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BLACKBOOK MAGAZINE ONLINE INTERVIEW

Mercedes Helnwein in Conversation with
Gottfried Helnwein

Two generations of art provocateurs discuss tortured saints, world wars, and the unbearable lightness

of being normal.

GOTTFRIED HELNWEIN: You've been drawing and writing your own little stories since you were

seven.

MERCEDES HELNWEIN: Since before that. But | think | was around seven when | started trying to

combine the writing and drawing. | did a whole series of little comic books.

GH: You were reading all the time too. You never went anywhere without a book. In restaurants,

when we were hanging out with other people, you were reading.

MH: That’s pretty much the bulk of what | did in my teens. The modern world just kind of annoyed
me—everything that was hip at the time didn’t at all fit in with my ideals. | was stuck in the Victorian
era and Mark Twain’s great America and the blues. | know you always felt similarly about that. You

were obsessed with needing a castle when we still lived in Vienna.

GH: Well, | was born into this middle-class family right after the war in Vienna, where everything was
seriously fucked by the two world wars, thanks to the stupid generations preceding us. | found myself
in limbo with a bunch of ugly and frightened people.

As a little kid, | felt like | had been marooned on a small, hostile, and forgotten island. | didn’t want to
be there. | looked around and asked myself, “Where is my castle?” Everything was so small and

narrow-minded then. Everyone seemed to be competing at being the most boring and mediocre.
MH: You told me once that you didn’t want to be a painter because you thought it would be boring.

GH: The only art that | experienced as a kid were the paintings of tortured saints in the cold churches
were | spent most of my early years. | saw people nailed on crosses or pierced by arrows, Jesus
ripping his shirt open and revealing his sacred heart surrounded by a crown of thorns, bleeding and

burning. These were the images that haunted my dreams.



Some years later, | opened a gum wrapper that contained a tiny, badly printed picture of Elvis. | was
in a state of shock, because | didn’t know that a human being could be so beautiful. | didn’t know who
he was, and | didn’t know his name, but he was an epiphany for me. Later it was the Rolling Stones,
Hendrix, Captain Beefheart, Muddy Waters, and others who kept me alive. When | was sixteen or
seventeen, | was convinced that the ultimate state of existence was to be a member of the Rolling
Stones. Everything else that the world had to offer disgusted me.

The last thing | wanted to be was some weird painter with a beard, a smock, and beret standing in
front of an easel, painting squares and triangles or shit like that.

MH: Why did you end up studying painting then?

GH: | scanned through all the possible occupations that society had to offer, and one day | realized
that there was no way that | would ever fit into this system. | thought maybe with aesthetics, | could
express what | felt deep inside, and that maybe it could even have a certain impact on society. That's
when | decided to become an artist.

| knew immediately what to paint: wounded and bandaged children. It was intuition. | was amazed

how many emotions and how much excitement my little watercolors could trigger in people.

MH: Recently, I've been thinking that there are probably two types of artists: the ones who are in love
with the medium, and those who are trying to communicate something. Both are valid I, think.

GH: Kandinsky said, “In art, everything is allowed.” You are on your own. You don'’t have to justify

what you do.

MH: Yeah, a work of art can’t solely depend on great technique if there is no backbone or nothing to
give it life. | think the only thing that should be illegal is insincerity in art. You can really sniff out
something phony.

In the same way, | was starting to be so disappointed with music. | really thought it was over,
dwindling down to some kind of embarrassing halt. Then, somehow the White Stripes emerged. |
remember lying on my bed in the middle of the afternoon listening to their album, almost paralyzed.

GH: We live in the golden age of materialism, where religion is replaced by psychiatry, art by
“entertainment.” The White Stripes are like a good rain in Death Valley.
If you're unhappy with the state of things, you have to create your own micro-society where art still

rules. | always wanted a big family, lots of kids, friends, and dogs—and a nice castle.



MH: That was a good place to spend a bulk of childhood.

GH: | always thought, “One day | will have a bunch of kids and I'll give them all the freedom that | was
craving. We will travel together and explore the world. They will be my closest friends—not
subordinates—and we will be a gang.” | always wanted to live in a creative society with high culture,
aesthetics and peaceful anarchy. | hated this over-regulated bureaucracy, where all these half-wit,
self-appointed authorities tell you what to do and what to think—and especially what not to do and not
to think.

MH: Peaceful anarchy is a great way of describing it. | remember that you never wanted to travel
anywhere without at least one kid, and so we ended up going pretty much everywhere—like when
you took Ali to meet Muhammad Ali.

GH: Yeah, that was in Los Angeles when he lived there. The Austrian and German Television was
producing a documentary on me and | insisted that Muhammad Ali be in the film. | loved how he
challenged the white puritan establishment, how he danced in the ring and shouted to the world, “l am
the greatest.” | named Ali after him. Muhammad was so sweet when we met him. He approached little

Ali, who was three at that time, hugged and kissed him, and then he started to spar with him.

MH: | also remember drawing Ali from life an awful lot. | don’t even know how he managed to sit still
for so long while | tried to get him down on paper. Then I'd draw weird repetitive patterns on his

sweater—like lots of little elephants.

GH: Even with all your projects, you guys were kind enough to model for my paintings and
photographs. | painted your faces, bandaged them, and put medical instruments in your mouth.

MH: My inspiration has always been Mark Twain. I've always wanted to meet him, and see this world
that he was describing. | guess Twain, Steinbeck, and the blues are all different angles of this same
thing that | feel so attached to.

GH: And a lot of those influences ended up in your novel.

MH: Well, my first novel really couldn’t be about anything other than America. | think | owe it that

much. Writing it, | was definitely fueled by all the impressions the American culture and history has



left in me, but at the same time, | wanted this to flavor the story, not suffocate it. It's called The
Potential Hazards of Hester Day, which gives you a pretty good idea of what it is about.

GH: Between writing and visual art, which is more important to you?

MH: They're so different. They require different moods, different skills—with drawing, you can blank
out, listen to audio books or music, and let your mind wander all over the place. But with writing you
have to be right there, writing that sentence. It's always felt a little like surgery to me, but on the other
hand, you get the opportunity to be literal. Words are so powerful, and it's extremely gratifying to put
something down on paper exactly how you want it and then serve it up. Plus, writing a novel is like
being God. You can do whatever the hell you want—make your characters go through whatever
whims you happen to have that day.

It's funny that we all ended up in the middle of some field of art quite early on, only too glad to skip

college or university. You and mom never even mentioned college to us.

GH: | don'’t believe in that education system very much. | actually encouraged you to stay away from
school. The most important thing is to stay curious and look around and keep learning as long as you
breathe. In our family there was never a distinction between work, study, and private life. It is all one.

MH: We never even took any family vacations. All the trips we took were related to art. Your work
was pretty much going on all the time. Life in an average family was very alien to me. | just kind of
knew it from movies, you know, where the mom stays at home and cooks. The dad comes home at

six every evening and says, “Honey, I'm home!”

GH: | think we are the normal ones.
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