





e
e

R 77 5420







148

liked this girl in the class, Cynthia. | was
really bad at Latin so Miss MacAdams
gave me Baudelaire poems to read instead.
She was really great. She wore Neiman-
Marcus clothes and had, like, decorator
friends in town that she took us to meet.
| remember once at Christmas or some-
thing, she gave me this nice Scandinavian
troll and she gave Cynthia, who looked like
Sophia Loren, this sweater so they had to
go off into the bedroom to try it on. [leer-
ing kles] Charlotte MacAd: was very
glamorous. Now | bet you're going to ask
me when | first knew | was an artist.

LL: Almost. | want to ask you what your
earliest paintings were like.

sm: Well, when | got to Bennington my style
was something like loose Larry Poons. Then
it kind of went wild—a kind of thick, tex-
tured thing. Then it went thin again. Then
thick again...

LL: It strikes me that by the middle '70s
things must have gotten a little tricky for you
as a painter. | mean, conceptual art sort of
takes over the airwaves and a lot of people
have a lot of attitude about the very act of
painting. Someone like Joseph Kosuth, for
instance—did you feel your work and his had
anything in common? Or were you ideological
opponents?

sm: No, more like those little magnetic
dogs. But do you know whose work | really
did like?

: No. Whose?

sm: Gary Stephan. He was showing with
Klaus [Kertess] at the Bykert Gallery then,
and | thought his work was very simpatico
with mine.

But Lisa, you're right, there was a long
period of struggle. Tibor [de Nagy] wasn’t
selling much of my work. That’s when |
made money by stretching canvases for
Baldy with Ronnie Cutrone—Baldy always
used preprimed canvas, which is hell to
stretch. It was a bit of a comedown. Just
a short time before, Baldy was taking me
out to restaurants for dinner—as this
young thing, you know—and then suddenly
there | was stretching canvases in the
back. Stretchin’ and stretchin’ and stretch-
in’ for his Shadow Series, and for the Piss
Paintings too. Baldy would be there hover-
ing with the Polaroid, saying “let’s do this”
and “let’s do that.” It was an antithetical
education to Bennington. | was broke. And
Max’s closed. And Bykert closed. And
SoHo was growing up, so | was humbled.
Then | moved to the West Village and
things went steadily downhill. [/aughs]

LL: What do you mean?

sm: [still laughing] | became this big
queen—you know, leather was the big
thing. Actually things started to pick up
pretty soon. It took maybe a year or two.
Mickey [Ruskin, the former owner of
Max’s] kept getting new places. There was
the Ocean Club, but it was on Chambers
Street, which was too far downtown for
me. And then there was the Locale, which
is where Julian [Schnabel] was a cook.
Julian got all his friends to donate a work,

and he put together this show, and Mickey
bought all the art, and that’s how all the
artists got tabs.
LL: Among them yourself?
sm: Oh, yeah. And also Jene Highstein, and
Ross [Bleckner], and Robin [Bruh, the
painter, a friend from Bennington days].
Lots of artists. But in the meantime Klaus
and Billy [Sullivan, the artist], who | was
close to, did these group shows with Sarah
Rentschler at her place in London Terrace
[the historic apartment complex in Chel-
sea), and things were starting to cook.
Ross was saying that this person Mary
Boone, who had worked at Bykert, was go-
ing to have this great gallery. And then
Mary turned up at one of these mad par-
ties at Sarah Rentschler’s and she said to
Klaus that she wanted to put my friend
Carl [Palozzolo] and me and Ross and
maybe this other guy in this little show.
LL: How did all that work out?
sm: Kind of awful, really. | was in that show
and then | had one one-man show. It was a
weird moment. Julian was doing his plate
paintings, and suddenly it was, “Well, there
goes Julian.” There was suddenly a lot of
wealth and fame, but an artist like
Ross—his work was still doing shit. | got
sort of twisted about it.
L: And there, suddenly, was Annina [Nosei],
ready to pick up the pieces?
sm: [laughs] Almost. She had just opened
her gallery, and she was showing Ronnie
Cutrone and Jean-Michel Basquiat, which
was interesting. And she came to my stu-
dio one day and simply asked if she could
buy a painting for $3,500 cash. That did
the trick.
LL: So now we're in the early '80s?
sm: Right, and now you're on the scene
too, right?
LL: Right. Now tell me, please, how you re-
member the '80s.
sm: [longish, puzzled pause]
LL: You don't have to generalize. It can be bits
and pieces—you know, “impressions.”
sm: | guess hom lity per se b
an important thing for me in the early '80s.
For a long time everything was very mixed.
You know, there was hippiedom at
Bennington, and then polymorphous perver-
sity at Max’s—the Andy queers and the
Butch Idiots—everybody sort of mixed up.
The same at One U [One University, the
last of the Mickey Ruskin hangouts] and
then the Mudd Club, where | went every
night after One U. Louie [Chaban] was on
the door. And don’t forget Rene [Ricard,
the renegade poet-painter]. Rene
through this whole story. The first time |
met Rene it was terrifying. He did this
creepy little dance around me, literally.
Then after a while he was very charming.
The Mudd Club was pretty wild—the
way that Max’s was part Bennington, part
Park Avenue, part Factory, with Billy
Sullivan the sort of all-purpose connection.
But then for a while there was nowhere to
go. So things fell into more distinct cate-
gories. There was the art world, and there

was the West Village and bars. And the
two were very separate. So | guess | more
fully realized myself in this sense. And then
at last came Barocco! That was quite an
opening party! The beginning of the Age of
the Restaurant!

LL: Wait a minute. What about Odeon?
sm: Odeon was there to teach people how
to pay for a meal, other than by just sign-
ing for it. It was like training for Barocco.
L: O.K. | get the picture. Now | want to know
how you work. A day in the nightlife of
Stephen Mueller.

sm: | used to work about three days a
week. Now | work about five. Almost al-
ways in the daytime. Like, it's eleven
o’clock and time to be finished with the
Times, unless something is dreadfully
wrong in other quarters. Then | crank up
the incense...

LL: Have specific aromas always been im-
portant to you while working?
sm: Immensely. And it's sea-
sonal. You don’t want to smell
copal in the middle of the

My work used

among your friends as a sort of international-
music center, and your tapes are in high de-
mand. Was this always the case?

sm: Throughout. | guess it all started with
ol’ Ravi Shankar. Then | was a fan of Will-
iam Burroughs and the Phoenix Bookstore
and John Giorno’s poetry-and-music series.
It would start with him saying something
like “Seven Cuban army officers in exile
were at me all night”; then came Arabic
and Chinese and every other sort of ethnic
music under the sun.

LL: How has your own work changed?

sm: | have three words to say about that.
Bombast, Brice, and age. [laughs] And
travel. | want to say something about trav-
el—about all the stuff that you know about
but haven’t seen before, and that you can
now acquiesce to in a new way.

LL: 0.K. Now that you get to travel, how has
that affected your work?

sm: It has to do with things like smell, and
the time of day, or a place.
Greece, for instance, with
Brice and Helen [the Mar-

summer, for instance. to have dens). Or like when you and

LL: What's copal? Brooks and | were in Brus-

sm: It’s a Mayan incense, ac- more to do sels at that weird old Musée

tually. It’s not liturgical, but | with a jazzy Wiertz across the street from

also use frankincense, and all the new EEC stuff, or
kind of

Indian florals. Jasmine, that
really arouses me. But right
away, you know if it's wrong.
LL: Do you ever have olfactory

movement, but
now it’s color.

when Brooks took us to that
John Soane house in London.
What was the color of the
base-ment? Like a transpar-

accidents? The power ent grayish, brown-green,
sm: [laughs] Oh, yeah. Some- dirty white. Lately it's the
times there's a real olfactory  Of color is color of the ground—the
bummer, when it's completely somethlng that white or a tint—that keys my
at odds with the visuals. Then work. | leave the associative
| tumn the fan on the other way. hasn’t aspect open-ended. The asso-
LL: What about other intoxicants really been ciative stuff is there to keep
while you're painting? you moving or to keep you
sm: | can actually say some- dealt with in a still. | guess my work used to
thing about that. It's a cata- lon g time have more to do with a jazzy

lyst, for sure, but you have to
stop sometimes or in the end
it's an impairment rather than a joy. It can
be an incredible waste of money—you
know, of paint and materials. One step over
the line, sweet Jesus, and it can be a
bloody mess.
LL: What about you and music?
sm: | have always luhved music. Classical
music when | was very young. And | always
listened to R&B. Then | came 'round to
rock 'n’ roll and stuff. The Rolling Stones
and Jimi Hendrix and the Doors...
LL: Did you love disco?
sm: Just for a little while. Then it got too
corporate, too prepackaged, just like
House music today. Remember when we
were in London in May—the Fridge at
Brixton! I'll never forget Brooksie [Brooks
Adams, the art critic] standing there in the
middle of that Soul Il Soul set screaming,
“I hate reggae!”

But back then in the late '70s, the ad-
vent of the punk sound really opened
things up again. R ber how shocking

kind of movement—the ges-
ture stuff—but now it’s color.
The power of color is something that hasn’t
really been dealt with in a long time. In
Eastern art, Tantric art for instance, color
is half-symbolic. | once had a Japanese-lit-
erature teacher, Claude Fredericks, who
taught almost by talking in the style of the
texts. He distilled it, and what | appreciat-
ed about his teaching was how he brought
out the ambiguity. How something that’s
real simple can also be real complex. And
spiritual. | really do believe that the most
important, open-ended aspect of my work
is spiritual. | feel a little silly saying this,
but I've sort of discovered Kandinsky
—even late Kandinsky.

LL: That makes sense.

sm: You know, all this stuff about money for
popular culture and art that people have
been talking about lately? For me there's
no such thing as popular culture. The gen-
eral public—that’s not who | think of my
work being for. My paintings are for con-
i , not for the T-shirt end of the art

Nina Hagen and Lene Lovich were?
LL: What about ethnic music? You're known
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world. Maybe that’s why I’'m not so rich. |
like my work to be more of a secret. B
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