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Interview and Introduction by Anna Jamieson.
In the spring of 2015, installation artist Kasia Ozga presented We
Can’t Breathe at La Galeru, Fontenay-sous-Bois, near Paris. Ozga’s
installation featured two inflatable metre-tall lungs, made from flimsy red
parachute fabric, that expanded and contracted at regular intervals. Rising and
falling against lurid pink walls, the lungs and wider installation could be
encountered in two ways; either within the gallery space, where viewers
experience the mechanical sounds of a motorised leaf blower; or externally,
visible through the large windows from the street outside. In this way, the
building itself is animated, the kinetic sculpture acting as an organ that allows
it to breathe. The effortless act of breathing becomes a dramatic, performative
act, framed within the spectacle of the suburban Parisian space, as the
installation can now be viewed via a video that functions like an archive,
documenting both the installation and responses to the sculpture. Its attendant
performativity therefore, warrants a reaction, an audience, a crowd.1
Yet the social relevance of Ozga’s work complicates a ready
interpretation of the lungs as metaphors merely for the action of breathing. The
materiality of the installation disrupts this simplified idea further, signifying
and questioning wider issues about the slippages between, not just sculptural
form and exhibition space, but machine and organism, science and politics.
These familiar interstices are theorised in Donna Haraway’s A Cyborg
Manifesto (1985), which rejects the superimposed boundaries between
machine and body. Rather, Haraway calls for the entanglement of these two

putatively oppositional forms, stressing how contemporary machines embody
ambiguities between the natural and artificial. This, in turn, highlights an
unsettling reality: ‘our machines are disturbingly lively, and we ourselves
frighteningly inert’.2
The materialism of Ozga’s lungs — part motorised mechanism, part
squishy, familiar material, reminiscent of soft play areas — raises wider
questions surrounding embodiment. As a whole, the installation explores the
social, cultural and political implications of artworks which function across the
unsteady, provocative world of machine-cum-organism; or as Ozga describes it,
the combination of the ‘organic and the technical’. By reading her art
installation through Haraway’s argument, which identifies the cyborg as both a
‘fiction mapping our social and bodily reality’ and ‘an imaginative resource’, we
can situate her work within a space where fiction and reality are blurred
together, whilst precluding typical notions of public and private. 3 Ozga’s
installation, like Haraway’s cyborg, becomes a coded device, rife with social and
political implications which colour the viewer’s perception of the piece and the
overlapping ‘places’ it occupies and evokes — from the physical space of the
gallery to the sociological positioning of the viewer, mobilizing the inherent
social responsibility of our own bodies within the wider political discontent and
environmental challenges. These themes are all crucial to Ozga’s practice; in
this sense, emphasizing the inability to breathe becomes a mark of socially
engaged artistic interventions in the urban sphere.
Anna Jamieson: What came first: your idea for a kinetic sculpture, or to create a
piece centring around breathing and the lungs?

Q.: Could you elaborate on the materials and techniques used in the
installation?

Figure 1. We Can’t Breathe, 2015 © Kasia Ozga. Image courtesy of the artist.

Q.: There’s an intriguing relationship within the installation between the
natural and mechanical sounds of breathing; a sense that the natural sound of
breathing is embodied within the piece, ostensibly replaced by the drone of the
leaf blower. Was this a deliberate choice?

Q.: How do you consider the theme of embodiment within your work?

Q.: If we think of breathing as part of this interface, another way to
experience both the body and society’s relationship to their political and
cultural environment, how does breathing relate to these social, political
and environmental issues?

.
Q.: The video you made about the installation, which is a form of

documentation of the artwork and its viewers, shows the interplay between
public and private and therefore carries a sense of trespassing, as you are
viewing an internal organ that you don’t usually see in this scale, and in the
form of a sculpture. Did you hope to elicit this reaction from the viewer? And
how did people ultimately react?

Q.: Can we talk about your choice to create an inflatable work?

.
Q.: In terms of monumentality, it’s interesting to think of how the work
functions as a monument when it is deflated.

Q.: What was the inspiration for the title of the installation, We Can’t Breathe?

Q.: So breathing becomes a metaphor for social activism?

Q.: And you were relaxed about that interpretation?

Q.: Another metaphor the work suggests is the passing of time. Is that
something you think about in your wider sculptural work?

Q.: What about the sculpture’s ephemerality? Whilst it exists now through its
video documentation, what about its physical aftermath, within an archive or a
specific space? And how does this relate to some of your practice-based
questions about the environment and our relationship with it?

Q.: So the space becomes layered, like a palimpsest? And in that sense, the
breathing of the lungs, and the layers of breath, imbue the space with memory?
When I look at the video and see the people walking around it and
stopping, there’s really the sense of everything being together. The
movement of the building, the people and the sculpture — they are
inseparable. In terms of time, there's so much regularity to people’s dayto-day. And the regularity of the breathing is part of that, until it stops.
And what does it mean for a body to be alive, and then not? How can an
artwork connect to those of us living and breathing in the space around
it?
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Kasia Ozga’s We Can’t Breathe is on Vimeo: https://vimeo.com/122677701.
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