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INTRODUCTION

We set up the Talk Art podcast in 2018 as a platform for us to geek out, to interview our heroes and to hear the voices behind some of the greatest artworks being made on the planet right now. Podcasts as a medium appealed to us because we saw a way to break free of previous rules, we could be our own bosses and create a show that we felt was sorely missing. We’d been dying to hear in-depth interviews with artists for years, and while we had loved things like The South Bank Show or theEYE TV documentary series, we yearned for something more frequent – a fun, relatable, weekly contemporary arts programme and not solely a space for the well-known, very famous artists. We were keen also to hear from emerging or mid-career artists, the voices of the future.

We’ve met both established and younger artists, curators and gallerists, but we decided early on to invite our friends from other industries like acting, music and journalism to shine a light on the innumerable ways that art has impacted each of our lives. A number of art world insiders expressed disapproval during our first series for the simple fact that we were inviting people who weren’t typical art world spokespeople. This quickly made us realize we were on to something very exciting because their desire to keep the art world an elite and traditional space was exactly what we wanted to rebel against. The art world had frequently felt off limits to us, and the language used to explore artworks was often esoteric or, at worst, obtuse or pretentious. So much so that we felt shut out from a lot of the discussions around the art we loved and were desperate to learn more about. So we thought: why not go back to the source, to the artist themselves or to the collector of the art?

The show was also inspired by our mothers who were keen to understand more about why we had both become so totally and utterly obsessed with visiting museums or galleries and our desire to collect and live with contemporary art. To this day, we know we’ve got a great episode when either of our mums calls us to say they loved this week’s guest. We want everyone to have access to art and to join in the conversation. We’ve had the great privilege to take Talk Art to a live stage not only at music and literature festivals such as Latitude, Hay and Kite but also the London Podcast Festival. When we meet our listeners, they often mention that they love the show because they feel like our friend, like they are actually in the room with us. Our greatest joy was when we realized thousands of artists around the world listen to the podcast in their studios, as the backdrop for making their art. The show really has become a kind of group meeting for creative thinkers, a bit like a university crit or college seminar. Numerous artists have said the conversations make them feel less isolated and that the ideas presented are so varied that they provide useful ideas and inspiration.

“Art presents the world and humanity to us, our flaws, and our insecurities but also our love and our hopes, at one step removed, filtered and processed through the unique mind of an artist.”

At the time of writing this book we have had nearly five million downloads and have recorded two hundred episodes, and with each recording, we are just as excited as when we first started out. This is because live conversations provide such freedom. We research each episode, but we do it separately rather than jointly and never divulge to each other what topics we’ve chosen to discuss. For this reason, there is a healthy competition between us during each interview but also the freedom for spontaneity and to bring up the topics that we hold closest to each of our hearts without judgement. While we do often share admiration for the same artists, we often like their work for different reasons, so this combined double-pronged questioning has proved effective. We also want to find out who our guests really are and what makes them tick – so we might even pursue seemingly irreverent lines of questioning, for example investigating what snacks an artist likes to eat in the studio or the first museum they visited or their favourite colour, because out of these seemingly insignificant topics often come the most fascinating responses. We also like to ask the questions a lot of people want to ask but are embarrassed to because they seem too simple. We are not scared about looking stupid or admitting we don’t already possess all the knowledge. The whole point is to ask questions! We don’t want people to feel shut out because they’re talking about terminology, references, moments in our history, movements they perhaps have no idea about. We don’t just want to pretend we know everything and blindly nod along in agreement. We are passionate about new ideas, hearing what’s happening at this very moment here on earth. Art is often way ahead of other industries in terms of having a barometer for the current state of society. Art presents the world and humanity to us, our flaws and our insecurities but also our love and our hopes, at one step removed, filtered and processed through the unique mind of an artist.

The long-form nature of our interviews is also key. In a world that so often prioritizes fast-pace, quick, bite-size content, we liked the idea of slowing things down and creating a space for artists to pause while they think and not rush them into concise sound bites. We were strongly advised against doing episodes longer than 30 minutes because it was believed listeners’ attention spans were becoming shorter than ever before. We tried but we realized pretty much immediately in our debut interview with artist Michael Craig-Martin that to edit him to 30 minutes just didn’t do him justice. We therefore began to routinely record for up to one and a half hours, a bit like a chat with a friend at home, on the phone or in the pub. We really do just speak as if no one else is listening, as we like to lose ourselves in the conversation and never overthink it.
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Talk Art with artist Jadé Fadojutimi, Pippy Houldsworth Gallery, 2020.



We need to talk. We all need to talk. To communicate, to be understood, to stand up for others and stand beside them, to show solidarity, to connect. It’s a deep desire, a necessity to bond with others through language and shared passions and stories, to identify commonalities and differences, injustices and ways to highlight them and seek justice, and to learn from one another’s wisdom and journeys through life. It was a particularly powerful space for both us and our listeners during the Covid pandemic. We created an entire series of ‘QuarARTine’ lockdown episodes recorded entirely from our respective kitchen tables with guests all over the world, at a time when we were all housebound. We went into overdrive, sometimes recording three episodes a day. Guests we had previously only dreamed of speaking to were suddenly available, as they didn’t have as much work on, so we achieved this special time capsule of how culture was responding to a global pandemic. It also grew the podcast so much because we had some of our most famous guests, such as Elton John, coming on to talk about his photography and art collection and actors like Billy Porter talking about how he brings art into every public appearance, his fully realized ambition to become a living artwork.
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Talk Art portrait by Max Barnett, Pylot magazine, 2020.



Talk Art has provided so much inspiration, not only for us but also for listeners in over 170 countries around the world, thanks to a shared love of art, and thanks to the hundreds of conversations we’ve recorded that try to work out why we love art and creativity. There’s a framework, a set of rules if you like, that provides the basis for each episode, but no two guests are the same and thus no two interviews are the same. They are in many ways freeform and imperfect, with numerous interruptions as the enthusiasm of each one of us overflows as we passionately seek to learn new information. There’s also a strong desire to record – to preserve a record of today for the future. We are both collectors, so perhaps Talk Art is an audio collection, of voices, of ideas, of our heroes.

This book presents a snapshot, featuring nuggets of wisdom from many different people. Our interviewees are so varied I’m not even sure they can all know each other or have otherwise been brought together but that’s the magic of the platform we’ve been gifted. It’s a diverse array of spectacularly creative minds. Each is so different, but one thing connects them all – a need to communicate, to share. Their experiences and their interpretations of those experiences light up an otherwise challenging and dark world. It’s not even as basic as a search for hope. It’s hope embodied in words, in meaningful conversation.

What is the drive for an artist to make art? Why art? Why now? If there’s one lesson we’ve learned from Talk Art, it’s that humanity needs to be able to express itself. That, without art, we are nothing. We hope that the interviews we’ve recorded encourage others to listen, but also to find their own voice and express themselves. We can all use our voice and contribute to and protect culture for future generations and help bring about progress. In the words of recent guest Ai Weiwei, ‘Expressing oneself is a part of being human. To be deprived of a voice is to be told you are not a participant in society; ultimately, it is a denial of humanity.’

“If there’s one lesson we’ve learned from Talk Art, it’s that humanity needs to be able to express itself. That, without art, we are nothing.”


JERRY SALTZ

What could be the biggest endorsement for any arts podcast other than one of the world’s most respected and important art critics? In May 2020, during the pandemic, we welcomed New York-based Jerry Saltz with wide-open arms. A former long-distance haulage driver, Jerry Saltz is now cited as an opinion-former for what is ‘good art’, transmitting his many opinions on the contemporary visual arts scene through his writings and active social media. He is revered and listened to internationally. Forming one half of an art critic power couple – partner Roberta Smith also writes for many newspapers and art publications – he has an ability to connect to art and an eager-to-learn art audience, allowing us to see and discover new art and ideas almost daily.

Jerry’s platform is vital and fantastically important. Many artists will tell you that having a critical eye pass over your art practice is extremely beneficial and is a much-needed and desired part of any artist’s career. Indeed, this is a fundamental part of any decent art school education. Artists need critics and critics need the arts, and in turn critics are deeply loved and absolutely hated symbiotically. A good review can make a career overnight, and then, of course, bad reviews can have devastating effects, but they make up an integral link in the food chain of any artistic movement.

Arts, theatre, music, fashion, every cultural practice needs its critical movers and shakers so that we the public can be educated, receive news about what is current and happening and indeed what is now deemed important. Critics amplify and encourage any maker to continue or maybe even reconsider what they are trying to say. Saltz’s encouraging advice for any artist at any moment in their career is held in high regard, and his book How to Be an Artist is almost considered a bible for many of today’s practitioners. We were honoured to have such a prominent voice in the contemporary art scene take part in our podcast and share thoughts on what makes for good and bad art.
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RT: So we find you upstate of New York, and what kind of state are we finding you upstate? How are you, Jerry? What’s the mindset in the current climate?

JS: Well, since I’m an art critic, I can’t help but think that I’m in a place that we’ve been in for seventy-five thousand years together. That art and creativity were with us in the caves. That creativity is in every bone in our bodies. Art has never not been with us. A lot of other things come and go. Plumbing came, and then it went for about two thousand years. Stone houses came, and then they disappeared from the West for a thousand years. Art never left. And it turns out that art and creativity in all of its forms thrives under exactly the conditions we are all in. It thrives in smaller spaces, and that has happened to virtually everyone. It thrives in intimate settings. So, right now, people are finding themselves writing that little song, doing their stupid dance, writing their idiotic criticism, and next to them there might be kids playing video games or making a mess, somebody is cooking right over there, Nanna is in the background doing the laundry, the dog is running around making mayhem. And, of course, this is how about 99 per cent of all the things ever made by us…these are the conditions in which they are made, where the studio, the home, the kitchen, the office, the temple – all of these were the same room. And that’s how I find myself!

RT: So is there an excitement in you then for the outcome of this pandemic? For when we get to the other side, in the way that artists are adapting and going back to basics?

JS: It isn’t excitement, but it is a recognition of something, and I think what I’m beginning to glean is: I’m 69 years old, I come from a bygone world, a former world. I witnessed an underground. When I was a long-distance truck driver, I used to call the most famous gallerists in the world to deliver to them, I would call Marian Goodman [owner of Marian Goodman Gallery in Manhattan, New York]. I would pick up the phone and I would schedule it with them, and when I came in they would say ‘Hey, let’s have coffee and cigarettes and talk about art.’ I come from a world where I saw of all things John and Yoko strolling down Madison Avenue arm in arm as the crowd parted with awe.

That art world disappeared and was built and transformed and mutated into the gigantic super-efficient, hyperactive, obscenely moneyed art world that we all know today. None of that is said in the negative. It is simply a statement on the conditions on the ground. And what I understand now is that art was never efficient; art is eccentric, it’s never professional, even when it is! It’s made by idiots like you and me, smelly shamans that live at the edge of the village, desperate that someone will buy their stupid trinkets that they pretend (or actually think) will cure the world!

RT: Do you mean the smaller galleries, the money side of it, the demographic of everything?

JS: That’s gone, it’s already dying. This is something that’s been coming a long time and now it is here. I don’t wish it to die; it was beautiful even at its most obscene. It allowed all of us to be together, to yell at each other, to have sex with, break up with, and become best friends with each other the next morning. I don’t wish anything bad on anyone.

RT: What do you think is next?

JS: I see the art world doing what it always does: some stupid people like you or me, the losers like me listening to this, staying up late every single night together, fabricating, formulating new dialects to make work in, finding a way to make art with what is at hand. For that is exactly what is going on in people’s studios, offices, desks today. You can only work with what is at hand. And my guess is you. Everybody who is listening to this will build a new art world. Will it be as big? I don’t know! I’m sad to say I won’t be here to see what you build, but I have no doubt in my mind that it will surpass everything that has ever been before. It’s going to be beautiful no doubt!

RT: That’s quite terrifying but a nice outcome.

JS: [Theodor W.] Adorno famously said there will be no poetry after Auschwitz. Well, duh! That very sentence is poetic! Poetry does not die. Poetry, art, music was made in the camps. It’s being made now. The things we do now in this terrible pause, we are modelling for ourselves to take forward into time, for our children, for one another.

RD: We won’t be here for ever but something that hopefully will stay on after we’ve left this planet is the book that you’ve just written. I just want to explain to people what this book is: you’ve written 63 rules on how to be an artist. It feels so simple but profound at the same time. What led you to write this book?

JS: I think of the book as a little hymnal, a long note to my former self. I began as an artist, like a lot of people listening to this. I sold my work, I showed my work, I was written about in the sexy art magazines.

RD: The first line in your book says, ‘Art is for anyone’, and I was like, this guy is so on our page, because our slogan is ‘Art is for everyone’.

JS: I would say art is for anyone [but] it’s just not for everyone because I made all sorts of people go ‘Meh, it’s not for me.’ And I get it. So I learned to write that way, and one day, long story short, deadlines are sent from heaven via hell. One day on a deadline after procrastinating my ass, I left no time and I suddenly had to finish something and I wrote what I really thought, in my own voice. This meant two gigantic things. One is I shared what I did not like, as anyone who reads art publications knows, in magazines especially – everybody loves everything, it’s like cheerleading. Or they describe it, which is boring. Or they write in that gobbledegook language. In that moment I wrote what I liked, what I didn’t, and I wrote it in my own voice, and I remember thinking: I’m free, I have begun, I’ve just written my first thing.
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A Subtlety (the Marvelous Sugar Baby), Kara Walker, 2014.



RT: Let’s get back to you then. You are a senior art critic of New York Magazine, and formerly for The Village Voice, which was the epicentre of the American art world. You won the Pulitzer Prize for Criticism in 2018. So what does Jerry Saltz look for in art?

JS: I don’t know what I’m looking for other than a sense of necessity, someone working in their own voice, doing what they can’t not do. Jasper Johns once said you do everything you can do until you do what is helpless. So what he means by that is, first you imitate other artists. And when you’re done imitating them, one day when you’re at the end of your rope, you’ll find yourself doing what you’re helpless to do – your own work. That’s all I’m asking, for you to be radically vulnerable in the sense that you make yourself as open to criticism. What we must understand is that in every work we see, whether we like it or we don’t, somewhere in it is courage and love. The courage to get over the demons that speak to every artist. Have you ever gone fishing? And you feel these little electric bolts on the end of your line teasing you? That’s what I’m looking for – some bad art, or some good art, and it just nibbling on my line.

RT: So what are the top three moments in your critical career where you’ve had that electric bite and you’ve reeled it in.

JS: What’s one of yours?

RT: Well when I saw Olafur Eliasson’s sun in the Tate Modern [The weather project]. And I remember being 16 and going to the Saatchi show and seeing Ron Mueck’s Dead Dad and being completely obsessed with that, seeing Tracey [Emin]’s bed [My Bed], seeing Damien [Hirst]’s Divided [Mother and Child, Divided], the sheep in formaldehyde [Away from the Flock] and just feeling like, ‘Wow, this is actually happening now. This is my world.’

JS: That’s it! It’s fun, it’s accessible! Those are the ‘wow’ moments.

RT: So what moments changed your critical eye? Your art eye.

JS: Around the same moment in time in America we were just loving that shit you were freaking out about. We saw in the financial collapse and culture wars, horrific, and AIDS that has just passed, wow England has fucking woken up again! It was like the ’60s but more activist and women got to be in. In America the same moment in time I saw a young American called Matthew Barney naked and crawling up to the ceiling on a metal rod then covering himself in Vaseline and doing all manner of stuff. I remember looking at the video and going, ‘This is one of the futures. I knew, even if it was a bad future, it had a voice of our time.’

The most powerful art experience I ever had was when my wife and I were led into a small French cave to see Palaeolithic cave paintings. After about a half hour of walking with other whining, talking Americans, like myself, she said, ‘Please, everybody be quiet’, and she shone a flashlight on an incredible depiction of mammals drinking at a pond. And the back of my head almost exploded. I knew that they had looked at mammals for thousands, maybe a million years, and they were rendering exactly what they saw in real space, in conversation with the wall, with their material, that they had simply invented the greatest operating system our species has ever arrived at to explore consciousness, depict what cannot be seen and depict anything that can be and have other people see it.

That was a big moment, and then Kara Walker, the American artist who makes black-and-white paper sculpture, and made the great fountain [Fons Americanus] in the Tate [Modern] Turbine [Hall] last year [2 October 2019–7 February 2021]. Those are three that come to mind. Everyone listening should write a very short book about three times you saw art and it made you jump the fucking track.

RD: That’s something that I love about you, Jerry, you’re encouraging people to wake up and realize that you don’t have to have studied art or to have grown up in the right town to be an artist.

JS: What you say is true! The art world got too insular, and the sad thing to me is it was just finally shattering. That the entire canon, while it might be great, we finally realized it was telling much less than half the story… that 51 per cent of the handprints in the caves were female handprints, so 51 per cent of all art in museums, it’s fine to have a few women, they aren’t going to ruin your art history. And artists of colour, them too. Everybody’s in!

ART HEIST

RT: If you could do an imaginary art heist, you could have any work of art ever made, any building, an artwork, what would it be and why?

JS: First answer, one of the caves, I would want a perfect rendition of one of the caves. The second is Matthias Grünewald’s 1514 Isenheim Altarpiece, which was painted to heal the dying. In Western painting that function of art was long lost. It’s still very common to make trinkets to get pregnant or to curse somebody, that’s done every day all over the world. If I were on the desert island, I would ask for [Utagawa] Hiroshige’s One Hundred Views of Mount Fuji or Robert Rauschenberg’s Thirty-Four Illustrations for Dante’s Inferno.
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Isenheim Altarpiece, Matthias Grünewald, 1514.
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