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Dennis Cooper est écrivain. Ses deux ro-

mans les plus récents sont : Dieu Jr. et  Le Fol 

Marbre. Il est l’auteur de deux films, qu’il a réa-

lisés avec Zac Farley : Like Cattle Towards 

Glow, sorti en 2016 et Permanent Green 

Light qui est sorti en 2019. Depuis les années 

1980, Dennis Cooper écrit régulièrement pour des 

magazines comme Artforum ou Art In Ame-

rica. Ses interviews et ses articles ont été rassem-

blés dans le recueil Smothered In Hugs. En 

2005, à la demande des visiteurs de son site 

(presque) officiel, il a créé un blog dont la mouture 

actuelle s’appelle DC’s. C’est une encyclopédie vi-

vante, intime, bizarre, drôle parfois. Dennis Coo-

per publie un post par jour, sauf  le dimanche. 

Tous les artistes évoqués dans l’interview ont été 

cités sur le blog de DC.  



ANTIMUSEE I read that the 

first work of contemporay that 

struck you was a work by John 

Baldessari called Wrong. What did 

strike you in this particular work ?   



DENNIS COOPER  I knew little bit about 

contemporary art, but like most people in 

the USA that where my age I only knew Sal-

vador Dali and Andy Warhol and obvious 

things that got a lot of publicity. That was 

the first time I went to an actual museum 

and I saw a lot of actual, what was going on, 

what was being made. I hadn’t really 

thought about conceptual art. So that was 

really huge to me, because most of the work 

that were in that show our school took us to 

was this kind of conceptual art. In general, I 

was pretty blown away.  

The Baldessari got to me because it was like 

nothing, and it was really funny. It was really 

layered. It was doing more that what it 

seemed to be doing. It seemed like 

something very simple. But then if you 

thought about it, it had this very compli-

cated relationship to the viewer. So that was 

very huge to me, because I never thought 

that art could be that complicated, and that 

funny, and that smart, I just thought it was 

like paintings, or sculpture. So that really 

had a huge impact on me because I wanted 

to be a writer and I was thinking : writing 

could do that too, writing doesn’t have to be 

some boring thriller or whatever. It can be 

something really strange and complicated. 

And…. I was doing a lot of drugs, so that 

helped too.  



You thought it was funny ?  

Yes, super funny. Because it’s just 

this stupid picture anybody could 

take with their camera of some guy 

standing against a telephone pole. 

It’s a photo somebody would put in 

their drawer, like your uncle. It’s a 

stupid photo and then it said 

“Wrong” underneath it. It’s “Wrong” 

because it’s just a stupid photo and 

you wonder why it is art. So it’s just 

telling : yes I know this is a stupid 

photo, and why is it so huge. I just 

thought it was hilarious.  

Did it make you laugh ?  

I don’t remember. Probably smiled 

knowingly. 

 



Was painting considered outdated in LA ?  

No, it wasn’t considered outdated. I didn’t paint, 

I did drawings. I don’t think I painted. I did 

things with colour markers. I made some sculp-

tures. And then I started making films because I 

started seeing video art. But I wasn’t good at ma-

king films. No one liked them. So, I quit that. I 

just didn’t have the skill to draw. Its true that at 

that point it you can’t draw you can’t be an artist. 

Now it doesn’t matter whether you draw to be an 

artist. But at that point it was important. I gave 

up, and I just thought I would work on my wri-

ting instead, and I would just be a fan of art.  

 

At that point were there many painters in Los Angeles 

or was mostly performance art, installation art ?  

At that point… that’s pretty early. There were 

some painters. There was Ed Ruscha, Baldessari, 

and Chris Burden was starting to do his things 

which was really impactful. And there was also 

Robert…[Smithson ?] People doing things with 

the earth art. I really like that kind of things 

people making things that were trippy. Like just 

the light in the room. James Turrell became really 

famous. I was really interested in that kind of 

work. There wasn’t a lot of painters, it’s true. I 

just think it was too intimidating for me. I just 

realized I was a writer and not a visual artist. At a 

certain point people would really like the writing 

and people weren’t that excited by my drawings. I 

thought that I should just write.  



Many of LA artists were very interested in 

writing… 

LA has a good history of artists who 

are very good writers. Mike Kelley is 

an extremely good writer. I think it’s 

all borrowed but Pettibon uses writing 

in his art. So there was a very strong 

relationship between writing [and art]. 

In the late 70s early 80s there was a 

very excting scene because the writers 

and the artists were very close. We 

were all hanging out together, collabo-

rating. And we were all very influential 

on each other. The LA artists were 

really interested in writing in the same 

we were in the visual arts. I think 

that’s one of the reasons why the vi-

sual art in LA is so distinctive, be-

cause they do read.  



 

Mike Kelley was a very acute thinker... 

In 1980 I was running this reading 

and performance series in LA. Every-

body was like : « Mike Kelley he’s the 

god ». I went to see one of perfor-

mances and I thought : « yeah he is a 

god. » He was a great very brilliant 

guy. It was great to have him around. 

He was hugely influential on every-

body. We were going to do a collabo-

ration, but It never happenened : a 

goth rock opera. He got so suc-

cessful, he just didn’t have time 

anymore.  

 

 



When did you become inte-

rested in more abstract artists, 

like Robert Breer, for example, 

who is one of the artists I have 

discovered on your blog ?  

They’re funny. They are 

abstract. They also feel like 

they are things in your li-

ving room too. That’s the 

funny thing about them. 

They’re abstract but they 

feel like something you 

could have in your house. 

The slowly slowly moving 

things. I found him through 

his films, because I’m really 

interested in experimental 

film. And it was only later 

that I realized that he made 

objects too. That was much 

later, in the 1990s or 

something. 



When did you start writing papers about 

art ?    

Peter Schjeldahl, who is probably the 

most respected art critic in the USA, 

took me under his wing. He really 

thought I should I write about art, 

because I was talking about art all 

the time. He got me gigs writing for 

Art In America which is a big maga-

zine. And he introduced me to the 

people and I started writing for art 

catalogues. I ended up being a con-

tributor editor at Artforum for a long 

time.  At that point, it became a big 

part of what I do. I don’t write non-

fiction anymore. I quit. But Artforum 

was my favourite magazine to write 

for. They would let you write about 

anything: you could write about mo-

vies, music. You don’t have to com-

promise. They don’t ask you to make 

it stupid. You can write strangely. 

Because it’s art. People allow the wri-

ting to be become more surprising. 

The whole about visual art is that you 

want to be surprised. You walk into 

the gallery and you see something 

and: oh what’s that ! that’s the best 

thing of all. So they allow you to do 

that with the writing too.   



In Artforum you have wrote about many 

young artists, like Tom Friedman, Torbjörn 

Vejvi, Vincent Fecteau. They’re quite diffe-

rent from Mike Kelley, for example. Their 

work is quite elegant, graceful, beautiful 

maybe ?  

Tom Friedman’s work is really funny.  

For example, the sculpture made with 

toothpicks…  

It’s about the absurdity. Just realizing 

someone took a long time to make this, 

it’s funny. He has a piece: it’s a just a 

blank piece of paper, and he just says he 

stared at it for a thousand hours. It’s just 

a piece of paper but because he says he 

stared at it for a thousand hours, it 

becomes art. He’s very funny. …/… 





Torbjörn [Vejvi’s] stuff is very witty 

but also very melancholic. He’s one 

of my very favourites. His stuff is ve-

ry complicated. But it is funny. He’s 

a very funny guy. It’s kind of sad, 

and funny, and making fun of itself.  

All these artists, we can’t put them into 

boxes, we can’t link them to precise 

trends… 

That’s the stuff that is the best. It 

also makes it the hardest for the ar-

tists. Because people want everything 

to fit into a box. I love confusion. 

And if an artist does something that 

confuses me I’m really excited by it. 

It works. It’s very skilful, and you 

know this person knows what they 

are doing. That’s my favourite thing : 

why would someone make this. And 

you get that with all of those guys. 



In 2001, you’ve curated an exhibi-

tion in London which you called 

“Smallish” with just small 

things… (28:45) 

Oh, yes. I remember the show. 

Those are photographs from 

Russian porn that I just put up 

there. I don’t think that was an 

artist. That was a cool show. 

 

Russian porn. You like when 

the boundary between art and 

what is not art officially is 

troubled… 

I guess so. Russian twink 

porn was a thing for a while. 

It was so depressing and so 

melancholic. I just love that 

about it. They couldn’t even 

get the models to pretend to 

be happy. They just look so 

miserable. You knew they 

were these poor kids who 

were being payed money, 

and they did just because 

they needed the money. It 

wasn’t hiding anything and 

I thought it was so beautiful 

and so transparent. Depres-

sing too but very transpa-

rent. The guys would look 

so unhappy while having 

sex. It was really like opera. 

This deep, powerful, 

overwhelming emotion, or 

whatever opera is supposed 

to do.  





You don’t like going to the Louvre ? You 

prefer haunted houses ? 

Not really. Our new film is about a family 

that makes their home into a haunted 

house. Obviously, I’m very obsessed 

about haunted houses. That’s an art form. 

[In the USA] There is this phenomenon 

that is called home haunt. Every people 

turn their home into a haunted house. It 

is a total art form. So, our new movie is 

about art also. I don’t care about the 

Louvre.  The d’Orsay: I just go there be-

cause the building is so beautiful. I just 

love being in that building. I don’t care 

about this fucking impressionist shit. It’s 

my problem, not the art’s. I want to be 

blown away. That stuff doesn’t blow me 

away.  

When you see a painting, you don’t start to 

build narratives ? 

No, I don’t do that kind of stuff. I do nar-

ratives but I don’t care about them. They 

are just servicing my ideas. But I went 

with a friend recently and he was trying to 

explain to me at the Louvre. I got why he 

liked them so much. It’s so dramatic. But 

I like when things are really inside. When 

people are hiding everything, you have to 

search them to see what they are feeling. 

That’s what interests me. I like things 

when you have to search them and pay a 

lot of attention to get it.   



The interview took place in an aquarium. Sorry for all the 
kids’ noises in the audio version. 

 

Fig. 1 : Anonymous, Untitled, DC’s blog 
Fig. 2 : John Baldessari, Wrong, 1967, photoemulsion with acrylic on 
canvas, 149.86 x 114.3 cm   
Fig. 3 : Anonymous, Untitled, DC’s blog 
Fig. 4 : Mike Kelley, Perspectaphone, 1978, performance, Los Angeles 
Fig. 5/6/7 : Robert Breer, Zig (styrofoam, motors), 1965/ Rider float 
(glassfiber, aluminium, 70x238cm), 1972 
Fig. 8 : Tom Friedman, Untitled, 1995, toothpicks, 66 x 76.2 x 58.4 cm  
Fig. 9/10 : Torbjörn Vejvi, Untitled #5, 2016, wood, linen, paint,  35 x 22 
1/2 x 18 1/2 inches  
Fig. 11 : « Smallish », an exhibition curated by Dennis Cooper, Green-
grassi, London, 2001 
Fig. 12 : personal photo 
Fig. 13 : Anonymous, Untitled, DC’s blog  
 


