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Interview with Mai-Thu Perret -

Maya Chamaa: In the creation of your puppets, what kin

P e S
AND: /- S EVERVTIHE YOUWORKON YOUKSELE
r 5 =\
~ ‘.",‘; You SBVSEMORE ' \

‘\l = QUARE NORE
4 YOUKE A REEBWI
WHAT ARE YOU OFFERING A CHILD

NoT' A SET OF L ROLES \.
PASSING m THE NIGHT ..
\OUREOFFBRINGACHILD HBmAND mw NESS 5

THE TREASURE OF - COVSClOUSNESS
THE TREASURE' OF/ . A\\MRENBSS ;
IF.YOU DONT ' HELP | %= OTHER BEINGS CUT
HROUGH THE JLLUS-{~ + BECAUSE YOU'RE
e S HAT"*EB-SW )
& 8 (l“ LN
I M”"f \sTi'ATBLSE 1S THERE 77 \“[\f
ARE YOU 001 7 NG Mo
“m]; 3 NG o REOPTI'BDANC‘E

ARE m»mvséowc 'mm N -mesmr: \ \" l ’
DON'T WE nmm OFFTIE COSMMES? | /

THATS WHAT | FELT AS A cmw i 'l:
WE ARE ALWAYS ON THE %10 (l\'STAGBC}"w
{N&J&/&?Sm‘fsu -.~i"T\; “' nw':sml,w)

B BEEN T mTwQ;%D DCO*‘“ ROLE @R
l 1 KNO GI | DONT Tl uc‘
) 'AMASTBR AT THAT saoa@r’é’s'q"%%f’u"&s

s ANYBODY HOME »99 2t A, Ltz%oﬂ

|01Atsllml-‘ IS ANYBODY uomm suap |i,1, nA\r

IP | GIVE \ng THE E\'TtLR.w, ’I‘HINGS _,, g*'_l

" 3IM A GOOD

d

]
of body has inspired you? Is it a specific body or is it yours? | §ds} true
A3 0
¥

Is it a self-portrait?

n it was the ﬁm |methl

Mai-Thu Perret: I have done a lot of different figures, but ofNey Mexen: Lowoy ld h oien wox k‘ l s ud d to writeRbout 3 fitional
3 3 group of people. The narrative involved a group of women
I'have only made a few things that were genuinely puppets. i a Aot 1h i M calit i it ied to e
The first picce that I made was actually a mannequin. Gen-  Paulina Olowska: Could you please say more about the nar- &“ xth P Y, o i wr T wr:
erally, T think T make mannequins rather than puppets,  rative of the Crystal Frontier? I e v - Decanse they were Sstrated withow

because they are not really animated and very rarely move

and being female, 1 was, at that time, living in New York

and it was always the same thing—being in between jobs,
Mouuylhyh beeﬁxedmmtms. nd 1 wos ldy MP:  Yes. When I was be 2

my work, T was alwa; fi
ferencewan the puippet bul ofien thestiop - eginning my Ways  having to find money and there was always this quest for



Pavilionesque Il
M. Chamaa and P.Olowska, ‘Crystal Frontiers: Interview with Mai - Thu Perret’
Number Two 2018

SIMON
LEE

72

freedom. My idea was to write about the life of the Crystal
Frontier women and then create their work or make one
that would depict them. )

It was quite simple and, in a way, I thought if T wrote the
story, the work would create itself, because I was generating
what the story dictated me, In a way, it took off the pressure
of trying to imagine what to create. Also, I liked it because
it meant that the work wasn’t mine. It was of the people and
this was very exciting to me.

PO:  Isthere always a representational figure within the
Crystal Frontier?

MP: At the beginning there was very little figural re-
presentation because it was much more about craft objects.
I would make the things that they made, or I would make
their i their ure, In fact, there was
very little art. It was more about writing and there was this
kind of utopian architecture, utopian design, and craft.

PO:  Isita take on the avant-garde and the idea of craft
taking over the arts?

MP:  Inthe beginning it was and at that time I also start-
ed thinking that if these people had design and architecture
they must have had art and some form of self-expression.
1 started to think about the kind of art they made, and
this is where I began working with ceramics and making
objects, It was the production of these girls, At some point,
for a show that my friend Steven Parrino did in New York,
T made this piece called La Fée Idéologie (The Fairy Ideolo-

£y) involving this life-sized puppet. The idea was that the
puppet represented everything the women in the commu-
nity had run away from or didn’t want to be anymore—and
actually what it was, was me. The concept was that it was
an image of the past, but T was using myself or a very
sketchy version of myself, to represent in this puppet. I gave
the puppet clothes from my studio and 1 made very simple
papier-maché works. It also emerged from a reference to
a book called Be Here Now. This book was very popular in
the 1970s and was written by a man named Ram Dass (born
Richard Alpert). He was teaching at Harvard and together
with his friend and associate, Timothy Leary, they were
doing the first experiments with LSD. Both left Harvard
to do things like distribute LSD in prisons and research the
effects of hallucinogenic drugs further. After this period,

Dass became a mystic and went to India. He changed his
name from Richard Alpert to Ram Dass and wrote this book
called Be Here Now which is completely amazing. It is a criti-
cism of Western society or the Western way of life and it is
all hand-drawn, This one page in particular shows a family
of three—a mother, a father, and a child. They all appear
to be puppets that are holding puppets that represent them,
creating this mirror imaging of puppets. I became obsessed
with this image because this drawing is so cool and crazy.
MC:  Was this picture a critique?

MP:  Yes, absolutely. The image depicts the alienated
way Western families live, in a sense, that they were ma-
nipulating puppets of themselves without even realizing it.
This puppet that I was working with was also meant to be
an image of alienation. It was like the alienation of the
women in the Crystal Fronticr and everything they had left
behind. That was my little story.

PO: 1 wanted to stop here with one question regarding
this theory of the abject by Julia Kristeva. Abjection pre-
serves what existed in the archaism of pre-objectal relationship,
in the immemorial violence with which a body becomes sepa-
rated from another body in order to be. The abject marks what
Kristeva terms a primal repression, and I was wondering if this
is something that you think about?

MP:  Yes, | think that maybe it is something that
1 thought about because It is something you inevitably end
up thinking about in terms of figures. However, these were
really meant to be mannequins.

PO:  How do you describe your way of thinking about
mannequins?

MP: My way of thinking about mannequins is that it is
a commodity. The mannequin is what you use in the store
to sell things. And I think it also came from Mike Kelly: The
Uncanny, because he has this whole thing with the origin of
figurative sculpture. I was really captivated with this work
and this theory about how figurative sculpture happens,

PO:  Yes, and it’s very similar to Kristeva’s theory.

MP:  Exactly, and he also talks about abjection. For ex-
ample, the idea of the first figurative representation of the
human body as things that were placed inside tombs in
order to accompany the deceased, He also discusses Edgar
Degas and Little Dancer Aged Fourteen
in regard to the fandamental trans-
gression that this dancer represents,
because he put the real clothing,
the tutu, onto the bronze sculpture.
It suddenly created this short cut
between the real body and the body
of the sculpture, somehow making
her into a corpse. This is always some-
what on my mind. With figures, or
mannequins, this show was a state-
ment. It was situated in Art Basel and
my intention was to create a kind
of market, so the audience could see
all the clothing of the women from
the Crystal Frontier. The mannequins
were meant to be the display sys-
tem for these clothes. The Russian
Avant-Garde shaped it and a text
that T wrate inspired the clothing. My
friend made the clothes and she is also
very interested in this Avant-Garde
design. In the beginning they were
puppets, then they were mannequins
and finally they became statues—
figures in space. This was the slight progression in the cre-
ation of this work.

"

;

MC: Did you think about performance? Perhaps a man-
nequin and some people playing with this idea of the abject?

MP:  Yes, I did later on. T always thought about perfor-
mance but for me performance is difficult because I like
it when things are sort of dead, in a way. | have done one
performance with a dancer in 2014 or 2015 in Geneva.
It went to different places, but it was premiered here,
It was exactly this idea where you animate the puppet,
I have always known these things could move or that the
figures make the viewers themselves into mannequins by
standing next to them in the space. It’s this kind of un-
canny, doubling of yourself that was really important. In
this piece the idea was to work with a musician, a singer,
and a dancer. The musician was Beatrice Dillon, from
London, the singer/songwriter was Tamara Barnett-Herrin
who is a really old friend of mine and the dancer was Anja
Schmidt from Geneva. This puppet piece was based on the
Japanese art form called Bunrakn. It is this amazing form
of traditional Japanese puppetry where they use life-sized
marionettes and the person manipulating the puppet is not
hidden, Usually in Western puppetry there is some kind
of device that hides the manipulator and the focus is only
on the puppet. There is an illusionistic demand.

The system of Bunraku has a very traditional Japanese
stage that is codified and ritualized. On the side of the
stage, you have a musician and a singer, who is the voice
of the puppets, The background may have a big tree or a set
of trees, maybe a house, but is extremely simple and does
not change. In the center is where the puppets are mani-
pulated. I think that in traditional Bunraku there are usu-
ally three people, two working with the body and one that
works with the head. The manipulators are dressed in all
black and the puppet is almost as big as they are. The dance
is between the body of the puppets and the body of the

p which is ¢ ly incredible. This became
my fixation—to work with the puppet and the dancer live
on stage. Together with my friend Tamara Barnett-Herrin,
who would write the songs and be the voice, we wrote this
narrative of transformation of different bodies, from one
to the next, The puppets become different characters.

PO:  How is the set? Was it like a theater situation or was
it more like a performance? ‘

MP:

It was a performance situation and was constructed

like an abstracted Bunraku set. You had the puppet in the
center with the dancer and it was very frontal, The audience
was not in the same space with the dancer. Apart from the -
typewriter, the only stage element was the light. It was big
and round, resembling the moon.

Is it only women who manipulate the puppets?

AP:  Yes. I’s only one woman who manipulates the
puppet. The crew is all women.
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PO:  What about the script - is it yours?

MP:  Yes, the overall narrative is mine, but the individ-
ual songs were written by Tamara. It is an overall process
where the two of us discuss the development of the piece.
I send her books, poems, or inspiration and she sends me
other materials in response. Then in the studio, here in
Geneva, we do this two-week session where we work
together with the musician (Beatrice Dillon) and the dancer
(Anja Schmidt) to try and come up with how the puppet will
function. It was quite difficult technically to figure out how
to work with this body that was a bit lumpy and the ar-
ticulation wasn't working well. On the other hand, it gave
the body an imperfect quality like a Bunraku puppet. One
day, I would like to have a professional for the puppet be-
cause I would like to design something with more puppets,
This comes from a desire I have for creating this work at
The Kitchen. /

PO: T have a question about fashion, because one of the
first works 1 saw of yours was in Venice. It was this silver
mannequin outfitted in an awesome skeleton dress made
by Schiaparelli, There is this characteristic of an obvious
use of fashion and, as you mentioned, in collaboration with
your friend, but could you say something about this?

MP: __ Firstly, I think fashion is important because it is
the shape of the time you are in and also it’s a form of self
-expression that everyone uses. It’s a part of everyday life
and the everyday life of the body. I've always been interest-
ed in avant-garde fashions partly because the outfit is one
of the places where social prescriptions on the body or rules
of the body are enforced. It is where people are trying to

lutionize clothing, b ior, or the way of existing in
society, 1 find it, of course, especially a feminine thing. Or it
is identified in our society as a very female thing,

PO:  1would like to move to the subject of your most
recent work. Tn a sense, T feel the title of our conversation
here could be Puppetry and War and I wanted to ask you
about your newest piece at the David Kordansky Gallery.
1 think the representation of the woman warrior is a perti-
nent subject now for all matters and you turned it into a set
of mannequins.

MP:  Yes, so the show is in Los Angeles. It is structured
around eight, maybe nine female figures or i

Iwatched the video and became completely enthralled with
it. I started looking at other videos and I fell into this rab-
bit hole of observing these images of young Kurdish girls
who are sixteen to twenty-two years old, living in a place
that is in a total state of upheaval and war. They are trying
to create a new kind of system of government according

to more inaveryp 1 world.
In the state of Rojava where they live there is a state that
was founded on the ruins of Syrian power. Kurdish peo-
ple ically took over, t di

representing female soldiers. T made these pieces for an
exhibition last year for a museum in Dallas. In a way, this
is a second iteration of showing this work, because I really
played with the display of the exhibition. When I put on
the show in Dallas I had a number of concerns. The first
one was a muscum called the Nasher Sculpture Center that

D in ‘They have a lot of very
canonical sculptures. They have a very beautiful Rodin, an
amazing Naum Gabo, and some figurative and abstract
sculp that are very i It was a show for a con-
text that was very museum-like. I think I have a tendency
to mimic or play with an exhibition place when I am pre-
sented with it. I just think “Okay, it is a sculpture museum,
so T am going to do free-standing sculptures.” I did not want
to do a show with too many objects on the wall or paintings
and in a way, Twas kind of aping what was going on in the
museum as a place. Figurative sculpture and the body are
always important in my work. At this point, I had not done
mannequins in some time, so I was interested in working
with this and there was a general geo-political context that
1 was working on. It was a horribly depressing period with
terrorist attacks in Paris and the war in Syria—all of these
images of bodies in pain and also the questions within
the Islamic state regarding women'’s bodies being erased,
During this time Valerie Snobeck, who I didn’t know
very well, sent me a video on Facebook about the Kurdish
Woman's Protection Units in Northern Syria in Rojava.

to the principles of their leader, Abdullah Ocalan of the PKK
in Turkey. This kind of communism is based on ecologi-
cal principles, feminist principles, and of the recognition
of the people, It is a very strange place because politically
they set up these protection units, or militias, and for every
male part they need to have a female counterpart. So, for

le, a icipal ilor, who is a man, will always
need a female council to counter balance. This is very in-
tense in this particular part of the world. So, they created
this female army to counterbalance the male army. These
young females enroll voluntarily. There was a documen-
tary showing them not fighting but maintaining everyday
life—playing together, singing folk songs, and visiting their
parents, It was so moving. At some point, when it came
to the exhibition, | wanted to do something with figures
to pay homage to these people, Knowing that of course
it is a projection because I have never been there, and
it is not a documentary work in any way. I did not want
it to be exploitative.

MC:  How was the show received in Dallas?

MP: It was strange in Dallas because I think people

d their own viol American viol gun
violence and, of course, it was before Trump was elected
as the President of the United States. Dallas, 1 think,




SIMON
LEE

74

is a democratic city, but the state of Texas is very Republican.
So, it was very strange in this context, but it was also very in-
teresting, because people were discussing the Vietnam War,
women and violence, and violence on women,

MC:  In the show it was also conceived of puppets standing
on a carpet on the floor?

MP:  Yes, so the show in Dallas was much more immersive.
The viewer was in the space and had to descend the stairs
where there was a glass covered in Vaseline and then one could
enter the room.

PO:  How did you get the idea to use Vaseline?

MP: It was because, at first, 1 was looking to build a cin-
derblock wall or have a silicone curtain, but I could not
find a material that worked well. Then I thought of putting
something on it and I liked the Vaseline because it has a sort
of sexual connotation, Vaseline is also a petroleum product
and the War in Syria has a lot to do with oil as well. It is also
something you put on the body and petroleum is something
used for lubricating guns, I also was fond of the fact that it
made the glass very blurry and you could not really make out
who was inside, The viewer walked around the mannequins
and it became more about this uncanny encounter, If you look
at photographs of visitors in the room with the figures you
cannot make out who is a puppet and who is a human,

MC:  Are the guns real?

MP:  No, the guns are made from polyester resin replicas
and they are actually replicas of a replica. I bought a pellet

gun, a compressed air gun, online and it’s an AK47, We pro- _

duced a lot of replicas and many different versions. I think
itis very seductive because they have candy-like colors and are
not war-like colors at all.

PO: How did you feel about the relationship between
the figures and the carpet?

MP:  Tsuppose the carpet was meant to be a giant flag and
I think I wanted to make it less about this particular political
story and more about this mental state, The carpet helped
with this image because it looks like a projection or like
a Rorschach test—it had some abstract expressionist painting
aspect to it and I liked that it was in a different space. I think
what I really worked on was trying to adapt different materials
I'had previously used in other exhibitions into this one show.
It was somewhat like a collage, trying to make sense of dis-
jointed materials like wicker hands and silicone faces. Some
of the silicone faces are highly realistic and usually they are
molds of a friend’s face. I like reintroducing this other level
of reality. For instance, there is an image of Latifa Echakhch,
an artist, and Laura Ravelli, a gallerist from Milan. You can
recognize these people in the mannequins and it is a very
strange thing. The faces are ceramic, There are also bodies
made from papier-maché and boots made of bronze. It was
important for me to have bronze present because then it be-
comes “a real sculpture.” There is this contrast between very
cheap, basic materials like papier-miché and then very fancy
black, bronze boots.

MC: What do you think about the feminization in pup-
petry? Do you think that something like this exists or is it
a subject to be made? I suppose Contemporary Art is great,
in a way, because it introduces new languages. Now we can fi-
nally talk more about crafts, higher archaists, lower archaists,
and collaboration, What we are trying to do with Pavilionesque
is administer the marionette and the puppetry as a technique
and your work, intuitively, has so much of it.

MP: [think quite intuitively, because I actually don’t know
that much about the history of puppetry. There are a few
things T have seen that I respond to and there is an obvious
kind of conflation of the body and the female doll. ‘I'here
is this natural urge to sort of reclaim this alienated image
of oneself because the doll is this passive woman that doesn’t

move, react, have will power, doesn’t have an agenda and
is manipulated by this sort of god-like figure who is usually
a puppeteer and normally expected to be a man. The Sandman
for instance, where puppets come into being because of a lov-
ing man who has created this puppet and it becomes this sort
of perfect girlfriend, in a way, and she will never disobey you,

PO:  Yes, but also, as women, we have puppets from the be-
ginning. We are given a puppet as our first thing to play with,

MP: _ Yes, but isn’t this a part of trying to make you into
a mother? [ have always thought that this is what it was all
about. I always thought it was terrible and I hated it, When
I was a kid I didn’t really like “the baby” because 1 always
thought it was encouraging your role of having a child later
in life and T think that is kind of horrible.

PO:  Iwanted to ask you about the Crystal Frontier and how,
in a way, you are creating a specific environment for these
figures. Is there something abstract or do you have a goal
of what you would like to create with them? You spoke about
The Kitchen and creating an even larger environment with the
Bunraku, but is there thing else you are thinking of?

MP:  Well, there is something I have always wanted to do
and that is not only to have ing puppets but ing
sculptures, It is my little fantasy to think about creating a play
where the sculptures would move just as much as the people
acting. T guess I am always working towards this with different
projects, but I still haven’t done anything like it. T think the
stage set element is another aspect T would like to work with.

*Mai-Thu Perret - a Swiss multidisciplinary artist, encom-
passing sculpture, painting, installation and performance,
In her works she combines feminist politics with literary texts
and homemade crafts and 20" century avant-garde aesthe-
tics. She studied at Cambridge University (BA in English) and
at the Whitney Independent Study Program, New York.
Since 1999 she has been working on a project called The
Crystal Frontier - a fictional narrative chronicling the lives
of a group of radically minded self-exiled in New Mexico
to establish a feminist ¢ Awarded both the 2011
Zurich Art Prize and Le Prix Culturel Manor 2011.
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