You're im Trouble
if You’re Eatin
Your Own Seed Corn

Chris Verene interviewed by A.M. Homes

A. M. Homes: What the hell have you been up to?

Chris Verene: Continuing several projects, the largest
of which is ongoing in Galesburg, Illinois. There are many
friends and family up there who 1 visit all of the time. Some-
times it's about taking pictures and sometimes it isn’t, but
I'm there a lot. I might be going out to New Mexico be-
cause a couple of the people in the story have been travel-
ing with a carnival. Whether it’s Galesburg or not | just fol-
low the stories. And when I'm not doing that I'm in New
York and sometimes teaching. I rehearse with Cordero, my
indie-rock/Latin-rock group, and I'm taking drum lessons.
The rest of my time has been spent working on the SELF-
ESTEEM SALON project. The salon scheduled for April in
New York is going to be the biggest and most elaborate one.
SELF-ESTEEM is going to be a book called Self-Esteem, which

is partly derived from the actions that we've done. The gen-

eral matter of the book is the way in which photographs ol

people can be such a positive and emotionally changing ex-
perience and why so many people have a negative experi-
ence with photography. What we're doing at most of the
performances is puting people through a dramatic psy-
chotherapeutic process that results in a portrait, which they
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receive weeks later; this portrait could be hung in their
home in place of a mirror. The idea is that this raises their
self-esteem and changes their life in some way.

AH: Can you talk about the origin of the SELF-ESTEEM
SALON—Thow it got started and what it means to you?

CV: With my personality as Cheri Nevers, it's really her
mission 1o make people feel good about themselves. As
Chris Verene what I can do with my photography can’t be
reduced to just that, which is sort of why I created an alter
ego who makes it her business to create a one-to-one rela-
vonship in which someone's portrait is made and they
look fantastic and they become a star and they can share
that with the world. But I also see it as a talent that I'm
blessed with and I want 1o change the world’s ideas about
beauty, one person at a time. And I think that by putting
more photographs out into the world I am able to show
beaurtiful people in lovely situations, Lo serve a greater
good. This is why I work with the plussize model industry
in my fashion work.

AH: Can you talk a little bit about the importance ol being
a star or being made into a star or being seen?

CV: It's really not for everyone, but I do look for my target
audience. A lot of times the participants are people that are
photographed a lot or are known personalities, but they
have some deep-rooted psychological problems with their
appearance and their self, their soul. The upcoming salon
is more about our stall treating the client to a lovely soul-

searching experience than it is about being photographed.
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In the spaces we build with our shows we are able to jump
right into somebody’s soul and figure out whether or not
thev need some help or what it is that we can do for them.
At the Whitney Biennial, the curators showed my Camera
Club series. During the show, [ presented the SELF-ESTEEM
SALON as a corollary to the mean and manipulative men in
the Camera Club pictures. We created a salon that was a
kinder and sweeter way ol making portraits ol people who
want to be models. We ran an ad in the Village Voice looking
for models using the same language as the Camera Club
men to prove that it can be dangerous to let just anyone
photograph yvou. We felt like we could guide them and
show them something about themselves that the bad side of
that industry could never show,

AH: Talk to me a little bit abowt the importance of alter
egos for you. There seems 1o be a need for you 1o have
alternate personalities, like Cheri. Were you like that as
a kidz

CV: I don't know when it happened. Maybe moving to a
big city, being just a small kid from a small city, I can’t think
of any ether way to he, It's also license to do things that are
almost contrary to another body of work. You are like that, |

think. as a writer... 1 don’t know all of vour work, but | know

that difference between Jack and something else. But my
way, photography, is naturally a multi-media thing. Video
and performed actions, all of that can be done with a dif-
ferent name because I can choose to make it more Chris's
project than Cheri’s. And it’s also a question of doing some-
thing in drag or not. But as helpful as it is, it also makes it
more difficult because you have to maintain the egos of
these different projects.

AH: When did you first start working in drag?

CV: Well, when I was playing music in high school with mv
friend Benjamin (who is a subject of a documentary movie
now, and everybody’s heard of him), he influenced me
tremendously. He was quite a bit older, was from rural
Georgia and was an amazing drag queen performer, not
with the trunk full of clothes, more of a kind of thrift-store
drag queen. [ wasn’t really dressing. It's a state of mind too,
more so.

AH: How do vou feel when vou're all iricked out?

CV: Tt depends on what I'm doing: My god, did you stick
around for the auction at Christie's? Somebody handed me
Joan Jett’s guitar and asked me Lo carry it in front of hun-
dreds of people. That was crazy fun! That's the kind of
thing that Cheri Nevers lives for. Bul it can also be chal-
lenging, depending on whom you meet. When in drag, ei-
ther you're the star or you're worrving if you should get out
of the car at this intersection or not. It just depends, But it’s
hot, it's exciting, it's a different me. I'm more careful about
it now, I'm not all tricked out very often.

AH: Going back to Galesburg, what's Cousin Steve up to?

CV: I guess not so much but he's there. Nothing is differ-
ent since my book came out, but the family received it re-
ally well. I was so pleased. 1 tried to make it mine, and to
make it a book that they could read and that could function
as communication between us, because although they've
seen lots of the pictures, there's nothing as comprehensive
as that. The town newspaper did a huge story, but I haven't
heard so much as a word from Steve. It’s a challenge to
make work about my family or people I'm very close 1o be-
cause they're going to see it It's all true.

AH: Has vour relationship to them changed by the public
nature of the work?

CV: U'm ready for that 1o happen. Tt keeps not happening.
Maybe it's just gradual. T know that my family seemed to be
[ar more excited about having been in the local newspaper
than in other newspapers. | have been even closer to them

and the book has done it's good work and perhaps it's get-
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ting people to think about some parts of the city and the
familv that they might otherwise have shut out. And so on
that I'm making another book.

AH: Is there any sort of internal contradiction in the sense
that the work in which you're taking pictures of vour
friends and family is the work that makes you successful
and the way success rakes yvou farther from them, and yet
it's also vour link to theme

CV: I don’t think that it does take me farther from them
because every grant that I've written this past year, and the

one that T just got Hallelujah, (a Pollock/Lee grant) has

been about going back home—about having more money
1o stay in Galeshurg for longer periods of time. 1've got this
new At-Risk Youth project that I want to do. I'm physically
putting myself in town with my project proposals and plans.
This suwmmer | was hanging out with Travis who is older
now and really starting to be a young man. Travis's half-
brother and T were talking and he was like, "You know we're
all kin.” And 1 was like, “What do vou mean?” And he was
like, “Well, your cousin.” (I call her my twin cousin, she's
like my sister; we have the same birthday.) Anyway, she has

two children with her husband and they are Travis's
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cousins, and in Galesburg that's a big deal. Everybody lives
around where their kin are and they're just on the outside
of town but the thing is. the town can’t even tell which side
of the tracks. It's not a high-fallutin” side versus a really
poor side;: it’s more like two middles. To find out that I have
two cousins who are Travis's cousins is exciting and 1 feel
more and more like I'm meant to be there. Really | just Feel
More at ease.

AH: Can vou talk a little bit about the importance of nar-
rative to your work? I'm curious about the importance to
vou of telling stories visually, I think what you're doing is
almost like creating a novel, you're doing it in accruing im-
ages over time, almost a real time representation of passing
of lives. There really are very distinet narratives and engo-
ing characters and interrelatedness... It is very clear that
there's a cognizance of a history and what's come before,
hoth in terms of the people you photograph and also in the
history of photography. I think that that gives it a vital reso-
nance. And as much as vou're carving your own territory,
vou're also acknowledging what precedes it

CV: Yeah, I think that there haven't been enough good
books of photographs that tell real human stories. When 1
was eight. I knew that my parenis had a bookshell thal was
locked, | think I once told you about this.

AH: Yeah, Diane Arbus in the closet.

CV: That's the truest thing I can come up with as far as in-
fluence. Then at age ten, T think T saw Arbus’s people in a
pure sense. Her influence on me happened in a vacuum.
Accordingly, | began 1o photograph my family at age 17,
before 1'd had any art classes or even knew any art. (Amaz-
ingly, I am now friends with Amy Arbus who worked at the
recent SELF-ESTEEM SALON.) I know that I didn’t try to

change my work to look like other people’s stuff, but later 1
took a workshop with Larry Clark and then later with Larry
Fink. In Atlanta there’s a tremendous photography art
community,

AH: Do you feel a responsibility to your subjects?

CV: Yes, it's a constant thing, especially in terms of pub-
lishing and doing things that are more permanent. With
the Galesburg work [ feel that in order to get really com-
plex parts of people's lives | have to actually be part of that
with them. | can't flv into downtown Seattle and photo-
graph some bedraggled, scary young teenage kids and try
to tell their storv, for example. But if | am in someone’s
life—and am planning to be for the present and future—I

feel like from that point I can tell their story, whether it's



jovful or sorrowlul, but T have to be committed to how they
feel about it. 1 have to be committed to showing up and
coming back to visit. T can’t be a flaky relative, a flaky
friend. I have to be a pen pal. But on the other hand there's
a real balance with some people as far as not messing with
the equilibrium of their world; I have to know when to say
when. And I'm very, very careful about that. But in a lot of
my work, some of it published and some of it not, there's
mental illness and some very difficult situations and family
troubles. 1 couldn’t do that unless | was absolutely a part of
it and committed to it, which is why it has to be art.

AH: You've also talked a lot about wanting to 1.11-‘11({' a dif-
ference in people’s lives. Can you talk a little bit more
specifically about this, even in relation to what you're just
saying now about keeping the balance but also trying to be
a positive force and how the images that you're making
help you to do that?

CV: Well, T don’t always know when I'm successtul in help-
ing to change someonc’s life for the better, but I'm always
trying. So it’s not as if I have a list of accomplishments. I've
been working with my [riend Rosie Hendricks in Gales-
burg, who had been in the research hospital for a Jong time
and had not been a participating person in the city. When
it closed and she began her life in Galesburg she was a per-
son of very little means and wasn’t able to take on the world
and get a job somewhere and suddenly have a life. She had
to kind of carve her way through the city and find people
that she could rely on. not for help so much, but for a life
for herself without the help of an institution. So this is
someone who is on the borderline between being able 1o
live in the world and not. And my point of going on round
Rosie is that I can’t promise her things, but I can be a real
friend.

AH: Where's Rosie right now?

CV: With the book coming out I thought there might be
tumultuous change, and there wasn’t so much. She likes be-
ing in it. She appeared in one of the local newspapers and
that was nice. She's the woman who waves 1o everyone in
the street and people think that she’s really nuts, but she
really does know who they all are; she’s watched them for
years. She has either the bike or the cart. When the New
York Times Magazine asked to do a picce about one of my
Galeshurg people, [ was very reluctant, but they did inter-
view her for a [ull-page “What They Were Thinking” piece
with my recent photograph of her with the cart. And Rosie

talked about trving to build a reputation and respect in this
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town and the sort of quict journey that she's been on. She
gets wellare checks and does volunteer work to help people
that she finds less fortunate than herself. So, it really
changed her and part of the city in a way, People who
would have really bad-mouthed her and said, "Oh that dirty
old lady,” suddenly found that things are not always what
vou prejudge them to be, That's just a tiny bul great exam-

ple of what I'm trying to do, 1 think that the At-Risk Youth

program is trying o really do social work as artwork.

A H: Talk about that a bit.

CV: Well, in small-town or small-city culture, if there's
nothing for the kids to do, they will still do stufl. But you
can't get served in a restaurant in Galesburg alter dark if
you're younger than eighteen years old. You can go in and
sit down and blend in, but almost no servers will wait on
you because the restaurants are tired of kids hanging out in
their restaurants. So it's just a glass ceiling or a glass wall as
the case may be. And something should be done, butit’s in-
visible like prejudice or racism. It’s working in action.
Galesburg has a huge Hispanic population that's marginal-
ized and almost never seen. And it has a really sizable
young black family population that's all working and doing
stuff, but it's the young people that mix those groups and
hang out and do things together and it’s the young people
who will inherit the city. Unfortunately, the city ignores
voung people and won’t sponsor community centers and
even the churches aren't doing enough. If your parents
don’t have it together to even run much of a life, they cer-
tainly aren’t going to get you into a church group. There
was a proposed ordinance in downtown, a comic book han.
It is thought that the sale of comic books encourages gath-
erings of kids downtown, and that this could lead to a crim-
inal element,

AH: What's the population of Galeshurg?

CV: About 0000, It's concentrated in the middle and it
spreads out to the farm community; it [eels smaller than
that, and there aren’t any other big cities nearby. There's
an expression that is driving my new work: “You're in trou-
ble if you're eating your own seed corn.” People aren’t re-
ally doing that, but in certain times in history they have
been hungry enough to eat the seed that they needed Lo
plant or they would eal it because they were doing so pros-
perously, because they were going to have a great year next
year, and so on. And in shunning the youth and the way the
prejudices are working with businesses and jobs and indus-

try, they are cating their own seed corn. People are very



proud of Galesburg: it’s historic homes; it's the birthplace
of Carl Sandburg, but it’s all teeny tiny. And those houses
can get broken windows in a week; you know what I mean?
Not vandalism on purpose, but metaphorically speaking.
AH: So what kind ol art practice would be social workz
CV: There are several proposed things to do: music shows
(even though it's for one night, it starts to change the idea
of the community when you hayve good things happen
downtown with kids): an art show in town with poetry and
writing bv voung people: and a show of my photographs.
An extension ol the Ar-Risk Youth project is to take teens
on field trips to see the world.

AH: In one of the things that I was reading about the SELF-
ESTEEM SALON vou said, “Anyone can succeed in life il you
work hard on believing in voursell.” That notion goes back

to vour idea of why it will help people’s lives and change

people’s lives, but there also seems to be a fairy-rale ele-
ment, in the best sense of a fairy tale, not negative. Like the
good witches, if you work hard and brush your teeth. good
things will happen for you,

CV: Doing things that are for a wide andience, | think a lot
about maxims and slogans, In my spare time and in my pri-
vate fime, I'm not necessarily such an acute and round op-
timist. But Cheri always is. You won't catch Cheri not being
that. But overall, I believe in the power of positive thinking
and I believe, as simple as it sounds, that pre-visualizing
things can help them happen. It's not necessarily true for
all. But I do see places where I could do some good. Not to
preach o the converted. For example, Los Angeles needs
a SELF-ESTEEM SALON. It's a big ¢ity but I'm going 1o find
those people and I'm going to get them into my tent and

I'm going to whip them into shape. as much as I can.
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