PAST, PRESENT, FUTURE
INTERVIEW BY ALISSA BENNETT
Robert Janitz (b. 1962 in Alsfeld, DE) lives and works in Mexico City and New York. He has had
recent solo exhibitions at KONIG, Berlin, San Carlo Cremona, Cremona, Museo Diego Rivera An-
ahuacalii, Mexico City, Canada, New York, Casa

lus: o,
Kunstmuseam Winterthur in Switzeriand From 1982 untl 1988, he studied Ethnology, Gompar-
ative Religion, Indology, and Art History at Philipps University Marburg in Germany. Janitz's works
are held in private and institutional collections worldwide and his practice has been the subject
of numerous reviews and features in various international art publications. For Numéro Berlin, he
speaks with Alissa Bennett about sandwiches, Erik Satie and how our pianet will look in 600 years.

Alissa Bennet Hi, Rober

Rovertjants Aliaa, i really thiled to see you

AB Do you remember the frs ime we met? Was it ten years ago? Can you beleve 2

RJ | do. It was at my studio, and you came wearing a really bulky

A SR e T o obagly 305 Marejela. andyou caich e your ceat Martin Margiela?” | s

Ves, and you told me hat youd recentiy had a Job making sandwiches at the atelier

R Exactly ight. And thafs how we immediately became friends.

AB Can you tell me about the sandwich-making job’

R Well| was Iing i Paris, making no money, and was painting, and | had a German friend who

was working as a salesperson for the showroom, so | begin preparing the sandwiches. There was

cream cheese, there was also lox and some fake caviar, mayonnaise, and pickles, of course.

AB1 love discussing the past,but | understand that this ssue of the megazine s about the future,
‘& can talk about both. 'm moving apartments at the moment, and one of me issues

hat I having is that everything from the past that | don't want to el with is resurfac

R4 Imalso gong through my New York aparment becaluse we are going to rent it out, o ' facing

that part of it now, these experiences that you think are just in your memory, but that stil exist

Do you save physical objects, or are you more of an emotional hoarder?

RJ | think | hide all my emotional attachments in books.

AB Packing books is orrible because you think you have no feeling for some of them and then a

piture of your boytriend from 1997 falls

RJ Exactly. Don't open

AB When | think about your ook think a ot about time. Knowing you as | do, what occurs to me is

“I'THINKIHIDE ALL MY EMOTIONAL ATTACHMENTS IN BOOKS”
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that your work is verdv connected to the moment |ts being made in; it's not the past, it's not the future,
it iaht now: What do you think about when youte making your work in terms of temporality?
RJ Very good ques

B GonTuantio e he work sad or mecdittive or any of thase words that people dorit ke, but
1do think that there is something about presence, about the body, about the experiential, about

1
can take things out of the unknown because they have no past. | think, in a way, I'm leaning into
fhe future. | 1k Tarkovsky at some port played a definte ifluential role, but | Gannot realy talk
sbout time in tht way.

RJ Because 1 think it makes it too linear, and the experience | have in my clearer state of studio

RJ In your case, you have the lettering that appears as you write. | have different anchors, maybe.
lalways see it more as a membrane. I don't really think about the past, present or future as such.
Ithink more of  membrane botween my consciousness, my not knowing, and the whole rest of
the universe. And somewhere n the middle, there's ‘something that maybe could

B It's et through the viscosty of your me-
mum which s a membrane on ' the canvas.

J Bray

AB Bravo to you! Do you listen to music or podcasts when you're in the studio?
RJ It anything, men music; | usually cannot have voices.
AB So, no talki
RdNosinging, Bt then, | love Turkish music.
AB YouTe 5o ful of surprises that when | hear them, Im not really surprised. Of course Robert
Janitz loves Turkist

Miren's one of my favorites; hs singing is very touching. | dorit understand what he sings,
but I love the way he sings his words.

B Do you imagine what he's saying through the delivery?
RJ Yes, of course. | seem to have it, and imagine some
elaborste stage defending himself from being kiled...
There was s Netfx series called "The Club'| baslcauy around him, s character and his mastery
of Turkish music. The term they use for what he does is sic.” At some
point, he was threatened by an angry b and e e “Let me at 16ast sing a song for you on
stage and you can decide if you want to kill me afterwards.”
AB You know wha [ hink you wouid do f you were treatened by amob? | fel ke youd say “Let
me atleast sing a song for you. And then you can decide afer if you want o kil me of ot
xactly.

AB So yourre lving in Mexico City now, which is a
horrible New Yor
RJ At some polnt 1 decided it was time to leave.

change from the days | knew you here in

“‘I'DON'T REALLY THINK ABOUT THE PAST, PRESENT OR
FUTURE AS SUCH. | THINK MORE OF A MEMBRANE BETWEEN
MY CONSCIOUSNESS, MY NOT KNOWING, AND THE WHOLE
REST OF THE UNIVERSE. AND SOMEWHERE IN THE MIDDLE,
THERE'S SOMETHING THAT MAYBE COULD BE ME””

ABWas e for making work? Because your new work seems to have a qualty that | havert
B e fors e ol oo ort ot light in
RJ | think e infial years in New York give you alot of energy. If you can absorb it, it gives you
even more.
re just in Maine for three weeks with my parents, and when we drove back, | saw that

skyline that you and | are Iookmg at right now and | thought: “I can't believe | live in that dump.
RJ 1 know it looks depr It looks like a graveyar

There are no tree in, | was like, “Where are the fucking trees?” You're right, it looks
lie a graveyard Its Tice tombstones,

n, hat ihought struck me earlier,“This looks like a graveyard.”
AB When tid you come 1o New York
RJ 1 got here maybe a week ago.
o, | mean orginall
RJ In the fut
AB No, i the Dast Were taking about the past now, not the future
was great. You know, easy living.
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:; ‘\ﬁi I actually worked Ior 'somebody for three months.

at
RYluc Worked for thd ld wacky choreographer,Elaine Summers, and she had these fantasies about
the inter
AB Fantasies about what was going to happen i the future?
RJ Yes. And how great it was going to
AB What she was thinking was going to happen? Did she think she would be able to trade her old
body for a new one?
RJ I don't know, but she did some great dance work
AB What was the longest you've ever held a
R ik e tongoekicn s N ela and o was for 6 months
AB You know what's cool about you - and it shows in your work - is this kind of uncompromising
position; | feel ke £ & phIosQpIGal stance where tere are inumerable possibities and varta-
tions. DO you ever make a work and think, “I've made that before"? Because | never look at your
work and think I've seen it before.

RJ | sometimes repeat the work, but it feels like I'm at...what's it called? The Stairway to Heaven,
and then | just repeat that same step three times.

ly three?
RJ I don't really do more.
AB | always feel in my work | can write the same story in a thousand different ways, but t's always
the same story and it kind of avays about 3 fantasy of the future. | write about funning away a
ot, and there are a million different ways to
RJ (Think Iiovectto Mexico 0 save my connection to what it s to be an artist and making work;
1 think New York was (aking that away from me.
AB What's the difference?
RJ There is a future far me in Mexic
AB Let's talk about what Mexico CI(y s like. What's the difference? I've never been to Mexico, so
you really have to spell it out for m
K31 mean, there are a ot of trees, fo example, and corming back to New York from Mexico, | won-
der how people can iive here.
AB S0, you Ive in & house i Mexico? With a studio attached?
RJ No" separate studio, and | also have a pian
AB Did you always play r or are you hoping to p\ay in the future?

AB That's the thing about ¥ e fure. In the future, you can be whatever you want to be. You can
be a great pianist,
RJ | even fc

painting that there's a o of acting involved,
ind back to the past when you become a painter. Had you ever painted before?

We know that you studied callraphy and you made sandwic

RJ Exactly, and then | acted. “I'm just going to be this artist per:
AB So you make this conscious decision 1o assume this role 2 o ths thing.

RJ Let's say that's how

B Gy L2 G pha the past, When you were 25 years old what were you doing?

RJ ON, then | was studying Sanskit quite seriously.

AB Why?

RJ 1 was interested in astrology as a late teenager.

‘I THINK THE INITIAL YEARS IN NEW YORK GIVE YOU A LOT OF
ENERGY. IF YOU CAN ABSORB IT, IT GIVES YOU EVEN MORE"”
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AB What sign are you?
RAma Scorpio.
AB Perfect
3 Super Scorpio n five planets: sun, moon, rising, Neptune. Venus.
AB You know, m 2 Scorpio moan. That's 've been friends for a decade. | understand your

sadness. Tell me about your hou . What does i ook ike?
R 1ts 2 yeliowhouse: I has a Churivs window There's a black marble ireplace and a siting room
ith couches and a ining room that goes nto my litle MUSic foorm:

that Ireally have always loved about you? | feel like the word “drifter” has

bad connotalion, but {aways feel ke a difter mysell, andfee ke you's kind of  drfer, too
g ths kind of mentaly s alse about th futur bocatso the quesiion s always, “Where will

ause of the medium that you work in, which is flour and wax. You can't totally control it
and o can't change it.

AB And the material you work in means that your paintings are very footed to the physical ges-
ture of applying the medium to the canvas and the fantasy of what could happen. There is this
{fing thafs about whats going to happen, this antiipation and ind of looking forvard And ove
that because | eel ke  have a ot of that n myself too, | always kind of trust in the future.
RS Socahow MG 1 st the ginning o n drift.
aﬁ \é\lhelie else do you want to drift? You Iook exaclly the same as the day | met you. It's so crazy.
razil m:
AB Part of why T Ive ngver been to Mexico s that fm araid that someone willut my head oft. Do
you worry about th:
RJ NQ llaughs]
you think that if you have the thousht and the worry.then the ting is more likely to hap-
gen’ B you think |an never 9o 10 Mexico? Gause rm afraid someone wil cut my head
) When there’s a Gladstone opening n Mexico, il be soon, you'l s
AB Whatis your dally e it Mexico? You wake up in the yelow house with the black marble fire-
place, with the music room...

RYWith he rooftop.
AB And your pariner, Ana s there with you. How long have you guys been together?
long

time.
AB Like how long?
RJ 30 years.
AB 30 years past, present, future..

RJ Yeah, who would have thou ht”
B S5 you wake up and then what?
RJ Ilove looking at my garden on the 19oftop and | have ot of flowers i oleander and jasmine.
AB Gardens ars about the future, right?
1.| \{,es, Ican't wait for the next flower to bloom. Then 1 try to play the piano in the morning. That's
t

e you playing

B3 I e Enk SEUE very spacious
AB What do you mean, spacious?
RAIts slowand | can lay . | Gan' play Rachmaninoffor something like that.| always think about
this movie scene in Diva. Its this French movie about an opera singer and the mailman who steals.
her tobe, Do you remember that movie?
AB No, I've never seen
I NG Stoals t andinan they have this ind of love afairand they walk through Paris,and there's
this sentimental melody playing in the early morning hours in the Jardin de Luxembourg. There's
also parallels worlds where there is no future. It's just a parallel world. It is not about the past or
future. It's just a different imagination.
B You sirke me as someone who never worred about what was going to happen 1o you. And
{fiats why you ife became what it s, because you weren't concerned a

Bt moment when you were worried about the futt
R There s one major wory in the future: My lfe wil end. | i tht actually keeps me a itle
Rervous. AN keep! «mnkmg shout
AB Did r always wor
R RV vonan o o B0t han, | realized..
When you are young, it somehow never occurs to you, right?

“THAT’S THE THING ABOUT THE FUTURE. IN THE FUTURE,
YOU CAN BE WHATEVER YOU WANT TO BE.”

Best of All Worlds, 2021, installation view, Casa Gilardi, Mexico City
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RJ There's something which is beyond my imagination. There's a physical side.
AB Cremation or burial? | always think cremation because you can' trust people to take care of
Youcorave pit for th restoftme. What about you?

RJ Probably embalmi

48 Embsiming s the permanent now.

RJ
AB All 1ight. But you're probably never going to die
R Yeah thats true, | was looking into Cryogenic Conservation. They found worms from Siberia
that were frozen in the permafrost for 46 thousand years
AB There is kind of a frosty element to your work...
RJ Yes, that is the flour. Maybe I'm already channeling my possible conservation.
AB If you could live forever - but you wouldn't be in the condition that you're in now, you would
get incrementally older forever - would you?
Rl s thare anybody clse who would lve forever?
AB Yeah, Ana lives forever.
RJ You would live forever, too.
AB Well, 'm going to live fo at least 600 years. 600 is oo
R Thats oo Nk héve Shoutd be & ol becsuse even now, I find that | would probably not
recognize how ihe planct s ten years i the future.
AB Yes, it's s
RAnd how relationships will b different. It will be 50 dliferent | tink peaple wil commuricate
rificial intelligence. They won't interact in person anym
81 tm?z that kind of lready started. Do you thnk that a ompuier ould make what you make?
jon't think so.
AB Do you think that you are in every painting that you make? Because | feel like that about you.
RJ That would be a compiiment. Thank you. I'm not sure that artificial intelligence can really make
the same future moves that | would:
puter can't anticipate what you're going to make’
G T S B ot S e €2 2518 oo it yet

“I THINK PEOPLE WILL COMMUNICATE WITH
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE. THEY WON'T INTERACT
IN PERSON ANYMORE.”

AB Do you think that a computer could write like Erik Sati
R4 Yoan, T sure, but It wil never sound like the real Satie.
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Al there's no touch. Do you remember when you made those sculptures? The metal
Jants? Are they Robert Janitz's only sculptures except for he sandwiches
J In Mexico, Ve been making super heavy volcanic rock Sculptures hat welgh four tons and are
tenfeet high. They to put them up. And they are informed by how | perceive
158 paned hendd | used & AN tag), Aibst ke sculpting into the paint nstead of painting
the paint. Mexico has been a really good move, in a way. What | am afraid of s, | think New York
has this kind of nostalgic draw and one never gets over t.

Rd You'l always love It But it will never really love you back. So youre alone with .| tink New
York shanges so quickly hat it doesn' really care about you

AB s like all future all the tim

RJ Yes.

o 4 At el
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