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Some artists seem to have been 
born for the Centre for Fine Arts. 
They embody the dream of the 
Gesamtkunstwerk in this Brussels 
‘Bauhaus’ of the arts, where the 
visionary architect Victor Horta made 
the corridors meander, so the tight 
walls would be made tender. Or let’s 
formulate it differently: the Centre 
for Fine Arts seems to have been 
conceived in the 1920s for the multi-
media-driven minds of tomorrow. The 
dream of a total work of art reaches 
way beyond a simple addition of 
parts: painting + sculpture + music + 
theatre + musical theatre + photogra-
phy + literature + the applied arts + 
… A synthesis of the arts is no sum 
total, but a multiplication, an artistic 
quantum leap forwards. Charlemagne 
Palestine is one of those unclassifi-
able artists who fully comes into his 
own in a Centre for Fine Arts. His 
music paints with sound colours. 
His installations grow rampant. We 
are happy to give him free rein.

During the 1960s and 70s the 
multi media dream fully burst open with 
the happening culture of Fluxus. Even 
before May ’68, when the hall was 
occupied for two weeks by artists and 
students, the artistic programmers 
were striving for a less rigid setting 
between the exhibition circuits and the 
concert hall. Victor Horta had con-
ceived the central hall as an exhibition 
place for large sculptures, but the time 
of Rodin & co. had by then passed. 
Soon the sculpture hall became a salle 
des pas-perdus, an echoing space 
of aimless footsteps. With a mobile 
tubing system in the early 1970s, it 
was transformed into a lively “station 
hall for the arts”, a “three-dimensional 
sculpture” or an “animation hall”. 
There, you could encounter a mix of 
experimental music, jazz concerts, 
performances, experiential exhibitions 
and all sorts of debates. You could also 
find a radio studio and a snack bar in 
the hall. In that open setting, in 1974, 
upon the request of Karel J. Geirlandt, 
the new director of the Société des 
Expositions, and the comic strip artist 
Hergé, Charlemagne Palestine gave 
what has become a legendary concert. 

Michel Baudson elaborates on the 
topic in detail, a bit further on in this 
publication. The interaction between 
classical and contemporary musi-
cians, and between the music world 
and the contemporary music circuit 
came about very naturally during the 
1970s. From the bustling New York 
neighbourhood of SoHo, the former 
carillon player Charlemagne Palestine 
was making himself heard, in an ever-
louder manner.

A whole lot has happened 
since then. Charlemagne Palestine 
came to live in Brussels and married 
Aude  Stoclet, the granddaughter of 
Adolphe Stoclet. At the start of the 
twentieth century her grandfather 
had nurtured the same dream of the 
Gesamtkunstwerk. He enabled it 
to be realized in a masterful way in 
Sint-Pieters Woluwe/Woluwe-Saint-
Pierre, by the Viennese architect Jozef 
Hoffman. The Palais Stoclet, as a 
whole – the building and its contents – 
is on the UNESCO World Heritage list. 
In 2002, in Horta’s Palace, the BOZAR-
project was developed, with an over-
arching programme and a renewed 
interdisciplinary and inter-sectoral 
mission. Today, new media open it 
up to even more possibilities. But the 
divisions today lie not so much ana-
logue versus digital, but rather that 
between minds that are monomaniac 
or open. Charlemagne Palestine 
remains a refreshing source for art-
ists who dare to think and act outside 
of the box. In his case, imagination 
has colourfully reigned supreme for 
half a century.

Welcome to CharleWorld!

Etienne Davignon
President of the Centre for 
Fine Arts, Brussels

Paul Dujardin
Director-general of the Centre 
for Fine Arts, Brussels

Sophie Lauwers
Director Artistic Policy of the   
Centre for Fine Arts, Brussels

46 47

A
A

S
S
C
H
M
M
E
T
T
R
R
O
O
S
S
P
P
E
C
C
T
I
V
V
E

A
A

S
S
C
H
M
M
E
T
T
R
R
O
O
S
S
P
P
E
C
C
T
I
V
V
E

Some artists seem to have been 
born for the Centre for Fine Arts. 
They embody the dream of the 
Gesamtkunstwerk in this Brussels 
‘Bauhaus’ of the arts, where the 
visionary architect Victor Horta made 
the corridors meander, so the tight 
walls would be made tender. Or let’s 
formulate it differently: the Centre 
for Fine Arts seems to have been 
conceived in the 1920s for the multi-
media-driven minds of tomorrow. The 
dream of a total work of art reaches 
way beyond a simple addition of 
parts: painting + sculpture + music + 
theatre + musical theatre + photogra-
phy + literature + the applied arts + 
… A synthesis of the arts is no sum 
total, but a multiplication, an artistic 
quantum leap forwards. Charlemagne 
Palestine is one of those unclassifi-
able artists who fully comes into his 
own in a Centre for Fine Arts. His 
music paints with sound colours. 
His installations grow rampant. We 
are happy to give him free rein.

During the 1960s and 70s the 
multi media dream fully burst open with 
the happening culture of Fluxus. Even 
before May ’68, when the hall was 
occupied for two weeks by artists and 
students, the artistic programmers 
were striving for a less rigid setting 
between the exhibition circuits and the 
concert hall. Victor Horta had con-
ceived the central hall as an exhibition 
place for large sculptures, but the time 
of Rodin & co. had by then passed. 
Soon the sculpture hall became a salle 
des pas-perdus, an echoing space 
of aimless footsteps. With a mobile 
tubing system in the early 1970s, it 
was transformed into a lively “station 
hall for the arts”, a “three-dimensional 
sculpture” or an “animation hall”. 
There, you could encounter a mix of 
experimental music, jazz concerts, 
performances, experiential exhibitions 
and all sorts of debates. You could also 
find a radio studio and a snack bar in 
the hall. In that open setting, in 1974, 
upon the request of Karel J. Geirlandt, 
the new director of the Société des 
Expositions, and the comic strip artist 
Hergé, Charlemagne Palestine gave 
what has become a legendary concert. 

Michel Baudson elaborates on the 
topic in detail, a bit further on in this 
publication. The interaction between 
classical and contemporary musi-
cians, and between the music world 
and the contemporary music circuit 
came about very naturally during the 
1970s. From the bustling New York 
neighbourhood of SoHo, the former 
carillon player Charlemagne Palestine 
was making himself heard, in an ever-
louder manner.

A whole lot has happened 
since then. Charlemagne Palestine 
came to live in Brussels and married 
Aude  Stoclet, the granddaughter of 
Adolphe Stoclet. At the start of the 
twentieth century her grandfather 
had nurtured the same dream of the 
Gesamtkunstwerk. He enabled it 
to be realized in a masterful way in 
Sint-Pieters Woluwe/Woluwe-Saint-
Pierre, by the Viennese architect Jozef 
Hoffman. The Palais Stoclet, as a 
whole – the building and its contents – 
is on the UNESCO World Heritage list. 
In 2002, in Horta’s Palace, the BOZAR-
project was developed, with an over-
arching programme and a renewed 
interdisciplinary and inter-sectoral 
mission. Today, new media open it 
up to even more possibilities. But the 
divisions today lie not so much ana-
logue versus digital, but rather that 
between minds that are monomaniac 
or open. Charlemagne Palestine 
remains a refreshing source for art-
ists who dare to think and act outside 
of the box. In his case, imagination 
has colourfully reigned supreme for 
half a century.

Welcome to CharleWorld!

Etienne Davignon
President of the Centre for 
Fine Arts, Brussels

Paul Dujardin
Director-general of the Centre 
for Fine Arts, Brussels

Sophie Lauwers
Director Artistic Policy of the   
Centre for Fine Arts, Brussels

Charlemagne Palestine’s Bear Mitzvah in Meshugahland, The Jewish Museum, New York, NY, 3 March – 6 August 2017Charlemagne Palestine’s Bear Mitzvah in Meshugahland, The Jewish Museum, New York, NY, 3 March – 6 August 2017
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in the Henry Le Bœuf Hall, as initially 
proposed, sprang from this same 
preference, since it reminded him of 
the raw rooms of CalArts. In contrast to 
his performance of Strumming Music, 
his body was here his only instrument, 
a body moving, whooping, and rushing 
in its hectic race, emitting its long cry 
from one wall to another, and violently 
colliding, the voice suddenly cut off by 
the muffled resonance of the full-on 
impact, before running straight to-
ward another wall, and  amplifying its 
cry until the next collision, and so on, 
without respite, until finally collapsing 
to the ground, where stillness brought 
silence.

The conjunction of this duality in 
the artistic production of Charlemagne 

Palestine at the start of the 1970s, as 
shown at the Centre for Fine Arts, and 
in other moments of the research he 
developed in the United States and 
Europe, highlights the mix of sound 
and space that will continue to pre-
vail as a form of Gesamtkunstwerk in 
his artistic career. The obvious links 
between volumes of sound and move-
ment in space, with pressures and 
tensions rising to an extreme before 
finally resolving to total calmness, and 
his successive phases of introspection 
and externalization confirm his perma-
nent striving to go beyond his limits, 
while reminding us of his constant, 
allusive memory of his childhood.

As he asserts, he is a fully “max-
imalist” artist, repeating – in lively 

fashion – that he had long since 
“turned [his] back on the minimalist 
climate and the reductive currents” 
that were in vogue during his early 
performative years. Since then, the 
accumulation of his musical and spa-
tial research, as well as his taste for 
shimmering colours and soft materi-
als, and the flaunting of his collections 
of fetishes and stuffed animals, have 
come to testify, in a quasi-exponen-
tial way, to his most intimate being 
– like a “mixed-up” or “Crazy Mixed” 
self-portrait (to use his own terms) in 
a constant state of amplification.

The current exhibition confirms 
both the continuity and the vitality 
of his all-embracing concept of an 
exhibition conceived as a total work of 

art, which he recently described, not 
without a sense of humour, as “Gesa-
mmttkkunsttMeshuggahhLaandttttt”. 
The diverse range of ways in which it 
is possible to perceive the multidimen-
sional spaces he sets into motion calls 
upon all of our senses in a random 
fashion, according to the free move-
ment of the visitors who are confront-
ed with the sonic, spatial, luminous, 
tactile, and always playful diversity 
that the magic of his liberating carnival 
offers to everyone in such abundance. 
The collection of stuffed toys, the 
shimmering suppleness of the fab-
rics, the brilliance of the colours, and 
the acoustic amplitude of the music 
are not set up simply as some kind of 
extraordinary baroque fantasy. These 

In October 1974, a concert-perfor-
mance of Charlemagne Palestine’s 
Strumming Music took place in 
the Centre for Fine Arts, Brussels. 
Organized on the initiative of Karel 
Geirlandt, the Director of the Société 
des Expositions, the event was staged 
in the big Animation Hall, as the Horta 
Hall was called in the 1970s, and like a 
cultural thunderbolt that continues to 
resonate within, it was to live on in the 
memory of all those who were lucky 
enough to attend. Karel Geirlandt had 
put me in charge of preparing and 
coordinating the event, whose suc-
cess depended on being able to rent 
an Imperial concert piano, as created 
by the famous Viennese piano mak-
ers, Bösendorfer, in 1909. Originally 
made for the pianist and composer, 
Busoni, the Imperial is a particularly 
rare instrument, offering exceptional 
sound possibilities by virtue of a 
keyboard with ninety-seven keys 
covering a full eight-octave range, by 
virtue of the nine extra bass keys that 
it has in addition to the eighty-eight 
keys of a classical concert piano. 
Fortunately, I was able to rent the 
only copy then in Belgium that exactly 
matched Charlemagne Palestine’s 
requirements.

He had discovered the exceptional 
possibilities of this piano in 1969-1970 
at CalArts (California Institute of the 
Arts) in Valencia in the suburbs of Los 
Angeles, which was fortunate enough 
to have a copy of the instrument. It was 
at CalArts that Charlemagne developed 
the strumming technique that he has 
used since his first performances with 
Simone Forti, such as Illuminations, 
which they created in 1971.

Charlemagne Palestine began to 
play, having first installed some bears 
and other stuffed animals across 
from him on the piano, dominating the 
keyboard, the only members of the 
audience invited to attend the concert 
in the privileged intimacy of the very 
front row. It was only after a while of 
what I might describe as warming-up, 
given the repetitive and accumulative 
insistence of the notes being struck 
and interchanged without any break in 

the rhythm, that I and the assembled 
mass of the audience in the stands of 
the hall and the upper gallery encircling 
its centre began to understand his 
need for the instrument to be “Impe-
rial”. The constant amplification of the 
piano notes spreading relentlessly 
throughout the vast space of the great 
hall and the extraordinary way that 
their volume was developing produced 
the sensation of being swept away in a 
whirlwind, as if we were at the centre 
of a cyclotron, or an (auditory) particle 
accelerator.

The repetitive mastery of his 
fingering and the power of his strokes 
had caused all the strings of the piano 
to resonate, continuously vibrating 
beneath the vigorous pulsing of the 
bass frequencies, but in a way that was 
also sustained, like the effect achieved 
by the sympathetic strings of certain 
Oriental or Medieval instruments, 
pulling us into the ebb and flow of their 
sound waves. 

I no longer remember exactly how 
long the concert lasted, about two to 
three hours without a break, but at the 
end of it all, after the slow dying away 
of the vibrations that had filled every 
space within the hall and transported 
us away to their quasi-cyclonic space-
time, the return of silence left some of 
us stunned, and others amazed, but all 
of us excited. 44 years later, I still be-
lieve that what I attended that evening 
was one of the most extraordinary 
musical moments of my life.

This concert followed my dis-
covery of La Monte Young’s Dream 
House at Documenta 5 in Kassel in 
1972 and came to amplify my interest 
in the research in the fields of mu-
sique concrète, electronics, experi-
mentalism, and repetition that were 
being explored by the likes of Steve 
Reich, Terry Riley and Philip Glass, 
whose extraordinary Einstein on the 
Beach was presented at the Théâ-
tre Royal de la Monnaie in Brussels 
in 1976, shortly after its première in 
Avignon. Furthermore, it had been 
prepared in parallel with the exhibi-
tion Artists’ Videotapes, an exhibition 
I had talked about putting on with 

Karel Geirlandt shortly before, and 
which was subsequently presented 
at the Centre for Fine Arts in Feb-
ruary 1975. Among more than 150 
artists’ videos included in the exhi-
bition was Charlemagne Palestine’s 
Body Music I, which was produced 
in Paris in 1973 under the guidance 
of Ileana Sonnabend, who promoted 
his work through Maria Gloria Bicoc-
chi’s art/tapes/22 gallery in Florence. 
Visitors to the exhibition were able to 
consult the works of the catalogue on 
demand, and by the end, Body Music I 
appeared on the list of the most-
viewed videos.

The exhibition enabled the 
extensive audience at the Centre for 
Fine Arts to discover a wide range of 
works by international artists from 
the United States, Canada, France, 
Belgium, Germany, Switzerland, and 
Sweden, but also from Brazil, Cuba, 
Japan, New Zealand, Israel, Turkey, 
and elsewhere. These “videotapes” 
had been made in the wake of the 
first wave of experimental image 

research supported by the studios 
of WGBH in Boston (which included 
work by Nam June Paik), but also in 
conjunction with the wider use of 
lightweight production techniques 
made possible by the development 
of Sony’s “Portapak”, using half-inch 
magnetic tapes whose manoeuvra-
bility and compact design, extraor-
dinary at the start of the seventies, 
made it possible to develop works 
in black and white that were more im-
mediate and individualized than film 
production techniques allowed.

Charlemagne Palestine’s first 
 video work, Body Music I, was made 
with the help of two cameramen filming 
at arm’s length within an enclosed 
space, delimited only by its rough, un-
finished walls, a space which, although 
reduced in size, also reminded him of 
the pure architectural spaces of the 
abandoned SoHo lofts where he had 
worked in New York before embarking 
on his first trip to Europe. His desire 
to give a concert in the Horta Hall of 
the Centre for Fine Arts, rather than 

THE JOYOUS RE-ENTRY  
OF  CHARLEMAGNE 
 PALESTINE AT THE  
CENTRE FOR FINE ARTS
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— MICHEL BAUDSON
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colliding, the voice suddenly cut off by 
the muffled resonance of the full-on 
impact, before running straight to-
ward another wall, and  amplifying its 
cry until the next collision, and so on, 
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finished walls, a space which, although 
reduced in size, also reminded him of 
the pure architectural spaces of the 
abandoned SoHo lofts where he had 
worked in New York before embarking 
on his first trip to Europe. His desire 
to give a concert in the Horta Hall of 
the Centre for Fine Arts, rather than 

THE JOYOUS RE-ENTRY  
OF  CHARLEMAGNE 
 PALESTINE AT THE  
CENTRE FOR FINE ARTS
FFFFOOOO RRRR  TTTTYYYY  FFFF O OO OUUUU R RRR YEARS AFTER!
— MICHEL BAUDSON
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interested in the idea that sound 
could last forever. I had learned 
that from more ancient cultures 
than him. That wasn’t new. For 
example, Ravi Shankar and Ali 
Akbar Khan were regularly in 
New York City where they would 
play evening and morning ragas 
and I remember a concert that 
went from 10 o’clock at night till 
8 o’clock in the morning.

I also used to live for a very 
short time in Hawaii. I love the 
sound of the ukulele. I used to play 
it when I was 12 years old, around 
the time that I was playing with 
Tiny Tim, who was a contemporary 
of Allen Ginsberg and other beat 
poets, and Moondog… That was 
one of my first jobs as a teenager. 
Tiny Tim played ukulele and sang 
and I played bongo drums for him, 
in Greenwich Village. I was always 
hanging out in the Village coffee 
shops, wearing sunglasses and 
a beret. I was a crazy-looking and 
crazy-acting kid – meshugga, 
like my grandfather used to say: 
“Shirley, your son is so meshug-
ga!” Meshugga is a Yiddish word 
from the late nineteenth century 
that means crazy or nutty. I would 
love him to be alive now and see 
what I’ve been doing. He’d go back 
and say: “You see! I said he was 
totally meshugga!”

Based on interviews made by  Xavier García 
Bardón at  Charlemagne Palestine’s home 
on 20 February, 7 March, and 10 April 2018, 
and by Marc Matter, Christophe Piette and 
Xavier García Bardón at  Charlemagne’s 
studio on 1  November 2016. Some an-
swers have been rephrased. Revised by 
 Charlemagne Palestine.

1. Tom Johnson’s article “The Minimal 
Slow-Motion Approach: Alvin Lucier and 
Others” (originally published in the Village 
Voice, 30 March 1972) seems to have been 
the first to use the word minimal in the 
context of music. His articles of the time 
were later compiled in Tom JOHNSON, 
The Voice of New Music: New York City 
1972-1982, Eindhoven, Apollohuis, 1989.

2. Founded in 1957, L’Attico is a contem-
porary art gallery, which had been a 
gathering point for the Arte Povera artists 
at the end of the 1960s, and a platform for 
avant-garde performers and composers 
from the United States.

3. Four Manifestations On Six Elements, 
New York, Sonnabend Gallery, 1974, 
 double LP.

4. Body Music I (1973-74, 12’54’’, b&w, sound) 
and Body Music II (1973-74, 8’09’’, b&w, 
sound).

Koons, Kelley, and even Warhol. 
I’m very old fashioned, maybe, 
with my ridiculousness. I’m very 
modified, very easy now, though 
still not for everyone.

How did I become so perso-
na non grata? I was always willing 
to break out… Most artists, once 
they come up with an idea, they 
present it with noooooo surprise. 
Surprise is not permitted. For me, 
surprise was almost the reason 
to do it.

XG As we’re talking about your 
animals and teddy bears, I was 
wondering how much these toys 
do relate, or not, to real animals. 
What’s your relationship with 
animals and how can your prac-
tice be connected to animism, for 
instance?

CP When I do performances, people 
sometimes come with dogs, and 
dogs tend to love my music. I did 
a performance once in Berlin for 
a gallerist and she had an enor-
mous dog. After the performance, 
the dog came and saluted me and 
jumped on my shoulders. Every-
body was shocked because it was 
obvious that he knew what he 
was listening to, he enjoyed it and 
wanted to embrace me. He knew 
who did it and it gave him great 
pleasure. We were all astonished. 
I have a connection with animals, 
but it’s true that it’s more animist 
than it is actual. When I was a 
kid, my mother once let us have 
a dog, but we didn’t take care of 
it enough, so it quickly left the 
house and we never had animals 
again. My mother also took all my 
teddy bears, and threw them out 
when she felt I had become too 
old to still have them.

But there are other, deeper 
connections. Right here, there’s a 
sculpture of Ganesh from Boro-
budur (Indonesia) that’s almost a 
thousand years old. It is the oldest 
object in this house. It’s made 
from volcanic rock. Ganesh even 
inspired my God Bear for Docu-
menta 8. It wasn’t the teddy bear 
that inspired it, but a three-head-
ed Ganesh that I had in the 1980s. 
I often say that Ganesh, who has 
been a Hindu divinity since the 
4th or 5th century, is really the 
first nounours [teddy bear]. The 
reason for me deciding to call all 
teddy bears and stuffed animals 
divinities probably comes from 
my connection with Ganesh. 
Ganesh is probably the oldest 
and the most significant animal 
divinity, and the teddy bear is one 
of his later disciples, invented in 
Brooklyn in 1902.

In Hindu music we have the 
tambura, we have continuums, 
we have the raga, and the alap… 
The Indian drone had an impor-
tant effect on my creating a music 
that’s a continuum. As Ganesh 
comes from India and Indian 
Hindu tradition, this all connects 
in my weird schizophrenic way 
of mixing things: Oriental, Occi-
dental, things from my childhood, 
things from all over the world… 
A global hodgepodge.

XG How did you get in touch with 
non-Western cultures and their 
music?

CP Mostly through the recordings 
published by Moses Asch on 
Folkways Records. There were 
two libraries in New York City 
where you could take out many 
records at any time. Since the 
age of 12 or 13, I started listening 
to the Balinese gamelan, Java-
nese gamelan, Pygmies, Eski-
mos, Native Americans, African 
music of all kinds, Aboriginals… 
I began to realize very early on 
that I preferred the language of 
original peoples to the sounds of 
most modern Western acoustic 
and electronic musics. Indige-
nous peoples’ way of dealing with 
sounds and things were much 
more physical and fundamental. 
On some of the records released 
by Moses Asch, you could also 
hear the jungle or wherever 
they were recorded – they were 
recorded outdoors mostly, in 
their natural habitat. For me, 
that already became much more 
interesting. As I had been singing 
as a young boy in synagogue, 
resonant spaces like churches 
or synagogues seemed more 
interesting to me than traditional 
Western music halls.

There was also a record that 
came out in those days by Paul 
Horn, a flute player who would 
play his flute in different, very 
strange acoustics. On one of his 
most famous records, Inside the 
Taj Mahal [originally titled Inside, 
Epic, 1968], he plays different riffs 
at the Taj Mahal and the riffs do 
what a sequencer or an electron-
ic looper would do. It just keeps 
resonating and the same sound is 
returning because of the unique 
resonance of the Taj Mahal. 
These were early influences. But 
not La Monte Young. Although 
people kept telling me that our 
works were similar, I didn’t hear 
that. The only similarity is that it’s 
a continuum of unbroken sound. 
In those days, his sonorities could 
last forever, but I was already 

seemed to be over. I was already 
making all these different objects, 
but people were just fixed on the 
idea that I was a performer and 
in those days that really worked 
against me.

XG How different were your  objects 
from the objects that were 
 selling?

CP They were much more, if I can 
say, poetic, in a way. It wasn’t 
just me but a whole bunch of us 
were doing things that didn’t fit 
in the rigid categories of the art 
of the time: conceptual, minimal, 
alternative… It all became very 
categorized and marketed. Any 
of us who were sort of trying to 
do something in-between – Tony 
Conrad or Jack Smith, for exam-
ple – didn’t find it easy to make 
this new inroad into art and busi-
ness. I was in the same position. 
I didn’t fit into the categories of 
the time.

You had to be seen as a 
unified entity – and I wasn’t. I was 
seen as a performance artist, 
which wasn’t a good thing to be 
seen as, because that made you 
– even now – less marketable 
than a painter, or someone who 
was strictly an installation art-
ist, or whatever. There are a few 
exceptions. Marina Abramovi? 
worked very hard to make perfor-
mance into something that’s very 
marketable and very important, a 
world-class form. But I was else-
where, too everywhere perhaps, 
than my other colleagues. I wasn’t 
on the straight and narrow path 
for marketing my work. I wasn’t 
straight and narrow.

Later, performance went into 
punk. I was pre-punk, and many 
of the punks came and rescued 

me, in the nineties: Glenn Branca, 
Sonic Youth, and all these people. 
When they started, at the end 
of the 1970s, I was doing violent 
performances, because I was 
frustrated, it was my reaction 
against. But the punks, they were 
to make that their language, their 
trademark. So again, I felt I wasn’t 
in sync with the change of the 
guard in those particular forms of 
creation at the time.

A whole bunch of men didn’t 
like my work. They found that 
I was too enigmatic and incon-
sistent in their view. You couldn’t 
trust what I might do. I was too 
unpredictable. Women liked me 
more, but then, as some women 
told me later, they weren’t able 
to help me either, because they 
were helping themselves at that 
period. Women artists were just 
beginning to find their respect in 
the system, so they couldn’t help 
a male artist, even if they saw that 
I was ostracized by the men’s club 
of the art world. The “minimalist 
artists” were unsettled, annoyed 
by my bears and toys. They 
thought I would not present my 
work with sufficient seriousness. 
Some artists wouldn’t like to be 
seen or associated with me.

Several important critics 
told me to get rid of my animals. 
They liked my body art, but they 
didn’t like those animals. They 
said: “Get rid of those animals!” 
“I better get rid of you!” I told 
them. People said back then that 
I was totally ridiculous. Except 
that since then there have been a 
lot of other artists who have used 
what they’d called ridiculousness 
as part of their style and market-
ing strategy. I’m actually quite 
a classic ridiculous now, after 

art culture. A whole bunch of my 
colleagues immediately realized 
that they now had to get into 
plastic arts, because there was 
no way to live from performance. 
There were now these businessy 
people who wanted to develop 
the whole scene – but there was 
nothing to develop in performanc-
es and installations, they were all 
too ephemeral. There were only a 
few early conceptual art dealers. 
But then there started to be a new 
possibility for art business around 
1976-77-78 and a whole new series 
of dealers arrived. I got stuck 

with Sonnabend as I was still her 
artist, but she was already about 
to betray me with Jeff Koons. Jeff 
Koons brought a million dollars 
to the gallery. Jeff Koons was a 
trader in Wall Street. He was an 
unusual new artist formula. Most 
artists were poor and not great 
at business. But Koons already 
came with a million dollars. That 
was maybe 1980. The whole 
energy was different and I saw 
my end begin. It was horrible. 
I saw my gradual demise in my art 
scene of the seventies. In 1978, 
I was 32 years old and my career 
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interested in the idea that sound 
could last forever. I had learned 
that from more ancient cultures 
than him. That wasn’t new. For 
example, Ravi Shankar and Ali 
Akbar Khan were regularly in 
New York City where they would 
play evening and morning ragas 
and I remember a concert that 
went from 10 o’clock at night till 
8 o’clock in the morning.

I also used to live for a very 
short time in Hawaii. I love the 
sound of the ukulele. I used to play 
it when I was 12 years old, around 
the time that I was playing with 
Tiny Tim, who was a contemporary 
of Allen Ginsberg and other beat 
poets, and Moondog… That was 
one of my first jobs as a teenager. 
Tiny Tim played ukulele and sang 
and I played bongo drums for him, 
in Greenwich Village. I was always 
hanging out in the Village coffee 
shops, wearing sunglasses and 
a beret. I was a crazy-looking and 
crazy-acting kid – meshugga, 
like my grandfather used to say: 
“Shirley, your son is so meshug-
ga!” Meshugga is a Yiddish word 
from the late nineteenth century 
that means crazy or nutty. I would 
love him to be alive now and see 
what I’ve been doing. He’d go back 
and say: “You see! I said he was 
totally meshugga!”

Based on interviews made by  Xavier García 
Bardón at  Charlemagne Palestine’s home 
on 20 February, 7 March, and 10 April 2018, 
and by Marc Matter, Christophe Piette and 
Xavier García Bardón at  Charlemagne’s 
studio on 1  November 2016. Some an-
swers have been rephrased. Revised by 
 Charlemagne Palestine.

1. Tom Johnson’s article “The Minimal 
Slow-Motion Approach: Alvin Lucier and 
Others” (originally published in the Village 
Voice, 30 March 1972) seems to have been 
the first to use the word minimal in the 
context of music. His articles of the time 
were later compiled in Tom JOHNSON, 
The Voice of New Music: New York City 
1972-1982, Eindhoven, Apollohuis, 1989.

2. Founded in 1957, L’Attico is a contem-
porary art gallery, which had been a 
gathering point for the Arte Povera artists 
at the end of the 1960s, and a platform for 
avant-garde performers and composers 
from the United States.

3. Four Manifestations On Six Elements, 
New York, Sonnabend Gallery, 1974, 
 double LP.

4. Body Music I (1973-74, 12’54’’, b&w, sound) 
and Body Music II (1973-74, 8’09’’, b&w, 
sound).

Koons, Kelley, and even Warhol. 
I’m very old fashioned, maybe, 
with my ridiculousness. I’m very 
modified, very easy now, though 
still not for everyone.

How did I become so perso-
na non grata? I was always willing 
to break out… Most artists, once 
they come up with an idea, they 
present it with noooooo surprise. 
Surprise is not permitted. For me, 
surprise was almost the reason 
to do it.

XG As we’re talking about your 
animals and teddy bears, I was 
wondering how much these toys 
do relate, or not, to real animals. 
What’s your relationship with 
animals and how can your prac-
tice be connected to animism, for 
instance?

CP When I do performances, people 
sometimes come with dogs, and 
dogs tend to love my music. I did 
a performance once in Berlin for 
a gallerist and she had an enor-
mous dog. After the performance, 
the dog came and saluted me and 
jumped on my shoulders. Every-
body was shocked because it was 
obvious that he knew what he 
was listening to, he enjoyed it and 
wanted to embrace me. He knew 
who did it and it gave him great 
pleasure. We were all astonished. 
I have a connection with animals, 
but it’s true that it’s more animist 
than it is actual. When I was a 
kid, my mother once let us have 
a dog, but we didn’t take care of 
it enough, so it quickly left the 
house and we never had animals 
again. My mother also took all my 
teddy bears, and threw them out 
when she felt I had become too 
old to still have them.

But there are other, deeper 
connections. Right here, there’s a 
sculpture of Ganesh from Boro-
budur (Indonesia) that’s almost a 
thousand years old. It is the oldest 
object in this house. It’s made 
from volcanic rock. Ganesh even 
inspired my God Bear for Docu-
menta 8. It wasn’t the teddy bear 
that inspired it, but a three-head-
ed Ganesh that I had in the 1980s. 
I often say that Ganesh, who has 
been a Hindu divinity since the 
4th or 5th century, is really the 
first nounours [teddy bear]. The 
reason for me deciding to call all 
teddy bears and stuffed animals 
divinities probably comes from 
my connection with Ganesh. 
Ganesh is probably the oldest 
and the most significant animal 
divinity, and the teddy bear is one 
of his later disciples, invented in 
Brooklyn in 1902.

In Hindu music we have the 
tambura, we have continuums, 
we have the raga, and the alap… 
The Indian drone had an impor-
tant effect on my creating a music 
that’s a continuum. As Ganesh 
comes from India and Indian 
Hindu tradition, this all connects 
in my weird schizophrenic way 
of mixing things: Oriental, Occi-
dental, things from my childhood, 
things from all over the world… 
A global hodgepodge.

XG How did you get in touch with 
non-Western cultures and their 
music?

CP Mostly through the recordings 
published by Moses Asch on 
Folkways Records. There were 
two libraries in New York City 
where you could take out many 
records at any time. Since the 
age of 12 or 13, I started listening 
to the Balinese gamelan, Java-
nese gamelan, Pygmies, Eski-
mos, Native Americans, African 
music of all kinds, Aboriginals… 
I began to realize very early on 
that I preferred the language of 
original peoples to the sounds of 
most modern Western acoustic 
and electronic musics. Indige-
nous peoples’ way of dealing with 
sounds and things were much 
more physical and fundamental. 
On some of the records released 
by Moses Asch, you could also 
hear the jungle or wherever 
they were recorded – they were 
recorded outdoors mostly, in 
their natural habitat. For me, 
that already became much more 
interesting. As I had been singing 
as a young boy in synagogue, 
resonant spaces like churches 
or synagogues seemed more 
interesting to me than traditional 
Western music halls.

There was also a record that 
came out in those days by Paul 
Horn, a flute player who would 
play his flute in different, very 
strange acoustics. On one of his 
most famous records, Inside the 
Taj Mahal [originally titled Inside, 
Epic, 1968], he plays different riffs 
at the Taj Mahal and the riffs do 
what a sequencer or an electron-
ic looper would do. It just keeps 
resonating and the same sound is 
returning because of the unique 
resonance of the Taj Mahal. 
These were early influences. But 
not La Monte Young. Although 
people kept telling me that our 
works were similar, I didn’t hear 
that. The only similarity is that it’s 
a continuum of unbroken sound. 
In those days, his sonorities could 
last forever, but I was already 

seemed to be over. I was already 
making all these different objects, 
but people were just fixed on the 
idea that I was a performer and 
in those days that really worked 
against me.

XG How different were your  objects 
from the objects that were 
 selling?

CP They were much more, if I can 
say, poetic, in a way. It wasn’t 
just me but a whole bunch of us 
were doing things that didn’t fit 
in the rigid categories of the art 
of the time: conceptual, minimal, 
alternative… It all became very 
categorized and marketed. Any 
of us who were sort of trying to 
do something in-between – Tony 
Conrad or Jack Smith, for exam-
ple – didn’t find it easy to make 
this new inroad into art and busi-
ness. I was in the same position. 
I didn’t fit into the categories of 
the time.

You had to be seen as a 
unified entity – and I wasn’t. I was 
seen as a performance artist, 
which wasn’t a good thing to be 
seen as, because that made you 
– even now – less marketable 
than a painter, or someone who 
was strictly an installation art-
ist, or whatever. There are a few 
exceptions. Marina Abramovi? 
worked very hard to make perfor-
mance into something that’s very 
marketable and very important, a 
world-class form. But I was else-
where, too everywhere perhaps, 
than my other colleagues. I wasn’t 
on the straight and narrow path 
for marketing my work. I wasn’t 
straight and narrow.

Later, performance went into 
punk. I was pre-punk, and many 
of the punks came and rescued 

me, in the nineties: Glenn Branca, 
Sonic Youth, and all these people. 
When they started, at the end 
of the 1970s, I was doing violent 
performances, because I was 
frustrated, it was my reaction 
against. But the punks, they were 
to make that their language, their 
trademark. So again, I felt I wasn’t 
in sync with the change of the 
guard in those particular forms of 
creation at the time.

A whole bunch of men didn’t 
like my work. They found that 
I was too enigmatic and incon-
sistent in their view. You couldn’t 
trust what I might do. I was too 
unpredictable. Women liked me 
more, but then, as some women 
told me later, they weren’t able 
to help me either, because they 
were helping themselves at that 
period. Women artists were just 
beginning to find their respect in 
the system, so they couldn’t help 
a male artist, even if they saw that 
I was ostracized by the men’s club 
of the art world. The “minimalist 
artists” were unsettled, annoyed 
by my bears and toys. They 
thought I would not present my 
work with sufficient seriousness. 
Some artists wouldn’t like to be 
seen or associated with me.

Several important critics 
told me to get rid of my animals. 
They liked my body art, but they 
didn’t like those animals. They 
said: “Get rid of those animals!” 
“I better get rid of you!” I told 
them. People said back then that 
I was totally ridiculous. Except 
that since then there have been a 
lot of other artists who have used 
what they’d called ridiculousness 
as part of their style and market-
ing strategy. I’m actually quite 
a classic ridiculous now, after 

art culture. A whole bunch of my 
colleagues immediately realized 
that they now had to get into 
plastic arts, because there was 
no way to live from performance. 
There were now these businessy 
people who wanted to develop 
the whole scene – but there was 
nothing to develop in performanc-
es and installations, they were all 
too ephemeral. There were only a 
few early conceptual art dealers. 
But then there started to be a new 
possibility for art business around 
1976-77-78 and a whole new series 
of dealers arrived. I got stuck 

with Sonnabend as I was still her 
artist, but she was already about 
to betray me with Jeff Koons. Jeff 
Koons brought a million dollars 
to the gallery. Jeff Koons was a 
trader in Wall Street. He was an 
unusual new artist formula. Most 
artists were poor and not great 
at business. But Koons already 
came with a million dollars. That 
was maybe 1980. The whole 
energy was different and I saw 
my end begin. It was horrible. 
I saw my gradual demise in my art 
scene of the seventies. In 1978, 
I was 32 years old and my career 
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“Pre-enactment” Charlemagne Palestine: Aa Sschmmettrroossppecctivve, BOZAR, Centre for Fine Arts, Brussels, 18 May – 26 August 2018“Pre-enactment” Charlemagne Palestine: Aa Sschmmettrroossppecctivve, BOZAR, Centre for Fine Arts, Brussels, 18 May – 26 August 2018

 Aa Sschmmettrroossppecctivve  MER. 



GesammttkkunnsttMeshuggahhLaandtttt, Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna, 18 September – 8 November 2015GesammttkkunnsttMeshuggahhLaandtttt, Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna, 18 September – 8 November 2015

 Aa Sschmmettrroossppecctivve  MER. 
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