
Doris Berger We’ve known each other for many 
years now, ever since your time in Braunschweig when 
I was still director of Kunstverein Wolfsburg. It’s wonder-
ful that we can take up contact again with this book proj-
ect after so many years. I’ve been living for the past ten 
years now in Los Angeles, where I work as curator of the 
Academy Museum of Motion Pictures, which is opening 
next year as Los Angeles’ first film museum. I work daily 
with the projection surface of film, but also the actual 
city of Los Angeles. The museum is located on the town’s 
Miracle Mile, the headquarters of the Academy of Motion 
Picture Arts and Sciences and the library are in Beverly 
Hills, and the film archive is located in Hollywood. All of 
which are sites of projection: sometimes I’m in all three 
places in one day, Beverly Hills, Miracle Mile, and Holly-
wood. What are your associations with these locations?

annette hollywood When it comes to Hollywood, 
I can see the usefulness of the concept of a location 
of projection, for I work primarily with the construction 
of Hollywood as a dream factory. My associations with 
Holly wood involve first and foremost the film industry 
and the linked star constructions and larger-than-life 
productions; a site of longing, the hope of success, and 
the abysses associated with all that, a synonym for the 
American Dream and its failure. As a profit-oriented brand, 
Holly wood is committed to the mainstream, which leads 
to many stereotypes and blind spots in the narratives it 
tells. It was and is still a very white and male-dominated 
world. Funnily enough, I myself have never been to Holly-
wood or Los Angeles. Until now, I have chosen an outsider 
perspective. In future, I’d like to realize a project or an 
exhibition there. So I don’t know the locations you men-
tion in reality, only through a staged, mediated filter as 
locations for shooting films like most recently Tangerine 
or television series like the The L Word, or Beverly Hills, 
90210, as you mentioned. Here, I’m interested in the great 
contrasts that are reflected in the city, between winners 
and losers, poor and rich, and how the art world, which 
also reflects these power relations and mechanisms of 
exclusion, behaves in the current political climate. 

D.B. As far as the political climate is concerned, 
Holly wood stands for liberal America. When you live in 

California, it’s extremely difficult to imagine that the 
current president was actually elected, and even worse, 
that he still finds support in many parts of the country. 
In California, there are many people and organizations 
working against the inhumane laws that are being 
passed. But it is also a sad reality that America is shaped 
by a deeply rooted racism that since 2016 has come 
very clearly to the surface and taken power. But you’re 
right, Hollywood has also always had blind spots that 
reflect power relations. It is in this very situation that it’s 
interesting to observe how the American cinema over 
the past two years has featured excellent films that show 
different facets of African-American experience, like 
the independent films Moonlight and Get Out or a block-
buster like Black Panther: evidence that it’s also impor-
tant for Hollywood to offer various surfaces of projection 
and not just to hire white, heterosexual men as directors. 
But let’s return to your work: self-defined agency and 
authorship are important elements of your artistic prac-
tice. Already early on in your career, you gave yourself an 
artist’s pseudonym that’s also a kind of projection sur-
face. Your name itself is an artistic move. Why and when 
did you invent annette hollywood?

a.h. In 1997, I made my first interaction film Melting 
Away, in which I used found footage material from a 
Hollywood film, in this case Basic Instinct. In so doing, 
it was important to me to reveal the sexist and hetero-
normative visual regime of the film. My film was shown 
in 2000 at the 24th San Francisco International LGBT 
Film Festival. After that, I received a request from Holly-
wood, from a commercial Internet TV broadcaster just 
getting started, whether I would present my films there. 
So I thought, “Wow, Hollywood is calling, how bizarre, 
for I’m deconstructing just that!“ By deciding to use 
Holly wood in combination with my actual first name as a 
pseudonym, I was interested in the artistic and feminist 
gesture of taking on a big name and at the same time 
counteracting this act of exaggeration. Taking a closer 
look, it becomes clear that the appropriation of the name 
Hollywood is widespread around the world, many video 
stores, fitness studios, and bars use the name. To make 
myself recognizable as a person in contrast to the brand 
Hollywood, I write the name in lower case letters and I 
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use my actual first name. The name also alludes to the 
fact that on the one hand, as a West German, I was very 
influenced by the American culture industry, while as 
an artist, on the other hand, I place little importance on 
distinguishing between entertainment or popular culture 
and high culture. 

D.B. The practice of naming and the possible connota-
tions that could be linked to it run through your entire 
artistic work as a method or a strategy. In your series of 
Artist Name Rings, a work in progress since 2007, you 
undertake alterations of names by way of minimal shifts 
of letters and thus create quite ironic interpretations of 
well-known artists. They’re rings with attitude! Even the 
shape of the rings are part of the respective portraits. 
Do you actually wear these rings on different occasions? 
Are they autonomous works that you sell? What layers do 
you see in this work? 

a.h. I came to know and love the culture of name 
rings, personalized jewelry and bling-bling at the end of 
my studies in New York. I had my own annette holly wood 
ring made there, with so-called “iced out” letters. The 
Artist Name Rings are, like the gesture of dissing, bor-
rowed from hip hop culture and a modern form of art-
ist competition as was already celebrated by Vasari. 
They comment on the self-stagings of artist colleagues, 
for example, the German painter princes Lüpertz or 
Rauch. Word play and the deconstruction of artist 
clichés are an important part of my work and it was very 
exciting for me to materialize that. The silver Keese ring, 
that looks like a perforated piece of cheese, is black as 
ore (Erz) on the outside, referring to Meese’s use of the 
word Erz. At the center of Neo Auch, in contrast, in place 
of an E there is a gilded euro sign. Then irony comes into 
play, for despite all my autonomy I do want monetary 
compensation for my artistic labor. The rings are actually 
intended as individual sculptures, but I also use some 
of them as bling-bling in my performative video works. 
The Bigasso ring is a central element in Bigasso Baby. 
I wear it to amplify the dissing, but it also features in the 
installation as an object. 

D.B. You mention Giorgio Vasari: The Lives of the 
Artists, which is based on stories and anecdotes he col-
lected and wrote down in the 16th century. This book 
still serves as the unspoken model for biopics, even when 
the portrayed artists are rarely from the Renaissance, but 
more from the 19th and 20th centuries, like Vincent Van 
Gogh, Pablo Picasso, Jackson Pollock, or Frida Kahlo, 
to name but a few. In these films, it’s always about the 
suffering genius, the drive to create, madness, competi-
tion. I would find it helpful if screenwriters would not just 
read artist biographies, but also think structurally about 
conventions of representation. This is just what you do in 
your several-part work Hollywood Art History. You used 
biopics on artists as artistic material and created a meta-
narrative that goes beyond the respective depictions 

of the artists and engenders critique and wish images. 
Can you talk a bit more about this series? And what inter-
ested you about biopics as a young artist? 

a.h. During my studies, but also at the start of my 
career, I often made money in other work contexts, for 
example, working for the post office or at factories, so 
I came into contact with many people who had ideas 
about the work and life of an artist that had very little 
to do with my own reality. Since only very few of them 
actually had any personal contact with artists, I won-
dered where their conceptions, often clichés, came from. 
My explanation was that it must be related to the image 
in the media, and so I began studying films about actual 
existing artists and to rework them into my Hollywood 
Art History. In the process, I noticed that, similar to art 
history, male biographies are filmed much more often. 
This fact led to the trilogy Multiple Artist (2002), in which 
various Van Goghs from three different biopics on the 
artist meet and speak, paint, and suffer together. By way 
of the montage of found footage, on the one hand simi-
larities in the way the artist is presented become visible, 
but also the way these biographies can be politically 
instrumentalized, as in the film Rembrandt (1942) from 
the Nazi period. Female artists, in contrast, are not pre-
sented as suffering geniuses, but rather suffer from love, 
and often in sexualized ways. In Artists in Love (2002) 
I edited them together so that heroes from various bio-
pics are involved in a love story with one another. They 
are thus freed from objectification and the male gaze. 
But Hollywood Art History, which works exclusively with 
the means of montage and found footage, is rather 
untypical for my way of working with film. 

D.B. You began more or less working with filmic 
images in biopics until you arrived at TV soap operas 
(like Marienhof) and then performative and poetic forms 
of expression that are inspired by hip hop videos. I think 
it’s exciting that you appropriate these media images 
and stories about fine and performing artists more and 
more, but now enriching them with new content and 
creative shifts. What is it that interests you most about 
the appropriation of existing media models and why are 
displace ments necessary? How would you locate your 
practice in the larger field of queer studies?

a.h. A performative interaction with products from the 
mass media that I call performing found footage runs 
through my entire work taking various forms, beginning 
with the early video performances and interaction films 
like Snowworld (1998). Here, I inscribe myself with my 
body in the original material by interacting with found 
footage or methods of covering or reenactment. In The 
Art Song Collection (2013) I rewrote love songs as art 
songs and sang the new versions and recorded them on 
actual records. It is important to me to generate fis-
sures and ruptures in the standard and smooth surfaces, 
images, and sounds but also to adjust them to my own 
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life, to real life. But real life today is undergoing a mass 
staging and shift to the media with handy and selfie 
culture. The way reality is staged in the format of a docu 
soap was something I adapted with my own series Real 
Artist Life – Das wahre Künstlerleben. 
 The mass media are, after all, spaces of identification 
and projection and tell stories of life and love. Don’t we 
all want to see ourselves, especially when we’re young? 
Since I couldn’t find myself or my reality in the media, 
or only in a very stereotypical way, I started to introduce 
myself and my reality as a complement. I am motivated 
by discourses like that of gender studies, the investiga-
tion of attributions of gender and the power relations 
linked to that, but my tools and forms of expression are 
different, much more humorous and self-ironic. So, for 
me, deconstruction is an artistic strategy that is always 
accompanied by humor. 

D.B. Let us take this as an opportunity to think about 
what an exhibition of your work could look like in Los 
Angeles, the center, where many media images of artists, 
musicians, or general celebrities are still created. Instead 
of a retrospective in a classical exhibition space, I would 
find it more interesting to think about how you engage in 
active image production as interaction or intervention 
in media and public space. Los Angeles is a city shaped 
by automotive traffic. Huge billboards are distributed all 
across public space. On Sunset Strip in Hollywood, they 
are an integral part of the cityscape in their size and vari-
ety, you’re literally surrounded by new movies, TV series, 
or watches, alcoholic beverages, and Apple products. If 
money didn’t play a role, how would you inscribe yourself 
into this city image? How would a billboard look that is 
placed parallel to the TV series Insecure and Transparent? 

a.h. Oh, that sounds like a great format, a hollywood 
billboard retrospective in urban surroundings in Los 
Angeles. I am very interested in negotiations about 
public space and I’ve been following discussions about 
art-washing in Los Angeles, where the art world helps 
to advance the processes of gentrification and social 
displacement in city neighborhoods, in Boyle Heights in 
particular, for some time now. Berlin is very familiar with 
that, and in my work Bigasso Baby I rapped about the 
situation here. It would be really interesting to develop 
a current work on that in Los Angeles. 
 For the retrospective, I could develop one or several 
billboards with high impact quotations. So Hit (By 
Great Art) could be advertised as a series produced by 
amazone (statt Amazon) as follows: “Once there was 
a higher sense, now art is ruled by pence.” Or Bigasso 
Baby with: “Art – just a winner‘s game in white halls 
of fame?“ and a powerful image. Interactions with Holly-
wood films as in Melting Away could generate some 
confusion. The appropriate hashtags (#mehollywood, 
#becomehollywood, #hollywoodart etc.) and links to an 
Internet video channel with my films (amazone) could 
be placed on the billboards. Then it would make sense to 

work together with an ad agency to present the works 
professionally online. It would be great to show a retro-
spective of the films at a drive-in or in an old movie pal-
ace. What do you think, any ideas?

D.B. Yes, well, working together with an agency is a 
good idea, but even more appropriate would be an enter-
tain ment agency. Interestingly, one of the largest agen-
cies here CAA (Creative Artists Agency) began working 
with fine artists in recent years. Another format occurs 
to me, that is still quite en vogue: celebrity photographs 
at parties and on a red carpet with logos in the back-
ground. How would your photographs look? Who are 
your celebs, who is in your entourage or posse, with 
whom would you surround yourself at your opening and 
have photo graphs taken? What’s your Instagram feed 
like? 

a.h. Oh, I’m so old school and still very shaped by the 
analog age, as my works also show. I’ve been celebrat-
ing my stars for many years in the work hollywood Stars. 
This is a series, a work in progress, where I let canvases 
crystallize, each of these glittery pictures bears the 
name of an important personality for me. Early versions 
include Kazimir Malevich, Ad Reinhardt, Georges Méliès, 
Madonna, Florence Foster Jenkins, and Laurie Anderson. 
I would have to update that: Kate Tempest, Marshall 
Rosenberg, bell hooks. In this way, I inscribe my posse 
into my work. My real posse helps me in the realization 
of my works and appears in them, so for example all roles 
are played in my film Hit (By Great Art) by people from 
my surroundings. 
 I find that presence in the social media and the linked 
culture of attention is a two-edged sword. On the one 
hand, it’s a very democratic medium that can inspire 
and achieve a great deal (see #MeToo), but it also takes 
up very much of our actual lives and has changed our 
lives dramatically. I use social media very sparingly and 
prefer direct (cultural) political action. I’ve been working 
for years now in artist associations promoting fair work 
conditions, a positive environment, and the freedom and 
mobility of artists in an international context.

D.B. I can see what you mean about the changed life-
world. What does your actual involvement in this context 
consist of?

a.h. I’ve been active for more than ten years now as 
a member of the board of the Internationale Gesell-
schaft für Bildende Künste (IGBK) and the Deutscher 
Künstlerbund. I think it’s really important that artists 
exchange and work jointly and also across international 
borders. A great deal has been achieved in history, 
for example, there would otherwise not be a Künstler-
sozial versicherungs gesetz with the Künstler sozial-
kasse1 without the work of the artists’ associations. To 
preserve these achievements, we need a continious 
dialogue with the political decision-makers. This involves 

183 AGENCY & AUTHORSHIP



committee work, so I am currently representing the 
voice and interests of artists in the Deutscher Kunstrat, 
a section of the Deutscher Kulturrat.
 Especially after the rise of right wing populists in 
the German Bundestag it is necessary that the cultural 
community be a strong voice for diversity in society 
and to position itself politically as well. It is important 
to me as well in this framework to trigger debate on the 
status of art and artists in society with conferences or 
forums. As recently with the discussion Kunstfreiheit vs. 
Macht kritik [Artistic Freedom vs. Power Critique], where 
we explored the rising debates on artistic freedom 
in the field of tension stretching from #MeToo to racism 
and rightwing populism.

D.B. Thanks for this conversation that’s brought us 
from surfaces of projection to concrete demands. That’s 
really what I find so interesting about your work, that 
you deal in various ways with actually existing media 
constructions of artists and gender and enrich the exist-
ing projec tion surfaces with social and cultural political 
issues that are important to you, adding a touch of 
humor to it all. 

a.h. My thanks to you as well, it was very inspiring to 
talk to you about the H(h)ollywood surfaces of projection. 
I will keep thinking about the billboard retrospective. 
See you in L.A. or at hollywood Studio Berlin!

This interview took place via email between Berlin and 
Los Angeles in July 2018. 

Translation from German: Brian Currid

1 Translator’s note: In a unique system, Germany provides health insurance, 
old-age pensions, and long-term care insurance like those available to ordinary 
employees for fine artists, performing artists, writers, filmmakers, etc. The system 
is based on funding from the state and those who profit from artist’s work, like 
galleries.
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