
Chicago | Los Angeles | Miami | New York | San Francisco | Santa Fe 
Amsterdam | Berlin | Brussels | London | Paris | China | India | Worldwide

 

Paris

Interview with Annette Messager

Paris, Aug. 2011 - The day I caught up with Madame Messager at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts de Paris, it
had been a while since I'd seen her last, and I mistook another person for her. I quickly realized my error,
because the artist is such an integral part of the school she taught at until recently that every few feet she's
stopped by someone who wants to know what she's up to, students and professors alike.

Just back from Mexico, Ms. Messager has concluded a solo exhibition tour that included three major cities. I
wanted to find out more about her Mexican year, especially in the wake of the cancellation of l'Année du
Mexique (Mexican Year) here in France after a rather disastrous example of international relations gone
wrong. We settled into a quiet corner in a café nearby Rue Bonaparte for a conversation about solo
exhibitions, traveling in Mexico, getting hit on by art critics, and one particularly dangerous topic — women
who are artists.

Two Mexican Saints, video still; Courtesy Annette Messager

Cynthia G. Valdez: So you just wrapped up a big tour...

Annette Messager: Yes, we could start with my Mexican year because 2010-2011 was my Mexican

        

Annette
Messager

'rak'rüm (noun); 
the back room of an art gallery 

where artists and art lovers hang

Annette Messager studied at the
Ecole Nationale Supérieure des
Arts Décoratifs, Paris. She won
first prize in the Kodak
Photography International
competition in 1964. In 1995 the
Los Angeles County Museum of
Art and New York's Museum of
Modern Art co-organized her first
major American retrospective. She
has had solo exhibitions at the
Museo de Arte Moderno in Buenos
Aires (1999) and the Musée... [more]

News & Buzz
Showcase Watchlist: Virginia
T Coleman

Closed for Entry: Round #3

Get Ready for Art Hong Kong:
This Week!

Special Edition: Frieze NY #1

ACTIONS

 report abuse
 contact us for help
 digg this
 stumble it!

FORMER
RACKROOMERS

Laser 3.14
MOT International

Golden Frame Winners
2009

Lida Abdul
Scoli Acosta
Joseph Akel

Jowhara AlSaud
Kenno Apatrida

Armory Fellows &
Mentors

Kenseth Armstead
Hope Atherton

Abel Auer
Jimmy Baker

Chris Ballantyne
Maxime Ballesteros

Jay Batlle
Tilo Baumgärtel

Antoine Béchara
Neïl Beloufa

Rosalia Bermudez
Amy Bessone

Susannah Bettag
Anjali Bhargava
Dara Birnbaum

Karla Black
Marco Bolognesi

Dineo Seshee Bopape
Katharina Bosse

Louise Bourgeois
Mark Bradford

Lex Braes
Sebastiaan Bremer

Brian Bress
Nicky Broekhuysen
Margarita Cabrera

France Cadet
Deric Carner

James Chronister
Allison Cortson

Cal Crawford
Rosson Crow

Aziz + Cucher
Alexandre da Cunha

Zhang Dali
Davis Langlois

Christopher Davison

Register Free
Sign In

FAQ

Annette Messager, 
Et range ta chambre [And tidy your bedroom], 

2007-2009
© Galerie Marian Goodman

Rackroom HOME MAGAZINE CALENDAR GALLERIES ART SHOP ARTISTS COMMUNITY ADD Search the PAR site

http://www.artslant.com/chi/main
http://www.artslant.com/la/main
http://www.artslant.com/mia/main
http://www.artslant.com/ny/main
http://www.artslant.com/sf/main
http://www.artslant.com/sfe/main
http://www.artslant.com/ams/main
http://www.artslant.com/ber/main
http://www.artslant.com/brx/main
http://www.artslant.com/lon/main
http://www.artslant.com/par/main
http://www.artslant.com/cn/main
http://www.artslant.com/ind/main
http://www.artslant.com/ew/main
http://www.artslant.com/par/main
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/global/artists/show/22166-annette-messager
http://www.artslant.com/global/artists/rackroom
http://www.artslant.com/par/articles/show/30795
http://www.artslant.com/par/articles/show/30790
http://www.artslant.com/par/articles/show/30734
http://www.artslant.com/par/articles/show/30731
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/22166#
mailto:artslant_info@artslant.com
http://digg.com/submit?url=http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/10665-felix-kiessling&title=ArtSlant%20-%20Felix%20Kiessling&topic=arts_culture
http://www.stumbleupon.com/submit?url=http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/10665-felix-kiessling&title=ArtSlant%20-%20Felix%20Kiessling
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/93942
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/186670
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/140031
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/7567
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/10539
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/94637
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/38174
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/45065
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/3408
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/223155
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/1573
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/3556
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/2983
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/32348
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/177992
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/9679
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/33924
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/5517
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/19590
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/64488
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/5976
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/7362
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/100570
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/12812
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/151813
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/87784
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/57689
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/47869
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/2902
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/2723
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/258948
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/5582
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/596
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/84224
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/739
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/250697
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/12804
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/64767
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/3670
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/6686
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/2882
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/3844
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/23754
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/8661
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/55515
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/92571
http://www.artslant.com/par/user/sign_up
http://www.artslant.com/par/user/login
http://www.artslant.com/par/articles/show/4326
http://www.artslant.com/par/main
http://www.artslant.com/par/articles/editorial
http://www.artslant.com/par/events/list?listtype=openings
http://www.artslant.com/par/venues/list
http://www.artslant.com/par/showcases/artshow
http://www.artslant.com/par/artsales/purchase
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/profilelist?allcities=1
http://www.artslant.com/par/main/community
http://www.artslant.com/par/main/addcontent


museum year: Monterrey, Puebla and Mexico City. Three very different places, from an institutional point of
view. With each venue it was necessary to work with the space, the floor plan, to go in advance to see the
place, even though, personally I like to have the possibility to change things afterward, even if I've worked
everything out in advance. In Mexico City I changed things around because of a piece from Los Angeles
that didn't make it to the show [one in the series My Trophies].

CGV: That's an important piece, because it depicts your hometown. You're talking about the one
with the pair of feet, and the sailboats...

AM: Yes, that piece shows the seaside, very near to where I was born -- I used to go there with my father --
and then there's the other side, the other foot, which is more phantasmagoric. There's a fetus in a spiral..
well all that went back to Los Angeles! I was born in Berck-sur-mer.

Annette Messager , My Trophies, 1987, Photograph, Acrylic, charcoal, and pastel on gelatin-silver print, 81 1/8 x 67 in.; Courtesy Los Angeles County Museum of Art.

CGV: That piece must bring back a lot of memories for you?

AM: It evokes different memories, dreams, a mixture of things. It's never a specific memory, never a kind of
autobiography in my case. My work is a fake autobiography; a kind of mixed-up identity, mixed-up like I did
with the different Annette Messagers: the collector, the artist, the handywoman, etc.

CGV: In what way does a missing piece, a piece that doesn't make it to the show, perturb things?

AM: Well I was perturbed because I had planned on putting that piece in the biggest exhibition space, [in
Mexico City], on a very large wall, along with the other pieces, at different heights, and well it just wasn't
possible anymore. So I changed things around: I installed The Lines of the Hand there instead, and in
another, smaller space, where I'd planned on putting something else, I installed My Trophies, so it was
okay, but at first I was thinking, "Ohlala what am I going to do?"

CGV: But it worked out, precisely because you made sure that you were around to adapt and
change things if necessary.

AM: In my case, it seems absolutely necessary, especially because of the kind of work that I do. It's sort of
like, for example, with music, you have partitions, but the partition can be played differently. With paintings,
paintings are more autonomous than say, The Lines of the Hand, [an installation piece that involves writing
on the wall]. In that case, if you have an air conditioning duct on the wall, on the floor plans you don't have
those kinds of indications, obviously. There are always surprises, and generally they're bad. But it's okay,
you have to be able to adapt to the situation, as well.

Christopher Davison
Petr Davydtchenko

Iole de Freitas
Nick De Pirro

Georganne Deen
Jen DeNike

Malaka Dewapriya
Rodney Dickson

Dino Dinco
Jim Dine

Lecia Dole-Recio
Daniel Dove

Zhivago Duncan
Mark Dutcher

Jack Early
Stefan Eins

Gregory Euclide
Franklin Evans

Cécile B. Evans
Erica Eyres

Shepard Fairey
Harun Farocki

Tony Feher
eliza fernand
Joshua Field

Broken Fingaz
Jess Flood-Paddock

Emi Fontana
Chantel Foretich
Eloise Fornieles

Justin Francavilla
Jill Frank

Dana Frankfort
Jade Fusco

Francesca Gabbiani
Anna Galtarossa

Chitra Ganesh
Marc Ganzglass
Theaster Gates

Matt Gil
Alexandra Grant
Nicholas Grider
Benoit Grimbert
Philippe Gronon

Bill Gross
Birta Gudjonsdottir

Shilpa Gupta
Antonia Gurkovska

Summer Guthery
Josephine Haden

Khaled Hafez
Emilie Halpern

Nicola Bergström
Hansen

Margaret Harrison
Kate Hawkins
Iris Häussler

http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/92571
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/163111
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/6410
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/6940
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/13467
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/5729
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/52580
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/18212
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/71287
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/1431
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/5616
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/1655
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/57079
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/1849
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/200147
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/2441
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/6422
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/6359
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/177996
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/277
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/155
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/22329
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/2673
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/14985
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/14428
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/253531
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/169946
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/153742
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/18169
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/39119
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/14894
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/29253
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/534
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/231490
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/6012
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/11037
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/19630
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/46427
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/33623
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/18071
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/3153
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/5575
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/36870
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/20545
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/30522
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/30190
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/21497
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/142107
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/14489
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/15688
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/55924
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/1519
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/227298
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/130637
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/20743
http://www.artslant.com/par/artists/rackroom/213237


Annette Messager , Articulado-desarticulado, 2001-2002 (detalle) Titeres automatizados, cuerdas, poleas, motores, madera, cables, computadora, software, tela,
lámparas; Courtesy San Ildefonso, Mexico City.

CGV: Do you know of any other artists that do what you do, which is to go personally to each
international venue to install a show?

AM: Well, you have to take into consideration that Annette Messager [the solo exhibition that toured
Mexico] was a big show, not really a retrospective, because it doesn't start in the 70s, if not in the 80s, but
nonetheless a big show. For a group exhibition I don't go, or in that case I'll send someone, but for Mexico,
there were three large spaces involved, with Mexico City being the largest. What I liked about Puebla was
that it was so intimate. Anyway, I really do think it was necessary to go; it's part of the job to go. Last year
was just too much, because in that case I did Poland, Russia and then Monterrey, in Mexico, all of which
were big, work-intensive shows.

For me, it's really important to take the time to stay at home and work. At the same time, however, when
you're traveling, it's good to distance oneself from work in progress. Oftentimes, in the evenings, [while
traveling] I work, I write a bit. If I'm at home I start writing emails, I pay the bills, I do the laundry, I cook.
When I'm traveling for a show I'm more relaxed, I write a few emails but not many; I can concentrate, and
also I get to review my old work, as well. I always try to approach things from a fresh perspective and that
allows me to develop new ideas. But you have to be careful not to burn out, as well.

CGV: After the big expedition that was Mexico... Can you sum things up a bit for me? 

AM: I think it's worth mentioning that my work has been greatly influenced by Mexico. By the way, I've been
there seven or eight times. But the first time, I was just astounded by the churches there. In Puebla I think
there are around 300! I didn't go to all 300, of course... In Mexico City, there's a church right next to San
Ildefonso [the Mexico City venue], and there are all these saints up on top, on these kinds of shelves, with
real clothing. But the clothes are so old! And just coated with dust, it was like a layer of marble, all in the
folds; you could almost feel the thickness of so much dust.

[In Mexico] there's just so much accumulation of gold, of baroque, all kinds of combinations. And then
there's what's known as milagros, or ex-votos, the little body parts; all of that is very, very dear to me. In my
work I focus more on the body parts of lovers, but it's still feet and hands like in the churches you see
everywhere in Mexico. I've always felt very akin to Mexico -- ok, so maybe not so much in regards to the
food; I have a hard time with all the spicy food. But it's just such a visual country, which is to say that there's
just so much to look at, all the time, everywhere. Posters, people, different communities. Visually it's just
overwhelming; sometimes it's just too much, and you have to stop. The colors, the smells, the markets,
everything. The religious iconography. There's this street in Mexico City, near the cathedral, and it's just
filled with nothing but plaster religious icons!  By the way, I bought one, a little baby Jesus-doctor; I'd never
seen that one before! I put it right next to my bed, and before I knew it I was sick. The Lord's vengeance!

Annette Messager , Historia de las pequeñas efigies, 1990-1995  Animales de peluche, ropa enmarcada, fotografias blanco y negro de dibujos;  Courtesy San
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Ildefonso, Mexico City.

CGV: So I'm curious about something, tell me what you think about the term "woman artist?" 

AM: A very dangerous topic! It's as if you pointed out to a Jewish person that he or she is a Jew. If the
Jewish person points it out it's alright, they're okay with it, but if you say to them, "You are a Jew," they're
going to say, "What are you trying to say?" It's such a tricky subject. Personally I don't think that women
should be segregated any more than I think men should be. In fact, there have been masculine ghettos, for
quite a number of years; there were nothing but male artists in all of the exhibitions, and no one ever
noticed! Nowadays, I don't think that it's right to create feminine ghettos either. That being said, I think that
women have contributed so much to art, and continue to do so. Also, artists such as Félix Gonzalez-Torres,
who have used what I consider to be feminine materials. I really think that since the end of the 60s, and
continuing on into the 70s, so many inroads have been made in feminine art. But, you have to be very
careful when using these terms! Be wary of shows about Women Artists. By the way, the Centre Pompidou
did a really huge one last year, where they showed their collection of art made by women. I was very
worried about how that show was going to turn out, which ended up being very interesting. What I noticed
was that women in the 70s were making very violent art; it was very brutal. But then, women had a lot to be
angry about.

Granted, I'm personally not into making claims like, "We women should not be doing this or that." On the
contrary, I immersed myself in the feminine. I was using household materials to create art, because the
home is also the woman. I used fabrics, cushions, soft materials, embroidery. But I was enunciating, I
wasn't opposing myself to anything. I feel that in France, it just wasn't possible the way it was in the United
States to stand up for something. In Europe, we have such a long history of art that's just so present, that
goes back so far... When I first started out back in the beginning of the 1970s, because I was a young
woman, everyone was always telling me, "But don't you want to have children? You are going to have
children, one of these days..." And I noticed that no one ever asked a man the same question, which I
thought was very strange. After all, to have children men need to be involved as well! So people were
always making these kinds of comments, "You want to be an artist, and yet, you're a woman!" Well, for me
that wasn't a problem, but for everyone else here in France, it seemed there was a problem. You see, I was
raised the same way my brother was; my father painted, he was an architect, there were always crayons
around for us.

Annette Messager , Historia de los vestidos, 1990.  Vestido, acuarelas bajo cristal;  Courtesy San Ildefonso, Mexico City.

There's a story I like to tell, and it's about the day that I decided to become an artist, a professional artist,
not just continue to do a little painting now and then, but to make a living out of it, you know? So I said to
myself, "Here's the thing: staying at home and painting is great, but that doesn't make you an artist."
Unfortunately, there's a lot more to it than that; you've got to show your work to people, you've got to be
able to talk about it. So, in a gallery, not far from here (near the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris), there was
an opening for an artist whose work I really liked. I didn't know him, I only knew there was going to be an
opening. So I said to myself, "Okay, you're going to go to this opening. You're going to talk to the artist,
you're going to look at the paintings, you're going to tell him that you like his work. And you're going to get
yourself invited to dinner afterward." It's very difficult to say anything of intelligence to an artist at an
opening! What do you say? "Oh, it's very beautiful!"

So I go to the opening, and of course, people are talking to the artist, a bunch of blah-blah, so of course I
had no idea what I was going to say, there I am, looking at the paintings. I liked them, so there was no need
to force myself, and well, in the end he said, "Would you like to stay for dinner after the opening?"

I still remember that dinner very clearly, it seemed like the most wonderful dinner in the world! There were
art critics, and everyone was really nice, the conversation was flowing, and I sat down right next to this art
critic, who was quite well-known at the time, I think he's still alive. So he says to me, "And you Miss, what
do you?" So I say, "Well I'm an artist, and, by the way, if you're interested you can come and see my work."
So he says to me, "Sleep with you, sure. Look at your work, never!"

That sobered me up on the spot, but I said to myself, "Actually I'm really glad that he told me that." Because
it brought me to the realization that in the art world, in France, I was going to have to watch out for things
like that. In a way, he did me a favor.
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CGV: That's right, it's as if he were cluing you in on the temperature of the art world at the time. But
wasn't it a difficult realization to come to, being so young and new to art? 

AM: That's one of the advantages of being part of a minority, as I was, when there were very few women
artists in France -- you develop great strength, because you're up against a great deal. I think it must be a
hidden strength. But politicians are going to have to learn to listen to what minorities have to say.

Annette Messager, Historia de tres noches blancas, 1990. Ropa, madera, acrílico, fibras vegetales, papel, metal, tinta y lápices; Courtesy San Ildefonso, Mexico City.

CGV: I'm under the impression that you're working in a quite different direction than you have in the
past. You've been incorporating machinery into your practice, for example...

AM: Right now I'm working on a new piece that's very different from anything I've done so far. I work with
these bits of soft metal, very black, making these kinds of constructions. In the beginning, when I gave
myself all the different identities: Annette Messager the collector, I was working with newspaper clippings,
or with drawings; Annette Messager handywoman, artist, worked with taxidermied animals; Annette
Messager the storyteller, the peddler... But we are whole beings, with many different identities, sometimes
very contradictory, but still, I think maybe these identities do end up creating a whole. What I was trying to
achieve with the different identities in each exhibition space, was the effect of a different artist who'd
created each group of pieces. Because, you know, people refer to "women artists" but really, so much
depends on the spectator as well. They say the spectator creates the work. Well, I always thought that
when people see a woman's name associated to a work, they're going to see it a bit differently. There are so
many factors to take into consideration. A man has a different way of seeing things than a woman. We don't
all have the same sensibilities. What a relief we women haven't started seeing things the way men do!

ArtSlant would like to thank Annette Messager for her assistance in making this interview possible.

--Cynthia G. Valdez 
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