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For nearly 30 years, French Conceptual artist Sophie Calle has confronted conventional ideas of 
art. Her body of work is indivisible from her life, and she moves towards exposing complicated 
questions of how and when art goes too far. In 1979, Calle invited people to sleep in her bed 
for hour-long slots, photographing and interviewing them when they awoke (The Sleepers), 
and clandestinely followed a man she met at a party on his trip to Venice (Suite Vénitienne, 
1980). For The Hotel (1981), she documented the belongings of hotel guests while posing as 
a chambermaid; in The Address Book (1983), she called people from a lost address book and 
printed the results in a Parisian newspaper. In 1992, she ventured into film with No Sex Last 
Night, a collaboration with filmmaker Greg Shephard on the nature of their relationship. Most 
recently, she was behind the most talked about exhibition at the 2007 Venice Biennale, Take care 
of yourself. Calle analyzed an ex-boyfriend’s break-up email by asking 107 women to interpret 
his words. As with most of her works, Calle described a world where desire, fantasy and pain 
are expressed in terms of memory, privacy, therapy and cruelty. (The show was turned into a 
book of the same name, published last year.) While Calle returns to certain themes, none of 
them can be described as central to her work—like anyone else, her life cannot be defined by 
keywords. Only by entering her works, can you enter her world.
	 35-year-old Jill Magid is an American Conceptual artist who follows Calle in many ways. Her 
work, also taking form in photographs and words, describe desire, permission, observation and 
relationships. Her latest piece, Article 12 (2008), was commissioned by AIVD, the Dutch Secret 
Service, in an attempt to humanize the organization for the public. Magid spent three years 
interviewing members of the AIVD, and displayed the results through framed silk-screened 
texts, sculptures of neon light and archived materials. The recent Creativity Now alum sat 
down with Calle at a small East Village café and asked her about her rich career and the life 
she’s led to achieve it.

Jill Magid: You incorporate a few different 
methodologies in your work. One of them 
seems like this natural catalyst—something 
happens in your life, and then you set [up for]
yourself what you call a ‘game.’ So, Take care 
of yourself was something that happened—a 
break-up—and then you set up a game—
Sophie Calle: And they have a therapeutic 
motor aspect, just as a start: ‘What can I do 
not to suffer?’

You don’t think you start this process as a 
work?
No, there are different categories, as you say. 
The category in which it is my life, many times 
starts as a reaction to something. Like, I received 
that love letter, what can I do [to] counter it, not 
just to be a victim of it. Maybe the first step is 
therapeutic, but if it’s only therapeutic, I may as 
well go buy a dress at the corner of the street. 
So, immediately [I think], ‘Would [it] stand on 
the wall?’ If I think yes, I go on. 

And then you have another category where I’d 
say it seems you have the idea or concept first, 
and then you enact the game, like in Hotel.
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For those, it is a chain. For example, I started 
to follow people because I was lost. Back in 
Paris after seven years away, I had no friends, 
no job, no money, nothing. So I started to fol-
low people to see what they were doing with 
their day. So this is a reaction to a situation. 
Then, there is a reaction to the work itself. I’d 
been following people, and I’d like to know 
what it feels like to be followed. Then, the man 
I followed in Venice, I dreamed about sleeping 
in his hotel. Then I thought about the Hotel 
works; that was a chain.

Is permission to make a work (from your 
subjects) important?
No, the last work I didn’t get the permission of 
the man; it was his letter. After he heard I was 
doing it, I went to see him to tell him exactly 
what it was. He said that he didn’t like to be 
the subject of the work, but he respected 
the work.

I read that you said he wrote, ‘Take care of 
yourself,’ and you said, ‘He knows the way I 
take care of myself.’
He’d made a book about me, because he’s 
a writer, and he knows perfectly what I do. 
Maybe it was self-sabotage, and he didn’t 
realize. But I think in the back of his head, he 
knew how I take care of myself. Especially in 
love. He knew that I did Exquisite Pain; he was 
at the opening.

Because the work comes from unhappy events, 
do you ever find yourself trying to be more 
aware of unhappy things in your life so that 
you have a resource to work from?
No, because at the same time if I want so quickly 
to do Take care of yourself, it was also because 
I was afraid the man would come back. And 
I knew if he came back I would prefer him to 
the work. On the contrary, now, since I forget 
this man, I prefer the art to his presence.

I read that when you did The Sleepers, you 
hadn’t even thought of it as art.

It’s true, those two works, I didn’t know it was 
art: Follow Me and The Sleepers. For me it was 
a way to play.

And now that you know it’s art, once that 
transition happened for you, did the quality 
of the experience change?
It’s just better, because it’s more professional. 
Now that I know I can use it [as art], I know I 
need the image, I know I need the text, so I’m 
more precise. I know someone is going to look 
at it. It’s not just a personal game. For example, 
when I did the Suite Vénitienne, I didn’t know 
it was art, so I only took a few pictures. I had 
to go back six months later, when I decided it 
was, and photograph some missing images.

How does your mindset change when you’re 
making a work for the wall?
It’s a job.

That’s a great answer.
Let’s say a man leaves me. For one week, I 
cry. Once I have an idea, it’s a job, so in a way 
it puts distance with the feelings. It works in 
terms of therapy, because you just look at it 
like it was a text, not your own letter. At the 
same time, it’s a work; it has to be well done. 
It gives a structure, it gives an intensity.

Is there a line for you, when you say, ‘Oh, I 
don’t know if I can actually make work about 
this’?
[I consider] the relationship between the 
interest of the work and the cruelty of it. For 
example, the work that I just did is cruel—for 
the guy, it’s a nightmare. He has 107 women 
tearing at mistakes. I really wondered at the 
beginning, is it just a revenge? I would have 
thought it was more on the revenge side if the 
work was not that good. The Address Book 
was the only project where I went too far. 

Do you think you went too far now? 
I think that for the guy it was very cruel, and 
[as opposed to] the one that sent me the let-

ter, he had not done anything to me. 

During the process, did you know that you 
were going too far? 
I could feel it. Sometimes when the scenes 
were coming out in Libération, in the morn-
ing I was sweating. But if it had to be redone, 
I would redo it because the excitement was 
stronger than the guilt. 

To me, your work is so ingrained in your lived 
experience, how does fiction play into that?
It’s complicated what fiction is, because ev-
erything is fiction, in a way. Take the example 
of the movie No Sex Last Night, because 
that’s the easiest one. The trip lasted three 
weeks, the man I stayed with [for] one year, 
the movie is one hour. We could have done 
one hundred, two hundred, three hundred 
absolutely different movies, all being through 
editing the moment you choose. In a way, I 
don’t have the capacity of invention. If I could 
invent, why not? Except, I don’t.

Do you think you make boring work?
No, but I make work about banal things.

You’re often described as a writer, and you’ve 
made many books, but they’re distributed in 
the art world rather than as literature.
For me, the wall comes first, for two reasons. 
First, it’s the wall that makes me live, as an art-
ist. That’s important for me, because it’s what 
allows me to go on. Second, I came to the wall 
because of my father. My father was an art 
collector; I wanted to seduce my father when 
I came back in ’79 in France. I watched what 
was on his walls and I saw photos and text, and 
I just decided to copy [that] to seduce him. 
My father was a very chic collector in Paris. He 
liked skinny girls, and he liked artwork. I had 
no job, no money, I was fat and I had to come 
back to Paris. The wall was my challenge.

And the wall has maintained that position 
for you?
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I keep the books, because it is very exciting 
to do a book. It’s more sensual. Actually I had 
a big conversation with [artist and curator] 
Daniel Buren. When I chose Daniel Buren as a 
curator—you know I made an ad in the paper? 
I was invited to show at the Venice Biennale. 
I represented France in the French Pavilion. 
The rule in France is that you choose your 
curator. I didn’t know which curator to choose, 
because I didn’t have strong links with any cu-
rator. I published an ad that was in ArtForum, 
in Le Monde, in Libération, in German papers, 
Italian, saying, ‘Sophie Calle, artist, invited to 
represent France at the next Venice Biennale, 
is searching for a curator. Please send a moti-
vation letter and a curriculum vitae.’ I got 200 
answers (some being pathetic), and hardly any 
curators had the courage to answer. Maybe 
they were all afraid I would use their letter to 
make fun of them.
	 [Buren] answered more for political rea-
sons. He was interested by the way it was, in 
a way, to attack curators in a subtle, gentle 
way. Because now there is such a power of 
curators, it’s the curator who has a name. 

Like this show last year in the Grand Palais 
with 16 curators, there was no artist named. I 
refused that show because it was a curators’ 
show. My way was to say, ‘I hire you.’ By luck, 
Daniel Buren answered, and I took him.
	 He really thought about the structure of 
the show, he drew it, he more than did his 
job. He saved me. We discussed the show for 
six months. And he made me a critic. He said 
that, for him, my problem was my work on the 
wall was like a page of a book. He wanted me 
to make more separation between books and 
wall, to think more of the wall. He saw that 
even if I was starting with a wall, I was doing 
on the wall the pages of a book. Which was 
true. Take care of yourself is a very different 
work from the book. 
	 For example, ‘the Feminist’ has one page 
in the book where she describes the finished 
creation. In the work, she finished her text by, 
‘Phew.’ The work is only a mirror that says, 
‘Phew.’

Without the text? 
In the show, you have the text in front. But my 

work is just the ‘Phew.’ That’s one example. Each 
work I try to work in terms of what they say.

You thought about aesthetics in a whole 
different way.
Not only aesthetics, but instead of thinking 
about the 106 answers, I thought about one 
at a time. In the book, it ’s 106 [answers], 
because it’s a page of the book. It’s really, 
seriously different.

Did the approach you discussed with Buren 
give you quite a bit of freedom?
It was much more playful. I was even afraid to 
be too much like a student in art school…

Let me try this, let me try that…
Exactly. Because it was new for me to try this, 
so I had to restrain myself.

You also must have felt a security from know-
ing that while [Buren] pushed you, he was 
also there to help you edit and choose what 
to show.
He really protected me, strongly. I had no fear 
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in Venice when it was a big challenge because 
I felt he was protecting me. The show went 
to Paris, in a very, very difficult place [the 
Bibliotèque Nationale]. The place was more 
beautiful than anything I have ever had. Venice 
and Paris had exactly the opposite problem. 
In Venice, it was how to put my work, in the 
best way, in a very classical environment. In 
Paris, it was how not to destroy the envi-
ronment and show my work as discretely 
as possible.

[Buren] lives in Paris?
He lives in Paris, but last year he took the 
plane 300 times.

I thought I traveled.
I didn’t travel for three years. I had the 
show at Paula [Cooper Gallery] three 
years ago. At the time, my close friend 
was kidnapped in Iraq. Then my mother 
died, and after that I was invited to Venice… 
So I could not travel when my mother 
was dying, I could not travel when my 
girlfriend was kidnapped… Actually it’s 
quite interesting, the story. She’s a jour-
nalist from Libération—now she’s at the 
Nouvel Observateur—and I wanted to do 
a project with her, because I wanted to 
compare her vision as a journalist to my 
vision as an artist. We chose as a subject 
‘people that disappeared,’ and she was 
kidnapped in the beginning of the project. 
We were working on disappearance and 
we found it…

Would she be, besides Paul Auster [for 
Double Game, (2000)], the only other 
person you’ve collaborated with?
[The piece with] my husband was a col-
laboration—with Greg [Shephard for No 
Sex Last Night]. Ah! I’m doing [a collabo-
ration] now. There’s a show in September 
at Emmanuel Perrotin. I’ve been working 
[for] three years with a clairvoyant [for 
Où et Quand (2004/2008)], and I ask 
her where she sees me. I’m trying to go in the 
direction of my future.
	 She took the card and said, ‘I see you in the 
north.’ So I went to the north. I took the train, 
and I said, ‘Where do I go now?’ She said such 
a city, then I sent her a photo and I said, ‘What 
do I do now? Do I take the yellow hotel or the 
blue one?’ So, she looks at the picture: ‘Take 
the blue one.’ She directs me through the 
photos and the cards in Paris. I went to two 
cities already and I could not go further. The 
idea was to be much more free. The problem 
was that there was my mother and Venice. And 
now [this] trip. I don’t have the freedom to go 

and see her and say, ‘Okay, you have the next 
year, it’s yours.’

How did you pick this clairvoyant?
I went to see her one day long, long ago, and I 
loved her vocabulary. I love the way she talked. 
Not what she said; I don’t particularly believe 
in clairvoyants. 

People always ask me with my work, ‘Why 
do you think people participate?’
If you ask somebody [something] that they are 
used to, like, ‘Please can you help me to move 
from my apartment to another?’ they will say, 
‘Why would I help you? You have a truck, you 
can pay people to do it.’ But if you ask them 
something they were not expecting: ‘Would you 
please sleep in my bed?’ they are not prepared 
to say yes or no because it is something that 
is not in the sphere of their use. They don’t 
say yes or no, they answer, ‘Why not?’ And 
‘Why not?’ means yes at the end.
	 [Où et Quand] is a collaboration with two 

different purposes. For her, it’s to step out of 
what she does; for me, it’s to play with the 
idea of obedience. It’s a little like the work 
[with] Paul Auster. You ask [for] a script to be 
written, and you just obey. You don’t have to 
think. You can just let yourself go and follow 
the script, and no matter what happens you are 
not responsible. There you go, and wherever 

it goes, it goes.

Do you ever stop in the middle of a 
project?
I’ve never had to. I wish one day I don’t 
[have] control, [to] see what happens. When 
I stopped following the man in Venice, I 
stopped when he came back to Paris. 
It seemed logical. Many times the ends 
come by themselves. [With] Paul Auster, 
for example, I gave him one year of my 
life. This would have been a heavy rule. It 
means to leave your house, your friends. If 
he decided to put me in Alaska, [for] one 
year I stop working, being in my house. It 
never happened, because the two or three 
people I proposed to give them a year of 
my life refused the responsibility, but I 
was ready to do it. And the clairvoyant, I 
gave her a long time, but she understood 
that with my mother and Venice that she 
could not play with that.

But you have rules in your life?
My rules are in very indeterminate pe-
riods of action, of time. It’s interesting 
[when] you say ‘Okay, [the rules] will start 
January 2nd at 2:00 and stop January 
16th at 4:00.’ That’s very practical, for that 
time you just don’t even have to choose 
what you do. If it’s boring, it’s not your 
fault; it’s part of the rules. It’s so restful. 
Me, I have no children, no husband, no 
obligation, no job—I mean, except the 
one I’m doing—so nothing obliges me 
to wake up. I only have a cat that I am 
responsible for, but if tomorrow I want to 
disappear or sleep for six months, except 

for my cat, I can do it.
	 I’ve arranged my life to have no obligations 
of any kind. I refuse most—not Venice. When 
they tell you in one year you have Venice, you 
don’t say no. But, for example, I have proposi-
tions for lectures in many places. I don’t say 
yes ever, because I don’t want to have any 
obligation in my life except an obligation you 
cannot refuse.
	 As I say, nothing obliges me. I have no 
family, nothing, and I like the feeling of that 
freedom. I don’t use it. I stayed in Paris three 
years without traveling, but I need the feeling 
of that freedom.
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