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a collaboration between 
leading nonprofit institutions and 
alternative spaces in New York, 
“Ugo rondinone: I Love John 
Giorno” opens June 21 across 13 
venues, including the Swiss 
Institute, White Columns, and the 
Hunter College art galleries. 
Art+Auction’s Leah rosenzweig 
spoke with rondinone, the poet 
and artist’s long-term partner and 
the mastermind behind the 
multilayered exhibition 
celebrating Giorno’s 80th birthday 
and his life as an iconic figure of 
American counterculture.

How did the concept for this project 
and exhibition come together? 
In 2011, the Palais de tokyo 
asked me to do a solo exhibition 
and then asked John to do an 
exhibition, so I got the idea to 
do the exhibition with and about 
John. the initial inspiration came 
from his archive, which ranges 
from 1958 to 2012, and I wondered 
if I could turn the archive of a 
poet into a visual work. I hired 
two archivists, who for three years 
went through 12,000 documents. 
those documents were eventually 
bound in 80 books, with each book 
representing a year of John’s life, 
from when he was born in 1936 
to 2015, when the exhibition took 
place at the Palais de tokyo. From 
there, I began to form the rest of 
the exhibition.

When did you first realize John was 
your muse? 
As a poet, he’s been marginalized a 
lot. I was fortunate to meet John 
when I arrived in New York in 
February of ’97. I saw John 
perform and immediately got the 
idea to work with four poets: 
Diane di Prima, Anne Waldman, 
Bob Holman, and John. I visited 
John and asked him to collaborate, 
to be one of the four poets. So I 

asked him for a tape, and that’s 
how we first met. And slowly, we 
fell in love.

What makes John Giorno an ideal 
subject for an exhibition of this size 
and intensity?
to do an exhibition like this, first 

in Paris and now in New York, is 
to bring a sense of awareness to 
younger generations of people 
about—not only awareness of John 
Giorno, the poet, but poetry as an 
art form. It’s really a kaleidoscope 
of the life and work of John, not 
just as a poet but also as a tibetan 

Buddhist, an activist, and more.  
He has lived a rich and stimulating 
life that’s woven together many 
threads of American culture  
and spirituality. He’s really a  
poster child for an exhibition of 
this scope. 

What does the exhibition look like? 
overall, there is real duality of 
color and moods. there will be a 
bright room with beanbag chairs 
and listening devices playing audios 
of John’s works at red Bull Arts 
New York; a black-and-white room 
playing my 2011 video of John 
performing thanx 4 nothing at 
Sky Art; large prints of city data 
from when John volunteered with 
the aids treatment Project at 
Hunter College Downtown; and 
Kendall Shaw’s paintings showing 
John’s body as a silhouette at 
Hunter College Uptown. other 
venues include Artists Space, High 
Line Art, Howl! Arts, the Kitchen, 
New Museum, and the rubin 
Museum of Art. 

What do you hope the viewer takes 
away from this exhibition?
My hope is that people learn not 
only about John the poet, but also 
about John the Italian immigrant, 
how he grew up in Manhattan, 
went on to study at Columbia, 
collaborated with other artists like 
Laurie Anderson, Andy Warhol, 
and Pierre Huyghe. He was really a 
revolutionary, especially when you 
consider an iconic work like  
Dial-a-Poem, which allowed 
anyone to call in to moma and  
the Architectural League and listen 
to prerecorded poems by people 
like William Burroughs, Allen 
Ginsberg, and Anne Waldman. 
When you consider that this project 
was staged at moma in 1971, it is 
amazing. overall, the exhibition 
format is unprecedented in that 
there’s never been another of this 
scope for a living artist. It is also 
about love. I want people to love 
John and his work, just like I do.
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From top: still.life. 
(john’s fireplace), 
2008, by Ugo 
Rondinone; big ego, 
2016, by John Giorno.
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