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PLACE 
APART

105

Pierre Huyghe’s long-running testament to the feedback loops between humans, 
nature, and technologies advocates giving in to entanglement. His most recent 

work is a part-organic, part-synthetic, all-symbiotic forest that does not distinguish 
reindeer bones from bone-like sculptures, hot-pink beehives from those made 

of wax. So, why greet machine intelligence as anything other than an ally? 
By Ruby Justice Thelot 

PORTRAIT

PIERRE 
HUYGHE

104

Variants, 2021–ongoing, 
scanned forest, real-time 
simulation, generative 
mutation and sounds, 
intelligent camera, environ-
mental sensors, animals, 
plants, micro-organisms 
and materialized mutations: 
synthetic and biological 
material aggregate
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Portrait

integrated in the physical environment all around the island: 
Pseudo-organic blobs appear on large, fallen branches and 
pink hive-like structures start hanging from trees where 
honeybees build new homes. These alterations to the envi-
ronment, in turn, are picked up by sensors that capture indi-
cators such as water level, soil toxicity, wind levels, and sun 
exposure. Huyghe melds the ecosystem with the technosys-
tem by highlighting the permeability between the simulated 
and physical worlds, with the former slowly seeping into the 
latter. The audience, too, is a part of this, as human presence 
invariably changes the ecosystemic data. 

Huyghe combines simulation and AI with an enclosed 
natural environment, the symbiosis within the system 
(biome, simulation, objects) creating novel dynamic inputs 
that are processed by the automated generative system. The 
cycle will evolve until, presumably, one of the elements fails. 

-
gence” by juxtaposing machine, human, and non-human 
biological intelligences in interconnected environments. 
More broadly, Huyghe’s work rejects man-machine and 
man-nature binaries and centers a more holistic understand-
ing of species’ interdependence, simulated and otherwise. 
He doesn’t conduct the movements of the agents, so much 
as construct set-ups where their behaviors can occur. Even 
in his own explanations, Huyghe seems to relinquish 
responsibility; the systems, automated by machine algo-
rithms and biological metabolisms, take on lives all their 
own, guided by forces often beyond human comprehension. 
We are merely participant observers in such context, a part 
of the whole.  

In creating feedback loops and cycles of exchange 
between nature, man, and machine, Huyghe reminds us, in 

-
aration.” The recent inclusion of AI technologies in his work 
seems to indicate that our cultural fears toward it may be 

-
ize, it will be less about competition than exchange. Unlike 
GANs, the networks we build with other entities should not 
be adversarial, but collaborative and interdependent.  —

As a child, it was a thrill to get really low to the ground, lay-
-

formly manicured grass of my local public park. Beneath it, 
I found plenty of critters, tiny bugs and insects roaming in 
an underground, organized society teeming within tens of 
millions of micro-organisms, a world invisible to most city 
dwellers. Whereas we inhabit our world certain of the excep-
tional unicity of human intelligence, French artist Pierre 
Huyghe (*1962) has sought in his work to create environ-
ments, or milieux, where the interconnections between dif-
ferent forms of intelligence are made salient to a human 
audience.

Beginning with Untilled (Liegender Frauenakt) (2012), a 
gray concrete sculpture of a reclining female nude whose 
head is replaced with an active beehive, Huyghe’s installa-
tions have pressed the public to confront the intricacies of 
non-human lifeforms. In the work, bees inhabit a round, 
multi-chamber structure with hexagonal cavities and can be 
seen swarming to and fro, scaring onlookers into recoil, col-
lecting pollen from neighboring plants, and slowly increas-
ing the size of the hive, in direct collaboration with a human 
sculptor, notably absent. The swarm, rather than the artist, 
acts as the head of the sculpture, its brain, interpolated as 
formal collage. The yellow hive rests on the statue’s shoul-

smooth, conventional form, pulling on the deeply entwined 
histories of honeybees and humans and rendering conver-
gence, rather than deviation, as its evolutionary plot. 

This interdependent union is likewise made conspicu-
ous in one of his most recent works, Variants (2021–), a 
milieu of animals, insects, plants, and micro-organisms 

on a small island near the Kistefos Museum, northwest of 
Oslo. On the island, the scenery is damp and lush; thin trees 

-
dles of water among piles of jagged rocks. Everything has 
been left as it was, from rotting logs and derelict boats to 
the metal remnants of a pulp factory that closed seventy 
years ago. 

A 3D scan of the location plays in an evolving loop on a 
large screen at the high point of the island. The surround-
ing evergreen trees and uneven, light-brown soil frame a 
dark, imposing digital display, on which a light-colored, 
pointillist representation of the site is dizzyingly traversed 
by an autonomous eye. Through generative adversarial net-
works (GANs) and diffusion models like DALL-E, Variants
creates new elements in its simulation that are subsequently 

PIERRE HUYGHE (*1962, Paris) is an artist living in 
Santiago, Chile. Recent solo shows took place at Espoo 

Museum of Modern Art, Espoo (2023); Kistefos Museum, 
Jevnaker (2022); LUMA, Arles (2021). Recent group shows 

Castello di Rivoli, Turin (2022); Singapore Biennale, 
Singapore Art Museum (2022).

RUBY JUSTICE THELOT is a writer, cyber-
ethnographer, and artist. He lives in New York.

106

The cycle will evolve until, 
presumably, one of the elements 
fails. But which will do so first?

After UUmwelt, 2021, deep image reconstructions, materialized deep image reconstructions (glass, synthetic resin, silicone, copper alloy, 
colophonium, minerals, bone, calcium, protein, sodium, sugar, agar agar, bacteria), generative adversarial network, face recognition, screens, 
sound, sensors, human cancer cells (HeLa), incubator, scent, bees, ants, mycelium, soil, pigment. Installation view, LUMA Foundation, Arles, 2021
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There are time ripples on this island. Monstrous muta-
tions spawned by the patterns of algorithmic codes. A 
simulation of a milieu, replicated from a copy and set 
to grow, begins to create its own anomalies. Exiting the 
simulation, they appear in three dimensions, in materi-
als of wood, wax, silicone, sugar, metal, sponge, or salt. 
Images from the past exposed to artificial neural net-
works become alive again in the present, contaminat-
ed by differentials which are fed back through the sys-
tem in real-time. A network of hidden sensors drives a 
living image at the center of the forest: an image that 
sees, rather than shows, the conditions of its own ex-
istence. Variants—already a plurality, already differing 
from itself and other iterations of itself. Its purpose is to 
replicate, mutate and survive. Like a virus. 

Through birch and spruce, the path winds down to the 
waters below. From the bridge, a small structure is visi-
ble, jutting out of the riverbed. A casual eye would miss 
it. Maybe a foot high and from this distance resembling 
something like a displaced termite nest, it seems to 
both belong and not belong to its milieu. A glint of sun 
reveals texture: metal, with the patina of rusted iron. 
An incongruent construction inserted into the natural 
landscape. But this landscape is not natural, either. 
The bend in the river was created by the workings of an 
old paper mill and is subject to intermittent flooding by 
the opening of a dam upstream. At certain times of the 
year, this path, the banks, the stones, the island itself, 
are submerged. I think of the metal form beneath the 
waters, persisting unseen in some projected future. 
The entire site is an ecology after nature, crossed by 
human and more-than-human rhythms. 

When Kistefos approached Pierre Huyghe to create his 
largest permanent work to date, Huyghe chose this is-
land as the foundation. “I was looking for an entity, con-
stituted of different milieux, that could react, generate, 
and I was looking for different intelligences at play,” he 
explains. “One milieu was given: the natural. I wanted 
the actual to host a possibility of itself.” The first step 
was to scan the entire site. Trees, logs, fungi, the bits 
of metal detritus washed up on the shores, every detail 
was captured in virtual space. Through machine-learn-
ing technology, the simulation began to digitally create 
its own forms out of what was already present. Some of 
the mutations were then physically generated and inte-
grated with the island. The odd-looking metallic mound 
I first spied from the bridge, for example, was not de-
signed by Huyghe, but the result of algorithmic agents 
morphing new forms derived from existing elements on 
site. 

Elsewhere in the forest, one might come across a row 
of mounded ants’ nests together with more of the 
weird metallic extrusions; a coral-like sponge in the 
middle of an algae-filled pool; a decaying fox, its bones 
and fur matted into the soft dark earth beneath; a rein-
deer skeleton; bright pink beehives hanging from tree 
branches; transparent silicone fungi tucked into logs. A 
strong hyperattention to the environment is cultivated,  

136 137
pushed in part by a drive to hunt out what has been 
added to the milieu, but also through the similarities 
and dissonances between new forms and existing 
habitat. Anyone who experienced Huyghe’s Untilled or 
After ALife Ahead would be familiar with this sensation 
of hyperattention, as these works also radically over-
turned aspects of agency and intentionality among hu-
man-non-human relations. 

The path through the work terminates at a large screen 
on which appears the scanned island. The footage is 
spectral. Greens and blacks and occasional glowing 
pinks, a haunting exposé governed by a mechanical, 
indifferent eye that scans and zooms through the vir-
tual milieu as if seeking some unknown target. The 
inside of a log, a tree, the deer skeleton, fungi. A pro-
cession of forms both familiar and unfamiliar from 
the walk through the forest. At one point the body of 
a human appears—perhaps dead, perhaps sleeping, 
although no human equivalent is visible on the land 
itself. Surfaces become volumes, interior spaces pen-
etrated and exposed, stripped bare of coverings. 

However, this is not a static recording of a scanned 
environment but is instead a live construction, fed by 
data from sensors camouflaged around the island that 
track biochemical and climatic activity: temperature, 
light, humidity, water levels. Shifts in the physical realm 
impact not only the way the environment is ‘seen’ by 
the camera’s eye (what it focuses on, at what speed, 
when), but also influence the growth or decay of the 
mutations within the simulation itself. We are at the 
center of a complex surveillance machine in which the 
entire landscape is monitored and translated. The pri-
mary effect of this realization is paranoic. 

Philip K. Dick, perhaps one of the most paranoid writ-
ers of the 20th century, once wrote that “the ultimate 
in paranoia is not when everyone is against you but 
when everything is against you… [when] objects seem 
to possess a will of their own.”1 For Dick, paranoic vi-
sion is generated at the moment that agency is located 
outside of living forms, in the inert realm of technol-
ogy and things (the television is sending me messag-
es, the phone is spying on me). Discourse around AI 
and machine learning abounds in paranoid critiques, 
the technological singularly being the cumulative end 
point: the moment at which machines will surpass the 
cognitive abilities of humans. But Huyghe’s ‘eye’ is not 
malicious, even though its scanning has the uneasy, 
insectoid aesthetic of militarized inhuman vision. It 
does not care, or ask us to care. A system built from 
Diffusion, GAN models, L-Systems and generative 
modeling, the intelligent camera is locked in perpetual 
negotiation with a host of unpredictable forces. 

To return to Huyghe: “I wanted the actual to host a pos-
sibility of itself.” This is not a blurring of reality and fic-
tion, but a pitting of reality against reality: the program-
ming being no less fictional than the island, the island 
being no more real than the simulation. If Huyghe’s 

other works created interruptions between an event 
and its screen-based representation (such as the gaps 
between film and live situations embedded structur-
ally in works like A Journey That Wasn’t, or The Host 
and the Cloud), here the screen and the event become 
one. They constitute the same viral ecosystem, each 
contaminating the other, persisting even after human 
access is cut off by the inevitable coming of the floods. 

It is not until the walk back through the forest that the 
significance of this hits. Unlike the approach, which 
was marked by a curiosity and a heightened attentive-
ness, the journey away from the center is plagued with 
déjà vu, insecurity, and paranoia. Fused with the mem-
ory of what we have been shown on screen, interior 
spaces suddenly open up: a tree or log seen earlier is 
now oddly meshed with the knowledge of what it looks 
like from the inside, gleaned from the digital probings 
of the camera’s eye. Details that previously went un-
noticed are sharpened. Near the end of the trail, I hear 
bird song overhead. “What kind of bird is that?” I ask. 
“That,” Huyghe confesses, “is the sound of a bird, re-
corded on the island and played back mutated in real 
time in the space it was captured. You can’t see it, but 
the whole island is a mesh of cabling.” It is true that I 
can’t see it. I feel at first ungrounded, then the weird-
ness of the positive element of paranoia kicks back in: 
a compulsion to question, pay attention, become hy-
pervigilant, alive to the details, to take in both what is 
there and not there. To care. To weigh up what makes 
matter, matter, and to what end. 

PIERRE HUYGHE

1. The Best of Philip K. Dick, ed. John Brunner (New York: Bal-
lantine Books, 1977), 447.Va
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There are time ripples on this island. Monstrous muta-
tions spawned by the patterns of algorithmic codes. A 
simulation of a milieu, replicated from a copy and set 
to grow, begins to create its own anomalies. Exiting the 
simulation, they appear in three dimensions, in materi-
als of wood, wax, silicone, sugar, metal, sponge, or salt. 
Images from the past exposed to artificial neural net-
works become alive again in the present, contaminat-
ed by differentials which are fed back through the sys-
tem in real-time. A network of hidden sensors drives a 
living image at the center of the forest: an image that 
sees, rather than shows, the conditions of its own ex-
istence. Variants—already a plurality, already differing 
from itself and other iterations of itself. Its purpose is to 
replicate, mutate and survive. Like a virus. 

Through birch and spruce, the path winds down to the 
waters below. From the bridge, a small structure is visi-
ble, jutting out of the riverbed. A casual eye would miss 
it. Maybe a foot high and from this distance resembling 
something like a displaced termite nest, it seems to 
both belong and not belong to its milieu. A glint of sun 
reveals texture: metal, with the patina of rusted iron. 
An incongruent construction inserted into the natural 
landscape. But this landscape is not natural, either. 
The bend in the river was created by the workings of an 
old paper mill and is subject to intermittent flooding by 
the opening of a dam upstream. At certain times of the 
year, this path, the banks, the stones, the island itself, 
are submerged. I think of the metal form beneath the 
waters, persisting unseen in some projected future. 
The entire site is an ecology after nature, crossed by 
human and more-than-human rhythms. 

When Kistefos approached Pierre Huyghe to create his 
largest permanent work to date, Huyghe chose this is-
land as the foundation. “I was looking for an entity, con-
stituted of different milieux, that could react, generate, 
and I was looking for different intelligences at play,” he 
explains. “One milieu was given: the natural. I wanted 
the actual to host a possibility of itself.” The first step 
was to scan the entire site. Trees, logs, fungi, the bits 
of metal detritus washed up on the shores, every detail 
was captured in virtual space. Through machine-learn-
ing technology, the simulation began to digitally create 
its own forms out of what was already present. Some of 
the mutations were then physically generated and inte-
grated with the island. The odd-looking metallic mound 
I first spied from the bridge, for example, was not de-
signed by Huyghe, but the result of algorithmic agents 
morphing new forms derived from existing elements on 
site. 

Elsewhere in the forest, one might come across a row 
of mounded ants’ nests together with more of the 
weird metallic extrusions; a coral-like sponge in the 
middle of an algae-filled pool; a decaying fox, its bones 
and fur matted into the soft dark earth beneath; a rein-
deer skeleton; bright pink beehives hanging from tree 
branches; transparent silicone fungi tucked into logs. A 
strong hyperattention to the environment is cultivated,  
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pushed in part by a drive to hunt out what has been 
added to the milieu, but also through the similarities 
and dissonances between new forms and existing 
habitat. Anyone who experienced Huyghe’s Untilled or 
After ALife Ahead would be familiar with this sensation 
of hyperattention, as these works also radically over-
turned aspects of agency and intentionality among hu-
man-non-human relations. 

The path through the work terminates at a large screen 
on which appears the scanned island. The footage is 
spectral. Greens and blacks and occasional glowing 
pinks, a haunting exposé governed by a mechanical, 
indifferent eye that scans and zooms through the vir-
tual milieu as if seeking some unknown target. The 
inside of a log, a tree, the deer skeleton, fungi. A pro-
cession of forms both familiar and unfamiliar from 
the walk through the forest. At one point the body of 
a human appears—perhaps dead, perhaps sleeping, 
although no human equivalent is visible on the land 
itself. Surfaces become volumes, interior spaces pen-
etrated and exposed, stripped bare of coverings. 

However, this is not a static recording of a scanned 
environment but is instead a live construction, fed by 
data from sensors camouflaged around the island that 
track biochemical and climatic activity: temperature, 
light, humidity, water levels. Shifts in the physical realm 
impact not only the way the environment is ‘seen’ by 
the camera’s eye (what it focuses on, at what speed, 
when), but also influence the growth or decay of the 
mutations within the simulation itself. We are at the 
center of a complex surveillance machine in which the 
entire landscape is monitored and translated. The pri-
mary effect of this realization is paranoic. 

Philip K. Dick, perhaps one of the most paranoid writ-
ers of the 20th century, once wrote that “the ultimate 
in paranoia is not when everyone is against you but 
when everything is against you… [when] objects seem 
to possess a will of their own.”1 For Dick, paranoic vi-
sion is generated at the moment that agency is located 
outside of living forms, in the inert realm of technol-
ogy and things (the television is sending me messag-
es, the phone is spying on me). Discourse around AI 
and machine learning abounds in paranoid critiques, 
the technological singularly being the cumulative end 
point: the moment at which machines will surpass the 
cognitive abilities of humans. But Huyghe’s ‘eye’ is not 
malicious, even though its scanning has the uneasy, 
insectoid aesthetic of militarized inhuman vision. It 
does not care, or ask us to care. A system built from 
Diffusion, GAN models, L-Systems and generative 
modeling, the intelligent camera is locked in perpetual 
negotiation with a host of unpredictable forces. 

To return to Huyghe: “I wanted the actual to host a pos-
sibility of itself.” This is not a blurring of reality and fic-
tion, but a pitting of reality against reality: the program-
ming being no less fictional than the island, the island 
being no more real than the simulation. If Huyghe’s 

other works created interruptions between an event 
and its screen-based representation (such as the gaps 
between film and live situations embedded structur-
ally in works like A Journey That Wasn’t, or The Host 
and the Cloud), here the screen and the event become 
one. They constitute the same viral ecosystem, each 
contaminating the other, persisting even after human 
access is cut off by the inevitable coming of the floods. 

It is not until the walk back through the forest that the 
significance of this hits. Unlike the approach, which 
was marked by a curiosity and a heightened attentive-
ness, the journey away from the center is plagued with 
déjà vu, insecurity, and paranoia. Fused with the mem-
ory of what we have been shown on screen, interior 
spaces suddenly open up: a tree or log seen earlier is 
now oddly meshed with the knowledge of what it looks 
like from the inside, gleaned from the digital probings 
of the camera’s eye. Details that previously went un-
noticed are sharpened. Near the end of the trail, I hear 
bird song overhead. “What kind of bird is that?” I ask. 
“That,” Huyghe confesses, “is the sound of a bird, re-
corded on the island and played back mutated in real 
time in the space it was captured. You can’t see it, but 
the whole island is a mesh of cabling.” It is true that I 
can’t see it. I feel at first ungrounded, then the weird-
ness of the positive element of paranoia kicks back in: 
a compulsion to question, pay attention, become hy-
pervigilant, alive to the details, to take in both what is 
there and not there. To care. To weigh up what makes 
matter, matter, and to what end. 

PIERRE HUYGHE

1. The Best of Philip K. Dick, ed. John Brunner (New York: Bal-
lantine Books, 1977), 447.Va
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CURA. has asked me to have a conver-
sation with you. I’m delighted, because 
we haven’t had the chance to talk for 
some time now. However, even though 
I’ve witnessed at first hand some of 
your previous projects, I haven’t been 
able to experience Variants. So, the first 
question that comes to mind is: can we 
really talk about it, without my having 
experienced it?

We can always try, though of course it’s 
a limitation, it’d be better to start by ex-
periencing it.

I have a fantasy version of the work. I’m 
projecting myself, while knowing, while 
having experienced, while having been 
a witness of several important works of 
yours in Kassel, Münster, London, Arles 
or elsewhere. I can project myself thanks 
to the note of intent and a few docu-
ments that I’ve received. It would be 
interesting for you to talk to us directly, 
rather than for me to give a description 
of my own projection, which may be 
subjective, abridged or inexact. To be-
gin with, Variants was commissioned 
for a sculpture park.

It was a commission for a permanent 
project. I found an island in the arm of 
a river which was previously inaccessi-
ble and thought it would be appropriate 
to construct something, or that events 
happening there would construct some-
thing, that could be experienced when 
crossing through it or along a pathway. 

I find it interesting that you immediate-
ly mention the pathway rather than the 
site. In your previous pieces, for exam-
ple Or, or A Journey That Wasn’t, the 
pathway was also essential, a pathway 
towards a margin, or with Untilled in 
Kassel, between a mid-point which may 
no longer actually be a place.

Yes, it’s a crossing, the same thing could 
be said about Untilled at documenta. 
It’s an environment, more precisely a 
milieu, a constructed entity constituted 
by milieux. Untilled was a passage, that 
had been side-lined as it was an uncul-
tivated compost-heap, where things 
were deposited. This island, covered 
by a forest, is downstream of a former 
paper factory and partly submerged 
when an electric dam releases its wa-
ter. There are traces of past activity, bits 
of metal, pieces from machines, chunks 

of bricks. Several months a year it’s in-
accessible, covered by snow or water. 
This milieu can be immersive or else it’s 
impenetrable. It has a rhythm.

So, it’s invisible at certain times of the 
year.

At certain moments it’s invisible to us, 
which doesn’t mean it isn’t generating 
something anew. Even before Variants, 
I was trying to give something a certain 
indifference and sensitivity, an existence 
without it being dependent on a gaze or 
the experience you may have of it.

Indifference is a fascinating notion 
which you have developed: an indiffer-
ence about the viewer, about the wit-
ness who is no longer part of the work. 
An autonomous object, such as a paint-
ing, has no need to be looked at in order 
to exist. It could be plunged into dark-
ness, or in a storeroom, and still exist, 
indifferent, differently.

Exactly.

So, what’s the difference here?

Of course, a picture in a museum store-
room or a stone doesn’t need our eyes to 
exist, the word ‘exist’ here just means the 
process of entropy. The difference is that 
it won’t modify or generate something 
anew, unsupervised or unpredictable. 
This indifference, meanwhile, producing 
something new, makes explicit the sep-
aration. One way to break the subject/
object asymmetry in the exhibition ritual 
would be to give agency to the object, 
the possibility to not be remarkable, to 
be uninterpretable, or the capacity to be 
modified. Modify doesn’t mean change; 
a mechanic object changes position. 
Being modified implies a transformation, 
a metamorphosis, a plasticity, which is 
quite different. With a certain sensitive 
awareness of its environment, an object 
shifts to a quasi-subject, an otherness 
that appears as it pleases.
To come back to Variants, the rhythm of 
the water gave me a prompt for a specu-
lative fiction. The island is an entity con-
stituted of a milieu which is both biologic 
and algorithmic, physical and digital. 
One milieu is the given, the actual island 
covered by a forest, with living organ-
isms: plants, animals, mushrooms, bac-
teria, and geological activities, minerals, 
chemical activities, water, etc. The other 
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is what this island could be in an alternate 
reality, another possibility of itself. It is si-
multaneously both. How could the actual 
island host its possibility or how else it 
could manifest? This possibility takes the 
form of a live simulation. The simulation 
is affected by what it simulates, the given, 
and would affect it. There is a transfer of 
data going from one to another.
The whole island was scanned to be-
come the environment of the simulation, 
then an artificial neural network gener-
ates mutations from existing features 
present on the island. It’s a non-super-
vised learning process. The environment 
in the simulation is modified without con-
trol. 
At the end of the physical island, after 
crossing it, stands a daylight screen 
where the simulation is running. An 
intelligent camera goes around on its 
own in the simulation, activated by a 
set of parameters, it looks for change in 
things, sometimes forgets or get lost. 
Even when the island isn’t accessible, it 
keeps searching. It is a permanent work 
that has the capacity to be modified over 
time. 
Some of the digital mutations, randomly 
selected, exit the simulation and mani-
fest in the physical space, contaminating 
the actual island by another possibility of 
itself.

Yes, I see, conceptually. But concretely, 
how does the fact that these mutations 
become implanted on the island work?

As the mutations in the simulation are 
volumetric, they are 3D printed using 
biological or synthetic materials. These 
artifacts, of fiction, of the algorithmic 
milieu, are positioned in the physical is-
land and at the same coordinate where 
they appear in the simulation. That’s the 
way it should work in time. 

Things are added. Are there also some 
things that are taken away?

No, aside from the decay of the material. 

Is this the motion that you have called a 
‘permanent crisis’? 

It is. The perpetual tension between ma-
chine learning which generates forms in 
the simulation and the data from sensors 
covering the whole island that capture 
in real time its unpredictable biochemi-
cal activity: water quality and level, tem-

PIERRE HUYGHE perature, sun exposition and seasons, 
living organism movements… All these 
variations modify what is generated. 
The artificial neural network generates 
mutations of already existing elements 
present on the island and the geo-bio-
chemical events modify or inform these 
virtual mutations, giving them a form; 
a form of tension that manifest on the 
actual. Yet the contingency does not 
break the simulation’s generative rules, 
but counters predictability.

You have no control over all that?

At minima. With the instauration of 
something, to take Souriau’s concept, 
come different collaborators or differ-
ent instances, companions, life forms, 
entities, and certain intelligences which 
have been constructed digitally, that 
could communicate. There are con-
structive disruptors of identity, which 
could change or eliminate some of the 
decisions I could make and introduce 
others.

This is another aspect of the work that 
really interests me. We’ve mentioned 
the notions of being a witness rather 
than a spectator, and of indifference: 
it’s no longer the viewers that make the 
work. There is, in your projects and in 
particular with Variants, maybe not a re-
assessment but at least a decentering 
of the notion of the author. In fact, this 
decentering isn’t recent. I’m thinking 
in particular about your research into 
John Cage and chance, and the piece I 
really like, which is an outdoor installa-
tion, Wind Chime (After Dream): a com-
position by John Cage which is decom-
posed and is being replayed by what is 
contingent, the wind. 

Yes, it brings contingency to Dream, 
which was written for a choreography 
by Merce Cunningham. I find interest-
ing to accept unpredictability and let 
uncertainty enter the conception and 
actualization of something. Predictive 
models are used to ride the unknown; 
it’s quite boring. Simulation on the other 
hand plays with contingency in the actu-
alization of something, it adapts its be-
haviors, as it has another time modality.

Altering the notion of the author also 
means altering a form of domination, 
that of the person who will direct the 
conception and comprehension of a 
work.
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CURA. has asked me to have a conver-
sation with you. I’m delighted, because 
we haven’t had the chance to talk for 
some time now. However, even though 
I’ve witnessed at first hand some of 
your previous projects, I haven’t been 
able to experience Variants. So, the first 
question that comes to mind is: can we 
really talk about it, without my having 
experienced it?

We can always try, though of course it’s 
a limitation, it’d be better to start by ex-
periencing it.

I have a fantasy version of the work. I’m 
projecting myself, while knowing, while 
having experienced, while having been 
a witness of several important works of 
yours in Kassel, Münster, London, Arles 
or elsewhere. I can project myself thanks 
to the note of intent and a few docu-
ments that I’ve received. It would be 
interesting for you to talk to us directly, 
rather than for me to give a description 
of my own projection, which may be 
subjective, abridged or inexact. To be-
gin with, Variants was commissioned 
for a sculpture park.

It was a commission for a permanent 
project. I found an island in the arm of 
a river which was previously inaccessi-
ble and thought it would be appropriate 
to construct something, or that events 
happening there would construct some-
thing, that could be experienced when 
crossing through it or along a pathway. 

I find it interesting that you immediate-
ly mention the pathway rather than the 
site. In your previous pieces, for exam-
ple Or, or A Journey That Wasn’t, the 
pathway was also essential, a pathway 
towards a margin, or with Untilled in 
Kassel, between a mid-point which may 
no longer actually be a place.

Yes, it’s a crossing, the same thing could 
be said about Untilled at documenta. 
It’s an environment, more precisely a 
milieu, a constructed entity constituted 
by milieux. Untilled was a passage, that 
had been side-lined as it was an uncul-
tivated compost-heap, where things 
were deposited. This island, covered 
by a forest, is downstream of a former 
paper factory and partly submerged 
when an electric dam releases its wa-
ter. There are traces of past activity, bits 
of metal, pieces from machines, chunks 

of bricks. Several months a year it’s in-
accessible, covered by snow or water. 
This milieu can be immersive or else it’s 
impenetrable. It has a rhythm.

So, it’s invisible at certain times of the 
year.

At certain moments it’s invisible to us, 
which doesn’t mean it isn’t generating 
something anew. Even before Variants, 
I was trying to give something a certain 
indifference and sensitivity, an existence 
without it being dependent on a gaze or 
the experience you may have of it.

Indifference is a fascinating notion 
which you have developed: an indiffer-
ence about the viewer, about the wit-
ness who is no longer part of the work. 
An autonomous object, such as a paint-
ing, has no need to be looked at in order 
to exist. It could be plunged into dark-
ness, or in a storeroom, and still exist, 
indifferent, differently.

Exactly.

So, what’s the difference here?

Of course, a picture in a museum store-
room or a stone doesn’t need our eyes to 
exist, the word ‘exist’ here just means the 
process of entropy. The difference is that 
it won’t modify or generate something 
anew, unsupervised or unpredictable. 
This indifference, meanwhile, producing 
something new, makes explicit the sep-
aration. One way to break the subject/
object asymmetry in the exhibition ritual 
would be to give agency to the object, 
the possibility to not be remarkable, to 
be uninterpretable, or the capacity to be 
modified. Modify doesn’t mean change; 
a mechanic object changes position. 
Being modified implies a transformation, 
a metamorphosis, a plasticity, which is 
quite different. With a certain sensitive 
awareness of its environment, an object 
shifts to a quasi-subject, an otherness 
that appears as it pleases.
To come back to Variants, the rhythm of 
the water gave me a prompt for a specu-
lative fiction. The island is an entity con-
stituted of a milieu which is both biologic 
and algorithmic, physical and digital. 
One milieu is the given, the actual island 
covered by a forest, with living organ-
isms: plants, animals, mushrooms, bac-
teria, and geological activities, minerals, 
chemical activities, water, etc. The other 
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is what this island could be in an alternate 
reality, another possibility of itself. It is si-
multaneously both. How could the actual 
island host its possibility or how else it 
could manifest? This possibility takes the 
form of a live simulation. The simulation 
is affected by what it simulates, the given, 
and would affect it. There is a transfer of 
data going from one to another.
The whole island was scanned to be-
come the environment of the simulation, 
then an artificial neural network gener-
ates mutations from existing features 
present on the island. It’s a non-super-
vised learning process. The environment 
in the simulation is modified without con-
trol. 
At the end of the physical island, after 
crossing it, stands a daylight screen 
where the simulation is running. An 
intelligent camera goes around on its 
own in the simulation, activated by a 
set of parameters, it looks for change in 
things, sometimes forgets or get lost. 
Even when the island isn’t accessible, it 
keeps searching. It is a permanent work 
that has the capacity to be modified over 
time. 
Some of the digital mutations, randomly 
selected, exit the simulation and mani-
fest in the physical space, contaminating 
the actual island by another possibility of 
itself.

Yes, I see, conceptually. But concretely, 
how does the fact that these mutations 
become implanted on the island work?

As the mutations in the simulation are 
volumetric, they are 3D printed using 
biological or synthetic materials. These 
artifacts, of fiction, of the algorithmic 
milieu, are positioned in the physical is-
land and at the same coordinate where 
they appear in the simulation. That’s the 
way it should work in time. 

Things are added. Are there also some 
things that are taken away?

No, aside from the decay of the material. 

Is this the motion that you have called a 
‘permanent crisis’? 

It is. The perpetual tension between ma-
chine learning which generates forms in 
the simulation and the data from sensors 
covering the whole island that capture 
in real time its unpredictable biochemi-
cal activity: water quality and level, tem-

PIERRE HUYGHE perature, sun exposition and seasons, 
living organism movements… All these 
variations modify what is generated. 
The artificial neural network generates 
mutations of already existing elements 
present on the island and the geo-bio-
chemical events modify or inform these 
virtual mutations, giving them a form; 
a form of tension that manifest on the 
actual. Yet the contingency does not 
break the simulation’s generative rules, 
but counters predictability.

You have no control over all that?

At minima. With the instauration of 
something, to take Souriau’s concept, 
come different collaborators or differ-
ent instances, companions, life forms, 
entities, and certain intelligences which 
have been constructed digitally, that 
could communicate. There are con-
structive disruptors of identity, which 
could change or eliminate some of the 
decisions I could make and introduce 
others.

This is another aspect of the work that 
really interests me. We’ve mentioned 
the notions of being a witness rather 
than a spectator, and of indifference: 
it’s no longer the viewers that make the 
work. There is, in your projects and in 
particular with Variants, maybe not a re-
assessment but at least a decentering 
of the notion of the author. In fact, this 
decentering isn’t recent. I’m thinking 
in particular about your research into 
John Cage and chance, and the piece I 
really like, which is an outdoor installa-
tion, Wind Chime (After Dream): a com-
position by John Cage which is decom-
posed and is being replayed by what is 
contingent, the wind. 

Yes, it brings contingency to Dream, 
which was written for a choreography 
by Merce Cunningham. I find interest-
ing to accept unpredictability and let 
uncertainty enter the conception and 
actualization of something. Predictive 
models are used to ride the unknown; 
it’s quite boring. Simulation on the other 
hand plays with contingency in the actu-
alization of something, it adapts its be-
haviors, as it has another time modality.

Altering the notion of the author also 
means altering a form of domination, 
that of the person who will direct the 
conception and comprehension of a 
work.
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To collaborate with humans and non-hu-
mans, machines, living organisms, and 
other means of knowledge and thought 
that alter and enrich the way something 
is conceived, during its formation and 
through its existence. To answer your 
question, there’s no one author but 
multi-subjectivities.

To come back to the origins of Vari-
ants, how does it work when Pierre 
Huyghe gets a commission?  Did you 
already have this project nailed down 
and the commission meant you could 
turn it into a reality or, on the contrary, 
was it an opportunity to give birth to a 
project? How was it constructed?

I try to find the lowest common denom-
inator in the place: from this a fiction is 
constructed. But prior to this opportu-
nity, there are ideas or at least a set of 
desires, which sometimes find a con-
text or don’t, unfortunately. 

I noticed, especially during the exhibi-
tion at the Centre Pompidou, that you 
had several old projects which hadn’t 
been realized, all of which are quite 
structurally similar to your recent am-
bitious projects from over the past ten 
years.

It’s difficult to escape from certain pat-
terns. I have been trying for several 
years to produce an entity milieu, that 
has the capacity to generate and mod-
ify itself. Something with an agency, 
constitutive of heterogenous events 
and things, that could or could not 
affect each other or the whole, some-
thing crossed by a force, a thought in 
which one could occasionally be part, 
without being addressed or the center.

With Variants, this project which I ha-
ven’t seen, there is thus an entity but 
also its double, a screen that com-
pletes it?

The entity is simultaneously the ac-
tual and another possibility of itself. It 
can be experienced via the simulation 
on the screen, in between the two mi-
lieux.

A double level of fiction, with the screen 
and the island?

I would say the neural network and the 
bioactivity of the island, rather than the 
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screen. The simulation is just a portal 
to experience a meeting point between 
them. Both are simulations. One is ‘nat-
ural,’ if we consider the way we per-
ceived nature is a fiction. The other is 
a neural network generating mutations 
in the simulation, which is not less a 
reality than the way we experience the 
actual we just crossed to arrive to the 
screen. 
On the way back to the entrance, both 
simulations can be undifferentiated, 
you might get an augmented attention 
to the environment, take the actual for 
fiction artifacts or not. I like to think of 
it as a momentaneous sense increased 
in the umwelt.

Are you then the witness of a fiction, of 
a narrative, or of the possibility of a nar-
rative. Of an affect?

I guess you witness an affected actual, 
through its possibilities.

You’ve mentioned the idea of wanting 
to break the object/subject relation-
ship. Can you say a little more about 
that? In particular, when it comes to 
what makes for an exhibition, what an 
exhibition is.

In the classic sense an exhibition is a 
way something is addressed at a sub-
ject, under epistemical structures and 
generally with a requirement to be hys-
terical. I’ve often talked about not exhib-
iting an object to someone, but instead 
exhibiting someone to an object. If the 
object is becoming more of a subject, 
it becomes an exchange with an other-
ness, an alien. An animistic view? But 
who wants to exhibit otherness? So not 
an exhibition, as I said earlier, it mani-
fests as it pleases without a dominant 
viewing subject and out of the control 
of the one that constructed its exis-
tence. The exhibition is a ritual of pas-
sage, an operation that makes a crea-
ture, an otherness appear. It brings the 
inanimate, matter, space and thoughts 
to a sensitive life, an agency to a milieu, 
a multi-umwelt subject. It is real-time 
self-operating theater of birth. 

That’s why I think so much about this 
alteration, which operates in your work, 
of the relationships of classic domina-
tion, whether this is the subject/object 
relationship, the status of the author, 
the refusal of a single narrative or else 

PIERRE HUYGHE cultural resurgences. There has often 
been an evocation of the idea of coex-
istence in your work, which is right, but 
we’ve no doubt already talked enough 
about a more general recalibration of 
the structures of domination in art-
works.

The nature of the exhibition model, 
mainly western based, is a mono view-
point on the others, it needs other per-
spectives. It can be extended to any re-
lationship one has with another, think of 
races, genders, colonization, the estab-
lished separation culture/nature and all 
the structures of domination. I prefer to 
let things be, not trap them in forced on-
tologies, identities or linearities. 

That was at the heart of The Host and 
the Cloud. The site of this project was 
also striking: a place of domination. 
Following this project, Variants, which 
seems to push certain questions to 
their limits, in particular, as we’ve men-
tioned, when it comes to domination 
and the author… how do you think your 
work will develop, how do you imagine 
the exhibition? 

I do not know. I’m thinking of giving voic-
es to otherness, for now, through lan-
guage, cognition and machine learning. 
A language that would self-generate, 
from the milieu it finds itself in. Sensi-
bilized, it would acquire a certain com-
plexity from the environments it would 
cross. Umwelt could change, which 
was the speculation around UUmwelt, 
meaning having other senses onboard, 
to access other means, times or spe-
cies. Reality is the actual and its possi-
bilities, multiplying time and space. 

When we were working together on the 
exhibition at the Tate Modern in 2006, 
I felt that A Journey That Wasn’t crys-
tallized a moment of going elsewhere. 
And you did go elsewhere just after 
that exhibition with A Forest of Lines in 
2008, the unrealized project Monster 
Island in 2009 and The Host and the 
Cloud that same year. I get the impres-
sion that Variants, too, may not close 
anything, but instead be an opening to-
wards a new dynamic.

Probably. I’ve been associated with a 
reduced idea of ecology since Untilled, 
life isn’t just allotted to the biological. 
Being without life is also of interest. 
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To collaborate with humans and non-hu-
mans, machines, living organisms, and 
other means of knowledge and thought 
that alter and enrich the way something 
is conceived, during its formation and 
through its existence. To answer your 
question, there’s no one author but 
multi-subjectivities.

To come back to the origins of Vari-
ants, how does it work when Pierre 
Huyghe gets a commission?  Did you 
already have this project nailed down 
and the commission meant you could 
turn it into a reality or, on the contrary, 
was it an opportunity to give birth to a 
project? How was it constructed?

I try to find the lowest common denom-
inator in the place: from this a fiction is 
constructed. But prior to this opportu-
nity, there are ideas or at least a set of 
desires, which sometimes find a con-
text or don’t, unfortunately. 

I noticed, especially during the exhibi-
tion at the Centre Pompidou, that you 
had several old projects which hadn’t 
been realized, all of which are quite 
structurally similar to your recent am-
bitious projects from over the past ten 
years.

It’s difficult to escape from certain pat-
terns. I have been trying for several 
years to produce an entity milieu, that 
has the capacity to generate and mod-
ify itself. Something with an agency, 
constitutive of heterogenous events 
and things, that could or could not 
affect each other or the whole, some-
thing crossed by a force, a thought in 
which one could occasionally be part, 
without being addressed or the center.

With Variants, this project which I ha-
ven’t seen, there is thus an entity but 
also its double, a screen that com-
pletes it?

The entity is simultaneously the ac-
tual and another possibility of itself. It 
can be experienced via the simulation 
on the screen, in between the two mi-
lieux.

A double level of fiction, with the screen 
and the island?

I would say the neural network and the 
bioactivity of the island, rather than the 
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screen. The simulation is just a portal 
to experience a meeting point between 
them. Both are simulations. One is ‘nat-
ural,’ if we consider the way we per-
ceived nature is a fiction. The other is 
a neural network generating mutations 
in the simulation, which is not less a 
reality than the way we experience the 
actual we just crossed to arrive to the 
screen. 
On the way back to the entrance, both 
simulations can be undifferentiated, 
you might get an augmented attention 
to the environment, take the actual for 
fiction artifacts or not. I like to think of 
it as a momentaneous sense increased 
in the umwelt.

Are you then the witness of a fiction, of 
a narrative, or of the possibility of a nar-
rative. Of an affect?

I guess you witness an affected actual, 
through its possibilities.

You’ve mentioned the idea of wanting 
to break the object/subject relation-
ship. Can you say a little more about 
that? In particular, when it comes to 
what makes for an exhibition, what an 
exhibition is.

In the classic sense an exhibition is a 
way something is addressed at a sub-
ject, under epistemical structures and 
generally with a requirement to be hys-
terical. I’ve often talked about not exhib-
iting an object to someone, but instead 
exhibiting someone to an object. If the 
object is becoming more of a subject, 
it becomes an exchange with an other-
ness, an alien. An animistic view? But 
who wants to exhibit otherness? So not 
an exhibition, as I said earlier, it mani-
fests as it pleases without a dominant 
viewing subject and out of the control 
of the one that constructed its exis-
tence. The exhibition is a ritual of pas-
sage, an operation that makes a crea-
ture, an otherness appear. It brings the 
inanimate, matter, space and thoughts 
to a sensitive life, an agency to a milieu, 
a multi-umwelt subject. It is real-time 
self-operating theater of birth. 

That’s why I think so much about this 
alteration, which operates in your work, 
of the relationships of classic domina-
tion, whether this is the subject/object 
relationship, the status of the author, 
the refusal of a single narrative or else 

PIERRE HUYGHE cultural resurgences. There has often 
been an evocation of the idea of coex-
istence in your work, which is right, but 
we’ve no doubt already talked enough 
about a more general recalibration of 
the structures of domination in art-
works.

The nature of the exhibition model, 
mainly western based, is a mono view-
point on the others, it needs other per-
spectives. It can be extended to any re-
lationship one has with another, think of 
races, genders, colonization, the estab-
lished separation culture/nature and all 
the structures of domination. I prefer to 
let things be, not trap them in forced on-
tologies, identities or linearities. 

That was at the heart of The Host and 
the Cloud. The site of this project was 
also striking: a place of domination. 
Following this project, Variants, which 
seems to push certain questions to 
their limits, in particular, as we’ve men-
tioned, when it comes to domination 
and the author… how do you think your 
work will develop, how do you imagine 
the exhibition? 

I do not know. I’m thinking of giving voic-
es to otherness, for now, through lan-
guage, cognition and machine learning. 
A language that would self-generate, 
from the milieu it finds itself in. Sensi-
bilized, it would acquire a certain com-
plexity from the environments it would 
cross. Umwelt could change, which 
was the speculation around UUmwelt, 
meaning having other senses onboard, 
to access other means, times or spe-
cies. Reality is the actual and its possi-
bilities, multiplying time and space. 

When we were working together on the 
exhibition at the Tate Modern in 2006, 
I felt that A Journey That Wasn’t crys-
tallized a moment of going elsewhere. 
And you did go elsewhere just after 
that exhibition with A Forest of Lines in 
2008, the unrealized project Monster 
Island in 2009 and The Host and the 
Cloud that same year. I get the impres-
sion that Variants, too, may not close 
anything, but instead be an opening to-
wards a new dynamic.

Probably. I’ve been associated with a 
reduced idea of ecology since Untilled, 
life isn’t just allotted to the biological. 
Being without life is also of interest. 
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MATTO, N°5, 2021.

THE EXHIBITION IS NOT A HYSTERIC OBJECT 
PIERRE HUYGHE 

Paris 6pm - Santiago 12am 

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 to and then forever
associated with a Disney character in Blanche-Neige Lucie (1997)2• Or the
melted ice as all that 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 of the architectural space where we grew 
up and its impact on our mental organization You always work with "living
as adults. Also our tendency to relate to similar ele!11ents" in your exhibitions. Be it
structures. She speaks of "the theatre of the a virus, an animal, the visiter. They
memory". You work with space, creating space. have ve�y different perceptions of
Would this question be applicable to your work? the r�allty, of what they see and
What is your "theatre of the memory"? exper1ence. 
It does , in a different way than Dominique as my relation 

They ar� umwelt , th� speci�c reality of the 

to space is probably less memorial. I grew up in a serial world g�ven by theu particular sense of
house in the suburbs of Paris; the type of ho use that is 

the. �nvuonment , so that three different
the same as your neighbors. Somehow, you never get 

entltles , for example , could share the 

lost and only see the variations , the "tropicalization" to 
sam_e plac� but do :'1ot share _ the same 

reference Dominique's idea. That house was at the edge of reahty of ,1t; a flu vuus , a spider and a 

the countryside. I would spend a whole day alone in the 
human. It s a theory by Von Uexküll that 

f�rest ,  loose myself in plants , ground , worms , go to the 
�eleuze took and Agamben developed 

c1ty by subways and hang in foggy parking lots at night 
m The Open. To o:erlap t?ese umwelts 

under artificial lights. My theater is the in-between the 
exposed us to altenty, to d1fference. The 

terrain vague, the type of abandoned empty lot. There 
work is mad� with a

_ 
particular t��e of

I attended early hip-hop and punk scene parties. 1 relate 
world expen�nce , d1fferent cogmt10ns , 

to these intermediary spaces. As Dominique said , these 
or . �as spec1�c . accesses for specific 

spaces influence and structure how you relate to things 
entities. The h�mg

_ 
elements are �lso 

later. They are present in Untilled or After ALife Ahead, but 
the s

_
elf-o:�amzat10n ,

_ 
reproduction , 

the mental organization related to space is also associated 
unpred1ctab1hty, operat10ns that became 

to time-based situations , rituals and mediations you have a part of my
_
exhibitions. Things changing 

experienced in your past. has been an mterest for a long time. I tried 
for a while to program non-cyclic loops to 

lt is interesting that there is a relation between choregraph events in the exhibition , but 
this and the first question answer. There is a technology in early 2000 barely allowed 
commonality of the in-between the friction something to be different each time , it was 

between two which are almost contradictory. �epetiti
_
v�. 

_
I was trying to escape fixity or 

It's a constant shift between the two. In-between i s  at the 
m exh1b1t10n to make things unstable , 

same time neither / or and a composite. It's an infinite 
transitory, ?Y using time , like sequences 

milieu. of films , hghts , or electro-mechanical 
systems that somehow could activate 

the space , so it would be inhabited. 
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1

eeeeeee

� En 2007, alors directeur artistique de la
Biennale de Venise, je t’ai commandé une
œuvre. Je ne veux pas parler de ma
Biennale, je veux simplement savoir com-
ment tu conçois un projet et comment tu
commences à y travailler. Qu’est-ce que tu
as voulu faire pour cette biennale, et que
tu n’as pas pu réaliser ?
Souvent, certaines conditions sont données,
auxquelles je réagis spécifiquement, mais
sans y répondre. Prenons l’exemple de
Monster Island, le projet pour Venise. Tu m’in-
vites dans un contexte, la Biennale, où beau-
coup se rendent, attirés par la nouveauté. Je
commence par tenter de comprendre ce
contexte, et j’essaie de trouver les différents
discours ou les sédimentations d’histoires qui
y sont attachés.

Afin d’extraire quelque chose de ces sédi-
mentations ?
Extraire, ou pour produire une brèche et en
même temps trouver une disruption. Je
n’avais pas spécialement envie de réaliser
quelque chose au sein d’un bâtiment, trop
contraint. Alors est venue l’idée de prendre
le large, de faire sortir les gens du cadre strict
de la Biennale, de prendre un bateau pour
aller vers cette île que l’on a cherchée ensem-
ble et, enfin, d’arriver dans ce lieu dans lequel
ils n’auraient jamais pu débarquer.
Il était question d’y faire venir une icône qui
aurait été entourée de monstres déambulant
autour d’elle. Le bruit devait se répandre de sa
présence, les gens prendraient alors le vapo-
retto pour s’y rendre, attirés par cette image.
Essayant d’y accéder sans jamais l’atteindre.
L’enregistrement de cette situation devait se
faire par la masse des regards portés sur elle.
Ne pouvant débarquer sur ce territoire, les
gens en auraient fait le tour, n’y voyant plus
que des monstres hyperréalistes, traînant
dans cet endroit en ruines. On avait trouvé

« Survey », « rétrospective » « exposer »
(in English that means « exhibit » or «
show ») none of these words really does
the job of setting forth the problematics
of gathering a large, roughly chronologi-
cal sélection of an artist’s work and putting
it before the general public. Which is to
say présent it to the eyes and minds of
thousands of unique individuals who will
expérience it ways that curators, art his-
torians and critics will never fully grasp
and most won’t even guess at.
Nevertheless, that is the challenge faced
by the artist who agrees to accept the invi-
tation of a major muséum to make his or
her work known in breadth and depth to
any and all who happen upon it. In antici-
pation of his impending survey ?, rétros-
pective ?, exposition ? - at the Pompidou,
Pierre Huyghe and I had a long conversa-
tion in June from which these remarks
bearing on the difficulties ahead have been
excerpted. Having crossed the Atlantic and
the Pacific and having made himself more
or less at home abroad while others cir-
cled the planet in clouds blown by « global
» trade winds, Huyghe stands apart even
from the very few French artists of his
génération to have earned a world wide
réputation. The self-effacing author of pos-
ters, performances, installations, films and
above all the creator of situations that
question what an « art work » is (or might
be,) and «who » looks at it (and how and
why,) Huyghe is unclassifiable. The finely
wrought enigmas he brings into being are
the essence of his art’s importance to
those Lucky enough to have caught a
glimpse of it. Soon that privelege will be
extended to a large audience and those
enigmas will be the metamorphic wonder
that its members share.

Robert Storr

Artiste majeur de la scène française et internationale, Pierre Huyghe est à la fois plasticien, vidéaste, architecte
et designer. La rétrospective présentée au Centre Pompidou, à Paris, du 24 septembre 2013 au 6 janvier 2014,
fait dialoguer les films avec les sculptures et des situations. Exploration de quelques œuvres récentes, réalisées
ou non, pour la Biennale de venise, la documenta 13, l’opéra de Sydney...

PIERRE HUYGHE
écritures singulières
interview par Robert Storr
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une île intéressante parce qu’assez petite,
recouverte de végétation, avec un embarca-
dère, un bâtiment en ruines, et entourée d’un
ancien rempart. Un « giardini » avec ses
pavillons. Ce que je construis se confronte à
un ensemble de règles, de conditions. C’est le
produit d’une conviction qui rencontre un
ensemble d’accidents. cette confrontation me
permet de construire une situation vivante,
dont un certain nombre de gens font l’expé-
rience, puis j’en produis une équivalence, une
variation plus exactement. Variation qui prend
des formes diverses : une image, un film, des
objets, un dessin. Ces variantes incluent aussi
leurs modes d’exposition aussi bien que leur
écoulement futur. C’est un processus, un
mouvement qui peut être équivalent ou par-
tiel. La situation vivante ne disparaît pas vrai-
ment, mais son intensité varie. Sa première
occurrence existe dans la mémoire de celui
qui en a fait l’expérience.

RIEN À INTERPRÉTER
Parlons du projet pour la Documenta 13
en 2012 – le plus récent –, d’un projet plus
ancien, la Toison d’or. À la différence de
l’art conceptuel qui, dans les années 1960
et 1970, avait une dimension philoso-
phique, sociologique ou psychologique,
les projets que je viens de citer présentent
des aspects nettement oniriques, voire
folkloriques. Comment les articules-tu aux
autres processus ?
Commençons par Untitled, l’œuvre pour la
Documenta. J’ai utilisé le compost d’un parc
baroque enclos, un lieu de dépôt, séparé de la
mise en scène l’entourant, un lieu où l'on jette
des choses mortes ou sans usage. J’y ai
déposé des marqueurs, des fragments de
passé, ils sont co-présents. Les éléments sont
inanimés ou vivants, il y a des artefacts, des
objets, des plantes, des animaux. Ils provien-
nent de différentes époques, ont différents
styles. Ce sont des écritures singulières, fac-
tuelles, artistiques, littéraires, scientifiques ou
agricoles, qui se répandent hors de l’œuvre,
biologiquement, minéralement. Il y a une sédi-
mentation d’histoires, un arbre déraciné de
Joseph Beuys, fragment des 7000 chênes (1),
qui est lui-même un tout, un monde emporté
par des insectes qui l’utilisent comme matière
pour construire leur nid. Le public entre par
hasard dans ce lieu, rien ne lui est adressé, ce
qui s’y déroule est indifférent à sa présence,
cela grandit sans lui, il est témoin et non en
position centrale et déterminé. Ils font face à
des éléments d’ordres perdus qui se confron-
tent, rien n’est écrit et il n’y a rien à interpré-
ter. Chacun voit son monde, comme autant de
Umwelt [environnements] séparés mais jux-
taposés. Il n’y a pas un savoir, un discours qui
prédomine, il n’y a pas un ordre mais des
hétérotopies, des rythmiques particulières,
pas de mise en scène ou de programme. On
est dans l’indéterminé. Il y a, entre autres, de

la boue, une statue dont la tête est occultée
par un essaim d’abeilles qui pollinisent des
plantes, des aphrodisiaques et des psycho-
tropes, des pavots d’Afghanistan, de la mari-
juana, une chienne à la patte rose, abîmée, à
l’image des chiens qui circulent dans cet
endroit, un banc que Dominique Gonzalez-
Foerster a utilisé lors d’une Documenta pré-
cédente, un arbre couché évoquant celui de
Robert Smithson, une citerne contenant des
œufs de batraciens, source des premières
études de l’embryologie... la liste est trop
importante. Il y a pourrissement, écoulement,
les choses vivent, grandissent, ne se soucient
pas d’être exposées, mais les entités vivantes
se présentent à leurs espèces. Il y a appa-
rence, image, intensité, variation, germination.
Ici, pour revenir à ta question, il n’y a pas de
fiction, peut-être qu’une dimension fictionnelle
est entrée dans le travail, mais pour des rai-
sons spécifiques. Son rapport avec ce qu’on
nomme «réalité» est complexe. L’utilisation
des mots « fiction « ou « réel » est souvent
symbolique, et varie en fonction des diffé-
rents champs de discours, alors que le réel est
ce que l’on ne connaît pas, qui continue
d’exister même quand on cesse d’y croire,
comme dit Philip K Dick. On confond égale-
ment fiction et imaginaire, fiction et illusion. Je
me suis intéressé à des fictions non illusoires,
à la fiction comme matériel et de manière fac-
tuelle. Même si la fiction me semble problé-
matique, en tout cas l’usage de la fiction,
c’est-à-dire à une écriture entre deux entités.
Elle peut énoncer une construction spécula-
tive. On peut parler de folklore, de fable, de
croyances... J’en ai fait usage à un moment
donné, plus maintenant. Ta question a plu-
sieurs aspects. D’abord, j’ai utilisé la fiction
comme objet que j’entendais comme fiction-
nel, que j’instrumentalisais comme fiction. La
seconde chose est un doute quant aux dis-
cours, à leur autorité, issus aussi bien de la
sociologie, de la philosophie, de l’anthropolo-
gie, de la psychologie quand ils se superpo-
sent à une pratique artistique. Par contre, si
l’on pense à Borgès, la fiction s’énonce
comme étant une fiction. Dès qu’une fiction
fait croire qu’elle est réelle, elle est une illu-
sion, quand ce qui n’est pas ou ce qui est
construit s’énonce comme un fait…

INSTRUMENTALISER LA FICTION
Une fiction comme telle peut être réelle.
Oui, si l’on s’entend sur ce que recouvre le
mot « réel». Est-ce qu’on entend par réel ce
qui nous impacte, nous influence ou ce qui a
lieu hors de notre savoir, en soi? Dans l’usage
que je fais de la fiction, il y a cette dimension
spéculative, le possible possible, le possible
qui n’est pas possible. Donc, d’un côté, ce
doute quant à l’autorité des discours, de ce
qui relie, de ce qui attache et vient aveugler de
sa lumière le regard sur une chose ; de l’autre,
l’outil de la fiction s’énonçant comme non illu-
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soire. J’ai instrumentalisé la fiction dans des
situations construites, comme d’autres pei-
gnent des pommes, ils n’en sont pas pour
autant des producteurs de pommes.
Dans l’exemple que tu évoquais, la Toison
d’or, il n’y a pas vraiment de fiction, ce qui
est construit est factuel. La Toison d’or est
un ordre médiéval dont la ville de Dijon a tiré
ses armoiries. Il y a des figures de pouvoir
qui s’exposent. La ville promeut son histoire
en partie inventée, fictionnelle, en créant un
parc d’attraction portant ce nom. Or, ce parc
d’attraction ferme ses portes, et les person-
nages de l’histoire se retrouvent au chômage.
Qu’est-ce qu’un personnage qui n’a plus d’his-
toire? Sommes-nous des interprètes qui sui-
vent une écriture ? Je me suis toujours
intéressé à la question du rôle. La Toison d’or
reprend ces figures de pouvoir, leurs têtes
recouvrant celle de cinq d’adolescents laissés
à eux-mêmes dans un parc de la ville. Il n’y a
pas de performance, pas d’histoire à jouer.

Il n’y a pas de scénario.
Non, d’ailleurs dans aucune de mes œuvres il
y a des conditions posées. Je n’impose pas
de relation entre A et B, je ne m’intéresse
pas à la politique entre A et B. Ma conviction,
c’est justement de ne pas poser la politique
entre A et B. Je préfère laissé à l’incertitude
et voir comment l’écriture de ce qu’il y a entre
s’écoule dans le contingent.

UN SPECTACLE SPECTATEUR
Dans certaines situations, le spectateur
est devant quelque chose qui contient la
pensée et l’image. Dans d’autres, il fait
partie d’un ensemble qui participe à la
création d’une pensée, sinon une image.
Par exemple, dans le projet pour l’opéra
de Sydney, Forest of Lines. Tu as construit
une forêt complètement réelle et fiction-
nelle à la fois, et tu fais entrer le public,
qui, aussitôt, devient un élément du spec-
tacle – spectateur du spectacle et de lui-
même.
Je ne l’invite pas à participer, il est là, mais tu
as raison de dire spectateur de lui-même. À ce
moment-là, il y avait encore un spectateur.
C’est-à-dire une personne qui va, à une heure
déterminée, faire l’expérience de quelque
chose selon un protocole déterminé. Le main-
tenir produit du spectateur, mais si on le sup-
prime, peut-être n’existera-t-il plus.
Forest of Lines débute dans un lieu de spec-
tacle, un opéra, une image y apparaît, débor-
dante. Un chant dont les paroles décrivent un
chemin – une carte orale inspirée de la tradi-
tion aborigène– est une diversion pour sortir
du lieu de la représentation et aller à la source
de cette image, dans un endroit particulier de
la jungle. Peut-être faut-il préciser que j’ai rem-
pli l’opéra d’une forêt ; plus de mille arbres
ont été transplantés dans l’opéra pour une
durée de vingt-quatre heures, dans une

lumière basse et du brouillard. L’opéra est très
grand, on pouvait presque s’y perdre. Vu du
haut, on voyait des lignes de lumière car le
public portait des lampes frontales et circu-
lait. On voyait sa présence, son cheminement
en fonction de cette voix.
Au Guggenheim Museum, à New York, j’avais
plongé le musée dans le noir, les gens
entraient aussi avec des lampes frontales
mais, contrairement à Sydney, il n’y avait rien
d’autre à voir que des positions formant une
constellation contrainte par l’espace d’expo-
sition. Après l’Expédition scintillante, exposi-
tion qui avait annoncé son écoulement, j’avais
réalisé A Journey That Wasn’t, une expédi-
tion en Antarctique et un spectacle musical
sur la patinoire de Central Park, équivalence
qui prenait l’expédition comme matière. La
dialectique site/non site de Robert Smithson
était évidemment très présente dans ce pro-
jet. Je filme le public faisant face à l’événe-
ment à Central Park, ou les gens qui regardent
le spectacle de marionnettes dans This is Not
a Time for Dreaming.

Un spectacle spectateur est le sujet au lieu
de…
Faire un spectacle ne m’intéresse pas, mais
son rituel m’intrigue. J’ai retrouvé des archives
de films Super8 de 1986 où je filme le rituel
de l’exposition au Museo Tamayo au Mexique.
Cela m’a amené à faire une expérience au
musée des Arts et Traditions populaires alors
désaffecté, The Host and the Cloud. Quinze
personnes ont été placées dans certaines
conditions, un lieu test d’exposition. Une navi-
gation anachronique dans des passés, des his-
toires, des artisanats, des croyances. Ces
quinze personnes, mes spectateurs, ont fait
face accidentellement à des situations live
qu’ils pouvaient copier, altérer, faire varier. Le
mouvement, l’intensité de ces influences était
indeterminée. Cela s’est déroulé durant un an
avec trois moments visibles, où des per-
sonnes extérieures pouvaient en être les
témoins sauvages, dans le sens où rien ne
leur était donné. Je cherchais à exposer ces
personnes à quelque chose, existant avec ou
sans elles, indifférent à leur présence. Et ne
plus exposer quelque chose pour un visiteur
qelconque.

Spectacle spectateur : il ne s’agit ni de l’un
ni de l’autre, mais de l’engagement, de la
dialectique entre les deux, c’est-à-dire
comment les spectateurs entrent dedans
et deviennent le spectacle.
Ce que je produis est indifférent au specta-
teur.

Il vient pour ça.
Couper cette relation, produire une séparation
me semble nécessaire. Il y a un en-soi non
adressé. Le spectateur n’existe plus, et d’une
certaine manière l’exposition non plus, elle
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n’est qu’une infime partie de l’existence d’un
objet.

Il n’y a rien de préconisé.
Je cherche à intensifier la présence de ce qui
est.�

(1) En 1982, à la Documenta 7, pour l’œuvre intitulée

7 000 Eichen, Joseph Beuys commence la plantation de

7000 chênes, chacun associé à une colonne de basalte,

dans la ville de Cassel ou ses environs (ndlr).

Robert Storr est critique d’art, conservateur au départe-

ment de peinture et de sculpture au MoMA (New York)

de 1990 à 2002, dean de la Yale University School of Art,

directeur de la 52e Biennale de Venise en 2007. Il vit à

New York.

Robert Storr is an art critic based in new York. He was

curator of painting and sculpture at MoMA, New York,
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