




















Can you go into the scene at the Hellfire Club in New York? Did that
influence you at all?

There was a time in the late *70s — while the AIDS virus was
around but nobody yet knew about it —— when New York was incred-
ibly wild. Tt wasn’t until about 1980 or *81 that people started to get
sick. Just before, it had been wilder than anything that I've ever seen.
It was like there were no limits. Everything was wide open and crazy.
That was the period of time when the Hellfire Club really flourished.
It was in a dark basement in the meat-packing district of Manhattan.
Totally illegal. The club had no permit, no liquor license. Nothing. It
was just there. All these real outlaws would go there, especially on
Saturday nights, to play and party. There were no rules, except you
weren’t supposed to fight. That was about it. You could do anything
else you wanted. It was unusual because all these different under-
ground groups and all different persuasions were welcome. Hellfire
was completely mixed. On any particular Saturday night, Annie
Sprinkle would be in her starched white nurse’s costume, with a name
tag that said “Nurse Sprinkle.” She’d be standing on the bar pissing on
people. And over in one corner there’d be two gay guys fisting each
other. And over in the piss room there’d be a girl in a bathtub with four
or five guys peeing on her. Over here there’d be a dungeon scene.
Over here there’d be something with hot wax. And here there’d be
four guys jerking off, sniffing poppers and watching. It was the best
kind of living theater you could ever ask for. I only went there a few
times. I was always blown away by it. T don’t know if there had ever
been anything else like it.

There had been several Hellfire Clubs in London in the 1770s,
and the New York Hellfire Club was loosely based on them. The 1770s
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Hellfire Club was more about Black Mass, mocking the Church, and
breaking those kind of religious taboos. I don’t think it was quite as
elaborate or kinky as the New York version. A bit of American his-
tory that a lot of people don’t know: Benjamin Franklin was sent over
to England in the 1770s as a spy to find out what the English might do
if the colonies declared independence. His job was to hang out with
the aristocracy, keep his ear to the ground and get their opinions on
what might happen if the colonies were to revolt. One of his tactics
was to join the English Hellfire Club. Maybe he was a bit kinky, too.
He definitely attended the Hellfire Club, ostensibly to get close to
degenerate aristocrats. He spoke with a bunch of drunken, degener-
ate aristocrats and came to the conclusion that a rebellion wouldn’t be
taken that seriously, and that America could get away with it. And we
did.

Did Flash Productions come out of R. Mutt?

No. Inabout 1976, I started doing The Flash, which was kind of
like a zine. I printed it on 50 pounds, white-coated newsprint-type
paper. The Flash was an occasional visual tabloid and experimental
newspaper. [ published eight or nine issues over the next couple years.
Then I bought my house in Woodstock, and all of the sudden I was
broke. Flatbroke. AndIhad to leave it alone. It got some attention.
It caused a fuss. It was a good sketch-pad for me to try out some new
ideas. I published mostly my own work, but also the work of several
other photographers and artists. I experimented with a lot of surreal
collage and writing. One thing I liked doing was appropriating not
only type, but words or whole stories from other magazines. 1didn’t
see the point in having something type-set if you could just take type
from other sources. [ would take a headline and then write a story to
go with it. Or find a headline and make a collage to fit it. It was
mostly appropriation done in the surrealistic spirit. So Flash was
before R. Mutt. I was still exploring my own creativity and seeing
where it could go. Isold a few subscriptions, and so I had a few
checks made out to ‘Flash.” In order to cash those checks, I had to
register it as a business at the bank. When I started a publishing com-
pany and then a video company, I already had a DBA for Flash. That's
why my businesses are now called Flash Video and Flash Publica-
tions. I just decided to keep the name.

How do you think Flash and R. Mutt differ?

Well, Flash was a one man show, and R. Mutt was a group ef-
fort. I was drawn to surrealism early on, like everybody in R. Mutt.
Duchamp really was a radical. Dada and surrealism were two of the
main movements of the 20th century that really shook everything up,
and are still shaking things up. They changed the way people look at
art... probably for good.

Have you ever encountered censorship?

Yeah, I've encountered my share. I had a guy at xerox store
chuck a few pages of Forbidden Photographs back at me and say, “we
don’t xerox this kind of stuff.” I took it to the printer who’d printed
two of my earlier books, they refused to print it. I had to find another
printer at considerably greater cost. I’ve had the vice squad come
into art galleries where I was showing my work and tell the gallery
that the offending pictures of which they’d had complaints had to be
taken down. A bookseller in London was arrested for selling Modern
Primitives because it had a picture of mine of Fakir hanging from a
tree with hooks through his skin. The store owner was arrested and
put on trial for selling that book. There’ve been other incidents.

Yeah, I’ve been censored.

Which pictures have encountered more censorship: the newer
Jetish pictures or the street documentaries?
Mostly pictures from the late ‘70s or early ‘80s that were in or



taken around my Forbidden Photographs book. It happens fairly often
in one way or another. The publisher of Badlands edited out a couple
pictures that I put in the book because, he said, “we can’t print that.” It
happens all the time on one level or another. I guess I'm kind of used
to it by now. It doesn’t seem like a big surprise anymore. A lotof my
pictures are pretty strong, and do upset people.

Which shots have people found most upsetting?

The pictures that have caused the most trouble have been Spider
holding up a tattooed fetus. Then, “Del’s Cock”, which is a picture of
a tattooed penis. That one’s caused some trouble. And the fat girl—
that one caused the vice squad to come to a gallery in San Diego and
ask them to take it down. Somebody complained about this picture of
a fat woman laying on her side on a rock. It’s a classical art historical
motif. Fakir hanging from the tree — that one caused a lot of fuss. 1
think a person without any knowledge of modern primitive body prac-
tices would call that a crime against nature. It’s a picture of a naked
man hanging from a tree with hooks through his skin. People see that
and “Oh, my God, there’s something wrong here.”

I think those pictures are considered so offensive because they
challenge most people’s basic belief system. Most people just say,
“Why are you showing me this?” or “Why did you send me that?” To
them it seems as if I had set out to photograph the most shocking thing
possible for the sake of its shockingness. They think that some of my
images are obscene, or more than obscene.

As somebody who s successfully been able to do what you want fo |
do, and do it yourself, do you have any advice for others trying to do |
something similar?

Yeah. Underline the whole sentence: stay true to your own vi- §
sion, and don’t let bullshitters compromise your vision one millimeter. |
The way you’re probably going to have to do that, at least at first, is ;
doing it yourself. That came out of the ‘60s really, but it was the punks ’
who took that to another level. Publish your own zine. Make your §
own records or your own clothes. Do your own publicity. Make your §
own work. Don’t go out and buy something somebody else has done. §
Make it yourself. Do it yourself. Get together with your friends and ;
figure out how to do it, and how to get it out there. That’s what I've
done all the way down the line. I've published my own tabloid. I
publish my own books when publishers won’t do them. I started my
own video company. When I was a kid, you had to have a television §
studio to make a show. Now you can buy a 300 dollar camcorder and §
make something great. With a computer, you can publish anything §
yourself. It’s revolutionary, the way technology now allows us to do
things that used to be only in the hands of the big boys. The worst §
thing that an artist or a publisher, or a writer, can do is to sit around and
whine and say, “They won’t publish my work. They won’t listen to
me, and they don’t think it’s important, and they they they.” Who the
fuck is they? If ‘they’ won’t support your work, then support it your-
self. If nobody will publish it, publish it yourself. If no one will dis-
tribute it, distribute it yourself. There’s always a way to get it out

there. And sitting around and whining about it is the worst kind
of cop-out possible. The bottom line is, make it happen.
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