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Beneath the snow, New York is transformed. The energy that usually 
courses through it slows down. The noise of traffic becomes muffled, as if 
filtered through an invisible layer. The passersby quicken their pace, chilled 
to the bone, exchanging brief glances in a silent complicity. The gray sky 
diffuses a cold, pale, abstract light, and yet the city seems wrapped in an 
unexpected form of intimacy. I walk through this rarefied landscape, 
clutching my coat around me. I am heading to Chelsea, one of the world’s 
most celebrated art districts, where today I am meeting one of the most 
influential figures of American post-conceptual art: Stephen Prina. Punctual, 
smiling, utterly serious. Milky skin, brown eyes piercing like sparks amid the 
white of the snow. His presence is silent and dense, like a volcanic stone 
retaining heat beneath its cold surface. Prina is an artist whose practice 
traverses, with rigorous ambiguity, the territories of language, music, 
performance, and art history. Active since the early 1980s, his work 
investigates the structures of power and desire that inform cultural 
production, constantly placing under tension the ideas of authorship, 
appropriation, identity, and representation. Through installations, texts, 
music, and performative interventions, Prina constructs open, often self-
referential systems in which the subject fragments and reflects itself in a 
network of citations, absences, and repetitions. It is an articulated and 
coherent practice that destabilizes notions of stability, intention, narration, 
and univocal readings of the artwork.  
At MoMA, “A Lick and a Promise” has just concluded, the first major survey 
devoted to the artist’s engagement with performance and music, curated by 
Stuart Comer. 
“We began working on this project fifteen years ago. Stuart is the one who 
proposed that, and then we started, almost laying bricks in a wall. It was a 
survey from the beginning, but maybe that’s something that also emerged in 
our discussions. Despite constant dialogue, Stuart let me do whatever I 
wanted. The fil rouge of the retrospective, for me, was the assumption—
borrowed from Surrealism—that Incommensurable does not exist, and that, 
consequently, any musical score can sit next to any other. With this freedom, 
I set about juxtaposing very different works of mine, leaving some unchanged 
and rewriting others. The piece ‘A Lick and a Promise’ was completely new. 
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I wanted the visual component related to performance to be as simple as 
possible. And I loved the fact that this musical and performative aspect was 
inseparably linked to some of my installations in the museum. The 
audience—but also the musicians—had to pass through these installations 
to reach the studio where the pieces were performed. This created a sort of 
visual counterpoint, in which everyone could enjoy their own perception in 
an autonomous and personal way. The survey didn’t have the title “A Lick 
and a Promise” from the beginning. I went to a meeting at MoMA and I said, 
‘Well, what about this as a title?’ And I thought they would shoot it down, but 
they immediately went for it. I don’t know if you’ve heard the phrase ‘a lick 
and a promise’ before. It comes from an idiomatic expression (in Italian it 
would sound something like: ‘a quick fix for now, and I promise I’ll do better 
next time’). My mother would say this. I grew up in a very tidy household. 
When company was coming to visit, and my mother couldn’t do the complete 
cleaning, she would give it ‘a lick and a promise’, so it would be presentable. 
I think of this retrospective as being dedicated to her”. 
This assertion immediately brings to my mind “English for Foreigners” 
another autobiographically inspired work presented at the Madre Museum in 
Naples in 2017. It recounts the experience of the artist’s father, Pietro Prina, 
who fled Fascist Italy at a very young age in 1923.  
I ask Stephen to tell me more about it. “In that case, I imagined the work in 
a ‘patrimonial’ sense. When I was in my early twenties, I inherited from my 
father a book with that title, ‘English for Foreigners’. And it made me so 
angry. It was a book that was given to people who had recently come to this 
country so that they could learn English. But the ideological agenda is to take 
the immigrant as raw material and shape that person into an acceptable 
citizen. This made me sick. So I thought I had to make an artwork about this. 
I had to get rid of this sentiment. That was really the heart of that. 
 
Returning to my parents, my father was originally from Italy.  My mother’s 
parents were from the same Northern Italian village—Canischio—as my 
father.  They immigrated to the United States, where my mother was born.  
My parents met in the US.  My father was a man of few words… I have to 
say that their identity didn’t mark mine, at least not consciously. What made 
the difference was their attitude. They were very simple people: my father 
had completed the sixth grade, my mother the eighth grade. And yet they 
supported me as much as they could. When I told them—out of the blue—
that I wanted to be an artist, rather than study architecture, they said, ‘We do 
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not understand you, we don’t understand what you’re doing, but you must 
know better.’ And I didn’t realize what a gift that was, an absolute gift. It took 
me a long time to acknowledge that. I wasn’t able to acknowledge that to 
either my mother or my father before they passed; it remains so 
nonetheless.”  
Stephen was an enfant prodige: at twelve he was painting oil on canvas, and 
at fourteen he was performing in a band. 
“I’ve always been an interdisciplinary artist; I realized that already at the 
university. But what was very helpful to me was reading Theodor Adorno— 
“In Search of Wagner” —which is a scathing critique of Wagner. Somewhere 
in Adorno, I got the idea of really investigating a genre. So I didn’t think of 
myself as always making interdisciplinary projects. Every time I was a 
project-based artist. Project to project, I would start with: ‘These are the 
materials I want to animate. Now, how do I animate them? How do I bring 
them to form?’ And it would be the same thing with a sculpture project, a 
project in language, or a project in music. It wasn’t making a hybrid of all 
these things, but every time I would make a project, I would want to really 
dig my heels in and discover. If I was working on a photographic project, how 
to make it as photographic as possible? Or a painting project as painterly as 
possible? Over the course of time, it was my hope that members of the 
audience would see all of my different projects and realize that they were in 
different territories, different areas, but there would be a structural 
connection between them. So that’s how I really started to think about it. If 
you’re going to talk about the interdisciplinary, that kind of changes how the 
disciplinary functions. You have to be very strong in each discipline. 
Otherwise, what’s the point?” 
Prina taught at Harvard for more than twenty years and at Art Center for 
twenty-three: a total of forty-three years in the classroom. I ask him about his 
teaching method. 
“I want my students to find a way to take what’s inside of them out. I try to 
stand back, and education can be so damaging. Especially at Harvard, so 
many times students would come to me wanting my permission to do 
something. But what’s important is actually figuring out what is at stake for 
you in developing a practice: that is very, very difficult. I want to make sure 
that they have unobstructed space where they can pursue their own 
interests. Education gets in the way so much with that kind of thing. It’s not 
as easy as it sounds to strip away all of that framework.” 
And what’s the role of the artist today, I ask Stephen. 
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“It is to respond to our environment, but that environment includes history 
and the artists that precede us, and to find something that is relevant to you 
today, that reflects upon what we have, what our inheritance is. That can 
take many different forms, but I think that’s all we can do, is to respond to 
our extenuating circumstances. That is also more difficult than it sounds, 
because there are so many preconceptions about what an artist is supposed 
to do and what an artist is supposed to develop.  
Some artists don’t want to be exposed to other artworks because they think 
they will be influenced and that will desecrate their essence. I don’t 
understand that. I want to be contaminated by as many things as possible—
things that I don’t know, that challenge me. That’s my temperament: I live to 
be challenged”. 
Speaking of challenges, I ask him what he thinks about artificial intelligence. 
“I don’t understand it; I think I’m the wrong generation. There are a lot of 
discussions today—should the artist use it? Shouldn’t the artist use it? There 
are all these people who want to regulate AI. They’re never going to be able 
to regulate it in the way that they would like to, that is, to basically neuter it 
and eliminate it. And doesn’t it always come down to the same thing: how 
am I going to use this pencil? It’s not about the pencil. There’s nothing special 
about it. It is how you use it. I think the same thing with AI. Some people want 
to use AI in the most doctrinaire and conventional ways, and I’m not 
interested in that. But some people are finding ways to use AI to expand their 
vocabulary.  I’m not against it at all. I don’t understand it, but maybe I’ve used 
it already without knowing it—probably. When you really think about what the 
potential of AI is, it is to be so algorithmically complex that it can organize 
and accommodate much more data than we would ever be able to. So it 
could really generate something worth engaging—and challenging—also. So 
why not have AI? And I certainly wouldn’t want to regulate it in the way people 
were talking about it. I think that you could use AI in all sorts of different ways. 
Maybe that’ll be my next project: to figure out a way to use AI in a more 
engaging way for myself. 
In your practice as a post-conceptual artist, what comes first: the idea or the 
emotion? “I usually don’t talk about things in terms of the emotional, but I will 
talk about it in terms of the passionate. It is about what grabs my attention, 
what demands for me to be engaged with it. A lot of my projects begin with 
some kind of research, and I think about it like a desktop with a bunch of 
photocopies on it, and I rearrange them and rearrange them until something 
starts to emerge out of that. I start asking the questions: if I am going to work 
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on this material, what is the appropriate form that it takes? So that’s not really 
an idea. I have never seen ideas. That is a research that comes in contact 
with the desire to give it form so that it might have the capability of being 
transformed into an artwork. And every time is different.” 


