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Jeremy Deller,  
Speak to the Earth 

and It Will Tell You 
(2007–2017), 2017, 

Skulptur Projekte 
Münster 2017.  

Photo : Philippe 
Régnier.

Il est rare qu’une œuvre à elle seule justifie le voyage pour aller 
visiter l’une des grandes expositions internationales d’art contemporain. 
Pourtant, l’intervention de Pierre Huyghe aux Skulptur Projekte Münster 
est de celles-là. Non que le reste de la programmation soit décevant, au 
contraire. Organisée tous les dix ans dans cette ville agréable et arborée de 
Rhénanie-du-Nord-Westphalie (Allemagne), l’édition de cette année est la 
dernière marquée du sceau de son cofondateur, l’ancien directeur du musée 
Ludwig de Cologne Kasper König. Le curateur, qui initia cette exposition 
décennale avec Klaus Bußmann en 1977, est revenu aux commandes cette 

année face à des pouvoirs publics qui auraient vu d’un bon œil 
une plus fréquente récurrence de l’événement pour attirer plus 
régulièrement les touristes… Après la visite de la Documenta 14 
à Cassel, la proposition de Münster semble aux antipodes. Les 
curateurs de la manifestation qui s’est aussi déployée à Athènes, 
emmenés par le Polonais Adam Szymczyk, ont invité des créateurs 
socialement et politiquement engagés mais qui ne sont pas 
nécessairement sur le devant de la scène de l’art contemporain 
et surtout de son marché. La liste des artistes de Münster est 
moins inattendue, l’équipe curatoriale de Münster pariant de 
son côté sur l’interaction de l’œuvre avec son contexte. De son 
point de vue, il n’est pas nécessaire que les artistes prennent en 
compte l’environnement social ou économique dans lequel ils 
interviennent puisque, de facto, l’œuvre installée dans l’espace 
urbain va, par sa propre présence, « activer des contextes historiques, 
architecturaux, sociaux, politiques et esthétiques ». Ainsi Jeremy 

Deller présente dans un jardin 
ouvrier du nord de la ville un travail 
au long cours commencé en 2007 
et réalisé en collaboration avec des 
clubs de jardiniers. Ces derniers ont 
tenu pendant dix ans des registres 
botaniques et climatiques qui sont 
accessibles aux visiteurs dans un 
cabanon entouré de verdure. Près 
de la Promenade, Nicole Eisenman 
a réinterprété le thème classique de 
la fontaine en déployant des figures 
androgynes dans et autour d’un 
bassin. Tandis que Mika Rottenberg 
est intervenue dans une ancienne 
épicerie asiatique, Gregor Schneider 

perd les visiteurs dans un parcours obsessionnel dont il a le secret à travers 
l’appartement de N. Schmidt, répétition de pièces dans lesquelles les visiteurs 
se retrouvent seuls avec eux-mêmes, questionnant leur identité et celle du lieu 
où ils ont échoué.

Mais c’est loin de l’hypercentre de Münster, derrière un fast-food, que 
se situe le clou de cette édition des Skulptur Projekte. Là, dans une ancienne 
patinoire récemment désaffectée, Pierre Huyghe a conçu un paysage lunaire, 

Aux Skulptur Projekte Münster, 
l’art crée son contexte
 
PAR PHIL IPPE RÉGNIER

ÉDITO

L’ÉQUIPE CURATORIALE 
DE MÜNSTER PARIE 
DE SON CÔTÉ SUR 
L’INTERACTION DE 

L’ŒUVRE AVEC SON 
CONTEXTE. DE SON 

POINT DE VUE, IL 
N’EST PAS NÉCESSAIRE 

QUE LES ARTISTES 
PRENNENT EN COMPTE 

L’ENVIRONNEMENT 
SOCIAL OU 

ÉCONOMIQUE 
DANS LEQUEL ILS 
INTERVIENNENT 

/…
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Pierre Huyghe, After 
ALife Ahead, 2017, 
Skulptur Projekte 

Münster 2017.  
Photo : Philippe Régnier. Gregor Schneider, N. Schmidt Pferdegasse 

19 48143 Münster Deutschland, 2017, 
Skulptur Projekte Münster 2017.  

Photo : Philippe Régnier.

APRÈS LA DOCUMENTA 13  
À CASSEL EN 2012 ET LE CENTRE 

POMPIDOU À PARIS EN 2013,  
PIERRE HUYGHE EST INDÉNIABLEMENT 

PASSÉ À UNE AUTRE ÉCHELLE

terrain défoncé comme le sont les anciens champs 
de bataille, avec ses vallées et ses mares. Dans un incubateur, des cellules 
cancéreuses humaines se développent en fonction des caractéristiques de 
l’environnement qui sont mesurées en temps réel. Le visiteur peut suivre grâce 
à une application sur son smartphone au nom de l’œuvre, After ALife Ahead,  
l’apparition et la disparition en réalité augmentée de ces cellules, quadrilatères 
noirs qui se déplacent virtuellement sur le plafond de cette ancienne patinoire. 
L’artiste offre en parallèle une autre représentation d’une mort potentielle 
avec un aquarium dans lequel évolue un Conus textile, mollusque dont le 
poison mortel ultrapuissant ne connaît pas d’antidote. En se déplaçant, le 
coquillage actionne les mécanismes d’ouverture et de fermeture des fenêtres 
zénithales, autre métaphore de la vie et de la mort. Après la Documenta 13 
à Cassel en 2012 et le Centre Pompidou à Paris en 2013, Pierre Huyghe est 
indéniablement passé à une autre échelle.
SKULPTUR PROJEKTE MÜNSTER 2017, jusqu’au 1er octobre, divers lieux,  

Münster, Allemagne, https://www.skulptur-projekte.de
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« Pierre Huyghe : Nymphéas Transplant “Fall 1917” », L’Oeil, #700, April 2017, p.106.
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«Pierre Huyghe Wins the 2017 Nasher Prize», Art Forum, September 27, 2016. 
http://artforum.com/news/id=63759
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Jason Farago. “Pierre Huyghe at Lacma - a sometimes baffling but always engaging retrospective”, The Guardian, 
December 4, 2014. 

http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/dec/04/pierre-huyghe-lacma-retrospective

LA is the ideal location for a Pierre Huyghe retrospective – the artist’s baffling and borderless 
installations fit right in with the city’s chaotic character.

 Pierre Huyghe’s work at the Centre Pompidou in Paris. Photograph: Lacma 

Los Angeles is a city where there’s no border between reality and artifice. Images here have 
lives their own. It’s hard to think of a better city in which to encounter the art of Pierre Huyghe 
– an artist whose fictions gives rise to realities, whose sometimes baffling, always engaging art 
turns real life into a dream, and vice versa.

At the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, he has just opened his first American retrospec-
tive, a festive, unfathomable, profoundly ambitious exhibition that was first seen at the Centre 
Pompidou in Paris. In his hometown it defied expectations to become one of that museum’s 
best attended shows of a living artist in years. It seduces, it beguiles, it obfuscates, it amazes. It 
challenges the most fundamental assumptions about what a museum show can be. By the end 
of my first visit I found myself unready to leave; I rushed back the next day, impatient to throw 
myself again into Huyghe’s universe of monkeys and marine life, ice rinks and steam machines, 
voyages to Antarctica or the moon. This is a show that rewards, perhaps even requires, repeat 
visits. It earns them.
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Jason Farago. “Pierre Huyghe at Lacma - a sometimes baffling but always engaging retrospective”, The Guardian, 
December 4, 2014. 

http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/dec/04/pierre-huyghe-lacma-retrospective

Huyghe, born in Paris in 1962, is one of the most significant artists of the last quarter-century. 
He’s a polymath, and his art ranges from dystopian films infused with science-fiction elements to 
gardens full of poisonous plants. But the strength of his art did not guarantee the strength of this 
retrospective. On the contrary, a Huyghe retrospective is almost a contradiction in terms.

One of the critical moves he and his fellow artists made in 1990s France was to shift their em-
phasis from making discrete artworks to fully composed exhibitions, or experiences in the real 
space of the gallery. Relational aesthetics, as this tendency was imprecisely christened, was an art 
of specific encounters and time-based interactions, much harder to preserve than a stable painting 
or sculpture. How do you re-present those without ossifying them?

The answer here is through a total redeployment Huyghe’s art, installed so that works bleed 
into one another, for an experience that’s partly choreographed and partly left to chance. All the 
strings are visible, yet it remains cloaked in mystery. There are funny emphases, like an early 
Super-8 travelogue never seen before, and intentionally gaping holes. Kate Bush’s “Wuthering 
Heights” might start blaring from one gallery while you’re contemplating a puppet show featu-
ring a dancing Le Corbusier. Sounds chaotic? It is, in places. But the more accurate word might 
be alive. 

Works familiar to those who’ve followed Huyghe’s career reappear here in new forms, or 
else slip off the screen into the gallery. In 2001 Huyghe turned the illuminated drop ceiling of 
France’s Venice Biennale pavilion into Atari Light, a giant game of Pong that visitors could play 
with joysticks. Here it is again, though one of the lights is broken, and tropical plants have sprou-
ted beneath. (I lost, by the way.) A black ice rink that, fifteen years ago, hosted a figure skater 
carving tracks now has no skater, but globs of tar from the prehistoric La Brea pits outside the 
museum. A performer wearing a LED-covered mask might walk past you. If he looks familiar, 
it’s because you just saw him in one of Huyghe’s films, wearing the same getup.

To historians, the LACMA show’s leapfrogging of these key works and others will be a torment. 
These were the videos by which Huyghe, alongside his colleagues Philippe Parreno and Domi-
nique Gonzalez-Foerster, reestablished France as a leader in contemporary art after decades in 
the shadow of first Germany, then the UK. Huyghe, however – working with the young curator 
Jarrett Gregory, one of many talented New Yorkers who’ve skipped town for LA in recent years 
– is playing a bigger game than just a historical recap. The exhibition is itself a medium for the 
artist. It’s a fractal reproduction of the works it contains. It unfolds in every direction at once, 
and changes everyday, thanks to performers both human and animal. Videos and light works are 
on timers: they flicker on and off, stop and restart. It’s as if the exhibition were itself a film that 
progresses through time, with plot twists and shifts in intensity.



G
al

er
ie

C
ha

nt
al

 C
ro

us
el

Jason Farago. “Pierre Huyghe at Lacma - a sometimes baffling but always engaging retrospective”, The Guardian, 
December 4, 2014. 

http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/dec/04/pierre-huyghe-lacma-retrospective

Animals, especially, play a central role in Huyghe’s art, and have for decades. They’re on screen 
(deer, rabbits, a mythical white penguin in Antarctica) and in the galleries (ants crawling on the 
gallery walls, a hermit crab in a fish tank), no doubt to the delight of the Los Angeles animal 
welfare authorities. Why the menagerie? Perhaps because, more than human performers, animals 
fit into Huyghe’s technique of only partially choreographing a situation, and then letting it deve-
lop however it may. With no knowledge that they form part of an artwork, the fish in Huyghe’s 
tanks or the ants tracing lines on the walls allow Huyghe to relax his grip. They’re indifferent to 
the artist’s desires, and to our gazes too. Perhaps, too, because in Huyghe’s science fictions can 
sometimes tip into the apocalyptic, and the animals stand a better chance of surviving than us. 
When we’re gone, the ants and the hermit crabs will still be here, crawling through our ruined 
museums.

At intervals the lights from the Atari game click off, the Le Corbusier video and others go dead, 
and a single large-format video plays in the largest gallery. Another animal, a monkey this time. 
We’re in Japan, not far from devastated Fukushima, in a restaurant that might be closed for the 
night, or might be abandoned forever. It soon becomes clear that the monkey, who’s wearing a 
mask familiar from Noh drama, works at the restaurant as a waitress – and though she appears 
at first to be a high-def simulation she’s a real monkey, who really serves drinks at a Tokyo bar. 
Just like in his Dog Day Afternoon remake, here the performer is real but the setting is a fiction: 
a grungy, forsaken place, devoid of other life perhaps forever. Only the monkey survives, waiting 
for customers, her mask never slipping.

Then there is Human, the adorable white dog with one pink leg who saunters through the galle-
ries of this exhibition. She might come up to you while you’re gazing at Huyghe’s fish tanks, or 
lie down by your side as you watch footage from his Antarctic expedition. On my first visit to the 
show she was making friends with a young girl, who broke the no-petting-allowed rule. Human 
is a bona fide Hollywood celebrity now, trailed by museumgoers snapping cameraphone shots 
– including me, I’m ashamed to say – and like any star she can be a little temperamental. Some-
times she’ll walk right out of the show and into the sunlight.

Like everything and everyone else in this stunning exhibition, Human the dog slips between 
herself and a sign of herself, or between life and media. She trots through the galleries, stretching 
her forelegs or reclining against the white walls. And she is blissfully unaware of any distinc-
tion between the gallery and the spaces beyond it: between Pierre Huyghe’s art and the world he 
knows it cannot contain.
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Janelle Zara. “Art as Biosphere: A Walk Through Pierre Huyghe’s LACMA Survey”, New York Observer, 
November 28, 2014.

http://observer.com/2014/11/art-as-biosphere-a-walk-through-pierre-huyghes-lacma-survey/

Installation view of the exhibition Pierre Huyghe at the Centre Georges Pompidou, September 2013–January 
2014, (© Pierre Huyghe, courtesy Marian Goodman Gallery, New York/Paris, photo by Pierre Huyghe)

“All visitors viewing the sculpture do so at their own risk.” These words are etched on the glass 
that separates viewers from an active bee hive set atop the shoulders of a reclining nude sculpture 
at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. The swarm of bees in Untilled (Liegender Frauenakt) 
is one of many works that features of living elements included in the first U.S. retrospective of by 
French artist Pierre Huyghe, currently on view at the museum through February 22.

These living elements, perhaps what the museum’s director Michael Govan was referring to when 
he said the show was full of “unusual things,” vary widely. They include Human, a white Ibizan 
hound with a single pink painted leg that traverses the galleries freely, occasionally emerging 
from some unknown stage left and exiting to some unexpected stage right. Nymphéas Transplant 
(14-18) (2014) is a murky aquarium that mimics the ecosystem beneath the surface of Monet’s 
lily-laden Giverny ponds, and alternates between dimly lit and obscured in cloudiness based on 
historic weather patterns from 1914 to 1918. A hermit crab occupies a replica of the head of Bran-
cusi’s 1910 sculpture Sleeping Muse submerged in the aquatic environ Zoodram 5 (2011). And 
L’Expédition scintillante (Acte 1) emits snow, rain, and fog for programmed precipitation.
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The disparate actors in Mr. Huyghe’s biosphere—
the entire show is one large biologically choreo-
graphed performance—include the viewers too. 
Upon entering, visitors are engulfed by a closed, 
independent ecosystem orchestrated by Mr. Huyghe. 
The immersive quality of the show has been a cen-
tral theme in most of his work since the early ’90s. 
And while the retrospective at LACMA takes a look 
back at the last 25 years of his career, some of the 
central elements and artworks included have chan-
ged since its original debut at Paris’s Pompidou last 
year; it has grown from 50 pieces to 60, and many 
older works have been swapped out for more recent 
ones.

In addition to the tuxedo-clad Name Announcer 
(2011), who personally addresses you as you enter, 
and a giant interactive video game titled Atari Light 
(1999) that periodically lights up a gridded ceiling, 
there are sculptural and video works in this wall 
text-free exhibition that make no offers of context 
or explanation. Mr. Huyghe’s retrospective is far 
from what museum-goers have come to think of as 
customary when it comes to surveys.

Pierre Huyghe, Zoodram 5 (after ‘Slee-
ping Muse’ by Constantin Brancusi), 
(2011), Glass tank, filtration system, 
resin mask, hermit crab, arrow crabs 
and basalt rock. (© Pierre Huyghe, 
courtesy Marian Goodman Gallery, 
New York/Paris)

The star of the show—crowds will talk about this work long after they leave—is Untitled 
(Human Mask) (2014), a short film that debuted earlier this year at Hauser & Wirth’s Lon-
don gallery. It begins with a close-up on a ginger-haired girl in a white mask—or so we 
think, until the moment that a monkey’s paw reaches up to stroke its wavy tresses. Over the 
course of 19 minutes, we follow this wigged macaque once trained as a waiter as it roams a 
shuttered restaurant in post-tsunami Fukushima, Japan. Gestures are disturbingly childlike 
against the eeriness of its ghost-like face; the experience of watching it on film is so surreal 
that Mr. Huyghe’s Brancusi-shelled hermit crab seems absolutely banal by comparison.
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Janelle Zara. “Art as Biosphere: A Walk Through Pierre Huyghe’s LACMA Survey”, New York Observer, 
November 28, 2014.

http://observer.com/2014/11/art-as-biosphere-a-walk-through-pierre-huyghes-lacma-survey/

Pierre Huyghe, Untitled (Human Mask) (2014), Film. (Courtesy the artist; Hauser & Wirth, London; Marian 
Goodman Gallery, New York; Esther Schipper, Berlin; Anna Lena, Paris, © Pierre Huyghe)

The star of the show—crowds will talk about this work long after they leave—is Untitled 
(Human Mask) (2014), a short film that debuted earlier this year at Hauser & Wirth’s London 
gallery. It begins with a close-up on a ginger-haired girl in a white mask—or so we think, until 
the moment that a monkey’s paw reaches up to stroke its wavy tresses. Over the course of 19 
minutes, we follow this wigged macaque once trained as a waiter as it roams a shuttered restau-
rant in post-tsunami Fukushima, Japan. Gestures are disturbingly childlike against the eeriness 
of its ghost-like face; the experience of watching it on film is so surreal that Mr. Huyghe’s Bran-
cusi-shelled hermit crab seems absolutely banal by comparison.

The show is a wild, occasionally bumpy ride through the mind of Mr. Huyghe, but despite how 
unnerving certain elements might make viewers feel at times, there’s no real physical threat. A 
continuous cloud of smoke obscures pheromones that normally relay the “sting!” command and 
subdues the bees, and the bi-colored hound is under the watchful supervision of Player (2010), 
the man in the LED mask trailing her. For those less familiar with the Mr. Huyghe’s controlled 
brand of nature-themed spontaneity, and even for those who are, the show as could use an up-
front disclaimer: Prepare to Fall Down the Rabbit-Hole.
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Janelle Zara. “Art as Biosphere: A Walk Through Pierre Huyghe’s LACMA Survey”, New York Observer, 
November 28, 2014.

http://observer.com/2014/11/art-as-biosphere-a-walk-through-pierre-huyghes-lacma-survey/

Installation view of the exhibition Pierre Huyghe at the Centre Georges 
Pompidou, September 2013–January 2014, (© Pierre Huyghe, courtesy 
Marian Goodman Gallery, New York /Paris, photo by Pierre Huyghe)
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Randy Kennedy. « Conceptual Anarchy - Pierre Huyghe’s Unpredictable Retrospective », The New York Times,  
September 3, 2014.

Conceptual Anarchy
Pierre Huyghe’s Unpredictable Retrospective

By RANDY KENNEDY - SEPT. 3, 2014

PARIS — Pierre Huyghe has long loved “Locus Solus,” Raymond Roussel’s 1914 novel about an 
inventor who invites friends to a secluded estate to show off his creations, one of which is a tank 
filled with cadavers that re-enact the most important moments of their former lives, animated by a 
miraculous substance called resurrectine.

The office where Mr. Huyghe, one of the most admired and intellectually formidable European 
artists of his generation, was shaping his own creations here one July morning was not particularly 
lairlike. The tidy space, behind big Second Empire courtyard doors, was dominated by a few white 
desks and computers, and the closest thing to a diabolical device was the espresso machine in the 
kitchen. But the walls, teeming with diagrams and drawings for Mr. Huyghe’s many overlapping 
projects, cast a Rousselian cloud of mad science over an otherwise sunny corner of the Marais.

When more than two decades of Mr. Huyghe’s art heads west for his highly anticipated American 
retrospective, opening Nov. 23 at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, it’s not clear which of his 
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works-in-progress will be fully incubated, in part because of their sheer experimental complexity. 
There is, for example, his butterfly project, a collaboration with a Rockefeller University scientist 
to engineer living examples of the fictional butterflies (one with checkerboard wings) that Vladimir 
Nabokov, an obsessive lepidopterist, sketched for his wife, Vera. There is an eerie new piece 
involving a pill camera, a swallowable video capsule used by doctors to inspect digestive tracts; Mr. 
Huyghe is harnessing one for more ethereal ends, as illustrated by pictures on the wall showing the 
grottolike contours of a human interior, topped by the craggy head of Willem Dafoe.

“Maybe, I will ask him to be a part of it, to swallow one,” Mr. Huyghe (pronounced hweeg) explained, 
shrugging and describing an abiding fascination with the idea of depicting an actor from the inside.

As the above might suggest, Mr. Huyghe’s art — which takes the form of film, performance, 
sculpture, puppetry, menagerie and biology lab — fits into the tidy mold of a museum retrospective 
about as comfortably as a monkey fits into a dress.
Continue reading the main story

“We have meetings just to talk about the living elements, which isn’t something that usually happens 
to you as a curator,” said Jarrett Gregory, who is organizing the show for the Los Angeles County 
museum. (It originated at the Pompidou Center in Paris, where it was one of the museum’s most 
highly attended contemporary-art exhibitions, before traveling to the Museum Ludwig in Cologne, 

Randy Kennedy. « Conceptual Anarchy - Pierre Huyghe’s Unpredictable Retrospective », The New York Times,  
September 3, 2014.
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Even describing his work can often be an exercise in frustration, bringing to mind the poet John 
Ashbery’s observation about Roussel, an important influence on Mr. Huyghe: that trying to 
summarize Roussel’s “mad wealth of particulars” was like trying to “summarize the Manhattan 
phone book.”

At 51, Mr. Huyghe looks the part of the 21st-century French conceptualist, with a stylishly weathered 
Gallic face and an ever-present electronic cigarette smoked in a pensive way that makes it seem like 
a Meerschaum pipe. He grew up in a suburb of Paris and recently moved back to the city after years 
of living in New York. But he is restlessly peripatetic and said that he might relocate again soon to 
Chile, where his girlfriend, an actress, is working.

The last time I had seen him, on a drizzly day in Central Park in 2005, he was in the final frenzied 
stages of preparing “A Journey That Wasn’t,” a kind of environmental musical, a hugely complex 
film production mounted inside the Wollman ice rink. But back then, as in Paris, he exhibited a 
particularly French talent for escaping whatever he was doing to sit over coffee and talk for hours.

He emerged in the 1990s as part of a wave of second-generation Conceptualists who came to 
be grouped together in a movement called relational aesthetics, an approach to art making that 
emphasizes participation, social interaction and chance. His work, which seeks a high degree of 
control over the viewer’s experience, was always an odd fit in the movement. It drew just as heavily, 

Randy Kennedy. « Conceptual Anarchy - Pierre Huyghe’s Unpredictable Retrospective », The New York Times,  
September 3, 2014.
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and dauntingly, on postmodern philosophy, but it waded deep into pop culture and could be — 
especially for art with late Marxist leanings — beautifully poetic and even quite a bit of fun.

One piece proposed gathering all the home movies of all the families who lived in a city, editing them 
together and screening them continuously in an abandoned movie theater. Another slyly inserted the 
floor plan of a child’s bedroom into the blueprints for the Death Star from “Star Wars.” In probably 
his best-known piece “The Third Memory,” from 1999, he tracked down John Wojtowicz, whose 
failed robbery of a Brooklyn bank in 1972 became the basis for Sidney Lumet’s film “Dog Day 
Afternoon.” Mr. Huyghe built a reproduction of the film set and asked Mr. Wojtowicz, who had 
criticized the movie’s accuracy, to retell and re-enact his story for the video. Yet it turned out that Mr. 
Wojtowicz’s memories of what really happened and what “happened” to Al Pacino, who portrayed 
him in the movie, had become inextricably mingled into a new kind of reality.

Randy Kennedy. « Conceptual Anarchy - Pierre Huyghe’s Unpredictable Retrospective », The New York Times,  
September 3, 2014.
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Conceptualists in the 1960s tried to liberate art making from Romantic notions by turning to rigid 
plans and systems. “The idea becomes a machine that makes the art,” as Sol LeWitt memorably put 
it. Mr. Huyghe can also seem to be running things through machines to see what comes out. But his 
machines are highly complex and unstable ones: movies, music, novels (besides Roussel, he loves 
Poe and Borges) and, lately — nudging him into Dr. Moreau territory — biological phenomena.

“He’s always on the hunt for an organizing structure,” said Linda Norden, one of the curators of 
a major work by Mr. Huyghe in 2004 at the Fogg Museum at Harvard. “There are always people 
doing tons of research on his behalf. It’s almost like a scholar who has a team of research assistants.” 
But “he’s never concerned with correct readings,” she added. “He takes all the information and 
follows his own train of thought. He gives himself permission, and his imagination runs. And then 
all these beautiful, strange images emerge that he knows he wants to make.”

Critics have sometimes complained that Mr. Huyghe’s mania for information can be too much of an 
end in itself. Roberta Smith, writing in The New York Times about a 2011 exhibition at the Marian 
Goodman Gallery, called the show, “The Host and the Cloud,” ravishing but also “a slow form of 
strangulation in which an artist’s pretensions, while not without interest, are extensively indulged.”

Randy Kennedy. « Conceptual Anarchy - Pierre Huyghe’s Unpredictable Retrospective », The New York Times,  
September 3, 2014.



G
al

er
ie

C
ha

nt
al

 C
ro

us
el

Mr. Huyghe has long played anarchically with the idea of roles — in the movies, in society, in the 
art world, and in nature — and when he was approached a few years ago about being the subject of 
a retrospective, he wasn’t sure it was a role he had any interest in playing.

“When I do something, I’m always happy to put it into friction with other minds,” he said during 
one of two long mornings of interviews in his office-studio. “But if you domesticate that friction — 
if you say, ‘I’m going to give you this thing to read, you will need to understand this history, this 
thing will happen at precisely this time every day’ — then you don’t have real friction anymore.” 
Too many contemporary-art retrospectives, he said, have begun to feel “like ‘Groundhog Day’ with 
Bill Murray.”

What began to interest him, he said, was the idea of making an exhibition that felt like some kind 
of foreign body lodged in a museum, as if by accident. “Art objects are hysteric objects,” he said. 
“They need the gaze. I wanted to try to make a place where things somehow seemed indifferent to 
you.”

Besides dispensing with labels and chronological organization, one way he went about this was using 
living flora and fauna, borrowing from work he had done in 2012 for the sprawling Documenta 13 
exhibition in Kassel, Germany. He turned a pvark’s compost yard there into a kind of feral art garden. 
Poisonous and psychotropic plants were growing; a reclining nude sculpture sported a beehive for 
a head, swarmed with bees; a white Ibizan hound, one of its forelegs dyed surreally hot-pink with 

Randy Kennedy. « Conceptual Anarchy - Pierre Huyghe’s Unpredictable Retrospective », The New York Times,  
September 3, 2014.
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food coloring, wandered the grounds, tended by its owner, who served as a kind of gardener. (The 
dog’s painted leg, he said, “breaks the form of ‘dog,’ makes you look at it as something else.” The 
color was chosen for more personal reasons: “It makes me think of the Sex Pistols. It’s very punk, 
that color.”)

The idea of showing at the Los Angeles County Museum, he said, has interested him almost as 
much for its proximity to the La Brea Tar Pits as for its proximity to the movie industry. The dog, its 
owner and the bees will all be coming to the show. So will assorted ants and spiders, as well as recent 
works called “zoodrams,” spookily lighted underwater ecosystems that seem to hover somewhere 
between aquariums and alien landscapes, an effect Mr. Huyghe calls “nonillusionistic fiction.” (“It’s 
constructed and there are certain sets of circumstances, but you don’t control what happens inside,” 
he said.)

Michael Govan, the museum’s director — who met Mr. Huyghe several years ago when he 
commissioned a piece from him for the Dia Art Foundation — said that Los Angeles’s exposure 
to European artists of Mr. Huyghe’s generation had been so limited, “it’s going to be almost as if 
he’s landing from outer space, and it’s going to be interesting to see the reaction.” Of the new work 
involving the monkey waiter, he added, “All the actors working as waiters around the city might 
have a very particular reaction to that.”

Mr. Huyghe admitted that he himself would be a bit of an alien in Southern California: “For one 
thing, I don’t drive.” But he added that he still remembered fondly, and vividly, the first time he ever 
set eyes on Los Angeles, as a teenager, in a somehow Huygheian way that few people ever will. His 
father was a pilot for Air France, and he was sometimes allowed to ride along, sitting in the cockpit 
jump seat.

“When we came into L.A., the sun was going down over the ocean, and all the lights of the city 
were shining in front of us, for what looked like forever,” he said. “It was very strange, almost too 
beautiful to believe.”

Randy Kennedy. « Conceptual Anarchy - Pierre Huyghe’s Unpredictable Retrospective », The New York Times,  
September 3, 2014.
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� 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 Documenta13
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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 Living art that really is alive 
including ants, a swarm of bees, a 
scampering dog, spider crabs and 
silver fish…It is rare for an exhibition 
at the Centre Pompidou in Paris to 
be as mobile as this one devoted 
to Pierre Huyghe. It is clear that 
mountains had to be moved in order 
to convince the health authorities 
and all sorts of committees. The 
institution has never to this extent 
incorporated the world, the world 
of microorganisms, of performers 
who mingle with the crowd, but 
also of the visitors themselves 
offered a prefabricated promenade. Rarely have exhibition 
designs been so liberal, not succumbing to display typical 
of the 1990s, or to the exaggeration common in the 2000s. 
Despite its mythical status, the film Ann Lee is therefore 
simply projected on a small plasma screen, and not nobly in 
a black box. An immortalising place par excellence, the South 
Gallery has turned into a living, better, revitalized organism 
like the compost in Kassel Park, the spirit of which infiltrates 
the specifically tailored extension. In fact, the exercise of the 
retrospective itself does not determine Pierre Huyghe’s work 
or take shape in celebration, but is approached like a sequence 
of situations or appearances. “Sophistication is not sought for, 
despite the extreme precision,” confides the exhibition curator 
Emma Lavigne. “A mediocrity was chosen to return to the 
substance of the work.” And this substance is to be scratched 
in terms of time and not space. To scratch is the correct word, 
since two works stir the stratigraphy of the Centre Pompidou. 
Through a sanding process, Timekeeper exhumes the ghosts 
of previous exhibitions like a geological cross-section, whilst 
another abrasion revives the green in the “Tell Me” exhibition 
by Guy de Cointet. An opening cut in the cymatium reveals 
not only a work of art, but also a view of the technology room 
and behind the scenes of the institution.

While artists of his generation undermined the notion 
of author, the “I” is invited through an autobiographical door 
for the first time. What strikes us? A sort of archaic monolith 
in ruins. This concrete dolmen, a public commission entrusted 
to Parvine Curie, was formerly in the Pierre de Coubertin 
secondary school in Chevreuse (Yvelines), attended by the 
artist as a teenager. This surviving landmark from the past 
summons another, the soundtrack of conferences by Pontus 
Hulten at the Institut des Hautes Études en Arts Plastiques, 
a structure that Huyghe revered like many of his peers. 

Other reverberations appear here 
and there, prominent with Gordon 
Matta-Clark, subtler with Michael 
Asher. A completely unknown 
film from 1986, named ‘À part,’ 
summarizes the repertoire of 
images and concerns that torment 
the artist in subsequent decades. 
The idea of this retrospective is 
precisely to restore coherence to 
this complex work, to highlight 
the logic of organic thought, in 
permanent progress, to quote the 
title of one of his films, without 
smoothing over the ellipses. “Each 

work is reinterpreted, and we see how the pieces develop into each 
other,” clarifies Emma Lavigne. The exhibition enables elusive 
pieces, that few people had wind of, to be discovered, like this 
pedestal bearing the footsteps of a dancer, a performance 
encouraged by Pierre Huyghe during the  “Traffic” exhibition 
at the CAPC in Bordeaux in 1996.

The question of otherworldliness is very quickly raised, 
with this photo from 1995 where the artist has added a 
junction to a path. Crossed by the Association des temps 
libérés that disengages from the exhibition process and plays 
on the notion of flow. Effusion that also misleads this pink 
sand – an unexpected pictorialist element– that appears to 
escape from its clepsydra. The question of time and boredom 
infuses the Toison d’Or (Golden Fleece), an act where idle 
teenagers have donned masks or, several years later, Extended 
Holidays, when Huyghe suggests that students go away on 
holiday again on their return to the classroom. The artist 
likes to strike out, or even stem reality, with Streamside Day, 
celebrating the birth of a new town that is as artificial in 
appearance as the set of the Truman Show. He also likes to 
shake up the foundations, by rediscovering the history of 
the Neue Nationalgalerie in Berlin, by revealing the broken 
dreams of a better world with It’s not time for dreaming, or by 
plunging into a crystal cave. In spite of the extreme freedom 
offered to visitors and witnesses invited to forage or linger, 
one thing is clear: Pierre Huyghe is not a loafer or a gleaner. 
Everything is thought-out or reflected upon. Everything 
corresponds through an interlocking network. Everything 
is destined to last even when the last visitor’s steps cease 
resonating within the Centre Pompidou. �
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Installation view of "Pierre Huyghe" 
at the Centre Pompidou. © Roxana Azimi.




