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You were born in San Francisco, right?  Can you tell me a little about

your early life?

My parents split up when I was two so I had the benefit of growing up

in two worlds. At twelve I left suburban California for NYC. I escaped

living at odds within a static, hostile, preppy culture to go proud

and free in a city of weirdos. I was introduced to art as a genuine

pursuit, something one could actually do with one's life. I can't

imagine I'll ever want to live outside of a city again. But even in

New York there was a funny social dynamic. I lived in SOHO, amidst all

the galleries in the high times of the 80's. I didn't relate to it at

all, I found the work all around me so alienating, so inscrutable and

dull. At that hormonal age I was looking for something more direct,

and I would say I'm still pretty much the same person. I was at the

Music and Art high school learning to draw nude models and listening

to Led Zeppelin, both of which I am still exceedingly fond of.

Do you have different audiences in mind when you work on different projects?

I would like to hope I make work that smart, curious people could get

into, whatever their familiarity with me, or the art world and its

conventions. I wouldn't want to anticipate too much about an audience,

because one of the beautiful things about art is how open it is to

interpretation, you never know what another person is going to see. If

anyone is going to care about what I'm up to it'll be because I'm

really into what I'm doing, and reverent enough of it to be as lucid

as I can. As for the differences between my projects, I think they're

all spokes out of the same squeaky wheel.

Could you talk about where your ideas come from and what inspires you?

I'm looking for contact, for common ground, I would like for my work

to observe and describe reality. I like the idea of bonding, but

particularly over what seems most unlikely. Figures like Gerald Ford

or THE END are common property, we all have the same access to them,

but we mostly don't even think of them being there. My favorite thing

is when I realize that what appears to be strange is actually somehow

very grounded. A worthwhile idea can at once feel very wrong and very

right. I look for where convention and logic diverge- logic tells us

that our Presidents are sometimes as naked as any of us, but

convention would dictate we not think about that. Convention would

tell us that THE END is not the story itself, but it really is such a

persistent, familiar figure in our lives, despite our ability to see

right through it.

Science fiction often creates an unclear historical moment—setting its

narrative in the soon forgotten past as well as the imagined future.

How do you understand your work in relationship to science fiction?

Strangely, I don't much. Again, I'm looking out for reality. One of

the things I like so much about a science fiction icon like Star Trek

is how strongly reality peeks through its seams. It is so artificial,

such a product of its time, of Cold War, non-ironic thinking, of

limited (by today's standards) visual effects, and actors whose

careers were made in Westerns and TV. Star Trek is greater by far than

the sum of its parts, its vulnerabilities are very visible but only

make it better.

Are there any words you try not to use when talking or thinking about your work?

I love talking! It's a game to do it as best I can. I want my work to

relate to the world and to speak its language. I love to read, mostly

newspapers and literature- Shakespeare, Nabokov, Gunter Grass, Carson

McCullers, Graham Greene. A good sign of when not to use a word is

when everyone uses it. Cant phrases have a way of dictating reality

rather than describing it. Politicians should be forbidden from using

words like "freedom" and "family". Grad school introduced us to the

notion of an art "practice". Upon arriving I heard it everywhere, from

everybody, and I just had to make sure I never said it! It's too tidy,

too neat and willful, as if an artist were simply another legitimate,

dependable worker, like a tailor or a doctor. I see art as more of a

calling, something that we so often do in spite of ourselves or at

least our material well-being. Practice is a nice concept but that

word was just used too readily, too often, for me to pick it up.

Do you find it necessary to reinvent your characters and play with identity?

I actually feel like it's important to observe them strictly in one

way while rendering them anew in another. For instance, in my

paintings I stop the action in a spot that opens up another way of

seeing things. So Captain Kirk can become a statement of frailty,

vulnerability, simply by being frozen at a seemingly unlikely moment.

These images are very faithful to their origins.  They are both what

they were to begin with and something else, something totally different.

With my presidents I am contradicting a very static, established image

we have of these guys by making them into heroic nudes. Models in

dirty pictures offer themselves up to the viewer's convenience in a

way that powerful men don't seem much to do in our world. Of course,

in reality, our American titans ask much more terrible and

preposterous things of us. It's really disappointing that sexuality

and pleasure of all things could be so problematic, and that

associating them with the bodies of our leaders would really be such a

violation of common sense.

Can you tell me about how you work and how you like your work to be

seen/displayed?

I want my work to be approachable, even familiar. I want my art to

have something of the everyday. I want it to talk to people. Art sits

very much at the margins of our collective American lives. I think we

all struggle to explain simply what it is we do to people that may

even be close to us but aren't as invested as we are in making or

talking about art. I know I do. The best thing is when I can make

something that can live in the world, that speaks loud and clear for

itself. The greatest thing I ever did was to hang my work and that of

seventeen others in the men's rooms at the Eagle Tavern in San

Francisco.

You recently told me about the influence of the TV in your work and

while past works had this reference through the character you are

beginning to reference the TV monitor as an object by leaving a border

around the imagery on the canvas.  How has the TV as an object and the

information it transmits informed you?

TV is real, a more persistent and direct point of reference in our

collective lives than nature tends to be, alas. I have- we all do I

think- such an abiding, vital relationship with unreal figures, or

figures that can only be seen and never touched- Captain Kirk, Gerald

Ford, explosions. But even without contact, or reciprocation, there is

great penetration, these figures can be more prominent and better

known to us than too many of the real people in our lives. So that

border or frame is a way of obliquely referencing this very real

relationship with essentially unreal things.

Do you ever google yourself?

Not so much, but when I do it's always surprising. Life can be so

quiet, sometimes I can't believe I've left a trace. The other Luke

Butlers appear to include an American high school quarterback, a

British priest, an Australian financier who is wanted in Africa. Maybe

we should have a Luke Butler conference, so I can assert once and for

all my mastery of this Luke Butler figure- those guys can be Luke

Butler #'s 2, 3 and 4!

