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Matthew Barney Dialogue with Richard Flood, 2003 
 
 
 
Richard Flood:  
My name is Richard Flood, and I'm the chief curator here at the Walker Arts Center. 
  
Tonight we'll be conducting a dialogue with Matthew Barney who has just completed his Cremaster Cycle, a 
series of five films, shot out of sequence, and which has been engrossing the art world and increasingly the 
world of film over the past eight years. The films deal with a dense body of material, involving architecture, 
mythology, and great religions of the Western world. Now, please join us for the dialogue with Matthew 
Barney. 
  
If anybody here has had the pleasure of trying to write about what it is that Matthew does, one of the first 
things that you are saddled with is you've got to explain Cremaster. I think there's always that moment where 
you're like ... It's like you've written about it a lot. It's like, how many different ways can you find to describe 
what the Cremaster muscle is? It's a very, very interesting starting point insofar as you're not at a film. You're 
at an understanding of a biological phenomena. 
  
I think if you don't know what Cremaster is, it is the muscles that ... Do you want to say it because ... I'm very 
shy. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
I think you should finish what you were saying. 
 
Richard Flood:  
Okay. Because I had to do it for the brochure for tonight, it's actually in there. You could refer to your brochure. 
But I will tell you it is essentially the male testicles or, if you're writing the other side of the story, the male 
gonad, are lowered and retract according to certain stimuli like fear and coldness. So, that's one part of the 
story. It's very primal, when you really think about it. 
  
The other thing that is there through all of the films is this moment of non-differentiation of the fetus and the 
womb, a moment when the sexual determination has not been set, and the child has this one moment of 
being free of the burdens of sexuality. Or maybe that's the wrong thing to say. It probably has all the burdens 
of sexuality and none of the burdens of being distinctly sexual. Is that kind of ... 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Well, I think that that was the first model that I latched onto as a way of thinking about this piece that would 
move through these five locations, and it would follow the development of a form of some sort, and organism, 
that would be defined in a somewhat biological way, it had a predetermined ending, and that it was that 
battling with itself over how it could overcome its condition basically and maintain its lack of differentiation. 
  
The reproductive system, that model, became the most concrete thing I could hold onto, I think, when I started 
the project, and sort of thinking that the project ... Within that model, the whole project would live in this pre-
genital realm and that, if the thing that would take it out of that realm and to its final resting place would be 
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the downward movement of these internal reproductive organs, that the project needed conflict somehow. It 
needed to assign something as its sort of governor. 
  
So, the Cremaster muscle or a [inaudible 00:04:27] of the Cremaster muscle became the sort of way of 
thinking about, well, if the whole war within this system is about where these organs are going to end up, 
then the Cremaster muscle would be the governor that's pulling them. 
 
Richard Flood:  
Did you ever for an instant look back and say, "Gee, I wish I hadn't named all the children Cremaster?" 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Maybe. I mean, for different reasons. I think now I don't feel that way. I think that when ... Maybe it'd be useful 
to talk about how the project started on the Isle of Man in that the idea was that we would film the piece one 
summer, and then the following summer we would go back to Great Britain, and it would be broadcast on 
television during the week that the TT Race occurs around the Isle of Man. 
 
Richard Flood:  
We're talking now ... We've decided to go through the evening ... Just as a point for you, we've decided to go 
through the evening with the chronology of the films as they were shot. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
I couldn't convince the television station to air the piece, so went back to New York with it and took it to the 
public theater in New York. We basically rented a theater and showed it as a video projection, which I wasn't 
very happy with in terms of its color saturation. I really wanted it to have that broadcast sports feeling and a 
real, very heavy saturation color flatness. So, somebody had suggested "Why don't you transfer it to film?", 
which I did, and that really started this other path that the project took, this way that the moving image aspect 
of the project ended up in art house cinemas. 
 
Richard Flood:  
It began also, the use of the ... I mean, the very particular nature of the Isle of Man really informed the project. 
I forget what exactly you were looking at the location, because the Isle of Man came late, right? You were 
basically looking for a Celtic site. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Right, a Celtic architectural condition of some sort, and ended up on the Isle of Man. Yeah. Yeah, some of 
the locations were like the region was fixed, but the specific character wasn't define. 
 
Richard Flood:  
Once you were on the Isle though, a lot of things started making sense and were really deeply ... It became 
deeply embedded into the film as well. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Yeah. It was the first ... I do want to get back to the other question that I never answered, which is to do with 
the way that, after four and then one, which both had a similar sensibility, I think, this broadcast sports 
sensibility, were transferred to film, that five had a slightly different agenda. It was made knowing that it would 
have ... That it would fulfill its role within the cycle as a generator of sculpture and part of the sculptural work. 
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It also would have this life in the cinema. I made it differently, and then two and three followed in the same 
way that it was made conscious of the fact that it would exist as a film. 
  
I think it was at that point, around the time of five, that the burden of the Cremaster, that the sort of biological 
frame didn't became as useful anymore, that it ... But that said, I'm still happy with the title. 
 
Richard Flood:  
You stayed with it as a topic. It never goes away. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Yeah, the Isle of Man in a way was the prototype for the rest of the project, the way that a location would. In 
the case of the Isle of Man, it started with a flag probably, with the three legs, and trying to take the island 
and create a kind of a body out of the island that would have three factions that were in conflict with one 
another, and taking the national tartan and deconstructing it into yellow, blue, and green and- 
 
Richard Flood:  
The TT. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
The TT. 
 
Richard Flood:  
I mean, you heard about the Isle of Man in- 
 
Matthew Barney:  
[crosstalk 00:09:10] 
 
Richard Flood:  
... in a bar in Glasgow, right? 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Yeah, exactly. Yeah. Yeah. Some Scottish guys thought that, if they ever went there, they'd be shot. But 
there was this place that nobody knew what was going on there, that it had these old ... People were caned 
there and ... So, I had to go. 
 
Richard Flood:  
Then there was the ram. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Right, the ram, which was probably the ... Other than the three legs, was the thing that ... Particularly after 
doing the [Theta 00:09:43] project and thinking about the horns as either genitalia or as a kind of a biological 
map. In this case, of an organism that both ascended and descended. The [logging ram 00:10:04] has two 
pairs of horns that way. And that those three fashions were respectively an ascending fashion and a 
descending fashion, and a locked-in fashion that believed that it could exist in this third sort of neutral place. 
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Richard Flood:  
But the horns are also durational. They are a record of a period of time as well, which is kind of great when 
you get into the film and realize that it's a journey, a kind of quest that's undertaken. 
  
I guess, do you want to go into the first clip? 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Sure. 
 
Richard Flood:  
... And get people definitely involved. Do you want to set it up, or... It's probably helpful to set it up. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Well, it's towards the beginning of the piece, and it has probably the first shots of the [TT Course 00:11:05], 
and this is a race course that goes around the island, which was attractive in the sense that... Wanting to 
make the island an organism, that this could provide some sort of circulatory system, and it establishes the 
locked-in candidate in a pure house at the end of the, the edge of the island. 
 
Richard Flood:  
There's some amazing assistance. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Right. Well, [inaudible 00:11:33] really a chorus of the three main fashions of the rest of the piece, that there's 
an ascending fairy, a descending fairy, and a locked-in fairy that are described by the bones in their hair. 
 
Richard Flood:  
And then the drivers... 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Right, the organs of the drivers... One descending set, one ascending set, yep. 
 
Richard Flood:  
Developing the local candidate, it's an instantly enduring character. You've got this tap dancing satyr who's 
dressed like an Edwardian dandy, and a very high stylization there. How did he come about as the 
centerpiece for the film? 
 
Matthew Barney:  
I guess that Houdini had always been a character that was... I guess the project that came before Cremaster 
used Houdini in a sort of literal way. He was still on my mind in some ways as a symbol of one of the core 
elements of the project somehow, this notion of self-imposed restraint as a creative tool. 
  
When I first went to the Isle of Man and found it felt somewhat like a Victorian fossil, a place where people 
would vacation around that time that Houdini made his name, and the way that during that era, the physical 
culture of it came into being, that Houdini belonged to, this new way of defining physicality and masculinity in 
some ways. 
  
So I thought it would be both an interesting way to continue something I was already thinking about, and a 
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way to take something the Isle of Man had to offer, like an interesting collision between this Victorian frame 
and the TT bikes that you see every summer, you go there to watch the races, that you're seeing these plastic 
and alloy machines moving in front of these discarded Victorian buildings. It has a lot to do with the character 
of what's already there, which I think a lot of these art direction decisions are that they come out of that place, 
in going to that place, and trying to mine out what's there that can align with something I'm already interested 
in, or something that's already part of the sculptural body that has to pass through it. 
  
It's a little bit like a... Trying to ask that place to be intestinal or something, that this thing can pass through 
and come out the other side transformed in some way. 
 
Richard Flood:  
Then, before we move directly to one, you, after establishing yourself in the film, in a character I would be 
happy to see come back anytime, then take yourself out of Cremaster one. What was the intentionality around 
that, or... 
 
Matthew Barney:  
I think it was to do with wanting number one to be the initiation of the cycle, and wanting it to be, to have, a 
feeling of a differentiation about it. I met Marti Domination, and around the time that I was starting to think 
about using the field as a place for this highly choreographed piece to take place, and probably somewhere 
in the back of my head, I was probably thinking I would end up playing Marti's role, and without knowing what 
that role really was. 
  
And then I met Marti, and I think her character, not her character in the film but her own character, have the 
quality that I thought could bring that sense of openness to the piece that I definitely couldn't do myself. And 
she also made it possible to bring it further into that world of 30s musical, the hopefulness of the 30s musical 
that, I guess... 
  
For me a lot, of those [Bugsby Burgbee 00:16:53] films have this quality about them that they're... With all of 
that overhead photography and biological, microscopic choreography. They attempt to create these forms of 
perfection somehow, the field of people that have no individuality, and that they're elements of a perfect 
machine, but there's some sort of effect where it asks you to believe that but in fact when you look at them, 
there's a pretty human element in them, the failure for that symmetry to be exact. 
 
Richard Flood:  
Right, right. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
... Is something that I was really interested in achieving in one, and I think the fact that it didn't really on digital 
animation for the choreography to take place in the field was, I think, useful in that way. 
 
Richard Flood:  
In terms of the whole [premester 00:18:21] one, it kind of comes from another universe in many ways, and 
seems so... Even when it's not totally clear, you feel like you're in a clear space. Is there a question there, 
you think? 
 
Matthew Barney:  
I think I always wanted one to be like a gate, and that's all it would be, really, the coat of arms. Or it would be 



May 6, 2003 
 

6 

in someway just the droplet in the water that would initiate the form or initiate the thought, and it wouldn't be 
until two that there would be its first moment of conflict or rejection. And I think that... And this is the way that 
I think I started thinking about probably with number two the cycle in general, that it could be thought of as a 
thought or the life cycle of a thought, from that point of the initiation of an idea, that two would represent its 
first rejection, rejection of itself as an idea, and that three would be this narcicisstic interlude where your idea 
would fall in love with itself again, it following this path... 
  
And four would have the sense of panic, that it needed to find a way out, because it knew that five was coming 
and five would be its death. It's at the point where the idea had to be defined and spent, and so in four there's 
this panic to find a third way out of neither withholding the idea nor [inaudible 00:20:19] but there being a 
space in between somehow that doesn't make itself available, I think. 
  
And yeah, so I think one always wanted just to be a spark of some sort. 
 
Richard Flood:  
And the field... I kind of remember that Bronco Stadium, the salt flats and the Rockies- 
 
Matthew Barney:  
The Chrysler Building. 
 
Richard Flood:  
The Chrysler Building were always... There was never a moment where I remember you talking about the 
cycle without those landscapes and that architecture in them. In Cremaster Five, the next one, you leap over 
to Eastern Europe, and a very, very dark, gothic world, and the actual creation of an opera. You won't see 
that in the sequence that's been chosen for tonight, but the opera starts it and carries it through to the 
conclusion. 
  
And when you, and Jonathan, how did you arrive at the discussion that you wanted an opera, and you wanted 
this kind of almost heavy Eastern European... I can't remember the world. It's the perfect word in Germany. 
But if I was German, I wouldn't be questioning what it is. 
  
But what led that... 
 
Matthew Barney:  
What brought me to Budapest was the notion of ending in the war for the bath house. So I went to the 
Ottoman bath thinking it should be a bath house and it should be ancient. It should be old. And then I started 
looking around the city and finding that there was a moment when Budapest wanted to be Paris, and all of 
these places were built around the same time at the end of the 1800s, and the opera house was one of them, 
the Gellert Baths is one of them. And there was a sort of level of artifice to that that I found very surprising 
and appealing. The bridge itself, the chain bridge over the Dabune. 
  
So there was a kind of continuity there that I didn't expect, and so the opera house... I guess once the opera 
house came into it, and the style of it Jonathan had started about. And he started with, why wouldn't there be 
an aria at some point in this piece, and the rest of it would be driven by something else. 
  
And then the more we talked, the more of an interesting challenge it seemed to be to have some text carry 
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the whole piece, both for the challenge, a new challenge, and as a way of effectively carrying the story, and 
wanting number five to dip into a lush and emotional place that the rest of the cycle wouldn't dare go. 
  
And so the opera seemed like a good way to really turn that on. 
 
Richard Flood:  
And then... I don't know whether you [crosstalk 00:23:56] I don't want to look like I'm pushing you. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
There's a relationship to Budapest with Houdini. And I think what the cycle does, and which is probably 
numbers one, two, and three were much more predetermined than four and five is that I think there's a kind 
of trading that happens. It starts in the stadium where I group up and played football, and it moves into the 
Mormon basin where I felt pushed in certain ways, and it moves to my home in New York. And then it trades 
a lot of geographical information with mythological, genealogical information. 
  
So I think I was less sure of how to handle that trade with, in this case, Budapest being the birthplace of 
Houdini, and maybe that the from of the opera, and just really allowing it to be a story, having a narrative arc 
unlike the others, felt like a way to get into that. 
 
Richard Flood:  
And then there's Ursula Andress. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Right. 
 
Richard Flood:  
The goddess. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Yeah. 
 
Richard Flood:  
Who does, I mean, has a weight, a kind of gravitas in the film... And something else she... I shouldn't say. I 
don't know. But she really is quite affecting and effective in the film. And you also played three characters. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Yeah, the piece was based loosely on Houdini and his relationship to his mother, and so the Houdini character 
is split, fractured into three version of the same character. There's the diva on stage [inaudible 00:25:55], 
ascends, crosses, and descends. There's the giant who's in the pool beneath the queen, [inaudible 00:26:06] 
the way the Gellert Bath had an organic architecture that I was fixated on how to take Ursula and integrate 
her into the architecture somehow. 
  
And one of the ways that happened was thinking about the impression that she would make on her chair and 
the way that the Gellert in some ways could be the space beneath her perineum, and there's a saddle that's 
between these twin baths in the Gellert that are separated by two degrees or something like that, otherwise 
they're identical. It's probably typical of the way locations are connected that way, but there's often a kind of 
anatomical... Like a drawing that's made that tries to connect things in some sort of anatomical way. I think 
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that was one of the first connections that was made, the queen's booth and the bath beneath her would be 
made part of the same space through thinking about Ursula's body somehow. 
  
So the giant lives in the Gellert Bath beneath the queen, the second of these three characters. The third is 
the magician who's on the chain bridge between Buddha and [Pashton 00:27:44] is probably closest to a 
regular of Houdini who stands at the edge of the bridge and threatens to jump and finally does jump. 
  
So it's three descending characters, essentially. The clip is actually of the giant in the bathhouse, and that 
character is somewhat of a biological cartoon compared to the other two characters. His reproductive organs 
are descending. It's probably the most literal case of that other than the bikers in number four. 
 
Richard Flood:  
When you go on from here, it's like this exquisite moment of mythology and this reimagining of Houdini. You 
begin to enter back into the real world. It's your real world, but it's still based on things that we know from the 
real world. And by the time you get to two, there actually is a historical character at the center of the film, and 
that's Gary Gilmore, who many of you have probably read the Normal Mailer book, Executioner Song, and It 
Was Not So. It was a made for TV movie a long time ago. And more recently, his brothers... Shot in the head- 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Shot in the heart. 
 
Richard Flood:  
Short in the heart with a made for television movie. But it's also... It's the second time that someone from a 
very different world comes into the film, and that would be Normal Mailer himself as this aging, kind of 
mortality cognizant Harry Houdini at a point in his life that Houdini never even survived to. 
  
And I think also, surrounding this, is the Mormon religion in a way that Masonic rites would play a very large 
role in Cremaster Three. The Mormon situation, it pervades everything and directs many of the factors. I just 
wondered if you basically... In it, it basically goes from the Salt Flats of Utah into the Canadian Rockies, and 
it's a huge, ambitious scope of a film. 
  
But I was wondering if you'd talk a little bit about how Two developed for you, maybe what came first and 
what drove... 
 
Matthew Barney:  
What came first, like with the others, was the place, and the place was the Rockies, the sort of wall of the 
Rocky Mountains, and the Mormon basin, which is just adjacent to Boise where I grew up. I think I wanted 
the Mormon faith to inform that landscape the way the [T.T. Race 00:31:26] informed the Isle of Man. I wanted 
to deal with that. 
  
And I wanted it to have that character that I experienced growing up there, which was a paternal character. I 
wanted it to feel... They're both as conditions of landscape, where the Rocky Mountains divides you as a 
person from that isolated part of the world from the rest of it somehow. It's a barrier that exists, and I think it's 
something that Mailer describes in The Executioner's Song in a really beautiful way, the way that you have a 
huge amount of space around you to the west, and these Mormon communities that have settled right up 
against the walls out front, and there's a sort of pressure system through there that's really palpable. 
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So The Executioner's Song, and thinking about Mailer as the author of that, and in some ways the paternal 
character to Gilmore. In that way I started to put together this constellation of fathers that included Houdini 
as the speculated grandfather, legitimate grandfather, to Gilmore, and to thinking about the way the bowl 
could be a way to deal with the execution in the way Johnny Cash finds his way into that. I think there was 
an attempt to create a number of fathers in a constellation. 
 
Richard Flood:  
Right. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
It could inform this landscape that was maybe somewhat paternal to me. 
 
Richard Flood:  
And then one really evil woman at the center of it. [Betty Fae Lafoy 00:33:21], don't miss her. 
  
I guess for me the part of what was really thrilling about Cremaster Two was, it was the one time I was actually 
able to be on the set. This isn't a me story, don't worry. And when I got there after the crisis had hit, just in 
terms of the gods of good luck and the serendipity... Because this is another... At the core of the film is also 
a very interesting issue of heredity and destiny being one and the same, and in a funny sort of way, that could 
apply to you as a filmmaker in this particular situation. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Because it was in the territory where I grew up? 
 
Richard Flood:  
And because of something that initially started out as a really bad nightmare suddenly became a major asset 
in terms of the film. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Right, right. I see what you're saying. You're talking about the fact that the Bureau of Land Management that 
controls the salt flats had given us permission to build this arena which we made out of salt on the salt flats, 
and then revoked the permission at the last moment, so we were in a holding pattern that lasted quite a while 
to re-get our access. There were concerns that the weight of the arena would wreck the surface of the salt 
flats, and particularly the people who run the time trials out there, the speed trials, these vehicles that try to 
break land speed records, need a perfectly flat surface. And they were concerned that anything we would 
leave behind would affect their course. So there were a couple of different... And it ended up seeming like 
the end of the execution song in a way. 
  
What happened while we were arguing over the strength of the salt and the way the salt would end up, we 
had geologists doing core samples of the salt, which was becoming wetter as the days moved on. And soon, 
it started flooding with water, which created this enormous reflecting pool, which is what you're saying. It 
ended up being really beneficial to the film. 
 
Richard Flood:  
And the casting of the thing was really amazing. How did it come about? 
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Matthew Barney:  
Well, with [inaudible 00:36:09] of characters that was... There's specific places to go to find people [inaudible 
00:36:14] so that was easily... 
 
Richard Flood:  
Any in town? We got some time. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
It was one of the things that was... Thinking about the way the Mormon Church uses the beehive to speak 
about the relationships between people within the hive being stronger than any of the individual people. I 
found it sort of exciting to try to organize the project, to think that the whole piece could exist within the hive, 
and then all of the characters within the story were bees in some way, and as you're saying, that Betty Fae 
was the queen bee, and that Gilmore was a drone and his condition was grim. He wasn't going to live past 
one generation like any drone. They're only there to inseminate the queen, and if they don't, they're jettisoned 
from the hive, and he needed to learn how to survive. So he thought that if he took his own life, he could go 
to Houdini and learn how to metamorphose, and that Houdini would perform this stunt called the 
metamorphosis. He would trade places with his wife. He would go into a locked trunk. And minutes later, his 
wife would emerge. So it was the first of these replacement tricks that are really common today. 
  
That preoccupied me quite a bit in the casting, this notion of finding people with [inaudible 00:37:57]. And of 
course, Mailer, we talked about the notion of his role, his paternal role, in the story. The Johnny Cash scene... 
It's complicated to talk about, because it started out as one thing and became something else, but it's basically 
referential to this phone call that took place, where Johnny Cash called Gary Gilmore on death row, and a 
song is song. 
 
Richard Flood:  
And nobody ever knew what it... 
 
Matthew Barney:  
What it was, yeah, whether it was Gary high on pills singing over the phone, or whether they were actually 
singing together, so that scene sets up the first murder, really. That the phone call comes out of a scene 
which is sort of the insemination of Gary, who's living in these two cells between Ford Mustangs. One's his, 
one's his girlfriend's. 
  
The phone call comes to him within the cell. He needs the cell, takes the life of the gas station attendant. Like 
I said, the way it gets back to the bee theme, that even though I am certainly a fan of that music, I thought 
that it would actually be useful to include it, the way that the guitars and speed metal, especially early speed 
metal sound like a bunch of bees, and the way that Dave Navarro's drumming establishes a wall of sound, 
style of drumming that... 
  
It's this scene. There's going to be a kind of intersection, that it would... I told you this one was going to be a 
difficult one to talk about. The reason why, originally it was meant to be another of these constellation of 
fathers, that I was actually interested in getting Johnny Cash to sing a song, Dave Navarro to play the drums. 
And actually the person at the mixing board would be the same person that produces both Slayer and Johnny 
Cash, which is... 
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Audience:  
Rick Rubin. 
 
Matthew Barney:  
Rick Rubin, thank you. So neither Johnny Cash nor Rick Rubin were interested in being... They were involved 
in something else. I guess Rubin was replaced by compression of a death metal singer and Fred Biletnikoff, 
who was the MVP of the Super Bowl, but happened days after the execution of Gary Gilmore, and that the 
execution of Gilmore was being referred to as the Super Bowl of executions, and the way that the press was 
treating it. 
 
Richard Flood:  
That was damn good, damn good. Going to three, here you have something that you've been struggling 
towards since the very, very beginning of the conceptualization of the cycle, and that's the Chrysler Building. 
And you also have... It was the longest to shoot. It probably has the densest plot of all of them. There are 
many, many plot strands that are expanding all at once. And then you have the sheer spectacle when the 
film moves to the game board, which is the Guggenheim. 
  
I think we've now reached the end of our own cycle. And I thank you very, very much, Matthew, for sharing 
this time with us. 
 


