
words  cheri amour
pictures  eve alpert / matt charland

36 37

pioneer

melissa auf 
der maur



38 39

“New frontiers and pioneers, that’s what it’s all about.” History 
is full of pioneering women – those who rallied against the 
fettered expectations of their gender and travelled the world, 
traversing dangerous terrain and exploring countries unknown 
in order to expand their knowledge, their experience, their 
world, Ella Maillart, Amelia Earhart and Alexandra David-Néel 
amongst them. A small town of 6,000 people in upstate New 
York, Hudson is channelling some of that visionary creativity. 
While America has become over-saturated with corporate 
power and the homogenisation of arts and culture across 
the board, you can head to an off-the-grid place like Hudson 
and feel like you’re in the Wild West. With globe-trotting 
performance artist Marina Abramović setting up camp here 
for her new arts and education centre, it’s not surprising  
that it’s here that Melissa Auf der Maur claims to have had 
her first true love affair with a city – encapsulated in the 
spirit and birth of not only her daughter River (named after 
the Hudson watercourse) but also of Basilica Hudson, a  
new temple of contemporary art. 

“You happen to be talking to me in the month where I am in 
the act of transition in my life,” Auf der Maur explains from her 
house in Hudson where she lives with partner, fellow creator, 
father to her daughter and independent film-maker Tony 
Stone. The last time we met with the Montreal-born artist, she 
was coming to the end of the devout touring schedule of her 
sophomore release and multi-disciplinary project 'Out of Our 
Minds'. Released six years after her eponymous debut, the 
record was accompanied by a feature film (her and Stone’s 
first creative endeavour together, and what would eventually 
lead to a life of shared passion projects) and comic book of 
the same name. Coming out of the major label world and 
into the realms of independent distribution was something 
of a precursor to this transformation. “That was definitely the 
beginning,” she says. “I was pregnant within a month and a 
half from the end of that tour, so I just jumped head first into 
the next transformation after that.”

The same year as her falling pregnant, Auf der Maur 
and Stone signed the deeds to Basilica Hudson, and their 
whole creative lives as they knew them were turned upside 
down. Originally built as a foundry in the 1880s, the couple 
took on the factory as a central muse inspired by both 
“she” the building and her geographical location. A full-on 
“David Lynch nightmare mixed with Renaissance skies and 
phenomenal landscapes”, the venue overlooks the historic 
Hudson River, where explorers were sent by the Dutch and 
the British rediscovered America. And it’s been a love affair 
for both Auf der Maur and Stone, the pair putting aside their 
respective artistries in favour of a more 9-5 attitude. “Every 
single pipe to every single brick to every window and door 
has been part of this humbling process,” she says. “[We've] 
become construction workers and secretaries. We’ve 
had a lot of trouble at times, but we’re keeping our eye on  
the ball, and we will be so proud later on down the line when 
it’s rolling by itself.”

But the cogs are already in motion for all manner of 
creative outputs within the behemoth of Basilica: exhibitions, 
film screenings from experimental queer film-maker Barbara 

Hammer and intimate performances from Missouri-born 
singer-songwriter Angel Olsen. The pair are also working 
to curate two-day festival Soundscape, with the help of 
Pitchfork’s Brandon Stosuy and Brian DeRan of New York 
events and management hub Leg Up! – something Auf der 
Maur puts down to finding like-minded people: “People 
who are willing to fucking work for free for years to build up 
something special where you can show to the world that you 
don’t do something for money, you do it for the fucking art.” 

If this is Auf der Maur’s third year of transformation, there’s 
also something to be said for the general isochronism of her 
career path to date, with a few seminal milestones throwing 
up some additional moments of reflection. This year marks 
20 years since Hole’s second album 'Live Through This', the 
record that Auf der Maur first toured with the band following 
the death of former bassist Kristen Pfaff. The record was 
praised for its articulation towards a third wave feminist 
movement, and saw the bass player thrust into the limelight 
with a series of promotional videos to support the release. 
Her first show for the band was at Reading 1994, in the 
aftermath of Kurt Cobain’s tragic death that same year. 

Two decades on, there’s been word at the rumour mill that 
a Hole reunion is on the cards but, while the quartet might 
be entertaining the idea, Auf der Maur isn’t certain of the 
outcome. “With the anniversary of 'Live Through This' and 
Kurt's death this year, that’s probably quite possibly what 
inspired the four of us – me, Patty, Eric and Courtney – to 
get into a room to have a conversation about our past and 
whether there’s a future,” she explains. 

When her time in Hole came to an end after the release of 
the group’s third studio album 'Celebrity Skin', the waves of 
the US music scene caused her to drift towards another rock 
juggernaut of the ‘90s, Billy Corgan. Performing as a touring 
member of The Smashing Pumpkins in the early noughties, 
it was shortly after this that her solo career began. Her debut 
album was a bold step for an artist who was widely known for 
her collaborations on other musicians' recordings, but in fact, 
it would be that transformative process – from her tentative 
first steps in Canadian rock outfit Tinker in the early ‘90s, 
full circle into her time with both Hole and The Smashing 
Pumpkins – that would kick off a whole new cycle for her. 

Alongside her love affair with music, Auf der Maur was 
originally earmarked for a future in photography; in 2001, 
She contributed to Brooklyn exhibition Channels. In a 
similarly parallel development, that year saw the artist begin 
to experiment more with the creative medium: “A few years 
ago, I was contemplating going back to school to do an 
MA in photography, to tackle my archive because I have 
around 20-40,000 negatives – unorganised, unscanned and 
untouched,” she explains. Obsessively documenting her 
world tours with both Hole and the Pumpkins and into the 
metamorphosis of her first solo record, it’s interesting to see 
this shift between the ‘90s grunge scene to contemporary 
Hudson:  “I look around Hudson and the artists that are 
coming through here – a lot of it looks and sounds the same 
as when I joined Hole 20 years ago, so I know there’s some 
new relationship between that moment and this moment.” 
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With a bit of gentle coaxing from a few acquaintances, 
and a couple of people in the art world offering to take a 
look through the ample negatives, Auf der Maur’s work now 
features as part of London-based fashion designer Duro 
Olowu’s mise-en-scène at Salon 94 Bowery. With a strong 
focus on a woman’s perspective, her snapshots appear 
alongside artist Lorna Simpson and conceptual portrait 
photographer Cindy Sherman: “It was an eclectic show,” 
she laughs, “and that’s the beginning of the very effortless 
experiment where I see where I can put these [negatives].” 

Maybe it’s being entrenched in the belly of a building like 
Basilica that breeds such creativity, or maybe it’s just as 
Auf der Maur enters this new evolution of herself, but either 
way, the arts space has brought with it not only a sizeable 
shift in day-to-day responsibilities (“garbage cans to be 
changed, toilet paper to be found”) but also a new stage in 
her life, massively different from her coming of age and early 
adulthood. “The challenge for me has been entering the world 
of the grid, and a lot of this has to do with growing up,” she 
explains. “I certainly lived the life of a twenty-something for as 
long as I felt I should. I knew there would be a time in my life 
when I would want to learn about the other side of things, like 
washing dishes, having to answer to somebody else, needing 
to be somewhere else for more than a comfortable amount of 
time.” Until moving to this small town six years ago, Auf der 
Maur had not had a permanent location since she first left her 
mother’s house at the age of 17 – but even that came with its 
own bohemian merits: “I spent my second birthday living in 
a hut in Kenya with women studying chimpanzees, and prior 
to that birthday, I was living in a circus caravan in Wales and 
a red post office truck in Morocco.”

At the same milestone, two-year-old daughter River is 
surrounded by a passionate and heroically selfless team 
of family and friends – but it's a busy life, spearheading a 
creative hub and raising a daughter, so Auf der Maur decided 
to look for a helping hand. Once again, she came up trumps 
for the Auf der Maur-Stone contingent, finding acclaimed 
filmmaker Zia Anger (Angel Olsen, Jenny Hval, Julianna 
Barwick), even calling Anger the “sister she never had”. “The 
first interview with Zia was on the phone,” she explains. “She 
was giving me her whole art school background and I was 
like, ‘Who am I to think that my daughter should be cared 
for by an MFA film graduate?’ She was just like, ‘You should 

expect that for your daughter!’” The exchange certainly 
seems to have worked out well for Anger who, since moving 
to upstate New York, has produced her biggest body of work 
to date. But then, as Auf der Maur puts it, “The amount of 
creative commitment in Hudson and the pioneering people 
coming to this area is undeniable.” Yet taking on a project 
like Basilica has positioned Auf der Maur as something of a 
servant to the arts, creating a place of worship for all forms 
of media, consciously sacrificing her own work to do so. “I 
haven’t made a note of music [since being here],” she says. 
“Tony hasn’t made a film – we just decided to put this first 
and it worked perfectly in tandem with becoming a parent. 
Parenting is the ultimate selflessness.” In their fourth season 
of arts programming, they are finally at the stage where they 
are looking to take a step back, instead returning to their 
respective projects. “There’s some interesting projects on the 
horizon,” she smiles. “But first I must make room for them, and 
to make room for them means I need to find a way to make 
an arts centre work – you need to realise that you need other 
people’s help, you need community help, you need members,  
you need a regular following and you need to sustain it  
for years to come.” She adds: “I’m ready to open it up a 
bit more to the public now, and for other people to take 
ownership and put their passion into it and help build it up to 
be longer and better.”

Surrounded by a sea of similarly devoted artists, it would 
be all too easy to submerge yourself within the scene and not 
come up for air. Yet, in taking on a project like Basilica, Auf 
der Maur has yet again stepped bravely into the unknown – 
just as she did all those years ago, slipping into her celebrity 
skin alongside Love, and shaking up the lad rock dynamic 
of the ‘90s grunge scene. Here at the helm of Hudson, the 
siren stands on a mountain of creative works, but in her 
partnership with Stone, she has moved beyond the rock 
and roll dream and into the hands of something far greater. 
“I’ve had more escapism possibilities than most people do in 
their life,” she acknowledges. “Carefree dreams and instincts 
came first, but this is a lifelong project and it will live beyond 
me. It will be the place that my daughter grows up, seeing the 
art shows here. This is way beyond me.”  

Buy: ‘Out of our Minds’ (Roadrunner, 2010)
Social: @xMAdMx
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