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AA Bronson is the surviving member of General Idea, a group of 
three Canadian artists and lovers who were together from 1969 
to 1994. Since his partners, Jorge Zontal and Felix Partz, died of 
AIDS in the 1990s, Mr. Bronson has worked alone; that’s not to 
say he’s ever really alone, though. As an artist, mentor, healer and 
gay role model, he still collaborates, most recently with Japanese 
conceptualist artist and designer Item Idem. Both artists have 
created works for the School for Young Shaman’s exhibition in 
New York; Item Idem a cape made of gold Louis Vuitton bags 
and melted car tires, dedicated to the artist Joseph Beuys. For 
Stimuli, the two sit down to talk about their experience.

ITEM IDEM vs. aa bronson
coversation between Cyril Duval & AA Bronson

all photos courtesy of Item Idem
AA Bronson portrait by Arne Svenson 

Item Idem portrait by Humphrey Meng
Item Idem ‘Black Man’ portrait and DISPLAYSTHETICS photos by Sebastian Mayer / AEIOU

MIDASPHALTARMACOAT photos by Item Idem
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but I hesitate to say that Michael was using the fish (or Christ) 
as an accomplice. Perhaps he was!

Item Idem \ 2:09pm Jan 25th
Maybe he was? 

For my part I really loved Desi Santiago’s reversed neon-light 
pentagram. I thought this piece ending the exhibition visit helped 
to link all the elements together, perhaps along with the tent you 
produced with Scott Treleaven...

Now back to that tar coat. After so many mystical and almost 
religious symbols, how come such a materialist and paian symbol 
(those Louis Vuitton logotypes and products) ended up being 
displayed here? A new Golden veal imagery, reincarnated in today’s 
modern idolatry?!

AA Bronson \ 7:51pm Jan 25th
The coat is quite glorious, I think. We must get a really good 
installation photograph that shows it well. It does have that 
sense of the Magician’s robe; that is to say it has a kind of power 
to it. It is easy to think of it as a piece of fashion, but in fact, 
it is much much more. By the way, it is possible that I will do 
a version of the Shaman’s room in Hamburg in May. So I am 
trying to imagine how it might be possible to include the coat. 
Although it would be very difficult to ship!

Item Idem \ 2:45pm Jan 26th
Excellent news! The coat and me would love Hamburg, I am pretty 
sure! If it happens, I would love to contribute to some kind of 
display shelf, like some kind of jewel case setting magnifying it... or 
maybe some oriflamme ornament surrounding it, to intensify the 
dramatic aspect... Actually I am not so sure of those chains I used... 
maybe it is too strong as a symbolic... 

I am always very interested by the relationship between the 
support to showcase and the product/artwork itself... Sometimes 
artworks makes great display support too!!! It is what I tried to 
push in my latest DISPLAYSTHETICS project, where finally 
the installation I produced was just a support to host bigger 
and better purposes, events, performances & interactions, which 
added to the sculptural elements. We’re crafting something much 
closer from the idea of ‘Gesamtkunstwerk’... Maybe your Shaman 
room was also close to that idea? With all the various formats 
used, I think the participants were definitely contributing to the 
global piece...

AA Bronson \ 5:00pm Jan 26th
Yes, the idea of the entire show is a kind of ‘Gesamtkunstwerk’, in 
which even my activity as a healer and as a teacher is implicitly 
part of the artwork. 

How did you come up with the idea for the coat?

Item Idem \ 6:47pm Jan 26th
I definitely follow you on this. Since the beginning of this project, 
I have been pretty excited about becoming a medium itself, a 
puzzle piece of something bigger... and I guess it all kind of came 
out together... This whole Shaman room gives the impression of a 
sophisticated assemblage of heteroclites works/structures, defining 
something unique and united... How did I come up with that 
coat??? Oh that’s a long story ! I will try to cut short and straight 
to the essential...

7:11pm Jan 26th
I guess I should quickly explain the (gold & black) colour codes I 
used for this Shaman coat, and how I got influenced and secretly 
pushed to use those...

Item Idem \ 5:45pm Jan 21st
Dear AA, so we are starting that ping-pong Q&A for Stimuli 
magazine, and I have been picked to throw the ball. Here we go! 
How would one — you, for instance — recognize a young Shaman?  
And what does it take to be one of them?

AA Bronson \ 1:07pm Jan 22nd
At General Idea we used to talk about battlestances disguised as 
dancesteps, and maybe that is the kind of person I look for; the 
one beyond reason, the kind of person who is totally committed 
to something, but it is difficult to know just what. Ultimately, 
they don’t care about anything except their own secret way, and 
yet, at the same time they, are highly ethical, even saintly. I call 
them artists! How about you? In your professional life, you are 
usually seen as a designer, artist, or stylist. How does it feel to be 
seen as a Shaman?

Item Idem \ 9:27pm Jan 22nd
Well, since I started wearing my Shaman coat, my powers have 
totally increased! Actually, to a point where it almost becomes 
difficult to bear... People I don’t even know keep on touching my 
shoulder, certainly believing that as King Midas, it would bring 
gold to everything in their life. Surprising, isn’t it? The power of 
persuasion... 

This gimmick I am using is actually a good metaphorical 
explanation of the artist role; how one can stand and present his 
own interpretation, his own unique vision, and by that engender a 
process of believing and ‘followers’.

I know that sounds pretty scary to speak like that, in a time when 
the world gives the impression of being torn apart by religious 
extremists of all kinds, but I guess that’s the artist role: to simply 
provide poetical alternatives to a potentially-pessimist reality....

So yes, if being a Shaman comes to this (being a provider of 
alternative), then yes, I think it feels quite good. Though, it does 
raise some questions, such as the use/abuse of power, that stay for 
me unsolved, and quite troubling.

9:44pm Jan 22nd
I still cannot explain myself properly why Joseph Beuys picked 
a coyote for his illustrious & iconic ‘I Like America and America 
Likes Me’ piece. I believe that the cliche he uses to develop his 
anti-American irony is rooted in the legendary stupidity of the 
mentioned animal. But I cannot stop myself asking why... Was 
he maybe influenced by the 50’s cartoon Road Runner & Wile E. 
Coyote?? Was Joseph Beuys finally pop!?!? Somehow...

AA Bronson \ 10:24pm Jan 22nd
In North American aboriginal terms, the coyote is the trickster 
(equivalent to The Fool in the Tarot deck). So as well as feeling 
like a character out of an iconic American Western, he also has 
much deeper roots. In fact, Shamans often had as their alter ego 
or as their spirit guide a coyote. I was actually in New York during 
Beuys I like America... piece, so I saw it at the time — amazing!

Item Idem \ 8:45pm Jan 24th
I bet it was! Finally, that coyote ended up being the mirrored 
image of all the philosophical questionings that Beuys is trying to 
introduce in that performative situation. In our situation, would 
you say that any of us young Shamans used a similar accomplice for 
this art show we produced under your patronage?

AA Bronson \ 10:33pm Jan 24th
Well, there was Michael Dudeck’s fish, which he was holding 
through his entire performance. The fish is, of course, the symbol 
of Christ, and I think back to Paul Thek’s use of the Fish as well, 
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I should start by saying that I am usually visually addicted to 
patterns... It has become an obsession and even if they are not 
all the time encrusted in the aesthetics of my work, they keep on 
surrounding me in things I like, clothes I wear, etc... I am usually not 
such a good client of rigorist minimal aesthetics, which have been en 
vogue in the last few years. Especially in the fashion aesthetics, with 
the revival of that minimal, 90’s black & white silhouettes...

But, to my surprise, last summer I was deeply shocked by a picture 
of Terence (Koh) posing with his Balenciaga gold terminator 
leggings, in front of his dark glossy GOD installation in Zurich. 
Have you seen it? This shock of contrast changed something in 
me, and once again, it’s not an appeal of minimalism that got me... 
I simply encountered one of the strongest colour/energy alliances 
ever... Neither black nor gold, on their own, would have seduced 
me to that point!

I then started developing a temporary addiction to this gold & 
black alliance, without losing my strong ‘mathematical’ relation to 
colourful patterns. 

And, starting as a joke, I slowly incorporated 
that very energetic duo in my daily life... 
Painting my desk in gold and displaying 
fake gold bars in its money corner (left). 
Following a simplistic interpretation of 
what I knew of Feng-Shui, I ended up 
instantly being much more successful in my 
professional life! 

Then, while mentioning this anecdote to you 
when we met in Miami (when you invited me 
to be part of the School for Young Shamans), 
it became obvious for me and for you that, 
whatever my piece would be, I would have 
to respect my own codes: It would be black 
and gold only.

7:46pm Jan 26th
That’s for the colour code imagery... But 
more important, I think, is the choice of 
the materials I picked for that coat.

Even before having Beuys in mind, I thought 
that my piece should combine elements that 
were, by logic, totally incompatible. And 
this explains that, and that alliance of toxic tar and high-end 
luxury symbols, such as the Louis Vuitton bags. I guess I wanted 
to define something that could not be apprehended sanely. I 
like a Shamans’ decoctions, mixing the most various elements 
together... creating a very weird alchemy, something with that 
feeling of the unknown, something that gives goosebumps... Then 
later, those selected elements ended up fitting well the illustration 
of my own logotype cosmogony (me playing constantly with art 
& fashion identities, reversing, relocating & shifting them...) 
and this reinterpretation of the ‘myth of origins’ of Joseph Beuys, 
somehow the patron saint of this exhibition. Do you know, by the 
way, that you are the first person/artist, that Wikipedia (as good 
as it gets...) relates to him and his work as Shaman?)

AA Bronson \ 8:24pm Jan 30th
You are very good at slipping past the normal categories of 
artist/designer/stylist/architect/etc. Can you say something 
about that?

Item Idem \ 8:12pm Jan 31st
Well, I think that it simply comes from my refusal to enter the art 
world through a ‘normal’ process... 

My first job in fashion was to contribute to the opening of 
Colette in Tokyo for & with Comme des Garcons in Japan, right 
after my art studies in France. My choice was to start building 
a ‘crossover-multitask-career’ in an environment (Tokyo) where 
retail is the key word. 

Tokyo and Japan, to me, lack the cultural ambition to promote 
young national contemporary art culture. Copycats, like me, end 
up sourcing their influences from various fields. And I ended up 
pushing more creative direction & interior design projects, while 
secretly coveting intellectual art production...

I believe that one very important step I took was to make absolutely 
no separation between my commercial projects and my art projects. 
These projects were influenced by the retail environment, recreating 
simulation of shops like all my most influential art mentors had 
done, such as General Idea of course, or colab etc...

I think very simply, as Andy Warhol did... To be a good artist, 
I need to be first a good commercial 
artist... After being a good artist, I will 
try to be a good business artist!!! No 
wonder my two heroes are Andy Warhol 
& Rei Kawakubo (self-taught designer 
of CdG, that started designing as she 
couldn’t find what she wanted...) ...I am 
their unauthorized child!!! Haha!

While many artists are ashamed of their 
‘money jobs’, I make mine the starting 
point of my artistic ambition; becoming 
a retail expert is conceptually locating 
me in a quite unique position, which is 
beyond the classical positions of genres 
and styles... It has its advantages and its 
disadvantages... People cannot simply 
put me in a box, which helps me get very 
special projects/jobs, but they also can’t 
put me in a box either... meaning people 
lacking ambition/understanding cannot 
simply figure if I can be useful to them 
or not... 

I am sometimes very amused to see 
how art people see me or describe me 
as a fashionista; but I can always see 

how much they are also fascinated by it! The contemporary art 
world has definitely been swallowed by the glamour of the fashion 
spheres, and I guess that produces quite interesting ‘mutants’” like 
me... and I am not alone!

But I am happy to participate in that genre of blending and notion 
renovation. I think that my strategy can be related to what you, 
at General idea, emphasized as Viral Communication... I spread 
slowly (and surely) through a maybe-unique patchwork of world-
wide multi-genre projects, with the people that i am really interested 
in collaborating with; the ones that are not afraid & clearly see the 
interest of shaking boundaries...

That is why, like you guys, I am not afraid to play with copyrights, 
to reinterpret art history and create my own place inside of it... 
I think sometimes that my main ambition is to become a tool, a 
media for other artists... As a good copycat, could I not easily be 
seen as the right platform to reach other shores!?!?

AA Bronson \ 10:51pm Jan 31st
Wow. This makes a great artist’s statement! We should include it 
in the gallery book for the Young Shamans show!
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But, even if I like their work (Elmgreen & Dragse), I think that 
in this affair, maybe it was Miuccia Prada who was the bravest/
sharpest, after all ? 

I mean, being able to display such a sense of self-derision is actually 
quite interesting... Actually, it’s an excellent branding tool, using 
controlled controversial depreciation... I find it a pretty brilliant 
marketing strategy, actually... Prada has never been as cool!!!

I like that much better than fashion empires (VMH?) that simply 
‘vampirise’ artists’ works with their financial power, and uniquely 
(let’s be honest) for their own glory, and in order to sell more 
monogrammed handbags. This kind of junction art-market right 
now (the most obvious) actually makes me uncomfortable.... 
because the artist and his work are dominated by the medium with 
which they are experimenting.

The only one, to my knowledge, breaking that rule is Damian 
Hirst. I think his thinking and his ‘chess moves’ (producing For 
the love of God, a diamond human skull, as the most expensive 
artwork ever-made, then defining its selling price, then buying it 
himself back to control its value & stability on the art market...) 
are purely brilliant. 

If we talk about art & market interactions, his recent actions are, 
to me, the most relevant right now. 
And I am purely fascinated by how cleverly & courageously he is 
rejuvenating his artistic carrier! 

AA Bronson \ 2:13pm Feb 21st
Yes, Damian always knows how to come out on top, doesn’t he? 
In this sense, he is following in the footsteps of Gilbert & George. 
Although they didn’t play with the idea of the marketplace in the 
same way, they made every career move in a blatantly careerist 
kind of way, but to such an extreme that it became part of the 
art — quite amazing!

12:56am Feb 25th
But let’s not think about Gilbert & George right now. Shamans 
they are not (clowns though, or tricksters, perhaps!). 

Your own role in relation to the art / fashion / design world is far 
more complex, and for me, more interesting. Let’s stop here, more 
or less where we began, with A.A. Bronson’s School for Young 
Shamans, and your miraculous Coat of Very Few Colours!

www.itemidem.com
www.aabronson.com

successful... it made me laugh out loud. Always a good sign. But 
many, many people will never understand, so you would have to 
be prepared for that!

No, that’s not me in Nazi Milk unfortunately!!

Item Idem \ Today at 5:15pm
Well, if the humour effect is there, then it already makes a good 
point. But maybe it comes also from the fact that you know me and 
my face, so it becomes obviously funny. I guess that yes, it should 
always be related to the original that inspired that picture...

Talking about that Nazi Milk picture, can I ask you some history 
elements, or anecdotes about the process itself? As far as I know, 
there are different versions, ranging from 1979 to 1990? 

Also, aren’t you curious about that Got Milk campaign that I 
mentioned earlier?? Do you think it is possible that the advertising 
people got inspired by it, somehow?

AA Bronson \ 9:11pm Feb 18th
Yes, of course you can ask me about the 
history of Nazi Milk. The truth is, there 
was a milk advertising campaign in 
Canada circa 1976 that first used the 
milk moustache motif. We were making 
a kind of reference to that, but I do think 
that the later American campaign was in 
reference to Nazi Milk.

Item Idem \ 8:59pm Feb 19th
I think this copycat ping-pong in between art 
and advertising fields is quite interesting... 
I am trying to think of other potential 
examples, but right now I cannot find any...

It is a bit as if Campbell’s Soup were suddenly 
adding a ‘silkscreened’ portrait of Andy 
Warhol on their soup cans, or if Brillo soap 
was creating a new shampoo called Deitch...

Though, I think this kind of process 
could not exist nowadays... I believe art, 
advertising and marketing genres are too 
narrowly joined to be able to display such 
‘irreverence’, which too me, is quite an 

important starting point for strong ‘humour-based’ artworks...

For example, the Prada Marfa project by Elmgreen & Dragset is, of 
course, very interesting, but everyone knows that it is a joint venture 
in collaboration with Prada... Those kind of collaborations can 
sometimes produce exciting pieces, but don’t you think they are also 
making things a little too obvious?

AA Bronson \ 9:58pm Feb 19th
Yes, it would have been more interesting to carry out the Marfa 
project without Prada’s permission, I think... in which case it 
would have had to become much more complex in its relation 
to the world of fashion and marketing, in order to avoid legal 
problems. On the other hand, it was the very outrageousness of 
working together with Prada that gives the project this kind of 
Oscar Wildean spin.

Item Idem \ 8:17pm Feb 20th
True, I agree with you, along with the ‘provocation’ of displaying 
that shop replica in Marfa, a town famous for its artistic community, 
from a different generation though... I think it did generate some 
reactions of ‘hostility’, didn’t it!?

Item Idem \ 3:32am Feb 1st
Then, we should include it!

8:27pm Feb 17th
So here is the big question!

I am sending you the drafts of my self-portrait. Its is called Whog 
Gold and it is a reference to the Nazi Milk picture by G.I. I have 
been wanting to do a piece relating to Nazi Milk for a long time 
and I thought this was the right occasion... However, its obviously 
a tricky call, and I could easily see a polemic starting around 
that picture... so I need to explain my intention with it, and I 
thought we could maybe discuss that... It is a direct reference 
(and denunciation) of some extremely connoted advertisements 
of the XXst century, using an awfully racist aesthetic of popular 
culture, such as an African-American drinking chocolate milk. 
I am thinking of the advertisement for BANANIA (http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Banania ), that obviously pictures an awful 
colonialist aesthetic. But I might also be thinking of examples 
like Uncle Ben’s or Aunt Jemima’s, in 
Northern American popular culture.

Somehow, I intended to have this picture 
relate to the Nazi Milk picture’s calm 
‘black humour’ using also an advertising 
aesthetic. (Coincidentally, the Got Milk 
campaign (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Got_Milk%3F) is so close to the Nazi 
Milk’s idea, where people have a milk 
moustache... but strangely enough, this 
Got Milk campaign was created much after 
the Nazi Milk!!! So maybe I was not the 
first one actually to copy General Idea! )

Here, the milk becomes a chocolate bar 
made out of gold (a symbol of one of 
Africa’s most ransacked treasures) ) using 
special effects to turn the bar into gold. 
This African American man eats with his 
gold teeth , playing on the cliche of the 
Hip Hop “ billionaire lords” imagery).

The picture I intended to make is 
somehow very close to the cliches Spike 
Lee used for his movie Bamboozled (http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bamboozled). And 
I wanted to play this same card and using a very strong cliche 
to denounce it. However, Spike Lee is from African-American 
origins and I am not (without mentioning the fact that he is a 
recognized anti-racist intellectual, filmmaker & militant...), so 
that is why I can see how this picture of me could become a major  
source of polemic... What do you think?

Have I succeed in my intention to propose a similar work, both 
aesthetically and conceptually, to Nazi Milk? I am not 100% 
convinced, as both subjects (Nazism & colonialist imagery) are 
very, very different, and in both pictures, the ‘bad guy’ is not at 
the same place...

Also, by doing this picture, I propose my own interpretation of 
Nazi Milk and it’s somehow very difficult to put thoughts into this 
picture, as I am not the one who created it...

And regarding your picture, here is my question: Is that you in the Nazi 
Milk picture? Because in that case, maybe we should use this one?

AA Bronson \ Today at 12:59pm
Well, it’s a tricky thing, of course. But I think it’s quite 
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