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Wildlife, Stéphane Thidet, detail, 2006. Photo Stéphane Thidet.
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Overflowing the Self
Interview with Stéphane Thidet
— Éva Prouteau

What does it mean to be wild? Stéphane Thidet's work reflects, among other things, on this
complex question. The artist traces this flow — destructive or constructive — that we call
savagery. Of our violence and our human desires, this is what is at stake.

"Questions arise.

The question of territory.

The question of the place of things, of men, of animals.

The question of the wild.

The question of what frightens us, of what no longer frightens us."

Stéphane Thidet, epigraph from La Meute¹

You can see it from afar, this strange stride of raw timber, rising out of the Seine, passing high above the Quai de

l'Horloge and plunging through a window of the Conciergerie in Paris — a trajectory like a break-in. Stéphane Thidet's

latest installation, titled Détournement, sculpts this river deviation: it is born of a desire for crossing, for softness and

irreverence, in search of the friction point between the domestic and the non-domestic. The artist orchestrates an

almost erotic penetration of the building, in sustained flow, and what happens inside is a river that cascades back

down, beneath the Gothic vaults of this palace, then divides into multiple channels at floor level, into steel-clad timber

troughs. As it moves through the installation, water diffracts the light across the vaults; each moment of this liquid

course declines peaceful, crystalline, or tumultuous points. The timber structure — inspired by the first roller coasters²

— rises to high bracing, and the water passes through the wall again, precisely between the César and Argent towers,

then falls magnificently into an outer moat called the Saut-de-loup.

The Seine had already inscribed itself in the history of the Conciergerie on 28 January 1910, during a flood that left its

mark on a column of the Salle des Gens d'Armes. How could the artist rephrase this as an invitation to the river? On

this point, Détournement seems close to an earlier gesture: in 2009, Stéphane Thidet imagined La Meute for the

moats of the Château des Ducs de Bretagne in Nantes. He invited six wolves to disturb the peace for three months in

the heart of the city, drawing the population back to its buried ancestral fears. For both projects, the artist works the

same temporal telescoping, a resonance of elements already present, from two distant eras. More broadly, many of

his works explore the fantasies that the wild feeds in our psyche, and the interview that follows explores precisely the

oscillation these fantasies generate, between mastery and non-mastery, freedom and captivity, desire and violence.

1. La Meute, introducing six wolves into the moats of the Château des Ducs de Bretagne during the Estuaire 2009 festival in Nantes, was
accompanied by the book La Meute, comprising six short stories signed by Georgina Tacou, Olivia Rosenthal, Claire Guezengar, Joseph
Confavreux, Thibault Capéran and Emmanuel Adely, published by Éditions Coiffard.
2. Close to Russian mountains and the big dipper.
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Détournement, Stéphane Thidet, Conciergerie de Paris, 2018. © Photo Laurent Lecat / Centre des monuments nationaux.

In Saint-Nazaire, in 2006, at the Le Grand Café arts centre, you presented a series of deserted photographs
framing environments for wild animals in zoos, without their occupants. Very early on, this question entered
your work: how is the wild constrained and staged with a specific décor?

With that series, I was really raising the question of the open-air cage: these images also allowed me to identify the

inscription Wild Life / Vie sauvage, always present whether in France, Berlin, or the Bronx in New York. Wild life —

the forms indicate a common way of fabricating it, of drawing it, generally in concrete, in leurre, in décor, with a family

of gestures. This shared typology highlights the caricature embodied in these artefacts. Alongside these zoo

photographs, I was at the time making many works connected to the funfair, in the same relation to the fantasy of the

wild. When you live in a village and the fairground arrives, anything becomes possible — a promise of the end of

reason, an intoxication, a chaos, an unease… The wolves produce similar sensations: an excitement and a fear of

proximity with ferocity, alongside a profound sadness since everything reveals itself as necessarily disappointing. The

whole crystallises at once the desire and the acknowledgement of impossibility. As soon as you approach the wild, it

is no longer wild.

You revisited these concerns in an in situ installation at the Maison Rouge, in 2011, where wild life was
suggested and channelled in a very strange way.

That piece, Vie sauvage, is twofold: it makes explicit a critical relation to exhibition, while also expressing a genuine

affective interest in what relates to sculptural gestures found in zoos — fabricated by keepers, often in precarious

economies. These objects are called enrichissements: they allow animals not to be bored, and, corollarily, not to bore

us either. This terrible but fascinating mise en abyme leads to the fabrication of forms — such as weavings of

fire-hose, stacked buckets — a sculptural repertoire capable of bearing the challenge of animal force. You need

material, not just image or toy. The installation is based on a personal collection: enrichissement photographs that

testify to a direct affinity with contemporary sculpture, with questions of weaving, textile, craft. That fascinated me —

remaking them myself, in total ignorance, as best I could, with no sense other than the formal. For example, I was

able to reproduce a tree stump integrating a small locked door, even without knowing what was behind it. All of this

fabricates clues, a possible manipulation, tracks of gestures.
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Vie sauvage, Stéphane Thidet, in situ installation at the Maison Rouge, Paris, 2011. Photo Stéphane Thidet.

You also filmed, by night, coyotes, deer and does at the Villa Montalvo in California: can you say what the
video Half Moon captured — what, once again, resembled an invitation to the wild?

This project engaged with limits — those we push back — and I wanted to suggest how much humans increasingly

occupy territory. In the architecture around me, an American style somewhat rococo, with stone sphinxes, in a fairly

wild and natural zone, I noticed that at nightfall the animals reclaimed their place. I did not want to make a film that

would carry a posthuman catastrophist message: to speak of the present, I needed a human trace, a point of curiosity

and contact with these animals. Night after night, I therefore set out a buffet on the lawn — effectively as an invitation.

I had found out what coyotes ate, but they had the courtesy to touch nothing… What becomes of a sculpture, an

architecture, when regarded by animals? When a doe meets a sphinx, what happens? To make this film, I paid close

attention to the sonic dimension, working alone with headphones in the night, traversed by the incessant sound of

insects, by the howling of coyotes frightened by police sirens, which resembled children's screaming. Always in

search of the sliding point between the wild and the domestic…

In Nantes, before the wolves appeared, you wanted to build up the rumour, and you also commissioned six
texts from authors who translated the fantasised figure of the wolf of old into contemporary society. Fiction
then had full power. When the real animals arrived in the castle moat, their actual presence had a
demythifying impact: the power of fantasy sometimes collapses before the reality of bodies.

The wild is only a story of intimacy and interiority: the wild happens within us. We simply seek projection spaces to

carry further this feeling that frightens us if it stays inside — we transfer it onto wolves, onto rivers, imagining they are

wilder than us. Yet, between humans who manage their pleasures and emotions so unstably, and the society of an

ant colony or that of wolves, equally natural — which is the most wild?
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Among the meanings of the word 'wild', one finds the rude, inhospitable, barely accessible character of a
place, a site where nature has remained intact. But also the condition of humans prior to so-called evolved
civilisation.

And do cruelty and savagery necessarily go hand in hand?

Two ways of removing humans from that question! Certain Amazonian tribes that live in zones that correspond to this

definition — would they say so themselves? I find it very problematic to separate humanity from nature and animals:

we are part of the same story. It is always strange to read: what is wild equates to what is not us, what is where we

have not been. The way dictionaries define this notion already seems obsolete to me, and ethologists have long

raised the question of culture among animals. Savagery has nothing to do with nature.

If the wolf does not have the monopoly on the wild, it can never be tamed, whatever the degree of intimacy
between a keeper and its animal.

Keepers never say the wolves are domesticated — they say they are impregnated by humans. These animals grew

up bottle-fed by their keepers; two months before the Estuaire project in Nantes arrived, Vanessa was nonetheless

attacked by her she-wolf, who tore her leg, after six years of raising it. One uncertainty remains: we had discussed at

length the attacks of wolves, and the project team spent most of their time explaining to me why this or that attack had

occurred. Sometimes it is a matter of territory, sometimes a misread signal…

On the contrary, the irrational dimension of savagery is often foregrounded — that which escapes argued
explanation. For a human, when one evokes a murder described as 'a savage attack', the reasons explaining
this act are willingly obscured so as to see only the unleashing of a violence synonymous with unreason.

One would like this term to mean the inhuman, the 'withdrawn from the human', but it belongs to us terribly. These are

extreme gestures, certainly, but far more human than animal. These questions come up often with my installations,

but I think I work neither on nature nor on the savage animal. I think very sincerely that I am speaking above all of the

human, through metaphors and symbols — of a force and a fragility that concern us, even if it is through earth and

rocks. My approach has nothing of the naturalist.

A chapter of François Cusset's latest book, Le Déchaînement du monde, is titled 'Les nouveaux sauvages'.
This philosopher evokes emerging forms of savagery: sale days that degenerate into deadly assaults, verbal
slippages repeatedly by authorities, the staging of online savagery with terrorist throat-cuttings… and how all
of this never ceases to fascinate us.

Again, these words bring us back to what we try to silence within ourselves, to what we try to govern, and to our

attempts at transfer. The spectacularisation of the wild nonetheless forms part of every era, in my view — even if new

forms of frustration vis-à-vis new types of desire constantly appear… One finds an Inca cemetery of several thousand

sacrificed children: is this act wild? Today's society does not seem to me more cruel than it has been in the past. And

does cruelty necessarily go hand in hand with savagery? Savagery also calls for freedom, the loss of control, depth of

desire — when reason disappears, when one overflows oneself.

In your plastic vocabulary, you take on the abruptness of elemental forces to articulate this contradiction: the
wild can bring out the best as the worst, 'unclamping sentimental inhibitions, as if deactivating the
prohibition on physical violence'³. Which brings us to the great oxymoronic principles governing your work
— in the image of water, contemplative matter and flux of pure violence. What great sensitive axes will
emerge from this latest Détournement?

3. François Cusset, Le Déchaînement du monde, logique nouvelle de la violence, Paris, La Découverte, 2018, p. 146.
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La Meute, Stéphane Thidet, Château des Ducs de Bretagne, Nantes, 2009. Photo Stéphane Thidet.
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↑ Wildlife, Stéphane Thidet, 2006. Photo Stéphane Thidet.

← La Meute, Stéphane Thidet, Château des Ducs de Bretagne, Nantes, 2009. Photo Stéphane Thidet.

Demythification seems to me again at work: to see that it is only water — not an abstract global entity, not an

enormous flow kept at a distance. What does it imply to bring a river closer? I want to preserve its spirit of freedom

and at the same time, in making this gesture, I confine it: this paradox interests me — I think it produces a sensitive

dimension that speaks to us greatly, about this temptation of the wild and the loss of the wild. I had a student at the

Nantes School of Fine Arts who worked on cryptozoology: when a cryptozoologist finds the subject they are studying,

they lose it — it slips into natural sciences. I love this idea: when you touch the goal, it escapes. The Seine does not

need an artist to divert it, and even diverted, it remains free. Visually, in my installation, what carries weight is the

architecture of stone and wood. But water — fluid and light — is what will remain in time and space. Recently, at a

conference, someone told me I only produced ephemeral forms. I disagree: I do not think forms are more enduring

than stories. Myths and genesis narratives have always prevailed, while forms prove far more fragile.

Éva Prouteau is an art critic and lecturer specialising in modern and contemporary art. She writes for numerous artist and institutional

catalogues, and collaborates regularly with the reviews 303 and Zérodeux. She has also served as editorial director for the

publications Estuaire, Art brut, modeste, outsider and Design for 303 magazine. She gives lecture series in arts centres.


