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Wesley Willis Mense Reents

Von den Dämonen des Wesley Willis

Hier kommt ein Hellride, du Arschloch
Für lebenslang, du Hurensohn
Wir werden niemals mehr weichen
Aus deinem Kopf, wir sind dein Gratislohn
Wir senden nonstop Bilder und labern auf dich ein
Und erfreuen uns an deinem Angstschweiß

Demons are a mad mans, mad mans worst friends
Demons are a mad mans, mad mans best friends
Stay of the hellbus, sad man, mad friend
Demons are a mad mans worst friends

Du sagst, du würdest Rockmusik machen
Andere gingen in den Knast
Wie dein Cousin damals und dein Stiefvater, den du hasst
Seit er die Knarre dir an die Schläfe hielt
Und dich wimmern ließ, fühlen wir uns wohl bei dir
Denn du nährst uns gut mit deinem Angstschweiß

Demons are a mad mans, mad mans worst friends
Demons are a mad mans, mad mans best friends
Stay of the hellbus, sad man, mad friend
Demons are a mad mans worst friends

Aber manchmal gelang es ihm diesen Teufeln ein
Schweigen abzuringen, und manchmal sprach durch ihn:
Fernöstliche Weisheit
Das gute kindliche Amerika
Die Angst vorm Fegefeuer und Elvis Presley
Die Chicago Police und die CIA
Automobilwerbungen und die Lust an der Sünde
Das alte Testament und Terminator I
Badman und Sigmund Freud

Demons are a mad mans, black man’s worst friends
Demons are a mad mans, fat man’s bad friends
Von wegen “Rock over London”
Du hast uns an den Hacken
Demons are a mad mans

Demons are a mad mans a mad mans worst friends
Demons are...

Wesley Willis is sitting on his tour bus with six older German 
punks, listening to Rush, the Beatles and the Carpenters. He 
has his headphones on pretty much all day. His demons are 
there, but today they don’t take hold. Eleanor Rigby pushes 
him close to the limit, but then works out. No hellride today. 
Fuck you, demon!

We’re sitting at the front of the nightliner staring at the 
road in the Nevada desert.

It’s snowing. For real. This is a novelty even for the driv-
er, who’s been driving around underground bands between 
Toronto and El Paso for 20 years.

Wesley sometimes looks over to me: smiling, a bit drowsy, 
with a certain crazed look, almost like Thelonious Monk in 
the airplane scene in Straight, No Chaser. Jerry’s Pizza Hall 
is a basement without pizza. Wesley greets each guest indi-
vidually; he bends down, holds the other person by the nape 
of their neck, and presses his forehead—which is marked 
from all the head bumps—against the forehead of the young 
white man, while lovingly looking into his eyes.

Today I got a sneaker thrown at my head. If I were a sneak-
er, I’d have shot right back, but that’s probably just my he-
roic thinking. I’m actually way too scared and my tinnitus is 
haunting me.

Rock over London, rock over Chicago! Due to the age re-
striction, the room is divided in two by a net of chicken-wire.

Wesley sits alone on stage with his keyboard and the 
auto-accompaniment churns out moronic, standard rock 
songs. The audience cracks up. Wesley is the hero of the 
evening and enjoys mingling with the crowd. I think Wesley 
is very aware of his appearance and the effect he has on 
people.

In the Berlin club SchwuZ, it’s unbearably hot. The audi-
ence is right up at the front of the stage. Wesley is our sup-
port act. It all goes wrong. Several women take offense at 
his choice of words. He leaves the stage cursing and pan-
ic-stricken.

Wesley can’t take it anymore. At the Fürstenhof hotel in Vi-
enna, he lays his head on the reception desk, crying like Obe-
lix. The man on reception duty doesn’t know how to cope.

The restaurant where we eat is just a few hundred meters 
away. Sweating and cursing, Wesley follows us at his own 
slow pace.

(From the album Lenin by Die Goldenen Zitronen; text: Ted Geier)

You could have easily just turned 
around, nauseated or annoyed by the 
first rooms, but something intoxicating 
is going on, like a sugar rush. There is a 
luring sparkle of gold not too far away.
In front of the other exhibition venue 
(and former customs office of Ven-
ice), Punta della Dogana, there is yet 
another large outdoor sculpture made 
out of white “marble”. I see a man on 
a horse entangled by a giant snake. 
The snake’s mouth is wide open—all 
fangs—the man screams, the horse 
screams, and we see a lot of tongues.

Okay, so one more round of stuff. It 
seems clear to you that you are invited 
to laugh along. Unless you are incredi-
bly inattentive or persuadable, there is 
no way you can mistake these movie 
set prop-like objects with ancient ar-
tifacts. But then there are many oth-
er things happening at a museum be-
sides the display of exhibited pieces. 
There are tour guides recapitulating 

the shipwreck story to their assigned 
groups with remarkably straight faces 
(some questions arise as to what kind 
of people these guides are), there are 
texts about the wreck being placed in 
your hand and on display everywhere, 
there is even a Netflix documentary! 
(That is quite impressive, to me.)

Some of the things we actually see 
in the many rooms of Punta della Do-
gana include a naked woman riding a 
bear, a naked woman leading a lion, a 
naked woman fighting the many head-
ed Hydra, a naked woman reclining on 
a divan, and a naked woman that is 
being raped by a minotaur. What else? 
Some more vitrines containing gold 
nuggets, some cutlery, some jewelry. 
A golden monkey, a golden transform-
er. It is said that each object exists in 
three versions: one coral covered, one 
allegedly restored in gold or bronze 
or marble, and one version as muse-
um reproduction, probably polymere.  
A lot of things come to mind. An art 
connoisseur could write on this exhi-
bition: “art for the post-truth era”, “the 
museum as a gift shop”, “sunken trea-
sures in a sinking city”, though I’m really 
not suggesting anyone should. 

Maybe you find it slightly painful, lis-
tening in on the museum guides who 
are giving a tour or watching others se-
renely studying the exhibits one by one.
It feels like the sort of cringe of some-
one explaining his own joke, you leave.

As you walk out you think about the 
relationship between this and other 
artists’ sculptures, for instance Hirst’s 
friend Ashley Bickerton’s, or the pub-
licly installed art works in Venice of re-
cent years, like Marc Quinn’s Breath, or 
as you’re standing outside Punta Del-
la Dogana, Charles Ray’s Boy With A 
Frog. It’s confusing. 

You guess the disappointment was 
to be expected, the idea of the re-
covered treasure is just too promising 
and the spectacle you imagined was 
bound to be better than the one he 
delivers. And, you add to the guess, 

as a concept, abundance of money 
and lack of restraint never made any-
one more inventive or a better artist.

So it comes with little surprise that 
the people who found Hirst’s work 
highly objectionable before this show 
feel that this current project is nothing 
but a highly cynical joke, pointing at the 
perverse features of the art market and 
its more gullible collectors. Considering 
Hirst’s close relationship with the mar-
ket (being a passionate collector him-
self) and the whole scale of the project, 
I don’t find this very probable. If there 
was an impulse to let people question 
what has and is given value, it fails be-
cause there simply isn’t anything of val-
ue to be found. The sugar rush is over 
too quickly, the bad boy attitude is a bit 
outdated, and at best, this kind of nihil-
ism is truly sad and familiar.  

You can probably think of a few more 
cool or interesting things that could have 
happened there instead, but is it the 
most boring art you have seen during the 
Biennale? Not by far. Is it the most mor-
ally twisted, deplorable thing on stage? 
Surely Olafur Eliasson exhibiting refu-
gees who are being taught in a “work-
shop” how to make his lamps beats 
most of the competition on that field.

Maybe you have coffee now on a pi-
azza and enjoy being in Venice, know-
ing that soon the pieces of this exhi-
bition will sink back out of sight into 
private collections, duty free warehous-
es, and storage vaults. But hopefully 
you will get to go back to Venice soon.

— Gina Fischli

* from the official press release: “ […] 
the exhibition tells the story of the  
ancient wreck of a vast ship, the ‘Un-
believable’ (Apistos in the original 
Koine Greek), and presents what was 
discovered of its precious cargo: the 
impressive collection of Aulus Calidius 
Amotan—a freed slave better known 
as Cif Amotan II—which was destined 
for a temple dedicated to the sun.”


