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Foreword
Bettina Steinbrügge



We live in an age where truth is constructed from images, not from facts.

– Simon Fujiwara

Simon Fujiwara is an artist whose practice has, from its beginnings, revolved around questions of identity, performance and the unstable ground of authenticity. Born in 1982 to a Japanese British family and shaped by experiences across continents and cultures, Fujiwara fuses the personal and the political, the fictional and the factual, to question how individuals construct themselves, particularly in a world where the self has become a curated, performative entity.

This exhibition is a mid-career presentation of Fujiwara’s work – an important moment to reflect on more than two decades of artistic production. Rather than solely focusing on his well-known, large-scale projects, we are presenting a selection that offers deeper insights into the evolution of his ideas, highlighting the recurring themes and conceptual threads that have shaped his practice. Presented at the entrance of the museum, the series Who the Bær introduces key themes that unfold throughout the exhibition, acting as a thematic map for what follows – an exhibition reflecting on the artist’s shifting relationships with identity, narrative and representation.

At the heart of Fujiwara’s work lies an acute awareness of the image as a site of seduction as well as control. As the artist has said, ‘We live in an age where truth is constructed from images, not from facts.’ 1 This statement captures the urgency of his practice: to probe how the image – whether personal, political or commercial – has become the dominant form through which we understand ourselves and the world around us. His art exposes the paradox of this condition: the more images promise connection and authenticity, the more they fabricate and mediate our realities. Through re-enactment, performance and the creation of fictional avatars such as Who the Bær, Fujiwara reveals how identity has become not only a product of images, but a performance sustained by them.

The accompanying publication mirrors this approach. It seeks to trace the artist’s trajectory not through a conventional chronology, but through the ideas that define his work: selfhood and fiction, desire and commodification, empathy and control. Like the exhibition itself, this book aims to illuminate how Fujiwara’s practice continually questions what it means to be an individual (and an image) within the cultural and political systems that shape us and our world.

The texts gathered here offer multiple perspectives on Fujiwara’s work. Martin Herbert’s contribution provides a critically engaging, narrative-driven portrait that situates the artist within the broader frameworks of identity, performance and late capitalism. Krist Gruijthuijsen offers a comprehensive account of Fujiwara’s evolving trajectory, charting his shift from autobiographical storytelling to societal critique and examining the interplay between personal narrative and global systems of power, image and emotion. Kristian Vistrup Madsen explores Fujiwara’s immersive, image-saturated environments as both seductive and coercive spaces that expose the commodification of empathy and authenticity under capitalism. The essay by Nuar Alsadir examines the idea of the self as a mutable construct – porous, performative and vulnerable to external forces – by reading Who the Bær as a figure of resistance through perpetual reinvention. W. J. T. Mitchell positions Fujiwara as a contemporary iconologist, analysing his engagement with branding and image circulation and revealing how personal and cultural identities are manufactured, marketed and mythologised. The publication also features a personal essay by Roxane Gay, written from the long view of living with Fujiwara’s work and attentive to the ways its playfulness and critique gather force over time, resisting the closure of identity.

Together, the exhibition and this publication form a reflection on becoming – on how Fujiwara continues to navigate, question and reinvent the image of the self in a world where identity itself has become both a stage and a commodity. This presentation is an opportunity not only to look back but to understand how the artist’s work continues to evolve as a vital inquiry into the conditions of contemporary life.

I would like to extend my heartfelt thanks, first and foremost, to Simon Fujiwara for his trust, generosity, and unwavering curiosity throughout this process. My sincere thanks also go to Maria Bartau Madariaga from Studio Simon Fujiwara, whose support has been invaluable at every stage. I am deeply grateful to Léon Kruijswijk, curator of the exhibition, and to Krist Gruijthuijsen, who developed the book concept together with the artist, worked closely with all contributing authors, and generously shared his expertise throughout the project.

At Mudam, I would especially like to thank Vere van Gool and her team for their excellent editorial management and dedication. I also thank all contributing writers for their insight and engagement, the graphic designer Felix Walser, and the publishing house Hatje Cantz – particularly Lena Kiessler – for their close and committed collaboration. My thanks also extend to the artist’s studio and galleries, Esther Schipper, Dvir Gallery, Gió Marconi and TARO NASU for their support, and finally to the entire Mudam team, whose dedication and professionalism made both the exhibition and this publication possible.





	1 Simon Fujiwara, in conversation with Bettina Steinbrügge, July 2025.













The Ride of Your Life
Martin Herbert



Picture yourself as someone else, someone real. You were born in 1982 and raised in the small coastal town of St Ives, Cornwall, UK. Amid this overwhelmingly White citizenship, you are Japanese British – you spent your earliest years in Japan, and Japanese is your first language – and you look racially indeterminate, which makes you a curiosity to others. You grow up viewing yourself how they view you, as if outside yourself. Your father is an architect, and you study that discipline at Cambridge. There you learn how, via presentations, to ‘perform’ buildings you’re much too young to build, and you discover that everything in the built world, pavement upwards, is a construct. At architecture school, though, your pitches are flagged as uncommonly emotional, personal. Spiritually you’re an artist. At age twenty-three you go to art school, postgrad level, in Frankfurt.

Zoom out. It’s now the mid-2000s, an inflection point for how individuals think about identity, authenticity, external attention, narration of self. Facebook launches in 2004, YouTube in 2005, Twitter in 2006. People are beginning to perform their lives for platforms, to edit, remake, construct themselves in response to preapproved templates. In the process, the truth of who each of us is – and thus, scaling up, ‘us’ collectively – becomes open to question, a floor falling away. For you, an almost-emerging artist called Simon Fujiwara, who’s been ‘read’ and categorised from outside all his life, this might be construed as something to treat in sociological terms, an opportunity to essay a deliriously expanded notion of selfhood, or both. Postmodernism has suggested for decades that there is no verifiable core self, and now the internet allows us to demonstrate it. That’s troubling but also freeing. Amid all this, you would also naturally like some external attention for yourself. What kind of art, ensuing from these intertwining factors, might you make?

One more factor triggers your first serious work, begun at art school and iterated and expanded on awhile thereafter – a visit to the Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania: the cradle, you’re told, of humanity. This compelling bit of storytelling triggers your speculative brain. If there were vanishingly few people in those first days, must our species not be founded on, well, incest? It also engages your formal instincts. You think about building out and narrating that problematic story via a museum, one that will, of course, require your rhetorical skills to describe. The Museum of Incest (2007) explores and aims to prove the quasi-foundational incest hypothesis on a micro-budget: a visual-textual proposal for the unbuilt institution, with tour-guide performances by your voluble self. (This being the early heyday of the lecture-performance format in contemporary art; emerging artists must speak, even as they invert, the presently dominant aesthetic language. Few, though, have your training in this field.)


[image: A dark viewing room with rows of chairs facing a large mural projected on the left wall and a smaller screen on the wood-paneled right wall.]


The Museum of Incest, 2009Mixed-media installation, performance, video and guidebookInstallation view: MUSAC, León, 2009






[image: A man sits at a desk covered with photos, rocks, and bones, with a map of Africa and a projected landscape behind him.]


Video still: The Museum of Incest, 2009Mixed-media installation, performance, video and guidebookInstallation view: MUSAC, León, 2009






The Museum, in marshalling the claims to plausibility of indexical materials – models, historical research, photography – while often tipping its hand to deviousness, makes history gleefully and wittily plastic, ballooning scale frictionlessly with words and pictures, storytelling with intent. The first room of the museum, you affirm just by writing as much, will be a ‘full scale reproduction of the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg, France’. You don’t bother to design a real ‘Picture Gallery’ but instead sub in a photograph of the spiralling Guggenheim in New York. It’s all as believable as it needs to be, in the services of legitimating purportedly ‘deviant’ human sexual practices. This is a work for an audience but it’s also, hardly for the last time, a work for yourself. Folding together art, architecture, non-White origins and non-normative sexuality, it’s an artist looking at the background drivers of self, physical and cultural, and questioning who they are while also questioning – and opening out, even unto epistemic vertigo – who everyone else is, and from whence they came.

Enough role-play: this is Simon Fujiwara’s life, in all its potentialities. And here, at the outset of his career, he began remaking that life through his art, turning the spotlight on himself (or ‘himself’), performatively owning his life story, selectively highlighting inputs that may have made him who he is. He did this in part through deliberate inauthenticity: sedulously fabricating objects and environments, deceiving towards deeper if relativistic truth. But there’s an autobiographical impulse within that: Fujiwara’s aesthetics were partly shaped, he recognises, by early experiences in Japan, where ideas of authenticity and originality operate differently from Western modernist traditions, and where cultural production has often embraced citation, replication and refinement.

He brought this to bear on Welcome to the Hotel Munber (2008 – 10), which again explored the roots (or ‘roots’) of his identity in considering the father who made him. Via a full-bore, photo-derived replication of the bar in the hotel his parents owned in Catalonia from 1972 – 79 – albeit tricked out with quietly queered decor – and a scripted performance, Fujiwara here illuminated a semi-plausible past that involved his own father’s furtive homosexuality – as if this directly explained the son’s – and revolved, baroquely, around a gay novel starring Fujiwara Sr and telling the story of the verboten gay demimonde in Franco’s Spain. In turn, the stage design-cum-performance The Mirror Stage (2009 – 13) generated a psychological origin myth for Fujiwara’s sexuality and artistic temperament: a sexual awakening, at age eleven, in front of Patrick Heron’s Horizontal Stripe Painting (1957 – 58) in Tate St Ives. Against mirrored scenery, he developed this play of reflection and formation – an Asian boy as an actor playing young Fujiwara; the play of image dissemination extended to incorporate Francis Bacon’s aesthetics and the Heron painting’s use in IKEA soft furnishings – to create a multifarious sphere of external influence on the self.


[image: A rustic, wood-paneled room with a stone bar where cured hams hang from the ceiling and wine barrels serve as tables.]


Welcome to the Hotel Munber, 2008 – 10Mixed media installation. Installation view: Disidentification, Gothenburg Konsthall, Sweden, 2010






[image: A man stands behind a bar where cured meats hang, all positioned beneath a large screen showing a collage of magazine photos of muscular men.]


Welcome to the Hotel Munber, 2008 – 10. Performance and mixed media installationPerformance view: The Boy Who Cried Wolf, Hebbel am Ufer (HAU1), Berlin, 2011






[image: A young boy in a white shirt sits at a desk, looking across at a man who gestures with his hand.]


Video still: The Mirror Stage, 2009 – 13Duration: 27 min 35 sec






[image: A boy with a colorful rope over his shoulders raises his hands to a large, striped painting, his profile visible in a reflection to his left.]


The Mirror Stage, 2009 – 2013. Performance and mixed-media installation. Performance view: The Boy Who Cried Wolf, HAU1, Berlin, 2011





Whether any of it was true or just an opportunity to narrate oneself richly, add extra wings to Hotel Fujiwara, was open to question. But wings he was adding. Toggling back from macro to micro, Rehearsal for a Reunion (with the Father of Pottery) (2011 – 13) – a video set in an installation with variable, teahouse-like elements – rummaged again through Fujiwara’s bicultural clay: its backstory was an attempted reconciliation in Japan between artist and absent father, involving making pottery together inspired by St Ives–based, Japan-trained potter Bernard Leach. Fujiwara, it appears, didn’t achieve closure with this, and in the video he and an actor rehearse a mooted future ‘reunion’ and symbolically, cathartically smash the tea set. This, nevertheless, is a ‘rehearsal’; we aren’t there yet. In Fujiwara’s work, self-knowledge and self-completion is process, maybe an endless one. He now, though, began angling the spotlight away from himself, for multiple reasons. He seemingly wanted to counter any misconception that his art was about him, rather than exploring the external pressures on selfhood to which we are all, in one way or another, subject – the mutating question, really, of what it means to be a person in the twenty-first century. In changing focus, Fujiwara perhaps desired to rescript the earlier work, emphasizing that even art which began with himself and attempts at self-understanding bled out into the wider world, into everything else, in the process expanding what a self could be. By now, too, it was increasingly apparent that hawking one’s self-narration – on social-media platforms especially – was edged with toxicity, and instrumentalised by capitalism’s infestation of human interiority. Third, more prosaically, Fujiwara wanted to do less performing. Increasingly, his focus widened to privilege not just the shaped individual but the material conditions and forces – specifically under capitalism – doing the shaping.


[image: An older man and a younger man sit next to each other with serious expressions, the younger man holding a small, white teapot.]


Portrait of father and son with a teapot, Rehearsal for a Reunion (with the Father of Pottery), 2011 (detail)Video, mixed-media installation






[image: A minimalist art gallery exhibit in a white room, where a video screen, two dark wooden chairs, and various small objects are displayed on white pedestals.]


Rehearsal for a Reunion (with the Father of Pottery), 2011Video, mixed-media installationInstallation view: Storylines: Contemporary Art at the Guggenheim, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, 2015





That people’s value sets are distorted by ambient ideology masquerading as normalcy was one lesson of the 2011 riots in East London, which led to consumerist lootings. For the video/sculptural hybrid Rebekkah (2012), Fujiwara contacted one of the looters, the eponymous sixteen-year-old girl, and took her to see the Chinese factories and workers that produced the technological devices and fast fashion she’d been conditioned to desire and, when opportunity presented, grab. After artist and guest also visited the Terracotta Warriors in Xi’an – second-century-BC soldiers made as funerary art for China’s first emperor – factory-produced sculptures of Rebekkah in equivalent warrior pose were produced. The double-facing results updated the warrior archetype for our rapacious, status-symbol-hawking, hyper-capitalist era, yet also perhaps offered their subject a different, bolder, less compromised model of self. Typically, even as Fujiwara analysed, he saw the possibility of positive mutation.


[image: A person viewed from behind looks out over hundreds of terracotta warrior statues arranged in rows within a large, covered excavation site.]


Production documentation: Rebekkah, 2012






[image: Dozens of identical, armless statues of a woman in a tank top and jeans stand in rows inside a workshop.]


Visit to the Terracotta Warriors, Xi’an, ChinaProduction documentation: Rebekkah, 2012







Dovetailing desires for change were now at work on formal and conceptual echelons, as if those are ever truly separate. For a few years, while continuing to dig back into history, or histories, Fujiwara’s work increasingly tracked towards the sculptural, towards experimentation with materials. He wanted, relatedly, to locate meaning not in faceted world-building but more tightly within smaller gestures. This, though, had ramifications outside of artistic self-development: here, a focus on the object might become, in turn, a focus on how people relate to objects, and how those objects might serve as funhouse mirrors reflecting, distortedly, where things stood with our species. The instinct to pare back, and the value of doing so, was narrated directly by 2015 – 16’s Fabulous Beasts. Here, Fujiwara sourced World War II–era fur coats from a Berlin flea market and then shaved them to the hide, revealing how external, historically constituted situations literally imprint themselves on the skin: revealed was a panoply of textual histories of ownership and manufacture, but also the suffering of animals during wartime, as well as their being caught up, as people are, in larger industrial processes of exploitation, class distinction via conspicuous consumption, etc.


[image: A close-up of thick fur coats in shades of brown, dark purple, and cream hanging in a row.]


Production view: Fabulous Beasts, 2015






[image: A person uses an electric shearing tool to shave thick, white wool from a hide on a wooden floor.]


Production view: Fabulous Beasts, 2015






[image: An abstract collage of a figure's lower half in a pleated garment, assembled from pieces of pale, textured material with vertical grain-like patterns.]


Fabulous Beasts (Ghost of Velvet Mink), 2015Shaved fur coat on wooden stretcher






[image: A metallic gold pull-out double waste bin rests on a white pedestal, with one bin extended forward on its track.]


Ich (Wesco Double Master Maxi 40 DT), 2018Domestic waste-disposal unit, gold leaf, plinth







If the implicit question here was what, beyond the obvious, historical objects of desire semaphore about us, subsequent works sought to answer it in the present moment. Ich (2015) explored how a wide choice of consumerist products, even or perhaps especially ones barely made visible, allows humans to externalise, articulate and simplify the intangibility of their personality, or at least how they want themselves to be perceived. Here Fujiwara symbolically disinterred the hundreds of varieties of German multi-chamber trash receptacles from their hideaways in kitchen cupboards, but ironically transfigured them into eye-catching sculpture via skins of bronze or gold leaf. Further entwining human-made products and human values, The Happy Museum – a collaboration with Fujiwara’s brother Daniel, a well-being and happiness economist – was an evolving project that began by making objects and performances that converted data on the well-being of Berliners into myriad material forms: ‘security, safety and trustfulness’, as Fujiwara said at the time. (One inclusion was a sculpture of a butch cop; another was an aromatic gingerbread plinth.) How do we visualise our intangible, swirling, influenceable insides? The artist has asked that all along.
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