
press@davidkordanskygallery.com    
www.davidkordanskygallery.com    
T: 323.935.3030  F: 323.935.3031

David Altmejd 

The Enlightenment
of the Witch 

May 15 – July 2, 2021



press@davidkordanskygallery.com    
www.davidkordanskygallery.com    
T: 323.935.3030   F: 323.935.3031

 

 

David Kordansky Gallery is pleased to present The Enlightenment of the Witch, its first 
exhibition of new sculptures by David Altmejd. Conceived as a series of four discrete rooms 
in which an open-ended journey takes shape through a series of inter-related figures, the 
show features Altmejd’s uncanny ability to transform human forms into teeming universes of 
material invention, as well as his propensity for employing physical things to question 
mysteries of consciousness and other facets of the immaterial world. The Enlightenment of 
the Witch is on view May 15 through July 2, 2021. 
 
David Altmejd’s explorations of the outer and inner spaces of the human body and mind 
constitute a key contribution to the sculptural discourse of the last twenty-five years. His 
ever-expanding array of materials is as varied as the installation-based contexts he has 
imagined for his work. Also in constant flux are the artist’s ideas about the construction of 
both the physical world and the human psyche.  
 
Intimately attuned to the inner realm, the ten sculptures in The Enlightenment of the Witch 
find Altmejd at his most mythic and introspective. The works are installed in four rooms, 
which allows them to be experienced as a sequence of propositions about the evolution of 
consciousness: each head has been built up and broken apart to reveal, in physical terms, 
varying degrees of self-awareness. But the sequence is also a fairytale-like reflection on the 
many shapes that the journey from life to death can take in the human imagination, with 
“life” and “death” understood to pertain not only to the body, but to the personality, spiritual 
makeup, and total worldview. 
 
This sense of progression can be most readily traced in the gradual disintegration of the 
body that appears from one work to the next. Beginning with a relatively intact bust of a man 
who holds his face in his hands, and ending with a full-figure representation of the titular 
witch as she gives birth and comes apart physically, psychologically, and spiritually, Altmejd 
animates The Enlightenment of the Witch with depictions of biological and elemental 
processes alike. The sculptures are defined by their details as well as their overall forms: 
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each is a synthesis of a multitude of compositional moves and improvisations, with every 
one of their elements the result of meticulous attention. Many of the highly lifelike eyes that 
populate his characters’ faces are the result of Altmejd’s handiwork, as well as the surreal 
clay distortions, mineral-encrusted cavities, and painterly notations that denote the 
presence of a faintly intelligible symbolic code. 
 
For Altmejd, however, this virtuosic approach is more than a driver of visual elaboration. It is 
the result of complete submission to the whims of the objects as they emerge from the 
formless state in which they began their lives. Accordingly, it is also an acknowledgement 
that objects, along with ideas and images, have spirits of their own that communicate with 
their makers and observers. Altmejd increasingly allows these spirits to dictate the terms by 
which the sculptures are made; in this equation, the artist himself is merely a conduit 
through which other forces operate, assert their identities, and assume physical form. The 
enlightenment of the witch in question, then, can be described as a psycho-spiritual 
reckoning that encompasses the other figures in the show, each of which is the 
manifestation of a stage in her self-realization. Among them, however, are several heads 
largely defined by the pervasive presence of crystal; installed alternately on the floor, a 
pedestal, and the wall, these seem to indicate the simultaneous presence of a less 
earthly—and perhaps more masculine—realm of the spirit. 
 
That an artwork (or literary text or musical composition) comes about through the 
possession of its maker by “demonic” forces is an idea as old as art. What Altmejd brings to 
light is even more radical, however. The exhibition is full of fairy tale archetypes, with 
hybridized beings sharing attributes with trolls, unicorns, and fairies, in addition to witches; 
though all of the sculptures are recognizably human in some ways, in many others, they are 
not, and taken together, they amount to a laboratory for expressing how humans are 
often—if not always—possessed by non-human spirits, dreams, or, in the case of more 
rigidly scientific notions, natural instincts. 
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The challenge Altmejd sets out in The Enlightenment of the Witch is to make figurative 
sculptures about—and possessed by—energetic principles that transcend figuration. Put 
another way, he summons all of his technical and aesthetic knowledge to make works that 
address the primal states of unknowing which lie at the root of human experience. And yet 
the exhibition also makes plain his intense, even erotic connection to the tangible stuff that 
surrounds us. Indeed, as viewers make their way from room to room and sculpture to 
sculpture, they are presented with an increasing diversity of materials, and an enriched 
sense of what happens when consciousness collides with the body and spirit engages 
matter—or vice versa. 
 
David Altmejd (b. 1974, Montreal) has been the subject of solo exhibitions at David 
Kordansky Gallery (2021); Musées royaux des Beaux-Arts de Belgique, Brussels (2016); 
Kunsthal KAdE, Amersfoort, Netherlands (2016); Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, 
Humlebaek, Denmark (2015, traveled to Musée national des beaux-arts du Québec); 
Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris (2014, traveled to Musée d’Art Contemporain de 
Montréal and Mudam Luxembourg – Musée d'Art Moderne Grand-Duc Jean), among other 
institutions. In 2007, Altmejd represented Canada at the 52nd Venice Biennale, Italy. 
Recent group exhibitions include In the Spotlight of the Night Life in the Gloom, Marta 
Herford Museum, Herford, Germany (2019); Zombies: Pay Attention!, Aspen Art Museum, 
Colorado (2018); ANIMA MUNDI, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam, the 
Netherlands (2018); Voyage d'hiver, Château de Versailles, France (2017). His work is in 
the permanent collections of museums such as the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los 
Angeles; Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; Guggenheim Museum, New York; 
Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto; and Musée d'art moderne de la Ville de Paris. Altmejd lives 
and works in Los Angeles. 
 
 



David Altmejd
The Enlightenment of the Witch

May 15 – July 2, 2021

David Altmejd
Matter, 2021
expandable foam, epoxy clay, resin,
wood, acrylic paint, and steel
29 1/2  x 10 1/8 x 12 1/2 inches
(74.9 x 25.7 x 31.8 cm)
(Inv# DAL 21.006)

David Altmejd
Ghost Realization, 2021
expandable foam, epoxy clay, epoxy
gel, resin, wood, steel, acrylic paint,
and quartz
30 x 23 1/2 x 23 1/2 inches
(76.2 x 59.7 x 59.7 cm)
(Inv# DAL 21.003)

David Altmejd
C.C. (Emerging), 2021
expandable foam, epoxy clay, acrylic
paint, glitter, and quartz
7 x 8 1/4 x 9 3/4 inches
(17.8 x 21 x 24.8 cm)
(Inv# DAL 21.008)

David Altmejd
C.C. (Standing), 2021
expandable foam, epoxy clay, quartz,
resin, acrylic paint, glitter, wood, and
steel
23 3/4 x 8 1/2 x 8 1/2 inches
(60.3 x 21.6 x 21.6 cm)
(Inv# DAL 21.009)



David Altmejd
Splitting Smurf, 2021
expandable foam, epoxy clay, epoxy
gel, resin, wood, steel, acrylic paint,
quartz, glass rhinestones, and pencil
27 3/4 x 23 1/2 x 24 inches
(70.5 x 59.7 x 61 cm)
(Inv# DAL 21.005)

David Altmejd
The Troll, 2021
expandable foam, epoxy clay, epoxy
gel, resin, wood, steel, hair, acrylic
paint, quartz, glass eyes, pencil,
Plexiglas, thread, metal wire, glass
rhinestones, and glitter
35 x 30 3/4 x 28 1/4 inches
(88.9 x 78.1 x 71.8 cm)
(Inv# DAL 21.004)

David Altmejd
Smoking with Oneself, 2021
expandable foam, epoxy clay, epoxy
gel, resin, wood, steel, hair, acrylic
paint, quartz, mechanical pencil,
pencil, Plexiglas, paper, thread, metal
wire, and glass rhinestones
36 x 23 1/2 x 25 1/4 inches
(91.4 x 59.7 x 64.1 cm)
(Inv# DAL 21.002)

David Altmejd
The Unicorn, 2021
expandable foam, epoxy clay, epoxy
gel, resin, wood, steel, hair, acrylic
paint, quartz, glass eyes, pencil,
Plexiglas, thread, metal wire, and
glass rhinestones
55 x 26 x 24 inches
(139.7 x 66 x 61 cm)
(Inv# DAL 21.001)

David Altmejd
C.C. (Rising), 2021
expandable foam, epoxy clay, acrylic
paint, glitter, quartz, and wood
12 x 8 1/2 x 7 1/2 inches
(30.5 x 21.6 x 19.1 cm)
(Inv# DAL 21.007)



David Altmejd
The Enlightenment of the Witch, 2021
expandable foam, epoxy clay, epoxy
gel, resin, wood, steel, acrylic paint,
quartz, glass eyes, glass rhinestones,
glitter, hair, wire, thread, pencil,
marker, plastic, screws, and Plexiglas
56 x 45 x 30 inches
(142.2 x 114.3 x 76.2 cm)
(Inv# DAL 21.010)
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DAVID ALTMEJD 
 
 

born 1974, Montréal, Canada 
lives and works in Los Angeles, CA 

 
 

EDUCATION 
 

2001 MFA, Columbia University, New York, NY 
1998     BFA, Université du Québec à Montréal, Québec, Canada 

 
 

SELECTED SOLO / TWO PERSON EXHIBITIONS 
(*indicates a publication) 
 
2021 The Enlightenment of the Witch, David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles, 

CA 
  
2020 Rabbits, Xavier Hufkens, Brussels, Belgium 
  
2019 The Vibrating Man, White Cube, Central, Hong Kong 
  
2018 Magic Loop, Modern Art, London, England 
  
2017 David Altmejd: The Vessel, Glenbow, Calgary, Canada 
  
2016 The Flux and the Puddle, MNBAQ, Québec, Canada 
 L’air, Xavier Hufkens, Brussels, Belgium 
 Géants, Royal Museum of Fine Arts, Brussels, Belgium 
 Self-Fiction, David Altmejd and Friedrich Kunath, Kunsthal KAdE, 

Amersfoort, The Netherlands 
  
2015 The Flux and the Puddle, Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Humlebaek, 

Denmark 
 Faces, Modern Art, London, England 
 *Flux, Musée d’Art Contemporain de Montréal, Montréal, Québec, 

Canada 
 Galerie René Blouin, Montréal, Québec, Canada 
  
2014 *Flux, Mudam Luxembourg, Musée d’Art Moderne Grand-Duc Jean, 
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Luxembourg, Luxembourg 
 Juices, Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York, NY 
  
2013 *David Altmejd, Xavier Hufkens, Brussels, Belgium 
  
2012 David Altmejd: The Orbit, MOCA Cleveland, Cleveland, OH 
 David Altmejd, Modern Art, London, England 
  
2011 *Brant Foundation Art Study Center, Greenwich, CT 
 Conté crépusculaire (Twilight Tale) with composer-performer Pierre 

Lapointe, Galerie de l’UQAM, Montréal, Québec, Canada 
 Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York, NY 
  
2010 Le guide, Xavier Hufkens, Brussels, Belgium 
 Colossi, Vanhaerents Art Collection, Brussels, Belgium 
  
2009 Les Abattoirs, curated by Pascal Pique, Toulouse, France 
 Le Magasin – Centre National d’Art Contemporain de Grenoble, 

Grenoble, France 
  
2008 David Altmejd, Modern Art, London, England 
 Doctor Atomic, Gallery Met at the Metropolitan Opera House, New York, 

NY 
 Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York, NY 
  
2007 *David Altmejd, Stages, curated by Silvia Sauquet, Fundació La Caixa, 

Barcelona, Spain 
 *David Altmejd, Métamorphose/Metamorphosis, curated by Louise Déry, 

Oakville Galleries in Gairloch Gardens, Oakville, Ontario, Canada, 
travelled to Galerie de l’UQAM, Montréal, Québec, Canada; Illingworth 
Kerr Gallery, Alberta College of Art & Design, Calgary, Alberta, Canada 

 *52nd Venice Biennale, The Index, commissioned by Louise Déry, 
Canadian Pavilion, Venice, Italy 

  
2006 David Altmejd, Modern Art, London, England 
  
2005 The Builders, Xavier Hufkens, Brussels, Belgium 
  
2004 Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York, NY 
  
2003 David Altmejd: Sculpture, Galerie Optica, Montréal, Québec, Canada 
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 Sarah Altmejd, Centre des arts actuels Skol, Montréal, Québec, Canada 
  
2002 Clear Structures for a New Generation, Ten in One Gallery, New York, 

NY 
  
1999 *Modèles d’esprit et jardins intérieurs, Galerie B-312, Montréal, Québec, 

Canada 
  
1998 Jennifer, Galerie Clark, Montréal, Québec, Canada 
 Table no.2, Centre des arts actuels Skol, Montréal, Québec, Canada 

 
SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS  
(*indicates a publication) 
 
2019 In the Spotlight of the Night Life in the Gloom, Marta Herford Museum, 

Herford, Germany 
 ARTZUID, Amsterdam, The Netherlands 
 Dog Days, CLEARING, New York, NY 
 Psychedelic Healing Center, Essex Flower, New York, NY 
 People, Deitch Projects, Los Angeles, CA 
 They Who Walk Behind the Rows, False Flag, Long Island City, NY 
  
2018 Zombies: Pay Attention!, Aspen Art Museum, Aspen, CO 
 Absence Makes the Heart Grow Fonder, Leroy Neiman Gallery, New 

York, NY 
 Beside Myself, JTT Gallery, New York, NY 
 DISTORTIONS, Nathalie Karg Gallery, New York, NY 
 ANIMA MUNDI, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam, The 

Netherlands 
  
2017 Private Choices, Centrale for Contemporary Art, Brussels, Belgium 
 Voyage d’Hiver, Château de Versailles, Versailles, France 
 Magritte, Broodthaers & l’art contemporain, Musée Magritte, Brussels, 

Belgium 
 Miroir Miroir, MUDAC, Lausanne, Switzerland 
 Dream Machines, James Cohan Gallery, New York, NY 
 Second Nature, curated by Janet Fong, K11 Art Foundation, Brooklyn, 

NY 
 NGV Triennial, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Australia 
  
2016 Shroom Show, helper, Brooklyn, NY 
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 In Search of The Present, EMMA, Espoo, Finland 
 From Here to Eternity, La Maison Particulière, Brussels, Belgium 
 Theories of Modern Art, Modern Art, London, England 
 Everybody is Crazy, But Me, Maison Particulière, Brussels, Belgium  
 Human Figure, Charles Riva Project, Brussels, Belgium 
 Solid Liquids – Internationale Tendenzen der Skulptur in der 

Gegenwartskunst, Kunsthalle Münster, Münster, Germany  
 A Material Legacy: The Nancy A. Nasher and David J. Haemisegger 

Collection of Contemporary Art, Nasher Museum of Art at Duke 
University, Durham, North Carolina 

  
2015 2050. A Brief History of The Future, The Royal Museums of Fine Art of 

Belgium, Brussels, Belgium 
 Possible Collection, Honolulu, Zürich, Switzerland 
 The Art of Our Time, The Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, 

CA 
 Rock Hound Swap Meet, organized by Randy Wray, Junior Projects, 

New York, NY 
 Rêve Caverne, Château-Musée, Tournon-sur-Rhône, France 
  
2014 The Grace of a Gesture: Fifty Years of Gifts, Musée d’art contemporain 

de Montréal, Montréal, Canada 
 Love Story – Anne & Wolfgang Titze Collection, Belvedere Museum, 

Vienna, Austria 
 Hybrids, curated by Tatyana Franck, Galerie Sophie Scheidecker, Paris, 

France 
 Man in the Mirror, The Walter Vanhaerents Art Collection, Brussels, 

Belgium 
 Lone Tree, Marlborough Chelsea, London, England 
 Homecoming, Galerie Division, Montréal, Québec, Canada 
 Elevated: Contemporary Art in the AGO Tower, The Art Gallery of 

Ontario, Toronto, Canada 
 *Astralis, Espace Cultural Louis Vuitton, Paris, France 
 Misled by Nature, Museum of Contemporary Canadian Art, Toronto, 

Canada 
 States of mind, La Maison Particulière, Brussels, Belgium 
 David Altmejd, Roni Horn, Didier Vermeiren, Danh Vo, Xavier Hufkens, 

Brussels, Belgium 
 The Body Metonymic, Oakland University Gallery, Rochester, Minnesota 
  
2013 Chambres à Part VIII: Voir est un fable, Laurence Dreyfus Art 
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Consulting, Paris, France 
 Science of Dreams, The Arsenal Montréal, Montréal, Canada 
 À mes amies les licornes, curated by Cynthia Girard, Parisian Laundry, 

Montréal, Canada 
 Theatrical Gestures, Herzliya Museum of Contemporary Art, Herzliya, 

Israel 
 *My Little Paradise, Middelheimmuseum, Antwerp, Belgium 
 Jew York, Zach Feuer Gallery & Untitled Gallery, New York 
  
2012 La Belle et la Bête, L’Institut Culturel Bernard Magrez, Bordeaux, France 
 *Builders: Canadian Biennial 2012, National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, 

Ontario, Canada 
 Inside Out and from the Ground UP, MOCA Cleveland, Cleveland, OH 
 Misled by Nature: Contemporary Art and the Baroque, organized by the 

National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, Ontario and the Art Gallery of 
Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, travelled to Museum of Canadian 
Contemporary Art, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, and the Winnipeg Art 
Gallery, Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada 

 *Hybrides et Chimères: la conquête d’un rêve éveillé, Musée Goya de 
Castres, Tarn, France 

 Pothole, Salon 94, New York, NY 
 ZOO, curated by Marie Fraser, Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal, 

Montréal, Canada 
 Figures from the New World, curated by Agniezka Tarasiuk and Fabio 

Cavalluci, Centre for Contemporary Art, Ujazdowski Castle, Warsaw, 
Poland 

 Fairy Tales, Monsters and the Genetic Imagination, curated by Mark 
Scala, Frist Center for the Visual Arts, Nashville, Tennessee, travelled to 
Winnipeg Art Gallery, Manitoba, Canada, and the Glenbow Museum, 
Calgary, Alberta, Canada 

  
2011 Barroco Nova, Site 3: The Fold and Possible Worlds, London Museum, 

London, Ontario, Canada 
 HabitéR/Collection Frac Midi-Pyrénées, Les Abattoirs, Toulouse, France 
 Night Scented Stock, curated by Todd Levin, Marianne Boesky Gallery, 

New York, NY 
 *The Shape of Things to Come: New Sculpture, Saatchi Gallery, 

Chelsea, London, England 
 Mystère, Mystères, Flaran Abbey, Gers, France 
 Mondes inventés – Mondes habités, curated by Marie-Noëlle Farcy and 

Clément Minighetti, MUDAM, Luxembourg, Luxembourg 
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 The House Without the Door, David Zwirner, New York, NY 
 Everything You Can Imagine is Real…, Xavier Hufkens, Brussels, 

Belgium 
 Der Traum vom Fliegen, curated by Britta Heinrich, Haus der Kulturen 

der Welt, Berlin, Germany 
  
2010 Surrealist Conspiracy, curated by Michael Rooks, High Museum of Art, 

Wieland Pavilion Skyway Galleries, Atlanta, GA 
 *It Is What It Is. Recent Acquisitions of New Canadian Art, National 

Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada 
 Ten Year Permanent Collection, Les Abattoirs, Toulouse, France 
 *Skin Fruit: Selections from the Dakis Joannou Collection, curated by 

Jeff Koons, New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York, NY 
 *Contemplating the Void: Interventions in the Guggenheim Museum 

Rotunda, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, NY 
 *The Visceral Body, Vancouver Art Gallery, Vancouver, BC, Canada 
 Alpha Omega: Works from Dakis Joannou Collection, DESTE 

Foundation for Contemporary Art, Athens, Greece 
  
2009 Everyday Above Ground is a Good One: Reflections of the Underworld, 

Reg Vardy Gallery, Sunderland, England 
 Collection: MOCA’s First 30 Years, The Museum of Contemporary Art, 

Los Angeles, CA 
 Performance/Art, Dallas Museum of Art, Dallas, TX 
 Between Spaces, curated by Tim Goossens and Kate McNamara, P.S. 1 

Contemporary Art Center, New York, NY 
 Sobey Art Award 2009, National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, 

Canada 
 Saint-Nazaire Biennale, curated by Adam Budak and Laurence Gateau, 

Nantes, France 
 Dream Time, Caves, Contemporary Art and Transhistory, curated by 

Pascal Pique, Mas d’Azil Prehistoric Cave, Toulouse, France 
 Emporte-moi/Sweep Me Off My Feet, curated by Nathalie de Blois and 

Frank Lamy, Musée national des beaux-arts du Québec, Québec, 
Canada, travelled to Musée d’art contemporain du Val-de-Marne, France 

  
2008 Without Walls, Museum 52, New York, NY 
 Art Gallery of Toronto, Ontario, Canada 
 Freeway Balconies, curated by Collier Schorr, Deutsche Guggenheim, 

Berlin, Germany 
 *Lustwarande 08-Wanderland, Fundament Foundation, Tilburg, The 
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Netherlands 
 *Légende, Château et Fabriques Domaine Départemental de 

Chamarande, France 
 *Québec Triennial, Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal, Montréal, 

Québec, Canada 
 Installations: Selections from the Guggenheim Collections, Guggenheim 

Bilbao, Bilbao, Spain 
 Second Thoughts, Hessel Museum of Art & CCS Galleries, Annandale-

on-Hudson, NY 
  
2007 *The New Authentics: Artists of the Post-Jewish Generation, curated by 

Staci Boris, Spertus Museum, Chicago, IL, travelled to The Rose Art 
Museum of Brandeis University, Waltham, MA 

 Star Power: Museum as Body Electric, curated by Cydney Payton, 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Denver, CO 

 *Six Feet Under: Autopsy of Our Relation to the Dead, Kunstmuseum 
Bern, Bern, Switzerland, travelled to travelled to The Rose Art Museum 
of Brandeis University, Waltham, MA 

 David Altmejd, Renate Anger, and Eric Cameron, curated by Micah 
Lexier, Birch Libralato, Toronto, Ontario, Canada 

 *Fractured Figure: Works from the Dakis Joannou Collection, Dakis 
Joannou Collection, Athens, Greece 

 To Build a Fire, curated by Yuri Masnjy, Rivington Arms, New York, NY 
 Disorder in the House, Walter Vanhaerents Art Collection, Brussels, 

Belgium 
 Effigies, Modern Art, London, England 
  
2006 *Six Under Feet Under: Autopsy of Our Relation to the Dead, 

Kunstmuseum Bern, Bern Switzerland, travelled to Stiftung Deutsches 
Hygiene Museum, Dresden, Germany 

 *The Eight Square, Museum Ludwig, Cologne, Germany 
 *The Guggenheim Collection, Kunsthalle Bonn, Bonn, Germany 
 The Dining Room Show, Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York, NY 
 A Brighter Day, James Cohan Gallery, New York, NY 
  
2005 *L’echo des limbes, curated by Nathalie de Blois, Galerie Leonard & 

Bina Ellen Art Gallery, Montréal, Québec, Canada 
 *Blake & Sons. Alternative Lifestyles and Mysticism in Contemporary Art, 

curated by René Zechlin, Lewis Glucksman Gallery, University College, 
Cork, Ireland 

 *The Zine UnBound: Kults, Werewolves and Sarcastic Hippies, Yerba 
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Buena Center for the Arts, San Francisco, CA 
 The, The, Modern Art, London, England 
 *Ideal Worlds. New Romanticism in Contemporary Art, curated by Max 

Hollein and Martina Weinhart, Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt, Frankfurt, 
Germany 

 David Altmejd, Mathew Cerletty, Kirsten Everberg, Alisa Margolis and 
Sophie Van Hellerman, Galerie Ghislaine Hussenot, Paris, France  

  
2004 Noctambule, organized by D’Amelio Terras, Fondation Dosne-

Bibliothèque Thiers, Paris, France 
 *Whitney Biennial 2004, curated by Chrissies Iles, Shamin M. Momim 

and Debra Singer, Whitney Museum of Art, New York, NY 
 *Scream: 10 Artists X 10 Writers X 10 Scary Movies, curated by 

Fernanda Arruda and Michael Clifton, Anton Kern Gallery, New York, NY 
  
2003 Material Eyes, LFL Gallery, New York, NY 
 Licht, organized Optica, Art Forum Berlin, Berlin, Germany and Montréal, 

Québec, Canada 
 *8th Istanbul Biennial, curated by Dan Cameron, Istanbul, Turkey 
 Détournements, Maison de la Culture Côte-des-Neiges, Montréal, 

Québec, Canada 
 Corporate Profits vs. Labor Costs, curated by John Connelly, D’Amelio 

Terras Gallery, New York, NY 
 Now Playing: Daniel Reich Gallery, John Connelly Presents, K48, 

D’Amelio Terras Gallery, New York, NY 
 Life/Like, Apartment 5BE Gallery, New York, NY 
  
2002 Demonclownmonkey, curated by Matthew Ritchie, Artists Space, New 

York, NY 
 Lucky Draw, Sculpture Center, Deitch Projects, New York, NY 
  
2001 Interval: New Art for New Space, Sculpture Center, New York, NY 
 How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Recession, Ten in One 

Gallery, New York, NY  
 *Pointe de chute, curated by Louise Déry, Galerie de l’UQAM, Montréal, 

Québec, Canada, travelled to Centre d’art Contemporain, Brussels, 
Belgium 

  
1998 *Stimuli, curated Nicolas Baier and Emmanuel Galland, Maison de la 

Culture Frontenac, Montréal, Québec, Canada 
 Artifice 98, Saidye Bronfman Art Center, Montréal, Québec, Canada 
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 Les Bricolos, Galerie Clark, Montréal, Québec, Canada 
 
 
 
 
SELECTED PROJECTS  
(*indicates a publication) 
 
2009 Daniel Hesidence (ROSE LAUGHTER Winter Holiday), Andrea Rosen 

Gallery, New York, NY 
 
AWARDS 
(*indicates a publication) 
 
2015 Ordre des arts et des lettres du Québec Award 
2009 *Sobey Art Award, National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada 

 
SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 
(*indicates a non-periodical book, catalog, or other publication) 
 
2020 “The shows must go on – what not to miss during Frieze week this year,” 

Apollo-Magazine.com, October 8, 2020 
Wullschläger, Jackie, “Frieze Sculpture Park opens its doors to nature,” 
FT.com, October 7, 2020 
Rea, Naomi, “See the Playful Sculptures on View at Frieze London’s 
Sculpture Park, From an Enormous Braid to an Art Star’s Sandwich,” 
Artnet.com, October 5, 2020 
Rea, Naomi, “See the Playful Sculptures on View at Frieze London’s 
Sculpture Park, From an Enormous Braid to an Art Star’s Sandwich,” 
News.artnet.com, October 5, 2020 
“15 Things to do This Weekend in London: 9-11 October 2020,” 
TheResident.co.uk, October 5, 2020 
Freeman, Nate, “Studio Visit: Artist David Altmejd on Cleaning His Studio 
for a Fresh Start and the Powerful Spiritual Teachings of Eckhart Tolle,” 
Artnet.com, September 25, 2020 
Mantai, Joshen, “David Altmejd | New Online Exhibition with David 
Kordansky,” Flaunt.com, August 24, 2020 
Solomon, Tessa and Claire Selvin, “ARTnews in Brief: David Kordansky 
Now Reps David Altmejd—and More from August 21, 2020,” 
ARTnews.com, August 21, 2020 
Hernando, Silvia, “Contemporary art rubs the crystal ball,” El País, 
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February 28, 2020 
“David Altmejd represented by David Kordansky Gallery,” artdaily.com, 
January 15, 2021 

  
2019 Estiler, Keith, “The Best Booths to See at Frieze New York 2019,” 
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Studio Visit: Artist David Altmejd on Cleaning His Studio for a Fresh Start 
and the Powerful Spiritual Teachings of Eckhart Tolle
The artist tells us about how he stays sane during long stretches in the studio.

Nate Freeman | September 25, 2020

David Altmejd. Photo courtesy David Kordansky Gallery.

Many artists kept busy during quarantine, but it seems like the Los Angeles-based sculptor David Altmejd was especially tied up.

Holed up in his studio in L.A., Altmejd put the finishing touches on works for a show at his Brussels gallery, Xavier Hufkens, that opened 
earlier this month. And in August, word got out that he was joining the roster at powerhouse Los Angeles outfit David Kordansky Gallery, 
which promptly gave him an online show dedicated to a single new work. Altmejd’s first show in the physical gallery space is slated for 
May 2021.

In the days before the show in Brussels opened, Altmejd emailed us some thoughts about how he stays sane during long stretches in the 
studio, and what he would put on his moodboard if he had one.

What are the most indispensable items in your studio and why?

Quartz, [an] open mind, pencil/paper, space to cry.

What is the studio task on your agenda tomorrow that you are most looking forward to?

I just finished a piece, so cleaning up and emptying the space for fresh new start.

What kind of atmosphere do you prefer when you work? Do you listen to music or podcasts, or do you prefer silence? Why?

I listen to Eckhart Tolle’s The Power of Now audiobook on repeat. It’s my bible. It’s not so much about the content, but the fact that it 
opens up a space in consciousness, outside of time, and so most of what happens in the studio comes from this space (or non-space) 
rather than from me.
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David Altmejd, Joy. Photo courtesy Xavier Hufkens.

When I work late at night, I try to open up a scary zone, an ominous space, where spirits awake and where intensity grows exponentially. 
It feels like something so immense is about to happen, like the end of the world, death, or a complete transformation of consciousness. 
At that moment, I stop working because I’m too scared. This unreachable sweet spot is God.

What trait do you most admire in a work of art? What trait do you most despise?

When I’m mesmerized and I don’t know why. It means that there’s something in the work that comes from beyond the mind. Or rather, 
when a work of art is not made up completely of mind-stuff, so it leaves openings and the other side, which can not be described, and 
can be felt.

And I don’t despise anything in art.

What snack food could your studio not function without?

I take care of a little vegetable garden just outside my studio, so anything ripe is a perfect snack. Recently it’s been raw okra and tomatoes.

Who are your favorite artists, curators, or other thinkers to follow on social media?

Mu Pan (@mupan1911), Sgàire Teàrlag Wood (@sgairewood), Alina Perez (@alina.perezz).

When you feel stuck in the studio, what do you do to get un-stuck?

Nothing.

If you had to put together a mood board, what would be on it right now?

World in flames, beautiful jack rabbit, marijuana, woman giving birth.

David Altmejd, Codebreaker (2020). Photo courtesy White Cube.
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ARTnews in Brief: David Kordansky Now Reps David Altmejd—
and More from August 21, 2020
By Claire Selvin & Tessa Solomon | August 21, 2020

David Kordansky Gallery Now Represents David Altmejd

David Altmejd has joined David Kordansky Gallery in Los Angeles, which will present an online exhibition de-
voted to a new sculpture by the artist from August 26 to September 16. Altmejd’s sculptures combine figurative 
and abstract elements, and he explores various opposing concepts, such as that of inside versus outside, through 
the use of multifarious materials. The artist’s pieces can be found in the collections of the Museum of Contempo-
rary Art, Los Angeles, the Whitney Museum in New York, the Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto, and other major 
institutions.

David Altmejd, PHOTO: LEE THOMPSON/COURTESY DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY, LOS ANGELES
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Contemporary art rubs the crystal ball
The exhibition ‘Still human’ delves into visions of the near future, marked by ideas such as artificial 
intelligence and transhumanism

The unknown, that which we intuit is yet to come but do 
not know exactly when or how, has been an inexhaust-
ible source of fascination for the human imagination. 
Also, of course, of fears and anxieties about the preju-
dices that are being formed before what we agree to call 
the new comes ashore in the present . With the aim of 
exploring these visions of the near future through the 
latest art, the Solo Space in Madrid has mounted the 
Still human exhibition(open until July), a selection of 
seven dozen pieces by 40 international authors –some 
guests and others part of the permanent collection that 
Ana Gervás and David Cantolla have formed, exhib-
iting in a building renovated by Juan Herreros– that 
move between technology and the humanities to launch 
ideas about the life of tomorrow. 

All these questions have been addressed by philosophy 
and religion since time immemorial. Perhaps that is why 
the tour starts with a kneeler, placed not next to a con-
fessional but in front of a poster like those old ones that were used in airports, where the lapels turn to write different messages. As a 
divine revelation, when the viewer kneels down, the 125 letters distributed in four lines stop moving randomly to capture a coherent and 
always different phrase in English (more or less). For example? “When you are happy you always want the best you can when you are 
not.” The work of the German Mario Klingemann, it is one of the several proposals in the exhibition that use artificial intelligence as a 
creative tool. 

“ The learning base is an open source neural network that has learned from Wikipedia to produce texts,” the artist explained about his 
creation, adding that one of the different layers of interpretation of the piece is defined by reflection on the notion. of meaning. “We 
humans look for it everywhere,” said the German, a collateral victim of the coronavirus, since he could not receive in time for the in-
auguration several replacements of letters that did not work, since the Chinese city where they were produced was in quarantine. Also 
by Klingemann, the screening Memories of Passerby, made up of two adjacent screens, creates portraits in real time from a database 
fed by the artist. Produced in a series of three, this was the second AI-created work in history to be sold at auction at Sotheby’s, where 
it fetched $ 51,000 last year.

The technology and its applications mark one of the main concerns of the creators represented in the exhibition, where proposals by 
rabidly modern artists are conjugated with other established ones such as Nam June Paik. Yang Yongliang uses computer programs to 
draw what looks, at a distance, like a traditional Chinese landscape but, up close, reveals itself as a pile of modern architectures, with 
buildings, cranes, and power lines laid out in the shape of mountains. In a small room halfway through the tour, Lars Dietrich and Koka 
Nikoladze play with sound art through self-made instruments that improvise melodies in real time while posing a reflection on the trans-
formation of the consumption and production of music. 

Transhumanism, the fusion between robots and humans that, supposedly, will elevate our race to a higher state of evolution, marks an-
other of the open debates in the exhibition. There are also representations of hybrids between animals and people, such as Neo Rauch’s 
dog-man, or sculptures with multiple points of view, such as the postmodern and, in a way cubist, figure of David Altmejd, a bust of a 
sliced   man to create multiple perspectives. There are also video games, 3D projections and works, such as those by Nina Saunders, that 
fuse people with objects of daily life, such as a chair. “I usually create things that use everyday life to take it out of context and surprise,” 
explained the artist, who participated in the presentation of the sample.

By: Silvia Hernando | February 28, 2020

David Aljtmed’s work ‘Spirit’ (2019). Photography: Victor Sainz
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David Altmejd’s New Busts Embrace the Real and Absurd

On March 26, David Altmejd’s solo show at White Cube 
opened in Hong Kong. It is the New York-based artist’s 
first in Asia and also marks his official representation 
by the gallery. On view is a new series of “head” and 
“bust” sculptures.

Inspired by magic, spirituality, and psychedelia, Altjme-
jd is known for juxtaposing the real with the absurd. 
Faces are carved out and filled with crystals or canta-
loupe. Whitewall checked in with the artist about the 
new body of work on view through May 18, 2019.

WHITEWALLER: Included in the show at White 
Cube in Hong Kong are new “head” and “bust” 
sculptures. What’s usually the starting point for 
you for this series?

DAVID ALTMEJD: The starting point is usually a rem-
nant of the last body of work I did. It can either be a 
specific idea that I didn’t get a chance to explore, or an 
individual piece that was left astray in the studio. For 
the White Cube show, it’s one individual “bust” sculp-
ture that was the starting point for this new series. I 
identified two specific characteristics of that bust and 
let them become two thematic branches.

WW: The busts juxtapose hyper realism with the 
absurd—a face filled with a cantaloupe or a cavern 
of crystals. What kind of feeling are you hoping to 
evoke in the viewer by this?

DA: Some attraction, some repulsion, but mostly a 
feeling of wonder, of being mesmerized by something 
weird.

WW: What attracts you to recurring materials we 
see in your work like fur, crystals, and fruit?

By: Katy Donoghue | March 28, 2019

David Aljtmed, Crystal System (2019) Courtesy of White Cube

DA: The unexpected use of certain materials makes the process more exciting. Having the feeling that some materials or 
references are awkward can be a good thing. But it’s mostly the contrast between materials that I find interesting. Fake 
vs. real, organic vs. mineral, seductive vs. repulsive. These contrasts produce tensions, and the tensions produce energy. 
When energy flows through a sculpture, it becomes alive, independent, and ready to be shown.
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WW: Science, science fiction, and magic are named as references in 
your practice. Are there specific inspirations you could share for this 
new body of work? 

DA: Magic, spirituality, psychedelia.

WW: This is your first solo show in Asia. Of what significance is that for 
you?

DA: Different contexts always bring out different aspects of the work. For 
example, in America, my work is very much about its energy and how it exists 
physically. In France, the same work will bring all its symbolism to the surface 
and connect with history. I’m not sure what the Asian context will wake up in 
my work but I’m really excited to figure it out. I have a feeling that there is a 
deeper spiritual aspect in my work that is about to awaken. Maybe this will be 
the moment.

WW: What are you looking forward to seeing and doing in Hong Kong 
this week?

DA: Enjoying getting lost.

Courtesy of the artist and White Cube

David Aljtmed, Bad News (2019) Courtesy of White Cube



Collings, Matthew, “David Altmejd - Magic Loop review: Weird and wonderful show merges magic with science,” 
Standard.co.uk, January 17, 2018

David Altmejd - Magic Loop review: Weird and wonderful show merges 
magic with science
By Matthew Collings | January 17, 2018

Here’s a show that will blow your mind, make you laugh and slightly disgust you. These are subjective responses so 
I can’t guarantee them but I’m sure they’re all in there. David Altmejd — a Canadian sculptor, still only in his early 
forties, who lives and works in New York — seems to be interested in aesthetic feeling. Is it like natural growth, 
natural transformation or is it more like wizards and werewolves? Is it the soul in turmoil, like pain but not pain-
ful? Is it the body’s knowledge?

He conjures up wild and weird ideas. He has been well known in the art world since the early 2000s, a star of the 
Venice Biennale (he represented Canada in 2007) and other illustrious art hotspots. 

To the ordinary public in the UK he’s still a relative novelty. His work in this show is deliberately reduced in spec-
tacular effects. It’s a testament to his genuine ultimate seriousness that he can still be marvellously playful with 
limited means.  

Out on a limb: Magic Loop, 2017, the centrepiece of the exhibition 
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His installations are often enormous and feature every type of surface, from realistic simulated human skin 
to complex crystals. They explore a range of imagery emphasising transformation: everything’s in flux, spells 
merge with science.

A vast show at the Musée d’Art Moderne in Paris in 2015 was full of towering semi-human men that turned 
out to be, indeed, werewolves but not as they’re usually imagined. Flesh-coloured and hairy lifelike limbs turned 
into crusty abstract paintings here and there, or sprouted bunches of coconuts — or revolting clusters of 
perfectly formed humans hands.

In that same Paris show, streamlined geometric glass sculptures — each the size of a room — contained nests 
of faux ants and bees and floating male heads with realistic eyes, exaggerated beards and eyebrows, and nasty, 
dream-like gaping holes. There were also arrangements of arms and hands cast in a hard creamy white 
material, the ef-fect something like 3D paintings. It is this look that the new exhibition at the Modern Art 
gallery near Old Street emphasises.

He plays everything down and it still works. Every object was made in the past year. The sole repeated format 
is monochrome — a raised relief of many different types of shapes within an overall rectangular frame, the 
colour like white clay. And the imagery is confined mostly to eggs and human limbs.

Maybe they’re more drawings than paintings — line plays a major role. It might be executed with a pencil or 
in-cised with a carving tool, or implied by an arrangement of objects and shapes. It can be a big fat looping mark 
like an aerial view of a racing car track or an explosive scribble. Sometimes there are little written notes and 
dashed-off rectangles. On the surface of a streamlined chiselled eye shape in I T Guy, another eye is rapidly 
dashed off in pen-cil. Seemingly an afterthought, it also functions visually as I T Guy’s compelling focus. This 
double quality alerts the viewer to the way that Altmejd eventually contains and controls every thing that ever 
happens in a making process that can be as much unconscious as conscious, making it all count.

A theme of metamorphosis is consistent throughout — something symbolic and intense is going on, the 
human soul is altering, and it’s happening not just poetically, in the mind, but also right there physically in 
front of you, in grungy real materials.

That’s what all the werewolves have been about for Altmejd over the years, they are vehicles for exploring 
soul-ful energy. All the silliness and corniness one might expect from such a concept is still cheerfully present 
but it is mucked about with, so daftness becomes not profundity exactly but unexpectedly ambitious — 
certainly visually impactful.

Surfaces are smooth and creamy and then suddenly churned. There are looping gouge marks clearly made by 
the artist’s hand clawing the material in its molten state — claylike matter, sometimes bulky sometimes flowing. 
(It is in fact a mixture of resins and varnishes with elements of foam and steel.)

If this sounds abstract you’re also seeing three-dimensional lifelike shoulders and arms, and multiple hands 
that might have erupted through holes or gradually grown on a surface like fungus — or a culture in a giant 
scientist’s petri dish.
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 The illusion quickly takes hold that it was these writhing arm and hand fragments that created these artworks: 
created themselves. And the whole show is a monster joke about autogenesis, art going against God, creating life, 
life coming out of life — artificial life.

If Altmejd is corny about fertility — proposing art as an equivalent to Frankenstein’s science, that it can beat natu-
ral growth, that his artworks are in fact super-nature — he’s also witty. In Le Saut, vaguely organic things grow 
out of scooped-out egg shaped holes. In another work, perfectly cast 3D eggs stand up like soldiers in individual 
wonky rectangular openings arranged in rows. They stop and start for no reason — did a soldier egg do its fertilis-
ing duty and disappear?

A corner of one of these wall-slab semi-paintings or outsize drawings peels back like the corner of a sheet on a bed, 
revealing an underlying bed of eggs. Along the bottom edge of Fan of Soul two mighty egg shapes protrude, ir-
regular and lumpy, crudely moulded, with a suggestion of nipples, merging an egg concept with a breasts concept.

His works bear repeating looking. An immediate sensual blast — so many contrasting shapes, and plays of smooth 
versus lumpy, the highly realistic and versus the impulsively gestural and crude — belies a more slow-burning 
visual content, as what seemed like mere terrain turns out to be signs or even cartoons.

In Magic Loop, the show’s centrepiece not only for its large scale (eight feet wide, its relief elements at points six 
inches deep) but also its dense concentration of imagery, a set of curvy rectangles at the top can be seen after a 
while to be cubistic views of either a bowler hat or a Stetson.

They were abstract sharp thin lines, rushing curves and a grainy crust like the surface of porridge, at first, but now 
they’re a meaningful symbol. So much sculptural activity making a meal out of a hat: beneath its crevasses and hills 
a male head eventually comes together with an egg in its cheek (birthing irony?) and a stream of multiple cut-off 
realistic hands heading towards its open mouth.

What are they doing? They appear to be popping eggs into the mouth. Are they the hands of the Creator, the Great 
Altmejd? Creation symbols going on and on, telling us about art and life? In any case, they pop out of his ear and 
start round on the loop again.
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“I like the idea that the hand has a mind,” David Altmejd told me, as we walked through the new exhibition of his sculptures at the Musée d’art contem-
porain de Montréal. That’s a very resonant comment when you see the recent work of this acclaimed Montreal artist, who now lives in New York. His 
pieces are full of hands cast from life, mostly disembodied, emerging in crablike procession from a figure’s hollowed chest, or clawing their way through 
flesh or the surface of a wall. They’re like verbs scuttling through his art, always making things or tearing them apart.

Some people, like me, may see these hands as visualizations of impersonal forces that we experience only as effects. We see a leaf wither, but not what 
drives that transformation. The work done by Altmejd’s sculptural hands, however, is often more surreal and macabre. In Le désert et la semence, a piece 
he completed three days before the show opened on June 20, two hands form a ball from sand and glue, which moves through a spiral of transformations 
from ball to coconut to skull to a man’s head, and from there to the head of a wolf, suspended high above the first stage of the process. A stream of sperm-
like glue drips from the animal’s jaws to where the hands first gathered up the sand. It’s a complete cycle with no real beginning or end.

A nightmare, you might say, though Altmejd said he takes no direction from dreams, and is interested in surrealism and science fiction or fantasy only 
in that “they do offer a freedom to build and combine things.” More surprisingly, perhaps, he said that he sees the hands that gouge the surfaces of his 
angelic The Watchers and Bodybuilder statues as forces of self-transformation – the mind of the individual working on the self, not some outside power 
relentlessly tearing at the body.

The really striking thing about talking with Altmejd is how often he uses the language of freedom and transcendence to describe works whose mate-
rial content can look fairly hellish. The Flux and the Puddle is a gigantic block of lucite boxes in which numerous figures are encased, throwing their 
transforming heads into space or standing with their guts or faces blown open and studded with mineral crystals. A pair of blackened humanoid figures 
slump over a table, mucking around with some dark, gooey substance that could become one of them. Mirrors inside and outside the block multiply its 
surfaces and magnify its contents, as teeth emerge from within pineapples, and streams of grapes and coconuts fly through the transparent structure like 
wind-borne projectiles.

You could look at The Flux and the Puddle for a long time and still feel like you hadn’t seen the whole piece, which is part of the point. “I like the idea 
of an object that contains more volume than appears from its outside, an object that contains infinity,” says Altmejd. He’s also really into the illusion of 
weightlessness, as a way of liberating his material from its debt to gravity. In Le spectre et la main, another of his large lucite structures, a dense stream-
ing network of coloured threads support two fragmentary zebras that float in space, their solid black and white stripes flowing away like weightless clay.

The many dimensions of David Altmejd’s surreal, violent work
By Robert Everett-Green | July 1, 2015

The Flux and the Puddle by David Altmejd is a gigantic block of lucite boxes in which numerous figures are encased.
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Le spectre et la main by David Altmejd. (Guy L’Heureux)

Altmejd studied biology before becoming an artist, and the relationship of his boxes with the vitrines of a natural-history museum seems obvious. But 
he’s not keen on that association, perhaps because his vitrines are really structural systems that are integral to the work, not just containers for things. 
Their many interior facets and the theatrical way in which they are lit, with spotlights from above, make them glow like large crystals that emit their 
own light.

All of these pieces are about drawing or painting in space with objects and coloured threads, and their feeling of movement and energy is impressive. You 
almost expect there to be a switch somewhere that might pitch the whole frozen process into action. But Altmejd’s streams of coconuts and grapes are 
also analytic representations of imaginary movements, akin to Eadweard Muybridge’s photographic studies. In that sense, Altmejd is both a stop-motion 
sculptor, and an animator who has no use for a camera.

Portraiture is a big element in this show, which includes a room full of heads, some of them with two sets of inverted features, others with crystals grow-
ing from holes and lesions – perfect structures growing from decaying ones. At the entrance to the exhibition stands a bust of the artist’s sister Sarah, 
the glinting face of which is hollowed out and blackened. These objects imply a drastic violence that in other parts of the exhibition shows up as holes 
smashed into mirrored surfaces, and – depending on how you look at them – those hands, ripping at flesh.

There’s also a gay erotic theme floating through Altmejd’s work, via the not-so-subtle coconuts, grapes, bananas and puddles of glue that persistently al-
lude to male genitalia and semen. A full-sized sculpture of a bird-headed man in a suit includes a scrotum under the chin, apparently cast from life. The 
painstaking use of thread, however, which in the lucite pieces is strung through innumerable drilled holes, associates his art with the traditionally female 
world of needlecraft, and all the patient effort that implies.

Altmejd said that The Flux and the Puddle, which he completed in 2014, is the summation of a long period of work. “I wanted to include in it everything 
I had ever done as a sculptor,” he said. The next phase, he said, is represented by the single blackened figure that hangs upside down at the end of the 
exhibition’s last room. That’s another kind of space to explore, he said, and another kind of weightlessness. Whatever Altmejd finds there, it’s sure to be 
worth visiting with him.
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Artist David Altmejd’s World of Pure Imagination
By Anne Prentnieks | October 6, 2014

NOT FAR FROM the film lots of Silvercup Studios, in NYC’s Long Island City—where classics like Do the Right Thing and Highlander 
were produced—a more metaphoric kind of cinema unfolds in two airy industrial lofts that together serve as David Altmejd’s sculpture 
studio. Here, Altmejd’s environments and figures come to life via thousands of handmade components scattered like ingredients in a 
scullery: resin cherries, stained glass, broken mirrors, buckets of wig hair, plaster casts of body parts.

Altmejd’s regal white poodle, Floyd, calmly rambles through the studio. “I wanted a tall, elegant, intelligent dog,” he says, before repeat-
ing, “Intelligent.”

 In the center of the loft space, three unfinished works from Altmejd’s ongoing series of gargantuan, human-like forms stand in progres-
sive stages of sculptural development. Mid-transmutation and seemingly positioned in a stop-motion sequence, they channel Altmejd’s 
sculptural method of demonstrating stages within a larger narrative. The three giants metamorphose, one after another, from a towering 
support of steel (the bones) to layers of blue foam (the muscle). The tallest of the three, at 12 feet, begins to take a smoother form, whittled 
into a humanoid figure. They are all part of Altmejd’s visual canon, which he categorizes according to his own nomenclature, from “body 
builders” to “watchers” to “giants.” The giants, though human-like, are something else altogether in Altmejd’s mind.

CULTURAL ANATOMY | Altmejd in his Queens studio, with his poodle, Floyd, and works in progress. PHOTOGRAPHY BY LEONORA HAMILL FOR WSJ. MAGAZINE
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“I see the giants as making reference to landscape and nature,” says the boyish and energetic Altmejd, 40, who lives on Manhattan’s Upper 
West Side with his boyfriend of four years, Jonah Disend. The sculptures tower overhead. “For me, they are too large to identify as bodies. 
They are abstract, and about surface, texture and materiality.”

Some of the giants in Altmejd’s studio are among six new pieces he is creating for an expansive survey of his career opening this month at 
the Museum of Modern Art of the City of Paris. A to-scale maquette of the museum occupies a corner of the building studio, alongside 
a model of the Grand Duke Jean Museum of Modern Art in Luxembourg, which will host the exhibition in March before it travels to 
Montreal, Altmejd’s hometown, in June.

The collector Peter Brant, who in 2011 staged a solo show of Altmejd’s work at his foundation in Greenwich, Connecticut, admires the 
forms in the giants sculptures. “They are exceptional, so imaginative,” he says. “They almost look like forms from a prehistoric time, and 
they are very relevant.”

Altmejd’s lifelike, surreal works are part of a figurative revival that includes Charles Ray, Jeff Koons, Katharina Fritsch and Louise Bour-
geois. Bourgeois’s tactile, weight-sensitive sculptures “first made me understand how an object can relate powerfully to the world,” says 
Altmejd. Combining his own private catalog of fables with imagery suggestive of biology and science, Altmejd’s works seem to pry open 
the minimalist cubes of Sol LeWitt and Larry Bell and fill them with untamed nature.

In 2001, Altmejd graduated from Columbia University’s M.F.A. program. Just three years later, he had his first solo show at Andrea Rosen 
Gallery, which continues to represent him in New York. In 2007, he was the featured artist at the Venice Biennale’s Canadian Pavilion, 
where The Index, his mirrored, forest-like installation of taxidermic and reproduced animals (purchased mostly on eBay) first caught the 
attention of Fabrice Hergott, director at Paris’s Museum of Modern Art. By the time Altmejd exhibited at the Brant Foundation, he had 
won Canada’s prestigious Sobey Art Award, and Hergott was ready to organize a large-scale solo survey.

“You can put him along with the big names in the history of art—with Joseph Beuys, Matthew Barney, even Bruce Nauman, ” says Hergott. 
“He follows this tradition of using space, trying new solutions, using the body, using materials. He is an extremely contemporary artist.”

Altmejd, who once studied biology, considers all his pieces to be “self-evolutionary”—living entities that develop through intuitive dis-
covery. He envisions them embodying a vitality and narrative that emerge as they commandeer their own creation, flowing from Alt-
mejd’s psyche as if from a Ouija board. “I like the idea that sculpture is able to generate heat,” he says. “I’m into making objects that really 
exist in this world. And for that, I have to give the impression that they contain an infinite space.”

Paris’s Museum of Modern Art is housed in the eastern wing of the Palais de Tokyo compound. For his show there, Altmejd will utilize 
the museum’s stately U-shaped architecture to create a linear progression of his work. Formally, it will suggest the measured visual tempo 
of a Roman sculpture hall, offering an arc that illustrates the process by which Altmejd’s works have evolved.

Near the start of the exhibit, four giants will stand in an aisle lined with mirrors. Altmejd sees them as “the first things that existed post–
Big Bang,” he says. “The giants reference landscape and nature before even man came about.”

The exhibit will also include his 2014 The Flux and the Puddle, a labyrinthine network of Plexiglas, fluorescent lights and mirrors. Within 
it, a dynamic theater of evolution unfolds as Altmejd’s characters transform from one type of body—crude humanoid mass, person, 
werewolf—to the next. The work is a dizzying spectacle, playing illusions of infinity against our perceptions of space, matter and gravity.

“Fabrice told me, ‘The aim is very simple: The show should be the best,’ ” says co-curator Robert Vifian, a chef-owner of Vietnamese 
restaurant Tan Dinh in Paris’s 7th arrondissement and a serious art collector. “When I saw The Flux and the Puddle, I said that unless we 
could get that piece, we would not have the best show.”

Altmejd’s mother was raised Catholic, and his Jewish father emigrated from Poland to Canada in the late 1960s. As a child, Altmejd at-
tended synagogue on Saturdays and Catholic Mass on Sundays. The Flux and the Puddle, like all of the artist’s work, appears rooted in 
both of these traditions, balancing geometric space with biological evolution. “I think that the Jewish way of understanding architecture is 
more like a brain,” he says, noting that Catholic imagery and its relationship to the body more viscerally compels him. “A church is in the 
shape of a cross, which is the shape of the body, so when you enter a church it’s like you’re entering a body—it’s so beautiful. It feeds me.”
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Artifacts | The Cute and the Gross: 
David Altmejd’s Gorgeous Gothic
By Linda Yablonsky | March  28, 2011

One reason the grotesque is so compelling is its ravaged beauty. Bound up in the distorting 
horror, at least in art, is an absurdity that also makes its appearance rather comic. All of those 
elements are in play in David Altmejd’s dazzling new show at the Andrea Rosen Gallery, where 
decapitated heads grow glittering crystals, fossilized angels are crucified within the walls, and 
agglomerations of human ears ornament plexiglass cages swarming with jewel-like, plastic 
bees.

As a mediator of the sacred and the profane, Altmejd makes every object a thing of beauty, the 
driving force of his work. “For me the grotesque is necessary to understand beauty,” he said the 
other day. “Things that are pure, I can’t feel them. They have to be infected or else they don’t 
exist — they don’t have a presence.”

There’s no shortage of charisma in this show. Just inside the gallery entrance is the plaster fig-
ure of a man with a big hole where the heart should be — apparently a self-inflicted wound. 
It gets your attention right away. Hands tear at the figure’s ribs and rest beside a ridiculously 

Courtesy of the Andrea Rosen Gallery “The Vessel,” 2011, by David Altmejd.
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small skull atop shoulders embedded with the incongruous ears. Its flying, winglike append-
ages give it the look of the Louvre’s Winged Victory of Samothrace, the goddess that once 
adorned the prow of a ancient Greek ship.

“I like holes,” Altmejd said. “I like orifices. They’re what lets in light and air.”

His inorganic organisms definitely seem to breathe. “The Vessel,” a 20-foot-long plexiglass di-
orama of disembodied hands and noses, fairly shimmers in the gallery’s main exhibition space. 
It features a pair of flayed, swanlike plaster arms, their hands clasping bird beaks of a particu-
larly phallic shape. A kind of Greek chorus of raised fists grasping more beaks surrounds them, 
all trapped in a rigging of cascading colored threads set off by plantlike crystals.

For Altmejd, who is 36 and once thought he would be a biologist, the strings represent the 
blood vessels of a circulatory system connecting the parts to the whole, though the work’s 
confounding transparency makes it impossible to take in at a single glance, or even many. The 
picture changes with every blink.

Just as difficult to comprehend, though no less fascinating, is “The Swarm,” a companion 
piece of the same size. Instead of hands, it contains swooping vectors of the plastic bees, each 
wrapped in fine gold chain. Strings of ears also dangle within, while large blank ants crawl up 
the sides of the container — clearly a metaphor for a conflicted body that is sprouting plaster 
heads coiffed in ridiculous toupees.

The ears are new to Altmejd’s work, which usually proliferates with casts of just his hands. 
“Ears are softer,” he said, “like butterfly wings. They’re sort of pretty, though they’re also kind 
of gross.”

While “The Vessel” seems ordered and symmetrical, “The Swarm” presents a cosmos of chaos 
within the natural world. Presiding over their gothic splendor is an abject plaster angel em-
bedded high on one wall; multiple hands tear at its ribs, ripping itself apart. The sight of it re-
minded me of the scene in “Silence of the Lambs” in which Hannibal Lecter strings up a victim 
like a butterfly or a kite. Altmejd’s is both tragic and saintly, a martyr punishing itself for its 
narcissism with extreme self-loathing. Its Christ-like appearance is deliberate. “I’ve really been 
into Catholic visuals in the past few years,” Altmejd told me. Not that he’s religious. “I just like 
the metaphors and the imagery,” he said.

A similar figure spreads its tentacle-like wings across three walls of a rear gallery, as if to em-
brace the quartz crystals on display in a plexiglass case at the center of the room. Crystals have 
been a recurring element of Altmejd’s work since his first shows in 2002, when they decorated 
the werewolf cadavers he laid out in modernist sarcophagi. Later, they gave the hairy giants for 
which he is best known the look of fetishistic dandies. In this show, they jut from the decayed 
cheeks of plaster-flocked heads that lie in two corners of the gallery, as if they had rolled off the 
giants and mutated into life forms yet to be identified.

I couldn’t help but wonder if Altmejd was subject to bad dreams. “I do have nightmares,” he 
admitted. “They’re very sophisticated, but they don’t look like my work at all.”
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