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Mike Kelley: Tulsa was the first photo-
graphic work 1 ever saw that realistically
depicted the drug scene. It shocked me
because, at that time, that was not
something you saw in the art world. How
did you come to make those photographs?
Larry Clark: I've been a photographer
since I was a teenager. My mother was a
baby photographer, going door to door. |
always had my Rolleiflex and strobe with
me because I was working for my parents. [
never thought about photography in other
terms, as art or anything. But then I went to
a commercial photography school which
happened to be in an art school. So I was
exposed to kids who were doing art and to
a lot of the documentary photography from
the old Life magazine of the fiffies when
they were doing those great photo essays.
Eugene Smith had quit Life because they
wouldn’t give him enough time to do the
assignments. He was always writing these
diatribes about the truth, and how he
wanted to tell the truth, the truth, the truth.
It was a real rebel position. It was kind of
like a teenager’s position: why can't things
be like they should be? Why can’t I do.
what I want? I latched on to that philoso-
phy. One day I snapped, hey, you know, |
know a story that no one’s ever told, never
seen, and I've lived it. It's my own story
and my friends’ story. I would go back to
Oklahoma and start photographing my
friends. That’s when it snapped—I wanted
to be a storyteller, tell a story. Which I hate
even to admit to now, because I hate
photojournalism so badly.

MK: Was there some kind of heroic aspect

to this? I'm thinking of beat literature

where a subculture is pictured in really

exalted terms. Or Robert Frank's pho-

tographs. for instance, which have a very

romantic quality to them. Were you

familiar with this stuff? I'm asking

because your work doesn't have a

photojournalistic look to it. The situations,

positions, and places in Tulsa look too real

1o be posed yet there is, at the same time, a
strange, “fictive” quality about the work.

LC: I wasn’t familiar with those people at

that time. It’s interesting about the fictive

quality... but you know it's real, it's

i documentary. I grew up in the fifties with

UNTITLED (FROM THE BOOK “TULSA"), 1968 all those great B-movies, film noir they call

it now. Double features, triple features

every Saturday... with all the dark shadows

in them. In the beginning, I was just trying

to make photographs. Someone would

IN YOUTH IS PLEASURE come in and I'd see a light and shadow and

recognize things that were dramatic. First

of all, I was trained as a portrait photo-

grapher. And you've got to make people

look good or you don’t get your $10.95.

Mike KELLEY Second, they're my friends and they're

seeing the photographs as we go along. If

you're coming back and showing them

pictures where they don’t look good,

they're not going to want you to take their

pictures anymore. Many photographers and
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photojournalists are great at grabbing the
picture, being quick and focused and
framing the composition, but they don’t
care what the people look like. I did. I
could do all that plus get the person to look
like I would like them to look. or they
would like to look.

MK: Ir's true, in Tulsa people generally

look good. Like the guy on the bed with the

gun, or even the pregnant woman with the

needle in her arm. Perhaps that's part of

why the work seems fictive to me. They're

very classical pictures. In fact, the photos

might be even more shocking because the i
scenes depicted are not made grotesque or J
seedy like they normally are in photo-

Journalism dealing with drug culture.

LC: The shot of Billy on the bed with a

gun, I always looked at that as like a baby

picture. If you looked at some of the baby

pictures my mother or I took, it could have

been that pose. I didn’t get it at first, but |

knew it was great. It was a natural picture.

With the white sheet in the background, it 1
could be a studio picture. I was able to get
that quality when it was actually hap-
pening, that quality of looking set up.
People often ask if 1 set these pictures up Bt

and then say, “No you couldn’t have, but sk = 4
how did you get them to look like that?" i i

MK: Normally in documentary photogra-
phy you don’t want the people to look too
good. You don't want them to look like

actors, you want them to look like “real”
peaple. UNTITLED (DETAIL), 1990. COLLAGE, 42 X 87

4 i o COURTESY LUHRING AUGUSTINE. NEW YORK. PHOTO ZINDMAN/FREMONT
LC: Right, but they're still real people even

if you catch them when the light is right.
Originally, I had wanted to do a film. I had
all the early photographs and couldn’t see it
happening as a book because the scene was
just so crazy—all the personalities and all
the action. I actually borrowed a movie
camera and a tape recorder with the idea of
doing a one-man movie, which was totally
impossible. I went back with my Leica and
made a dummy, a mock up, and laid out the
beginning of the book. When I laid out the
book it was a very cinematic thing, not
coming from photojournalism. I always
saw in cinematic terms, tried to tell stories,
or something.

MK: Tulsa really is very cinematic. Even

though there is no coherent narrative it

seems as if there is one. I think that feeling

is accentuated by the fact that there are a

few sequential photographs, and some

prints of film strips.

LC: There was a trick there in the Tulsa

book that I didn't even realize until later
that makes it look cinematic. No one looks
in the camera. If you do a whole book
where no one looks at the camera it’s like a UNTITLED, 1990. d .4

movie. I had to leave out a lot of good MULTIPLE BLACK AND WHITE GELATIN SILVER PRINTS, 22 X 28
pictures because they didn’t fit the flow. I

realized this when I did Teenage Lust and

had all these left over pictures from Tulsa

with people looking at the camera.
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MK: When did Tulsa come out? I know
you did some of the photographs when
you were quite young and then went back
after you'd gone to school and shot more.
How long of a period was it from when
you started to when the book was
finished?

LC: It came out right after I finished it in
1971. The first section is 1963, the
middle section is 1968, and then the last
section is 1971. About half of the book is
1971. I went to Tulsa and did all those
pictures in a matter of months. I knew
every aspect of the life and knew what
was missing from the book. I went back
and was almost... waiting for those
photographs to happen. I didn’t know
how they would happen but I knew I
would be ready. It was a real hot period.
When I came back the book was pub-
lished.
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because the action spans so many years

and we see you aging. Even though Tulsa
was also shot over a long period of time it

looks as if it all takes place at the same

time. What were you doing with time in

Teenage Lust?

LC: Teenage Lust is about going back and
photographing the past. I had known this
next generation since they were little kids.
They had known us and looked up to us as
the guys in the neighborhood. When the
Tulsa book came out they looked up to us
and to me as a kind of hero. I just told them
what I wanted to do and they let me come
back with them. It was interesting to do
that, it was like living out a fantasy to go
back and relive and photograph your past.

MK: It’s interesting to me that in one

series of photographs you show yourself
interacting with the teens. There's an

pEEiy

UNTITLED (DETAIL), 1990. PHOTOCOLLAGE, 50 X 125",

MK: Teenage Lust is a very different book
from Tulsa in regard to this cinematic
quality we've been talking about. It's more
fractured. There are very different things
going on. There are the photographs that
you deleted from the Tulsa book, the
photographs of the teenage scene, and the
photographs of the street hustlers on 42nd
Street in New York. It strikes me as more
off hand, almost like a collection of
snapshots.

LC: Teenage Lust is a scrapbook whereas
Tulsa is a movie.

MK: Would you ever have yourself in the
photos again?
LC: No. Too old.

MK: What would that do?
LC: Frighten me is what it would do.

MK: Even though you subtitled Teenage
Lust an “autobiography” it seems more
removed than Tulsa. There are photo-
graphs of you involved in the action, and
in Tulsa that wasn't the case, but it has the
quality of operating in memory. Perhaps
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obvious age difference yet it seems as if the
viewer is asked to accept that there is no
difference.

LC: I even captioned the picture where
we're naked in the waterfall, “Self-Portrait
with Teenagers.” I wrote it down to make it
as clear as possible. A lot of those pictures
are about me trying to be a teenager, to
validate that time for me, which I felt I
didn’t have. I was always late, and I missed
that time and there’s always that desire to
go back. I always wanted to be the people I
photographed and I think using these
people is like this perfect childhood. I
always thought that Tulsa didn’t give me
the satisfaction it should have because |
was twenty-eight when it came out and |
thought I should have done it when I was
seventeen, I should have been a teenager
when I did it.

MK: What do you mean you missed being
a teenager? Even though Tulsa didn't
come out when you were a teenager you
started the project soon after. And it was
your scene you were photographing.

LC: Even in Tulsa when I was photograph-
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ing my friends | wanted to be my
friends—anybody but myself. I was a hood,
but not really. I was really just a skinny
little kid who picked this identity and these
people to hang out with. It was a role. I'm a
tag-along guy who looks real, real young;
who’s fifteen and looks twelve. I didn’t
reach puberty until I was almost sixteen. In
Tulsa, words like “puberty™ were never
mentioned. I never heard the word. I think
the only thing I ever heard was the gym
teacher said, “Some of you guys are old
enough to use a jock strap,” and he held
one up. That was all that was ever said. |
mean, you know, you got hair on your dick
when you needed some hair on your dick.
And everything was naked, you had to go
swimming naked. And at this point my
father had just come back: he came back
when I was twelve, in sixth grade. He was a
traveling salesman on the road. My mother

8

always said, “Everybody likes your father,
he is such a nice guy.” Every fucking day
of my life she said “how much everybody
likes your father.” And, of course, I loved
my father; I wanted my father to like me.
So I didn’t start puberty and he looks at me
and says, “What did I do to deserve such a
scrawny little kid?” and quit talking to me.
Then I hear whispering in the house
between my parents and they send me to a
doctor to get some vitamin B-12 shots. No
one ever tells me what was going on. No
one says it was O.K. I remember sitting in
the bathroom when I was fifteen and
looking down at myself and saying if |
don’t get some hair on my dick by next
summer I'm going to kill myself.

So I started this secret life. My first secret
life was I hadn’t started puberty yet. Then I
started hanging out with these drug guys
and it was a secret life style. We were doing
things we weren’t supposed to be doing.
Drugs weren’t mentioned back then. So it
was just layers and layers of secret lives. |
didn’t shoot drugs for the first year because
I hadn’t reached puberty yet. When I'm
almost sixteen and I started going through
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puberty, that’s when I started shooting
speed.

MK: So puberty and drugs were like a
mixed rite of passage?

LC: Right. When I'm sixteen I'm like
thirteen really. When I started tenth grade |
would have liked to have gone back and
start the seventh grade. Then I would have
started out on an equal footing with the
other guys.

MK: So this impulse to go back is an

impulse toward normalcy?

LC: Normalcy, right. I was a freak, a secret
freak—no one knew I was a freak. That
was always a fantasy of mine, to go back to
high school and do it again. To do it right.
There’s also this sexual fantasy that I have,
and it’s to be a fourteen year old kid, right?
Going through puberty, you know, at

most successful work, like Tulsa, I felt had
been done on a purely emotional basis. |
think it was Andy Grundberg of the New
York Times that wrote that my work was
psychotherapeutic. I said, somebody finally
got it. I always felt that was going on.

MK: A lot of people see your work as
homoerotic, especially the more recent
work like the collages and the large-scale
sequential photos of teenage boys. There
are certain gay artists showing now whose
work on the surface recalls yours.

LC: I saw that some people might get it
that way. They just can’t get past the fact
that it’s teenage boys. Someone I know
once showed Allen Ginsberg Teenage Lust.
Allen looked at the pictures and asked “Is
he gay?” and my friend said “No”; Allen
said “Wanna bet?” There is that aspect, if
you have fifteen year old kids in your
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living in a family that was drugs and
alcohol. So it was two generations, father
alcoholic and son alcoholic, and all active. |
had gone out and photographed this scene
and it came down to three photographs that
I liked out of all of them. They told the
story. So I made some triptychs. This led to
the first collage, where I took a picture
from a magazine and put it with one of my
photographs. It was a picture of Matt Dillon
when he was about fifteen years old with
his shirt off. Then the collages just kind of
grew. I started thinking about all this stuff
in the newspapers about teenagers killing
their parents. There was one about a kid
who slaughtered his parents; he slit their
throats and hit them on the head with bar
bells. What was interesting to me was that
he was naked so he wouldn’t get blood on
his clothes. And the first thing I wondered
when [ read the story was if the kid had an

THE PERFECT CHILDHOOD, 1991. COLLAGE WITH NEWSPAPER AND MAGAZINE PHOTOGRAPHS AND SILVER PRINTS, 29 X 88",

fourteen, normally... you see I say “nor-
mally.” You see I still think there’s
something wrong with me. But to be
fourteen years old, and I even know how I
look. I know how much hair I have on my
dick, I have a little hair on my legs, and I
have just a little patch of hair under my
arms and | have a sister who’s having a
slumber party and she’s got five or six
seventeen year old girls. I'm the younger
brother. And they get me to take my clothes
off and I dance around for them and they're
playing with me and I get to fuck them and
they sit on my face and I'm eating their
pussy and...

MK: Do you think your work is erotic?
LC: I think all the work is erotic some-
what. I like my work to look sexy and it
does look sexy and that’s always there. But
do you mean for me or for the viewer?

MK: Well, for either. When you make
these works you are obviously aware that
other people are going to look at them.

LC: When I did the collages, for example,
the purpose was not the viewer at all. My

pictures with hard-ons, people are going to
think that. But what can I do about that? I
never explained why I was interested in
those kids, which I'm trying to do now. My
wish would be to go back and be that age
and be one of those normal kids.

MK: So the object of desire is to be the
kids, not to have them.
LC: Right, it’s to be them.

MK: You don't seem to be interested in

“normal” kids but rather in dysfunctional

youth, kids involved in Satan teen murders

and things like that.

LC: I think I'm just interested in anything a
teenager does.

MK: How did you shift from doing the

photo books into doing collages?

LC: I came upon the collages by way of
doing photographic triptychs. I wanted to
get away from the books. I was seeing
everything as a double page spread. I was
doing a project called Children of Alcohol-

ics, photographing a kid who was having
trouble with drugs and alcohol that was

erection when he was Killing them. I said,
God, what a fucking image! I'd like to do a
film where that happened.

MK: / remember the mental image of
Lizzie Borden killing her parents used to
get me hot. It was the same thing, she
killed them naked so she wouldn't get
blood on her clothes.

LC: And then there were all these stories
about autoerotic asphyxiation. There was
an article in the New York Times that |
used in a collage about a rash of suicides
on Long Island, about five in a few
months. Everyone wanted to know why
all these kids in this small community
were killing themselves. It turned out they
were jerking off while they were hanging
themselves. The parents would clean up
the scene and it would be called a sui-
cide... it was better a suicide than be
embarrassed by their kid jerking off while
strangling himself and dying. I figured
this was pretty esoteric knowledge, but I
was talking to a class at NYU and three of
about eighteen students knew someone
who had done this and died. It was com-
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mon knowledge among teenagers.

I was thinking about things you couldn’t
photograph. How are you going to
document a kid killing his parents? How
are you going to be there when a kid dies
from autoerotic asphyxiation? The
collages were a way for me to deal with
that problem, to tell the story in another
way. I started mixing up all this teenage
stuff—the perfect childhood done by
Hollywood, by the media, by all the stuff
we read and see, with the way childhood
was supposed to be in the fifties when I
was a kid, the way it wasn’t at all.

I did one collage about the New Hampshire
murder case where a twenty-two year old
teacher came into this high school to teach
drugs and alcohol and she seduced a fifteen
year old boy who was a virgin and got him

MK: / could see this not as a picture of a
normal kid but rather of a heroic kid, a kid
who rises up to kill his boring parents, or
strives to attain his true desires. What
would you say to that reading?

LC: When I tell kids I want to work on
some photographs about stuff that’s in the
newspapers, about kids killing their
parents, they say, oh, I can relate to that.
They’re all having trouble with their
parents... you know, haircuts and sex. It’s
all pretty straight ahead.

MK: Didn't you do some set-up photo-
graphs of boys simulating autoerotic
asphyxiation and other things?

LC: I tried to set up some photographs like
I see in the newspapers. I couldn’t, they
were ridiculous-looking. I got one kid
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page with no writing. Just one kid, fifty
pictures... two hundred and fifty pictures.
I recently made a new work with seventy-
five photos, five lines of different kids.
Very obsessive. | had made some twenty-
four-by-twentys for a collage. They really
looked good big. My other work didn’t
look good big. Like the Tulsa photographs,
if you make them big it changes it, it’s like
you're exploiting it.

Now I just photograph the kids over and
over. Everything is stripped away. I don't
need the drug scene, I don’t have to have
them hanging themselves, I don’t have to
have the teenage lust life, I don’t have to
have my whole forty-eight years, all I have
to have is just the normal kid sitting in the
chair. The photos are getting looser and
freer. I don’t have to find this idolized

UNTITLED (FROM THE BOOK “TEENAGE LUST"), 1972,

to kill her husband. It's a mix of pictures of
sexy teenage actors from teen magazines,
photographs that I shot for it, and the article
about her that reproduces Polaroids she
took and gave to him. This is the only one |
ever titled—The Perfect Childhood.
Because that is the perfect childhood.
Wouldn’t you like to be fucking the
beautiful twenty-two year old teacher when
you were fifteen? This kid’s got everything.
And then the Hollywood perfect childhood
goes bad: the kid's got twenty-eight years
and she’s got life without parole.

I'd been seeing all these newspaper
stories about kids murdering their parents
but the kids didn’t look right. They
always looked twisted or older than
seventeen, but this kid looked perfect.
He's got his Motley Crue t-shirt, the jean
Jjacket, the long hair, and just a wisp of
moustache. This is how I want a killer
kid to look, like the kid next door.
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hanging like a suicide. I used it in a collage.
I was trying to get to the autoerotic thing
but I could only get him to do so much.

MK: How do you find these teens and
what's your interaction with them? Do you
hire them?

LC: I've done this about three times—I've
gotten kids to model for me and I pay
them. It’s just straight professional
modeling. I just brought them into the
studio and photograph for five or six
hours, just click, click, click, click,
click—talking, eating a sandwich,
smoking a cigarette, or trying to set
something up like pretending they were
cutting their wrists. | saw all these pictures
and tried to pick out one good picture and I
said, what if I just print them all? What if |
take all these pictures and just cover the
walls of a room with them? Or do a book
and have them all, page after page after

picture of the kid in ten rolls of film. Every
shot is important because it’s not about
taking a photograph anymore, it’s about me
photographing the kid.

MK: That reminds me of action painting.
You don’t think about the image as much
as you think about the activity of produc-
tion. I think about you shooting the
pictures more than 1 think about the kid.
LC: The idea is to put all these fucking
teenage boys in one place and just finish it
there. Just put the whole obsession with
going back in one book and maybe it will
be finished, maybe I can do something else.
Now I'm thinking I'm right on time,
wherever I am today I should be and all of
a sudden I don’t feel that I'm late anymore,
which takes a lot of stress off, man, it takes
a lot of pressure off your life.

| |

Mike Kelley is a Los Angeles-based artist.



