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SKIN TRADE

B ,]Assmtl.[.\n{: Gloke Ler's go right
; fo the beginning, to vour firss
show, wivere vou presenved a Bk deer Nt
o evervtinng vou had eaten benween 1955
and 1993, Pre always bad a suspicion thar
S girls e veurr performinees aee conneci-
ared rer thverr Bk | oheve abwavs imagined
her e avr aveneda of avorexdc soints, Wiar
wers e relarionsfip ar ot thine Berwen
the givls, the wriring, and tve drawing?
Vanessa Beeerofiz: Maybe 1'm the com-
mon dencaninator. There is a visual compo-

rient 1o the food in that book: the colors, the
categones, and 1he comments on my stale
of being, 1 didn’t conceive (he book as an
artwork: it grew aver the years out of o per-
sonal obsession, and finished the day it was
shown in a gallery. The drawings belong to
the same period: again they weren't con-
cerved of as an arwork and belong together
dug 1 the same obsession. In 1993 when
Gizcine di Pretrastonio and Lawra Cheru-
bini invited me 1o exhibit the drawimgs at
the end of the year show at the Brera Acad-

Helena Kontova and Massimiliano Gioni

emy, I decided to scientifically 1ype up the
food book in a brick-shaped volume, an
idea which lacked a more contemporary vi-
sual component than the drawings and the
brick. And so | invited the most beautiful
girls a1 the academy ta the show and
dressed them in mv clothes, And then, fora
special public, they becume the maerial for
VBO!. my first performance. To the visi-
tors, in that momend, the girls are both the
wieal public for the book and the pictorial
element of the rules lnid out in the book.



s



MGz Al thew fione ol thimgs change” The
Sirxr girfs seamed o have conse ol of Alice
m Wonderland. Linle by littke, they weve
sinjyganted by tiese perfect makels, ol
v et mnore Wensparent gind ethereal,
VB: The work, &= it should have been lrom
the heginning, is much closer to what i is
fovw, Uhinks Lo wn iscrease i the budge for
the performances and greater suppon from
gallerinis who represent me. From having
1o use wigs 10 homogenize the girks and
rendder them less real. 1 have moved on 1o
the lusury of choosing girks with real hair

of all the same color, or professienal mod-
els, eusier 1o ge topether and wse ns mater=
ial. The professional models however never
maks wp 100 percent of the perfomances,
they are always halanced oul by real girls,
Tor the sake of realism.

MIG: Heme des vom chiwse the girls

VEl: Based on resemblance w0 Gamiliar traits
of favorite images. bl also bised on the
chummcsenistics of the place in which the per-
formunce is taking place or on fommal -
guirements, In the beginning | gathered the
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girls together one by one off the sireet or
asked imermational museumys o do i for me,
sccording to insiruciions, Now | choose
maxkels from phosographs that the costing
apent sends me o mwonth hefore the event,

MG : Wihe dir ey Bonve v eomynon”
VB: Height, dimensions, age. And Iype.
Race and provenance too. ofien.

MIUG: Yorir 1l aboner them ax gl tev
were objeros. What are thee girls to von?
VB: Material. A mascrial enriched with “an
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additional concept,” a material subject to its
own changes, independently of my work,
with specific characteristics. which can imer-
fere with the work or complete it. A material
in an almost pure state,

MG: Ancd the mlitary? Are thev st anoiher

nper of wrnteriedd T Lk wising o diffevent color?

VB: The American Mavy project is a special
progect, paradlel 1o the girs work, but mnspired
by the power it represents, My interest in it in
formally imvolving the military from a differ-
enl continent than mine and receiving penmis-
skon to participaie. is o undersiand an amist’s
limits in representation and tolerance. And
also the influence of rules im sesihetics,

MG: There's someifung sadistic in the way
vl freens vogd sncdels, and i efis ise of viles,
Ungderneath it all, all viuwr wark seens tio be
a reflechion on povwer: power thal you exer-
oise aver the givls, the poswer thar beaav Tuis
over us, the power that the spectators have
over the givls, Wit is pewer to von?

VB: There are various different types of
power. The power I'm interested nois the
power to influence opinion and culiure, ai the
cost of bringing about revolution.

Helena Kontova: Sonieting of a revedurion

happened i Genea during the GE meeting.

A performance of vours was gctially sioged

ax anre of the inaugnral evenis.

VB: The work was concerved for the G& con-
text, but not solely, When the city of Genoa in-
vited me, the local newspaper I Secodo XIX

publizhed an aticle nthed: “Vanessa comes
bhuck home™ or mma:lhlng similar. | didn’t iden-
ufy with that semtence. | decided then 1o exhibit
Hhblack waomen — 1o whom [ berter relate,

HK: D vow choose to work with black
Birls a5 @ conmens on explaiiation emd the
power of the exatic? Do vour think the puibe-
lic pevceived the pevformance ina differcn
way” After all, fraly is still @ very whire,
cven corservetive place.

VB: There were no real differences. But the
difficulty was finding black girls in laly.
While in the US, black, white, or any other
race is not & problem, in Ltaly, back doesn't
exist unless s clandestine. One episode
that was curious was that some of the girls
fought: they physically antacked each other.
Michel Comite said it was because they came
from opposite States in Africa,

HK: Do vour think thar wihar happened in
Crenaa afferwards, with the fights in the sireet,
cemn affect the percephion of vour work?

¥H: Emanuela Cattanee Adormno, a collec-
tor in Genoa. said that this performance
would have inaugurated the events 1o fol-
lovw, bud and good. in a positive and cultural
wiry. | den't think the events that came after
affected the perception of the work. Perhaps
the work was a confirmation of the good
purposes of the city, but it was wnrelated 1o
the main topics of the summit and what they
derved from.

HK: D vow tink i is leginimente fo peoject
elsir these meanings on vewr work?

VB: | am not sure how they could be relaed.
The more meanings people allocate 1o the
work the better 1 is, but | am afraid this
would be a difficult relationship 1o admit,

HEK: I the pedfornmance in Genoa, the givls,
painted in gray an a white marble back-
prownd, reminded me of certain ancient
Vienerian peintivgs, Was thar o specific ref-
ereieg You were fmeresied in!

¥B: ltalian puinting and Carwvaggio lighting.
Urs Schoenebaum, the lighting designer, was
todd to imitate a Caravaggio type of illuming-
tion. And Hilde Reljin, the make up anist, was
askedd 1o paint the girls black matte, like a fres-
co; Dusan Reljin, the still photographer, was
given similar references in order 1o realize pic-
tures that could be reproduced in a life-size di-
rnensmon like Renaissance or Barogue figures.
Adfter all, the girls are contemporary madels in
i contemporary context dressed by contem-
porary designers, [ was thinking of the dialec-
tic of the two: the reference of the past on a
contemporary seiing.

HK: The barogue Manolo Blafnik shoes
were g strong covilrast o Lawrence Steele’s
nviniand tkinis. How do vow choose the de-
SIEIETS Ve wanit b wiwk with?

VEB: Manolo Blahnik shoes are the most com-
mion item | use. Otherwise | look at fashion
migazines or collections and pick what s ap-
propriate, Franca Sozzani introduced me 1o
Lawrence Steele for this particular project.

MG: How do vew divese wiiai the models
shonlad wear?

VHE: 1 wake up in the moming and think: 45
girts in black boots like the Gestapo in Vienna;
20 redhesds like Queen Elisabeth | in London:
25 white homosexuals in Los Angeles; my sis-
ter as o Pirelli calendar multiple, etceter. | leaf
through magazines and papers; [ search ou ac-
cessones or got a consultant io help, What the
models wear is just one element ol the compe-
sitson: 20 red dots, 13 beige, one monochrome,
ane polychrome.

HEK: Are vou particitarly imeresied in the
word of seane desigmers?

VE: Alexander MoQueen, some Belgian de-
signers, or the clussac ones. It depends on the
project, | am not very up to date on what Fash-
ion designers do or who they are. | access fash-
ion when | need it — at the last moment with
ihe help of professionals.

Mz Mo imporicnt aire otfier poeegsle i venr
wark? In seene way there is conflice hetween
wenir fcowt and the rode of sthers, be they the
girls, she puhiic, or various plutographers
vt v freveatve i vour work from fime fo time.
VE: Crhers are fundamental, Other people ina
qualitative sense, those who help me fo make a
perfommuance happen, and other people in a
quantitative sense, who help 1o physically
make up the work., Without others, | would
prodably limat myself o just drowing.

MG: Frown the diary af all vine mivals fo vour
wedding in the public eve, autobiography
seerns to keep connng back o vour work, Ji
SePms insHmctive fo presume s e gins in
VO Perfarniances ave Courler-paIres i Ve
15 vowr work ausoliographical” Regarding
vener wedding, it seems as though vou've
trmee vour private life inte a spectacle.

YB: I don’t apply the concept of personal of
private to myself; instead 1 consider myself a
public entity. Certian gestures or privale ntuals
are principle themes in everyone’s lives and be-
come popular illustration. Behavior must be
undersiood dialectically o be thought about in
any way vou want, It's inside the image that
your || find the virus. Purely pers mterest is
nod satisfving if it doesn’t go beyond iself. To
me, spectacle s a still life, a unique and monu-
mental image, but static, like just one episode,
culminating out of all the significant and in-
significanl moments.

HK: VB3I is vour first performance
documented on film, How did ven develop
this idea?

VB: The location of the performance wasn't
@ IUSEUm OF an an space, but a privale resi-
dence now public (the country house of the
Prance of Mettermich, who commissioned the
work together with the Bielefelder Kun-
sthalle director Thomas Kellein). 1 thought to
resalize a less iconic and rather more narrative
performance, This time | used women in their
sixties from the local anstocracy, plus Hanna
Schvgulla and Irm Hermann (two heroines of
mine from Fasshinder's films), my mother,
my mother-in-law, my stepsister, and other
emblematic figures. | closed them in the Fest
Salle and filmed. taking the inspiration from
filims like Leasr Fear ar Merienbad, Arthe end,
the film is a documentation of the perfor-
mance like all the others bt longer — the
performance is in real time — and it also fea-
tures the public as a subject. ]

i Tivnsdared from fralian by Rodeourey MeKizack)
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