting in reality you
know these things.

MB: Do you think Vincent believed in his own
myth?

LL: He understood that he had to make a myth, he un-
derstood that it was entirely necessary to do that and
not to leave it just to chance; to make sure that he pro-
duced all that information by himself and that every-




body saw the letters. Then people have a superstitious
view which is to think that when the artist has said
something, it is more true than anything anybody else
can say about that artist's work. That artists can be
wonderful at making paintings but intellectually at a
very mediocre level is nothing bad to say, because after
all their thing is to make the painting. The explanation
of the painting by them sometimes is quite inadequate.

MB: Are explanations necessary, or in other

words, can a painting be something in itself?

LL: Yes, absolutely, in and of itself, it's a corpus delicti.
You can certainly look at this dead body and examine
the nature of the body with full breath in it.

MB: What is the use of staring at a “corpus

delicti”/ looking at a work of art?

LL: | think that most myths that guide us through our
lives are invented for us in childhood and we become
more or less intellectually sophisticated based on our
ability to overcome the images that controlled us as
children. Finally a work of art is a metaphor for the
world, for the way the world can be seen, for how you
find yourself in it and what you can do in relationship

to it. But more than anything else a work of art is per-
mission to be what you see. To participate in the vision
that is presented. Even more than that, one can say that
a work of art could have almost a spiritual value: it
could give you the impression that life is worth living.
Of course it also implies what kind of life is worth living,
because art is a particular thing. What is good about
good art is its particularity, its specificity; a good work
of art is a compendium of specifics. It keeps telling you




where you should be going, it keeps telling you in what
direction you should be looking, in which areas you
should not be looking and what attitude you should be
avoiding. It is respecifing the conditions all the time if
it's a good work.

Finally one could probably say that Vincent's work is not
so good after all, although he produced some great
works; because the metaphor that he presents in most
of his work is a very high rating metaphor, to use a mass
media term. It is a metaphor which implies that there
should be more situation comedies on television than
high grade discussions, it is a metaphor which would
rate, let's say, soap-operas over real operas. Vincent
seems to appeal to the lowest common denominator.
He is not a sophifisticated artist by any means, his taste
seems to be very simplistic: landscapes. He was primar-
ily a landscape-painter. All landscapes are metaphors
for a concept of heaven and all portraits are concepts
of God.

MB: Heavenly in concept maybe, but | just can't
believe that people in his day really liked his
paintings. They're not very lovable to look at.

LL: No, they are lovable to look at, because they have
this baby quality to them. They have strong colours and

in certain cases they look like as if a sophisticated child
has done them. But | can't make any judgements on his
art; | didn't come to the project to evaluate his art, be-
cause that would be pointless. | came to it to evaluate
our relationship to art in general; to see if this can not
be a metaphor for how we are in relationship to art.
What could we as a group, as a society accept as art in
this moment of time? In the long run maybe it doesn't




matter, because | find so many people so willing to ac-
cept the status quo, that | almost feel a little awkward.
| feel like I'm the fool because I'm asking the questions.

[MB: By the status quo you mean that the values of
art are exchanged for money values. Don’t you
think that it were the art historians who created
the values (of art) in the first place?

LL: I'think the auctioneers have taken over from the art
historians. The traders were not happy with the way
that art historians were moving on this issue. So they
decided to put their faith in the auctioneers. It's almost
like instead of going to your priest to ask him about a
question of spirituality, you go to your caterer. You will
go to your hot-dog salesman and ask him if he can give
you some spiritual advice. In other words, one cannot
see this in relationship to its arthistorical importance
anymore. Perhaps the whole work that I'm doing here
has to do with trying to find within this work some no-
tion of what a self-respecting artist could be in this mo-
ment in time.

I'm confused about it emotionally, because |'m not sure
whether it matters nowadays that anybody is an artist.

MB: Methodically or stylistically your work shows

affinities with advertisement.

LL: I straddle the world of advertising and art; at some

degree I'm more of an advertiser than | am an artist.
One of the reasons one gets involved with advertise-
ment in the first place, is because advertisement has
been so effective. This is an advertising age. It seems
to me that every artist would want to use the media
which seem to be the most effective for the lives of




people of his time. Good advertising gets its message
across to everybody in a very direct, simple way. And |
like to keep it simple and direct. But you have to under-
stand that the kind of language | use is unlike the use
of language in advertising. My language is not narra-
tive, not novelistic, it is not a description of an event
and it is not involved with analysis. What it is involved
with, is episodic, emotional changes of time and lan-
guage. First of all: most things that | write are not sen-
tences at all. The non-sentences are all command-like,
because they are imperatives. | use the mode of impera-
tive command to generate an almost psychotic state in
language, which doesn't define its meaning as much
as it defines your emotional relationship to it.

Second, what's important is that my language moves

backward and forwards in time, as it were. I'm trying

to find a space with a language to exist in: not real
space, but a space/time that the viewers sense them-
selves to be in at the mement they are watching. The
time that exists in my work is the time between the
piece and the viewer, which is an unknown time.

| intend not to use a language which is worldly, politi-
cal, educational or academic. | intend to take language
which seems very personal. Because one of the things
that | think art can do is take experiences out of the
realm of the esoteric and place them in the exoteric. In
other words: take them out of the realm of being is-
sues, into simply things that you feel. When you hear
issues on television, you don't feel them, you know
about them and can think about them. But it's a lot dif-
ferent when you actually feel something personally.
That's one thing art can do: it can make you think that
this is a more personal event.




MB: What is the relationship between your use of
language and that of images? Do you consider the

image of secondary importance?

LL: Ideally it's the equilibrium that you're seeking. My
work is not simply about what language says. The
image makes you modify what the language appears
to say and v.v.; in a sense the two are scrambled. But |
don't think that images as such, in itself, have very
much power anymore. | think that we have passed the
state of the power of images and that now, because of
computers, fax machines and many other electronic
ways of communicating, words are going to be consi-
dered as the basic and dominating force of our culture.
Even that is translated into the value of a Van Gogh
painting. Because underlying the value is the idea that
his work is something from the past; it can never be
done again. As time goes on people will find the neces-
sity for more words, there is no end to explanations and
interpretations.

By bringing the image and the words together they
seem to modify each other, there is a pulling going on,
so that you're left with the idea that what you're ex-
periencing is not what you thought you saw or what
you thought it was. More than anything | want the vie-
wers to feel; that this piece is for them. No one else at
all. This is for you. Not for everybody. When you look
at the work, you should think: he means me!

Marja Bosma is staff member of the Centraal Museum.




NALYZE LOVERS

The story of Vincent

Produced and directed by Les Levine

CATHERINE GALASSO
Child

e This is the story of Vincent van Gogh. Here is Vincent van
Gogh. Here is Paul Gauguin.

e He found out that he wasn't very good being a preacher so he
decided to paint pictures of the poor people. He thought that that
would help. He called over his friend, Paul Gauguin. So, Paul
Gauguin came over and they painted lovely pictures together.
e Here comes Vincent running toward Paul with a knife in his
hand Paul makes a sudden move and Vincent stops and goes back
home and he cuts off his ear.

e He puts his earin an envelope and gives it to a lady and he says
"guard this object carefully”.

e He also painted a picture of himself with a bandage around

his ear.

SCENE 1




SCENE 2 VINCENT VAN GOGH

e | had afeeling for the suffering of other people. | wanted to be

in the ministry myself. Though | remember as a young man having

great doubts about some of the doctrines.




SCENE 3 KEES VAN AMSTERDAM JAN FABRE SCENE 5

Flower grower, Lisse Theater Director, Artist, Antwerpen

e Vincent was a famous painter. He painted nature, he painted e The morning after of the rock and roll of Vincent van Gogh.

flowers... He painted irises, sunflowers. He painted the poor man e For me there was also for example, the new emotional

on the street. He was also himself a very poor man. painting it was almost like after the conceptuals, let us say, the

e This gives me a sort of connection with Vincent. He also liked dealers, or the buyers need something back to hang on their walls,

flowers and | like flowers in my way. something with pictures. It was also like out of a necessity for the
art dealers and the galleries to create that kind of art. And I think

SCENE 4 VINCENT VAN GOGH it's happening quicker and quicker | think.
Ih ti t deal of difficult i If
e | have sometimes a great deal of difficulty expressing myse VINCENT VAN GOGH SCENE 6

so sermons and little things that ministers are called on to do were
very difficult for me. e | sometimes feel that some of the problems that we have is

But it became clear to me that the poverty was so deep and so that we are divorced from the physical, from nature, from having

widespread and suffering that one man was almost powerless to a real contact with God's world.

do anything about it. And you see that. | saw that when | was working with the peasants
and | tried to get that feeling across in “The potato eaters”
painting and other paintings of that period.




SCENE 7

ALANNA HEISS
Museum Director, P.S. 1, New York

® | have my imaginative idea about what Van Gogh would do
and | think he'd probably wander in and probably be disruptive in
the office and possibly insult people in the front office and | have
a terrible fear that we wouldn't give him a show.

® Seemed extraordinarily genuine in his disarray. His disarray
seemed to be caused by emotional and emotive concerns and the
work apparentiy appears to be a result from that and we don't see
so much of that.

Now we see a lot of art which is the result of rational analyzation
of concerns as opposed to immediate reaction. The dealers and
the museums frequently judge on the basis of that. They don't
want to see sloppy art, messy art, un-thought-out art, art which is
notin some way constructed towards theories which we feel to be
valid.

® Certainly it would be nice to think of Mr. van Gogh with a
helicopter because the vision of the work that might come from
his trip from Manhattan to East Hampton by helicopter, as he
went over the few remaining potato fields in East Hampton, and
looked down on them might produce a whole series of works in
the East Hampton barn which is adjacent to his 30 room mansion

in East Hampton.

VINCENT VAN GOGH

® | could perhaps make paintings that would be sympathetic to
poor people, of all people. But they themselves, for whatever
reason, probably wouldn't ever understand them. That was very
difficult for me to deal with.

JAN VAN VLIJMEN
Composer, Amsterdam

e There was a very strong relati‘onship between Vincent and
Theo. Not only because of the fact that Theo paid him and sent
him the money for him to work, to eat, and everything, but there
was a very symbiotic relationship between Theo and Vincent.

It was a very critical moment in Theo's life the moment that he
decided to marry a woman.

® From the moment he married Johanna Bonger that was the
name of his wife, from that moment, he was hesitating all the
time. What shall | do? Shall | put all my attentions to my wife? Or
to my brother? That's also the basic element of the drama — that
he has to choose. But he cannot choose.

® Ourtheory isthat he took over all the qualities of his brother.
He became in fact, step by step, Vincent. He wanted to be a

painter.

SCENE 8

SCENE9




SCENE 10 VINCENT VAN GOGH VINCENT VAN GOGH SCENE 12

e Without Theo, | don't think | could have kept on going. Even e | always had great affection for Gauguin, which is probably
though we were not together all the time, we kept in touch. It was difficult for people to understand. It may have been why we had
basically through Theo that | began to meet other artists that, at so many disagreements. But he was more than a brother to me. In
least, had some similar ideas to mine. a way, he was the kind of brother that Theo wasn't. He had a

passion for art that | don't think Theo ever had. Of course, Theo

was not an artist himself.

SCENE 11 JEFF WEINSTEIN

Senior editor, The Village Voice, New York

DRS. J.W. JANSSEN SCENE 13

Banker, Utrecht

e In fact, when you look at the work, the first thing you think

about is money and that is, | guess, what | most dislike. It must be

a very powerful artwork that would have you think about e |t was going up at Christie’s, at Sotheby's, at Philip’s, at all the
something other than its cost. auctions, etcetera, etcetera. | must agree the toppest were rising
e It'svery easy to read some of Van Gogh's paintings as records to the utmost and especially the last years when the Japanese

of his emotional torture. But, if you didn't know, if you knew, if came in, and when the international jet set came in. And that was
Van Gogh's life looked to you, if Van Gogh had lived a bourgeois it.

life and you looked at the work, you could easily interpret the e Alan Bond in Australia who buys for more than 100 million
work as a reflection of that life as well. I'm afraid that biography guilders, Van Gogh. And Sotheby's who is lending the money, half
does not always help for you to understand the work. of the money of it. That is a strange and fearful affair that goes a
e And what could be more of an outsider that to have a brother bit in the direction of 1929 Wall Street in the States.

who is an art dealer who couldn't sell this own brother’s work? He e The age of money you can make persons, you can make

must have hated himself in some way. Or felt as if people must painters. You can make bankers. You can make everyone if you

have hated him. like. If you have money and power.




e Investing in art is in addition to the traditional ways of
investing. That is to me absolutely clear that it is an acceptable and
interesting and worthwhile way of investing money.

SCENE 14 VINCENT VAN GOGH

SCENE 15

e When you feel this light pouring through you, nothing else
seems to matter. I'm sure | made many mistakes and that light
pouring through you. You have no real preparation. The only
preparation you have is the stupid protestant church can dislocate

you, disturb you, make you out of harmony.

MALCOLM MORLEY
Artist, New York

e And he's every non-artist person’s idea of what an artist looks
like. In terms of whether the suffering was outside or inside he
certainly walked around with bits of bread and flasks of brandy
and didn't eat very well.

And he had evidently, they say, some kind of epilectic, rather the
idea of, quote, being mad artist. He was simply a man who had
epilepsy that in modern medicine would be able to take a pill.
e | mean, whenyou start thinking about it, he used to make reed

pen drawings for every painting, working out the position of each
brushstroke. They were conceptual on that level and the
introduction to really psychedelic colors.

I think you could say that Vincent introduced psychedelic colors
into painting. And psychedelic really from the idea of, for
example, when you hit your eye very hard, by accident, you see
stars. The kind of ....poof! Well, “starry, starry night”! Every time
you bang your head, you get “starry, starry night”.

e There's another story, a letter, written this time by a man who
was alive at least 10 years ago, who confessed shamefully that as
achild, he, with other boys, used to throw stones at this man. Who
looked to them like a very strange figure, carrying 5 canvasses on
his back, with his paint, chewing a piece of bread, a flask of brandy
sticking out. That certainly is a christlike format.

e And everybody could feel great about him and the work
because its worth, according to whatever millions of dollars, and
the man suffered terribly. So it really is redemption. | mean, it truly
is the Christ redemption.

Not only is it Christ crucified, but it's Christ redeemed forever and
ever. And you could really say you have christianity in Goghism. It's
an equal religion all on its own. It has all the ingredients of what
we need in a religion. Redemption. He's in painters’ heaven.

e | mean, then, | think maybe it was a calling. Now it's a
profession, and it was his second calling, was it not? | mean, the

first calling was to the church. They threw him out.

VINCENT VAN GOGH

e But the looking was always in terms of the painting and the
painting would increase those feelings. They fit each other
somewhat. So | don't see on one side there’s nature and on the
other side | make a painting. To me, at that moment it was
together. | saw nature through the painting. | saw painting, the
paintings | wanted to make (I think | mostly failed) through

nature.

SCENE 16




SCENE 17

RUDI FUCHS
Director, Gemeentemuseum, Den Haag

® There is a kind of tendency to make him into a kind of tragic
person who never sold a painting and who was very poor and
whose family cared for him. That's very important that the family
cared for him all the time. In fact, he was thrown out of his house
by his father, more or less.

His brother cared for him in a very ambiguous way. Because, at the
same time, he was taking the pictures.

e | mean, when | read the letters, | don't find him particularly
sympathetic. | think he's a pretty unbearable kind of person. He's
a real pain in the ass. And it’s interesting his brother put up with
this idiot in a way.

I mean, | don't really like him as a person. Reading the letters |
think he's really unsupportable. You know, a whining...

® |'m not quite sure Theo understood the paintings. I'm not
quite sure that Theo liked them. But anyway, if he had sold them,
things would have been completely different because then he
would have given money to his brother. Then the fact only was,
the only funny or interesting thing is that his dealer was his
brother which is really not the case.

e But | don't know what goes on in the mind of a very rich

person who buys a Van Gogh and it hangs there in his house. It's

some kind of perversion that you have this painting which costs
you 50 million dollars and this was painted by this poor dutch
half-wit, no, not half-wit, but schizophrenic whose letters we can
read and we can actually almost talk to him.

And then, the owner would open the letter and there you could
read how miserable he was and still there is the painting.

e And the painting costs 40 million dollars. That's so far away
that it's already in heaven, so to speak, or in hell.

® Auctioning paintings is a great way of laundering your
money. | mean, you buy a painting and you keep it. You auction it
off after 10 years and there it is.

® | can probably look at the painting by Van Gogh without
remembering that it is 40 million dollars. | think many, many people

who go to these exhibitions can't forget that. That's why they go.

VINCENT VAN GOGH | SCENE 18

e | felt a failure even though | knew the paintings were what |
wanted them to be. They were different from anybody else’s
paintings. They were saying what | wanted them to say or what

needed to be said, through me. | felt a failure at the same time.

KHEMPO PALDEN SHERAB SCENE 19

Tibetan Lama, New York




e So many, many, different ways in which flowers are very
special. This artist who painted art or flowers has special
significance which is his love and compassion, how he cares for all
the sentient beings or others by his love and compassion.
Therefore, | think there must be some connection between that
representation of hisintention and his love and kindness thought
for others.

e Whether you keep the dollar or, from Buddhist point of view,
you should not cling too much to that.Whether you keep that art
also we should not cling too much to art. Just keep it as like your
mirror, as your reflection, as a moon in the water. And then, as
illusions. Both see the dollar as illusion or the picture as illusion.
lllusion is with you, the illusion person. lllusion person sees entire,
everything is just that way. And buying or selling things, | think, is
o.k.

e So, therefore, that art which | am doing, | am going to paint
more peace, harmony, and wisdom, more clarity, and less
ignorance, less grasping, less jealous, and anger activities. And
that's the really first thing. In Buddism, that's called Bodhicitta. So
really be based in Bodhicitta and then perform the art.

SCENE 20 VINCENT VAN GOGH

e |don'tseejustatree,|seelikeit'sthe burning bush from the

old testament. | see God's voice. | see everything alive.

JOYCE POMERQY SCHWARTZ
Public Art Consultant, New York

e | think if he only did things like "the Potato Eaters” he
probably wouldnt be as popular as he is now.

e All these people who are spending that kind of money are

SCENE 21

taking the art away from the people and we can’t let that happen.

e And | know that there were some people who did pay an
astronomical amount of money for a living artist that was way
overboard but they had several others of the artist. So that in a
funny way, if they just sold two or three of the other paintings,
they would make back that because they had increased the
market value.

And there are few people but a sufficient number of them to kind

of fuel this money game.

VINCENT VAN GOGH SCENE 22

® A lot of my paintings are failures. One of them for instance, is

the "Irises” painting.

What | wanted to do there was to get the feeling of night during
the day, putting those kind of opposites together, and a certain
feeling for the land.

And it just didn't work. It didn't work at all.




SCENE 23

JULIAN SCHNABEL
Artist, New York

e Well, | think that if Vincent van Gogh were painting today,
painting paintings like that, that he would not sell 2 paintings. |
think that if he was working at this point in time, there would be
an audience for his work, or more of an audience for his work.
Because there are a lot of painters who can’t hold a candle to him
that are doing fine.

e You stick a little Van Gogh painting in a room and you can
have Monets and you can have all sorts of different things and
they just all disappear. This thing is charged with intensity and a
kind of clarity that | think is particular to these paintings.

So the man that made these things is absolutely different from all
other people. But at the same time, he's the same as all other
people. And he's got the same needs.

Imean, the painting doesn't care if you like it or not, but he might.
So, he's a victim of the human condition as any of us are. You can
be a baker and have the same problem.

® | mean, he wasliving in the world. And | think that he had all
of the guilt and all of the normal impulses and aspirations of any
brother who borrowed money from his brother and felt like he
was living off his brother. And he needed to pay it off.

e When anybody has problems, | would say bring in the parents
for questioning.

VINCENT VAN GOGH SCENE 24

e About the sunflowers. | really did hope that they would be
more successful than my other paintings in that you could sell
some of them. | think at that point | was beginning to feel guilty.
Always asking Theo for money. Theo always sending me money.
Never having quite enough money myself, just barely enough for
supplies.

And | thought | was owing so much to Theo that if these paintings
could finally sell, I'll say it, | would be free of him.

MICHAEL A. FINDLAY
Vice president, Christie’s

o All of this basically is because of the initial sale of the
"Sunflowers”. As|said, had it been a Tahitian Gauguin, I'msure it
would have gone for the same price — 40 or 50 million dollars.
And that would have produced other ones coming on to the
market.

SCENE 25




® | mean, it's basically a one line life. Misunderstood, tortured
genius, only sold one painting, cuts his ear, shoots himself, dies
penniless and, gee whiz! Look, now, they're selling for 50 million
dollars. What irony.

So there you have basically a cartoon hero that fascinates
everybody. The problem is when they're looking at “Starry Night”
what are they seeing? When they're looking at the wheat fields
and the crows, what are they seeing? The myth? Money? Or are
they looking at the painting.

e When he met Gachet who was a doctor and a painter, he said,
"This man looks like me.” He even said, “This man feels like me.”
He said, "This man is as sick as | am.” He said “This man is supposed
to look after me but he has problems.” And he identified on many
levels with this very very bizarre character.

e The art marketlike any other marketis cyclical. It tends to fall
behind economic trends by a matter of months or years. So there's
always a time when the economy appears to be doing poorly and
the art market is doing apparently very well. It usually means the
art market hasn't quite caught up with, and is about to crash

once again.

SCENE 26 VINCENT VAN GOGH

e And then if they had sold, | would have escaped from this
horrible feeling of dependency on Theo. Theo, the good son. Me,
the bad son.

MONSIGNOR EUGENE CLARK
St.Agnes’'church, New York

® You can be an artist and succeed in life without much
spirituality. But to be a great artist, universal, and universal down
the ages as well as broadly speaking, you must have some spiritual
conviction which leads to a certain artistic passion to say I'm
attempting to portray, to communicate something that's far
beyond me. And then attempting to remind us not just of the
glory of creation but of the powerful fact of creation that this is
being offered to us. And it's well beyond what human beings
could produce. The simple flower. Really saying what a glorious
thing - not because it's pretty. But because it's glorious and it's
from the hand of the creator. | think he was pursuing that spiritual
thought. That's my own perception, excuse me, of course, there's
much more to him. His portraits of people are much more
sophisticated and complicated. But again there’s a certain love of
the individual. And he's trying to find the essence of that
individual which is a high spiritual communication of really one

soul pursuing another to see what's there.
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® |cutmyearoff.|gaveitto her.|hadto. | had to do something
real. "Here, take my body.” You don't want my paintings. Take my

body. And guard it so you'll remember.

GRACE GLUECK
Art editor, The New York Times, New York

e He was one of your basic, you know, he was one, one of your
basic crazy artists, that | think people caught on to. They love that
legend of poor Van Gogh going crazy in the asylum at St. Remy
and then cutting off his ear and then finally committing suicide.
It's very romantic. It suits people’s idea of a romantic artist’s life.
e Look at the legend of Christianity. That has tremendous
appeal and | think the whole idea of somebody suffering - but
there always has to be a benefit to mankind involved. It always has
to be a good kind of suffering. And | think this is the way it
certainly came out with Van Gogh. There is a certain vicarious
element in that, too. In other words, let others do our suffering
for us.

e He couldn’t remain undiscovered today because today no
artist goes undiscovered. So he would have to be discovered pretty

early and he'd probably become fairly insufferable. Yes. Instead of

suffering he would become insufferable.

e Money does change things. | think it distances people from
each other. | think it creates very destructive competition among
people. | think it changes their values.

® A collector once said to me, who had a Picasso hanging on his
wall, he said, "Do you realize that's $ 300,000 interest a year that
| have up there?” And | think that's really terrible to hear people
talk about art as if it was expected to perform for them in some
way, like a stock, is just the worst thing. It's the worst fate that
could befall art really. So in that way our feelings and attitudes
about it have changed I think.

VINCENT VAN GOGH

e |t may have been a way of making an image that | certainly
hadn't planned to do that. | mean | would rather be remembered

for my paintings than cutting off my stupid ear.

RICHARD FEIGEN
Art dealer, New York
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e The auction houses start to present themselves as financial
institutions. They start printing material that presents them as
purveyors of financial services. And they publicize every price of
every picture that breaks a record. They don‘t do much publicizing
of things that fail. But mainly the things that succeed, being at this
point still an unregulated business, they're not forced by any
governmental agency to be straightforward about these things as
with the stock market or the bond market.

® So you have this great artist, nobody doubts his greatness, an
artist who has been gathered up into the arms of the youngest
generation of neo-expressionists as their legitimate ancestor, an
artist who patently influenced every subjectivist in the 20th
century, having been exposed in Berlin at the Kacere Gallery and
so on early in the century. He was clearly a great influence. And
you have all this money out there looking for a place to park. And
the more expensive the painting, the more interesting it is as a

parking lot for a large sum of money. These people are looking to

park big sums of money. So obviously, Van Gogh is the logical

candidate.

SCENE 32 VINCENT VAN GOGH

e | thought maybe if | cut off my ear, gave it to her, she would
understand the kinds of feelings | had for her. | don't think she
did.

JEFFREY DEITCH
Art advisor, New York

e Certainly in the past 10 years there's been a mania for Van
Gogh. It's supported by what we've seen in the art, particularly in
the art of the early 80's as well as in the Van Gogh exhibition
industry. And then of course we come to these extraordinary
market prices. And Van Gogh has come to symbolize with the 50
million dollar price tags. The outsider, the outcast, who does his
own thing even while he's rejected, but ultimately is rewarded by
society, that ultimately he wins. That all the people who rejected
him, refused to look at his work, treated him like a fool, even they
would be impressed by the 50.million dollars that a painting of his
would go for today.

e These price tags bring a new layer of abstraction to our
comprehension of the work. And 50 million dollars means a lot
more than any of these aesthetic issues to most people.

® There's no question that Kirk Douglas should be getting a
commission on every Van Gogh sale at auction. That was an
extraordinary portrayal in the film.

® You know, one always wonders, one has this poeticidea, were
there other people in the history of art with the kind of talent of
Van Gogh who actually made great paintings like that? But who
didn’t have a brother who was an art dealer and so on. And, in
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fact, who just expired in some insane asylum someplace and the
orderlies just threw the pictures away.

e |[think Theo was in some ways kind of an art critic. And | always
read very carefully what he wrote to me and listened to what he
said. But | think he was often very wrong. But that was another
world to me, the world of Paris. | had no real connection to that

world except through Theo.

TONY RILEY
Economist, A, Gary Schilling&Co., Inc., New York

e | think the danger is that you have a situation where because
of the slowing inflation, in other words, the lack of appreciation
in tangible assets over the next few years may have been oversold.
So there may be something of a crash in the art market as demand
fails to grow at the same rate as it has been. People get disil-
lusioned and therefore withdraw from the market.

e In the art market someone has to decide where the line is

between good art and bad art. And it's no longer going to be an

aesthetic line. It's going to be a "how's it going to appreciate?”
line.

e The reason that so much was paid for the Irises was the fact
that Sotheby’s was out there lending the money, which, as |
understand it, is a reasonably new development. Now, the
experience of the last few years in the U.S. economy has shown
that if you're willing to lend money, you can massively over-inflate
the value of almost any asset.

e Iflending standards tighten, then things that you can buy on
borrowed money are not worth as much as they used to be. Now,
as | understand it, the purchaser of the Irises wasn't able to meet
his repayments which probably scared the pants off Sotheby's.
And I'm sure will have some influence on whether they're willing
to loan in quite the same manner for the next one that comes on
the block.

e When the insiders start to sell, sell with them. Because, what
will happen, if the market is like most markets, the people who
really know what they're doing, who are in tune with both the
financial and the artistic pulse will realize, will see what's coming
before anyone else. And they will, ever so discreetly if they can, to
avoid undermining the price of the rest of their stock, the price of
their holdings, will start to get out. The people who only read
aboutitinthe Wall Street Journal or 'the Art Gazette’ will be left
holding the baby. They will want to sell when everyone who's
gonna buy has bought. So you'll have a lot of sellers and few
buyers. So if Saatchi sells, I'd sell. That's the way I'd see it.

VINCENT VAN GOGH

e Some people have suggested that it might have been a
mistake that someone would pay that much for a painting. I don't
think that it was a mistake. | think it was a crime. 50 million
dollars! That's an enormous amount of money for just a bunch of
smears, just paint smeared on a canvas, when there's so much

suffering in the world. | think it's a sin.
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JAN HOET
Director, Museum voor Schone Kunsten, Gent

So it was always a little disturbing in the fact that people are
dealing with Van Gogh in the marginal psychological way. For
example, they were always telling you he was crazy. And because
he was crazy, they like the paintings. | think maybe his body was
crazy. | think there is a new version today. To think that his body
was very weak and not strong enough to follow his spiritual
talent. | think spiritual. Van Gogh was a man with vision. He knew
everything about industrial development. He knew everything
about the necessity of color, the necessity to be direct in painting.
e Because his paintings came in advance to knowledge, to
knowledge we now know after. | think art always should be in
advance to knowledge. 700 paintings in 10 years! It's unbelievable.
What intensity he could invest in 10 years. So people saw that. And
then there is a collapse after 10 years. That's a terrible shock as is
a storm.

e The fool had the position in the middle age as the advisor of
the king. | see the artist in that role. A kind of a fool, who is
judging the king, who has wisdom, wisdom enough. But maybe
not accepted. The problem is there that there are no kings

anymore who accept the fool.

e Because you don't accept me, | have the right to do as | like.

And to be totally alone.

VINCENT VAN GOGH

e |, Vincent, born at a certain time, in a certain country, certain
family, certain body, did all the things that | could do, that | was

capable of doing. And there seemed no way, no reason to go on.

THOMAS McEVILLEY
Contributing editor, Art Forum, New York

e Modernist ideology was an insane delusion. And the
spirituality of it was like a vacancy to begin with. And, of course,
the money, the enormous money. These are the two big boys
when it comes to money. Obviously it has a lot to do with it
because with this kind of romantic, heroic monstrosity, that the
quality of aura becomes intensified to an enormous degree and
the money in the art market is directly proportional to the quality
of aura. And, of course, the old testament already shows this.
There were certain prophesied events that the Christ had to
undergo. You know, like entering Jerusalem on a white mule or

whatever. Van Gogh's life had the marks, had those marks. It had

SCENE 38

SCENE 39




what was needed - the madness, the art, the death, the anguish,
you know. The letters to Theo, that kind of corroborates that he
was in on this. He knew about this scenario. He was complicit in it.
In a sad way, he saw himself as belonging in it. So your question
goes in various directions. Was he following the script? Or did the
script take hold of him? And control him? Or was the script laid
upon the record of his life afterwards? In one of these ways or
another, the general features of his life seem to fit the sacred
script.

® Thatgreatlinein Ginsburg's poem that says, in the future the
money will have Van Gogh's ear on it. And then at another
moment in the same poem he cries out, "Death to Van Gogh's
ear!” | mean that is an emblem of spiritual advancement and of
money. So | guess that one has to finally say that in a large cultural
sense, it's an emblem of falsity, of the conflation of money and
spirituality.

® So clearly, yes, in this sense there were historical individuals
from Van Gogh to Pollock, are hiddenly shaped by our cultural
historiography on the myth of the Messiah.

® And then the work began increasingly to show this very

exacerbated sense of spiritual exaltation culminating in the final

painting of the crows rising above the wheat field. Which | take to
signify the soul rising out of the body at death.

® Yousee thelate paintings of Van Gogh as definitely participat-
ing in the abstract sublime in the sense that what he was trying to
depict was this metaphysical glow. But this way of doing so was to
approach it through this intensified perception of objects.
Whereas, so it's not such a huge transition. You eliminate the
object and you just attempt to paint that spiritual exaltation by
itself.
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® When | was there at Arles with Gauguin, we didn’t need any
money. It was in many ways really terrific. We had... wine was
cheap. There were women there. We argued. We brawled. We
didn't need the comforts of a middle class life. This was freedom.

CATHERINE GALASSO SCENE 41

Child

® This is the nurse who drove the cab to the hospital for
Vincent.

® This is the handkerchief with the blood on it that was left on
the floor from the ear.

® And this is Vincent wo cut off his ear.
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