
I Am Asking What  
It Is Not

In this conversation, Los Angeles–based artist KAARI  
UPSON talks to herself, disclosing some cruxes of her ap-
proach to artistic production. Her personality is split  
into two characters whose voices follow one another in her 
head, like echoes in a stream of consciousness. 

(Opposite) THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS OUTSIDE, 2017-2019, May You Live In Interesting 
Times installation view at 58th International Art Exhibition La Biennale di Venezia, Venice, 
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It is very important, but definitely inconsistent. Sculpture 
is inconsistent based on how fast you move, how slow you 
move, the light of before it becomes anything else, a sup-
plement or an extension of like a human feeling where 
they would do whatever you want. Because sculpture by 
its nature is dimensional, it has gravity. It’s embodied be-
cause we have to move around it. And that’s why the light 
is an integral part of the thing you have done. And it isn’t 
just illusion. It’s not just mystery or gratification. It’s con-
ceptually deeply valid in the sense of what you’ve done 
as a way to understand something dimensionally. But the 
thing that I am interested in, in terms of video, is that 
video is incredibly time consuming, like mentally encap-
sulating visible things because society is in this moment 
of awful loss. 

KAARI UPSON 
That’s an art object and that’s not a prop. And it sounds 
like a prophet. A prophet is very distinct, distinct as a job.
KAARI UPSON
It’s a job, you’re acting something out, it’s being filmed, it’s 
extension. So it was funny when I started the Larry Project 
in 2007, I built this doll. It was nothing, yet it was clos-
er to my daughter’s relationship with these little stuffed 
poodles. She got that she carried everywhere she made it. 
KAARI
And what is that? If it’s not being filmed, it’s not a prop. 
If it’s not being exhibited, it’s not an art object. If it’s not 
being cast, it’s not an object or material per se. If it’s not, 
I’m going by the knots, like all the things. 
KAARI
It wasn’t, it was just like simply reduced to being what it 
was. But when I took something similar to that and built 
it, which was a doll of my own, it went through all of the 
things, meaning when I put a light on it and filmed it, it 
was a prop. When I moved forward and put it into an art 
exhibition, it was an art object. And then when I took it 
back and decided to cast it, then it’s animism. It got more 
confusing because then I had a mold of it. 
KAARI
Did it move over to the mold? What is this now? Dead 
thing? What do I do with the real thing? Then it got cast. 
So now what does that? Did the animals move to the mold 
and now the cast object its thingness and now it’s def- 
initely an art object. Then it moves into becoming a giant 
pencil. So it’s now a thing too. It’s a tool. So I made it out 
of charcoal, so I cast it in charcoal and it becomes a tool. 
Then the tool gets dissolved and it becomes debris. Then 
the debris is a problem and it becomes storage and then 
it gets renounced. Like then I throw it in a hole it’s dead 
and it’s no longer, and then all these other parts exist. So, 
with the dollhouse, I would have to retrace a lot of these 
things. I know it through other objects, but I haven’t gone 
through the full performance yet. Meaning it being mir-
rored in the video isn’t new, but it’s not, not new, meaning 
I just haven’t talked about or thought about it. 
KAARI
I think you’d do something wrong. Which is to show ob-
jects which we know where you—well, you know, it’s like 
as my toy perhaps I have a relationship to this water bottle 
that I feel really special about that if we were breeding 
produce it like you know what CNC milling machine or 
something good in the space. It has a distinct perceived 
representation. So the thing that I’m interested in is actu-
ally that like you take things and the things we think we 

know them are abstract, they become obstructed in this 
surface tension, that rupture is immediacy and under-
standing. The thing which is interesting to me and I know 
the shape of a wine bottle, but the CNC ruptures the edge 
of it, I know it makes me see again, which I call, which  
I only call through research as ill defined, meaning I didn’t 
know how to call it. 
KAARI
I thought it was like a blurry edge because I was trying 
to think about painting the object upon it. But the main 
aspect of that is that most, not all, and particularly not 
all the sculptures in the dollhouse were all miniature 
and enlarged and then through the loss of information 
we had this stratification that then could be painted, as 
more ill-defined or solidified through a solid color. But 
it seemed very important to say in every layer of regis-
ter in 3D, which is another level of loss of information 
that every single stratification somehow held that space 
of blurriness and then the paint could onto it because no 
matter what, if it’s that or the actual, um, tables that were 
recorded through latex, it’s all recording. 
KAARI
Meaning nothing is not recorded. And as we know in record-
ing something is always missed or potentially. I’m actually 
starting to question that because one form of analog seems 
more precise. It can be stretched, it can be distorted, it can 
be bent, but it’s always the exact, maybe it shrank a little 
bit because the material shrank. It’s never exact. Never. So 
we have this very precise mechanism of digital. I’m record- 
ing that we can refine and refine and refine. I’d rather not 
refine and leave it. I’m always at a loss and fill in the gaps. 
And so it’s funny now going back to the video, it feels like 
the video functions always as the real filling in the gaps. 
And it shouldn’t be separate from the sculpture that for 
whatever reason, the sculpture recently felt really solid, 
almost too solid. We have, uh, hundreds of holes. We’re 
looking through things, we’re looking through shadows 
or looking through light and we still feel comforted. I feel 
comforted because some things not to miss at some level 
it’s really weird. And then all of a sudden the videos come 
in. I don’t think the idea, the sculpture is much far from 
the video. It’s this idea you can’t get round. I keep saying, 
can’t go round. You can’t get round of this. You can’t fully 
take this all in as a sculpture. And that is the conception. 
That is the psychological setup. We can’t get round this. 
There isn’t a moment that you understand it. 
KAARI
There’s involved in scan, scan, scan, scan. There is an 
agenda of homogenate. You want her modernizing objects 
through the cycle, which is the same as memory, which is 
the same as subjectivity. Well we take the thing cause I’m 
like, I look at the mind, see the flowers there were unlike 
the scene, becomes a metaphor of homogenizing through 
subjective. It’s been time and time because I couldn’t 
speed it up no matter how much I wanted to. I wanted it 
to go so much faster. But it takes the time it takes to regis-
ter and then come on to something else. At the psychoan-
alytic term when you choose like, because you’re talking 
about desire or relationships. We choose analysis over psy-
chology because we talk about not behavior but desire, 
totally different. You choose psychoanalysis because it’s 
desire oriented every time, which is why it’s lacking, not 
absence. And that is why when you give us objects and you 
give us video if it comes something else. 
KAARI
I’m going to tell you a story about when I was seven years 
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psychological trauma, fantasy and fiction, 
the uncanny, and the domestic, in an  
autobiographical manner.

old, I went into the backyard, which is just the backyard. 
It’s not a big deal, but it was far enough that I was wan-
dering away from the house and I stepped in something 
so wet that I was very confused and it was my left foot and 
it was a giant toad and my shoe was stuck inside of giant 
dead toad. So the toad was dead and bloated. My shoe is 
caught in it and I had to make a decision and whether or 
not to take my shoe or not. And I left my shoe and I went 
back home without my shoe. And that was it. So this is 
door. 
KAARI
I have to pee, sorry.
KAARI
Have you ever had a dream where you have to pee and then 
you wake up and you’re like, you have to fucking pee. Yeah. 
It’s not separate. It resides in the deep unconscious and 
they’re not going to be your bed unless you’re a sociopath or 
a little boy, but it’s a real thing. But you dream of the pain.

THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS OUTSIDE, 2017-2019, May You Live In Interesting Times installation view at  
58th International Art Exhibition, La Biennale di Venezia, Venice, 2019
Courtesy: Massimo De Carlo, Milan / London / Hong Kong. Photo: Roberto Marossi 
THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS OUTSIDE, 2017-2019, May You Live In Interesting Times installation views at  
58th International Art Exhibition, La Biennale di Venezia, Venice, 2019. Courtesy: La Biennale di Venezia, Venice. 
Photo: Italo Rondinella
KAARI UPSON installation views at Massimo De Carlo, London, 2018. Courtesy: Massimo De Carlo, Milan / 
London / Hong Kong. Photo: Todd-White Art Photography
Kaari Upson: Good thing you are not alone installation views at New Museum, New York, 2017. 
Photo: Maris Hutchinson / EPW Studio 
MMDP III (Vertical Slit), 2016. © Kaari Upson. Courtesy: Sprüth Magers. Photo: Timo Ohler
MMDP III (Vertical Slit) (detail), 2016. © Kaari Upson. Courtesy: Sprüth Magers. Photo: Timo Ohler
MMDP installation view at Sprüth Magers, Berlin, 2017. © Kaari Upson. 
Courtesy: Sprüth Magers. Photo: Timo Ohler
My Mom Drinks Pepsi II, 2015, MMDP installation view at Sprüth Magers, Berlin, 2017. © Kaari Upson. 
Courtesy: Sprüth Magers. Photo: Timo Ohler
Recluse Brown (stills), 2015-2016. © Kaari Upson. Courtesy: Sprüth Magers
Kaari Upson, installation views at Ramiken Crucible, New York, 2014. © Kaari Upson.  
Courtesy: the artist
Sleep with the Key installation views at Massimo De Carlo, Milan, 2013. 
Courtesy: Massimo De Carlo, Milan / London / Hong Kong. Photo: Roberto Marossi
Baby Please Come Home installation views at Massimo De Carlo, London, 2012. 
Courtesy: Massimo De Carlo, Milan / London / Hong Kong. Photo: Thierry Bal
Kaari Upson, installation views at Overduin and Kite, Los Angeles, 2011. © Kaari Upson. Courtesy: the artist
Statements, Overduin & Co., installation views at Art 42, Basel. © Kaari Upson. Courtesy: the artist
I am bound to have some anxiety about this so please if I say stop, don't stop installation views at Maccarone,  
New York, 2009. © Kaari Upson. Courtesy: the artist
The Grotto, 2008-2009. © Kaari Upson. Courtesy: the artist
I am bound to have some anxiety about this so please if I say stop, don't stop installation views at Maccarone,  
New York, 2009. © Kaari Upson. Courtesy: the artist
It's Never Enough, 2007. © Kaari Upson. Courtesy: the artist
The Larry Project, Chapter 2: The Honeymoon Period (stills), 2007. © Kaari Upson. Courtesy: the artist
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2017 New Museum, New YorkKaari Upson: Good thing you are not alone 
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2016 Sprüth Magers, BerlinMMDP 

10

13

14
15
16

11

12

Mousse Magazine 68 98I Am Asking What It Is Not

Sprüth MagersPress coverage



2015 

2014 

2013 

Massimo de Carlo, London

Ramiken Crucible, New York

Massimo de Carlo, Milan

HOLE 

Kaari Upson 

Sleep With the Key 

17

18

19

20

21 22

23

2323

24

Mousse Magazine 68 99K. Upson

Sprüth MagersPress coverage



2012 Massimo de Carlo, LondonBaby Please Come Home 
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2011 Overduin and Kite, Art 42, Basel Statements 

2011 Overduin and Kite, Los Angeles Kaari Upson
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2009 Maccarone, New YorkI am bound to have some anxiety about this so please  
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2007 The Larry Project, Chapter 2: The Honeymoon Period 

2007 Hammer Projects: Kaari Upson Hammer Museum, Los Angeles

D301 Gallery, California Institute of the Arts, Valencia
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