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Lynn Hershman Leeson: Are OurLynn Hershman Leeson: Are Our

Eyes Targets?Eyes Targets?

by Marilena Borriello • 05.06.2024

As an artist ahead of her time, Lynn Hershman Leeson (b.1941) has

long been unfairly overlooked. In the 1960s, at the outset of her

career, the art world was staunchly anchored to medium

specificity and struggled to grasp her merging of art and

technology. What particularly eluded critics at the time was the

fact that the technological elements in her works could not be

understood through the lens of a single genre or category. Rather,

because her message was primarily political, they had to be

considered within a broader social context. Hershman Leeson’s

involvement in the protests of 1968 and the Black Panther Party,

as well as her contributions to the development of cyberfeminism

alongside Donna Haraway, are well documented. However, what

inherently politicises her output is her ability to carve out spaces

of dissent and resistance, challenging established conventions and

questioning power hierarchies.  For over five decades Hershman

Leeson has explored complex themes, such as gender, identity and

the increasing impact of technology on privacy. Indeed, her work

offers insights into how a panoptic society might morph into a

paranoid one – a society in which every individual develops

suspicions and ultimately becomes a target.

It is precisely this political dimension of Hershman Leeson’s

practice that is at the heart of Are Our Eyes Targets? at the Julia

Stoschek Foundation, Düsseldorf. Although the exhibition opens

with a number of early works, such as the mixed-media sculpture

Paranoid FIG.1 from her Breathing Machines series (1965–2022), it

avoids a chronological sequence. This is especially apt for

Hershman Leeson, as she often revisits and updates previous

projects, so that her her artistic corpus manifests as a unified and

branching organism. The centrepiece of the exhibition is a

reworked version of The Electronic Diaries of Lynn Hershman

Leeson 1984–2019 FIG.2 FIG.3, a multi-channel installation that also

inspired the Julia Stoschek Foundation’s parallel exhibition Digital

Diaries (11th April 2024–2nd February 2025), which explores the

evolution of the diary form in video and digital art from the 1970s

to today.
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Since the 1980s Hershman Leeson has recorded solitary video

confessions in front of a camera in her studio FIG.4, and they

constitute a fundamental pillar of her practice. Identity control and

the limitations of autonomous thought have been constant themes

for the artist, which resonate particularly well with the videotape

format. In The Electronic Diaries Hershman Leeson seamlessly

merges personal narratives with a detailed analysis of her artistic

output. In the fourth segment, Shadow’s Song, which comprises

footage from 1997 to 1999, the artist reflects on her bond with

video diaries, acknowledging an intimate, almost symbiotic

relationship with technology. This is reflected in her exploration of

the intersections between humans and machines and in her

Fig. 1  Paranoid from the series Breathing Machines, by Lynn Hershman

Leeson. 1968–2022. Wax cast of artist, glass eyes, synthetic hair, makeup,

sound and acrylic, 25.4 by 42 by 42 cm. (Courtesy the artist, Bridget

Donahue, New York, and Altman Siegel, San Francisco; exh. Julia Stoschek

Foundation, Düsseldorf).
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probing of the boundary between the virtual and the real: ‘A

cyborgian future. That’s what I see in this camera’, she affirms

prophetically.

Considering her adoption of modes of self-observation, Hershman

Leeson’s work can be understood in the context of the ‘aesthetics

of narcissism’, as defined by Rosalind Krauss.  However, it is

crucial to note that her self-reflexivity goes beyond simply using

video as a mirror of the self. For the artist, the medium also

reflects and embraces the wider sociocultural dynamics that

shape her diaristic confessions. In her videos, she positions the self

not as a fixed entity but as a social process that is constantly

influenced by institutions and technologies. This in turn allows for a

broader and deeper understanding of her own practice. In

particular, Hershman Leeson’s diaries have provided the

opportunity for her to challenge the various forces that have

exerted power over her in the past. Viewed in this way, her

seemingly narcissistic approach becomes a tool of knowledge and

rebellion against the dynamics of privacy and identity control: a

form of political resistance.

Another unique element of Hershman Leeson’s self-exposure is the

participatory nature of the observer in her works. By placing them

in a voyeuristic position, she invites the viewer to reflect on the act

of seeing and become aware that their gaze can be subject to

invasive and intrusive observations. Giving the exhibition its title,

Are Our Eyes Targets? FIG.5 is a digital print of a frame from

Hershman Leeson’s Deep Contact (1984–89) – the first work of art

to incorporate touchscreens – in which the participant is invited to

touch their ‘guide’ Marion. Are Our Eyes Targets? signals the

observational dynamics of the original installation, in which the

viewer’s engagement with Marion was captured by surveillance and

integrated into the scene itself.

44

Fig. 2  Installation view of Lynn Hershman Leeson: Are Our Eyes Targets? at
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The acts of observing and being observed are profoundly

influenced by sociocultural factors, which Hershman Leeson seeks

to reaffirm her control over. Through the production of interactive

cyberart, the artist rejects the passive role engendered by

voyeurism and claims her independence and the power to redefine

her own identity and visual representation. CybeRoberta FIG.6, for

example, is a telerobotic doll resembling Roberta Breitmore, the

artist’s alter ego, which she often performed in the 1970s. The

doll’s eyes have been replaced by cameras: the left is a security

camera that takes photographs and the right functions as a

webcam, allowing remote observation of the space. The

photographs are sent to a website, where visitors can also click on

the doll to rotate its head 180 degrees. This allows the observer to

temporarily wear a cyborg mask to exercise surveillance – a mask

that, as Hershman Leeson emphasises, is liberating because it

offers the possibility of authenticity.

This exhibition, and Hershman Leeson’s work more generally, is a

clear invitation to reflect on the ethical responsibility of our gaze,

urging us to examine how our behaviour may perpetuate unjust

surveillance and control systems. The film Shadow Stalker FIG.7 –

one of the most recent works on display and originally part of a

larger interactive installation – raises crucial questions about AI-

based surveillance and the use of historical data in predictive

Julia Stoschek Foundation, Düsseldorf, 2024–25, showing The Electronic

Diaries of Lynn Hershman Leeson 1984–2019, by Lynn Hershman Leeson.

1984–2019. Six-channel video installation, duration 74 minutes. (Photograph

Alwin Lay).

55

Fig. 3  Installation view of Lynn Hershman Leeson: Are Our Eyes Targets? at

Julia Stoschek Foundation, Düsseldorf, 2024–25, showing The Electronic

Diaries of Lynn Hershman Leeson 1984–2019, by Lynn Hershman Leeson.

1984–2019. Six-channel video installation, duration 74 minutes. (Photograph

Alwin Lay).
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policing systems. It explores the vulnerability of individual identity

and privacy in today’s digital age, addressing the ubiquity of

unregulated algorithms that allow digital tracking and racial

profiling for crime prevention.

Are Our Eyes Targets? effectively showcases Hershman Leeson’s

central artistic concerns. It underscores her interest in a direct

dialogue with the public, which prompts a reassessment of the

viewer’s relationship with their environment and a critical analysis

of what constitutes ‘reality’. In this way, she emphasises the

importance of taking ownership of one’s narrative and empowers

individuals to shape their perceptions and interpretations of the

world. Furthermore, it unveils the image of an artist who has

transformed scepticism and cultural prejudices into a radical

revolution, ultimately enabling her own well-deserved recognition

for playing a pivotal role in cultural history. Always prescient, her

work confirms what we now know to be true: autonomy of thought

is the most significant form of freedom. It is the quintessential

political act of resistance.

Fig. 4  Still from The Electronic Diaries of Lynn Hershman Leeson 1984–2019,

by Lynn Hershman Leeson. 1984–2019. Six-channel video installation,

duration 74 minutes. (Courtesy the artist and Anglim Gilbert Gallery, San

Francisco; exh. Julia Stoschek Foundation, Düsseldorf).
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Fig. 5  Installation view of Lynn Hershman Leeson: Are Our Eyes Targets? at

Julia Stoschek Foundation, Düsseldorf, 2024–25, showing Are Our Eyes

Targets?, by Lynn Hershman Leeson. 1984. Digital print, 102 by 152 cm.

(Photograph Alwin Lay).
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Exhibition detailsExhibition details

Lynn Hershman Leeson: Are Our Eyes T

argets?

Julia Stoschek Foundation, Düsseldorf

11th April 2024–2nd February 2025

Fig. 6  CybeRoberta, by Lynn Hershman Leeson. 1996. Custom-made doll,

textile, glasses, webcam, surveillance camera, mirror, original programming

and telerobotic head-rotating system, 45 by 45 by 20 cm. (Photograph Alwin

Lay; exh. Julia Stoschek Foundation, Düsseldorf).

Fig. 7  Still from Shadow Stalker, by Lynn Hershman Leeson. 2018–21. Video,

duration 10 minutes. (Courtesy the artist, Bridget Donahue, New York, and

Altman Siegel, San Francisco; exh. Julia Stoschek Foundation, Düsseldorf).
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Sandstrom, Emily, “Artist Lynn Hershman Leeson on Cyborgs, Filler, and Film Snobs,” Interview, April 26, 2024 

 



    
 

 

 



    
 

 



    
 

 



    
 

 

 



    
 

 

 
 
 
 



    
 

 

 



    
 

 



    
 

 

 



    
 

 



    
 

 



    
 

 

 



    
 

 

 
 

Levin, Max, “Eternally Yours: An Interview with Lynn Hershman Leeson,” Screen Slate, April 4, 2024 

 
For more than 60 years, Lynn Hershman Leeson’s intrepid body of work has reconfigured 
intersections between technology and the self. When I visited Twisted, Hershman Leeson’s 2021 New 
Museum survey, I was blown away by drawings and wax casts from the 1960s and animatronic live-
surveillance sculptures from the 1990s. Later, I watched the three astonishing feature films she made 



    
 

 

with Tilda Swinton, which were then streaming on the Criterion Channel. Hershman Leeson’s work is 
often way ahead of its time. Lorna (1984) is the first interactive video art LaserDisc and Deep 
Contact (1984) is the first artwork to include a touchscreen. Agent Ruby (1998) is a web-based and still 
interactive experiment of expanded cinema. 

The New Museum exhibition represented a fraction of the artist’s oeuvre and a full museum 
retrospective has yet to materialize, but in the next few months there will be increased opportunities to 
encounter Hershman Leeson’s work. Tonight, Bridget Donahue’s gallery opens Lynn Hershman Leeson: 
Anti-Aging, an elegant and bountiful show that includes everything from Friends, a 1958 watercolor, 
to Cyborgian Rhapsody: Immortality (pictured at top), a new AI-generated digital video. 

Last week, I sat down with Hershman Leeson to discuss her pioneering career in the context of the 
new exhibition. 

Max Levin: When did aging and anti-aging become important to you and your work? 

Lynn Hershman Leeson: When I started to age… [Laughs] Which I like to think hasn't happened 
yet. For my project, Infinity Engine (2014), I talked with scientists to get information about what was 
happening with genetic research. CRISPR was invented in 2015, which allows you to change cell 
structures and replace cells with newer cells or other cells. Every scientist that I talked to then is now 
working on anti-aging, or avoiding death, which they think of as a disease. I thought this was really 
interesting to bring forward because of the fact that reversing aging is now possible and people are 
working on it. 

ML: I would love to hear about your interview with Leonora Carrington, and your choice to 
recut it and share it in this exhibition. 

LHL: The interview was from 1986. I did it in New York while I was trying to make a film about 
Carrington and women who were in the Surrealist movement, but the film was never completed. I 
recorded about 40 minutes, which, for this show, I cut down to just two minutes: the section where she 
talked about aging. 

ML: In your films Conceiving Ada (1997) and Teknolust (2002) there is a focus on reproduction 
and time being bent so that age can be kind of… 

LHL: Pliable, yeah, but only theoretically. It wasn’t possible until now. And even now, they're not 
doing it on humans in the United States. They do it with rats and dogs in the United States and in 
Europe, but in China they are allowed to experiment with humans. That’s where I got my anti-aging 
serum, which is going to be in the show. Eternally Yours (2023) is a refrigerator with a glass and mirror 
door that allows you to look inside and see both yourself and the serum. 

ML: How has it been seeing changes in technology since making your first film? The far out 
video conference in Conceiving Ada is a commonplace possibility now. 

http://agentruby.sfmoma.org/


    
 

 

LHL: These technologies are now universal, they’re languages that we work with. But the language that 
we have yet to work with is more interesting. 

ML: Are there any new technologies that you're thinking about now or that excite you in terms 
of your new work? 

LHL: Well, I'm working with a virtual character that talks to people who is a GPT4 chatbot, but I 
already did that with Agent Ruby (1998) and DINA (2001). So, nothing that hasn't been done yet! But I 
hope to broach some new projects this year that tickle future possibilities. 

ML: I remember being really excited by the Giggling Machine (1968) series and its use of sound 
and sensors in Twisted. I know that you have a specific origin for how sound came into your 
work, which is from being in the hospital listening to the breathing machines. I'm curious if 
there's a story, or memory, that you have about when moving images came into your work? 

LHL: I was in the carpool with Eleanor Coppola and she invited me to screenings. They had 
screenings every night where Francis, Peter Bogdanovich, and Marty Scorsese—they all came and 
talked about their films. They lived very well, and as a single mother, I thought: “It's not that hard.” So 
I took a City College class on how to edit films and that was it. I didn't finish the class, but I started 
making videos and films after that. 

ML: Tell me about your first video experiments. 

LHL: They were pretty terrible. Eventually, I did a video called Longshot (1989) because I was teaching 
and could get equipment. That was in a show in France and it won the Grand Prize [at the Montbeliard 
Festival for Television and Video]. Somebody from German television saw it and then commissioned 
the next work, which was Conceiving Ada. 
 

 



    
 

 

ML: Were there films or books that were important to how you think about narrative and 
structure? 

LHL: No, I never studied anything about making films. I studied biology. I think that was a great 
advantage, because during the conversations at the screenings in San Francisco, people always referred 
to things they were supposed to do. When I showed at Sundance, there was all this talking about how 
you're supposed to make something. I didn't know what any of these terms meant. Therefore, I could 
break the rules without knowing that I was doing it. 

The fact is that I was really ill. I like to think I live my life in reverse, because when I was younger I had 
heart problems and I was always in the hospital or about to die. By the time I was 22 years-old, I didn't 
think I was going to live ‘till I was 23. That idea of death and survival has always been a part of who I 
am, which I think was lucky because a lot of people don't think it's going to happen to them. 

ML: How did new technology influence your film and video work? 

LHL: Conceiving Ada was done on what I named “virtual sets”—it was shot in front of a blue screen. 
I went to bed-and-breakfasts and shot rooms, and I inserted them as we were shooting so that it 
looked like the characters were going to different spaces in the 18th century without building sets, as I 
had no budget. I patented that process in 1996. I still have the patent, but nobody paid attention. Other 
people claim that they did it first. 

ML: Aliases, personas, and characters have been important to your work since at least 1973, 
when your performance as Roberta Breitmore began. Do you have different processes for how 
you decide different attributes of any particular character? 

LHL: Well, for this new work at Bridget’s, Cyborgian Rhapsody: Immortality (2023), the character Sarah 
named herself. When I made chatbots like Agent Ruby and DINA, decades earlier, they didn't really 
have much to say for themselves. Now they do. 

I let Sarah write the script for Cyborgian Rhapsody. I don't think it's very good, but I set the parameters 
that I was going to have her write and perform the script, which has no sense of humor or layered 
metaphors. These AIs are smarter than the older ones. It seemed like they might write something really 
interesting and it starts out interesting, with a really great sentence about her history, but then it kind of 
dissolves. It's like an Instagram scroll. There's no structure to the script. 

ML: One thing I noticed in Conceiving Ada is that you went into the future a little bit, to 2002. 
And then in this new Rhapsody work, Sarah is born in 2029. I'm curious about how you choose 
to situate these projects in time? 

LHL: Sarah chose when she was born, but in terms of other projects I often set things a little bit in the 
future so that there is the possibility that it might really happen…so that you're not completely taking 
the video as a fantasy or fiction but rather a possibility. 

https://www.lynnhershman.com/project/roberta-breitmore/


    
 

 

ML: Samuel R. Delany often writes that science fiction is less about imagining the future as it 
is about distorting the present. 

LHL: For sure, or using the present to anticipate the future—not predict it, but base it in the present. 

ML: How did Timothy Leary become involved in Conceiving Ada? 

LHL: He was one of the people that came to those parties that Eleanor had in San Francisco. I met 
most of the people that I knew at her screenings. We just got along. It was also because I had done a 
project at San Quentin and Leary had just come out of San Quentin. 

ML: Jail factors into the third film you made with Swinton: Strange Culture (2007). 

LHL: That was because Steve Kurtz was threatened with going to prison, so we did that film to try to 
keep him out of jail and it worked. I did it specifically to help him and then I showed it everywhere I 
could, which allowed many people to become aware of this problem. Eventually, the charges were 
dropped. 

ML: Whenever I tell people about that film, I talk about it as that rare work that interceded in 
real-time and made an impact. 

LHL: Art should do that when it can. 

Anti-Aging is on view through May 18 at Bridget Donahue. 
 

https://www.bridgetdonahue.nyc/exhibitions/lynn-hershman-leeson-anti-aging/
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Escalante-De Mattei, Shanti, “SFMOMA acquires Its First NFT,” ARTnews, January 13, 2023 

 

 
 

 
 
The San Francisco Museum of Modern Art has acquired its first NFT, a work titled Final 
Transformation #2 (2022) by artist Lynn Hershman Leeson. 



    
 

 

 
One of the two existing editions of the work was donated to SFMOMA by Altman Siegel 
gallery and Hershman Leeson to be auctioned in the museum’s 2022 Art Bash Auction, an 
annual live auction that raises money for the institution’s education and community 
programming. According to a report by Town and Country, the piece was bought by an 
unnamed winning bidder for $9,000. The other edition was recently gifted to the museum by 
Leeson, an SFMOMA representative confirmed to ARTnews over email. 
 
Final Transformation #2 is an NFT of a clip from Leeson’s 1997 film Conceiving Ada, which 
stars Tilda Swinton in the role of Victorian mathematician Ada Lovelace. The title is derived 
by Swinton’s last line in the movie. 
 
“This visionary film about the legacy of Ada Lovelace, a mathematician who wrote the very 
first computer program in the nineteenth century, was made nearly thirty years ago but 
resonates today with the idea of NFTs,” said Rudolf Frieling, curator of media arts at 
SFMOMA, in a statement leading up to last year’s Art Bash. “Each generation recreates itself 
with the technological means of its time. Today, we witness a revolution based on artificial 
intelligence, NFTs, and DNA becoming the driving force of a new language for storage and 
communication.” 
 
Hershman Leeson, a Bay Area-based artist who has been creating art about humans’ 
relationship to machines since the 1960s, has received renewed attention in recent years as 
2021’s NFT boom put the spotlight on new media artists. SFMOMA has a few of Hershman 
Leeson’s photographs in their collection already, as well as Room #8 (2006–18), a multimedia 
work that contains a vial of synthetic DNA. 
 
The NFT was acquired alongside 62 other works, including pieces by Wayne Thiebaud, Sky 
Hopinka, and Cindy Sherman. Eighteen of the new acquisitions come from artists who hadn’t 
previously been represented at the museum, among them Yolanda Andrade, Emi Anrakuj, and 
the New Red Order. 
 
“These recent acquisitions represent an incredible range of artistic vision and capture 
SFMOMA’s commitment to collecting works by artists from the region and across the globe,” 
said Christopher Bedford, director of SFMOMA, in a press release. “I am grateful to 
SFMOMA’s curatorial team for their vision and ongoing dedication to expanding the voices 
and narratives represented in our collection.” 
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ALTMAN SIEGEL 
1150 25TH ST. SAN FRANCISCO, CA 94107 
tel: 415.576.9300 / fax: 415.373.4471 

www.altmansiegel.com 

BOMB 

Algorithms, Antibodies, and 
Automatons: Lynn Hershman 

Leeson Interviewed by G. 
Roger Denson 

Working on the cutting-edge of science and technology. 

Installation view of Lynn Hershman Leeson, Electronic Diaries, six video segments, 1984-2019, 
KW Institute for Contemporary Arts, Berlin. Courtesy of the artist. 

'eQsRQ, *� 5Rger, “$lgRrithms, $QtibRdies, aQd $utRmatRQs� L\QQ +ershmaQ LeesRQ ,QterYiewed b\ *� 
5Rger 'eQsRQ,” %omE, $ugust �, 2020



For nearly sixty years, Lynn Hershman Leeson has been overturning oppressively imposing personas, 
institutions, ideologies, technologies, and systems through a diverse range of sculptural objects, collages, 
performances, videos, films, internet chats, and healing antibodies extracted from her body. More than any 
artist I can think of, Leeson’s work has embodied what Melanie Klein described as the fusion of fantasy to 
science in an effort to psychically exorcise cultural and personal aggressors. In the process of her liberation, 
she became fiercely determined to leave her imprint on the world through art as proof of her healing and 
liberation. Today she is triumphantly exhibiting and screening her art around the world, with The New York 
Times listing her career survey catalogue, Civic Radar, and the book Lynn Hershman Leeson: Antibodies as 
Best Art Books of 2016 and 2019, respectively. This year she was awarded the Prix Ars Electronica Award of 
Distinction for her interactive installation Shadow Stalker (2018–21). 

—G. Roger Denson

G. Roger Denson
You’ve consistently amplified issues the art world once silenced: surveillance, racial and sexual profiling,
domestic violence, cloning, gene sequencing, suicide. What can you disclose about your highly informative
art?

Lynn Hershman Leeson 
All my work erupts as acts defying oppression and censorship. I’m airing outrage to counteract the silencing of 
critical issues swept to the edges of culture. I’m turning the body of society inside out so that its outer edges 
develop the ability to grow an organ of amplification. Cultural motion is like an amoeba that advances one foot 
at a time, then has to wait for the rest of the body to catch up. The most prescient ideas are swallowed by 
moving pods until they get digested and become viable.

GRD
Now that’s mythopoetics evolving. You’re fusing and reshaping the nature-culture boundary where the likes of 
cyborgs, artificial intelligences (AI), infinity engines, DNA replicates, and healing antibodies are evolved. 

LHL
I’m struggling to dissect “humanness” in general and my life in particular.

GRD
That’s been evident since the 1960s, with your Breathing Machines (1965) and Suicide Machines (1962–68) 
morphed as female-identified heads.

LHL
They’re cyborgs I grew into biologically edited performances twenty-two years before cyborgs were a glint in 
Donna Haraway’s eye. And not just heads. Some were full bodies. 

GRD
There’s a pathos about the cyborgs signifying suicide by fire. Given that their melted heads were exhibited in 
1964, one year after poet Sylvia Plath died with her head in an oven, I associated them with Plath and other 
women suicides. 

LHL 
The Suicide Machines are deeply spiritual about life, death, rebirth, transience. I melted their wax forms, then 
showed them with a picture of what the sculpture had been. They were my defiance of the doctors who 
diagnosed me at the time as dying from cardiomyopathy. 



GRD
There’s a pathos about the cyborgs signifying suicide by fire. Given that their melted heads were exhibited in 
1964, one year after poet Sylvia Plath died with her head in an oven, I associated them with Plath and other 
women suicides. 

LHL 
The Suicide Machines are deeply spiritual about life, death, rebirth, transience. I melted their wax forms, then 
showed them with a picture of what the sculpture had been. They were my defiance of the doctors who 
diagnosed me at the time as dying from cardiomyopathy. 

GRD
-ust as you defied the abusers you recall in Electronic Diaries (1984–2019). As I watched Diaries last winter 
at The Shed in Manhattan, I was shocked to hear your history of child and spousal abuse.

LHL
Most women have been raised to be victims, having experienced violence early on. Many suffer the rest of 
their lives with PTSD. We’re linked by our scars. Electronic Diaries was made so I could understand myself, 
my wounds, and scars. My generation had no microphone. No �MeToo. Repression saturated everything. 



GRD
You’re also countering the misogyny disseminated by media entertainments, especially rampaging, male-
avatar, shooter-and-rape games such as Grand Theft Auto, Modern Warfare, and RapeLay. Your film 
Teknolust (2002) and your interactive multiuser programs Agent Ruby (1998–2002) and DiNA (2004) talk 
back to misogynistic media. In Teknolust a feminist backlash plays out among your three biogenetically 
engineered, female-identified, self-replicating automatons, all played hilariously by Tilda Swinton as 
unimpressed investigators of things male. 

LHL
But I don’t try to get even. It’s more dignified and fulfilling to experience my extraordinary crew and cast. 
And I saw Agent Ruby and DiNA intertwined as a double helix illustrative of the core of most interactions.

GRD
Since you made Teknolust, AI has become a global obsession. This is in contrast to the 1990s, when, except 
for a brief flirtation with -ean Baudrillard’s theory of Simulation, the art world ignored AI. 

LHL
Even in 2002, no one knew what to say or write about Teknolust.

GRD
Perhaps people didn’t know what to say because your work portrays the inexplicable anti-logic in life. -ust as 
the inexplicable forces of Nature thwarted societies that sought and crafted mythic deities and heroes to mend 
the rifts of intolerable uncertainty, programmers today are finding that even algorithms have within them voids 
that can’t be filled or corrected, causing machines to break down. These voids inspire dissent and anarchy 
among sci-fi writers, which makes me wonder if you’re informed by the cyberpunk novels of William Gibson, 
Bruce Sterling, or Pat Cadigan? The cyber lit crit of -anet H. Murray?

LHL 
Not -anet. But for sure Bruce and William. Also Timothy Leary, Allen Ginsberg, Bruce Conner, Dennis 
Hopper, Francis and Eleanor Coppola—the guys I knew in the ’�0s were influential in a million ways.

GRD
Your film Conceiving Ada (199�) challenges the histories of computer programming and engineering that still 
don’t credit Ada Lovelace as the inventor of the first algorithmic computer program.

LHL
I tell them all the time, but they won’t report the truth...



GRD
Such biased lapses remind us that even the industry of synthetic systems is modeled after the dominant 
patriarchal faiths with their creator gods forming human males first and foremost. You, by contrast, defiantly 
descend from such mytho-gyneco outlaws as the chthonic goddess, maenad, oracle, wiccan. 

LH
There is hope in being an outlaw, in finding the glitch in the laws of expectation.

GRD
Am I right in seeing Conceiving Ada, if not the Ada Lovelace of history, reconciling both male and female 
myths in Ada’s pursuit of a traditionally male-only vocation?

LHL
The male is the myth. Ada was authentic. Her voice, her art were the uncredited female genius defying Charles 
Babbage’s male, mythic genius appropriating her ideas. In the end she triumphed, but died early.



GRD 
Your Ada dreams of shaping the future. She is aided when contacted by Emmy, a twenty-first-century 
woman-engineer-inventor, and her invention, the time-traveling “chat bot,” Sharlene. As in Teknolust, with its 
three female-identified automatons, in Conceiving Ada you’ve constructed three female oracles that together 
are every bit as prescient as Shakespeare’s three witches, but without the narrative need for a Macbeth. 

LHL
Why, thank you. I can hear him turning over in his grave, but I love that thought.

GRD
Did you see yourself invoking such a lineage of myth and literature when writing the scripts for these films?

LHL
Yes, I did see it, and thank you for seeing it too. I don’t think anyone else did. 

GRD
I always saw Shakespeare’s three witches as the Greco-Roman Three Fates banished from their altars and 
temples and driven into the woods by the early Christians, where they lived as outlaws. Now they inhabit your 
feminist trios.

LHL
Here. I wrote this in 1996. I think it tells you what you want to know: 

The computer, as Sadie Plant tells us, emerges from the history of 
weaving. 8sing -acquard’s inspired application of punch cards to create 
woven recall, Charles Babbage attempted to implement a mechanical 
means of memory. But it was Ada Lovelace, the Enchantress of 
Numbers, who was concerned with the soul of the machine� the 
motivation for its internal drive. Perhaps it was because of her influence 
that motherboards and reproductive systems became submerged deep 
within the terminal casings where within their concealed womb-like 
spaces, as if by internal passion, they erupt into streams of ones and 
]eros with progeny so fertile they connect global web streams into 
interlacing networks of twisted polarities like the physical and the 
virtual, privacy and surveillance, liberation and censorship. These self-
arousing cybernetic machines will breed our future. Artificial memory 
and synthetic intelligence plait together into rebellious mutations that 
resist a central will and defy a singular voice.



GRD
Resistance certainly is central to your 200� film, Strange Culture. This time in recounting the real-life arrest and 
four-year-long harassment and incarceration of artist Steve Kurt] by Homeland Security. 

LHL
The arrest occurred when the sudden death of Steve’s wife coincided with preparations for his bioscience-
inspired art installation at the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art which were mistaken by the 
medical response team as evidence of bio-terrorist activity. I was so outraged by Steve’s arrest that I felt people 
needed to know, and I needed to help in the most obvious and expedient way. Steve will tell you that my film 
was responsible for helping to get his twenty-three-year sentence dropped. 

GRD 
Strange Culture also reoriented you toward the biosciences. In your 2014 installation, The Infinity Engine, 
currently on view at the =KM Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe, you collaborated with Dr. Thomas Huber, 
leader of the therapeutic antibody research group at Novartis Labs in Basel, to replicate a genetics research 
lab. 9isitors enter a “capture room” in which reverse facial-recognition software captures their images while 
disclosing such intimate data as their DNA origins. Your Antibody Room exhibits artificially engineered 
antibodies from your own genomes.



LHL
Antibodies seek out toxins in a body. If successfully neutrali]ed, they kill them and cure disease. I see artists 
as the antibodies of the cultural body who weed out the poisons crippling and diminishing humanity. The 
antibodies and DNA I extracted from myself with Dr. Huber supply an infinity of hope. I also extracted an 
antibody named for my 19�0s performance persona, Roberta Breitmore, to use in cancer research. 

GRD
So your antibodies became infinitely reproducible essences of you-as-artist, and you-as-artwork Roberta, plus 
therapeutic essences that sustain life by combating disease. 

LHL
Poetic, don’t you think? A haiku of essence. You get reduced to something invisible, with the weight of a 
millimeter, if that. 

GRD
Your antibody is uploaded online, accessible to any search for vaccines. But even in contributing to medical 
advancement, is it ethical to impose experimental genome editing to “enhance” living animals and humans? 
Who defines “enhancement”? Whose genomes are or aren’t to be replicated? 

LHL
Everything you say and more are questions I’ve grappled with for ten years, at least. The struggle itself is part 
of evolution, and if done consciously can become an enhancement, I believe.

GRD
You’re expressing the utopian euphoria of the 1960s. But today we’re facing global dystopia, an anxiety 
unable to preempt such environmental and social collapse as the Ama]on in flames and the C29ID-19 virus. 
What the young today fear as imminent reality, we forty and fifty years ago only entertained as overwrought 
popular fictions in 2001: A Space 2dyssey, Blade Runner, and Alien. 

LHL
All enacted these days. Minority Report, too.

GRD 
Minority Report: pursuing murderers before murders occur. You’re now broaching the subject of your video 
exposp The Red Square Algorithm (2019) and your interactive installation Shadow Stalker which are both 
critical of algorithms purporting to predict crimes before they occur when they may be little more than racial 
and class profiling. Aren’t these reflective of the new social malaise?



LHL
I don’t share the malaise of this generation. I don’t know if they really do at the core. Sometimes malaise 
becomes fashionable, but generally it doesn’t represent solutions or deeper-than-surface complaints. Works 
such as Shadow Stalker, America’s Finest (199�–94), Strange Culture, Women Art Revolution (2010), 
Teknolust, Water Women (19�8), and especially the newest, Room �8 (2018), all run counter to dread. They 
provide solutions.

Lynn Hershman Leeson’s work is currently on view in the group exhibitions 8ncanny 9alley: Being Human 
in the Age of AI at the de Young Museum in San Francisco until 2ctober 25 and Writing the History of the 
Future at =KM Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe in Karlsruhe, Germany, until March 28, 2021.

G. Roger Denson is a cultural critic living in Manhattan who speciali]es in global art issues intersecting media,
sciences, politics, ideologies, and cultures. A former curator of contemporary art, media, performance, and
dance, and a founding instructor of the School of 9isual Arts Graduate Program in Criticism, he has written
features and reviews for Art In America, Arts, Artscribe, Artbyte, Parkett, Bijutsu Techo, Flash Art, Duke
8niversity’s Cultural Politics, -ournal of Contemporary Art, Kunstlerhaus Bethanien, M�E�A�N�I�N�G, and the
original Huffington Post. He is co-author, with the late Thomas McEvilley, of Capacity: History, the World
and the Self in Contemporary Art and Criticism (Routledge, now in its 15th edition).



As a younH artist in #erkeley EurinH the 1��0 anE ��0s, Lynn Hershman Leeson�s inWolWement with issues oG 
ciWil riHhts, community, anE the conEitions Gor EeGininH a QuClic�most notaCly throuHh the 'loatinH 
.useum, 1���o�8�helQeE HrounE her Qolitical anE social consciousness� The imuseumw QlatGorm QooleE 
community resources to commission anE eYhiCit site�sQeciGic art in QuClic sQaces, Girst in the San 'rancisco 
#ay Area anE then more wiEely in the 6niteE States, *taly, anE 'rance� She has since sQent her career 
collaCoratinH with scientists anE technoloHists to challenHe how we construct iEentity anE unEerstanE the 
CoEy�s relation to its enWironment� #elow, the artist Eiscusses how her work with antiCoEies anE %NA as Qart 
oG *nGinity &nHine, 201�o, relates to strateHies Gor surWiWinH $oWiE�1�� She also aEEresses central concerns 
aCout water toYicity anE the health oG our Qlanet throuHh a QroKect with scientists at HarWarE 6niWersity that 
will Ce QresenteE in iLynn Hershman Leeson: TwisteEw at the New .useum in New York, Eates T#%�

2]er, SamaQtha, “Lynn Hershman Leeson,” Artforum, JuQe 2�, 2020



THE PLANET IS GOING THROUGH A CORRECTION. *t�s not Kust America, it�s eWerywhere� *�We Ceen 
thinkinH aCout symCiosis anE how eWerythinH is connecteE, anE how we neeE to GinE a way to shelter anE 
Qrotect the Guture, anE the inheritance oG younH QeoQle who will Ce leGt with this mess� The only way that we�re 
HoinH to surWiWe is to EeGeat the caQitalist loHic that reGuses a CroaEer Wiew oG what collaCoratiWe anE 
ecoloHically saGe liWinH means�a loHic inseQaraCle Grom the crises eYacerCateE Cy the QanEemic� The 
EismantlinH oG racism neeEs to Ce Qart oG this mentality oG surWiWal� 8e neeE to make a commitment to 
reQaration oG the earth anE resQect Gor other CeinHs�

3iHht now, *�m workinH on a collaCoration with the 8yss *nstitute Gor #ioloHically *nsQireE &nHineerinH at 
HarWarE 6niWersity, where they haWe inWenteE two systems to QuriGy water usinH more orHanic or 
technoloHical means� TakinH Wisual insQiration Grom 'rit[ LanH�s .etroQolis, *�m creatinH a series oG etcheE 
8ater 8omen Qanels, whose CoEies will Gluoresce when water Grom the QuriGication systems runs throuHh 
them� The killinH eGGiciency oG Cacteria anE the leWel oG achieWeE Qlastic EeHraEation actiWity will Ce Wisuali[eE 
liWe Cy a chanHe oG CriHhtness on the Qanels� The ARuaPulse is QortaCle anE uses electricity to QuriGy water at a 
QrocessinH rate oG one liter Qer minute, which is Qretty Qhenomenal� *t can conWert toYic water into ErinkinH 
water immeEiately� The &Wolution system is EeWeloQeE out oG an ecoloHical aQQroach that uses smart Cacteria, 
or smartly enhanceE Cacteria microCes, to EissolWe the remnants oG EanHerous Qarticles in water� Smart 
Cacteria eWolWeE naturally to aEEress Qlastic leWels in water, Cy EeWeloQinH a taste Gor it anE eatinH it� That�s the 
Ceauty oG ecoloHy anE eWolution�nature is EesiHneE to Qrotect itselG�



%r� Thomas HuCer, with whom * maEe the Lynnhershman anE 	3oC
erta antiCoEies, tolE me that he thouHht 
humans were Qut on the Qlanet to serWe as hosts Gor Cacteria� #acteria are much smarter than humans� there�s 
much more oG them, anE they reQroEuce anE eWolWe Gaster� Personally, * think we�re Kust as smart as Cacteria, 
Cut we�We Ceen eEucateE in a way that has suQQresseE many oG our instincts anE EistorteE our aCility to react� 
The Qrioriti[ation oG linear Hrowth rather than collaCoratiWe surWiWal oG all liGe�anE consiEeration only Gor the 
surWiWal oG our sQecies rather than an enWironment as a whole�has Ceen Wery short�siHhteE anE limitinH�

* think oG eYtinction as the elimination oG olE moEels that cannot aEaQt to our chanHinH worlE� .y work 
inWolWes a shiGt Grom EiHital Qresence, or electronic Qresence, into a CioloHical way oG thinkinH� .y archiWes 
aren�t Kust storeE at StanGorE 6niWersity, Cut also in my %NA, anE in my synthetic %NA anE the Lynn 
Hershman anE 	3oC
 &rta antiCoEies� PeoQle unEerrate the iEea oG storinH material in %NA� *G you store a 
WiEeo on a harE EriWe, it will haWe a liGesQan oG mayCe halG a century� *G you coEe it into stranEs oG %NA, it will 
last a million years anE is QroCaCly Kust as easily retrieWaCle� 8hile *�We Ceen thinkinH aCout recorEinH my 
archiWe in %NA Gor seWeral years, * was only aCle to Eo it in 2018� *mQortantly, you haWe to think oG antiCoEies 
in the CroaEer sense� *G you think oG artists as antiCoEies, HoinH into a toYic sQace oG culture anE tryinH to 
iEentiGy the EiseaseE Qarts anE heal it, that�s a liGe QroKect� *�We Ceen Gortunate that *�We liWeE lonH enouHh to Ce 
aCle to use %NA to make some sort oG haiku oG my liGe� 8hile the Wials containinH %NA anE antiCoEies in 
3oom �8 are Qhysically small, they reQresent much oG what *�We eWer liWeE anE most oG what *�We thouHht�

3iHht now, we are in staHe one oG the Qlanet�s reWenHe, or rather reQair� 'or me, we�re at a Qoint where artists 
haWe to Qay attention anE use our methoEs oG intuition to work with sQeciali[eE eYQerts to create ways that 
our Qlanet coulE Ce healthier anE surWiWe� #ut imQortantly, lackinH scientiGic eYQertise can actually Ce an 
aEWantaHe in that you Eon�t Gollow QrescriCeE traKectories oG loHic, anE miHht Ce aCle to see what has Ceen 
oWerlookeE� LoHic can Qaraly[e the heart� You haWe to Ho CeyonE it anE remain oQen to the inWention oG 
EiGGerent methoEs�

          � As tolE to Samantha 0[er



With ‘Shadow Stalker,’ Lynn Hershman Leeson 
Tackles Internet Surveillance

She pioneered interactive video and artificial intelligence in art.
Now this new-media path-breaker scrutinizes technology’s abuses 

at the Shed.

Lynn Hershman Leeson, the artist, at left, and Javid Soriano making the film “Shadow Stalker” in Ms. Hershman Leeson’s
apartment in San Francisco. The new commission for the Shed will be on view Nov. 13. Talia Herman for The New York Times

By Tess Thackara
Nov. 8, 2019
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She has lived in the Bay Area since the 19�0s, spending formative years in Berkeley and participating 
in the free speech movement. Through technology, she said, she “found amplification, microphones 
— and it was an era when women were silenced.” 

Ms. Hershman Leeson planted a stake in cyberspace decades ago with what is considered to be the 
first interactive video art disc� an early AI bot� and a film �starring her longtime collaborator Tilda 
Swinton� that e[plores the legacy of Ada Lovelace, a 19th-century mathematician whose writings 
were foundational to computer science. At �8, Ms. Hershman Leeson is one of the more e[perienced 
citi]ens of the internet, but her work largely went under the radar for decades. 

One of the pieces that set her free, “The (lectronic 'iaries, 198�-2019,” is an acclaimed video work 
created over 30 years in which she shares her personal e[periences and reflections with a camera, 
appearing with evolving hairstyles and body language. The work, which she calls the archive of her 
life, is set to go on view in e[panded, complete form for the first time at the Shed Nov. 13 through Jan. 

12. �An earlier version of the “'iaries” is also on view in MoMA’s newly-rehung opening installation�. 
It is part of a group e[hibition called “Manual Override,” which Ms. Hershman Leeson anchors with 
three works — including her more recent forays into the field of genetic science — alongside a younger 
generation of new media artists, Martine Syms, Simon Fujiwara, Morehshin Allahyari and Sondra 
3erry.

Ms. Hershman Leeson is still making work vigorously in her studios in San Francisco and New York, 
and on a Sunday in August she was shooting the final component of a new commission, “Shadow 
Stalker,” that will also appear at the Shed. An interactive installation and film, the piece tackles the 
rise of data-driven surveillance on the internet. It is based on the algorithm that powers 3redpol, the 
controversial predictive policing system that is deployed in law enforcement departments across the 
8nited States. The algorithm uses statistical data to predict where future crimes might occur, 
throwing up red squares overlaid on maps that direct officers to potential trouble areas. Racial biases 
and inaccuracies in the data can lead to problematic predictions and perpetuate flaws in the criminal 
justice system. �A proliferation of red squares inevitably tend to hover over low-income 
neighborhoods.�

SAN FRANCISCO — “I found my voice through technology,” the artist and filmmaker Lynn 
Hershman Leeson is saying, sitting in an old-world bar here, wearing a long jacket with quotes from 
French philosophers embroidered on it.



A scene from “ShadoX Stalkerý 	2019
, a 10�minute color video at the Shed. It includes a select reveal of 
data suCmitted voluntarily Cy visitors to underscore the “Cad logic” of Qredictive Qolicing algorithms today. 

Lynn Hershman Leeson, #ridget %onahue and Anglim (ilCert (allery

5he actress 5essa 5homQson narrates a film comQonent of “ShadoX Stalkerý 2019. 
Lynn Hershman Leeson, #ridget %onahue and Anglim (ilCert (allery 



“It’s very easy to forget that we’re being watched on the internet,” Ms. Thompson said. “:e’re 
living in a time where there needs to be real literacy in terms of data and technology and our 
relationship to it.” Ms. Hershman Leeson hopes to give visitors to the Shed a chilling sense of their 
own vulnerability to this kind of data-mining. :hen they enter the installation they’ll be asked to 
enter an email address, setting a simulation of the 3redpol algorithm into motion, fetching 
biographical data — names of friends, loved ones, old addresses — that ultimately spits out a data 
shadow that appears behind them. 

“The starkness and flatness” of the way the code profiles individuals is what Ms. Hershman Leeson 
wants people to feel, said Nora .han, the e[hibition’s curator. “This very limited set of data is being 
used to determine who you are as a human being,” she said, noting that, given the Shed’s footprint 
within Hudson Yards, and the limits of its demographic reach, the technology “would be less 
effective if it were just about 3redpol and low-income communities, as opposed to those who have 
done insider crimes, insider trading, white-collar crimes.” A monitor in the installation will give 
predictive percentages for white-collar crime according to =I3 code. 

Ms. Hershman Leeson, who is at once warm and enigmatic in person, has from her earliest days 
held a sharp critical light to technological and scientific developments, e[ploring the possibilities of 
their abuse oby the powerful as much as for their more utopian promise — and always grappling 
with their relationship to our identities, often from a very personal point of view. 

Her best-known work centers on a character named Roberta Breitmore, an alter ego she created in 
19�2. A shy, neurotic blonde, Roberta conformed to the era’s archetypal feminine ideal. Ms. 
Hershman Leeson created charts that determined her makeup and hair, and took to various public 
places dressed as the character. She hired a photographer to snap papara]]i-style shots of her, 
developed her credit history, and had her attend therapy sessions. �The artist initially played 
Roberta herself, but later hired actors to share the role.� Like a digital avatar that roamed the real 
world, e[isting only by way of ephemera and documentation, Roberta foreshadowed our self-
conscious, voyeuristic relationship to social media. 

“It’s such a perverse, pervasive, invisible system that people don’t understand,” said Ms. 
Hershman Leeson, cutting a commanding figure in all-black and tinted glasses. She was sitting 
across from the actor Tessa Thompson �of HBO’s “:estworld”�, who narrates the film 
component, guiding viewers through some of the internet’s more pernicious manifestations. 
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The artist is always grappling with technology's relationship to our identities, often from a very 
personal point of view. "Roberta's External Transformations, 1976," chromogenic print from the 
Roberta Series, created an alter ego. 
Lynn Hershman Leeson, Bridget Donahue and Anglim Gilbert Gallery 

Roberta Look ARke Conte,t 
April 30. 3-Sp.m .. de Young ffiu,eum 
If you look like Roberta, or know someone who does. enier the Roberta Look•Alike Contest. Judging will wke place 4:00 
Saturday April JO. M.H. de Young Memorial Museum. !Joiden Gate Purk. Winner �ill nx-eivc a :-.igned portrait of 
Robena. 

Rob•rta '• Room: Room 111, lo.k•tt Ac,••• 3000 Jackson Str••t. Ap,111- 30, 4- 6 dall,t. Rob•rta '• ffiultlpl•: Aprtl I. 
Squat•, Aprll15,#55bu,. Rob•rto Look Allk• Cont••t: Judging: m.H.d• Young ffi•morlal mua•um, Ap,1130. 
m.H. DI YOUNG mEmoRIAL must:um, GOLDEN GAn PARK, SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA, APRIL 1-fflAY 14, 197& 

Announcement created for "Roberta Look Alike Contest", 1978. 
Lynn Hershman Leeson, Bridget Donahue and Anglim Gilbert Gallery 



Roberta was an e[tension of a habit the artist had developed as a child, of inventing characters to 
escape a difficult home life. But she also embodied an incisive critique, pointing to the ways that 
social conventions and state apparatuses encode and prescribe identities. “I needed to build her so 
that she would e[ist in history and be more relevant and credible than I was,” the artist said. “And 
she was� She got credit cards, and I couldn’t. She got a bank account, she got a driver’s license. 
(verybody thought I was cra]y. Anyone I told thought I was schi]ophrenic, or bipolar.” 

3eter :eibel, the curator who gave Ms. Hershman Leeson her first and only retrospective, at =.M 
in *ermany in 201�, believes the artist “was the first to show us identity as a cultural artifact.” In 
19��, she rented a room in a boardinghouse for Roberta, where visitors could e[plore her clothes, 
wigs, and other e[ternal identifiers — a pu]]le through which to piece together the ha]y outline of a 
person. Beginning in 198�, the artist turned the camera on the real Lynn Hershman Leeson, and 
began recording what would become the hourlong edit of her life, the “(lectronic 'iaries.” 

“It was like this omnipotent presence, this Cycloptic eye that was watching and listening and not 
saying anything, but letting me say anything I wanted,” she remembers of her early relationship 
with the camera. 

“First Person Plural, The Electronic Diaries of Lynn Hershman, 1984-96,” at the KW Institute for Contemporary Arts Berlin, 2018. The 
work, which she calls the archive of her life, is set to debut in expanded, complete form at the Shed. Lynn Hershman Leeson and 

Bridget Donahue; Frank Sterling



was,” the artist says. “At that point, it looked like an antique.” She began working with 
programmers on “Agent Ruby,” an AI bot now in SFMOMA’s collection, in 199�. “Agent Ruby 
doesn’t fail,” the artist said with a note of pride. 

Lynn Hershman Leeson�s interactive video “Lorna”  	19�9�198�
,  in Xhich vieXers eYQlore an avatar�s aQartment and make choices for her. Lynn 
Hershman Lynn Hershman Leeson�s interactive video “Lorna”  	19�9�198�
,  in Xhich vieXers eYQlore an avatar�s aQartment and make choices for 

her. Lynn Hershman 

Indeed, her real-life therapist was later taken aback to discover the artist had given up certain 
revelations to the camera that she hadn’t brought to their sessions. And the events of her life, as she 
recounts in the “'iaries,” shot over the course of more than 30 years, were traumatic. She 
e[perienced e[treme violence in her family as a child, suffered heart failure during pregnancy that 
left her in a hospital for four months and later battled a brain tumor. 
The camera helped her “come to consciousness,” to evolve, to e[ternali]e herself and to survive. It 
also provided a venue to reflect on the watershed events in the world, like the fall of the Berlin :all, 
and the meteoric pace of scientific and technological advancements. “:e’ve become a society of 
screens, of different layers,” she says in an early installment of the “'iaries.” “The truth is almost 
unbearable.” “A cyborgian future, that’s what I see,” she reflects later on in the piece. 
Ms. Hershman Leeson advanced the art world into our cyborgian present with works like 
“Lorna� �1983�, an interactive video work in which viewers e[plore the contents of an avatar’s 
apartment and make choices for her. “It took 2� years to show her, because no one knew what it 



The human genome has been a thread through Ms. Hershman Leeson’s work since the ’90s, and in 
2018 she had the “'iaries” translated into a strip of synthetic 'NA. �“Think of it as e[panded 
cinema,” she said, though part of the appeal was in the value of this medium as a storage method, 
first developed by the Harvard geneticist *eorge Church — the 'NA molecules, she says, can store 
the frames for a million years.� 
The 'NA strip will be on view in the e[hibition, alongside two personali]ed antibodies she created in 
collaboration with Thomas Huber, a genetic scientist at the pharmaceutical company Novartis. The 
antibodies are based on variations on the letters of her name �LYNNH(RSHMAN�, and that of her 
19�0s alter ego Roberta �(RTA�. 

The artist comes from a family of scientists, and her daughter and only child, 'awn Hershman, 
leads breast cancer research at Columbia 8niversity. Ms. Hershman Leeson has long worked with 
people of different disciplines, and science is fruitful territory for her artistic 
imagination. “Antibodies look for to[ins and attempt to use the immune system to cure those 
to[ins,” she said. “In a sense, that’s what art does. It goes into the cultural body and looks for things 
that are poisonous and to[ic and does things to either bring light to them or to heal them in some 
way.” 

Thomas Huber, a genetic scientist, and 4s. Hershman Leeson at the 5ovartis Lab. They created personaliaed 
antibodies for her at the pharmaceutical company. 5ovartis and H�K. 
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$ll Lynn 
5ecently awarded a 8S$ $rtist )ellowship, Lynn Hershman Leeson speaks about cultural technologies, personal 
narratives and alter egos 

%< (9$N 02))ITT 

In ����, 'onna Harraway published $ &yborg 0anifesto, a critiTue of feminist identity politics that dismantled the 
boundaries between human and machine, and imagined our bionic future. 2ne year earlier, artist Lynn Hershman 
Leeson had already created a feminist cyborg called Lorna, the first interactive laser artdisk, that allowed players to 
simulate the life of an agoraphobic woman. )or more than �� years, Hershman Leeson has employed innovative 
technology to probe issues of identity, embodiment and e[pression in newly engaging ways, producing comple[ works 
of computer engineering as well as powerful documentaries and feature films. I spoke with her in &hicago, where she 
was being recognized as a ���� 8S$ $rtists )ellow ² one of �� recipients, across disciplines and from around the 
country, of a 8S'���,��� no-strings-attached artist grant. The award coincided with her current retrospective at 
<erba %uena &enter for the $rts, in her hometown of San )rancisco, and closely follows her recent e[hibition at 
%ridget 'onahue *allery in New <ork.

0RIIitt, (YaQ, “$ll L\QQ,” )rLH]H, $pril 1�, 201�



(van 0offitt�  I’ve always found one of the most moving elements of your practice to be your use of personal 
narrative, both your own stories and those of your alter ego, 5oberta %reitmore. I’m thinking especially of ‘The 
(lectronic 
'iaries’ �����-�����, a series of confessional videos that were included in your recent show at %ridget 'onahue 
in New <ork, in which you discuss e[periences with men, including domestic violence. 'o you see this as a 
specific strategy of engagement, or simply a fact of being an artist" 

Lynn Hershman Leeson�  I think that all art involves some kind of personal narrative, whether artists consciously 
include them or not. In my particular case, I began ‘The (lectronic 'iaries’ in order to teach myself how to use a 
video camera. I wasn’t working with anyone else, so I was alone with the camera for hours on end, and Must 
started talking. I’ve recently begun a new series of similar videos about aging, and what happens after you turn �� 
² which reflects my own personal gestation. Narratives, if one is honest with themselves, are always personal ²
and the more personal you get, the further inward you go in search of yourself, the more people you’ll resonate
with. If you’ve been a victim of domestic violence, it’s easy to think that you’re alone, but after completing the
‘'iaries’ I’ve had so many people tell me they’ve had similar e[periences, but never spoken about them.

(0�  Were ‘The (lectronic 'iaries’ a form of art therapy for you" 

LHL�  I was seeing a therapist at the time, and my therapist saw the work and said, ‘How come you never said 
those things to me"’ �laughs� Working with a video camera, and especially editing, was a good process of self-
analysis. %ut I also think that personal confessions make you into an archetype of your time� 5oberta was a 
fictional character, but in her 'N$ she carried the same characteristics as any woman who looked like 5oberta 
and lived in the late ����s, and so her e[periences were common e[periences. 

(0�  If 5oberta is characteristic of the ����s, so was the eTuipment that you used to create your videos. The 
works have a patina that function as a kind of timestamp, given that technology has evolved rapidly since then. 
How has that technological change affected your relationship to the medium of film and video" What about 
technological change in a broader cultural sense" 

Lynn Hershman Leeson, Self 3ortrait as $nother 3erson, ����, installation view, ‘Lynn Hershman Leeson� &ivic 5adar’,  
<erba %uena &enter for the $rts, San )rancisco, ����. &ourtesy� <erba %uena &enter for the $rts� photograph� &harlie 9illyard



LHL�  *oing from very heavy camera eTuipment that reTuired a crew to complete any kind of shoot, to being 
able to film on your own, using Must your i3hone ² that’s a profound change. 0y work has always followed 
technology as it has adapted to engage with people in new ways ² creating artificially intelligent creatures like 
Lorna ������ that will respond to you in a video game-like format. -ust two days ago, I was up at Harvard meeting 
with the molecular engineer *eorge &hurch, was telling me that they are working with Technicolor, *oogle and 
0icrosoft to embed film on a strand of 'N$, as a new form of archival storage. They’ve already done it with $ 
9oyage to the 0oon ������, a very fragile film that will now be there for a million years, unless we get hit by an 
asteroid �laughs�. So I thought, why not use my 8S$ $rtists grant to create a portrait of *eorge &hurch, a 
documentary about this process, and embed it in 'N$ 

Lynn Hershman Leeson, 'eep &ontact, ����-��, interactive videodisk installation, including first touch screen created on hypercard and 
ported, video, colour, sound, with coding in collaboration with Sarah 5oberts. &ourtesy� the artist and %ridget 'onahue, New <ork � 

Lynn Hershman Leeson� photograph� -ason 0andella

(0�  %odily absorption as archival preservation ² incredible�



Lynn Hershman Leeson, 'iN$, ����, installation view, ‘Lynn Hershman Leeson� &ivic 5adar’, <erba %uena &enter for the $rts, San 
)rancisco, ����. &ourtesy� <erba %uena &enter for the $rts� photograph� &harlie 9illyard 

LHL�  2r not share it, and have it surveilled « 

(0�  If you do make a documentary about *eorge &hurch, it will be one of many� you recently completed a 
documentary about Tania %ruguera, Tania Libre ������. which premiered at the %erlin %erlinale this year, and will 
be screened at the 0useum of 0odern $rt in New <ork this 0ay. What was it like making a work about another 
artist" 

LHL�  I had done it with Strange &ulture ������ and �Women $rt 5evolution ������ ² both of those films are 
about artists dealing with the inMustice of censorship. Tania e[perienced the same thing, so the film is really about 
the freedom of e[pression. I’ve been interested in the culture that provokes attitudes that perpetuate inMustice, as 
seen through the eyes of an individual ² much the way 5oberta reflected the inMustices of her time

LHL�  It’s bionic, in a very strange way. The ingestion of film, as *eorge put it. 
I think that as technology develops, it really changes both the narrative and the form of art. Life itself changes 
along with the means to e[press its narratives. There’s been an e[plosion of personal e[pression with social 
media. 
(0�  Not Must with the speed of communication, but the fact that anyone with a mobile phone has the ability to 
record and disseminate confessional videos to a hypothetically endless number of people. )rom camcorder to 
<ouTube. 



LHL�  These issues have been prevalent for a long time, and many people have been concerned about them for 
decades. The fact that we have a 3resident whose actions prompt us to discuss those issues more prominently Must 
reveals how outdated our discourse really has been all these years. 2ur society has never been free of preMudice.

(0�  'o you think the forms of media we deal with most regularly on a mass scale ² from social platforms to cable 
news ² e[acerbate those preMudices" <ou’ve appropriated the forms of a wide range of such media in your own 
work. &an they be changed, or do we have to hit the reset button" 

LHL�  We really do have to start over again. %ut technology can never be the full solution to our problems� 
technology is cultural, and it’s how we use it that matters. The ways the right wing has used media technology in 
recent years reveals a selfishness and myopia that younger people can actively work against, using those same 
systems, since they understand them so well. 

I think privacy ended in my lifetime� we now carry cyborgs in our pockets that permit government and corporate 
surveillance on a mass scale. $t the same time, technology is a kind of mirror, in which we are reflected, and can 
better understand ourselves. 

The retrospective ‘Lynn Hershman Leeson: Civic Radar’ runs at the Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, San Francisco, until 21 May 
2017. 

(9$N 02))ITT 
(van 0offitt is assistant editor of frieze, based in New <ork, 8S$.

(0�  *oing back to technology, science fiction and speculative fiction seem to be enMoying a recent surge in 
popular interest ² to say nothing of the dystopian films and books that have followed disasters like global 
warming or the rise of Trump. What has drawn you towards science fiction" What can it offer art ² or, even 
further, a feminist art practice like yours"

LHL�  I’d like to think that there’s also a ‘science truth’, not Must a fiction ² and that if you live in the present, the 
things we think of as fictions are absolutely possible, even imminent. It’s maybe easier to swallow the future when 
it’s framed as science fiction� stories like The Handmaiden’s Tale ������ perhaps more productively frame the 
potential problems of repressive societies, so we can learn to spot warning signs when they appear. When I made 
Teknolust ² a sci-fi film ² in ����, it reflected concerns about society that are very present today, regarding se[ual 
repression and freedom of e[pression. If you make a film like that I think it can inform a public much better than 
accusations. I think many of my works can function as a kind of warning, a wake-up call. 

(0�  0any people might consider you a kind of prophet, for that reason ² you worked with artificial intelligence, 
for instance, before many people outside of the computer engineering field imagined it was even possible. 'o you 
feel at all vindicated that public discussion around the subMects of your earlier work ² from surveillance to 
misogyny in the media ² has increased in the age of 'onald Trump" 
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