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Julian Charriére's art is situated at the intersection of performance,
sculpture, and photography, and draws inspiration from expeditions
to some of the planet's most forbidding terrain. Through engagement
with elemental landscapes—volcanic craters, glacial expanses,
irradiated wastelands, and the deep ocean—his work interrogates
how we imagine the natural world, and how we inhabit it. Throughout,
Charriére explores human impact on earth systems, probing the
role that visual culture plays in mediating our understanding of
environmental transformation. All the while, his practice cultivates
a poetics of uncertainty, inviting viewers to confront the mutability
of nature.

With the video Midnight Zone, Charriere takes viewers on a
hallucinatory journey into the ocean’s abyss. Descending through the
water column, a Fresnel lighthouse lens—a tool to aid navigation—guides
the film downward, metre by metre, through teeming schools of fish
and sharks—their whirling figures glinting like a thousand fluid mirrors
around the light source; so many aquatic moths to a flame. As its
powerful light beam spins through the deep, slicing through darkness,
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the surrounding gyre of swimming creatures becomes a living
kaleidoscope. Following the falling lamp’s initial submersion, it
attracts more biomass with every passing fathom, until a point of
crescendo, after which the giddy swarm slowly thins out. This
decrease registers of the great depths achieved by the probe. By the
end of the filmic sequence, captured by an underwater drone piloted
by the artist, the lamp has arrived at the beginning of an aquatic
threshold: a domain otherwise impervious to light, too deep for
photons from the sun to penetrate—the so-called ‘midnight zone'.
This is a realm that begins one kilometre below the surface, extending
even deeper. Here, photosynthesis-driven growth of phytoplankton
and aquatic plants is impossible. The animal inhabitants look strange,
having evolved within the extreme atmospheric pressure and total
darkness. Many, dwelling close to the ocean floor, have yet to be
discovered. What alien life might inhabit this place?

While the film is mute on this matter—for all its construction and
spectacle, it remains a document—Charriere's sculptures indulge in
speculation. A Stone Dream of You transforms the gallery surrounding
the video into a primordial tableau, where lava-forged objects lurk like
denizens of this strange world—hunched mineral lumps evoking the
uncanny stillness of creatures adapted to an abyss. Hidden far
below the surface, deep-sea volcanoes—discovered only in the late
20th century—harbour ecosystems that exist without sunlight,
including ‘extremophiles’ that draw vitality from Earth’s tectonic
metabolism, feeding on gases and minerals toxic to other life. With
jagged surfaces studded with obsidian spheres, suggestive of black
eyes, these sculptures conjure alien beings born in the chemical
haze of hydrothermal vents. Blurring biology, geology, and myth,
they appear to resist the Cartesian split between matter and mind,
staging a latent animism science has sought to erase. In them,
familiar marine iconography dissolves into bathypelagic fantasy.

As Midnight Zone attests, we humans can now enter the extreme
subaquatic realm with the help of our tools. In turn, this space
becomes subject to our trans-atmospheric agency. In fact, deep-sea
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mining companies have set their sights on mineral deposits on and
below the seafloor—a prospect with catastrophic implications for
marine ecology. With all sea layers linked by food chains, energy flows,
and currents, any disturbance can disrupt the balance. Charriere's
work dives into this issue. Midnight Zone was filmed in the waters
above the Clarion—Clipperton Fracture, an area whose seabed is a
potential mining ground—rich in polymetallic nodules. In this light, the
presence of the Fresnel illuminates the extractive optic that views any
region of the planet as a potential site for exploitation. The dark eyes
of Charriére's sculptures—their forms recalling, too, the nodules
sought by the miners—return this regard. Made of obsidian, dark
volcanic glass long associated with divination and prophesy, they are
material icons for foresight and speculation.

Where Midnight Zone confronts the consequences of human incursion
into the ocean’'s depths, Veils shifts focus to the residues such
incursions leave behind, offering a more intimate, materially embedded
mode of bearing witness. Veils are a series of quasi-photographs that
feature coral reefs, made out of the very scenery depicted. With them,
the artist has departed from modern printing methods and instead
constructed a material language grounded in the ecology of the sites
themselves. Coral, already bleached and lifeless, was ground into
pigment—transforming the remains of the reef into the chromatic
register of the prints. These pigments, layered through an archaic
photolithographic technique using limestone plates, bind the image
to its referent at the level of substance. The result is a series of
prints in which image and matter are inseparable; where presence
flickers against the backdrop of loss. Here, Charriére further
explores the collapse of documentation and what he calls ‘residue’
of a given environment. Indeed, the works articulate a space where
disappearance becomes legible. In this way, the series opens a
dialogue with ecological and cultural forms of memory.

At bottom, Charriére's practice resists the impulse to simply render
the invisible visible, or to moralize the ecological sublime. Instead, his
works invite us to dwell in states of suspension—between seeing and
unseeing, between presence and erasure, extraction and memory.
What becomes clear is that the most distant terrains—deep ocean
trenches, volcanic vents, bleached reefs—are not far-off frontiers, but
mirrors. They reflect not only the impacts of human action, but the
fragility of our epistemologies, the limits of our instruments, and the
precarious architectures of knowledge itself. In an age defined by
hyper-visibility and relentless exposure, Charriére suggests that it is
in the residues, the afterimages, and the silences where something
like understanding might begin to take shape.

Text by Nadim Samman

More information about the show >>>
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JULIAN CHARRIERE & NADIM SAMMAN

Q&A

Nadim Samman (NS): Your work often explores the intersection of
nature, technology, and human intervention. How do you navigate the
tension between these elements, and what role do you see art playing
in illuminating our complex relationship with the environment?

Julian Charriére (JC): I'm drawn to the friction points, where
boundaries blur, where systems leak into each other, where the
categories we use to separate things no longer hold. For me, nature
and technology aren't opposites. They're entangled materially,
historically, emotionally. A landscape today is barely ever
untouched. It's layered with extraction, saturated with infrastructure,
threaded with data.

| try to work inside that complexity, not above it. I'm interested in the
strange intimacy between the human and the nonhuman, the organic
and the industrial. Art can illuminate these entanglements not by
simplifying them, but by making them felt, by adding texture, density,
dissonance.

| don't think art’s role is to provide answers but to complicate perception.
To open a space where uncertainty can be held, and where we might
begin to see our environment not as something external, but as the
binding agent of our shared realities.

NS: Do you decide which medium best serves the themes you’re
exploring in a given project? Does your choice of medium shape
the conceptual message, or is it the other way around?

JC: The concept usually comes first, not as a fixed idea, but as an
intuition. A question that won't let go. The medium emerges through
the process of giving that question a body. Some thoughts require
time, so they become film. Others demand weight or physicality.
Then they manifest as sculpture or installation. Sometimes the
material itself dictates the direction. The medium shapes the
message, but it also listens. It's a conversation, not a translation.

| often work across several media within the same project, not to
complicate things, but to reflect the layered, entangled nature of the
world. | don't believe in limiting an idea to one format. If anything, |
follow the logic of the piece as it unfolds, allowing different media to
coexist and cross-pollinate. What results is less a singular object
than a constellation, a network of sensory entry points.

In that sense, | see the exhibition as a kind of expanded sentence
written across space. | believe strongly in a synesthetic approach,
engaging multiple senses, not just sight. Different mediums allow
different modes of perception to emerge, and that diversity is key to
how [ try to build meaning.

NS: Your projects often require journeys and interventions in
extreme environments. How important is physical experience in
the conceptual grounding of your work?

JC: Physical experience is fundamental. | can't think without my body.
The landscapes | work in, glaciers, deserts, volcanoes, aren't just
sites. They're agents. They shape the work before | do.

For me, it's not about arrival or conquest, but encounter. A negotiation
with places that resist being captured. These environments act on
me, and the work crystallizes through that exchange. What returns
isn't a document, but a residue. The afterimage of exposure and
immersion.

The landscape is never a backdrop. It's a co-creator. | come from the
tradition of Land Art, but my gesture is inverted. | don't leave marks on
the land. | bring the land into the exhibition, so others might feel their
own coordinates shift.
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NS: How did you arrive at the vision of a working lighthouse lamp,
deep underwater?

JC: I've been fascinated by lighthouses since | was a child. There's
something about their slow, turning light that always pulled me in, like
a dream machine at the edge of our world. They belong to the night,
to the sea, to stories of departure and return. But a lighthouse is also
meant to warn ships of danger, to guide them through darkness.

By placing a lighthouse lantern deep underwater, | wanted to undo its
logic. Down there, the signal becomes something else. A ghost light,
still spinning though no one is watching. A warning that comes,
perhaps, too late.

| submerged it above a potential mining ground, a stretch of seabed
threatened by the greed of the coastal dweller. In doing so, | tried not
only to bring light to a place that has never known it, but also to cast
light on a problem that is constantly swept from view. The looming
threat of deep-sea mining.

The Clarion—Clipperton Fracture Zone, rich in polymetallic nodules, is
being mapped for extraction. But what lies beneath are ecosystems
that have evolved in stillness and shadow for millions of years. This
light is not just illumination. It's a gesture of resistance. lts beam cuts
through the dark like a question. Not about where we are, but about
what we're willing to lose.

NS: Your work is mostly read through the ‘serious’ lens of ecology,
but very rarely through the aesthetics of night-clubbing. Raves,
lava lamps, and fireworks have all featured in your oeuvre. Viewed
from this perspective, Midnight Zone appears to feature a kind of
underwater disco ball. What gives?

JC: That's a beautiful reading. It's true. Most people approach my
work through the lens of ecology. But there are other currents running
through it. One that comes from rave culture, altered states, and
ecstatic experience. Lava lamps, fireworks, strobes, smoke belong to
that universe.

I've spent time in spaces, clubs, underwater, active volcanoes, where
the senses are overwhelmed and the edges of the self start to
dissolve. Midnight Zone taps into that. It's immersive, disorienting, a
space where orientation breaks down and something new becomes
possible. If it feels like an underwater disco ball, then it's working. It
means you've entered, not just observed.

Switching the light on underwater felt a bit like opening a bar, or
starting a party. One where species, signals, and energies all begin
to overlap. It's an abyssal dream machine, or maybe an oceanic
bonfire. Creatures gather, swarm, dance, swim, feed. A strange
communion in the dark. That image really stayed with me. A place
where all distinctions collapse, and everything meets in the glow.

NS: Your installations are ‘immersive’ and often disorienting. What
do you like about disorientation?

JC: Disorientation, for me, is a method of unlearning. It interrupts the
automatic and shakes loose the frameworks we rely on to make
sense of the world. When you no longer know exactly where you are,
or what you're looking at, a different kind of attention opens up. You
become more porous, less certain, more available to feeling.

| try to create environments where perception and knowledge are in
tension, where you feel something before you can name it. That moment
of sensory suspension, when coordinates slip and you're caught
between recognition and confusion, that's where transformation
unfolds. It's not about making people dizzy for its own sake. It's about
offering a state of openness, where hierarchies of meaning soften and
new understandings can emerge.

Disorientation is also deeply tied to my own experience, whether in a
rave in Berlin or on the Greenlandic ice sheet. It's part of my culture.
Moments when the senses begin to fray and the body becomes a
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recording device. Overwhelmed but completely alive. That's the kind
of presence | want to invite. Not instruction, but immersion. Not
clarity, but intensity. A way to feel the world before we try to numb it
with explanations.

NS: Are you sober?

JC: Not always. But | think it's important to say that disorientation,
through my work, doesn't require intoxication. It's about shifting
perceptual norms. If | use the aesthetic strategies of altered states,
strobing lights, ambient sound, scale distortion, it's to invite people
into other ways of sensing. We're so used to clarity, to resolution. |
prefer confusion. It's more alive.

NS: Some of your photographs incorporate material gathered from
the places depicted within the print medium — sediment from
glaciers forming the ‘ink’, for instance. How does this affect the
way these pictures can be read?

JC: It's about collapsing distance. We're used to images being
detached from the places they represent. Clean surfaces, floating but
dull. But when the medium itself carries a material trace of the site,
glacier sediment, pulverized coral, radioactive residue or coal, the
work becomes more than a representation. It becomes an artefact.
You're no longer just looking at the image, but with the place itself.
There's something intimate in that, and also a bit haunting.

It's part of an ongoing attempt to reconcile image-making with material
provenance. To root visual representation back into the physical world,
especially at a time when everything is becoming increasingly digital
and dematerialized. I'm interested in the warmth of matter. In allowing
the physical properties of a site to bleed into the image, shaping not
just what is seen, but how it is felt.

Many of these works try to make that entanglement visible. Creating a
kind of mise en abyme, where the subject, its representation, and the
material that enables it all reflect one another. It's a way of insisting on
the material reality behind the image. Of grounding perception in the
earth itself.

NS: How does your work differ from nature ‘documentary’
photography or film? How do you feel about the pioneers —
Cousteau, David Attenborough?

JC: | have deep respect for pioneers like Cousteau and Attenborough.
They shaped how generations came to see the natural world as
something wondrous, delicate, worth protecting. But my work doesn't
belong to that tradition. I'm not documenting nature. I'm working in the
ruins of that idea, in the aftermath of the separation between humans
and the world around them.

My work isn't about representing reality, but about questioning it. | try to
create spaces that engage with a place’s substance, its presence, its
layered histories. Even when | use photography or film, the image is
never neutral. It's always a staged situation. Performative, deliberate,
entangled. I'm not showing what's there. I'm distilling the experience of
being there, and trying to transmit it in a different register.

Cousteau may have opened the oceans to our gaze, but I'm more
interested in what that gaze has done to the ocean. And how we might
look again, differently. Less as observers, and more as participants in a
shared and fragile condition.
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Julian CHARRIERE
Born in 1987 in Morges, Switzerland.
Lives and works in Berlin, Germany.

Julian Charriére is a French-Swiss artist based in Berlin. Marshalling
performance, sculpture, film and photography, his projects often stem
from remote fieldwork in liminal locations, from sites of industrial
extraction to volcanic calderas; remote icefields to nuclear testing
grounds. By encountering such places where acute geophysical and
cultural identities have formed, Charriére speculates on alternative
histories and our changing ideas of "nature", often utilizing materiality
and deep time as lenses for doing so. Seeking to deconstruct the
cultural traditions which govern how the natural world is perceived and
represented, Charriére's multidimensional practice frequently leads
him to cross-field collaborations with scientists, musicians, engineers,
and philosophers. From artistic expeditions to the staging of immersive
installations, the core of his practice concerns itself with how the
human being inhabits the world, and how it in turn inhabits us.

More information about the artist >>>
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