




How did it happen that you came to be in 
residence here at the theatre in Zürich?
I usually – I’m a visual artist and I do film and 
performance in this group called Moved by the 
Motion. Three years ago a new artistic team came 
into the theatre, and the directors asked me if I 
would want to be one of those in residence here. 
It was a long conversation. I think we talked for 
over a year because I was like ‘this isn’t what I do’ 
and ‘are you sure you want me?’ and ‘am I sure I 
want this?’. But I think we all took a bit of a risk 
and so far, for everyone, it’s been paying off. For 
us, it’s been amazing because I get to do the same 
work that I’ve been doing with my collaborators, 
but now we have a lot of infrastructure around to 
help us. 

Did having this support structure change 
the way you work? And did having the 
structure of a theatre, where the space 
one works within is strictly defined and 
has limits compared to film, make any 
difference to you?
It’s similar and different. Theaters have a similar, 
very collaborative structure the way that film does, 
in the way that there are big crews that do staging 
and lighting and sound. In that sense, it’s familiar 
to me, but they work on much slower timelines. 
We know what we’re doing three years from now 
already because we have to plan. They plan their 
seasons years in advance, and the construction for 
sets begins a year in advance too. There are these 
long timelines that I’m not used to working in. 
For example, the film The Show is Over presented 
at the Lafayette Anticipations in Paris last year 
— we shot that here. That was actually the most 
relaxed shoot I’ve ever done because we have had 
to prepare so far in advance. By the time the shoot 
happened, I was like, “Where’s the stress?– This 
is weird”. I was thinking something was wrong 
when there was nothing wrong at all. We just were 
so prepared.

What are you working on now? 
On the production of a performance called 
Orpheus, like the myth of Orpheus. There are 
boychild and Josh Johnson, who are two of my 
main collaborators, and then there are two 
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actors from the ensemble of the theatre. Then 
there are three musicians who are also longterm 
collaborators; musician and DJ Asma Maroof, 
cellist Patrick Belaga, and another saxophone 
player. We are kind of preparing because we have 
to prepare, and then when the show is ‘complete’– 
so to speak, we’ll either play a bunch of shows in 
repertoire, or we will wait a couple months. Here 
you see the set - we have big trees that are like the 
underworld, and a mirror that’s like 14 meters by 
– I don’t know 7 meters? The show begins with the 
mirror up, and then at the end, it comes down. 
But it’s mostly up. We have this pit here that is 
kind of the underworld because the myth of 
Orpheus is that he loses his wife and goes down to 
the underworld to convince Hadès to let him take 
her back. So we have this underworld that’s for us 
like the club, which is very intuitively part of the 
work. This scene where they go into hell – we call 
it our Berghain kind of moment.

With many of your collaborators, like 
Asma, you have been working for a long 
time. 
Yeah, we’ve been working together for some twelve 
years. We met in Chicago, where we both went to 
art school in our twenties, and then I moved to 
L.A. and she ended moving a couple of years later. 
We all did a party at The Silver Platter, a bar in 
MacArthur Park. It was called Wildness. It was 
the early 2000s. And now she moved here with me 
when we started this project at the theatre. 

Working with many long time collaborators 
closely, how do you negotiate your name 
coming singularly in exhibitions? 
In the case of exhibitions, it is a bit tricky 
because I think the art world doesn’t recognize 
collaboration in the way that other disciplines 
like theater does. In theatre, when you have a 
production, there’s kind of an understanding that 
there are many people involved and that there are 
many roles. The same is true for films. When we 
have a film credit roll, it’s obvious that there are 
hundreds of people that worked on it. I think the 
art world is problematic in that way because it only 
wants to see that name at the top. I can’t change 
the world, I can’t change the whole infrastructure 
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of that because that’s a long history to do 
with painting and the idea of the artist as a 
genius and all that I don’t believe in – that, a 
lot of other people don’t believe in actually. 
You know, I try with institutional shows to 
do as much as I can to sort of extrapolate the 
meaning of collaboration, and also, I try to 
own the part that I do play.  I do create a lot of 
the work. It’s kind of a little bit about owning 
my role in things, but also about doing a lot 
of work to try to help people understand the 
nature of collaboration. 

Is it the first time you have worked in a 
theatre?
Until we got this job, kind of yes. We did one 
performance Sudden Rise that we toured two 
years ago and played at a bunch of venues 
like the Onassis Foundation in Athens and 
HAU Theatre in Berlin. We started to exist 
in that world, but it’s all been very new for us. 
Surprisingly, it fits a lot with what we do, but 
we just never knew that this was an option.

Is Wildness (2012) the first film that 
you made?
It was the first feature-length documentary. 
I wasn’t actually sure what I wanted to do 
as an artist. I was thinking I wanted to be a 
documentary filmmaker, but I think at the time 
I was – what’s the word when you’re young and 
you have very strong ideas – I was an activist 
and documentary was the communication 
format to reach people and change the world. 
But then, of course, as I went about the process 
of making it, I realised the politics of making 
a documentary also complicated what it was, 
and my fantasy about what it was, and how it 
could function. Film festivals and the politics 
of distribution are also complicated. I think 
that’s all changed a lot, even in the last ten 
years, because of how people’s viewing habits 
have migrated to their computers. When I 
was making Wildness I feel in my perception 
it was sort of the end of the more traditional 
model of – you make a film, you take it to a 
film festival, you get a sales agent, they sell 
it to distribution, and you have a theatrical 
release, and you hope someday it will win an 
Academy Award. But I think now it’s a so much 
more wide open frontier and documentary 
actually is sort of having a moment because 
people are watching them on their computers 
rather than going to the cinema. It’s like, the 
dream of being a filmmaker to me also seemed 
a bit like what does this even mean when I’m 
getting inspiration from all these different 
sources. I thought I don’t want to limit myself 
to this one way of working. And in the last 10 
years, I was just getting opportunities to get 
commissions – I’ve mostly been doing short 
films and exhibitions, some installations, 

and performances, mostly in a museum setting. What 
I like about it is that there are no rules. Whatever you 
can imagine you can do, there’s no restriction on how 
you create and present the work – which I think is quite 
freeing. Compared to other creative disciplines it’s a bit 
romantic because there are also all kinds of limitations, 
such as the budgets are smaller, audiences are much more 
specific. I guess for me, it’s always been about trying to 
walk through the middle, take on different things that 
seemed interesting, and try not to limit them. 

How was the making of this first film? 
When I was shooting the project, my first camera was 
mini-DV, and then I got a bigger one that I really didn’t 
know how to use for a while. And then towards the end, 
my partner at the time was cinematographer, so she helped 
me to shoot some scenes that were prettier. So I started 
to learn things like: this is how you light an interview, or 
this is how you frame a shot. I was very lucky because I 
mentored with a few filmmakers along the way. Wildness 
took four years to make – so it was really a lot of time. It 
was a lot of persistence. I remember one of my mentors, 
filmmaker Ira Sachs, watched my rough cut, and he said, 
“I really don’t think this is more than a 10-minute short 
film”. I was so pissed because he said I should consider 
just making a short film and moving on. You know, I feel 
that’s a big lesson that filmmakers should learn. If you 
really want to make a movie, especially your first one, 
you have to have stupidity and persistence because no one 
will believe you otherwise. But then I also mentored with 
editor Jonathan Oppenheim, he was the person who edited 
Paris is Burning, and he just taught me everything I know 
about how to tell a story. I think the reason why I haven’t 
made another feature-length film since is that I don’t 
know if I’m always open to how much that takes. I mean 
obviously it’s easier as you go but... Actually, I’m working 
now on a film that will be feature-length. It’s here at the 
theater, we’re shooting in June, it’s Moby Dick, the novel by 
Herman Melville. It’s an adaptation of that, and it will be 
a silent film with a live orchestra doing the soundtrack. It 
will be for January in 2022, theoretically.

What did you learn about directing people and 
managing crews?  
I try to always be open to new collaborations, and then if 
I find something that works, I stick to it – so a lot of the 
people I work with now are people I’ve been working with 
for years. I don’t so much manage. We call it the band where 
we get together and everyone does what they love to do. 
But we’re always working with new people. For Orpheus, 
we have this amazing artist Kandis Williams who’s from 
L.A.. She came in, and she’s been our dramaturg, which 
just means we’ve been studying with her. There’s a lot 
about the myth of Orpheus and she made this amazing 
reader for the team.
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How has your relationship with the poet 
and philosopher Fred Moten developed?
We met in L.A. because I used to live there 
and he was living there. We were friends. We 
were introduced through this other writer, José 
Esteban Muñoz, who passed away. Fred and I did 
a performance together, and I think we just hit it 
off, and we’ve been working together ever since. 
We always have something in the background, like 
emailing or writing ideas. When we did the first 
project together I was doing a residency in Bellagio 
in Italy and he was in L.A. so we left each other 
voicemails every day and then made a performance 
and a film out of that. We were like, ‘We’re 9 hours 
apart, what if we call each other every day at 9?’ 
but there was always this missed call. Leaving voice 
messages is a sort of nostalgic thing and it’s like 
you’re talking to a friend in the recording, and then 
you just start talking and talking more.

There is also so much more to the words 
in a voice message. There is precious 
information in the pauses, in the sighs, in 
the pace. Sometimes it feels like you are 
not even talking to another person at some 
point if you go on a tangent, you start to 
develop your own thoughts. What are your 
thoughts on language and words? 
I just did a conversation with the two women that 
translated Fred Moten’s poem Come On, Get It! 
into French for the show in Paris. Translation is an 
interesting subject for me. Maybe I could relate to it 
– I grew up in the States and most Americans only 
speak English. But my father is from China, and I 
grew up in a house of mixed language, but he didn’t 
want to teach it to me because, I think, he felt he 
was immigrating and wanted to put his past behind 
him. I had this relation to being around family 
where I didn’t understand what people were saying. 
It ended up manifesting in a lot of my projects, even 
in Wildness, because more than a half is in Spanish, 
which is also a language that I didn’t speak but sort 
of had a closeness to because of my relationship to 
those people at The Silver Platter. It becomes the 
space of what’s lost in translation. When you care 
about people, you are communicating, and you find 
ways to communicate, but you can’t necessarily 
fully understand each other. I made a film called 
Duilian (2016) inspired by a personal story of the 
19th-century Chinese poet and revolutionary Qiu 
Jin who was executed for revolting against the 
Qing Dynasty government in China. Today, she 
is a symbol of women’s independence in China. 
I did all this historical research in Hong Kong 
about her and another woman, a calligrapher Wu 
Zhiying, with who she potentially had romantic 
relationship, but all we have are these letters to each 
other, the poems they wrote about their feelings. 
You can only interpret ‘maybe this is happening, 
who knows’ – tracing the events of their lives. 
And I thought that this is an interesting aspect 

of translation in relation to queer history because 
you have to read between the lines to imagine. You 
see a story there, and it’s similar with translation. 
You have to take a leap of faith a little bit around 
the gaps of understanding. We used the poems that 
these women wrote hosting poetry workshops with 
young queer people in Hong Kong. There were a lot 
of domestic workers from the Philippines, and there 
was this group of queer women who had a club, and 
then there were groups of activists. It was using the 
poetry as the basis to have conversations about the 
queer experience in Hong Kong. So the poems are 
very whimsically translated because people were sort 
of like, ‘I want it to be this.’ 

How was the making of the film Into a Space 
of Love (2018)? It is a film that directly 
speaks of cultural appropriation, but at the 
same time, there is a major fashion brand 
like Gucci behind it. The character of Venus 
X says : ‘How we dance, how we inflect 
our voices, is just a testament to survival…  
All that survival, somebody wants to make 
money out of it. Someone wants to be 
in proximity to it because it makes them 
feel cool. The currency of your pain makes 
someone else with privilege feel validated. 
Isn’t that some shit?’ 
There was a lot more creative freedom on that project 
than there would usually be with a branded project.  
I think it was a mutual agreement on both sides. I think 
Gucci went to Frieze, and they wanted to commission 
these four films about the origins of house music, and 
Frieze then chose four artists, so there was a bit of 
this artistic buffer around the whole thing. It wasn’t 
an ad campaign. There was also a lot of negotiating,  

I guess, on my side too. But it was a fun experiment for 
me because I was a little bit curious if I can work with this 
format which obviously is going to have this commercial 
feel to it on the outside, and if it is possible to still say 
something that I want to say even though people are going 
to hear it with this frame. It was fun for me to play with 
the edge around talking about cultural appropriation that 
Venus, one of the characters, speaks about. Actually, the 
whole film, I think is trying to address this idea of cultural 
appropriation, because a lot of people don’t know that the 
origins of house music are rooted in these queer, black 
and brown, Latino and African American scenes that 
were New York-Detroit-Chicago. They were the people 
inventing the DJ as an art form and experimenting with 
sound. There wasn’t a sound of house music, it wasn’t like 
four on the floor, that’s what we think of now, but back 
then, the sound was so many different things, and it was 
more about the people who started it and the communities 

that they generated which were open 
and mixed and so much about dancing. 
Those stories were what I was excited 
to focus on, to think about the story 
told through the dance, because most 
people tell the stories through the DJs, 
like they’re the heroes, these sort of 
singular individuals, mostly men. But 
there was this whole community of 
people who were creating the dancing 
that the DJs were responding to, so the 
DJs were actually also following the 
lead of the people who were creating the 
movement. I worked with the dancer 
Jeff Simmons who’s from that original 
era of the  Paradise Garage, and then I 
found other people in my community 
who I felt carried that spirit. There’s the 
older and younger, Kia LaBeija who is 
a young dancer, she was the mother of 
The House of LaBeija ( the oldest house 
in New York’s drag and ballroom scene 
founded in 1977 by Crystal LaBeija ) 
and Kevin Aviance who is from the 90s 
House ballroom scene, and then Venus X  
who does the party  Ghetto Gothic. 
Everyone has something to say about 
cultural appropriation, whether it can 
or cannot be stolen. I love what Kia 
says: ‘If something belongs to you, you 
realize no, it can’t be stolen’ because she 
does voguing, and of course voguing is 
one of the most appropriated art forms, 
but I love her perspective on it because 
she’s very open. She does it, she’s part 
of a community that also does it, and 
she’s psyched about people doing it all 
over the world. What I was trying to 
acknowledge was that brands may try 
to get a piece of the cultural with the 
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cultural content, and that’s not inherently a bad 
thing. It’s a sign that it’s significant enough that 
they want to pay attention. And if you can use the 
resources to distribute to the people who often don’t 
get those resources, like Kevin for example, who 
hasn’t been the beneficiary of so much mainstream 
attention and money, but totally was the person that 
started a whole movement.

If I think about Paris, house music was 
always associated with white people.
That’s what’s funny! When Frieze approached me, I 
thought I don’t like house music, I was sort of non-
interested in the subject matter, but when I started to 
research it, I got so into it because I felt it was such a 
familiar story about how something gets so popular. 
Once Madonna does it then everyone associates 
it with this watered-down thing and they don’t 
understand origins.

To what point do you think of the audience? 
How much do you think about getting a 
message across to those who might need to 
hear it? 
I think my approach is not so much about how I 
can get people to see my work, it’s more thinking 
about the context of the invitation and who might 
see it and being open to who could see it. But also 
to not exhaust myself on that principle. Institutions 
often approach me to work with them because they 
perceive that I would bring other kinds of audiences. 
So I am happy to do those projects, but I’m also not 
going to do the work for the institution to make the 
institution more accessible. That’s actually their job, 
and I can help. I can give them references or we can 
program, we can think about the content of the work 
and how we might engage people more. But they 
have people they are paying to do that work, whose 
job it is at the museum to work on accessibility or 
education. I can’t solve the problems of cultural 
institutions. That’s why I think the internet is cool, 
for example doing the project for Gucci, there’s a 
brand and there’s a different kind of budget attached. 
But that also means that a lot of people see it, which 
is great because it’s not just that you have to be able 
to live in a capital and go to a fancy building that the 
work can exist in. 

Do you feel the theatre space has a wider 
audience than say a gallery space?
I think so. That’s something I’m understanding. I 
had a sense of it, and now I’m starting to understand 
it more. Theater audiences are quite wide. People 
who go to art exhibitions are usually people who 
are very interested in art. You kind of have to be a 
nerd in some way to care about going to museums, 
but I think more people are going to the theater, it’s 
something to do on a Friday night, and there’s kind 
of a tradition, an entertainment. The whole thing 
is an experiment right now. I think it’s too soon to 

say, especially because we started last year and then 
the pandemic happened. We had two-thirds of the 
season, and ever since then, it’s been very strange. I 
mean we’re still working and showing, but it’s hard 
to understand what’s going on for anyone because 
everyone’s re-evaluating how they spend their time. 

Did this environment of Switzerland 
influence your work? 
When we started the project that was shown at 
Lafayette Anticipations in Paris, we started with 
this essay that James Baldwin wrote called Stranger 
in the Village. It was written in 1953, and he had 
a Swiss boyfriend actually, this painter Lucian 
Happersberger, and he was going to this little village 
in the Alps called Leukerbad, where the family had 
a house. He writes this account of being - to all his 
understanding he was the first black person that had 
ever been in this village in Switzerland. And he talks 
about those experiences and his interactions with 
the villagers but also uses that as a way to reflect 
on racism and how it operates in Europe and in 
the States. Like these kind of parallel but different 
histories. It’s a great essay. I recommend it. And I 
think about the Stranger in the Village all the time. 
Switzerland is weirdly soft in its racism. On the 
surface, there’s a very high functioning, very wealthy 
society that’s very socially democratic, but then it’s 
hard to get a work permit to stay here, it’s really hard 
to basically enter, and once you’re in then things are 
nice. But that’s so exclusive to the people who have 
access to it, and I’ve never lived in a place like that 
before. My family is one of the millions of immigrant 
families in the States. There’s always a way for people 
to find their way in there, but I think here it seems 
hard. Zürich is kind of like a village. It’s very small. 
300,000 inhabitants. But that said, I actually have 
a community of people I’m working with, we have 
studios, and it kind of feels like a dream because it’s 
for us a place to focus and the city has offered a lot 
of support.

You write too.  
Writing is very essential to my process, but I don’t 
consider myself to be a writer. I feel very reluctant 
to work with my texts. I write more as a process and 
for the development of ideas, but then I also like to 
work with writers because I feel there are people who 
actually write really well. I write to function. For my 
brain to function.



What does your studio look like?
It’s a typical Berlin industrial place. It’s located a bit 
further away from the city center, and there are a 
lot of birdhouses outside. The studio is divided into 
several spaces – it helps a lot to have separate places 
which all complete the process of working, and 
that not everything happens in the same room. In 
one room, some creatures are now coming together  
in preparation for my upcoming exhibition at the 
Tate St Ives. I share part of the studio with artist 
Alvaro Urbano, who is my husband since October.

Congratulations! Did you get married in 
Kosovo?
No, in the end, we married in Berlin. We had 
initially planned to celebrate at the Palacio de 
Cristal in the Retiro Park in Madrid, where I was 
having an exhibition last summer. It was called To 
a raven and hurricanes that from unknown places 
bring back smells of humans in love. As with several 
of my projects, there were many parallel aims and 
levels of content that are shared with the public.  
I wanted to do a show about love, acceptance, and 
inclusion in a country that doesn’t recognize me 
as a Kosovar, since Kosovo is not recognized by 
Spain. At the same time, I was also looking back 
to Kosovo as a country that does not fully grant us 
equal civil rights as  homosexuals. The exhibition 
in Spain was about the idea of transforming the 
Palacio de Cristal into a temple for the celebration 
of  love and kinship against oppression and 
discrimination. In the end, we married here in 
Berlin, at our studio, in a small wedding with the 
leftover paper flowers we had created with Alvaro 
for the show in Madrid. It was a domestic version 
of the exhibition. We created a garden inside, and 
it was one of the best days of my life. 

How is it to work with your husband?  
How was it to make the flowers together? 
They had such a presence in the show. 
Alvaro and I have different practices, so we don’t 
usually work together. However, over the ten years 
of our relationship, we’ve come to influence each 
other a lot, and we usually discuss deeply our 
respective projects. Sometimes we end up copying 
each other without even realizing it. Basically, the 
things we do are a result of our need to share a life. 
In the case of Palacio de Cristal in Madrid, the 
city he comes from, I had been invited to realise 
an exhibition, and the palace was one of the first 
places he showed me the first time we were in 
Madrid together, so the decision to create a work 
with him grew out organically. Initially, as we had 
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also dreamed about getting married in this place, we 
started to think about the possible decoration. We 
wanted to have flowers, but we would have needed too 
many to fill such a huge space! So we realized them as 
large sculptures, that looked like planets in the shape 
of flowers, gravitating above people’s heads, with the 
sky being visible through the museum’s glass roof and 
becoming part of the work. There were forsythia, palm 
seeds, cherry blossom, poppy, carnation, lily... Giving 
or receiving flowers was linked to different moments in 
our lives together - every flower in Palacio de Cristal has 
a time and a place in our relationship together. Alvaro 
gifted me these yellow flowers at the beginning of our 
relationship and he also gave seeds of a palm tree to my 
mum. She planted them, and they are now growing in 
Kosovo. Giving flowers is a gesture that touches people. 
It’s this idea of exchanging when words don’t reach. 
But once you make the flowers so big, it also becomes 
this gesture for others, somehow. And the Palacio de 
Cristal is a transparent structure, like a greenhouse.  
You could see the green of the trees outside. I was 
imagining that by making a flower without the stalk, 
the green of the outside would complete it. That’s 
actually how I see a lot of things, this completing of 
the other side that is not here.

Can you talk about the zine Kushtetuta you 
made? 
It is probably the first self-published queer zine in 
Kosovo. Kushtetuta means ‘constitution’ in Albanian. 
We first presented it with an independent magazine 
Kosovo 2.0, in their special issue discussing sex. The 
zine is an artist-made selection of different voices of 
intimate friends, including people in the art scene, but 
not only. It was interesting because it was a separate 
publication inserted loosely into this other magazine, 
so people could think it was a mistake. That the 
publication ended up there by chance, like a parasite 
of sorts. Bringing content together is so beautiful. We 
are now working on the third issue. I have been very 
touched by the fact that Kosovo is currently discussing 
the new civil law, in which the rights of the LGBTQI+ 
community will be determined. It’s an EU-funded 
project, and it will be conceived for the first time, 
after seven years of work, among different groups of 
the civil society in Kosovo and the government. They 
did an amazing job including womens’ rights. The 
constitution of Kosovo is very new – it was signed in 



Can we talk a bit about your childhood? 
Did you have a connection to fragrance 
as a child?
I was raised between San Francisco and 
Paris, and then as a kid I spent a great deal 
of time in Cap d’Agde. In San Francisco, I 
had a Bohemian mother who was feminist, 
anti-consumerist, and British originally, 
but she sent me over to France, for years at a 
time. One of the punctuations in my life was 
in 9th grade when I went to Paris to go to 
school there for a year. I was staying with this 
very upper class family — old friends of my 
mom. We were living in this Hôtel Particulier; 
he was a minister and she was a high-end 
business woman. I hit puberty at that point 
and suddenly perfume became a factor. It was 
also in the years of the supermodels, do you 
remember? 

Of course.
Linda Evangelista, Cindy Crawford, Naomi 
Campbell, Helena Christensen. They were 
such a big deal, and when you’re trying to find 
yourself as a young woman or girl, naturally 
you start to look at the fashion magazines. 
Coming from San Francisco — this super 
bohemian place, hippie — not granola — 
because my mom’s more beatnik than that, 
but definitely suspicious of glamour, beauty, 
and all that stuff. We were intellectuals, you 
know, “Darling…” And then suddenly being 
exposed to glamour and beauty, well, it blew 
my mind. I became really entranced with 
the perceptions of femininity, more than 
anything else. I recently found all of my old 
sketch books from that year and I was drawing 
perfume bottles. I was super into perfume as 
a mechanism for identifying as a woman, you 
know. As a young girl, I was trying to figure 
out what it means to be a lady.

Did you have a favorite fragrance from 
that time?
Actually I do, and I still have it. I went to 
this flea market in Paris — and now with the 
benefit of knowledge I know that it’s just a 
cheap synthetic rose, but it just totally blew 
my mind. I got it at this essential oil dealer 
for super cheap which means there’s no way 
it was real, but it was this beautiful, dark rose 
composition, and I put it in this tiny little 

CHUNG KING ROAD AND THE SCENT 
OF FEAR AT MIDNIGHT

SASKIA WILSON-BROWN

bottle with the little stick thing that 
sticks in and tried it. That was my 
first perfume, per se. Since it was 
from a flea market it wasn’t a brand 
name, but it felt really special. 
It was this adult, dark, dripping 
rose. Totally composed. Totally 
artificial. You know, I still have it. 
Yeah it’s crazy that I still have it all 
these years later. But that was my 
first perfume, and I bought it for 
myself.You know in France, there’s 
perfume for kids. There’s this 
perfume called Tartine et Chocolat. 
It’s sort of designed specifically, 
well, I don’t know if it’s designed 
specifically for kids, but certainly 
it’s marketed for youth, and I’m 
talking youth that’s like seven, six, 
five, four years old. I was given 
Tartine et Chocolat somewhere 
along the line. It wouldn’t have 
been my mother, but someone got 
that for me. So, I had this child’s 
perfume, for babies really, and it 
smelled like a light citrus, nothing 
special, and then I had this adult 
rose and it was sort of like this is 
what a kid wears, and this is what 
a woman wears. It’s funny I haven’t 
thought about this. No one’s ever 
asked me about it.

Was your experience in 
France at odds with your 
upbringing in San Francisco?
Yes and no. My Dad’s Cuban, you 
know, and quite left wing, and 
my mother’s British, but black 
sheep and bohemian. Yeah, the 
way I describe it is like, I don’t 
know, maybe you don’t relate to 
femininity this way, but you know 
sometimes I’ll go to a fancy dinner 
party and it’s like who let the 

teenager in the room? That’s 
sort of how it felt. I mean it 
coincided with hitting puberty 
too so I had this sudden 
realization that in order to 
be a woman one can do these 
things, and that coincided 
with being in France, so I 
don’t know if it was France or 
if it was my experience at that 
time, but in Paris, things really 
shifted.

Speaking to you it’s 
incredibly apparent to me, 
but when I was reading 
about your work, the first 
thing that struck me is 
that your work is an art 
practice.
You’re like maybe 1 of 5 people 
who has actually gotten that. 
Thank you. Thank you so 
much for getting that. Totally, 
this is a practice, at least it 
started that way, for sure.

Describe your work as an 
art practice. In your own 
words, what themes are 
of interest to you? What 
questions are you asking?
I started The Institute of Art 
and Olfaction about ten years 
ago in the context of this 
thing that was happening 
called social practice. I’m 
sure you remember. I always 
considered myself an artist, 
but I had a day job at this TV 
network called Current TV 

Interview by Claire Cottrell with the founder of the Institute for Art and Olfaction in Los Angeles.
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We would like to speak with you about the translation of non-visual into 
visual. A thought becoming visual. A sensation being visualised. A data 
becoming a sensation. The absence of a person or an object that has been 
made visual, and thus present. As for example the weather in Nymphéas 
Transplant (2014)1; your work including representation of a weather 
data record from 1910s; or the woman’s voice that was given and forever 
associated with a Disney character in Blanche-Neige Lucie (1997)2. Or the 
melted ice as all what remained from a ship sculpted in ice in L’expedition 
scintillante (2002). 
I don’t know how to answer precisely, but I am interested in the transitory state, in the 
in-between, something that is not and something that appears, between absence and 
presence, the vibration not the permanent state or the binary thinking that I find to be 
reductionist. As you said it goes with translation. I’m looking at leaks, porous objects and 
quasi subjects, spectrality. We tend to consider inexistant what is absent to our ability to 
sense it, or what is due to our lack of attention. UUmwelt, for example, is a co-production 
of imagination between a human mind and an artificial intelligence. The “mental images” 
are visualized using neural networks, but it remains an interpretation as it goes through 
technological procedures and data. For other works the translation is more a material or 
biological transformation.

You have worked regularly with Dominique 
Gonzalez-Foerster, who spoke of the defining 
power and impact of the architectural space where 
we have grown up on our mental organization 
as adults. Also our tendency to relate to similar 
structures. She speaks of “ the theatre of the 
memory”. You work with space, creating space. 
Would this question be applicable to your work? 
What is your “theatre of the memory”? 
It does, in a different way than Dominique as my relation 
to space is probably less memorial.I grew up in a serial 
house in the suburbs of Paris; the type of house that is 
the same as your neighbors. Somehow, you never get 
lost and only see the variations, the “tropicalization” to 
reference Dominique’s idea. That house was at the edge of 
the countryside. I would spend a whole day alone in the 
forest, loose myself in plants, ground, worms, go to the 
city by subways and hang in foggy parking lots at night 
under artificial lights. My theater is the in-between, the 
terrain vague, the type of abandoned empty lot. There I 
attended early hip-hop and punk scene parties. I relate 
to these intermediary spaces. As Dominique said, these 
spaces influence and structure how you relate to things 
later. They are present in Untilled or After ALife Ahead, but 
the mental organization related to space is also associated 
to time-based situations, rituals and mediations you have 
experienced in your past.

It is interesting that there is a relation between 
this what you are saying and the first question 
reply. There is a commonality of the in-between, 
the friction between two almost contradictory.
It’s a constant shift between the two. In-between is at the 
same time neither / or and a composite.  It’s an infinite 
milieu.

THE EXHIBITION IS NOT A HYSTERIC OBJECT
PIERRE HUYGHE
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You always work with “living 
elements” in your exhibitions. 
Be it a virus, an animal - to the 
visitor. And they have very different 
perceptions of the reality. The 
perception of what they see and 
experience.
They are umwelt, the specific reality of the 
world given by their particular sense of 
the environment, so that three different 
entities, for example, could share the 
same place but do not share the same 
reality of it; a flu virus, a spider and a 
human. It’s a theory by Von Uexküll that 
Deleuze took and Agamben developed 
in The Open. To overlap these umwelts 
exposed us to alterity, to difference. The 
work is made with a particular type of 
world experience, different cognitions, 
or has specific accesses for specific 
entities. The living elements are also 
the self-organization, reproduction, 
unpredictability, operations that became 
a part of my exhibitions.Things changing 
has been an interest for a long time. I tried 
for a while to program non-cyclic loops to 
choregraph events in the exhibition, but 
technology in early 2000 barely allowed 
something to be different each time, it was 
repetitive. I was trying to escape fixity or 
in exhibition to make things unstable, 
transitory, by using time, like sequences 
of films, lights, or electro-mechanical 
systems that somehow could activate  
the space, so it would be inhabited.  





Then I got interested in what generates things 
without knowing the outcome, something alive, 
not related to human, so the production of a work 
would be made by non-human entities with their 
own umwelt and mode of appearance, it would 
self-present. The outcome would not simply 
change but modify over time, and I would be able 
to capture the whole life of a thing rather than a 
moment or a representation of it. With machine 
learning, it’s not repetitive anymore, something 
new and unpredictable is added each time. When 
machines perceive and react, then what it means 
to be living takes on another aspect, with the 
animals they both have umwelt.

Were you never reluctant to work with 
these elements that are uncontrollable? 
In some way it’s the very opposite to the 
artist striving to create a work that would 
represent his potential to the maximum in 
perfection. 
Maybe the perfection is in contingency, in 
confusing the process of making rather than pre-
designing end point, in collective intelligence. I 
talked about losing control, but I decide to lose 
control, usually on the making and on some 
structural or esthetic intention, I still set up some 
conditions for things to occur. It’s a displacement 
that allowed others to get in, non-human 
subjects but no master. How forms appear, their 
formations and their incompleteness, interest me. 
I doubt the monument and prefer ritual. A ritual 
modifies, not the pyramid, but as myths they are 
endlessly re-interpreted, circulating like a virus, 
they remained, and have a plasticity.

But it’s almost as if the ritual was like an 
animal, right? You need to feed it. You 
need to take care of it. The rituals are 
dependant on people to believe in them 
and keep them alive. 
The domesticated ones only.

I would like to speak with you about the themes 
of reality and fiction. When the reality exceed 
the best fiction. The moment we live in right 
now. The power of story creating a reality. How 
does the human process what is reality and 
what is fiction? There is often the in between. 
Where does this sit in relation to your work? As 
an artist, you find yourself in that in between 
often, living the reality, but at the same time 
creating the fiction. There is something that 
coincides inside, that you carry the two. You can 
also transform opportunities which could seem 
completely fictional and surreal, but you can 
make them real. 
There’s always an ambiguous game between the two. It’s 
difficult to talk about this, as the definition of reality 
and fiction differ with each person, today even more. I 
understand fiction not as fantasy but as a vehicle to access 
inaccessible regions, thought as impossible. The given 
reality can be understood as one possibility of reality, 
and fictions as all the other realities. I use fiction in a 
speculative way, as “what could be”, to open the reality to 
a difference, a surplus.There are many definitions of what 
reality is, Philip K. Dick said “reality is what doesn’t go 
away when you stop believing in it”, meaning everything 
else is believe based and Tristan Garcia “reality is what is 
indifferent to us”. This indifference to us, seems essential, 
for a thing, or an exhibition, somehow a believe system, 
to produce its own reality.During the pandemic the given 
world has shifted so abruptly to another possibility of 
itself, that some people have had a moment of reality 
/ fiction confusion. Suddenly it has appeared that 
vulnerability and uncertainty are the new common, as if 
uncertainty was not always in the nature of everything. 

 
What are your thoughts on the way gallery 
represents your work? On a website of a gallery, 
an image of your spatial work followed by a list 
of materials used: “Augmented reality, human 
cancer cells, aquarium, sand, clay, ice rink concrete 
floor, incubator, rain, logic game … ”. In some way 
this almost becomes conceptual in itself I feel. 
It evokes sensations that have something to do 
with your work, but maybe at the same time not. 
It’s also something that immediately makes this 
documentation image of a work into something 
easily understandable, a sort of shortcut, an image, 
a set of keywords, a reduction, something more 
commercial and approachable.
Actually, that specific work, After ALife Ahead, was not 
done for profit. But I agree, ingredients do not taste like 
a dish and the image it might produce in the mind is not 
the work. There’s always a reduction of what an artist has 
done into an easier mediated form, the trivial domestication 
of the work is almost inevitable. I only focus on the works 
phenomenological aspect, sometime its viral aspect. After 
ALife Ahead (2017) was a biological and technological 
environment in a hypothetical time ahead. It’s an 
environment in which I tried to undifferentiate biotic and 
abiotic agents, life and non-life. You could navigate that 
haunted place, there were traces of technics, echoes of 
human presence or residual subjects in the form of cancer 
cells, and series of chemical reactions, biological processes 
and automated operations. For example, augmented reality 
shapes were affecting physical elements and material, 
as cancer cells, metastases in a body. All were reacting, 
developing, they were entangled and at time interdependent. 
What remains of this work are images. One is definitely a 
shortcut of what it was. I have film not yet edited. 

How do you reflect on your work of the past years 
now after leaving New York where you have lived 
for a decade? Did you have any reflections since 
you moved to Chile.
I primarily moved to a pandemic time as everyone else and 
didn’t have the chance to start that reflection. It’s in my 
nature to always doubt about what I do. Some works have 
more resilience and maintain a certain weirdness; they 
refuse to be fully processed or to reveal themselves, they are 
a sphinx, chimera, an enigma. Others gave everything and 
fainted away. 

It’s almost similar to human relationships. Those 
we understood completely, we lose interest.  
Yes, it needs a zone of unknown, a reinvention of possibility 
or that the level of complexity in it keeps growing as you 
encounter it…or more attention.

Did you ever think to stop making work, to stop 
having the entity of an artist. Because of this 
constant questioning yourself, feeling unsure - 
making work is constantly taking from the depth 
of yourself, an endless processing. Sometimes it’s a 
tiring friend. But stopping art to become a musician or a 
scientist will not change the problem and I would probably 
get bored lying on a beach, so I can only try to transform it. 

In an interview from 2004 you said: 
“Representation or images are now 
more important than the real events. 
Representation is dictating the event”. 
How do you feel about this now? Do you 
think it has intensified?
It’s has. There was a growing deregulation of 
the classic linearity event, representation and 
commentary. Before, someone would paint 
an event and the society would comment on 
its representation. Now the relations between 
reality and image are ambiguous. The image 
triggers an event or is the event. 

When you create the structures and 
frameworks for your exhibitions, for 
something to happen, do you assume 
what will happen? What the reactions 
will be? Do you imagine what might 
happen? Do you imagine what you 
would like to happen?   
Once the exhibition appears, I don’t know what 
will happen. I can imagine few possibilities 
of its evolution and for some parts I could 
anticipate certain types of behaviors within it, 
but not the reactions, if you are thinking of the 
public.

Your exhibitions are not the occasion to 
show a final piece.  
No, I see exhibition as a living entity that 
produces reality. That was the whole idea of 
The Association of Freed Times (1995), to take 
the exhibition as a starting point rather than 
the end of a process. For example, Temporary 
School, House or Home or even the No Ghost 
just a Shell project. The format of exhibition 
could take different types of appearance, have 
different modalities of existence. The exhibition 
can generate possibilities and not only ones we 
can experience. And the exhibition can also be 
reinterpreted and mutate.

Can they exist without public?
As I was preparing Untilled for Documenta, 
I went through books on parks and gardens 
and realized none were interesting for what 
I was preparing. The nature of these places 
was overdesigned by and for an idea of the 
public. It’s not the public in itself but the 
institution anticipating the encounter between 
the public and the work and constructing an 
epistemic separation. The addressability and 
the expectations bend the encounter, as do 
the duration, reliability, security, moralistic 
issues... all constraints an exhibition deals with. 
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I do not plan the exhibition, for or with 
the public. The exhibition is not a hysteric 
object that says: “look at me”, its existence 
is not subjected to the gaze, it does not 
need to appear “for”. It appears if it wishes, 
according to its mood or accidentally. To 
make the exhibition different, it needed to 
be indifferent to the public, which doesn’t 
mean without public, but that the nature 
of the encounter and separation, the 
relation subject/object needed to be re-
invented. It also requests someone being 
a raw witness.Aside this, to come back to 
Untilled, the non-human living organisms 
exhibit themselves for no one, they self-
present… self-exhibit.

What happens after the exhibitions 
to the living eco systems, to the 
living elements? 
The living elements go back to where it 
previously came from, which is not ideal. 
With certain types of living organisms or 
digital simulation it can go into a dormant 
state. The memory of what occurred before 
remains as they reappear.The ideal would 
be a permanent situation in places that 
offer a certain attention. This is the key. 

What are you working on at this 
moment? 
I’m working on an island, that is a place 
and an entity at the same time, a being-
place. It’s a physical habitat and a digital 
environment shaped by biological and 
algorithmic agents. It learns, modifies 
and generates something anew. I imagine 
the actual island being contaminated by 
another possibility of itself. A scenario 
explores what the habitat and its ecosystem 
could have become under different 
conditions of reality. For this, the entire 
island is digitalized, it’s an echo of the 
physical one. Then a set of rules generate 
mutations that develop in the simulated 
environment, unbound from the reality 
biological and physical limitations. Some 
of the mutations are output from this 
digital milieu, printed in biomaterial and 
appear in the physical island where they 
will either decompose, grow and alter the 
biotope, deforming its image.

How do you manage all these 
multidisciplinary fields? Do you 
manage everything alone? Or is a 
work of a team?
It’s the work of a team. My studio is the 
place to gather, think, research, organize 
and everything else goes to specialists in 
love with what they do.

Is there someone that you exchange ideas and have 
conversations with on regular basis? It is often very helpful 
to be able to bounce your ideas and thoughts of someone, 
to develop them while speaking aloud but you need to have 
the correct person in front of you.
Yes, conversations are essential. I regularly talk with friends, mainly 
artists from Okayama Art Summit and few others, like curator 
Anne Stenne and a molecular embryologist, Ali Brivanlou. We have 
conversations about chimera, cell geometry, assembly, artificial brains, 
human feathers, speculative biology. It’s precious to have someone to 
bounce back with, I agree, it would be frightening to be trapped in 
your own mind. Otherwise the escape is through reading.

What are you reading right now?
Right now, the Atlas of Anomalous AI by Ben Vickers, General Ecology, 
L’écho du réel, Catherine Malabou, Paul B. Preciado, Reza Negarestani, 
a book on the weird, and often I end up at 4am on my phone reading 
blogs, listening to podcasts. It’s like food.

It makes me think of Neïl Beloufa 
saying: “To wake up in the morning 
and to be free to think what I will 
do with my day, is a luxury”.
Yes, it is. Not everyone has that 
opportunity and I try to maintain it as 
much as I can. 

It’s not only opportunity, there 
must be part of you in this too, 
it’s active this effort to maintain 
this. Yes, definitely. It takes energy 
and awareness to maintain that state of 
freedom and playfulness. 

1Nymphéas Transplant (2014) are 
living pond ecosystems, light box and 
switchable smart glass, containing 
fresh water, plants (including water 
lilies), fish, amphibians, crustaceans 
and insects. The water has a slight 
greenish color. The work is based 
on Claude Monet’s water lilies in 
Giverny and the real data of weather 
changes in Giverny from 1914 to 
1918, the time of World War I. The 
switchable glass blinks randomly 
and the lightbox provides light and 
heat according to the weather report. 
The idea of an overcast, a storm or a 
sunny day is visualized. 

2Blanche-Neige Lucie is a 
documentary chronicle about Lucie 
Dolène, the French interpreter of 
Disney’s Snow White. She gave her 
voice to this imaginary character and 
in this documentary, she speaks out 
about her work and defends herself 
against the use that has been made 
of her voice.

Pierre Huyghe, Of Ideal 2019-ongoing. Deep image reconstructions, real-time generated reconstructions, face recognition, screens, sensors, sound.
Exhibition view IF THE SNAKE, Okayama Art Summit, 2019. Courtesy of the artist, Ishikawa collection. Copyright: Kamitani Lab / Kyoto. Photo: Ola Rindal.



There is no hierarchy at all. I made the film sort of 
by weaving of different tapes of the Mini DV, and 
letting them run. For me, there was something 
very liquid about it. It generates itself. I made 
another video in Japan when in residency at Villa 
Kujoyama. And once again, I used what was a bit 
liquid, I tried to film water, for example. It’s a way 
for me of bringing ‘living’ inside the images.

Your zines made on a photocopier have a 
certain similarity with your paintings and 
the video, in the way that many objects and 
images merge into one. The photocopy 
has the effect of flattening, of zipping all 
together without a hierarchy. 
Yes! Each time I use a little photocopier to make 
these zines. I did some for an exhibition in 
Hachimonjiya bar in Kyoto in 2019. And then 
I make zines with a collective Turpentine, with 
Jean-Luc Blanc and Jonathan Martin.

Do you still have the same relationship 
with your region that you had as a child? 
Yes and no. I think it’s quite stable in a way, but 
what changed is that now the region is part of my 
work. But yes, I feel I have as strong a relationship 
as before. Maybe even more so because when I go 
there, I’m as active as when I’m in my studio. I’m 
collecting stuff, I’m taking pictures. And that’s 
great because it makes it more than a place of 
nostalgia. It’s a way for me to see the relationship 
to the place as alive, to not be in the past. There is a 
sort of continuity, porosity, between my childhood 
relationship to there and the adult one.

In many articles they speak of you as a contemporary 
witch. 
Yes, everyone projects that. I think the witch is obviously 
a political and feminist figure that interests me but it’s not 
a statement I make in my work. There’s a sort of continuity 
in the way I relate to the world. Yes, I have dried insects and 
lizards, I have plants everywhere, I love spiders and I grew 
up with very ecofeminist women, my sisters, my mother, you 
could define them as witches - but that’s not something I would 
have actualised. It’s an intimate affinity. I don’t mind people 
saying that, but I don’t see myself as a witch in my studio at all. 
And I’m not particularly interested in alchemy, for example, 
but I have a very special relationship with plants. In the place 
where I grew up, there are a lot of women who have botanical 
knowledge in relation to healing. I’ve always been interested in 
botany and this ancestral relationship with plants - and - I’ll 
contradict it with my interest in the ultra-technological side of 
the whole cosmetics industry. It’s a bit ambiguous and complex. 
I have also always been interested in Chinese medicine. What 
fascinated me was when I discovered what different parts of 
the same plants we were using in the West, compared to say 
in Korea or Japan. We use the flowers, we are focusing on the 
sexual organ, and they use the underside - the roots, the much 
more earthy, underground part, related to the growth.
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How is it to work with objects that are so personal 
such as clothes? There is so much information in 
the negative space of the object; it’s not the object 
itself but there are so many layers that we can’t 
see. How is it to be surrounded by them daily?
As in every museum in the world, we are working with 
stories. But the difference here is that we’re working with the 
second skins of people, let’s say. It’s super weird, but I could 
do it without any sentimentalism. I choose to conserve 
precisely these stories that existed because, for me, it’s very 
important. We live with the way we are dressing. I think it’s 
important to remember why we wore these kind of clothes, 
and what message we wanted to tell. In the fashion museum, 
we are often working with the clothes of people who are now 
dead, and it’s a bit of a shame because if they were still living 
they could take the time to explain their life through their 
clothes. For example, now, I work with the French singer 
Étienne Daho, and I have asked him to write a little text 
about each item of his clothes in our collection. To recall if 
he had any accidents, if he lived something painful or joyful 
while wearing them. All these different memories can live 
through clothes.

How does archiving work?
We take pictures and there is this online database where we 
have everything, all the information about the donations and 
acquisitions. Then each year we print the whole inventory.  
It becomes a huge book that is preciously stored. It’s the 
most precious object in the museum. 
When a garment arrives here, it’s inventoried first. This is 
what I am currently doing here with the collection of the 
singer Juliette Gréco. It’s precise, it takes a lot of time, but 
I love to do it because it can englobe so much information 
about the designer. You can find many tiny signatures about 
the designers through the little details. When you have 
seen something a couple of times you start to recognise 
the signatures. For example, Comme des Garçons’s dress 
construction is super different from Yohji Yamamoto.

Do you need to have any knowledge about garment 
construction?
Yes, of course. To describe it properly. I had to learn about 
patterns, about embroidery – I’m always interested to 
learn something new. For instance, this tweed jacket from 
Chanel here: It’s an amazing piece if you know how to read 
it, just mind-blowing. It’s pure engineering! The woman 
just liberated the female body through her clothes. It’s 
the lightest thing you can ever touch in your life. It’s ultra 
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light, ultra soft. In the jacket, there is no interlining, 
it’s only the layer that is quilted to make it stiff and 
nothing else. In every Chanel suit, it’s the same 
construction, and she’s always been evolving. And, 
of course, you have the little chain at the bottom 
that has a certain weight. It’s there to pull it down.  
Did you know she did a crash test for every suit she 
made? She had a model, and just before the show, 
the model had to mime to go grab a taxi, to climb 
stairs, to sit. And if the suit did not work - she cut it.  
You were free as a woman in your body. And this 
you can learn only by touching and manipulating 
the pieces. I’m a very lucky boy. Sometimes, there 
are garments where the labels are fake or wrong.  
The garments, by Parisian designers, were bought 
here in Paris and to avoid paying tax when arriving 
to the US, the maid would cut all the labels of the 
clothes off and sometimes make a mistake when 
stitching them back on.

Where do you keep the garments once 
inventoried?
We store them downstairs. We have 6,000 square 
meters of storage. Some pieces have to be hanging, 
some have to be kept flat because they are very heavy, 
or have lots of embroidery. You can imagine here 
we’re working for the thousands of years to come.  
So we need to register all the garments and show 
them to as many people as possible, but at the same 
time keep them safe for our children to see.

What are the materials that are the most 
difficult to preserve?
Every plastic-based material. The worst is vinyl 
and patent leather. You can barely preserve patent 
leather. It’s falling apart. We have many vinyl pieces 
by Ungaro and Courrège from 60s, and now it’s dust. 
The restorers can’t stop it. We don’t know how to stop 
the destruction of it. I think there is no way. It’s made 
with petroleum, and petroleum is very unstable, 
and it’s melting away the plastic. The strongest are 
clearly cotton, linen, and silk. Silk is quite stable as a 
material. And wool, of course. But wool is a bit harder 
because lots of insects want to eat it.

Visiting the archives of the Palais Galliera, located in a nondescript building in the 11th 
arrondissement of Paris. A long corridor resembling a hospital gives way to rooms filled 
with boxes and rows of tables on wheels, all pristinely clean, without daylight. Under 
the ground, green electric light and thousands of meticulously archived garments hang 
dormant or lay silently in drawers.
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