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FOREWORD 
Elizabeth Neilson

This publication is produced alongside Hall’s first solo 
exhibition in Europe – her second solo exhibition after 
The Other and Otherwise, a staggering collection of 
installations at Maccarone, in Los Angeles in 2019. 
In Trulee’s world gallery spaces are transformed into 
self-contained, elaborate vignettes: the visitor moves 
through a series of discordant scenes, each presenting 
a tangled meta-narrative. Installations comprising 
video, sculpture, paintings, composed soundtracks 
and kinetic mechanisms create dense environments 
that invite the visitor to step around, peep through 
and settle in, allowing a fractured, faceted perspective. 
Reappearing tropes populate her exhibitions: stylised 
female nudes with mouths agape, rendered in gold 
and primary colours; bodies of many ages, genders 
and sizes relishing their physicality; and often-
repeated phallic forms and corn cobs.

 The Other and Otherwise ran concurrently 
with the inaugural Frieze Los Angeles art fair, where 
Hall produced Infestation (2019), a three-storey 
installation. This art fair was on the backlot of 
Hollywood’s Paramount Studios, in a full-scale 
replica of a New York brownstone (the literal layers 
of constructed reality don’t get much deeper than 
that!). Infestation featured all the hallmark Trulee 
processes: large-scale prop-like sculptures, moving 
images constructed from a combination of live action, 
clay animation and CGI footage, and – above all – 
a beguiling amount of ambition. It was curated by 
Ali Subotnick, whose interview with the artist in 
this publication reveals much about Hall’s process 
and the generation of her polymorphic practice. 
An essay by LA-based documentary film producer 
and musicologist Tiffany Naiman explores Hall’s take 
on feminism, sexuality and gender performance, and 
their relationship to psychology and music. Atop
of these enlightening and engaging contributions
is a visual essay by the artist herself. An intuitive and 
revealing romp through the last three years of her 
output, studio images jostle with installation and 
production images to show the inner workings of her 
hands-on, hard to define practice. 
 Trulee Hall’s work is suffused by her childhood 
growing up in the Southern state of Georgia, her 
current home of Los Angeles, and her background 
working on film sets, in artists’ studios, and as a 
technician for major theme parks. This informs the 



alchemy of her practice, fuelling her embrace of lavish 
simulacra: her objects and characters are stand-ins 
for larger propositions or archetypes. The worlds Hall 
creates are enchanting and enticing, yet retain an 
underlying uneasy seediness that permeates the viewer’s 
experience, inviting them to question whether the 
discomfort they feel is warranted or is a result of their 
own internalised prudishness.
 Someone recently asked me what it means to 
show and support emerging art. I gave an answer based 
on some sort of professional and economic ladder 
of success. But my heart would say that ‘emerging’ is 
something more nascent in development. Emerging 
artists are working out their form and relationship 
to the world. They are willing to force themselves into 
an ongoing tussle – with the risk of failure. They may 
well have few people whom they can trust to tell them 
if their work is ‘good’ or not, other than themselves. 
To my mind, great art is always emerging, always 
teetering on the edge. This is where I place Hall: she 
is like a motorbike rider driving around the edge of a 
Wheel of Death, suspended in a terrifying, titillating, 
tense and exciting battle with gravity. 
 We are thrilled to be able to share her work with 
a wider public, to give it a well-deserved platform 
for audiences to get to know it better. As ever, we 
are hugely grateful to our patrons, Anita and Poju 
Zabludowicz, for their unflinching trust in the ability 
of art to show us a better future. Thanks also go to 
my team, who put together this show in (what we 

hope is) the umbra of the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Special thanks go to curator Antonia Blocker, whose 
adept mind swapped between producing the Opera 
performance, exhibition, publication and events 
around it. She never broke a sweat and made the 
whole affair look positively easy. Thanks also to 
Chris Spear, our Installation and Production Manager, 
for creating Trulee’s world in London. Much of 
the installation was done with Trulee in LA or in 
quarantine here in London, after making the journey 
here to oversee the final weeks of installation and 
introduce the work to the UK public. So thanks go
to the entire team for making this show happen. 
 Thank you to Trulee herself, to Michele, Carrie, 
Alexander and Mark at Maccarone, and to all the 
performers and production team of the Opera, 
to Assistant Director and Choreographer Jessica 
Emmanuel, special guest Madame Grace Marie, and 
Wayne Atkins, for making the performance not only 
a memorable success but also possible! And a special 
mention goes to Peter Fleissig, for making sure we
did not miss Trulee’s work in LA. To all of you, and 
those I have missed, a big thank you. Welcome to 
Trulee’s world!



Titillation, flirtation, a strange and wonderful 
feeling of potential, a rising up towards something 
unknown, expectation, hunger. Trulee Hall deals in 
sensual titillation, but what unfolds does not lead 
to an orgasmic thrust but to a winding yellow brick 
road of innuendo and analogy. She flirts with illicit 
subjects, makes jokes and lures us in with glitter, 
intrigue and colour. Moving among digital, clay 
animation, live action, paint, soft sculpture and set-
building, Hall creates a world where darkness is as 
accepted as light, where characters swap medium 
and gender as easily as they swap dresses: a cohesive, 
understandable whole where anything can happen 
comes into being. 
 Hall’s sensational oeuvre – developed over the 
past two decades and publicly expressed over the last 
two years – is one of performance and passion, drawn 

(as she explains in her interview with Ali Subotnick) 
from her position as an outsider, a tomboy and a 
weirdo: someone interested in alternative ways of 
being. She seems as inspired by Divine, John Waters, 
the Watts Towers and Hollywood B movies as she 
is by Louise Bourgeois, Betye Saar, the Keinholzs or 
Franz West. Bringing this work to the UK means 
the audience looking at it with a specifically British 
sensibility, with their lineage of music hall, of drag 
artists and comedy geniuses such as Danny La Rue 
or Kenny Everett, and self-taught artists like Gerald 
Dalton or Madge Gill. Of course, ‘outsider’ has been 
coming inside for some time, and the mining of 
popular culture by Peter Blake and Rose Wylie also 
seems suitable to mention here. Nevertheless, Hall’s 
practice is a unique by-product of LA downtime, 
of the surfeit of wannabe actors ready to disrobe, 
of a shattered Hollywood dream. Hall’s material is 
instantly recognisable: it is the prolific American pop 
culture that struck out across the post-World War II 
Western world, permeated by something dark and 
unsettling, by contemporary readings of starlets and 
King Kong, witches and conjoined twins. A throbbing 
bloodline of more recent cultural reassessments of 
stereotyping courses through these installations. 
 The exhibition here in London, Hall’s first solo 
show outside Los Angeles and her first time showing 
in Europe, centres on a newly commissioned and 
hugely ambitious undertaking: Tongues Duel the Corn 
Whores: An Opera (2020). Shown alongside this 
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new commission for the Zabludowicz Collection are 
four works, three of which have been shown before 
in Los Angeles: Polkadot Bedroom, Nightmare Set 
(Girl/Monster) (2019), Serpent Dance for the Red 
Witches (2019) and Golden Corn Entryway with 
Boob Fountain (2018). A second new work, Two 
Heads, Two Ways (installation) (2020) is produced 
in collaboration with Daata Editions. Grounded in 
our understanding of what it means to be ‘a woman’, 
each of these works explores multiplicity via an 
appearance of duality, deconstructing the binaries 
of sex/gender, human/animal, young/old, good/
bad, dark/light, in/out, art/artifice, real/fake. These 
continually overlap and interweave, their digestion 
causing the binary to lose its balance and continue 
off-kilter, in an altered state. 
 Painting, Hall says, is the start of it all. The 
place where ideas coalesce: the colour, the character, 
their actions and the scene are all initiated on the 
flat plane of a painted surface. Her paintings, like all 
her work, are a mash-up of styles and processes; they 
are part-sketch, part-collage, at once surreal, naïve, 
abstract and photorealist. 
 She/He, Down/Up, In/Out, White/Black 
(Relations) (2018) is one of three paintings in the 
London exhibition. Each features a duo of flattened 
connected figures. In this painting the two abstract 
headless forms, one white and one black, one whose 
feet stand on the top of the frame, the other’s thin 
limbs disappearing off the bottom, are connected by 

the green ‘snake’: an energetic form emanating from 
the pink phallus on the black ‘body’ before winding 
its way around the canvas to peek into the gaping 
black hole on the white form. It is not a sexy painting, 
or a painting of sex. The stylised stencilled figures are 
less pornographic, more 1950s graphic. The snake-
like form is a recurring feature, signifying fertility, life 
force, transition and communication between states  
or worlds. It’s an indicator of a threshold to another 
state or possibility. 
 Plurality is hugely important to Hall’s ‘all or 
nothing’ practice, and not just in the constantly 
shifting medium and characters in her moving image 
works. Everything present is the work: the characters 
in the film, their set, the installation with its carpet, 
walls, films, kinetic sculptures and paintings. 
Each one is hard-fought. Their prop-like appearance 
allows you to finish the work with your presence. 
The work is made for an active viewer: this is in part 
due to the theatrical staging, a conceptual concern 
of the artist and a site of constant development as 
our relationship to social and art history progresses. 
Aligning with the drift away from immobile art 
objects imbued with an ‘aura’, Hall’s generative 
output can be channelled into evolving forms meant 
for different spaces: for the gallery, a TV show, the 
street, a cinema or an opera house. The collaboration 
of actors and performers willing to play out the 
director’s fantasy and offer their skills to the process 
creates the work. Actors are strippers, dominatrixes, 



cosplayers, artists and old friends; the unique 
expertise each one possesses is drawn out by Hall’s 
unorthodox and sensitive practice.
 Pulling together a team to create her first 
work outside Los Angeles was an incredible feat and 
process. Tongues Duel the Corn Whores: An Opera 
took place on 12 March 2020, a time that now seems 
to mark a threshold between one understanding of 
the world and another. The developing pandemic 
was a mounting concern and the Opera, which was 
performed once to a packed house, was filmed as the 
raw material for Hall’s first long-form narrative work 
– and the centrepiece of this exhibition. 
 Hall’s work allows no hierarchies. The Opera, 
which was penned, produced and performed within 
six months, across two continents and many more 
time zones, is all Hall’s work. Until a few weeks 
before its performance, no one had heard more 
than a few minutes of its music. The lyrics, music, 
narrative, design, props, costumes, set – everything 
was inside her, waiting for its moment. The story – of 
a confrontation between the shiny Corn Whores and 
the prudish white-clad Holy Tongues – evolves from a 
lesbian love-in to a fertility cult. The finale, in which a 
member of the audience1 is stripped, cleansed and tied 
naked to the altar, while a heavily pregnant woman 
is led in and elegantly disrobed to be adored, could 
only happen once.2 The constellation of individuals 
necessary to make it possible was orchestrated by the 
artist and the Collection team, but Trulee’s willingness 

to let fate lead the way was inspiring – and at times a 
little frightening. The footage has been edited and cut 
into a two-channel installation, augmented with CGI 
and claymation versions, in which the impossible is 
made real. The staging becomes the site for the film 
to be seen. Within the former Methodist chapel of 
the Zabludowicz Collection, the opera set mirrors the 
architecture of the altar: the golden corn appears like 
an enormous offering, splaying snake-like forms and 
husks out into the space. The generative symbols are 
present in the existing architecture, fertile bellies and 
frond-like forms found in the pared-back simplicity 
of the Methodists’ patterns, but their interpretation 
is emphasised by Hall.
 In the middle gallery, an existing installation 
of suspended soft sculpture, painting and two-
channel video features two more women, this time 
in red/green body paint. Eve the older and Eve the 
younger move in sync in a ritualistic movement 
meditation. They seem to be summoning a force or 
energy that is represented by giant soft sculptures 
moved by dancers in morph suits. The dancers’ lack 
of invisibility is wholly intentional, and allows the 
multiplicity of Hall’s medium to be stripped back 
and revealed (or revelled in). 
 Finally, in the back space are two darker 
installations: Polkadot Bedroom, Nightmare Set 
(Girl/Monster) and the newly completed Two Heads, 
Two Ways (installation) (2020). The otherworldly 
atmosphere continues as, in the former, a mother 



and child share a bed – and nightmares. In the latter, 
multiple personalities and possibilities of self are 
visualised via the metaphor and physicality of a two-
headed body. A dark onanistic fantasy of sex dolls 
and self-love unfolds by means of an out-of-body 
experience. The central character divides, seeing 
her body as a disembodied object. Her body parts 
separate and multiply as her other self – her alter 
ego – becomes her lover. She is at once monstrous, 
sexy and utterly wonderful. Hall’s particular brand 
of erotic grotesque is underpinned by an absurd 
humour, a clunky gothic tactility and sexy abjection.
 In the Polkadot Bedroom, a bulbous gold bed 
sits in a white-walled, blue-spotted bedroom, while 
above and around it blobby, bewigged sculptures bob 
and spin. A two-channel video is installed outside the 
room. On the bed a doll revolves, revealing itself to
be half-human, half-animal. In the film, a mother 
puts her child to bed. As they drift off to sleep, a 
series of surreal dream scenarios ensue. The spinning 
dots that are suspended above us are again animated 
by the monochrome morph-suited performers, this 
time in blue and white. Monsters and ‘peeping Toms’ 
attempt to break in or watch from the periphery. 
The circling narrative layers up tropes of childhood 
hallucinations and adult fantasy. At one point the 
monster becomes a rare thing in Trulee’s oeuvre:
a heroic, masculine man in a protective role,
pointing again to nature’s plurality, an enduring 
theme of her work. 

 Hall’s epic installations weave a world of 
women, wobbly bits and wonky walls. Her screens, 
windows, glory holes and cut-throughs all allow 
voyeuristic vantage points onto her sets, films, 
sculptures, paintings and hanging puppets. While 
her installations contain impossible perspectives, 
slippery narratives and superlative individuals 
who are anything but singular, her world-building 
remains resolutely ‘real’. The simple, low-grade 
rendering she employs in her CGI emphasises 
this ‘realness’, and her joy in the physical act of 
making is palpable. She asks us to consider how 
our engagement with the world is constructed, 
and by whom. This in turn exhibits her enjoyment 
of being ‘wrong’, transgressive or, more specifically, 
progressive. ‘Wrong’, ‘other’, ‘weird’: these labels 
of assimilated but not acceptable difference 
underpin Hall’s practice. 
 Hall does not depict a speculative future; 
the world she imagines is here and now. Her work 
allows us to see beyond the boundaries that constrict 
and restrict us, enabling us to access a plane that is 
positive ... and possible.

1.  The audience member was, of course, a plant. LA-based dominatrix Grace Marie 
flew in especially to take centre stage for the final scenes. We are hugely grateful 
to her for making the journey and were terribly sad to hear of her untimely death 
in September 2020. 

2.  In that it could only happen once with those performers in that location.  
It is very much my hope that it will be performed again in the future. 



Without a doubt, Trulee Hall is the high priestess 
of weirdo libidinous queer feminist desire, fantasy 
and fun fakery. Her artistry is astonishing. 
That is the singular word I would use, were 
I restricted to one, to express what happens when 
a person comes face to face with Hall’s work. 
Her work is in conversation with the demands of 
feminist politics, and plays with feminist theories 
of abjection, vulnerability, power and desire, while
at the same time it has the ability to be playful, 
joyful and amusing. Hall’s work is utterly unique;
it is not derivative, nor does it slip easily into 
simple categories. Harnessing subjects that burst 
from her mind, she is a no-holds-barred artist
with an explosive duality of an inner life filled
with silliness and play, alongside a trauma-laden 
messy darkness.

 There is something innocent and youthful 
about Hall’s work. That does not mean it is simple; 
rather, it is imaginative, sincere and whimsical. 
Children possess an unbridled imagination where 
the truth is not always precise or clear, and can be 
messy and silly. This is part of what Hall holds up 
for us in her work. But, again, there is something 
more at play relating to childhood and innocence 
in her art. Contained within the vivacity and make-
believe is a disturbance where dark things lurk, 
from peeping Toms to nightmarish monsters. 
 Part of the dreamlike quality of Hall’s practice 
stems from her use of archetypes. Her work engages 
fable and allegory, along with female archetypes, 
to reach a deeper understanding of what it means 
to be human. She says she doesn’t take credit for 
her work in some ways, but that she ‘channels her 
inspiration from archetypal impulses, staying out 
of the way of them and just letting the work flow 
out without overthinking it’.1 The realms Hall 
conjures up in her work, and the characters that 
inhabit them, speak to the artist’s understanding 
of the mystery of the goddess. Instead of the 
‘effortlessly’ beautiful women who seem to inhabit 
Los Angeles and our media, Hall’s work honours 
and elevates the multiplicity of female or feminine 
bodies. She plays with, and often upends, female 
archetypes. Archetype (from the Greek archetypos) 
means an original model or pattern. While the 
term is used in epistemology and comparative 
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religion, it is mostly through Jungian psychology 
and the idea of the ‘collective unconscious’ that 
archetypes found their way into popular culture 
and the arts. By ‘archetypes’, Jung meant thought 
patterns, ideas and images that are embedded deep 
within the collective unconscious. In his extensive 
writings – specifically Archetypes and the Collective 
Unconscious2 – he claims that archetypes are 
inherited dispositions of the human psyche to form 
primordial images, that they are determined by 
their forms only, and that they manifest themselves 
through images, stories, myths and representations 
in various cultures, religions, societies and 
individuals. Archetypes thus become linked with 
the unquestioned ‘universalism’ of collective 
unconscious, ancestral memory, tradition and past. 
When used and applied in popular culture and arts, 
these allow for easy generalisations about the world, 
its structures and its inhabitants. In her work, 
Hall revises, disturbs and topples Jung’s archetypes, 
leading to a perspective that is much more 
complex and supple, allowing for the multiplicity 
of phenomena we call the female experience to be 
illuminated and reconfigured. 
 Acknowledging the role of sexuality and 
gender in artistic creation is a fundamental tenet 
of feminist criticism, and thus Trulee Hall’s work.
In addition, Hall asks her audience to consider 
socio-economic class, race, age and able-bodiedness. 
Over the past 70 years, feminist thinkers who have 

addressed, reinterpreted and reconstructed the 
ways in which we think about art and its subjects, 
in both the public and private spheres, have 
reshaped our perception of art. As Peggy Phelan 
wrote in Art and Feminism, ‘What women 
awakened to in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
was the consciousness of misogyny; of cultural 
frameworks in which their labour was devalued, 
their art largely ignored and their bodies overly 
idealised, systematically abjected and/or subject 
to intense policing.’3 Like her foremothers Louise 
Bourgeois, Lee Bontecou, Carolee Schneemann and 
Pauline Boty, to name a but a few, Hall is keenly 
aware of the difficulty of being a female artist whose 
work unsettles patriarchal structures and reclaims 
space for a radically diverse kind of femininity. 
In her work she allows older women, transwomen 
and variously shaped female bodies to take on 
sexually empowered roles and be objects of desire. 
 We are socialised to understand that older 
women should be modest and not show their 
bodies; that they should not be desired and cannot 
desire themselves. On the flip side, young women 
are both infantilised and overtly sexualised 
in Western culture, but not in Hall’s work. 
She upsets, reshapes and cross-pollinates all 
these hegemonic norms. Observers of her work 
view unexpected bodies in unexpected situations, 
highlighting the wide range of human sizes and 
shapes as well as non-normative corporeal cravings. 



Her work breaks down the moulds that have been 
socially constructed around gender, sexuality and 
femaleness. In doing this, Hall hopes to not only 
break down constructions of societal norms but 
also to impact on the stereotypes that women often 
inflict upon themselves. 
 One bold example of Hall’s feminist 
deconstructive acts is her opera, Tongues Duel 
the Corn Whores: An Opera, which premiered in 
2020 at the Zabludowicz Collection. Hall pushed 
her artistic boundaries to a new level – and it paid 
off. Opera productions have never just been about 
taking to the stage and performing a musical work; 
opera has always been an art form that displays 
and performs the social and political zeitgeist of 
the times. Hall’s opera reveals to audiences the 
adaptability of the operatic form to suit historical 
contexts and social conditions. She created a 
glorious production that reclaims patriarchal 
language and symbols that have been used for 
centuries by male composers and librettists. 
Women have always been the foci of the operatic 
stage, but often the stories sung about have focused 
on women’s undoing, their descent into madness, or 
death. The language used for women at the peak of 
success in opera, such as ‘prima donna’ and ‘diva’, is 
used to refer to ‘difficult’ women. Yet, in Hall’s work, 
awkwardly sacred and sexy performers break and 
reconfigure these archetypes and moulds, giving 
power to the imperfect female. The lesbian goddess 

cult within the Opera, the Holy Tongues, celebrates 
and explores female desire, sexuality and power. 
A multiplicity of voices, bodies and corporeal 
fantasies are performed in a manner that is both 
serious and a lot of fun. 
 The audience, inside the Methodist chapel 
that Hall designed the Opera for, are in a liminal 
space of an ancient, yet modern, dreamscape of 
psycho-sexual exploration and desire. Hall draws 
on rap, gospel, minimalist noise and pop music 
while playing with traditional elements of opera 
that hark back to the Baroque era’s over-the-top 
visuals and comedic elements blended into the 
tragic stories. She uses a beatboxing rapper as the 
narrator, a delightful contrast to the classically 
trained opera singers. With this juxtaposition, Hall’s 
composition highlights the vocal mastery necessary 
for both genres and makes the piece feel radically 
contemporary. Hall has always loved music, and 
has played and written her own brand of modern 
music since she was quite young. With her Opera, 
she shows off her musical chops while staying 
true to her visual art practice, blending the two to 
create something wildly unique that the world will 
continue to discuss and revisit. The film that will 
come from the Opera, incorporating her brand of 
stop-motion claymation and CGI, will only add 
to the allure and significance of this profoundly 
creative endeavour, filled with the kind of characters 
that can only leap from Hall’s imagination.



 The young, old, queer, creepy, spirited 
inhabitants of Hall’s work reveal the body in all its 
strange, awkward, vulnerable, glorious corporality. 
Her work functions in a manner akin to the tarot 
deck: each painting, video and installation has a 
particular Trulee aesthetic, but also has its own 
narrative frame, while at the same time it is part of 
a larger structure within her artistic storytelling. 
 There are many references to fertility in her 
work. She explores one of the main aptitudes for 
which women were traditionally valued – their 
ability to bear children. The theme of fecundity, her 
version of fertility through the egg symbol, is an 
intrinsic part of Hall’s artistic process. She never 
wanted kids of her own; Hall’s art is her ‘child’ and 
making new work is her generative act. 
 There is a porousness to Hall’s artwork that 
reminds me of David Bowie, someone I engage with 
in my scholarship a great deal. He wrote in his notes 
on the album 1. Outside (1995): ‘All art is unstable. 
Its meaning is not necessarily that implied by the 
author. There is no authoritative voice, there are 
only multiple readings.’ I see this very clearly when 
I consider the vast expanse of multimedia work 
Hall has produced. Her work is personal but, as we 
step into the worlds she creates, there we are able to 
insert, and feel, our own desires, dreams, fantasies, 
embarrassments and dislikes. Hall does not direct 
our gaze or guide our immersion towards one clear, 
tidy narrative or idea. Instead she welcomes us 

into her world of playful, erotic, perverse, powerful 
characters and confers agency upon the viewer to 
decide what they should come away from her work 
feeling and thinking. Her work is not just about her; 
as she once told me: ‘In the process of investigating 
and figuring myself out, I am trying to transpose my 
perspective into some kind of interesting universal 
human truth. My work isn’t about me – I aim to 
communicate something that, on a deeper level, 
relates to all of us.’4 
 To sit with Hall’s work is to go on a process 
of discovery about one’s own desires: how we 
can situate them in the world, and how we can 
tend to wants and longings by looking upon 
what she decides to reveal to us. Hall dissects the 
psychopathology of the human condition through 
play, sex and artifice. Much of her artwork inhabits 
a world in which – through the artist’s obsessive 
pursuit of childhood innocence, sexual vulnerability, 
fantasies and her celebration of the absolute 
queerness of bodies – the viewer can explore the 
edges of the human psyche and have a giggle while 
doing so. 
 The publication of this, her first book, is a 
moment to celebrate and honour who Trulee Hall 
is – both as an artist and as my friend. I see the 
world differently every time I walk away from a 
conversation with her or have the opportunity to 
engage with her work. My definition of a true artist 
is someone who can do nothing else but create, no 



matter the obstacles they may face, and she has had 
more than her share of hurdles to jump. Creativity 
takes courage and Hall has that in abundance, 
along with the willpower, moxie and strength of 
mind to persist in her unwavering commitment to 
her practice. I know many have thought she had 
the potential for greatness, and it is clear that the 
wider world is now coming to that conclusion.
It wasn’t until I saw her work in a group show5 at 
The Gamble House in Pasadena that I realised how 
talented she was. The wildness of her creative mind 
brought to life that fine example of the American 
Arts and Crafts movement, and showed me she 
was on her way, bound for the kind of artistic 
recognition she deserved. 
 I think it’s often true that magnificent people 
never truly outgrow their childhood. Children are 
fearless: they want to know why the fire is bright, 
why the stars twinkle, and why they can’t just jump 
in the lake. Artists like Trulee Hall continue to 
pursue answers to these questions through their 
work by taking risks, by exploring the monsters 
under their bed and the waters of that lake. Hall’s 
work brings those who engage with it to a place of 
thoughtful consideration of the child within us all, 
and the undiscovered parts of ourselves that only 
exceptional art can uncover. 
 Trulee Hall is emerging as one of the most 
important contemporary artists today, unafraid to 
engage with the limits and depths of experience. 

Her work is not veiled by the theoretical mores 
of the fashionable art world; instead, it confronts 
the viewer head-on with golden lactating breasts, 
endless umbilical cords, false phalluses and the 
absolute power of the feminine.

1. From personal correspondence with the artist. 
2.  Originally published in 1959 as Volume 9, Part 1, of C. G. Jung,  

The Collected Works of C. G. Jung.
3.  Peggy Phelan and Helena Reckitt, Art and Feminism. 

Phaidon Press: New York and London, 2001.
4. From personal correspondence with the artist.
5.  On the Verge of an Image: Considering Marjorie Keller, presented  

by LAND (Los Angeles Nomadic Division) at The Gamble House,  
4 Westmoreland Pl. Pasadena, CA, USA, 8 October – 11 December, 
2016.



Ali Subotnick: Artists give viewers an opportunity 
to see the world from their perspective, and seeing 
the world through your eyes is a dazzling experience. 
Each of your projects features a story communicated 
through several media – including clay animation 
(claymation), CGI, live-action video, painting, 
sculpture, installation, and now performance – so 
you actually provide multiple perspectives. Can you 
talk about your process?
Trulee Hall: When I set aside the time and 
mental space to open up to a new art project, which 
is a ritual I go through, I usually have a flood of ideas 
that come to me whenever I’m ready. Sometimes 
ideas wake me up in the middle of the night or come 
rushing in while I’m spacing out in the shower. I feel 
like my receptive valve can be on or off depending 
on how many other pressing ‘reality’ things I have 

to deal with, but ideas are always there, as if they’re 
waiting for me. 
AS  How do you decide which ideas to pursue?
TH When an idea really grabs my attention, it’s 
usually related to something unsettled inside myself. 
It hits a nerve – something scary and funny and sexy 
and wrong: a problem to solve. It’s like the idea offers 
itself to me and I accept it as a challenge. I sign a 
mental contract with myself to see it through. It may 
start with a feeling, a colour, a weird dream, and then 
I’m off. 
AS  So, you follow your intuitions, which is not 
surprising at all, knowing your fierce determination. 
Where do you go from there, once you have an idea 
to pursue? 
TH  I visualise it first then, if possible, I immediately 
translate it into notes and a quick sketch. If I have 
a large canvas ready, I just start painting. I love to 
paint directly from my mind onto surfaces much 
larger than myself. That way, I feel like l’m part of the 
picture, a participant in the scene. 
 In the idea-to-image stage I try to remain 
uncritical and detached and not worry about whether 
something looks ‘good’. I embrace awkwardness 
and aim for an urgent directness with the initial 
paint application. I let it be messy and love to evoke 
unworldly shapes that are out of proportion. 
AS  Messy can be good: embrace the chaos and it 
can lead to clarity. 
TH Exactly! Later, when I stand back and evaluate 
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what I’ve done I really start to think about the 
symbolic and conceptual framework as a starting 
point and push it from there. I also add layers of 
‘realism’ to the figures and objects – fancy painting 
and collage details, like eyes cut out of fashion 
magazines.
 Once the painting comes into shape, I’m already 
imagining how I might translate the characters/
spaces/colours into sculptures in environments, into 
characters in costumes. I copy the painting’s colour 
and décor in the sets, and I try to match the figures 
and other objects with performers or puppets or 
costumes or props. The painting sort of tells me what 
to do, but I give myself the liberty to fuck it up in 
translation, in whatever ways seem most interesting 
and semi-practical. 
 The sculptures happen organically, in the same 
way. I take elements from the sets/props/costumes 
and give them new life, add other associative 
meanings to them. I free-play with space and colour, 
like an unhinged interior decorator.
AS  It’s interesting that you start with painting 
to visualise the ideas. Considering all the different 
elements that your works evolve into, it seems like a 
lot of moving parts. Along with the paintings, which 
are usually finished works, do you do a storyboard 
or something like that to organise everything?
TH  I don’t really storyboard. I make drawings and 
notes as ideas come to me. There are always central 
themes/goals/plans, but the process of making 

something always reveals more to me as I go along. 
I like to stay flexible to be open to embrace the 
happy accidents and make further connections 
while I’m going. 
 For instance, the limitations inherent in making 
something live-action with real people on physical 
sets in awkward costumes on a shoestring budget 
lends itself to its own kind of theatrical charm. 
My original ideas get warped by what is realistically 
possible. As much as I plan the shit out of it, the film 
shoot days are always filled with surprises. The make-
up is melting. One of the actors sucks. The camera 
guy is being an asshole. But on the flip side, positive 
things may happen. It turns out that one of the 
dancers is also a contortionist, or whatever. Of course 
I’d find a way to work that in! Even if something 
turns out a bit differently than I hoped, I try to make 
the best of it. Editing is magical in that way!
AS  Sure – when you’re working with other people, 
there are always unpredictable turns and surprises, 
so you must remain flexible. You have much less 
control in a film studio than a painting studio. But 
before you get to the filming, do you already have 
an idea of which parts of the story will be told in the 
various media? 
TH  The drawing/painting comes first, then the live 
action and sculptural elements. From there I can 
fill in anything I didn’t quite get right in the live-
action version with claymation and CGI. With the 
animation I can defy gravity and do things I wouldn’t 



do in real life, like cut heads off. With CGI you can 
have the point of view soar into the sky in a matter of 
seconds, objects can disappear, males can morph into 
females. There are limitless options in terms of space 
and movement, which is very exciting, creatively 
speaking! But to me, the feeling is empty and doesn’t 
relate to us as humans in the same way that live 
action does. Pushing this comparison even further, 
to see something as a live audience, such as the Opera 
performance, rather than on a screen, is obviously a 
completely different, immersive, present experience! 
AS  It’s interesting that you have all of these options 
and avenues to take – if one thing doesn’t work in 
painting, you try it in animation, or if it’s not working 
with live actors you put it in CGI, etc. It really opens 
things up for you, but it also mirrors your irreverence 
for traditional boundaries and limitations. It gives 
you a lot of freedom to play.
TH  Yes! In my opinion, art is one realm of society 
that should encourage experiments, ingenuity, 
expressiveness and gumption – that makes it 
inherently irreverent! 
 I never try to match the translations perfectly 
in the various mediums; I’m as pleased by the 
differences as much as the similarities. The contrast 
between homemade-looking claymation dolls and 
cold, blank CGI figures is super-funny to me. 
The opposites both inform and negate each other. 
There’s something else, something unnameable, that 
is created when mediums are collaged in this way. 

The viewer tends to respond more to one style than 
another, and the theatrical nature of the stagey live 
action is both exaggerated and undermined as it 
ultimately reads as the most ‘real’ of anything.
AS It’s almost improvisational, rhythmic and 
reactive, and that keeps viewers engaged. Similarly, 
music is crucial to how people engage with your 
works. How does that fit into your process?
TH  I love music and I used to play it all the time, 
but now I treat it as something special, like it’s 
an event to listen to it. Music sets my mood so 
completely, I don’t always want to be under its spell. 
I can think more clearly without it, when it’s quiet. 
The music I cherish is huge in range, but in general 
I prefer music without words and with a non-
traditional rhythm – atonal music, complex looping 
drones, sensitive noise, music from rituals in other 
cultures, film soundtracks... 
 My family was very musical, which is why I 
could compose the music for the Opera. My mother 
was a piano teacher, and she also played guitar. 
My dad played banjo and guitar. We had a family 
gospel-style band with my aunt and uncle. Not 
that we were amazing, but that’s what we did for 
fun – we’d play a few times a week. By the time I 
was twenty, I’d had lessons in piano, cello, drums, 
marimbas, mandolin and guitar. I also sang in 
church and a school choir for ten years. 
AS  Amazing – I’d love to hear some of that! 
And your understanding of musical composition 



is evident in your soundtracks, which are deeply 
complementary, without overpowering the narrative. 
You also have a very democratic approach in the 
sense that there is no hierarchy within the content – 
all genres of music, storytelling, archetypes, are on a 
level playing field. How do you go about narrowing 
down your sources and iconography?
TH It’s intuitive. Whatever pulls at me. Duchamp 
splayed it all open: anything can be art now. I don’t 
differentiate between high and low and right and 
wrong, but I’m more likely to gravitate to something 
‘low’ and ‘wrong’. 
AS Yes, you don’t play by the rules of polite 
society, which makes your work so exciting and
bold. It’s clearly not done for shock value, and I
really appreciate how you make no distinctions 
between high and low, but you also reference a lot
of subcultures and occult concepts. What are some 
of your inspirations?
TH  I can find inspiration in almost anything. 
I’m roused by looking at advertisements, Google 
images searches, historical paintings, outsider art, 
craft magazines, etc. I collect 1970s books about 
children’s art therapy. I look though thrift-store 
books and magazines to find good photos of country 
crafts, inspiring home decorations and pretty women. 
I recognise archetypes, generally related to female 
identity and sexuality, then fuck with them. I bring 
my own spin to them: reverse something, update 
something. I have huge folders of things I find 

inspiring. I would love to make a whole book that’s 
just these random, but related, images!
 In general, I look at a lot of art in person, in 
books, and online. I find inspiration anywhere, from 
cutting-edge contemporary art to cave paintings. 
(I have a cave painting tattooed on my back.) I also 
interpret everything I see in terms of art – the way 
the light hits a tree, the way a building is painted, an 
advertisement for deodorant, an old lady’s earrings, 
a stick on the ground. 
 I also collect thrift-store objects that I use as 
references. I have an embarrassingly huge collection 
of chickens, cornucopias, prayer hands, corn, baskets, 
ceramic women’s boots, frogs with their mouths 
open, etc. I find these doohickeys romantic and I 
love the variations between them. I look for things 
that are yonic and phallic at the same time, like 
cornucopias. I used to buy the inspiring curios I saw; 
now I usually just take pictures. 
AS  Yes, the chickens! I remember being so taken 
with your kitsch collection the first time I went to the 
studio. So much of your work is situated in another 
realm or alternative universe, but somehow it’s also 
anchored in the real world. There is an openness and 
surreal quality to the stories you weave. Going back 
to the initial conception, can you talk about some 
specific projects?
TH  Every project starts from a different place. 
I’ll give you a few examples. In the video installation 
Polkadot Bedroom, Nightmare Set (Girl/Monster), 



where the blue and white polka dots come to life and 
get really heavy … that comes from me staring at 
the blue flowers on my bedroom wallpaper when I 
was five to ten years old. In the dark they looked like 
wiggling polka dots – kind of like how Op Art moves 
your eyes around to make it look as though a still 
image is moving. 
AS  I completely relate. I have such strong 
memories of lying on the floor as a child, staring at 
the ceiling and wishing I could walk on the ceiling 
and live in an upside-down world. The daydreams 
of a pre-teen can be so revealing and prescient.
TH  Yes! I so wish we had known each other back 
then! I loved being alone as a kid, and I still do. 
If I got into trouble, I’d lock myself in my room for 
a whole day, just for fun! The adults thought I was 
being really hard on myself, but it was just an excuse 
to be left alone. By myself, I felt the world open 
up to me in the richest fantasy! I also had terrible 
anxiety and went through a period of sleepwalking 
while stuck in nightmares I couldn’t wake up from – 
so the fantasy wasn’t always fun. [laughs] 
 I’m very near-sighted, and I also have an 
intense stigmatism. Each eye sees a different dream-
like blurry version of the world. I didn’t get glasses 
until I was in sixth grade, though I should have had 
them by kindergarten, so a lot of how I see the world 
is formulated through blurred version. The way I 
learned to see and interpret the world early on was 
through my imagination – I had to fill in the details. 

When I finally got glasses it was incredibly scary, like 
a bad acid trip. I do think my sense of colour was 
heightened by default, and I’ve always felt like  
I live somewhat in an alternative world.
AS A refreshing alternative world with no taboos!
TH  I love the way you think, Ali! Speaking of no 
taboos, The Sexy Self Portraits were based on an 
image I found in an old Playboy magazine – of a sexy 
‘artist’ drawing herself. It made me laugh so hard, 
I ripped it out and put it on my wall for a while, then 
I thought about what sort of version of this would 
be more ‘me’, if I was a Playboy model pretending 
to paint myself. I’m a tomboy, but if I was going to 
elicit the more girlie flirty stereotypical aspects of my 
inner sexiness, I thought they would be sort of Goth, 
yet sort of country [laughs], so I made one of each 
in clichéd extremes, as opposing sides of the same 
persona. I painted them in different styles and gave 
them corresponding different frames. 
 However, this work is not meant to be about 
me. It’s symbolic of the assumed female role of acting 
out ‘sexiness’, and how the power of painting yourself 
in a certain light acts as a chosen, self-determining 
mirror. Yet in this case, the original image was made 
to arouse and please men, and her ‘art’ seems far 
from empowering to the woman in the magazine 
photo. 
AS  You do have a lot of character dichotomies 
– presenting the dark and light versions, like the 
devil and the angel, and that kind of aligns with the 



alternate universe notion. We could be living 
parallel lives as an opposite version of ourselves. 
But thinking about Sexy Self Portraits: this is an 
example of why your work could be called super-
feminist – and you’re so open when it comes to 
sexuality and gender. I think of ‘Trulee’s world’ as 
being like the island Wonder Woman came from: 
a matriarchal society full of super-powered, gorgeous 
Amazonian women. In your work you unabashedly 
celebrate the female body and sexuality, and 
everything feels so liberated from the restraints of 
polite society. Can you talk about the role of women, 
sexuality and gender in your work?
TH  Oh, yeah! My ladies are kick-ass! They are 
brave, self-confident witches – unapologetic, not 
ashamed of anything! Often my performers are nude 
or partially nude, and they are super-comfortable 
in, and proud of, their bodies! I love to work with 
women with a wide range of body shapes, sizes, 
ethnicities and age groups. I also choose performers 
who ooze personality. This work is absolutely about 
claiming individual feminine power in all its forms, 
including the freedom to openly explore different 
kinds of sexuality.
 Even today, even though women are ‘liberated’, 
society is constantly trying to make us feel insecure, 
as though we can never be good enough. Often there 
are no males in my work, unless they are super-
gay, trans or in drag. If there are cis men portrayed, 
they are generally playing the role of a pervert or 

a monster. Ha! I have plenty of ideas that involve 
‘manly men’, but that would be a very different show. 
I’ll dip into that realm later on! [laughs]
AS  Where does the sexuality come from?
TH  I was very sexual as a kid – maybe all kids are 
– and I was super-attracted to other girls. I hated 
wearing dresses. I was disgusted by dolls (especially 
Barbies); I preferred to climb trees and build forts 
and play with frogs with the boys. As outspoken 
and strong-willed as I was, I still inherited elements 
of shame and bashfulness and self-deprecation. 
I felt I was too ‘weird’ and would never really please 
my family. I grew up in the Republican South, and 
pressure from the church, family and television to be 
a ‘perfect’ little girly-girl, which I never was, made me 
stronger as a person and helped me form my voice 
as an artist. But it still took me until my 30s to make 
artwork as sexual and weird as I wanted without 
worrying about what my dad would think. [Laughs]
AS  It must have been incredibly difficult to get 
those voices out of your head. Switching gears a little 
bit, your work is so seductive and vibrant, with so 
much colour and inventive costumes that bind the 
stories together, as if each medium is a brick and the 
colours and symbols and costumes are the mortar…
TH  Yes! Colour is really important in my work: 
it sets the stage for the entire mood of a piece, and 
ties elements together visually and metaphorically. 
I think of my installations like fucked-up versions 
of psycho interior decoration. Things match 



colouristically, with contrasting and complementary 
colours, like you might find in a 1970s book of 
décor. Of course, these colours are not innocent; 
they are laden with meaning. Side note: my dad is 
really into decorating. Although he’s politically very 
conservative, and will definitely cringe when he reads 
this, he had an 80s-style Martha Stewart hiding 
inside of him. Every room in the house had fluffy 
lacy Laura Ashley curtains with piles of matching 
pillows, intensely busy wallpaper, contrasting colour 
combinations... Every room had a decorative theme, 
like ducks or chickens or boats. It was all carried 
out to the extreme! I loved it. That was how I first 
learned about art installation. I have a slightly more 
minimal approach! [Laughs] But seriously, my dad’s 
decoration style had a major influence on my art 
practice. 
AS  Sounds wild, and totally makes sense given your 
aesthetic. It’s in your blood.
TH  Yes! It’s funny that I embrace that aspect of 
myself now. My family background was something 
I fought against so hard. And decorative excess also 
plays into the costumes. In my work, clothing and 
make-up are used in service to the symbolic visual 
language of each piece and of each character within 
the piece. Of course, the costumes also incorporate 
and demonstrate the colours and shapes of the 
paintings they were based on. I use body paint, 
coloured wigs, full colour bodysuits, etc. to designate 
the role of each performer. Sometimes the dancers 

are literally just stand-ins for some abstracted 
version of a personified colour, rather than an active 
personality. Their role may just be: ‘act out blue’. 
In SexyTime Rock Variations, each performer was 
assigned a colour, based on my interpretation of their 
personality. The way they are interpreted largely 
depends on which colour they represent, which is 
entirely designated by costumes and props. 
 In Serpent Dance for the Red Witches and 
Polkadot Bedroom, I isolated two main colours that 
got inverted. The red witches had green serpents, 
while the green witches had red serpents. There were 
white polka dots on blue and blue polka dots on 
white, etc. I also do this in many other works, using 
black and white as representing opposite sides. 
AS  Yeah, the devil vs angel thing. 
TH  Exactly. In the Opera, Tongues Duel the Corn 
Whores, the women are divided into two sides – the 
Whores wear all gold, like Las Vegas strippers; the 
Tongues (the name comes from speaking in tongues) 
wear robe-like dresses in white. The colours and the 
costumes signify what side the performers are on. 
The four female dancers had to play roles on both 
sides: they wore skimpy gold costumes under 
their white robes and they had to change back 
and forth for each scene. (They were amaaaazing 
and so patient with me, BTW!)
AS  [Laughs] There’s so much humour and 
absurdity in your work. 
TH So many complex layers of subtle 



communication can be conveyed through humour. 
I think it’s one of the most satisfying – and direct – 
ways to relate to people. I often offer really harsh, 
dark concepts within layers of absurdity in my work, 
which I think makes people more open to them. I can 
have a pretty sarcastic and self-deprecating sense of 
humour, but I can be very critical while not pointing 
a finger or implicating anyone. I’ll slap you across the 
face but make it fun! 
AS  I would never read any of your work as mean 
or cynical. For me it’s inspiring and empowering, 
embracing difference and irreverence in all forms. 
TH  My characters are kick-ass, but they are also 
often stand-ins for things I’m making fun or being 
critical of. Like in the installation Sexy Chicks, the 
women are playing the super-clichéd archetypal 
roles of the dumb blonde and the bad Goth girl. 
I obviously directed and encouraged the exaggeration 
of these personas. These are gorgeous, powerful 
women – I’m not making fun of them personally. 
But at the same time the situation is deliberately 
ridiculous! If you were only to see one of these two 
videos, it would feel like cheesy clichéd soft porn, 
but when you put the two contrasting extremes 
side by side, they become funny. When you add 
in the unexpected – and embarrassing – elements 
of chickens and hanging baskets, that fucks with 
viewers’ expectations. I am making a conceptual 
comment on these clichés, while still enjoying their 
aesthetic sexiness, and it’s all tied together and made 

okay to enjoy with a mix of sweet, as well as dark, 
humour. 
AS  Did you ever worry that your work wouldn’t 
be taken seriously? 
TH  I went to CalArts (California Institute of the 
Arts) for grad school, which is famously conceptual 
and political. Often there was an intense focus on 
what you should and shouldn’t do in the art world to 
be taken ‘seriously’. I learned oh so much from that 
experience, but knowing the ‘rules’ makes it even 
more fun to break them. An artist needs to find their 
own voice, which often requires breaking established 
norms. I’ve always been different – and proud about 
it – and there is a lot of freedom there. When I’m 
working with themes that are embarrassing – to 
me, that’s good. It means I’m pushing boundaries. 
I would also say that my general approach to life 
embraces humour in all its forms – absurdity, irony, 
satire, etc. When I’m laughing out loud while editing 
my own projects, I know I’m on to something! 
AS  You gotta love what you do! Your work is 
filled with such diverse, and often outrageous or 
uninhibited, characters, and many are regular actors 
for you, almost like John Waters with his cohort. 
Where do you find them all? And how involved are 
they in telling the stories? Do you just direct your 
actors, or do they get deeper into the production 
side of things?
TH In my twenties, I was the star of my videos. 
I would often just set up a camera and press record. 



That seems pretty normal now that everyone is 
obsessed with taking selfies, but I’d plan out a whole 
scene with costumes, etc., and often play multiple 
characters in a video. I did a lot of performance art, 
in front of live audiences as well as for the camera. 
But while I was at CalArts I decided that I didn’t 
want to be in my own work any more. People were 
too quick to interpret everything as being about ‘me’, 
when my objective was to portray other personas – 
somewhat like Cindy Sherman, but in my own style: 
pervy and/or sugar-sweet characters. It became 
very clear to me that I preferred being behind the 
camera, directing the action. That way, I could pick 
actors who better fit the parts I was trying to convey. 
And what a dream it was to work with professional 
dancers!
 As far as finding performers, I’ve always been 
an authentic weirdo as well as a weirdo magnet. 
Even shy weirdos tend to trust me. Trust is a big part 
of it. People are not going to ‘let it all out’ on camera 
for you if they don’t like you and trust you, and they 
won’t come back next time unless they have a really 
good time! 
 I tend to work with the same people over and 
over. I cherish the relationships I’ve formed with 
people over the years. Film shoot days are intense 
and stressful; a lot has to happen in a short period 
of time. It’s very bonding, though – the kind of days 
we will all always remember. I try to make it fun for 
everyone. People often step in having no idea what I 

have planned. They walk into these elaborate, weird 
sets and put on weird – often not so flattering – 
costumes, and then … ‘Action!’.
 I usually work with friends or friends of friends, 
but I have put out Craigslist ads for specific types: 
that’s how I found dear Ron, the man who plays the 
older Peeping Tom pervert in a couple of videos.
 In terms of specifics … one of my main 
performers, who has been in so many of my videos, 
is the incredible dominatrix Grace Marie. I met her 
though other artist friends from CalArts, Gina Clark 
and Robert Hanson (who have also performed in and 
otherwise helped with many of my videos). We shot a 
series of insane videos up at Zorthian Ranch, where 
I used to live, the first time we met: out in the kale 
garden, on top of the compost pile and on my back 
porch, playing with chickens! Since that day back 
in 2013, Grace has featured in many of my videos, 
and she actually flew herself out to London to star 
in the Opera!
 Another example is the brilliant Jessica 
Emmanuel, who I met through a mutual friend 
from school. Sometimes she’s behind the scenes as 
choreographer; sometimes she’s a lead performer. 
I started working with her back in 2010. Jessica has 
led the choreography on at least half of my videos, 
and she was absolutely essential to the success of the 
Opera! It’s an incredible feeling to have a specific 
vision and to know that, in just a few words and with 
a few awkward Trulee dance moves, she gets me. 



It’s like she reads my mind. And wow, she can give 
orders and direct people in a way I’m seriously
in awe of! 
 I always have some specific stances and 
movements I want to capture but, depending on the 
shoot, I often open things up for the performers to 
improvise. In Pink Lattice Room Relations, I gave 
the performers costumes and a role to play, a loose 
outline of what needed to happen, but then let them 
do whatever they wanted from there. I’d direct a 
bit throughout, giving specific directions like ‘carry 
the chicken tray’, or whatever. But I really set up 
that video to explore the differences between actors. 
Males and females played the same characters, and 
I wanted to see how they acted and interpreted my 
directions. I’d switch out characters and see how the 
vibes would change. 
 In SexyTime Rock Variations, the whole 
premise was to encourage the performers to interpret 
my instructions in their own way. I wanted each of 
the actors to relate to their assigned colour and rock 
shape in a way that expressed their own version
of sexiness. 
 As I mentioned earlier, there are always happy 
and not-so-happy accidents when working with a 
group of people, especially a group of self-identified 
weirdos! That’s part of the excitement. I’m a control 
freak, maybe like most artists are, but in general I 
plan ahead to set up scenarios with sets, costumes, 
lighting and the right people, so it will be interesting, 

even if things don’t go exactly as planned. 
 When I see my crazy ideas coming to life – 
wow, I am so happy! When things all come together, 
it’s a celebration! Everyone can feel it! It really is 
a collaboration: we made ‘art’ today! Anyone who 
shows up to help me with my vision is offering me 
the greatest gift, and I’m deeply appreciative!
AS Sounds like a rewarding collaborative approach 
that allows for improvisation, yet you remain the 
director. Have you always been interested in directing 
major productions? Turning your work into an
opera must have been an incredible challenge.
Can you talk about that process, and maybe some
of the inspirations and ideas that went into this 
major production? How was it different from your 
usual approach, and what did you learn? Were there 
any surprises?
TH  So many great questions! My film shoots have 
always felt very theatrical. Since they take place in 
real time on a specified stage set, most often we 
rehearse beforehand, and there are always people 
present who are there to watch. So in a way I was 
prepared for the opera situation, thanks to many 
years of organising film shoots. I’ve always thought 
about how I’d like to redo some of the dances
and performances live, and about how that would 
change them. 
 The live music and duration of the piece were 
the main challenges of the Opera. It was an hour 
long, and we only had a week to rehearse. That was 



an intense week, to say the least! Also, in a film
shoot, if something goes wrong you just stop and
do it again. There is always time to correct mistakes, 
and I’m a master of editing the shit out of something 
until I get to the essence of what I most want to say.
I may have hours of footage but only end up using one 
minute of it. So this was different. No second takes. 
No editing. One chance. And if the audience smells 
weakness, it’s over. If the performers aren’t
in sync, it shows. 
 I wrote and composed the music on my 
computer. So I could write out a cello part and play it 
back using a realistically simulated cello sound, to hear 
how the operatic voices and orchestra instruments 
would sound when layered together. Writing the 
music was easy – the libretto and harmonies flowed 
effortlessly out of me like water from an artesian well. 
 The hardest aspect – and steepest learning 
curve – was dividing up all the vocal and orchestral 
scores into parts. I wrote each part separately on the 
computer, and the computer makes scoring easy. But 
the computer obviously does not think like a human; 
it makes too many mistakes – so most of it had to be 
redone by hand. 
 Even then, because there wasn’t enough time 
to fully rehearse, and many of the dancers were not 
professional singers, we had to go back at the last 
minute and simplify the scores. In some cases, I had 
written four-part harmonies that got turned into one 
melody that four people sang. 

 Also, I had planned to have some of the 
instrumental music pre-recorded, but we opted to 
have every sound played live so we could be totally 
flexible with timing live in the moment. Those 
changes were also all last-minute and infinitely 
detailed, but ultimately a good call, I think. There 
were twenty performers in the Opera and they all 
had to learn an hour’s worth of complex music, 
choreography and stage direction in a week. That 
way, if something was off, the musicians could 
improvise, which was ultimately really helpful!
 Needless to say, I didn’t sleep much for a few 
weeks. But – wow! What a feeling when we pulled it 
off with flying colours! The collective adrenaline and 
palpable passion oozing from the performers was 
incredible, if I do say so myself! I watched from the 
back of the room, so damn proud of everyone! 
 I want to say here that the Zabludowicz 
Collection was beyond incredible in helping me with 
casting, costumes, sets, filming, etc., etc. The first day 
I arrived in London I started auditioning, and I know 
I was incredibly lucky to have found such talented 
and open-minded performers. The lead opera singers 
were superhuman! Jessica Emmanuel, the incredible 
choreographer/performer I mentioned earlier, and 
Michael Coleby, the brilliant conductor, were also 
magical and indispensable in terms of pulling it all 
together. 
 Everyone involved trusted in my crazy vision so 
much, it really was quite an honour: certainly one of 



the highlights of my life, and I am forever thankful 
for the opportunity. I always learn so much from 
accepting new challenges, and now I know I’m ready 
for more!
AS  It sounds spectacular – I wish I could have seen 
it. So how will the exhibition connect to the Opera, 
and what’s your plan for the show?
TH  The first time I went to visit the Zabludowicz 
Collection, in summer 2019, only a year ago, I had
an immediate inspired reaction to the space! There 
are three main gallery spaces, and the main gallery 
used to be a Methodist chapel. It’s oval with a 
surrounding balcony. There’s a stage in front and 
super-elaborate decorative carvings surrounding 
it. I had made site-specific works before, but this 
space really called out to me. I knew I had to create 
something large-scale that directly interacted with 
the specificity of the grandiose and encompassing 
architecture, in terms of the historical and spiritual 
vibes of the space, as well as aesthetically. I 
immediately responded to the detail of the carvings, 
the stained glass, the height and acoustics of the 
space, etc. 
 Right away, I scribbled out plans for a sculpture 
that linked the downstairs stage arch with the 
upstairs balcony. I interpreted the carvings on the 
walls and columns as though I was an archaeologist 
who was discovering religious objects from a lost 
temple, trying to understand the meaning of the 
foreign symbols from ruins. 

 My version of what the carvings meant was 
obviously interpreted though ‘Trulee view’. I saw 
naked pregnant women on either side of the temple 
structure, a goddess with her legs spread like a 
Sheela na gig, a fertility ritual with sperm-like 
worms coming out of it. I saw decorative mandalas 
surrounding ripe nipples. And, of course, there is an 
arched alcove space that is the perfect shape for a 
giant corn sculpture! 
 I scribbled these ideas/images down, and the 
Opera sprang directly out of that. I wanted to marry 
the perverted imagery with the presumed holiness of 
the space. The set for the Opera, which became the 
centre of the action, which I called ‘The Architecture’, 
was an exaggerated, greatly enlarged copy of one of 
the central carvings on the wall. It’s directly meta 
self-reflexive, while at the same time I direct the 
viewers’ relationship to the space that exists off into 
the deep end of my psyche. The Opera is no doubt a 
feminist piece. 
 So, to answer your question, the Opera came 
out of my initial ideas for the show. The Golden 
Corn Entryway with Boob Fountain is the first 
thing you see when you enter my show. Right away 
you encounter larger-than-life carved sexy golden 
women wrapped in serpents, with two giant corn 
pillars flanking a black tunnel. There are two boob 
fountains squirting ‘milk’, one on each side of the 
tunnel, which the viewer has to pass through to
enter the show. 



 Those gold women became the main characters 
in the Opera. The boob fountains became the Boob 
Dancers. It is all revealed slowly, the references 
echoing and folding in on themselves. It takes 
an active viewer to put it all together, but the 
installations will be immersive and engaging and 
comfortable. I think some people will want to spend 
quality time in there. 
AS It sounds a bit like the entrance to your show
at Maccarone, which was epic. 
TH  Totally! The Opera is being made into a 
film right now, including the live action alongside 
claymation and CGI. No surprise there! The film will 
be played inside the installation and, of course, the 
opera music will echo throughout the hall.
 There are two other exhibition spaces where 
I will have other immersive installations. These 
include paintings, sculptures, videos, soundtracks, 
etc. The themes of each piece are interrelated and 
each scene will have its own atmosphere and colour 
scheme.
AS  I can’t wait to see the film. It sounds like 
this entire experience has pushed you to expand 
your abilities – live performance, responding to 
architecture, the music, etc. – and you rose to the 
challenge. It seems like you could be ready to direct a 
feature film – is that something you’re interested in? 
TH  I do have an inspired idea for a Netflix-style TV 
show. I won’t go into details about it right now, but 
I woke up in the middle of the night with the show 

fully formed in my mind, down to specific details 
of characters, sets, colours, struggles, romances, 
surprises, drama and the narrative arc. I had no 
choice but to write it all down – it felt as if it was 
being channelled through me. 
 As soon as I have time, I’m going to translate 
this into a screen play. It’s an educational, surreal, 
psychosomatic horror story complete with dark 
humour and artsy/kitschy sci-fi sets, soundtrack and 
costumes. That will come! 
AS  I have no doubt that you’ll do all of this and 
more, and right now we all could use some things to 
look forward to! 
TH Thank you, Ali! Who knows what the world 
will look like in coming years? I love the art world 
and I do feel like I belong there, but I won’t let that 
limit me. I’m quite ambitious. I wouldn’t shy away 
from any opportunity that afforded me the freedom 
to create something new on a large scale. 
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