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MERCATORFONDS

‘When the work leaves the studio, you have to rethink it’, says Sophie Whettnall (b. 1973), a contemporary Belgian artist
whose work ranges from drawing and sculpture to video art, installation and performance. This copiously illustrated
volume, a journey out of the studio through the studio, takes us into Whettnall’s plastic universe while offering glimpses
of the creative process itself. Conversation, the inner dialogue of the artist at work as well as dialogues with fellow
artists and colleagues, is an intrinsic part of that process, and Sophie Whettnall (at) Work unfolds around three
conversations. In one, Whettnall and Marina Abramović discuss transmission, femininity and violence – themes that
they approach in interestingly different ways. In another, Emiliano Battista and Scott Samuelson situate Whettnall’s
work and practice in the broader context of contemporary art through exchanges about intimacy, quietness, the role 
of humour and bookmaking. Lastly, Whettnall and Carine Fol talk through the rethinking that goes on when the work
leaves the studio, in a conversation that can also be read as a reflection on the process of re-imaging art for the 
space of the page.    
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1 — exhibition view, Longueur d’ondes, 2018



2 — Untitled (Paper Cut) (detail), 2018     3 — Plaster Landscape #3, 2018



4 — Plaster Landscape #7 (detail), 2018 5 — Plaster Landscape #1, 2018



6 — Cotton Candy Landscape #3 (detail), 15, 1 (detail), 2018



7 — exhibition view, Longueur d’ondes, 2018     



8 — Cotton Candy Landscape #2, 2018



10 — exhibition view, Frieze, 20189 — Untitled (Paper Cut), 2018



Frieze (detail), 2018



11 — Self-Portrait as a Volcano, 2011



An Unrehearsed Adventure
Emiliano Battista in Conversation with Scott Samuelson

Emiliano – The first thing that struck me about sophie is that she has been a relatively quiet artist. i couldn’t
find an interview or conversation with her in print. a search on YouTube turned up none of the ubiquitous
two-minute clips in which we see an artist speaking about a new show or piece. There are no artist’s talks
on vimeo. she did give me some texts written for one or another exhibition – their presence is a reality that
even the most reticent of artists has had to accept – but nothing in which i could hear her voice discussing
her work. This is unusual given that the art world has been for quite some time an enormous machine for the
production of discourse. The days when artists, such as andy warhol, would answer interviewers’ questions
with amused monosyllables (‘Yes’/‘No’) are long gone; so too is Plato’s idea that if you want to understand
what poets do and how poetry works, you should not waste your time asking poets, for they will not know. 
Now artists are expected to talk, for the simple reason that they’re always already also editors, theoreticians,
researchers, political activists, social workers, journalists, educators, collectors, curators, chefs, historians,
lecturers, etc. Not as sidelines to their work, but as their work. small wonder, then, that what we might think
of as academic, political or journalistic forms of expression and knowledge sharing have become forms of
artistic practice, resulting in a proliferation of books, conferences, talks and the like. 

Scott – what you’re calling an ‘enormous machine for the production of discourse’ is hardly limited to the
art world. Jacques Derrida once declared that there is nothing hors-texte, and ever since then it’s felt like
nothing but text, textuality, texting – much of it blah-blah-blah. 

E – right, and what struck me about sophie is that she has not framed her work in a web of theories, 
stated commitments or historical references that weave themselves into the fabric of the work and orient its
reception. what is more, her multidisciplinary work is mostly silent as well. she works with video, but she
doesn’t make documentaries, film-essays, or features about current or historical events. Her videos can be
ranged into two types. There are those in which she stages a scene, such as Shadow Boxing, Excess of
Yang or Over the Sea. and there are those in which she positions the camera and observes a scene that has
for one reason or another captured her eye: people crossing an overpass (Passerelle); a man standing on
the helm of a boat, the wind flapping his wide trousers (Homme debout); a vendor in some sort of ticket
booth, his face framed by the metal grille (Homme en cage); recording the sunlight as it filters into her studio
through the windows (Recording the Light), or as it shimmers in dots on the sea’s surface (Bling Bling).

S – i think sophie’s quietness makes space for intimacy. all the artist statements and theoretical
interpretations in the world, even when they’re illuminating (they’re usually the opposite), don’t add up 
to intimacy. it’s not simply about feeling close, although that’s part of it. it’s certainly not about coming 
to an understanding, although connecting can also be part of intimacy. intimacy has something to do with
revealing vulnerability, but it also has something to do with the strangeness of that revelation. i’m shocked
at how little i know about other people, even people i’ve known for years, even my own children. what are
they thinking? How does music sound to them? where are their borders of comfort and anxiety? i’m also
shocked by how little i know about myself. what am i really thinking and feeling? where are my borders?
That confusion is the moment of vulnerability where – with a touch of art – intimacy happens.

sophie’s videos are often funny, not necessarily in the laugh-out-loud sense, but in the sense that they
embody the structure of humour. Think of the rueful humour of Conversation Piece I, where the tension
between her and the cook is released in his throwing food at her mouth. The usually simple act of eating
becomes a menacing process of feeding: a low-tech but equally inefficient version of the feeding machine 
in Chaplin’s Modern Times. The structure of humour reveals something (so this is how her mind works) and
conceals it too (i have no idea what she’s thinking). This reversal makes her work feel intimate, maybe
because that’s how we encounter ourselves. i, for one, have been known to laugh in moments of intimacy.

12 — Paysage japonais, Portugal, 2003 (stills)



13 — Shadow Boxing, 2004 (stills)



Shadow Boxing, 2004



14 — Conversation Piece 1, 2005 (stills)



E – Maybe the video that most clearly embodies the structure of humour is Excess of Yang, where we
discover at the end that the Formula one car the artist had supposedly been driving at amazing speed has
in fact been parked the whole time, its wheels spinning in the air. Chaplin and keaton would have approved;
think of keaton on the handlebars of a motorcycle whose driver, he discovers after a while, is long gone. 
Quietness and the structure of humour meet in La dormeuse, a tongue-in-cheek work in which we see the
artist dozing off at an outside café, her head – in a distant echo of a
couple of Modigliani portraits – propped horizontally on an obliging hand
while people talk all around her. sophie’s work is an exploration of the
paradoxical force of this slumbering and silent body, and the image of her
dozing unperturbed by the surrounding chatter can be seen as a metaphor
for her attitude and aesthetic practice more broadly.

S – another aspect of sophie’s intimacy, similar to humour, involves seeing
and being-seen. The early work Diptyque Autoportrait is a split screen
where we can see what she’s seeing and see her at the same time. 
in Random Fight, she appears as two video-game avatars of herself, each
attacking the other, as if operated by players who have yet to learn how
the controls work. she’s attacking herself: now there’s a symbol i have no
problem connecting with! in Desk Peace, she looks straight into the
camera as she delivers a series of punches: she’s attacking us. even Over
the Sea, which is tightly focused on her lower legs and the back 
of her feet as she’s walking in high heels, makes me feel both voyeuristic
(i’m staring relentlessly at her legs) and sympathetic (i’m aware of her
awkwardness in navigating the terrain in heels). it’s not that i feel how she
sees or see how she feels, but i feel close to such feeling and seeing.
in the Letter to Edgar King, Hugo von Hofmannsthal says, ‘Most people 
do not live in life, but in a simulacrum, in a sort of algebra in which nothing
exists and in which everything only signifies. i would like to profoundly
experience the being of each thing.’ He also says, ‘one can never express
a thing quite as it is.’ Both remarks are suggestive of sophie’s work.

E – Those passages from Hofmannsthal crystallise my sense that sophie’s
videos are not epic poems but visual haikus. whether staged or not, the
videos are fully consumed in a singular observation, in the laser beam
focus on a situation or moment, which she never allows to dissolve into
investigations of the conditions of possibility of what is observed, or into
what those conditions tell us about perception, the world or the economy. Take the famous haiku by ezra
Pound: ‘The apparition of these faces in the crowd:/Petals on a wet, black bough.’ we don’t know anything
about these faces: to whom do they belong? where are they going? where did they come from? we know
that they are. we know also that, like the petals, the full meaning of their existence is contained in their
apparition. The same holds for the people crossing the overpass, for the man in the ticket booth, for the
birds perching on the electricity line at dusk, for the light shimmering on the sea’s surface. To ask if Pound’s
faces and sophie’s birds mean anything beyond their existence is to miss the point, and yet our instinct is 
to do just that: for the most part, we paper over the mute presence of things with the ‘algebra’ of meaning.
actually, we expect art to be one of the highest forms of that algebra, and we’re often at a loss when it foils
our expectations. it’s important to mention here that we cannot understand sophie’s quietness as a
negative, an absence, a mere refusal to speak. it’s easy to say nothing, and even easier to act as if the
refusal to speak were the manifestation of a deeper wisdom. That doesn’t undo meaning, it just refuses 
to play the game. it’s harder, though, to subvert the algebra from inside, to push the tendency to signify
inherent to every representation to the point where it starts to come undone and the mute presence of
things appear. sophie plays the game: she positions her camera in front of birds, the sea, her own self; she
traces lines on paper and drills holes into wood panels to let the light shine through; she shapes matter into
form. she takes the risk of addressing her self and things, of sounding them out, and she does not shy away
from their silence. 

S – what you’re describing as the haiku element in sophie’s work is perhaps another kind of intimacy, when
we’re able to see or be without worrying about what we’re seeing or being: an intimacy with life. You’ve just
referred to the work of sophie’s i come back to most, especially when i’m feeling out of balance myself. 
in Life Balance, a string of birds perched on a wire is agitated, and they swoop up into the air before settling
back down, bird by bird, in a not-quite-perfect row along the wire. Cars go by, many probably heading
home, as the sky over the mountains is purple. on a flagpole the american flag and a Pow/Mia (‘You are
not forgotten’) flag flap in the breeze. The finale of the video involves the few last birds flying around until
they find their spaces. The whole thing is incredibly mundane, and yet when the last bird finds its spot on
the crowded wire, i feel an enormous sense of peace and triumph.

The haiku in her work connects to another element: what i’ll call, for lack of a better term, ‘spiritual
discipline’, where she stages an encounter with her own life in an effort to find intimacy with it. The video
that most clearly shows this element is Shadow Boxing, where a martial artist delivers blow after blow an
inch away from her, and she takes it without flinching. This is the work of the self on the self that i could
imagine in the repertoire of ancient stoic discipline.

in the original ink drawings of the series Self-Portrait as a Volcano, she finds a technique – depicting things
with wavy sets of horizontal or vertical lines – and uses it to draw an imagined volcano. The drawing makes
no bones about its being a
drawing, something made by
her hand, but it also clearly
registers as a volcano. Then
she draws the volcano again:
what would it look like under
different circumstances? Then
again. it takes on a personality,
a self. Because she is making
it with her own technique, it is
her self. it is changing. she is
changing. what is it doing to
her to draw it? what we as the
viewers see – and this applies
more broadly to her work – is
twofold: first, a set of ink-on-
paper volcano drawings (with
iterations in other media);
second, the record of what i’m
calling a spiritual discipline,
the work of the self on the
self, which is rooted in the
most confusing, most
astonishing intimacy of all:
being a self.

15 — Over the Sea, 2007 (still) 16 — installation views, Skyline, 2018



E – i see the drawings as explorations of textures and contrasts (holes, rips, tears, layering), and of the
interplay between figuration and abstraction (two recent series, Cotton Candy Landscapes and Plaster
Landscapes, offer good examples). Her sculptures, for their part, are concerned with creating textured
spaces or environments and shaping light; her interventions in public space and her in situ drawings seem
above all to attest to a fascination – natural, perhaps, for someone who uses light as matter – for shadows
and shimmers. a recent piece consisted of attached pieces of bamboo that formed a zigzagging line across
a pond. it’s a work that existed at the very margins of the visible: it almost merged entirely into its
environment. But it produced a stunning effect: the surface of the water was ruffled by the wind on one side
of the bamboo and smooth as a mirror on the other. it was like drawing on water using an extreme economy
of means: one crooked line traced across a pond. sophie is attentive to these effects. The original title of
that piece, now called Skyline, was Des ronds dans l’eau, which actually describes the ripple effect produced
when a stone is thrown into a body of water, and not the shape of the bamboo itself.

S – i find myself asking the question ‘Where is sophie’s art?’ in one sense, this question applies broadly 
in an age when a video installation in Madrid is just as likely to be seen online by someone in iowa City as by
someone in Madrid. But the question applies more specifically to sophie’s work. when it’s intimately situated
in a place, it puts the place and the art in a new relationship. The lighting isn’t just a way of showing the work
but part of it. in the video Ligne, she draws a chalk line – crookedly – down the centre of a road and then
continues to draw it off road. other artists do similar things to blur the distinction between art and reality, but
that doesn’t seem to be what sophie’s up to. Her art is comfortable with dwelling in several places at once – 
in the line, on the road, off the road, in the video, in this book, in the ongoing process of finding her way.

E – The line is a persistent and fundamental motif in sophie’s work. in Ligne, the chalk line at first doubles 
the line created by the road, until it breaks off on its own, as if it had missed a turn and kept on going. 
The video Road Stretch is a double projection: on one side, the blue line created by the crash barrier cuts 
the landscape horizontally, while on the other the structure of a bridge cuts the landscape vertically. Contre-
basse is a different articulation of the same juxtaposition: for two minutes, we see a bow slowly gliding
across the strings of a double bass – the whole work is in the interplay between the vertical strings and the
horizontal bow. The face of the man in Homme en cage is both framed and cut by the vertical bars. 
in Passerelle, the procession of figures walking across the overpass is framed, at the bottom, by the sides 
of the structure. in Maniaco-depressif Tam Tam, the cityscape in the distance is cut by the vertical line traced
by a human figure (the artist herself) jumping up and down in slow motion. Scène d’attente is set in a church
and in a theatre, and what seems to catch sophie’s eye is the orderly rows of chairs gradually being filled up
by human presences; at one point, the image freezes just as one person in the theatre turns his head to look
behind him, breaking for a second the symmetrical order of the whole. Pong 1972 is not only another video-
game reference, but a sort of companion piece to Life Balance, except that in Pong 1972 the line cutting the
horizon is that of a funicular (the planes flying by in the background – accelerated and staccato presences
reminiscent of early video-game technology – draw yet another line). a recent work, entitled Frieze, consisted
of a long strip of pink paper, evenly creased so that it seemed at once contractible and expandable,
cascading from the ceiling and arranged in a large coil on the floor. There is Endless Landscape, Montagne
au mètre, Recording the Light, the in situ drawing Tancat per obres… the list can go on and on. and, were we
to be thorough and exhaustive, we would have to consider the fact that walking is a way of tracing a line and
is itself, like the line, a recurring and insistent motif. without a line, the horizon would not be the horizon, but
an undifferentiated continuum receding into the distance. similarly, without holes to channel the sunlight,
light would have no tangible form, but would be nothing more than a diffused luminosity.

regarding your question, ‘Where is sophie’s art?’, i’ll limit myself to mentioning this, which i think needs to
be considered: in Shadow Boxing, the pugilist’s blows never touch sophie’s immobile and unflinching figure,
but they do come close enough for her hair to billow in the wind generated by his speed and for her frame
to be obscured by the shadow of his punches. wind, shadow, light. None of this is accompanied by
pronouncements about the politics of light and shadow, or of the line, or of walking; or about the perils of
climate change, the state of feminism, violence; or the equal capacity for tenderness and cruelty inherent 
to the closest family bonds (a theme sophie explores in Transmission Line). That is not to say, of course,
that these issues are absent from the work. 

17 — Ligne, 2007 (still)



18 — Ligne (Mer), 2007 19 — Ligne (Route), 2007



20 — Excess of Yang, 2010 (stills)



Excess of Yang, 2010



S – Thank God sophie doesn’t use her art to preach at me about the horrors of neo-liberalism! imagine this
scenario. with a few patrons at a bar you strike up a conversation about the news on Tv. if you find that
you’re all like-minded, isn’t it likely that you’ll celebrate your wisdom and rectitude and belittle your political
opponents for their ignorance and bad motives? But let’s imagine that you’re not all like-minded. if the
group at the bar persists in this mode of engagement, you’re likely to get defensive and even be offensive.
what if, in the midst of the argument, you relieve the collective pressure by sharing a story, one that opens
up about the suffering at the root of your political positions? isn’t this last form of communication the one
with the most possibility for making a positive difference – not only in the immediate social environment 
but in the surrounding political environment? 

Art engagé, for better and usually for worse, is continuous with the mode of celebration and scorn. art like
sophie’s is continuous with the intimate aside, but it finds a voice up to a bigger task than sharing a
personal story. For democracy not to degrade into its worst forms, it’s necessary that its voices are unique,
real and diverse. it’s also important that its voices connect. we can’t really have a public life without an
intimate life. insofar as the relentlessly ‘social’ and mediated quality of our world is eating away at both public
and private life, we all need to find – or re-find – our voices. sophie’s is a woman’s voice, a cosmopolitan
voice, a voice in search of itself. she doesn’t preach or whine. she is serious. she can make fun of herself.
Her voice enhances the quality of our suffering – often by revealing its absurdity. Her art doesn’t speak 
for us; it whispers to us – in a way that can startle us into a different way of relating. i’d take that over 
a blistering indictment of neo-liberalism any day!

E – in many ways, everything that Jacques rancière has to say about the politics of art is an extrapolation
of the dynamics and implications at play in a joiner who, while working for a wealthy client, pauses to
admire the landscape and delight in its beauty. it’s a moment that may help us talk about politics in
relation to sophie’s work, one that offers the added benefit of being about landscape, a genre sophie
loves. Come to think of it, a lot of her work, across all the media she works in, is in that genre. she has
even conceived her upcoming show at CeNTraLe in Brussels as an environment-cum-landscape: stars,
icebergs, and the forest. 

it’s difficult to discuss politics in relation to sophie’s work because we tend to associate the politics of art
with the politics of its subject matter. art about social and political issues – war, famine, misery, institutional
violence and corruption, the ravages of colonialism and so on – is ‘political’, as if the mere fact of addressing
such themes amounted to politics. By the same token, art that doesn’t deal with those issues is not. 
This almost knee-jerk reaction reflects the long shadow cast by Marx’s theories of alienation and false
consciousness, the idea that the fog produced by capital and bourgeois ideology alienates us from
ourselves and makes us incapable of seeing the reality of our condition. art’s political task is thus to fight
against this blindness and alienation by piercing through the fog to reveal the mechanisms of oppression.
Political art denounces the horrors it renders visible, and denounces as well the horror – psychological and
economic – occasioned by our blindness to them. This double denunciation constitutes the moment of
‘awareness’ that supposedly overcomes alienation and makes us whole: awareness replaces false
consciousness and, as un-alienated beings, we can organise to fight against the forces that conspire to
oppress us. some version of this story, which essentially restages Plato’s allegory of the Cave as the story
of the masses seeing the light and storming the heavens, continues to guide our thinking today. 

if that story makes it impossible to discuss the politics of sophie’s work or of the joiner’s experience, the
problem is not so much with sophie and the joiner as with the narrow and ultimately reactionary scope of
the story itself. That, at any rate, is rancière’s point. For him, the politics of art has nothing to do with the
politics of its subject matter: a film that denounces the way the Belgian government tried to hide its
involvement in Patrice Lumumba’s assassination is not necessarily more political than sophie’s Cotton
Candy Landscapes. and that is because politics is not an intrinsic feature of a particular theme or work, 
but something that exists – as a possibility – in the relationship between the viewer and the work. Differently
put, the politics of art is the politics of the aesthetic experience, and that experience is aesthetic to the
extent that it is free – that is to say, to the extent that it is not identified with a cause or a denunciation, and
to the extent that it does not identify the viewer with a body or a people (the worker, the working class, the
proletariat, etc.). what the joiner experiences as he looks out at the landscape is not an awareness of his
condition as a worker and a new-found identification with the causes of the working class, but rather the
very opposite of that: he experiences a liberation from that condition through the freedom to occupy a
space or position other than the one he is expected to occupy as a worker. Looking out of the window, he
occupies the space of the aesthete who delights disinterestedly in the beauty of the landscape. alienation
and awareness outline a politics of identity, in which the worker is at last able to identify fully with what he 
or she is supposed to be. rancière’s story is about dis-identifying from my condition and inhabiting –
temporarily, precariously – a position other than my own. The politics of art is the politics of this possibility,
this freedom. Ultimately, the story of awareness is grounded on the supposed ignorance of the worker who,
mired in the fog of ideology, cannot think, see or speak. rancière’s rejoinder is that the problem is not that
workers can’t think, see or speak, but that philosophers can’t listen. Be that as it may, rancière happens to
think, for a number of reasons, that ‘engaged’ art doesn’t offer the space for this freedom, because it tends
to anticipate, and format, the viewer’s reaction: identity, outrage, indignation, etc. i hope these schematic
remarks suggest a lens through which it makes sense to speak about the politics of pink and yellow and
white landscapes, of volcanoes as self-portraits, of bamboos attached to one another and placed on a
pond, of the play of light and shadow. 

21 — Recording the Light, 2002



S – Most artists can be understood through how they register and use light. sophie’s use of light and
shadow is often connected to violence. in Shadow Boxing there’s a close-up of her arm where we see the
flickering shadow of the martial artist’s repeated blows. The shot, which looks almost like an abstract work,
is a quiet drama of light – made by violence. another good example is Drilling for Light, where the dots of
light are made by puncturing the art itself. i’m reminded of Lucio Fontana’s canvases in this regard.
i would also connect her use of light to intimacy. Light isn’t about a particular meaning. it’s about the act of
meaning itself: illumination – and the shadows cast by illumination. she seems irresistibly drawn to how and
where light works. sometimes whole works are devoted to this subject. other times the fascination with
light is a break from trying to parse what’s going on. Here is where her work is the most beautiful, for light 
is lovely – the ‘bling bling’ of existence.

Recording the Light, where she keeps taping around squares of sunshine as they shift, acts out our
perennial wonderment at light not staying put. at the beginning of the twelfth century al-Ghazali says, 
‘The strongest of the senses is the sense of sight. Now this looks at a shadow and sees it standing still and
motionless and judges that motion must be denied. Then, due to experience and observation, an hour later
it knows that the shadow is moving, and that it did not move in a sudden spurt.’ The problem isn’t exactly
the sense of sight, for, as Recording the Light shows, with the drawing of a line we see just how fast
patches of sunlight or shadows travel. The problem is some deep difficulty in accepting change. sophie’s
labour of taping around squares of sunlight again and again – and, by extension, her entire fascination with
depicting the movement of light – doesn’t evoke despair over our inability to seize time. if anything, it
reconciles us with our absurd and sometimes beautiful relationship to change, which is intimately related 
to our relationship to light. al-Ghazali gets closer to the issue when he says, ‘one should be most diligent 
in seeking the truth until he finally comes to seeking the unseekable.’

E – i once asked sophie about her influences, about the art that she converses with and talks to through her
work, and i must admit i was a little puzzled by what she said. Mostly, she mentioned painters – Joachim
Patinir, Piero della Francesca, rembrandt, Giotto and Bosch – pointing out that, although she does not
paint, she sees herself as a painter. Patinir made some sense given sophie’s fascination with landscape, the
genre he is best known for. His landscapes, moreover, include strange cloud formations and jutting hills that
bear a kinship to sophie’s work. when you look at them through her work, you realise just how odd the
clouds and mountains are: strange abstractions with rough textures that almost seem disconnected from
the whole and attract your attention rather than disappearing into the scenery. Focusing on them gives you
the eerie feeling that they were waiting – and it would take a few hundred years – until the moment when
people decided that they were good enough on their own. rembrandt no doubt has something to do with
the play of light and shadow. Bosch was a stretch: his universe is governed by a sense of ultimate
punishment and reward that seems entirely alien to sophie’s. That said, and this brings us back to the
question of humour, Bosch is also kind of funny, and it’s impossible not to imagine him smiling
mischievously at some of the horrors he depicted. Besides painters – and maybe you’ll know what to do
with the ones i haven’t discussed – she mentioned classical music, particularly pieces for piano and cello,
which she puts on repeat while working. Maybe there’s an important point here – namely that influence is
not only about finding evident traces of Patinir and Bach in this or that piece, but about gaining a glimpse
into the inner conversation that goes on during the creative process. what sophie gets from music is not
something in particular, but a certain idea of rigour and a structure that depends on the repetition of motifs:
drilling holes into thin sheets of wood, or methodically piercing or tearing paper both seem like they could
be linked to fingers running over keys, or bows gliding across strings, knowing that the tiniest change will
produce entirely different results. This opens up another possible reading of Contre-basse: not just a piece
about the interplay of horizontal and vertical lines, but about sophie’s creative process. she also mentioned
ingmar Bergman, and that’s an easier line to follow: Transmission Line revisits a theme – the relationship
between mother and daughter, into which sophie introduces the granddaughter as well – that Bergman, 
at least in film, made his own. The only contemporary figure she mentioned is etel adnan, and that i see
immediately: the Cotton Candy Landscapes series strikes me as a tribute to that artist. 

S – i remember reading lectures by Frank stella where he looks to Caravaggio as a model for how to
advance abstraction. The idea is that Caravaggio, coming after the artistic explosion of the sixteenth
century, explores tactility, light and space in dramatic ways that are suggestive to artists, like stella, striving
to do something new and arresting after the heyday of abstract art. when i think of sophie’s work, i think
almost the reverse of stella’s position. she seems to take inspiration less from those who master or renew 
a tradition and more from those who work at the margins of shifting traditions – more early renaissance
than Baroque. in figures such as Giotto or Piero, we feel like light and shape are being seen afresh, and
techniques are being improvised rather than reinvented. stella’s question – how can i make something
interesting in the wake of geniuses like Pollock? – seems far from sophie’s mind. Her art seems to have 
two interrelated concerns: the work of self-knowledge and the play of light. Had she been an artist five or
six hundred years ago, she would have been wondering how best to paint a column’s shadow in ways that
glorify the geometry of sunlight and activate the salvation of her soul. Just as the early renaissance masters
were finding ways out of a tradition where art was freighted with meaning, sophie is moving beyond a
similar inheritance, where modernism strove to mean everything and postmodernism dwelt anxiously with
the inability to mean anything. Patinir likes clouds. sophie likes cotton candy. Clouds and cotton candy are
good enough: they don’t have to mean anything. 

obviously, sophie’s mention of rembrandt and Bergman goes beyond my point, as they are perfections 
of their traditions, but i would guess that their appeal lies in the intense investigation of psychology by
means of light and shadow.



E – The first time i visited sophie’s studio was on a sunny spring morning, and i was reminded of Joan
Didion, who says that, as a child, Georgia o’keeffe painted ‘watercolours with cloudy skies because sunlight
was too hard to paint’. one of the windows of the studio was covered with two large wooden sheets, dark
and perforated, so that the sunlight filtered into the studio not as an undifferentiated luminosity, but as shafts
of light that fell in irregularly spaced dots on the studio floor, like glitter, or like the dots of light in Bling Bling.
it was hard to know what to look at – in other words, it was hard to know what was the work: the dots of light
on the floor, or the perforated sheets covering the window. Had the latter been placed on a wall instead, 
they would have produced a different effect and been an entirely different work. 
we could say, circling back to the question of where the work is, that this ambiguity
or indeterminacy is just another instance of a well-known trope of postmodern
thought: the dissolution of the artwork into a pure and ephemeral affectivity. There
may be truth to that, but it may also be the case that the ambiguity here is rooted in
the paradoxical attempt of inventing ways to turn light itself, that most immaterial
matter, into work.

something similar is at play in the Cotton Candy Landscapes, a series of drawings
done using cut-outs of pink and yellow paper. we see what the title invites us to
imagine as mountain ranges or valleys, although these have been reduced to
colour swathes that eliminate everything that makes a landscape distinctive, giving
us only ragged outlines in which the alternation between bright pink and soft
yellow recreate the gradations of light. Looking at these works is a bit like looking
at a landscape in the dying light of day, when everything in front of us starts to lose
its specificity and to be visible only as more or less darkened shapes disappearing
gradually into the barely illumined horizon. or like the images in a geography
textbook, where a landscape or terrain is rendered as a series of lines on a graph.
But more than that distant memory from the classroom, sophie’s Cotton Candy
Landscapes conjure up the – far more thrilling – memory of the fair, where most of
us experienced for the first time the strange alchemy of sugar, of the colour you
pleased, being spun into candy on a wooden stick. Come to think of it now, the
encounter with cotton candy may be our first metaphysical moment, the first
moment when sensory perception seems truly inadequate to the experience: the
conjuring of something out of nothing, the massive but weightless bulk, the
liquefaction of matter in our mouth.

S – Just the idea of cotton candy makes me smile at a childhood fantasy, eating a
pink cloud, and a deep-seated memory of a summer dusk at a grubby small-town
carnival, a fantasy and a memory that speak to something weird and tender at my
core – and, given how you’re waxing on about metaphysical moments, probably
not uncommon. i understand that sophie served cotton candy at the opening of
the exhibition where the Cotton Candy Landscapes were first shown. imagine all
the physical and metaphysical thoughts that were triggered!

E – eating and body themes run throughout sophie’s work: Conversation Piece 1;
the Cotton Candy Landscapes series; the working title for the contemporaneous
series, Plaster Landscapes, had been Crème fraîche, because the folding and
undulating landscapes look like whipped cream; sophie constantly refers to the
icebergs she’s making for the upcoming show at CeNTraLe as ‘marshmallows’;
one of the iterations of Self-Portrait as a Volcano is done on gold foil paper plates,
as if the work were the food or dish. and there is of course Conversation Piece 2,
the only other video, along with Transmission Line, in which we hear a voice. what
connects Conversation Piece 1 to its companion is food: in Conversation Piece 2, 
a woman talks out loud to herself about her vexed relationship to food as she walks in what seems to be 
a park. The wind is hissing furiously, and the ground is uneven, to judge by the jerkiness of the subjective
camerawork, which perfectly matches the woman’s disjointed monologue. we see what she sees without
ever seeing her, and we hear her speaking, in breathless non sequiturs, about the ‘monster’ within her that
binges on food, and about her disordered attempt to master it.

22 — exhibition view, Bling Bling, 2009



23 — Brainstorming, 2009 (stills)



S – one of the deep problems we face is the problem of desire. The most common thing for someone holding
a menu to say is: ‘i don’t know what i want.’ we stuff ourselves with everything. we also want to be purified of
desire, to be in total control of what and how we want. There’s always some excess we don’t quite know what
to do with. Most of us live out minor tragedies of coping with these crossed desires. Those with eating
disorders live – and sometimes die – at the most intimate intersection of chaos and control. 

when i was invited to be part of this conversation, my teenage daughter was being admitted to an in-
patient treatment centre for anorexia nervosa and substance abuse. The synchronicity of sophie’s work
and my daughter’s own rocky story makes me especially responsive to it.

i know nothing of sophie’s personal story with food and hunger. i assume Conversation Piece 2 isn’t a total
invention, although i could be wrong. either way, her art opens up realities for myself and my daughter:
realities of seeing and being-seen, desiring life and desiring
death, transmitting and failing to transmit who we are, seeking
intimacy with oneself and others, and inhabiting reality,
especially as a woman. Her work contains the hunger-artist’s
alluring No, but i’m grateful that it also contains an irrepressible
Yes – the Yes of humour, the Yes of sparkling light, the Yes of
cotton candy, the Yes of trying to catch those morsels of food
being thrown her way. 

E – i want to switch gears and talk about the composition 
and organisation of this book. The first time i met sophie 
to discuss it, she told me that the only thing she was committed
to was the inclusion in the book of a conversation between
herself and another artist, preferably a woman. There was
nothing particularly remarkable or unusual about this. on the
contrary, a good many of the books produced inside the world
of contemporary art feature a conversation, sometimes even
more than one – between the artist and a fellow artist, or the
artist and a curator, or the curator and a scholar of some kind:
philosopher, political theorist, botanist… the possibilities are as
varied as the fields that contemporary art is in dialogue with. 

But there was something unusual and challenging about the
whole enterprise. Given the quietness that in many ways
defines sophie’s practice, it will come as no surprise that the
book, understood as an ideal medium for the confluence of
work and discourse, has been essentially absent from her
oeuvre. in her studio, i’ve seen innumerable notebooks, which
she uses to plan out her interventions and works; i’ve also seen
beautiful sketchbooks of varying sizes that are clearly not
studies but works: each a unique, although never exhibited,
artist’s book. Unusual for an artist who has been making and
showing work for over a decade, we can count sophie’s own
publications on two fingers, and neither is burdened by the
overtones of self-promotion that are sometimes the underside
of contemporary art publications. The first dates from 1998,
when sophie was among the winners of the Prix de la Jeune
Peinture Belge. The second, Conversation Piece/Shadow
Boxing, dates from 2006 and consists of two sturdy booklets 
– flipbooks, almost – velcroed together: one is white, like the
glaring luminosity of Conversation Piece (at the time, the number ‘1’ had not been added to the title, since
Conversation Piece 2 had not been made); the other black, like the mood of Shadow Boxing. Besides
dovetailing with each work, the colour choice was also an interesting, if perhaps unintentional, play on the
two colours most commonly associated with books. each booklet contains a text – printed black on white
and white on black – although, curiously enough, sophie’s name does not appear on the copyright page, 
as if the whole thing had been someone else’s idea. i mention all this because otherwise we cannot
appreciate the novelty involved in this twin venture into the realm of discourse and the space of the book. 

S – i think sophie’s intuition fits with the spirit of her artwork, which doesn’t speak for others, but for her and
for itself. The value of a conversation is that it engages the work without speaking on its behalf. sophie’s art
makes me laugh, charms me, moves me. That can be enough. But it also has such a unique presence that 
i naturally want to respond to it – not to speak for it, but to engage in a conversation with it and about it.

24 — Life Balance, 2008 (still)



25 — exhibition view, Explicit Silence, 2010





E – That’s how i came to think of it. over time, it occurred to me that sophie’s desire to have a conversation
in the book opened up the possibility for a more wide-ranging exploration of the aesthetic and plastic
possibilities of a genre of discourse that, like the bamboo drawn across the pond, exists just on the edge of
silence and is, again like the bamboo, provisional. a conversation is something different from a commentary,
something other than a discourse of justification whose ‘algebra’, all too often, results in rendering its object
meaningful by rendering it invisible. or, to put the point using terms specific to bookmaking: by turning the
work into an illustration of the author’s theses. it was important to avoid this dynamic and to create a space
in which the quietness of sophie’s practice and the discursivity of the book could meet on an equal footing.
This meant giving graphic form to the idea that a conversation is more intimately connected to its object –
which does not mean that it knows its object better, or that it offers a path to greater insights. it only means
that conversation relates to its object differently, approaching it more like a fellow traveller or companion
than an observer. 

it will be said that conversation is the heart of every project, and certainly of every publication such as this
one, which is ultimately the fruit of the conversations between artist, editor, graphic designers, authors, etc.
every such book asks to be received as the instantiation of the many conversations at its source, which find
their embodiment in the way this piece has been made to speak to that piece, and this text to dialogue with
that work or this text. That is all true. But what is also true is that, more often than not, those conversations
will all have been divided into discrete units – texts here, images there – that converse only in the expanded
sense that one is the object discussed by the other, and both are bound together in the same space.
Nothing is more commensurate with this object than that conversation should graft itself onto it as an idea
and horizon, but there is a difference between conversation in this expanded sense and conversation as an
organising principle, as a presence running through the length of the book and merging with these images.
This confluence was a way to capture the intimacy with which conversation relates to its object, as well as a
way to stage a more subtle dialectic, what rancière calls the chassé-croisé of words and images, in which
words make us see (which, here, is not synonymous with understanding) and images make us hear.

S – i have no official authority to be part of this conversation about sophie. i’m not an artist, art critic or art
historian. i haven’t published on contemporary art. i don’t know her. i wonder if being part of a conversation
with and about her work doesn’t give me a leg-up. i have no axe to grind or part to play. she liked a few
paragraphs i wrote about food, and i like looking at her work. Michael oakeshott calls conversation ‘an
unrehearsed intellectual adventure’. sophie’s work, in its intimacy, makes me wonder if she doesn’t prefer 
an unrehearsed response to it. Nobody really likes a formal rejoinder to an expression of intimacy.
Paul Tillich once remarked that ‘faith’ is one of those words that need mending before we can use it again.
Certainly, that is the case with ‘conversation’, which has been trashed by corporations forcing ‘conversations’
on employees so they can have ‘a voice’, by the media’s 24/7 ‘conversations’, and by society’s relentless calls
for ‘conversations’ about the injustices we blithely inflict. 

The conversations i like best involve intimacy. Here are the situations where i’ve had the best conversations:
with a close friend over drinks, generally late into the night; with a lover, either after sex or after a fight; with
students, generally when discovering a new idea that lights up a vista; with my children, usually after one or
both of us has been hurt or humiliated. in these moments of intimacy, something real is exchanged –
something unrehearsed that surprises both parties.

E – oakeshott’s is a beautiful definition, and ‘unrehearsed’ is the word i had been searching for and not
finding. The choice for structuring the book around conversation was, indeed, motivated just as much by
the attempt to convey something of that quality as by the desire to push sophie’s first instinct to its limit, 
to see where it would lead us. 

as i was considering the unusual arrangement i proposed for this book, i was flooded with ideas. as i
mentioned already, contemporary artists often see themselves not just as makers – of sculptures, videos,
paintings, drawings, of ephemeral and punctual situations, interventions, environments, and so forth – but
also as generators of discourse. i don’t mean that in the age-old sense that their work is and has always
been an object of discussion among art historians, writers, philosophers, dilettantes and, of course, among
artists themselves. i mean it, rather, in a more complex sense: for quite some time already, artists have been
blurring the lines between the work and the discourse about it by assimilating the latter into the work itself.
That audiences have almost come to expect artists to be at the frontlines of the discussion about their work
is a symptom that points towards a deeper redefinition of artist and art, and one element of this redefinition
is the idea that discourse is not just the surrounding matter that may or may not accompany the work, but 
a continuation of its possibilities, another one of its manifestations. in this sense, at least, the rise of the
lecture performance can be read as an outgrowth of a phenomenon that has dug deep and extensive roots
in the world of contemporary art, and whose instantiations are not limited to that genre alone.
The book – and herein lies one of the causes for its ubiquity in that world – provides the ideal medium for
embodying this intertwining of lines. and yet, if we put aside the particular case of artists’ books, what we
notice is that the radicality of artistic propositions, interventions and practices seems to become afflicted by
what we could call the ‘anxiety of academia’ once it encounters the book: suddenly, a strange commitment
to making sure that each thing is in its proper place, a quiet capitulation to the idea that the images on the
page are representations, ‘citations’, of a body of work whose fullness exists elsewhere. This may be one
reason why the book in the art world has remained an object that, although omnipresent, has generated
virtually no critical discussion. This silence is, at the very least, odd. we came of age at a time when it was
assumed as a matter of course that every discourse or practice (theoretical, historical, artistic, etc.) is a
meta-reflection, i.e. that it carries within itself the traces of its investigation of and confrontation with its own
conditions of possibility. if postmodernism taught us anything at all, it is that no system of representation
can lay a legitimate claim to neutrality. Texts produced in and by the art world toe that line: rarely do they fail
to remind us that the supposed whiteness of the white cube is pure ideology, that the work exists always,
and only, through its negotiation of the forces – political, economic, colonial, gendered, institutional, clinical,
etc. – at play in the far from innocent regimes of representation through which it appears. That the book, as
a system of representation ubiquitous in the art world, has escaped the long and unforgiving reach of this
hermeneutics of suspicion, of the idea that there is no hors-texte, is an amazing fact unto itself. But, much
as we may look, what we find is that, while white walls aren’t innocent, white pages seem to be. The idea for
this book was, in part, to complicate this picture by giving graphic form to the conviction that there is no
blank space for writing – which means, of course, that there is no blank space for images either.



S – i have two personal reasons for liking the idea of having a conversation for this book – and a third
reason that pertains directly to sophie’s art.

First, i generally find conversations more interesting than formal criticism – even sometimes more
interesting than art itself. i’ve attended more than one academic presentation where the conversation over
wine and cheese was more insightful and less boring than the paper. i’ve also been at readings where the
poet’s stories about the poems were more beautiful than the poetry. Thankfully, sophie’s work stands on its
own, which is why she can get away with what you’re calling her ‘quietness’: she doesn’t need to puff it up
with anecdotes or certify it with theoretical maxims.

second, i suspect that thinking itself is conversation. if you or i had written an essay about sophie, it
would have been the result of conversation – with each other, with others, maybe with sophie, with the
voices in our head. To make the conversation explicit, i hope, keeps our thinking vibrant and avoids the
danger of getting too preoccupied with our own voices.

Third, as i’ve said, i think that conversation suits sophie’s art. Miraculously, her work manages to avoid the
frightening question, ‘what does this mean?’, that stands between so many viewers and so much art. But
that’s not because her work is simple or even clear. Her work provokes conversation.

E – in a famous essay, walter Benjamin argues that we should reconsider the dominant trend to see
translation always from the perspective of what has been lost in relation to the original. Perhaps we would
do better to focus, not on the way in which a translation falls short, but on the ways in which it prolongs the
imaginative life of the text, on how translations introduce new inflections, turns of phrase and expressions
into our linguistic consciousness. Benjamin is not disparaging the original, nor is he trying to perform a
sleight of hand that would catapult the translation to the status of the original. He is simply suggesting that
the original is not the only lens through which translation can be seen – indeed, it may not even be the most
interesting or productive lens. a book of and about an artist’s work is itself a translation of a body of work –
in sophie’s case: video, drawing, sculpture, in situ installations and interventions – into a ‘foreign’ medium,
for the work itself exists elsewhere than on these pages. i would say that part of the value of using
conversation as an organising principle is that it has the potential to displace the elsewhere and train our
sights, not on the absent fullness that images cannot capture, but on the fullness with which conversation
can conjure up works as fragments. 

S – or, rather than see them as fragments, which still suggests the possibility of a whole, it might be better
to approach them as they are – then talk about them, let them lead us where they will, even off the path, as
in Ligne. This is why i’ve been harping on the intimacy of sophie’s art. You don’t respond to an intimate act
with a question like ‘what do you mean by that?’ Much less with a statement like ‘i see, i see, you’re
deconstructing the whole notion of meaning.’ The gesture itself is meaningful. it’s also provocative and
strange – in the wondrous rather than the
puzzling sense of those words.

E – when i think about the paradox of
sophie’s quiet and conversable qualities,
and how her work takes us on an
unrehearsed surprising journey, i think
about Over the Sea, which you have
already mentioned as a work of seeing
and being-seen. in it, we see the artist
herself in high heels, black tights and a
green silk skirt walking from santiago de
Compostela to the coast, in what is
essentially a pilgrimage away from the
holy site. in the course of its nine minutes,
the camera frames these feet walking, in
fair weather and foul, on cobblestones,
asphalt, dirt roads, gravel roads, country
roads, hiking paths strewn with rocks,
meadows. when she reaches the coast,
the camera, finally managing to catch up,
positions itself between her legs, and we
see, as if emanating from her womb, the
sea stretching far out to the horizon, a
liberation for eyes that the video had until
then confined to feet, lower legs and tiny
stretches of varying terrain, a field of
vision that reduced the world to an
oversized square of hopscotch. i imagine
the conversation as these feet, walking
the length of the book and tracing a line
through the images as they make their
way across the varied terrain of sophie’s
work, in the hope of reaching, in the end,
a vista as eloquent and quiet as the sea
stretching out to the horizon. 

26 — Over the Sea, 2007 (still)



S – Yes, sophie’s art points to itself and then beyond itself, somewhat like the camera going from and
through her legs in Over the Sea. it can point to the spiritual discipline that brings her closer to herself, to
the light that makes art possible, even to what makes existence possible at all. 

a haunting work in this last regard is Transmission Line, which shuffles various close-up videos of herself,
her mum and her daughter. You don’t need any backstory to know that this is a work about three
biologically-related generations: the faces are startlingly continuous. The look of the thing, shot in black and
white, is mesmerising. each face is covered with glitter, and lights and shadows pulsate in rhythm on them.
(sophie’s imagination is a place where things sparkle.) There’s a spooky moment when we see a split screen
of their three pairs of eyes glaring out like they’re laying a curse on us. suddenly it’s not an individual person
who for whatever reason has it in for us; it’s like there’s a damning power flipping on and off in people like
light switches – or, more to the point, like genes on towers of DNa. over these shuffling images of generations
there’s the occasional voice-over (sophie’s mother) about the anguish, selfishness and dreams that course
through families. what is passed down, and how? How much of it is transmitted through nature, how much
through nurture – or the absence of nurture? How much do we even want to know about ourselves?
Transmission Line is a self-portrait, one that understands that the self can’t be limited to one face. we’re
back to the influence of rembrandt. when sophie’s mum talks about being selfish, her face is tripled, and
the effect – by mathematical magic – is one of a diminishment of personality. several times, sophie’s
daughter appears alone (once when her grandmother says the past can’t be changed), and her presence is
enlarged. Because the facial similarities are so strong, and the three generations are posed, dressed and lit
almost identically, the differences stand out. 

speaking as a parent myself, i can’t help but feel awful. i would like to see myself as aeneas heading out of
the tragic past into an auspicious future, carrying my father on my back and holding my child by the hand. 
i would like to be known for wisdom, like ‘Learn courage from me, and true toil; from others the meaning of
fortune.’ But i feel like i’ve dropped anchises on his bad hip and let ascanius run off God knows where.
Mirroring what i once dreamed of overcoming, i worry that i’m teaching the meaning of fortune rather than
courage and true toil.

sophie’s art doesn’t have a message that it’s trying to transmit. it takes us to the act of transmission itself –
family, sunlight, intimacy. Maybe this is why it makes for good conversation, for conversation isn’t preaching
or lecturing but a form of transmission, where themes emerge, ideas are dropped and taken up again,
possibilities are played with, and the goal – if there even is a goal – is the continuation of the conversation, 
at least until it’s time for bed. in one of emily Dickinson’s great poems, the one where she’s overwhelmed by
‘a certain slant of light’, she says: ‘Heavenly Hurt, it gives us –/we can find no scar,/But internal difference –
/where the Meanings, are –.’ sophie’s art is generous with heavenly hurt – and, for that matter, slants of light.

27 — Transmission Line (working title), 2017–18 (stills)





28 — exhibition view, Drilling for Light, 2015



29 — Shadow Piece #1, 2, 3, 2014



30 — exhibition view, Shadow Piece, 2014
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32 — Drilling for Light #1, 2 (detail), 2015      33 — Drilling for Light #3, 11 (detail), 2015
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35 — exhibition view, Panneaux d’ombre, 2013
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studio views, Brussels, 2014 



37 — Drilling for Light #3 (detail), 2015



38 — La Forêt (detail), 2018–19

39 — Drilling for Light #8, 2015
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45 — exhibition view, Drilling for Light, 2015  
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I Show Vulnerability
Sophie Whettnall 
in Conversation with 
Marina Abramović

Marina – Yes, i do think that some
of my pieces are quite funny – at
least, they seem funny to me. it’s
curious that you should mention
this, because i turned seventy
recently, and one of the decisions 
i made then was to work with
humour in a more deliberate way,
to have a lot of humour in the
work. i would really like to do
stand-up, for example. it’s
extremely important to be able to
make fun of yourself, of life, of the
fact that we see ourselves as kings
of the universe, when really we’re
nothing more than dots on a tiny
little planet, nothing more than
specks of dust in the galactic
theatre, the cosmos. Humour is
like a higher point of view: i once
spoke to His Holiness the Dalai
Lama, and he told me that it’s only
possible to tell a terrible truth if
you introduce humour into it,
because humour opens the heart
and allows us to hear that kind of
truth. we can’t achieve that
opening if all we do is complain
about all the things – and there are
many! – that are wrong with the
world, because bitterness closes
the heart, whereas humour at least
stands a chance of opening it. 
so yes, i think humour is essential.

Sophie – when i started thinking
about this book, the very first idea
i had was that i wanted to have a
conversation with another artist, 
a woman artist, and i immediately
thought of you. Not just because 
i feel a certain kinship with your
work, but also because our mutual
friends, kendell Geers and
Cendrine du welz, are always
telling me that i should meet you,
and this book project provided the
perfect opportunity for that. as it
happens, i saw kendell and
Cendrine recently, and they told
me that you love telling politically
incorrect jokes, and i wanted to
ask you about the role of humour
in your work, because, when i
think about it, it seems to me that
there is an undercurrent of humour,
of a dark and irreverent sort,
running through it. 

S – i agree that we need humour
and love in our lives, and i think
your work is very generous on that
front. as you were speaking, i
couldn’t help but think of The Artist
Is Present, of the fact that you
gave a lot of love as part of that
work. and, thinking about the
interconnection between our
practices, it is clear to me that
violence is an important element 
in our work, even though we
approach it very differently. i am
curious to know, though, why is it
so important to you to put your
body in danger, as you do in so
many of your performances?

M – First of all, it’s crucial,
essential even, to understand 
your physical and mental limits.
Moreover, you have to always
keep in mind that we’re afraid of
three things: mortality, pain and
suffering. and i’m interested in
staging these three things in front
of an audience: my work depends
on my having the energy and
courage to put myself – and the
audience – in this situation. 
The idea there is that if i can free
myself of those fears through
staging them somehow, then
maybe the performance can free
the audience as well, at least for 
a while. i see myself as their mirror.
it’s easy to do things that are safe,
let’s say, but people only change
when they’re confronted with
difficulties. For me, the goal is
always to climb the highest
mountain, and then find an even
higher one to climb. who knows,
maybe there’s a better you on the
other side of that. 

S – what is the source of this
decision to stage pain and fear,
particularly the fear of death? 



M – well, that has to do with my
personal trajectory. what you see
when you look at the entire history
of art is that art emerges from
what the artist knows, from what
he or she has experienced. what
you know is your life, your
childhood, your parents… i used
to think that the more fucked up
your childhood was, the better
your art might be, because you
had no choice other than to work 
a lot harder than someone who
had an easy childhood – assuming
anyone ever did! anyway, it’s really
simple, actually: things don’t come
from happiness. Happiness is a
state that you hope won’t change
but, like any state, it’s temporary: 
it comes to an end. and what
follows it are suffering and sorrow,
and we all have to deal with those
things somehow. i deal with them
in or through my work.

S – suffering and sorrow make 
you grow. in their throes, you feel
overwhelmed, but with distance
you also realise that they give you
material, not just to grow as a
person, but also as an artist. 

M – right. They’re great teachers,
but you have to learn their lessons,
you have to try to understand why
some things happen to you.

S – Yes, and, on that note, do 
you think art is or could be a form
of therapy?

M – art is a lot of things. we can’t
single out one and say: art is
political, or feminist, or
therapeutic. art is a multilayered
entity composed of different
things. The more layers art has,
incidentally, the longer its life will
be. if art is only political, it is prey
to the fact that politics changes,
and liable to become like an old
newspaper that no one reads.
Conversely, the art that’s political,
and spiritual, and disturbing, now
that’s interesting, not just today
but, possibly, tomorrow as well.

S – some of the things you’ve
been saying make me think of the
notion of catharsis, the idea that
what art and tragedy do is create 
a purification of the emotions.
Does that idea hold any interest 
for you?



M – sure. actually, i think the
Greeks are the people who saw
the world and life in the clearest 
of lights. one of my biggest idols
is Maria Callas, and who could
stage tragedy better than
someone with a divine voice like
hers? in any case, emotions are
very important to me. so many
artists are so theoretical that 
you have to read a lot just to
understand what’s in front of you.
Personally, i don’t care for that
kind of art; i care about art that
gives you butterflies in your
stomach, that sends electricity
coursing through your body, art
that makes you think: my God,
what’s happening to me? after
that, you look at who the artist is,
at what she thinks and all that. 
But first you have to be moved,
your emotions have to be stirred
up. a friend, an american art critic,
once said to me: ‘i hate your work,
because it always makes me cry.’
He’s an intellectual, and he doesn’t
want that kind of art, he wants
something cerebral. But that’s not
what i do: i focus on the emotions,
so of course i’m interested in
catharsis, in the Greeks, and 
in tragedy. 

S – i’m with you there. i also
sometimes feel like there’s a
barrier with contemporary art
because it seems as if it’s
forbidden to talk about emotions
in that context…

M – Not just about emotions, but
about spirituality too. if you so
much as utter the word, you’re
immediately tagged as New age,
or something like that. More
recently, too, you have to be
politically correct, and political
correctness is anti-creativity in 
a nutshell. Here in the Us, for
example, some of the really radical
work we did in the 1960s, 1970s 
or 1980s would be impossible
today. everything is wrong,
everything is forbidden. it’s really
crazy, like a mob mentality. it’s a
good time for a new revolution…

S – actually, i was going to ask 
you about political correctness
and its relation to creativity. 
art is about generosity, about
giving…

M – Not just art, but human life
itself is about giving. Look at
politicians today: what do they
give, besides lies, corruption, and
all the rest of it? someone asked
me recently if i had any advice 
to give a politician, and i said:
‘only this: read Gandhi’s
autobiography.’ There’s a man 
who brought about incredible
change without shedding a drop 
of blood.

S – since you brought up
spirituality, it seems to me that
your work is moving in that
direction, particularly in the way
you use repetition…



M – right, because the relation
between spirituality and repetition
is rooted in very ancient rituals:
energy is built up through
repetition. in ancient civilisations,
people performed the same rituals
over and over again for thousands
of years, and it was through that
repetition that the power of the
ritual grew and the energy
accumulated. The same is true
with performance. i just did a
workshop with young artists, and 
i said to them: ‘what you’ll do
today is this: open the door, as
slowly as possible, and then close
it. Don’t enter, don’t exit: just focus
on the action of opening and
closing the door for three hours.’
Needless to say, it’s incredibly
boring when you start, and i’m
sure the participants were all
thinking ‘what the hell am i
doing?’, ‘what’s the point of this?!’
Gradually, though, as you get into
the gesture, the door stops being
just a door and becomes opening
– of space, of consciousness, 
of so many things. The point of the
exercise is just that: take a very
simple act and, by repeating it,
that act allows you to enter into
another state of mind.

S – You did a work in which you
interview your parents. i myself 
am finishing a work that revolves
around hours of recorded
conversations with my mother. 
You and i both had very tough
mothers. in my case, my mother
left when i was six, so that, instead
of growing up with her, i grew up
with her absence, with the lack of
her care and affection. For the
piece i’m working on, i brought my
mother and my daughter into the
studio, because i wanted to
visualise the idea of transmission
across generations: what we
inherit and what we don’t; what we
give and don’t give; what we see
and know as opposed to what we
think we’ve seen; what we know
and what we project. it seems to
me that your work also engages
the question of transmission.

M – Yes, i did have a very tough
mother, but i loved and liked my
mother until the very end. i found
her diaries when she died, and if 
i had read even one page of it long
ago, my life and my relationship 
to her would have been completely
different. she was incredibly
vulnerable and fragile, but what
she showed was a hard and 
ice-cold persona, and i didn’t
understand why. i think she
thought that showing me this
persona would turn me into a
soldier and protect me from pain.
what it did, of course, was deprive
me of her love. still, looking back, 
i can tell you that i have neither
nostalgia for my childhood, nor
bitterness about it. i’ve dealt with
it through my work, and i feel free
from it. i try to invest the work with
all the love i have for human
beings, birds, trees – for
everything, really. i feel like i have
a lot of love to give, and i feel that
my mother, in her own way, did
right by me. we always look at the
past nostalgically; we’re always
trying to find out why we’re hurt or
wounded. i think we need to stop
this ‘poor me’ bullshit: what i am
now is exactly the product of the
childhood i had, and i don’t want
things to be any different. every
step, including the painful ones,
was important, and i would not
have had it any other way. 

S – i feel that way too. The
absence of my mother’s love 
didn’t result in self-pity for me, but
actually in my sense that i have 
a lot to give. 

M – sure, though my own sense 
is that even talking about this is
nostalgic, and usually i refuse to
discuss my childhood, my mother,
and all that, because the invariable
result is that people start reading
my work in biographical ways,
when the work has its own life. 
i just did a series of performances
in which i transfer work to younger
artists. we just did The House with
the Ocean View, in which you have
to live in three rooms for twelve
days with no food and no talking. 
i was standing in front of the
woman doing it, and it was such 
a strange moment to see the work
being done without me. There was
no ego, no jealousy, but just the
sense of letting things happen, 
of being free. 

S – i agree that as artists we have
to accept that our babies will leave
the studio and live a life of their
own without us. and that’s how 
it should be. You once said that
artists have no gender. i agree with
that, but i also question it. we’re
both women, and as women we
have a certain power, and our
awareness of that power is
something that enters the work,
don’t you think? 



M – i’ve never had a problem
because i’m female artist…

S – That’s not what i mean. i’m
saying that art may not have
gender, but artists do, and it informs
the art they make, doesn’t it?

M – The reason why women artists
don’t show their work as much
and are not in the same position 
as men is because women don’t
sacrifice as much. They don’t want
to give up having a family, a house,
and so on. Men can have all that
and still be artists, because they
can count on women to take care
of the kids, the house, etc. That’s
why it’s essential to see what you
really want as a person. we only
have one energy coursing through
our body, and that energy,
although it is primarily sexual, can
be transformed into love, struggle,
destruction, creativity. But you
can’t have everything: if you have
children, and a family, and the
obligations that come with that,
you can’t give 100 per cent to art,
and that’s what art demands of the
artist. i decided very early on that 
i wouldn’t have children, and i’ve
never felt like i was lacking. 
i always felt powerful. over the
centuries, women have been stuck
in the household, not because
women aren’t strong, but quite the
contrary: we have the possibility 
to nurture life inside our body. 
i didn’t exercise that possibility,
even if it was open to me, as it is
to you. But that is incredibly
powerful, and i channelled that
power, or that energy, into my
work. in any case, if you look at
families from southern europe, like
the italians, you see right away
that mothers differentiate
immediately between sons and
daughters. That creates a lineage,
and sends a strong message. 
Look at american art from the
1950s: there were incredible
women painters then, but we only
know the men. why is that? and
don’t forget that the gallery that
showed most of that art, which 
we all know today, was run by 
a woman! 

S – i guess what i had wanted to
say is that, if you were a man, the
effect of your work would have
been quite different. 

M – That’s possible, i don’t know. S – well, if we look at a particular
case, such as Rhythm 0, i think
you’ll agree that, had a man been
in the role that you played, the
meaning of the work, and the
reaction to it, would have been
totally different.



M – That’s true, i agree that a
woman in that role has a bigger
effect than a man. But let me 
say that, in that piece, i was
questioning something more than
violence towards women. Rhythm 0
was also a piece about the public’s
relation to performance; truth be
told, that was foremost on my
mind while i was working on it.
when i performed it, the prevailing
attitude was that performance was
just ridiculous, that it was not art
at all. Rhythm 0 was a reaction to
that. in it, you have me, dressed 
in everyday clothes, standing for
six hours with objects in front 
of me that the public can use to 
do whatever they want to me. 
i wanted to see what the public
would do when the artist does
nothing. and the public could kill
the artist! That was the message,
regardless of whether the person
standing there is a man or a
woman. anyway, i feel empowered
as a woman, but i also feel a lot of
jealousy towards me, not from
men, but from other women. and
that jealousy is stronger now than
at any other point in my life. i’ve
had success, i’m in love, i’m
happy, and it’s as if this were not
allowed: you have to be, forever
and a day, the poor suffering artist!
There’s a lot of hatred and jealousy
between women, and it seems
seem to me that that’s a much
more interesting thing to talk
about. i mean, think about this:
when Ulay and i were in the midst
of a court case, all the criticism
was directed at me, and most 
of it came from other women, 
who accused my ‘system’ of
damaging that ‘poor man’. it was
incredible, really. Today, Ulay and 
i are on good terms, we’re working
on a book together, and i’m happy
about that. But when we had a
problem, it was women who
attacked me, not men. 

S – i had one last question… M – ok, but i want you to ask 
me the question that you’d never
have considered asking, and i’ll
answer it. 

S – ah, there you’ve caught me 
off guard…

M – Go ahead, something unusual,
something you would have been
afraid to ask.

S – well, here’s one: what are you
most of ashamed of? what have
you done that you won’t even tell
your therapist?



M – well, i had a dog – her name
was alba – and i had done
everything to ensure that she’d 
live a long and happy life. when
she turned sixteen, i had a lot of
work going on, and i left her with 
a friend of mine in Mallorca. 
and she died there when i was
somewhere else, working, and
that’s something that i’m incredibly
ashamed of, and that still hurts me
to this day. i dedicated a book to
alba; when my mother saw that,
she didn’t speak to me for three
months! anyway, that’s something
i remember with deep shame. 

M – That’s true. i work with 
shame, and the more i’m
ashamed, the better. it’s a really
difficult and very important
emotion. and i think that’s one
reason why the work connects 
to the public: i show vulnerability. 

S – shame is something to work
through, and it’s curious to
observe that shame is an emotion
that audiences never quite know
how to react to, or what to do with. 

sophie whettnall in her studio, 2018



47 — Carnet de dessin #2, 2016



48 — exhibition view, Border Lines, 2016



49 — Untitled #4, 5, 2016 (studio view)
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58 — exhibition view, Self-Portrait as a Volcano, 2011
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61 — Lignes (Polyèdre) #1, 2015        62 — Border Lines #4 (detail), 2016
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71 — exhibition view, Scène d’attente, 1999



72 — Wall Drawing (detail), 2008
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74 — exhibition view, Detecting-Rubuilding the Space, 2001



75 — Métro, 1999
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78 — studio view, Les Porteuses, 2009



studio view, Les Porteuses, 2009



79 — Untitled (Waterfall-Diptych), 2008



80 — exhibition view, Endless Landscape, 2008
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81 — Endless Landscape, 2008 (stills)
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83 — installation view, Ghost Tree, 2016
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85 —Night view of the exhibition, Longueur d’ondes, 2018



86 — Les Étoiles (detail), 2019



studio view, Les Étoiles, 2019



Beauty Is Almost Taboo
Sophie Whettnall and Emiliano Battista in Conversation with Carine Fol

Emiliano – Carine, what drew you to the idea of curating a show of sophie’s work?

Carine – well, there is the fact that one of our missions at CeNTraLe for contemporary art is to support and
sponsor artists based in Brussels, and, more to the point, there is the fact that i have always been drawn to
sophie’s work, which has an aesthetic dimension that i find intriguing and provocative. Her oeuvre is very
personal, but also universal, even cosmic. also, i think sophie has a particular gift for working with spaces, for
integrating her work into the space where it is being shown in such a way that it transforms the space from a
mere receptacle into an element of the work
itself. That kind of dialogue with the exhibition
space is always very interesting for a curator,
and of course for the artist: it allows me as the
curator to see the space in a new way, and it
allows the artist to see her work in a new light.
CeNTraLe is in fact a very peculiar space:
originally an electric power plant, it has an
architecture that isn’t easy to work with. But i
had a feeling that sophie would be able to
imagine a beautiful and thought-provoking
dialogue with the space and its architecture. 
For me, an exhibition has to be something more
than a showing of works ranged side by side,
something more than a retrospective. i always
approach an exhibition as a purposive
arrangement, as a dialogue between the
selected pieces and between those pieces and
the space. a show must tell a story, must trace a
path through the work, and that means of course
being conscious of the fact that the story this
show tells is one among many possible stories
that could be told. The key is to find that story
and tell it well, rather than trying to do fifteen
different things at once. My own sense is that
sophie and i succeeded. Bookending the
exhibition are two video works, which have a
dynamic and thematic of their own. in between
are the installations – the kites hanging from
above like stars, the icebergs in a heap on the
floor, and the forest just beyond them –
conceived especially for the show. adding yet
another layer to the whole is the selection of
paintings, prints and ink drawings by etel adnan. 

87 — studio view, La Banquise, 2019



studio view, Les Étoiles, 2019



E – what do you mean when you speak about the aesthetic dimension of sophie’s work? Do you mean that
it is beautiful, maybe?

Sophie – Beauty is almost taboo in contemporary art.

C – That’s true, as if beauty were a kind of compromise with the bourgeoisie, which wants to be pleased 
but not questioned or disturbed by art. Hence the idea that beauty short-circuits or obscures the work’s
message: if it is beautiful, there must be nothing more behind it. i don’t share that view at all. and i think
sophie’s work shows that work can be beautiful without being reducible to that quality alone. There’s a
reflection in the work that is more wide-ranging and philosophical than the beauty of its manifestations. 
The taboo on beauty, the idea that beauty obscures the message or blunts the force of the work, is very
narrow. The aesthetic dimension of sophie’s work for me has to do with this attention to beauty, which in
her hands is a way to open up, or to raise, a whole host of issues and questions. 

E – shunning beauty imposes on the viewer the question, ‘why am i here looking at this?’ 

S – even more, it imposes the question, ‘what am i to understand?’ it leaves no alternative ways to engage
with the work other than to think that it must be very meaningful and profound.

C – The idea that beauty, because it is seductive, closes off the questioning of everything beyond what is
there on the surface is very limiting. There’s a risk that it will do that, certainly. But it’s also entirely possible
that the opposite is the case, that the initial seduction is precisely what makes the viewer want to dig
deeper, and that without that initial seduction the viewer might not even bother. But i’d be interested to
know what sophie thinks of this and of its relation to her work.

S – i do play with that a lot, and deliberately so. in my work i deal with a lot of things that are hard, difficult and
violent. The way i am able to deal with those things, including on a personal level, is to court this beauty, to flirt
with it. That’s how i’m able to deal with reality, and that’s the entry point that my work gives to the questions
that it raises. This was certainly the case with my most recent video, the working title of which is Transmission
Line, and which is being shown in this exhibition for the first time. it was a very difficult work to make, both
emotionally and psychologically. The video features my mother, myself and my daughter, and i really went
overboard with the aesthetic elements: the framing, the lighting, the glitter. it’s over the top, and it looks
beautiful – at least, that’s what i tried to achieve! But on the soundtrack you hear my mother say a lot of things
that are hard to hear. i need that contrast. To speak about violence – physical violence, as in Shadow Boxing,
or psychological violence, as in Transmission Line – i need beauty. Not because beauty softens the violence.
Personally, i think it deepens it and makes it seem as brutal as it is, and maybe as senseless as well. 

C – This duality is very much present in your work: beauty and violence, yin and yang, deep interiority and
universality, male and female, hard and soft, sweet and savoury…

S – or the combination of an industrial scale with the meticulousness of lace. The brutalism of certain works
is never too far from the delicacy of lace. 

E – it seems to me that etel adnan’s role in the show can be looked at from the perspective of this duality.
But i’m curious to know how you, Carine, reacted to the idea of this inclusion, which, if i’m not mistaken,
came from sophie.

C – i liked it immediately, not least because i think sophie’s love for etel’s work is very telling, and including
it in the show is a way to open up perspectives and readings that would have remained closed otherwise.
also, there is considerable overlap in the work of these two artists, starting with the aesthetic dimension,
the beauty that neither of them shuns. when you stand in front of etel’s work, all of which is done in small
format with amazingly vibrant colours, you can’t help but wonder: who did this? when was it done? as you
start to discover the history of that artist…

S – when you read her texts…

C – exactly. when you read her texts, when you consider her titles, you can’t help but enter onto her
wavelength and feel that here’s a woman whose art and writings deal with the really fundamental themes 
of our existence, of our presence on earth – today, certainly, but always with an eye towards the past and
towards the horizon of our possible futures. You don’t just look at her art and think it’s beautiful, which it
certainly is: you feel moved and questioned by it. There’s an exploration that begins within the frame of the
work but that overflows it, or expands outwards from it. something like that is at the heart of sophie’s work
too, which also addresses fundamental questions about our existence, our place on earth. The first time 
i met sophie i mentioned to her that i had called the first show i curated at CeNTraLe Mindscapes, and 
i think that term captures something elemental about her work: her landscapes are almost portraits of the
mind – they are mindscapes. i approach art through its phenomenology, through what it produces in me,
because i really believe in the idea that each viewer creates their own work. This is always true, but it is
especially the case with sophie’s work because she is not closed in by a particular discourse. a lot of artists
present the work in tandem with
a discourse that leads us to a
particular reading, a particular
spot. sophie opens a door, but
she leaves what’s beyond it in a
fluid and undetermined state
that’s full of possibilities. 

E – in a related vein, maybe
you can say something about
the title of the show, La
banquise, la forêt et les étoiles,
which can be translated,
roughly, as ‘icebergs, the
forest and the stars’. i think 
the title speaks to sophie’s
fascination with landscapes,
which you touched on just
now, but also immediately puts
us in mind of what is perhaps
the most urgent political
challenge of our age.

C – it does, yes. But when
sophie proposed the title, the
first thing that struck me was
the poetry of it. as i said, i
think sophie addresses the
fundamental questions of
existence and of our relation to
the world. This includes
politics, of course, but she
approaches those questions
through art, through poetry,
and not the other way around.
she doesn’t subsume her art
to a political cause. No doubt what i am saying here is a variation of what sophie already mentioned in
relation to violence and beauty. The title also speaks directly to the relationship with etel’s work. visitors to
the show will enter sophie’s universe and suddenly find, within it, this other presence, this other universe. 

S – in a way, the exhibition was conceived to stage the dialogue or the encounter between two universes. 
or the presence of one universe in another.

88 — Border Lines #2, 2017



studio view, La Forêt, 2019



C – That’s right, and that deepens and multiplies the possible readings – not just the possible ways of
reading sophie’s work, but also the possible ways of reading etel’s work. one term that viewers almost
instinctively associate with etel is flatness, which is key to theories of modernism in painting. Now, the
pieces that sophie and i selected for the show are all recent, and one of the things that i hope will become
visible is the sculptural and almost three-dimensional aspect of etel’s images. a last thing about the title is
that it has to do with sophie’s connection to the elements, which recalls to me Gaston Bachelard’s writings
on the poetics of fire, earth, air and water, as well as his reflections on space, particularly the idea of
‘intimate immensity’, which i think is essential to the show. The title suggests the unfathomable immensity
of the world and the cosmos, and the show articulates an intimacy with that immensity. 

E – How do you understand this intimacy?

C – something that has fascinated me for quite some time already is the relationship between conscious
and unconscious processes, or control and lack of control in the creative process. That’s another reason
why i wanted to work with sophie: i feel that in her work we see a dissolution of the self, a letting go that
she achieves through the very gestures she uses to produce the work, gestures that create an automatism
through repetition. Drilling holes, for example, requires concentration, attention, but it is also a form of
meditation in which the self becomes lost in the gesture and its repetition. You’re there, in the moment, but
precisely, and paradoxically, your concentration and attention are also the path for your absence. intimacy
for me is that. it doesn’t have to do with some sort of connection with your interiority, but the sense that
interiority itself is diffuse and multiple – or immense, as Bachelard says. 

S – The role that accident plays in the work is crucial. i’m a control freak. i would even say i’m a victim 
of the concepts of control and rigour. The repetition of gestures and the constraints i impose on myself and
on the work are manifestations of this drive to control. Not being machines, however, we make mistakes
when repeating a certain gesture. and, paradoxical as this may sound, that’s what interests me. it’s almost
as if the practices i pursue in the name of control were really there to create the space for the mistake, 
the accident. 

C – and the accident takes you to places that you might not have thought of...

S – of course, and that’s the point, in a way. The key is that you have to be open to the mistake, open to
following the path suddenly opened up by chance. 

E – as you were speaking, i was reminded of Joyce’s Ulysses. Joyce said he wanted to write the most
realistic book ever written, but in pursuing that line as thoroughly and meticulously as he did, his book
became the inverse of what he had said he wanted: Ulysses is realism gone mad. i myself have always been
intrigued by works that pursue their own internal logic so relentlessly that they push it to its breaking point.
we see a similar dynamics at work in the fact that the most rigorous subjection to discipline can express
itself as its opposite – as play. Great athletes, musicians and dancers make what they do seem effortless,
but they can only do that because of hours, months and years of the most rigorous discipline. 

S – it is through a self-imposed rigour that i find freedom in the work.

C – That touches on the role of the unconscious i evoked earlier. Think about how many artists – klee,
Picasso, etc. – have said that it took them years to let go, and that it was only when they found a way to let
go that they were able to touch something fundamental or essential.

E – all of sophie’s work is organised around the interplay between opposing poles: limit and infinity,
violence and beauty, light and shadow, and so on. 

C – exactly, and the different moments of the exhibition walk us through that interplay. The first thing you
see – and i should say that it was sophie who came up with the layout of the show – is the video work 
Les Porteuses, which shows african women carrying large loads on their heads. The video has a different
dynamic and a totally different aesthetic from the objects – the kites, icebergs and forest – that it introduces.
This creates a specific temporality, and if i might digress here, i think time is an essential element in
sophie’s work. in fact, i would be interested in asking sophie about the relationship between the work as 
it exists in the temporality of the studio and in the temporality of the show.

S – an exhibition forces you to get out of yourself. in the studio you’re inside your own head all the time. 
when the work leaves the studio, you have to rethink it: you have to take a step back and think about how 
it might be received. when you’re working, you don’t think about that, you just do the work. and the only
way in which i can think about how the work might be received is in relation to the exhibition space itself,
which gives me the framework that makes it possible for me to imagine relationships, juxtapositions and
interrelations that may, perhaps, speak to people. in that sense, the temporality of the exhibition for me 
has to do with the order in which the viewer encounters the work: what is the first thing visitors will see? 
and the last? why? This is an exercise because when you’re in the studio working, you just don’t ask
yourself those questions. 

C – The show opens with Les Porteuses. The temporality introduced by this video is specific to the place
and culture it brings into the exhibition. as i see it, the gesture of carrying has a twofold meaning: there’s a
practical element (to carry a load from one place to another) and a metaphorical one (the woman as the
child-bearer, as the bearer of life). The decision to start with these african women is very symbolic, and the
full scope of that symbolic gesture comes into focus when you reach the video work that closes the show:
Transmission Line, which features sophie’s mother, sophie and sophie’s daughter. That video, placed at 
the end, introduces yet another temporality, one specific to its indeterminate and almost suspended space.

E – i think the idea of mindscape applies perfectly here. The show begins with the image of the woman as
the bearer of loads and of life, and ends on the entirely different image of the woman as the bearer of a
family history that she transmits. 



S – That juxtaposition was the starting point for me. Maybe it’s important to mention that Les Porteuses is
filmed in wide shots and Transmission Line in close-ups: we start wide and finish with ourselves. That goes
back to the idea of ‘intimate immensity’. The really hard question was how to handle everything in between.

C – sophie read and understood the space immediately. i’ve been at CeNTraLe for six years now, and 
i can’t tell you how many times i’ve had to say to
artists, ‘Look, that’s just not going to work here.’ That
never happened with sophie. That said, i’m also very
much committed to the idea of CeNTraLe being a
sort of lab, where artists can take risks, experiment,
try things out. i want of course the exhibitions to
work, but there’s no point in playing it safe, because
then you’re sure it won’t work. and sophie really
treated the invitation as an opportunity to experiment,
to find ways not just to show the work but for her to
see her own work in different and surprising ways. 

E – one last thing. The exhibition is a collaboration
between two women. it opens and closes on images
of women, as bearers and transmitters. and it
includes of course the work of yet another woman,
etel adnan. Can you say something about that?

C – what you’re saying is right, but i would be
cautious about reading too much into that. sophie is 
a woman, yes, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that
she’s a feminist artist. she doesn’t subscribe to one
strand of feminism or another, and her art doesn’t
speak for a specific cause. The images you single out
are indeed of women. The women in Les Porteuses
are symbols of strength and life, but the work also
shows a reality that is by no means without its
violence – to come back to the dualities we discussed
earlier. Transmission Line shows a different type of
violence, but also a form of understanding. The videos
raise issues that are of concern to women, maybe
even issues that are specific to women and their
condition, but i think sophie’s lens is personal and
intimate. i have no doubt that one can offer a feminist
reading of the choices we made, and i know that 
i speak for both of us when i say that we would
welcome that. i would just add that other readings are
also possible, and equally true to the work in general
and to this exhibition in particular. 

sophie whettnall at work, 2019
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‘When the work leaves the studio, you have to rethink it’, says Sophie Whettnall (b. 1973), a contemporary Belgian artist
whose work ranges from drawing and sculpture to video art, installation and performance. This copiously illustrated
volume, a journey out of the studio through the studio, takes us into Whettnall’s plastic universe while offering glimpses
of the creative process itself. Conversation, the inner dialogue of the artist at work as well as dialogues with fellow
artists and colleagues, is an intrinsic part of that process, and Sophie Whettnall (at) Work unfolds around three
conversations. In one, Whettnall and Marina Abramović discuss transmission, femininity and violence – themes that
they approach in interestingly different ways. In another, Emiliano Battista and Scott Samuelson situate Whettnall’s
work and practice in the broader context of contemporary art through exchanges about intimacy, quietness, the role 
of humour and bookmaking. Lastly, Whettnall and Carine Fol talk through the rethinking that goes on when the work
leaves the studio, in a conversation that can also be read as a reflection on the process of re-imaging art for the 
space of the page.    
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