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[image: A framed, stylized image of an iris flower in vibrant purple and magenta against a brilliant yellow background.]
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Christophe Gallois Hybrids of Time



To choose two varieties of flower and try to imagine what crossing them might generate, to pollinate the pistil of one with the pollen of the other, to wait for the seeds to form and harvest them. The following spring, to plant them, to watch the plants emerge from the ground, grow and bloom, and to discover what new hybrids, new colors, new shapes, new scents, new combinations this cross-pollination will have produced … Aren’t the gestures involved in the hybridizing flowers similar to those involved in artistic creation? Aren’t they characterized by the same importance of time and waiting, by the same emphasis on intuition, but also on chance, on what one cannot control?

While working on the exhibition she presented at Mudam Luxembourg in 2025, titled Monsieur Steichen, Lisa Oppenheim often thought of the American photographer and curator Edward Steichen’s lifelong passion for the hybridization of flowers, especially delphiniums—such as the fields of delphiniums that Steichen cultivated on his farm in Connecticut, which he named Umpawaug, or those included in the groundbreaking, weeklong exhibition of delphiniums he organized in 1936 at the Museum of Modern Art in New York from the end of June to the beginning of July, when they were in full bloom. Every morning, a truck arrived at the museum from Connecticut to deliver new varieties of flowers. All were Steichen’s invention, “as creatively produced as his photographs,” according to the press release.1

In this text, I would like to look at the body of works that Lisa Oppenheim created for her Mudam exhibition through the prism of hybridization. In fact, the title of the show comes from the name of a variety of iris, and many of the works depict different types of flowers. Two of them even consist of real flowers. But beyond the obvious presence of flowers, the hypothesis I would like to develop is that the practice of hybridization also relates to other, less-visible aspects of the exhibition and, more generally, to Oppenheim’s artistic practice writ large. It can be seen in the way she “crosses” photographic techniques and processes; in the way she intertwines her artistic practice with that of other artists; and in the singular way her works interweave the past and the present.

Oppenheim’s photographic series Monsieur Steichen (2024), which gave the exhibition its title, takes as its starting point a variety of iris created in 1910 by a French amateur botanist, Fernand Denis, as a tribute to Edward Steichen, at a time when the latter was living in Voulangis, near Paris. It was there that Steichen had begun growing and hybridizing delphiniums a few years earlier, in 1908.

The Monsieur Steichen iris no longer exists, nor are there any authenticated photographic or graphic representations of this vanished variety.2 In the 1922 edition of the French Revue horticole, it was identified as a “flower with three erect, very pale blue inner divisions and greenish outer divisions with a large blackish macula.”3 Three decades later, the 1956 catalogue of a Californian horticulturist, The Court of Iris, described it in the following terms: “This cross of a dwarf species and a true oncocyclus has standards of white with a pearly quality and light olive-buff falls with darker veins and a signal of mulberry.”4

While it was impossible to revive the Monsieur Steichen iris, since it is not possible to reproduce an extinct hybrid, Oppenheim set about creating her own interpretation of it in the realm of images, using her own methods of hybridization.5 Her first step was to employ artificial intelligence to generate hypothetical images of the lost flower by combining photographs of the two parent strains from which Fernand Denis had created the Monsieur Steichen: an Iris chamaeiris alba and an Iris iberica. By repeating this process several times, each with different source images of these two irises, Oppenheim produced three hybrid images that can be found in the three “families” that make up her photographic series: the Monsieur Steichen, the Madame Steichen and the Mademoiselle Steichen.6

From these three ai-generated images, Oppenheim then produced different prints—a dozen for each family—employing the dye-transfer process, an older photographic printing technique which Steichen had used in the nineteen-thirties and -forties for his own experiments in color photography. Based on the sequential combination of three layers of colors—cyan, magenta, and yellow—via three corresponding matrices, the dye-transfer technique is characterized by both its chromatic depth and the range of possibilities it offers, as each of the three colors can be adjusted independently of the others. Oppenheim fully exploits the full range of color possibilities offered by the dye-transfer process. By printing using “incorrect” color combinations (by transferring the cyan dye using the magenta matrix and the magenta dye using the cyan matrix, or by mixing up positive and negative matrices, to cite just two examples), the same image can exist in radically different chromatic variants. As Oppenheim has noted, these prints simultaneously “explode the concepts of both genetic and photographic verisimilitude.”7

The Monsieur Steichen series is an ode to color, as certain flower gardens can be. It radiates the same vitality and intensity. In the exhibition at Mudam, this dimension was enhanced by Oppenheim’s arrangement of the prints. Rather than grouping them by family, she linked them together in a more intuitive way, creating a play of variations, correspondences, and counterpoints guided by the colors themselves.

This kind of hybridization, between different photographic techniques from different eras, is also at the heart of other, earlier works. For her Lunagrams (2010) series, for example, Oppenheim began with a set of mid-nineteenth-century glass plate negatives—images by John and Henry Draper depicting the different phases of the moon—and produced copies in the form of large-format negatives, which she then printed without the use of an enlarger, placing them directly on photographic paper and using the moon itself as the source of light. In Polaroids (Patriotic Blue) (2008–09), she photographed a Polaroid at different moments during its development, during the few minutes when the “image” (in this case, the image of a blue monochrome) gradually emerges from its gray, neutral background. Devoid of any content other than pure color, the suite of five C-prints that compose the work fix in time and make visible a process that is usually only transitory.

In each of these bodies of work, the hybridization of different techniques allows Oppenheim to reveal the very processes by which images are produced and appear—what she often describes as the “magic” of photographic processes—but also to play these techniques against themselves, or against each other, and thus to experiment with their own particular limits and possibilities. “Part of the fun of making art is using technologies against the grain, pushing them in ways they are not supposed to go. In this way, technologies in themselves become both the artistic material and the content of the art,”8 Oppenheim wrote in 2013.

Yet another kind of hybridization can be found in a series of textiles that Oppenheim created for her exhibition at Mudam. These works take as their point of departure textile patterns created by Steichen in 1926–27 for the Americana Prints collection of Swiss silk manufacturer Stehli Silks—a collection that aimed to move beyond the traditional European patterns that dominated textile design at the time in favor of motifs that reflected contemporary American culture and society. To create his textiles, Steichen first photographed, in black and white, still-life compositions comprised of everyday objects (including matches, glasses, tacks, sugar cubes, sewing thread, and clothing buttons) placed on a neutral surface and theatrically lit, resulting in geometric patterns that hover at the boundary between abstraction and figuration.

Working in collaboration with American fashion designer Zoe Latta, Oppenheim developed a collection of new fabrics based on photographs that Steichen took but ultimately did not use in his textile designs—black-and-white photographs of small wildflowers and a nearly abstract photograph of gravel. The result of a meticulous design process, particularly in terms of their color palette, the eight new fabrics created by Oppenheim and Latta bring Steichen’s 100-year-old images firmly into the present. Reanimated and transformed, they evoke such contemporary motifs as static electricity, electronic interference, and, in the case of the flower motifs, microscopic views of organic life.

In keeping with Steichen’s serial transgression of the line between fine art and commercial photography, these new patterns featured prominently in the Autumn–Winter 2025 collection of Eckhaus Latta, which premiered early in the run of the exhibition. As Oppenheim notes, “There is nothing more Steichen than having textiles in a museum exhibition and having them on a runway at the same time.”9

In the exhibition, the fabrics were deployed in different combinations across a group of four folding screens, or paravents, a form that Oppenheim sees as a hybrid object par excellence.10 The use of the screen was also an oblique nod to Steichen’s early years as a painter. While conducting research in the Steichen archive, Oppenheim came across a photograph of a 1909 painting depicting Selma Stieglitz Schubart, the sister of Alfred Stieglitz, with whom Steichen was collaborating at the time, seated in front of a silk paravent thought to have also been painted by Steichen.

Arranged within the otherwise open spaces of the galleries, Oppenheim’s four paravents created a series of more intimate viewing areas, liminal spaces between the public and the domestic. On their more secluded sides (they have no proper front or back) Oppenheim hung framed reproductions of Steichen’s own photographs depicting the three women to whom he was married during his life—Clara (Mary and Her Mother, 1905), Dana (Dana and the Apple [Eve], 1922), and Joanna (Joanna Steichen [Mrs. Edward Steichen], 1959)—as well as his mother, Marie Kemp Steichen (My Mother Marie Kemp Steichen, 1925–29), titling each paravent after the woman whose image hangs on it. “I wanted to make their presence physical in the exhibition space since they were all very much in the background in his own life. And the reason why he got to be the artist, the genius, was because they were taking care of everything else,” Oppenheim comments.11 Notably, Steichen’s own visage did not directly appear in the exhibition.

These works, in which Oppenheim’s and Steichen’s practices are hybridized to generate new perspectives, to bring latent meaning to the surface, can be understood as a continuation of her earlier projects that “extend” the work of other artists, such as her Killed Negatives (After Walker Evans) (2007–09), which take as point of departure a series of negatives from Evans’s Depression-era Farm Security Administration photographs, or her Spine (2016) series, based on early twentieth-century photographs by Lewis Hine depicting the deleterious effects of factory labor on adolescent textile workers.

More than simply quoting, appropriating, or reworking, the works in Monsieur Steichen reflect Lisa Oppenheim’s desire to embody Steichen’s methodology, approaching it from a subjective point of view, from her own practice and in the light of the present. “Through this exhibition,” she stated when conceiving Monsieur Steichen, “I want to inhabit Steichen’s practice rather than focus on a particular project. To do with Steichen’s work what he did throughout his long life—to inhabit the ability he had to assimilate and reassemble a multitude of practices and ideas.”12

Comprising seventeen black-and-white prints that contrast with the central place occupied by color in the two ensembles we have described so far, a third series of works, the Steichen Studies (2024), emphasize the research process that Oppenheim undertook during the preparation of her exhibition. Resonating with Steichen’s experiments in botany, textile design, and photography, Oppenheim highlights her own research, her own studies, her own experiments, her own attempts at “hybridization.” The Steichen Studies build bridges between two spaces that are intimately linked in Oppenheim’s work: the archive and the darkroom. While many of her works originate from research she carries out in archives, libraries, museum collections, or databases accessible on the internet, it is in the studio, in the darkroom, through experimentation and working with the visual material resulting from this research, that her works come to life. For the artist, the darkroom becomes an extension of the archive and, symmetrically, the archive becomes a place for experimentation.

The Steichen Studies combine images of different kinds and in different formats, resulting from different processes and pointing in different directions—as if they were a collection of notes, ideas, and intuitions assembled spontaneously as the artist’s research and reflections developed. They defy the expectations of homogeneity and unity that are generally associated with the very idea of a photographic series. For several of these works, Oppenheim used fresh cut delphiniums as “negatives,” bypassing the camera and placing the flowers directly into the enlarger, slipped between two glass plates. In two other images, the same process was applied using a piece of fabric (one of the tests carried out for the textiles created in collaboration with Zoe Latta) as the “negative.” Three other prints reinterpret a photograph by Steichen in which Dana Steichen’s hands make a gesture reminiscent of a flower blooming.

Within this same ensemble, another group of images results from photographs Oppenheim took in Steichen’s archives at Moma. Here, too, the motif of the flower unfolds. Two of these images, one positive and one negative, are based on a photograph showing a field of delphiniums including, in the foreground, one of the two varieties created by Steichen to have been marketed: the Connecticut Yankee. Two other images show flowers from the Liliaceae family photographed in close-up, against white backgrounds that highlight their traits. Another work depicts two prints of the same Steichen picture showing a floral arrangement of delphiniums on a chest of drawers, next to one of his photographs: Wheelbarrow with Flower Pots (1920).

Two small black-and-white photographs stand out. They depict the same still life—two jugs, a pot, a bottle, and a glass on a round tray—painted on what appears to be a thin wooden board. The two pictures are almost identical. Only variations in the shades and values of gray distinguish them. Oppenheim discovered this tiny painting in Steichen’s archives, tucked away in a folder marked simply “my gardener’s painting.” In the early nineteen-twenties, Steichen gave up painting, which he had until then been doing in parallel with photography. The story goes that Steichen discovered a copy that his gardener had made of one of his paintings. After deciding that the copy was superior to his original, Steichen burned all the canvases still in his possession. Could it be this painting, Oppenheim wondered? Without uncovering any answers to this hypothesis, but as an evocation of this story, she photographed the painting and then printed it using a photographic process she had already used on several occasions in works that deal with the motifs of fire, destruction, and explosions: that of solarization, achieved by exposing a print to a flash of light—in this case the flame of a match—while it is being developed.13 This process, which always involves an element of chance, causes a partial inversion of the values in the image, from positive to negative.

Like this flame illuminating an image from the past at the moment of its reappearance in the present, the works Oppenheim created for her Monsieur Steichen exhibition activate Steichen’s practice in the present. As is often the case in her work, she does so by starting with what lies on the margins of history, what has been forgotten, discarded, lost, overlooked. It is in those spaces, she believes, that the greatest potential often lies hidden. “It’s like bringing blood to ghosts, bringing to life that which would otherwise be hidden under a layer of dust in a library or archive. Illuminating the past through the light of the present,” she wrote back in 2010.14

The flowers in Monsieur Steichen also embody this illumination. They combine the intensity of the ephemeral, the vitality of the transitory with the immemorial history from which each flower springs. This “hybrid” temporality was also at the heart of Steichen’s passion for flowers and the process of hybridization. “The breeding of flowers,” he said, “is to me a creative art, using living materials that have been developing for thousands of years to make poetry.”15

In light of these words, we can interpret two works in the exhibition that we have not yet mentioned. Two works which, detached from the realm of the image, are themselves composed of flowers. The first, Bouquet of Flowers (A Photographic Score) 1940/2025 (2025), takes the form of a floral composition that evolves over the course of the exhibition, reflecting the variations and permutations of colors found in a series of twelve dye-transfer prints that Steichen had produced from a single photograph. Here, Oppenheim employed Steichen’s prints as a “photographic score” to be interpreted by a florist, who she asked to compose a new bouquet every week. The second work, Eduard’s Garden (2025), is a small garden of delphiniums that Oppenheim created in the park surrounding the museum as a living echo of Steichen’s passion for these flowers. Planted in the weeks following the opening of the exhibition in February, the delphiniums grew during the spring and flowered in the final months of the exhibition, which ended in August.

These two works, in the dialogue they establish with the images that surround them, extend the links that exist between photography and the vegetal world. These links were particularly evident in the early days of photography, when the very “essence” of the medium—its techniques, its processes, its vocabulary—were the subject of much research and experimentation. One thinks of the place occupied by plant motifs in early photography, as in Anna Atkins’ cyanotypes of algae and ferns, or Henry Fox Talbot’s “photogenic drawings,” including the famous image Leaf of a Plant, reproduced in his book The Pencil of Nature (1844). What is less well known, however, is that plants were also used in in experiments around photographic processes themselves: the anthotype process, for instance, developed by John Herschel from 1839 onwards, was based on the use of the light-sensitive characteristics of plant and flower juices. These links, as photography historian Luce Lebart points out, “reflect the power of the vegetal, its vital, creative, organic, and chemical potential.”16

By inscribing the exhibition in the cycle of life, imbuing it with the “power of the vegetal” and transforming it into a kind of garden that evolves with the seasons, these two works also tell us something about the temporality of images, the temporality of photography. Like flowers, images are not fixed: their meaning always blooms in the present. Like flowers, images are hybrids of time.




[image: A large bouquet of blue and purple flowers in a white urn sits on a stone plinth in a gallery, with a framed floral photograph on the white wall behind.]


Installation view Monsieur Steichen Mudam Luxembourg—Musée d’Art Moderne Grand-Duc Jean 2025 Mlle Steichen (Version IV) 2024

Bouquet of Flowers, 1940/2025 (Version I) 2025








[image: A split image features a vibrant floral pattern close-up, alongside a three-panel folding screen decorated with different fabrics and a framed photo.]


Dana Steichen 2024 detail






[image: An art installation in a white gallery features a patterned three-panel screen with a framed photograph, and four colorful prints hanging on the wall behind it.]


Clara Steichen 2024









[image: A framed, stylized image of an iris flower in vivid blue, yellow, and purple.]


[image: A framed photograph of a single iris flower with inverted colors, showing a vibrant purple bloom and cyan leaves against a blue landscape.]







Mons Steichen (Version VII) 2024 Mlle Steichen (Version XI) 2024







[image: A framed artwork of an iris with inverted colors, showing vivid green and pale purple petals against a soft yellow background.]


Mons Steichen (Version VIII) 2024








[image: A framed black-and-white photograph of a person leaning on a railing hangs on a multi-panel screen decorated with several distinct floral patterns.]


Joanna Steichen 2024 detail








[image: A framed black-and-white photograph of a woman on a porch hangs on a dark textured wall next to a wall with bright floral wallpaper.]


Marie Kemp Steichen 2024 detail







[image: A framed, stylized photograph of an iris with pale yellow and light purple petals set against a vibrant blue background.]


Mme Steichen (Version XXI) 2025







[image: A framed, stylized photograph of a single orange iris blooming in a vibrant blue and yellow landscape.]


Mlle Steichen (Version III) 2024








[image: A folding screen with differently patterned panels stands in an art gallery, with a framed black-and-white portrait on one panel and colorful artworks on a white wall in the background.]


Installation view Monsieur Steichen Mudam Luxembourg—Musée d’Art Moderne Grand-Duc Jean 2025

Dana Steichen 2024







[image: A stylized iris flower with vibrant red and turquoise petals against a warm yellow background, presented in a white frame with a red mat.]


Mons Steichen (Version IX) 2024







[image: A stylized blue and yellow iris flower on a bright green background, presented in a white frame with a thick yellow border.]


Mons Steichen (Version XI) 2024






[image: A stylized iris flower in vibrant orange and green is set against a brilliant blue background within a thin white frame.]


Mme Steichen (Version V) 2024








[image: A folding screen with one floral-patterned panel and one textured purple panel stands in a white art gallery, with a row of colorful floral prints on the wall.]


Installation view Monsieur Steichen Mudam Luxembourg—Musée d’Art Moderne Grand-Duc Jean 2025
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