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It’s no coincidence that Michael Petry’s first monograph,  
‘The trouble with Michael’, published over a decade ago  
still resonates. Incorporating themes of sexuality, time and 
memory, his use of material is as sensual as it is surprising. 
Often quietly confrontational, alongside his establishment 
views and critique, altogether, it’s a mischievous practice. I 
caught up with Michael for an in-depth discussion of recent 
projects and to explore his practice more broadly, from the art 
of not making to storytelling, the museum, through to heroes 
and politics. 
 
RS: Tell me about your most recent projects?  
 
MP: I’ve recently worked on two shows, including for the Alentejo 
Triennial in Portugal. Most of the works in that were libations to Classical 
gods. The main piece, which was very related to that particular region, 
was a libation to Apollo. The work was a porcelain bowl, one metre in 
diameter that I designed. The white porcelain was then gilt-fired until it 
looked like solid gold and was filled with local wine. Another libation, 
again, connected to the region was called Libation to Eros, the god of 
love.  
 
I also undertook a performance and installation where one whole wall of 
the museum was covered in Portuguese cork, into which I fired 54 arrows, 
one for each year of my life. A related work was a bronze called The Lost 
Quiver of Eros. It's an edition of ten bronze arrows, but they're all unique, 
every single one is different because of the way they're made. They have 
black patinas, but they look very historic.  
 
The idea is that they look like they are the missing bits from different  
Classical sculptures. One of the bronze pieces that I'm going to be making 
soon is a lightning bolt of Zeus. You'll often see these statues where 
they're throwing something, except that it's gone, because that particular 
bit has been lost over time. So I'm going to be making all these kind of lost 
ancient fragments.  
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RS: Which is interesting in terms of my next question. You've been making  
Work for 30 years or more.   
  
MP: Yes. 
 
RS: And you return to performance intermittently. 
 
MP: That's right. 
 
RS: But given what we've been talking about, the work is both a sculpture and 
a performance. 
 
MP: That's right, yes. 
 
RS: So I guess the question is really something around how you see sculpture 
in relation to performance. Can performance be sculpture?  
 
MP: Yes. Well, I certainly think, depending on the performance, it can be very 
sculptural, and you could call it a sculpture. And interestingly, like with Libation 
to Apollo, that bowl, which is quite big and very heavy, it has two states.  
  
When it's active, in essence it's being performed, i.e. that it's filled with wine. 
But when it's in a passive state, it's designed just like a traditional plate so you 
can hang it on the wall.  
  
So in essence, it's passive in that sense, and it's purely a sculptural object, not 
in any way performative. It's simply the object on the wall, and it's kind of 
ready, it's anticipating its performance.  
  
And so there's a series of these kinds of works. There's another one, which is 
the Libation to Selene, the goddess of the Moon. In that one, there are four 
silver plates, which are only about half that size; they're about half a metre 
each.  
  
One of those has red wine in it, depending on the phase of the Moon. So if you 
were to walk into the gallery, you would know what phase of the Moon it was 
by which plate was filled with wine. But again, when it's not being shown as a 
kind of performative sculptural work, it can be hung on the wall as well.  
 
RS: So when it's sculptural, it's passive, when it's active it's performance.  
 
MP: Exactly. In the past, I was making these string works called String Theory.  
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And again, those pieces, when they're installed, they're active, people are 
allowed to interact with them. And then when they're not, they're rolled up and 
they can be shown purely as sculptural objects, and then they’re passive. The 
performative element is still possible, but they're purely sculptural in that 
situation. 
 
So that is something that came to me, you know, just through making, and I 
realised, "Oh, actually there is this kind of performative element that I want."  
 
Not in all of my sculpture, obviously, but there is a lot of the sculpture that I 
want to have that quality. I mean, the bronze arrows, they never get installed in 
the wall. You don't shoot them, because they're bronze. 
 
RS: No.  
 
MP: It's purely sculptural. 
 
RS: Yes, which I have two questions about.  
 
MP: Okay.   
 
RS: So, there's two parts to this. And the first part is that there is a lot of duality 
in your practice, in that for me, at least, from the outside, I can see your work 
falling into two kinds of sculptural approaches.  
 
There's the scattered, relative forms, and then there's the united forms. And by 
that I mean, with Joshua D's Wall and Golden Rain, they’re scattered, but 
relative forms. 
 
MP: Yes. 
 
RS: They're similar. But then you have the sort of united forms with the 
memory pieces.  
 
MP: Yes.  
 
RS: So that's the first part of the question, do you use those sculptural 
devices? Or not? If not, what do you do? 
 
MP: Well, no, I would say they're more layered than just simply being dual, in 
that they often have broader art historical references.   
 
 
 

   
 RS: That's the next part of the question, that's good. 

 
MP: Which sometimes is obvious, and sometimes isn't. And then they 
almost always have a queer element to them, as well.   
 
RS: Yes. 
 
MP: And so, depending on how interested you are in terms of engaging  
with the work, some of that layered information comes up, or becomes more 
obvious. So like the piece recently shown at the Glazenhuis Museum in 
Belgium: AT the core of the Algorithm, when you look at it, in a sense 
there's scattered pieces. There are over 50 hanging sets of glass spheres. 
Visually they intersect, so when you're at the base, looking up, you see 
spheres through other spheres. So you have colour through colour. 
 
 And so the physical objects, let's say you have a red and a green one, when 
you look through the red bit at the green, you get a different colour. And if 
you look at the green through the red, you get a different colour. And if you 
look at the red and green one through a purple and yellow one, you get a 
different colour again. So with a very few number of colours, an infinite 
number of colours are there in the room for the viewer to see. So that's a 
purely formal interaction.  
 
RS: Yes. 
 
MP: That has to do with the colour and the shapes. And yet, the reason that 
they are the shape they are, and the history behind that is clearer in the title. 
The notion of algorithm comes from the 8th Century Muslim mathematician 
Al-Khwarizmi, which then, the English couldn't pronounce, then became 
'algorithm'.   
 
RS: Oh, is that right? 
 
MP: Yes, it's absolutely true. And he developed the first notion of an 
algorithm, which is a kind of 'if this, if not, then do this', or, sort of thing.  

 And so in order to make the pieces, I worked out an algorithm for the  
 glassblowers, so that they then had to follow these algorithms in order to  
 make the pieces. So that was, some are clear, some are opaque, some are 
 bright. It was a very complicated thing, and we made this algorithm that  
 worked, that they were able to follow in process. So the production of it was 
 through an algorithm. 
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Now, the other thing about the piece is prime numbers. In the installation, the 
groupings of the pieces that are hanging are all primes. So there is a single 
piece, a double piece, three spheres together, or five spheres together. And in 
various times, the number 1 has been considered a prime, and it has also not 
been considered a prime. Currently it's no longer considered a prime. But 
because it's this historic kind of piece, I wanted it also to be included. 
  
And the number of sets of groups is also a prime. So you have these prime 
numbers. And the current mathematical and physics thinking around our 
universe is that it's part of something called the multiverse, wherein there are 
an infinite number of universes out there, and they are interacting in a similar  
way to soap bubbles.  
 

 
 RS: Yes. 
 
 MP: So the design for the spheres interacting is based on the multiverse. 
 So you have one sphere interacting into another sphere, and into another 
 sphere, in the same way that the multiverse is said to interact. And they 
 alter each other visually, the colour changes in a way that represents that 
 interaction between those possible universes. So you've got all of that going 
 on, and then each of the spheres has a slice cut off of it.  
 

RS: Yes. 
 

MP: They're not a perfect sphere, they've all been cut. And that, and the 
algorithm, relate to the story of Alan Turing, who is the father of modern 
computers. He developed an algorithm to break the Enigma code. So he's 
insanely important to everyone's life, because we wouldn't have computers 
without him.  

 
But the interesting thing, and here's where the queer element comes into it, 
Turing was gay. And in 1952, he was arrested and essentially convicted for 
it. He was sentenced to detention, and amongst other things, to forced 
hormone treatment. When he was found dead in his apartment, by his side 
was an apple with a bite out of it, poisoned with cyanide, it was ruled as 
suicide, but it was very convenient, just insanely convenient that he died. 
And so, this piece is also kind of a monument to him. 

 
RS: Which is a very contemporary monument.   

 
MP: And on a completely, kind of wonderfully crazy level, it’s also a popular 
myth that the Apple products logo, which is an apple with a bite out of it, is 
also said to be an homage to Turing. So it also has this very contemporary 
feel. So yes, it's a multi-layered kind of piece, and it functions on all those 
 different levels, depending on which avenue of interest you approach it with.  

  
 RS: You often start with stories, you like to tell stories.  
  
 MP: Yes, yes. 
  
 RS: And there's lots of references to mythology, to art history, to sexuality,  
 and so on in the work. So for you, in terms of making, which comes 
 first?  
 
 MP: I think it's always the narrative. 

  
 



 
RS: The narrative, I’m really interested in this.  
  
MP: I mean, I think my work is incredibly narrative. It's very conceptual, and 
you don't necessarily see the narrative, but there's almost always a narrative 
there. And that, for me, it's like how do I make narrative, abstract?  
  
RS: Yes, that’s very interesting and how do you reconcile that formally?  
  
MP: When someone sees my work, they don't actually need to know the  
narrative, but they might explore the narrative if they find that interesting, or  
not. And so it almost always comes at the beginning. I don't make  
something and then make up a narrative.  
  
One of the things I use is creation myths, things that exist within almost all 
cultures, notions as to how and why the world came into being. People all 
across the world, across time, have made up stories about why they're  
there. 
  
I like to access those stories, so whether or not Christ turned water into wine is 
neither here nor there. It's no more probable than whether or not Diana  
turned Actaeon into a stag and set her dogs on him, you know, these are  
stories. It doesn't really matter to me.  
  
And so I often use science and mathematics a lot as well, because I often play 
with those different layers and methods of describing the universe.   
 
Because science is a methodology for describing the universe, but so is  
religion.  
 
RS: They're measures. 
 
MP: They're measures, they're just different measures. And if you believe in 
one, you are less likely to believe in any other. And so we are  constructing an 
ethical universe, where they are living in a moral one. Now, it was morally right 
for Christians to own slaves. It says so in the Bible, right? So if you really were 
a good Christian, you would demand slavery, even today, to be kept, because 
God says there should be slaves. 
 
RS: But it’s a story, right?  
 
MP: But, if you were an ethical person, you would know, you would say, “Of 
 
 
 

 
 course you can't have slaves.” But that means you are not moral. You are  
 being immoral by saying, “Slavery should end,” because your moral book, 
 which tells you your moral code, says slavery is ok, and priests and 
 preachers taught this from the pulpit until they were stopped by ethical  
 people.  

  
 Religion is just full of crazy things, you know? And so you have to say, 
 “Well, either we buy this word for word or they may be parables which might 
 have some insight into the way that humans behave.” 
 
 RS: Because that may be helpful. And that would suggest that artists are 
 storytellers, in that they're free to take those narratives and weave them or 
 recast them as new stories,  
 
 MP: Yes. I mean, even artists who make purely conceptual art are telling  
 stories about art. Art about art, it's stories about this belief system that we  
 call art. It's not without the narrative. The white cube is not a neutral zone,  
 it's as full of history as any other place. 
 
 RS: It doesn't really exist unless you put art in it. 
 
 MP: Well, yes, but more than that. It pretends to be an objective space. But  
 in a museum context it isn't objective at all. It's full of curators who have all 
 sorts of prejudices, and of course there are issues of why things are shown, 
 why they're not shown. It's not in any way objective, but it presents itself, “I  
 am the museum, I am objective. This is the fiction that, if I say it enough,  
 most people will believe it.” 
  
 And so, a lot of my more critical work, my writing and curation, is around 
 exploring the notion that the museum is totally subjective, and the way that 
 it presents as fact many things that are actually, that the museum knows is 
 a lie. Especially around the nature of same-sex lovers and how they’re 
 rarely presented in this way, like CY Twombly recently for example.    
 
 RS: That’s similar to Rauschenberg, and…  
 
 MP: Well, Rauschenberg was his lover. 
  
 RS: Ah, okay. There you go. 
 
 MP: Okay, Rauschenberg and Twombly were lovers, yet museums 
 presents them going on this buddy trip across Europe, which was in   
 
 



 
essence their honeymoon. Rauschenberg made all these works about them, 
and about their love at that time. Rauschenberg of course later met Jasper 
Johns, and they became lovers.  
 
RS: That's right, yes, that's who I was thinking of. 
 
MP: But the thing is, in all of those shows, including huge survey shows 
recently on Rauschenberg, on Johns, on Twombly, they rarely if at all refer to 
their sexuality. And then, when Twombly ultimately met a woman and married 
her, the Tate refered to his ‘honeymoon’ with her.  
 
RS: I see.  
 
MP: So, on one level they're willing to talk about the sexuality of the man, by 
saying he went on a honeymoon, which is a very heterosexual thing to do. But 
they refuse to talk about the sexual nature of his relationship with 
Rauschenberg. So if you didn't know that, you would think Cy Twombly was a 
straight man, who had never had a same-sex lover. And the same with 
Rauschenberg, same with Johns, same with so many. 
  
In America, they're now trying to say that Andy Warhol was asexual. They don't 
want him to be gay, because of course his prices are so astronomical, and the 
problem is, for many of the art auction houses and institutions, the new wave of 
collectors, whether they're Russian, or Arab, or from places where 
homosexuality is not only illegal, it's immoral, it's all those things. They want a 
Warhol, but they don't want what comes with it.  
  
So how do you strip away the gayness from Warhol. You say, “Oh, well he was 
asexual.”  
 
RS: I see, wow. 
 
MP: So for me it's true, that we want museums; we want to believe that the 
museum is a neutral space, but it's not. And it's not objective, in any way; it has 
its own agenda. 
 
RS: Sure. 
 
MP: And so…  
 
RS: Like artists, museums are storytellers. 
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MP: It's all about telling stories. And so I'm just more invested in the notion  
of the story and the narrative in an interesting way.  
  
RS: Yes. 

  
MP: And it's in a sense more foregrounded in my work. Whereas someone like 
Carl Andre, it would seem as if there is no narrative, but of course there is. 
 
RS: Yes, implicitly. 
 
MP: Implicitly, there is. He would say no, it's purely conceptual, but that's part 
of the narrative already. 
 
RS: Yes, which I had been thinking about. You know, your work goes against 
the grain, in lots of ways, in terms of its subject matter. But also how you, in  
your work, tackle notions of masculinity. And it makes me think of this kind of  
 

 
 myth of this heroic kind of romantic artist in history, like Johns, 
 Rauschenberg and all other male artists, they're heroes. 

   
 MP: Yes. 
   
 RS: You seem to subvert that in a way. Or, perhaps those heroes didn't 
 exist in the first place. 
  
 MP: Well, first of all I would say that the notion of heroes…  
 
 RS: Well the idea seems romantic in itself. 
  
 MP: Yes, it's very romantic, it was always romantic. I mean, when I talk 
 about my book, The Art of Not Making and this idea of the artist-maker, this 
 really is caught up in a romantic, late Victorian notion which I call the “La 
 Bohême” syndrome.   
  
 
 RS: Right. 
  
 MP: And in it, there's a painter, he lives in Montmartre, and his girlfriend is 
 dying of consumption because they're freezing and they have no money.  
 
 He's a painter, a heroic painter with his paintbrush, painting away to create 
 great art. And it's always a man who creates great art; it's never a woman,  
 in the 19th Century. 
 
 RS: True. 

  
 MP: And so you have this kind of mythology of, “I am painting the great 
 painting, and it will save the world,” and all this kind of nonsense. It's so 
 fictionalised in “La Bohême”, but it's such beautiful music that it became  
 the popular notion of, that that's what artists do. 
  
 And at the same time that this notion is going on, Rodin is having bronze  
 works made in factories in Paris, in editions of ten, with hundreds of people 
 making them. There's Rodin, and later Matisse. And the general public is 
 thinking, “Oh, to be an artist, you have to have your paintbrush, and  
 heroically daub that painting.” And so that became this notion, which is 
 where the initial heroic notion, I think, comes from.  
  
 Really, Kant, a century before that, is actually positing the notion of men   
 being heroic artists who are touching the sublime. 
 



 
RS: Yes. 
 
MP: And it kind of comes from that. But really, this “La Bohême” thing is for the 
general public. Because up until really that point, the general public has 
nothing to do with art. Art was a very elitist kind of thing. 
 
So we then get the next kind of major notion of what is the artist, is that  
they're dangerous and they're crazy. And that's when…  
  
RS: You love that part. 
 
MP: That's the good part, which is around Van Gogh. And we have Kirk  
Douglas playing him in a movie, and it's so fantastic. And then it's just like,  
“Oh wow, that's artists, they're heroic, they're crazy,” and the more crazy,  
the madder, the better you are as an artist. So you know, you get these kind  
of popular notions. 
 
RS: But that doesn't detract from, thinking back to Rodin, it doesn't detract 
from the art. They become emblematic of the art. 
 
MP: No, no. The art is different from the persona of the artist. 
 
RS: Yes. 
 
MP: But this notion of heroic masterpiece, genius, this has all been kind of  
dismantled in the late 20th Century, with people like Foucault deconstructing 
what those power structures were that enabled that mythology to exist, and 
was actually something that was very nice for the middle class, the bourgeois, 
to look at, and deem, “Oh, that's how it is,” without having to question it.  
Because the power structure says this is the way things function. If you get 
along with that, then you will move up a step. And yet it never allowed the 99% 
to become the 1% and of course those are terms we use now because it 
makes a lot of sense. 
 
RS: Do you think that the magician's cloak of the heroic artist has been taken 
away? 
 
MP: No, people still want to believe it. And that's one of the things I always 
say, this is a system, a studio system, people carving for Bernini, or casting for 
Bernini. This has gone on for hundreds and hundreds of years, but people 
want to have this idea of this heroic, solitary genius, masterpiece artist, 
because it’s seductive.   
 
 

 
 In my case, with the glass-blown works, the craftspeople I work with, they 
 spend the whole of their lives learning this skill. So they have the technique, 
 but they don't always want to make their own work, some do but many do 
 not. They're happy to be challenged by me as an artist to do some glass 
 thing, which then is an artwork, and not a piece of craft, because it's 
 conceived of and made as an artwork, and the fact that I haven't physically 
 blown it, or whatever is neither here nor there. 
  
 Equally, more traditionally, people who could draw perfectly, in the sense 
 that they had draughtsmanship skills yet Duchamp, said, “That has nothing 
 to do with making art any more.” He created the notion of the ready-made, 
 and the breaking up of the production of art from the conception of art. 
  
 And so with that 20th century artists were freed up, this is where you and I 
 are coming from. And yet there are still artists who are in essence from the 
 other tradition, which ends with Picasso as being the last 'genius', ‘quote-
 unquote’, draughtsman.  
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And so you have people who still think, “I need to draw, I personally need to 
draw this apple to look exactly like an apple, or paint it exactly, in this sense.” 
And they might do it, and do it perfectly, but it means nothing other than it's a 
skill. That they have a level of draughtsmanship. 
 
RS: Yes, where's the art? 
 
MP: Where's the art in that? Now we can take a photograph, or a 3D scan. Art 
has to be more than skill. 
 
RS: Yes. 
 
MP: Okay, some, but very few, actually do know how to turn pure skill into art. 
Of course it's still possible, but it's rarer than we think. Then there’s the notion 
that physical reproduction of an object is digitally possible.  
 
RS: That becomes more and more possible. 
 
MP: And of course it’s more and more possible, and that's becoming a new art.  
 
RS: Do you think it's art?  
 
MP: Digital art, of course it is. Because what's happened is the skill, which is 
the capturing of something digitally, that's really nothing. It's the skill of 
manipulating the digital information that turns it into an artwork. But I mean the 
artist’s don’t write those programmes, the programmers do.  
 
RS: No-one calls them digital craftsmen, whereas the traditional craftsmen, 
that’s different.  
 
MP: And of course that's what they are. It's a digital craft. The Mac is  nothing 
more than the Murano craftsmen of the 21st century. Because I can't do 
programming, or anything like that, much less make a digital camera, or make 
a computer. But I can use it, in the same way that I can work with the  skills of 
the craftsman.  
 
The difference is, of course, with the craftsman I have an interaction, a human 
sort of thing, we can develop a relationship, it’s a community. I don't actually 
develop a relationship with a Mac. But you get to a point where you have so 
much skill that you can finesse the machine, and make it do the things you 
want it to do. And that's where the artistry is. 
 
 
  

 
 RS: You're a real advocate of collaboration aren’t you? In that you always 
 have been, with your own work.  

 
 MP: Yes. Well, when you say I'm an advocate of collaboration, I would 
 say collaboration is what has always happened. The advocates of the lone 
 genius are the ones who have created a minute moment in art history, 
 which is fictive. Because of course even Picasso, did not grind the pigment 
 for his paint, he didn’t weave or stretch all the canvas. He had a lot of help, 
 to make his work.   

 
 You could say, “Oh he wasn’t a real painter, he didn't grind Lapis Lazuli to 
 make blue. What kind of artist is that, who doesn't do that?”   
  
 If you really want to look at it, did he have collaboration or not? Yes. People 
 made paint for him. People wove canvas for him. All his ceramic works, 
 somebody would throw the bowls, and then he would paint on them.  
 
 RS: But again, that doesn't devalue the art, because he’s the artist, no?  
 
 MP: Yes, he brings something to the craft that makes it art. 
  
 RS: It coalesces…  
   
 MP: It coalesces. And that's collaboration; it's just not an obvious 
 collaboration, in the same way that, as I was talking about earlier with the 
 museum, they're not particularly honest narratives. They are there, you just 
 don't see them, because they are so ingrained in the institution, or in the 
 experience of science, or the experience of religion, that you don't actually 
 see where it is fictive, and where it's a construct. It’s just invisible to you.  
 
 RS: So it's another form of storytelling, in some ways. 
 
 MP: It's a very different, dark art of storytelling. So absolutely, there are lots 
 of stories being told, and one of them is that the masterpiece, the art hero, 
 which just never really should have stuck, did.  
 
 RS: But we still need stories, in the same way that your work starts with 
 mythologies, you create modern mythologies. 
 
 MP: Oh yes, but I don’t claim my stories are truth. 
 
 RS: And we need those modern mythologies, because we can't function 
 without them. 
 



 
MP: Yes, absolutely. I mean, I'm not interested in just replaying creation myths. 
I'm trying to make them relevant to other stories that I am trying to tell today, 
and I can use those myths that people are aware of, because it's a way on for 
them. There's, “Oh, that's the story,” and suddenly the story changes, because 
of the way I tell it, it becomes something completely different. And then you're 
like, “Oh, wow, I didn't realise that, I didn't know that.”  
 
And that story sticks with you because you have a memory of it, in a sense of 
cultural memory of it, and then I am altering that memory that is already out 
there, kind of floating in the culture. 
  
RS: So you're the magician?  
 
MP: I don't know that I'm a magician. I mean, again, I think it's very 
straightforward what artists do. I don't like the idea of making us seem like 
geniuses, or magicians, or special people, or whatever. It's what I do, because 
that's what I'm really good at. It's not a job, in the sense that a job is about 
something you have to do. It's all I want to do. And we as artists are very lucky, 
if that's what we can do, is make art, because most people do things they don't 
want to do.  
 
RS: Yes. So we've talked about storytelling, we've talked about mythology,  
we've talked about concepts that underpin the work. We haven't so much  
talked about materials, apart from your use of Murano glass 
 
So I guess this is a question about that. It seems that there's points of 
departure, now, in your work, which we can go back to. But the mirrors and 
glass have been key throughout it would seem.   
 
MP: Yes.   
 
RS: I know that when you were at Sir John Soane’s, when you were the first 
artist in residence there, you spoke of the use of mirrors and glass throughout 
the museum, comparing them to different states of being. And I wonder if, out 
of that context, whether you use those reflective surfaces to talk about your 
own state of mind.  
 
MP: Well, funnily enough, I am currently making these new pieces. It's a big  
kind of series, and I've shown part of it already in Texas. It's a series called 
Bad Restoration.  
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RS: Yes.  
 
MP: They’re all mirrors that I have physically made. So they have five layers  of  
very thin glass and in between each layer I lay down either gold or silver leaf, 
just kind of torn up and then another layer of glass is added, and then more 
gold leaf, and then another layer.  
 
So when you look at it, it becomes a three-dimensional object. It looks almost 
like a painting, but it also looks like the mirror has dissolved. And yet,  at the 
same time, they are still all reflective.   
 
Each one has a very unique kind of frame as well, and the story, in essence, 
my concept or construct around it is that what if Dorian Gray had never died? 
And these are the lost mirrors of Dorian Gray, and because his real image is so 
toxic, that when he looks in the mirror, he gets his reflection, but then the mirror 
dissipates, and instantly he needs a new mirror.   
  
So there are mirrors with a Rococo frame, and mirrors with a Neo-Classical 
frame, and a Dutch frame, and an English frame, and a contemporary frame. 
So it's all these, eventually I would love to show all the mirrors together, on one 
massive wall.  
 
RS: How many are there? 
 
MP: I think I've got about fifteen now. But they're really amazing, because they 
do still function as a mirror, but they are somewhere between a painting and a 
sculpture. So they are all over the place as an object. But they are very luxe, 
and if we're talking about materials, one of the things that I like to do is use 
very luxe materials.  
 
So whether it's the glass, or works that you haven't seen, which use leather 
and pearls or hard woods, that are beautifully polished, and again, they are so 
sensual that you want to touch them and you can touch those. So I'm actively 
using materials that are seductive, and again that's very out of step with art at 
the moment. It's about trying to reclaim a notion of beauty and tactility, and the 
haptic. And again, those things that are meant to be bad, in an art historical 
sense, and meant to be queer, you know.  
 
Also, again, it goes back to this notion of elitism. If the general public like it, it 
mustn't be good. It must be that they don't understand it. So I'm making these 
things that actually the general public do very much like, because they're very 
beautiful, very sensual. And often, they then don't like them when they find out  
 
 

 
 what they are, when it's like this very queer thing, and then they freak out 
 and they don't like it. They have this challenging experience, where it's like, 
 “Oh I like that queer thing.” 
 
 RS: Yes. 
  
 MP: And it's like, “What does that mean?” It's not beauty just to be pretty; 
 it's about beauty and luxe to disrupt.  
 
 RS: Yes. 
 
 MP: It goes back to this notion that we were talking about. 

  
 RS: Yes, I hear a lot about the loss of beauty or craftsmanship in art. You 
 increasingly hear that, with new digital forms of art, etc. And I can see that 
 you obviously challenge that. 
  
 You also said that you – let's have a look at this – that your works, in terms 
 of these materials, like the mirrors, your art is a mirror for society, yet you 
 hold that mirror up and reflect it back, and that's what that should do in 
 some ways. 
 
 MP: Yes. 
 
 RS: But those mirrors are about reflecting one's image, and a lot of your 
 work goes back to the body. 
   
 MP: Oh, yes. 
  
 RS: In terms of the materiality of it. And that's uncomfortable, sometimes. 
  
 RS: But then art's working as it should work, in that context. 
 
 MP: Then it's really working, absolutely. I think that's when it…  
 
 RS: In the context of your practice, it's there to both be beautiful, but to 
 challenge, simultaneously. 
 
 MP: To challenge, yes. Not to be repulsive, but simply to challenge. You 
 have the Victorians who found the body so offensive that they had to not 
 only cover up themselves, but they covered up the legs of the chairs, and 
 the tables, and everything. They were so crazily buttoned up with this whole 
 fear of the body.   



 
It’s left a Freudian legacy, certainly amongst the English-speaking, because 
they were so affected with this kind of hatred of the body.  
  
And then you have the Germans, with ‘Freier Natur Kultur’, basically 'free 
nature culture', which means nudism. You know, playing sports, and running 
around naked. And they are aping a Classical notion of how sports were 
played, which, as you know, in the Olympics, it was all naked.  
  
And so that Teutonic thing around the body as this fantastic thing is very 
different to the English Victorian and Edwardian notion, that, “Oh my God we 
need to be covered up.” You can't trust the exotic, you can't trust the erotic, 
you can't trust the sensual, and the body is there as this corrupt thing  that 
wrecks the mind, or the soul, or the spirit. 

  
And so absolutely, the body, the stories that I find the most interesting are 
stories around the body.    
 
RS: One could argue that you're mischievous with that, in how you present 
your art in that context. 
 
MP: Yes. 
 
RS: Do you agree with that? 
 
MP: Oh, absolutely, because again it's about trying to engage people on  
many levels at the same time. You have to shake their hand. You can shout at 
them, which is the tactic of the old Brit Artists, which is to be rude, or 
provocative. That's one way to get people engaged, because they're outraged. 
Outrage is easy. But that is an immediate turn-off to any other possible 
engagement on any other level 
  
So what I'm doing, as a stratagem, is walking out there with a handshake, 
saying, “Let's look at this beautiful thing. Look how beautiful this is. But maybe 
it's more than that.”   
 
But instead of punching you in the face, and saying, “Hey, talk to me,” which is 
one strategy of outrage, and basically what you get with that is anger, and  
people saying, “Argh, I hate this,” they're not having a dialogue. You can't have 
a dialogue when you're angry.  
 
So what I'm doing is shaking your hand. 
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RS: One could argue that you're not shaking their hand, but performing a 
dance. 
 
MP: It could be, yes, that's a nice way of putting it.  
 
RS: You know, no Bohême conceits. 
 
MP: That's true, I invite them to the waltz. (Laughs)  
 
RS: Yes. (Laughs)  
 
MP: And as we spin around, I get the chance to tell them more stories. 
 
RS: That's right. 
 
MP: Yes. And again, but that is what art surely has been about, which is about 
a dialogue between the viewer and the object, and the maker.  
 
I'm just engaging with that, again, and saying, “I would like to actually have a 
dialogue with someone. I don't want to punch them in the face.”  
 

 
 RS: (Laughs) Because that's not polite. 
 
 MP: Well, no, and it's because it doesn't go anywhere. 
  
 RS: Yes, sure.  
   
 MP: It doesn't go anywhere. It's very funny if all your friends sit around and 
 laugh, and say, “Ha ha, isn't that funny, he punched him in the face,” or, 
 “Oh, isn't the public stupid, they don't get it, let's laugh at them.” 
   
 Well, it's an in-joke, it's kind of funny, and then it's nothing. I mean.  
 Duchamp made things that challenged people, and they didn't understand 
 them, but it wasn't this kind of Épater la bourgeoisie, it wasn't really about 
 misleading people. It was a very conceptual idea about, this is how art could 
 be made and I'm making these new things, and you don't understand them, 
 so I need to explain them to you.  
  
 And you know, Tracey Emin, with her bed, in a way is a punch in the face.  
 But it's actually more than that. I'm not saying that the work doesn't – that 
 the really good work of that period doesn't have more to say, it absolutely 
 does, and that's why the good work kind of shifts itself out. But the 
 stratagem of that whole Brit Art period was to be as challenging as possible.  
 
 RS: Yes. And in terms of Tracey Emin, that piece is emblematic of her 
 mythology.  
 
 MP: Yes. 
  
 RS: She’s a classic storyteller, in a very traditional sense. She tells the story  
 of her life, and that piece is very punchy, whereas a lot of her works are the  
 dance. 

  
 MP: Yes. And so, if you look at what was, you know, outrage, what 
 outraged people. Funnily enough, the thing that probably outraged 
 people the most, which was actually not a punch in the face, was Martin 
 Creed's, the lights turning on and off. 
 
 RS: It's not outrageous at all, it's very ordinary, but that of course was the 
 point.  
 
 MP: And it was never meant to be an outrage. But as I say, the institution 
 marketed it that way, because it suited their purpose. 

 
 



 
RS: But I guess if art doesn't have an audience, then the art doesn't exist. 
 
MP: I think that there are lots of audiences. And I think that's the thing we  
have to be careful about. You know, which audience are you talking about?  
  
If you need millions of people to go through the door, then you need a very 
broad audience. And that also means you need the punch, but you also need 
to seduce them, you need to dance with them.  
 
RS: I love this image of the museum punching people in the face.  
 
MP: But you need all these things, as a marketing tool to get different groups 
of people to get through the door. Because you can't get them all through with 
the same way of doing it. 
 
For me, just as an individual, I'm interested in making the kind of work that I 
make, if it has an audience of a thousand people, or ten thousand people, or a 
hundred people, that's fine. I'm not going to do something that is engineered 
just to cause an outrage or a scandal. 
 
And yet, when you look at a lot of the work that I do, it surprises me it hasn't 
caused more of a scandal. 
 
RS: Definitely.  
 
MP: Because it's actually quite challenging and transgressive, in many ways. 
But the thing is, the institutions generally don't want to have that queer 
discussion, so they will minimise the queerness of any of these works, because 
they don't know how to discuss that. 
  
So they're happy for people to come and see it, and if they ask or they get 
information, that's fine, but they don't really want to have that discussion. 
 
RS: They don't want a plaque on the wall, in the way they should present 
Rauschenberg.  
 
MP: Yes, that's right. I always – not always, but I often have a struggle about 
what kind of signage we see about my work. 
 
RS: Is that because at the same time you want the work to be ambiguous, but 
at the same time you want the work to be telling the stories that you want to 
tell?  
 
 

  
 MP: I think it's about…  
 
 RS: Or telling the stories wrong, in this context. 
 
 MP: I think it's about trying to find – there's certain things that the institution 
 needs to do, and then there are some things that it shouldn't do. It's not 
 didactic, it shouldn't tell you how to read it. 
 
 So on one level, very minimal information is what I want. But I want there to 
 be other information, which, if you ask for, is there for you, to give you that 
 insight in the work.  
  
 So the first stage is that you go in and you see what it is, and it's got a 
 name, and materials, and that's it, because it's very straightforward. And 
 then, if you're – you know, like Joshua D's Wall, you say, “What is that 
 about? It's beautiful, I love it, but what's it about?”   
  
 And at that point, when someone asks a question, then you can respond, 
 “Well, the artist made it because,” or, “He says this about it.” That's not to 
 say that's what it is, because that's just his view on the work. 
 
 Because once the artist has made it, it's an independent work, and it can be  
 seen in many different ways. The artist can tell you why they made it that 
 way, they might tell you all these stories about prime numbers and all these 
 things, which are components of the work, but that's not your experience.  

 
 Your experience is your experience. But if what you're asking is, ‘what is the 
 artist's experience of that’, then institutions need to say - here, read this bit 
 of paper or this bit of history. And that history has to be as broad and honest 
 as possible. 
 
 RS: Yes. 

            
 MP: And that's the very difficult thing for many institutions to understand. I'm 
 not saying, “It's about Alan Turing, it's about prime numbers.” I'm not saying 
 that at all. I'm saying for me, the maker, that's why I designed it that way. 
 But when you stand there, in front of this fantastic installation, and you're 
 walking around it, I don't know what you're getting out of that. I don't want to 
 tell you, “You have to see Al-Khwarizmi“, you have to see it's just a
 relationship with this object, that's quite amazing, and it's a huge physical 
 thing.  

 
 
 



 
It's the same with Emin's bed. She doesn't tell you that you have to see it   
that way, but it interesting to note it was her bed. But you then make up your 
own mind – but it's a story, who knows if that's her bed. Really, it's completely 
a construct, and given that she is a storyteller, I wouldn’t expect it to be true, 
or 100% true. 
 
RS: No. But she is in the work. 
 
MP: But she's in the work, yes. 
 
RS: In the same way, not to compare, the two of you make different works, but 
you can't escape being, not being in your work on some level, because you 
wouldn't make the work. 
 
MP: And the difference is, how do you tell the story. With the fist, or with the 
dance. 
 
RS: Yes. 
 
MP: Again, it goes back to – I mean, there are other methods, but what I'm 
saying is, I shake your hand and say, “Let's dance,” and then I can tell you lots 
of stories.  
 
RS: Ah, well, actually, reading through everything that's been written about 
you, and reading about your work, I noted something that Adrian George had 
said. He said that your work asks more questions than it answers. I'm 
guessing that you're going to say that's true, but I'd like to hear a bit more 
about that, in the context of our discussion. 
 
MP: Well, I think that from what we're saying, quite often it brings up questions. 
It's not that I don't answer them, I don't think they're questions that have 
answers. And certainly, any metaphysical kind of question about whether or 
not the nature of a creation myth is true, we're not going to know until we die.  
 
And equally, there are no answers to the heart. I mean, the things that are – 
the stories about love, and broken love, and all of that. There's no answer to 
that, you can only pose the question.   
  
Because you experience these things, and everyone, generally, most people 
have had any number of relationships that are good or bad, and art that I'm  
making that raises those questions is about, you know, what does it mean to 
be a human being.  
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 I think there are some answers, like is it right to give gays and lesbians the 
 same rights as other people? I think that's pretty much a no-brainer. But you 
 know what? In America, it's not. There are loads of people who don't believe 
 that. In Uganda, they don't. In Russia, they don't.  
 
 So you know, I wouldn't even say those are questions, because I would say 
 they're self-evident facts about the way people should behave. But they 
 come across as questions to people who – they question other people's 
 moralistic, as opposed to ethical, ways of living. 
 
 RS: So is the aim of your work is to transcend that, and to be universal, in 
 some sort of sense? Or can it? 
 
 

 



 
MP: I don't know that that's possible. I mean, I'd like to speak to as broad an 
audience as possible. That's why I work with creation myths and love, because 
I would say those are things that are universal. Generally, if I mention the word 
'love', you know what I mean. And so you can have a conversation around that, 
because the language doesn’t matter. I don't know that art is universal, but I 
certainly think this life and death stuff is.  
 
RS: It's another way of traversing ancient mythologies into modern 
mythologies. 
 
MP: Yes. 
 
RS: The question doesn't change, the moral implication doesn't change. It's 
just told in a different way. 
 
MP: Yes. And I think that the human stories about love and sex and death, you 
know... 
 
RS: They're classics 
 
MP: They're classics. And they're classics because, actually, we don't change, 
as humans. We may evolve over a hundred thousand years, but for now I am 
telling you a story, and maybe that story is that I love you. And you have to 
believe me. But how can you trust me? 

 
RS: You always have doubts at first, don't you.  

 
MP: And it may be you trust the wrong one, you know. That's what makes   
art, it's when you trust the wrong one. Those big dramas are always about 
heartbreak. You know, getting it wrong. 

 
RS: Isn’t it always. And so, what's next for you? 
 
MP: I've got these two big shows coming up including in America, then in April 
when one of the shows transfers to Houston, it will coincide with a series of 
lectures I'm doing, called The Campbell Lectures, which are like The Reith 
Lectures. It’s three lectures, one day after the other. I'm really  excited about 
that.  
 
The first one is going to be talking about my physical work, you know, my 
artwork. The second one is going to be talking about my curatorial work, so it'll 
be about all the books that I've done. And then the third one is a new topic, 
which is art and ethics. And that's already caused quite a few people to stir,  

 
 because people don't want to discuss the ethical implication of what a lot of 
 work means. And not just the work but the ethics and value systems around 
 it. There's the issue in terms of the artist, in terms of the ethics of how you 
 make your own work, the content of that work. And then there's the ethics of 
 the institutions.  
  
 I don't think I'm going to come up with the answers, but I want to raise the 
 questions, and say, “Look, we never talk about this. It never comes up.” And 
 we have to talk about it.  
 
 RS: So again, you want to present more questions than answers. 

  
 MP: I wish I had the answers. I'm going to say I have answers for me. 
 Because actually my conclusion is that everyone has to have their own 
 ethical position.  
  
 And so for me, now, I won't do things in countries where homosexuality is 
 banned. I actively boycott them. The practical problem is you might say, 
 how do we ethically engage with anything or anyone. It's almost like you 
 really have to say, “Oh my God, I have to sit in my house and turn the lights 
 out.”  
 
 So you then have to say, “What are the real issues that bother me, 
 ethically? Where do I draw the line.”  But what I do know is, if you don't ask  
 the question, what are you doing?  Where is that coming from? If you don't 
 even start by asking the question, then you are colluding. 
 
 RS: Which goes back to the heart of your art, in a sense. 

 
 MP: At the end of the day, I'm not an activist, I'm an artist. But I still live in 
 an ethical world, and I want to not make things worse. I have to try to do 
 what I can do, within what it is that I am, which is an artist and not an activist 
 or a politician, and do good things where I can and minimize harm. So 
 there's no perfect system, there's no perfect world. I'm not an idealist, or 
 any of that. It's just that I'm going to say I can only fight the battles I can 
 engage with, that affect me and that I can affect. But art is art, it is a 
 dialogue, a dance and you should not trip your partner up. 
 

 RS: Thank you Michael. 
 
 MP: Thank you.  
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