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Installation view, Some End of things (detail), 2013, at Kunstmuseum Basel, 2013 All'images (except*®): Courtesy of 47 Canal, New York
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Sister, 2011, tempura fried flowers, cotton turtleneck
Photo by Joerg Lohse
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Bacterial soaps developed in Yi's studio
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Fever and Spear |, 2014, resin, plastic hearts, two way mirror
plexiglas, powder coated steel wall mount, 41.91 x 40.64 x
20.32cm

The Possibility of an Island II, 2012, custom glass perfume bottle,
saline water, colored contact lenses, vinyl tubing, air pump,
135.89x35.56x35.56cm Photo by Joerg Lohse
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7.070,430K of Digital Spit, A Memoir. Courtesy of Fondation Galeries Lafayette, 47 Canal, New York and Kunsthalle Basel. Photo by
Philipp Hanger.
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Edit by BT // Photo by Saori Tao

A VIRAL PETRI-DISH OF POTENT SENSES

In a world obsessed with cleanliness, how might we discover beauty in dirt?
The visceral work of Anicka Yi is pungent with death and decay, awaiting digestion
by the forces of nature, while observing a formalism which lifts microbes and odor

to new aesthetic heights. Investing in this corroding corporeal presence she critiques
our very humanity and questions the lens through which gender is observed.

Could we possibly start off the interview

by discussing your recent work?

AY: I'm working on three solo exhibitions right
now and also have a residency at MI'T. At the
same time I'm working on a major book project.
This started out as a catalogue with MIT but has
turned into an artwork in itself. The book is being
made entirely out of incense, being printed on this
very old French paper called Papier D’Armenie,
scented with an original fragrance which will be
released when burnt. Due to the ambition of this
project Kunsthalle Basel are also now involved,
and an exhibition is planned in which the book
will be featured as a sculptural form burning
throughout the show. A collection of four essays by
some incredible writers, my mission statement and
pictures of my work will encapsulate the phrase
“Burn After Reading”.

Did you work with perfumers for
your show with the piece with dryers
(Washing Away of Wrongs, 2014)?

AY: Yes, I worked with a fabulous French
perfumer based in NY, Christophe Laudamiel,
who has designed four fragrances for me. Scents
form an important pillar of my practice and

in fact with the next three shows I work with
scent, almost exclusively. I have been working
with perfume for a long time, with projects like

“Shigenobu Twilight Perfume” which has proved
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areal success story as a product but also has

this whole story behind it. I wanted to make a
biographical series of perfumes on living women
and this scent is inspired by Fusako Shigenobu
who was the founder and leader of the Japanese
Red Army, she was exile in Lebanon for 20 years
and is now serving 25 years in prison in Japan.
The ingredients have symbolic meaning, for
example cedar is used as it is the national emblem
of Lebanon, and having researched Shigenobu’s
life I tried to condense this fascinating story into
a perfume. This is sold at Ooga Booga.. not as
an artwork.. as a commodity, something that can
exist out in the world without relying on an art
background or context.

Now I'm working on one of my most ambitious
scents with a synthetic biologist at MIT, collecting
culture samples from 100 different women and
trying to engineer a new bacteria from which we

will create a new fragrance.

Sputniko! is working as a faculty
member there. She combines fashion
elements with gender topics in her
works. she is well known for the

work menstrual machine, included in
MoMA'’s collection which allows men to
experience and feel what the menstrual
cycle is like.

AY: That’s wonderful. I'll try to meet her. At MIT
I'm working with different people like light and

holography scientists, and neuroscientists. I was

invited to come for a year to work in their lab and
with their scientists, which is a real opportunity

as I've been trying to work in the science realm

for quite some time but it’s quite difficult to meet
scientists if you're not a part of that community.
This program is so good because it brings together
artists and scientists. This is sort of my first
collaboration with a scientist for the Kitchen show,

for engineering the bacteria.

Since when, and why, did you want to

work with scientists?

AY: The science really evolved because T
worked with a lot of difficult materials. Take
for instance the fried flowers (which appear in
works such as Sister, 2011). Originally I just left
them unprotected in the exhibition space but
when I tried to put resin around them it proved
very difficult. I was always experimenting with
the archival and non-archival, perishable and
non-perishable. I would always be researching
how certain materials will react to other
materials. That is really where my interests
became grounded in science because I started to
have to learn chemistry. In one show I wanted

to cover the gallery walls entirely in butter so

T had to consult scientists as to the best way to
avoid the butter going bad and moldy. That’s
how my work started to evolve into more
scientific inquiries and questions. But also
simultaneously the work, the ideas, started to
get microbiological, getting under the surface
of skin. Hence the bacteria subject matter,
engineering and aestheticizing bacteria, with

the real use of microbes in my work.

You are using unconventional materials
that usually don’t get used in art. Is
there a specific reason why you had to
use these materials to express what you

are trying to?

AY: It’s a very symbiotic relationship, the needs
grew together, so that one wasn’t exclusively
steering the process. For example, there was an
irrational desire to fry the flowers, seeing them
drip and smell so strongly. But because that’s an
object in the world you start to develop a more
rigorous relationship with the object, picking it
apart to analyze it and see how you can progress
it until it becomes an evolution of trying to work

with and mutate a particular condition.

So the initial way that you
involved yourselfin this
material, was irrational

and impulsive.

AY: Yes. But what was most
essential was its perishability.
This soap for instance (holding
out one of her glycerin bacteria
works) is not going to last
forever and I like working with
that temporality. This could

also be said to be a reaction

Life Serves Up The Occasional Pink Unicorn (detail), 2013, tempura fried flowers,
resin, plexiglas, stainless steel shelves, chrome plated dumbbells, 243.84x629.92x
15.24cm Photo by Daniel Portnoy
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against the sort of monumentality of art and

painting. You have this built in attitude that
artis supposed to last forever and it’s supposed
to be permanent, and as a species of humanity
that’s what we leave to the rest of the world. And
my attitude was very much that you can make
really incredible statements with works that
only last maybe for a day or two months. It’s
also a very masculine attitude to have, that you
are going to make a metal steel sculpture and
it’s going to last forever. And I was resisting that
too. I play with that kind of status of permanent
/ impermanent, making it natural that science
can help me understand these different

evolutions, the organic and inorganic etc.

Your work is subtly nuanced but

seems to predict that things don’t

last, suggesting something other than
optimism behind its beauty. It appears
to point to death or a future... towards...

destruction.

AY: Yes absolutely. The work is very dark
[Laughs] But it’s also perverse and playful. As
soon as you cut a flower it’s going to die. But the
fact is that even without cutting it the flower will
die eventually. To cut the flower, and then to
throw it into boiling oil with batter, is a violent

act, whilst playing with death as a material.

It seems like there is a sort of an
emotional relationship between you,
the organic person, and something
inorganic. Titles that you use such

as Divorce can be a metaphor of that
relationship, of the way you observe
inorganic materials but perceive them

in organic ways.

AY: Yes. I didn’t want my work to just be a
hermetic formal exercise. So I started opening into
more personal narratives, which I have developed
into a trilogy of shows Denial, Divorce and Death,
three stages of grieving, which have formed a
structure which has allowed me to really study the
emotional forensics of loss and separation over a

durational period.

How did you find the process of working
with Ruba Katrib on the Disagreeable
Objects show?

AY: I always talk about my philosophies when
I'work with someone and I made by interest in
humanism very clear, distinguishing myself from
alot of artists who get bundled under the “post-
internet art” label. I am not concerned with this
utopian or dystopian discourse around technology,
rather my engagement is with the human
condition, and developing that as a project based
upon the site of the body and humanist values. For
me I have very strong statements about what my
intent is, what I want to say about the work. I still
believe that art can be very powerful as a social
and political tool, and if nothing else, at least it
allows for a conversation around the conditions

that we live in.

So you are influenced by topical events?

AY: In my upcoming show at the Kitchen,
entitled “You Can Call Me F”, I have 100
women, bacteria and one scent. I am drawing a
parallel between the growing paranoia and fear
about hygiene in public and private, especially
around Ebola for example, and the fear of
feminism and of women working together. It’s
areal problem I think in the art world when

for every 10 museum directors, maybe there is

Le Pain Symbiotique, 2014, vinyl inflatable, soap, resin, dough, single channel video, 213.36x396.24cm (*) Photo by Taipei Fine Arts
Museum Courtesy of the artist and Taipei Fine Arts Museum, Taipei

1 female director, while all the staff below are
women. [ want to confront these real world, real
life conditions. These are things that don’t go
away. You have to talk about them, which I am

driven to do as an artist.

Your work has a very delicate and
temporal element which suggests a
particularly female corporeality. It
also has a strength which connects
with the heart, in this world of so much
information. But how do you feel, if we
perceive the work within the bounds of

the feminine?

AY: Probably there are a lot of female elements,
which might have deterred people to start as
they didn’t know what to do with it. But you
create the market, by making good work,
creating the network, creating an excitement
around it, and now I have a lot of interest in
collecting my work. But it was very difficult at
first because no one would take me seriously.
And half the time they are like, “T'hat’s not even
art. I don’t know what that is”. Like the tempura
fried flowers. They were like “What is that?”

But now all of that has sold and collectors want

more and more. So you can make a difference.

So now perceptions and the market

are changing?

AY: It’s changing. That has to happen with
very strong artists, but we can’t do it alone. It
has to happen with the attitudes of curators and
collectors and museum directors. And this is
why it’s important for me to get the conversation
out there. And if T had to describe the work, my
best work is when I have the balance of feminine
and masculine, not just one or the other. I think
that is when it its more successful, when I have

a balance. But I do know that there are a lot

of young female artists out there who feel the
pressure to be very masculine, so they will be

taken seriously. It’s a reality. It’s a total reality. Bl

Born 1971 in Seoul. Lives and works in New York // 2012
Featured in “A Disagreeable Object,” Sculpture Center, New York
// 2013 Appeared in the Biennale de Lyon // Participated in “Some
End of Things,” at Museum fiir Gegenwartskunst, Basel // 2014
Unvetled major exhibition “Death,” Cleveland Museum of Art

// Joined “The Great Acceleration,” Taipei Biennial curated by
Nicolas Bourriaud // 2015 Presented acclaimed solo show

“You Can Call Me F,” at The Kitchen, New York
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