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ARTIST, PARIS
INTERVIEW AND PORTRAIT BY OLIVIER ZAHM

OLIVIER ZAHM — You’ve gone through several stages in your
work to arrive at a very specific abstraction. I’ve seen
performances and collective actions of yours where you’ve
physically embodied your work.
THÉODORE FIVEL — I’ve always believed in the idea of total
art. That’s why I’ve done video, music, and performances.
I’ve also done a bit of fashion, with people you know,
people who were pretty contemporary at the time: Vava
Dudu, ThreeASFOUR, all those designers — some of whom are
still around and have kept the faith. They were pals I’d
grown up with, people I met in the late ’90s, back when
I met you, when I started going out and understanding
what the art scene was all about.
OLIVIER ZAHM — Can we speak of a Paris underground?
THÉODORE FIVEL — Yes. It was underground Paris at the
time. I was 20 and had no credentials other than my
driver’s license. And what happened? I met some people.
And my whole life took shape through various extraordinary encounters. Today, now that I’m older, I no longer
know where the underground is. That’s why I'm focusing on
sculpture. Total art is on hold.
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OLIVIER ZAHM — Why speak of total art?
THÉODORE FIVEL — Why total art? Because at age 20, I was
bouncing off the walls with energy. I was doing music,
doing performances, doing videos. I was extravagant and
dressing like a prince every day. For a time, my performances consisted of dressing up, going out onto the
street, and letting people trash me, laugh, smile, make
fun. That’s what fed my creativity. That total art stuff
— I really believed in it. It’s a bit passé and ridiculous
now. And then I met Rita Ackermann and moved to New York
to join her.
OLIVIER ZAHM — For a long time, you refused to call yourself an artist, didn’t you?
THÉODORE FIVEL — I refused to call myself an artist for
many years because it was much cooler, until I met and
fell in love with your friend, the painter Rita Ackermann,
who introduced me to a new way of envisionning life and
told me to get down to work. I got down to work because
of my admiration for her.
OLIVIER ZAHM — Why did you move back to Paris?
THÉODORE FIVEL — I came back to Paris because I am Paris.
I mean to defend French heritage — not out of conservatism, but for the city’s intellectualism. A lot of people
spit on Paris, but I don’t give a damn. I adore this city,
and it’s my city. I was born in the center of Paris. My
mother was a gangster, and my father a provincial, exiled
to the center of Paris. He lived in a house on the Left
Bank; my mother lived on the Right Bank, and so I had a
bridge to cross when I went from one to the other. They
lived together for 10 years. An extraordinary life. I’d
barely been born when they separated. I had a lovely
childhood on the streets. I wanted to come back to Paris
to make a film that mixed dance with music, monumental
sculptures, and the architecture of Les Halles [the old
central market] of my childhood, before it was destroyed.
It’s a neighborhood I’d grown up in. I never did make the
film, but it gradually transformed itself into sculptures.
OLIVIER ZAHM — How would you describe your sculpturepaintings?
THÉODORE FIVEL — They’re operas of matter. I feel close
to artists like [Jean] Dubuffet and his Phenomena series,
for example. Yves Klein would make lunar landscapes which
I discovered later ressembled my work a lot. I speak of
“operas of matter” because I find that every day they
open a new door for me and give me a new take on matter.

