Iris channeling the ancient art of hair-whipping to realign her chakras
. — . —
. ——
AN

MARIA ~ GUTA ~ AND  ILAUREN  HURET

GLOB3IL gtLlstars

%



The complexity of human behavior is shaped
by our need to either lead or be led. Value is
determined by figures whose opinions and
teachings are considered to be supreme,
usually because of their connection to the
divine. But ideology these days is compli-
cated, as the age-old promise of eternity in
the afterlife now shares space with the allure
of infinity for the living. Celebrities and influ-
encers have trumped the prophets and the
gurus, with billions of followers entranced by
their perpetual beauty and wealth.

The Soothsayings of Iris, created in 2020 by
artists Lauren Huret and Maria Guta, is a film
that examines the topic of influence in the dig-
ital age. Through the employment of Vogue’s
“73 Questions” rapid-fire interview format,
the fictional character Iris, who is a mysti-
cal influencer living in Switzerland, gives a
tour of her home while answering questions
ranging from basic interests to esoteric craft.
The organic interior forms of her home mirror
the minimalist aesthetic of Kim Kardashian’s
house and recall the architectural practices
of Anthroposophy’s founder Rudolf Steiner.
The conversation between the interviewer
and lIris strategically alludes to the problems
of extreme wealth and rampant poverty that
exist as concurrent realities, as well as the
dangers of blind faith. The fascinating yet
precarious culture of “Tech-Mysticism” per-
petuates a cult of personality behind the
screen to build an economy based solely on
a person’s image as their brand.

Here, Lauren Huret and Maria Guta reflect
on the sustained relevance of their film four
years after it was made, and the ongoing
presence of Iris as a conceptual simulation.

https://runnerdetroit.run

cChe soochsagngs OfF Irfls

Ashley Cook: | learned
while watching your presentation
about The Soothsayings of Iris for
Swissnex that you met at an art
opening in San Francisco despite
having lived only a few kilometers
away from each other in Switzer-
land at the time. What brought
you both to California and what
year was it that you met?

Maria Guta: It was fate! ) It
all happened in July 2019, during
my second-ever trip to the USA,
just a few months after my first
visit earlier that year. It was also
my first time in California—final-
ly! | was participating in a group
show at Swissnex San Francisco,
and Lauren came to the opening
(Il let her share more about that).
We clicked pretty quickly, and we
decided to hang out again while |
was still in town. A few days later,
we went on a road trip through
Silicon Valley, and somewhere
between Google HQ, the Apple
campus, and a trance festival,
we realized this was the start of a
beautiful friendship ).

Lauren Huret: Yes, at that
time | was supposed to do some-
thing at Swissnex San Francisco
for the following year (the exhi-
bition was scheduled for June
2020, | believe - it was all can-
celed, of course), and it just so
happens that my partner is from
the region, and we were there at
the time. | loved the video Maria
was showing, and the director told
me the artist was there. | went up
to Maria and told her | loved her
work. We soon realized that we
had a lot of interests and things in
common too. In particular, | found
Maria’s early years in communist
Bucharest fascinating.
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M: We were captivated by anything we saw
on the screen that we weren’t supposed to,
and | think that shaped a lot of our world-
view and aspirations. At the time, | wasn’t
aware of the immense soft power American
culture had over us, but it was massive. Peo-
ple with access to VHS players, which were
rare, would host movie nights for friends and
neighbors. It was almost like a community
event, a shared escape from state-con-
trolled media, which only broadcasted pro-
paganda or heavily censored content. |
particularly remember an evening when my
parents and | visited friends down the street
who had a VCR, and the whole night was
planned around watching Michael Jackson’s
Thriller music video.

My fascination with movies was also fed by
my parents’ own passion for cinema. Some
of the first books | was really into were a
movie dictionary and a history of Hollywood.
| was completely hypnotized by these books,
and began reenacting characters from the
films or the pages | knew by heart, imag-
ining myself as someone else, somewhere
else. | wanted to be like the people on the
screen, to step into the lives they lived. Each
of those characters seemed so different
from the women around me at the time, and
| found myself drawn to those stereotypes,
wanting to step into their shoes, even if just
for a moment.

It was only much later, as | began to critically
reflect on these experiences, that | started to
question where this fascination came from
and why it had such a strong hold on me.
This has definitely influenced my work on
persona and the use of media as a tool of
power.

L: I've always been very interested in all
types of beliefs and any system based on
beliefs, faiths, ideas, ideals... | think it comes
from the fact that | moved to the Caribbean
when | was 9. Coming from a white, athe-
ist and materialistic family, where religious
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beliefs were swept aside by a
strange system of thought inherit-
ed from Marx (that famous “opium
of the people”, which ultimately
looks down on religious beliefs
and faith), my arrival in the Carib-
bean simply confronted me with
my own beliefs (of all kinds) and
introduced me to a whole host of
others, which | found much more
exhilarating. Hearing my class-
mates talk about spirits and pos-
sessions, while attending a Cath-
olic school, greatly nourished my
childhood imagination. For me,
reality was suddenly transformed
into a vast field of supernatural im-
ages, occult and fertile tales, spells
and miracles: magical worlds were
no longer imaginary worlds, but
suddenly became more tangible,
more incarnate and poetic.

| also have a growing interest in
power figures, who are often prob-
lematic, abusive and disturbing.
It's at this point of contact that re-
alities merge with fictions now: our
political figures are so absurd and
demented that they become highly
implausible in the end.

A: For the film, together, you fo-
cus on this new culture that you
call “Tech-Mysticism” in an at-
tempt to shine light on new-age
philosophies adopted by social
media personalities and celebri-
ties. Do you feel like these people
are using concepts of healing and
enlightenment as a way to gain fol-
lowers, likening them to cult lead-
ers throughout history?

M: | definitely see a parallel be-
tween how social media personali-
ties and celebrities today totally fall
for healing and enlightenment like

concepts, and the influence
cult leaders had throughout
history. The fascination that
“guru-like” figures manifest on
people is not new. In our cur-
rent culture, with its strong fo-
cus on self-improvement and
the “be your best self” mantra,
there’s a hyper sensitivity to
ideas of healing, transforma-
tion, and personal growth. We
are constantly pushed to look
inside ourselves and scruti-
nize our psyche, though this
often remains at a superficial
level as we aim to get closer
to impossible ideals of absurd
perfection.

This probably creates a per-
fect environment for figures
who present themselves as
guides or healers to thrive,
and who easily gain massive
numbers of followers. With the
revival of New Age concepts,
especially in the digital age,
people are increasingly drawn
to these figures, sometimes
without even questioning why
they follow them. Social me-
dia definitely amplifies this
effect, making it easier to
cultivate followers, almost in
the same way that cults have
operated in the past. | guess
we can see similar patterns
in how people search for an-
swers and meaning, and look
up to individuals who promise
the key to enlightenment or
self-fulfillment, often with little
to zero critical reflection. Like
a modern iteration of an age-
old phenomenon.
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L: In our video, we wanted to parody to the ex-
treme what we call “media bewitchment”, which
is often mentioned in our work. Because we have
a natural tendency to “adhere” to images, we're
bewitched by them. Even if we criticize them, if we
manage to distance ourselves from them, these
images are part of our worlds. They construct our
realities in a certain way.

A It seems to be quite relevant that this film was
created during the most challenging months of the
Covid-19 Pandemic. This was a time when peo-
ple were isolated, resorting to the Internet as their
only source of connection, support and informa-
tion. It has been said that Paris Hilton is the first
influencer, inventing the concept of the self as a
brand with her catchphrase “That’'s Hot” and her
reality TV show with Nicole Richie, The Simple
Life, airing from 2003-2005. Twenty years have
gone by since then, and so many new people
have utilized TV and Social Media to build careers
around themselves and their lifestyles, but how
do you think the pandemic in particular influenced
the trajectory of this phenomenon?

L: Thanks! Looking back, it's true that we pro-
duced this video in the midst of the pandemic,
which was actually quite complicated. | have the
feeling that all the phenomena provoked by the
pandemic (fear, withdrawal, forced confinement,
etc.) may have accelerated this “adhesion” to im-
ages. Personally, my relationship with spaces has
also changed. As we could no longer enjoy more
spacious spaces (e.g. more stadiums, gatherings,
sports halls etc.), more beautiful spaces (more
restaurants, museums etc.), | watched videos and
photographs of the interiors of the rich and famous
with fascination and envy. Vogue’s “73 questions”
series, on which the video format is based, had
become daily consumption. What made us laugh
with Maria was the supposed spontaneity of these
videos, when in fact everything is very scripted,
very curated, there’s a team of probably 30 people
on site, the celebrities interviewed are ultra-pre-
pared and with full make-up on, nice clothes and
so on. The videos are made to look like there’s
only one person, the one asking the questions,
and the point of view means that we ourselves
have the impression of entering these spaces of
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extreme luxury, as the star looks into the eye of
the camera. All these different layers of image
construction fed us to make The Soothsayings of
Iris.

To come back to the notion of influencer, which
was born with the emergence of interactive social
media, | just think it's a new word to talk about
people who have more visibility and power than
others, as they have for millennia in all our so-
cieties. What has changed is the speed of infor-
mation exchange, the multiplicity of media, the
scales, the possibilities of interacting... | think.

M: | feel like the pandemic really accelerated the
influencer phenomenon, as it brought everything
and everyone even more in front and/or behind
their screens. Being confined to our personal
spaces, we had to adapt our lives around vari-
ous online platforms—whether it was for commu-
nicating, shopping, learning, working out, flirting,
traveling. The screen was a portal for connecting
with others or simply escaping, and it naturally
became our main source of information and en-
tertainment. So it made sense that a whole new
wave of influencers emerged during this time, as
they seized the opportunity and realized the on-
line audience was larger and hungrier than ever.

| think it was also during the pandemic that TikTok
had a major breakthrough, opening up whole new
levels and niches for influencers and content cre-
ators and allowing people to develop new skills
and even build careers in ways we hadn’t really
seen before.

| find it interesting how the pandemic added
a new layer to the way we perform our online
identities, pushing pretty much everyone to take
self-curation a step further. With everything sud-
denly happening through a screen more than
ever, our image had to be permanently crafted for
an audience, whether that audience was our work
colleagues, our students, our parents, a tax coun-
selor or an actual public. This shift meant that
everything could be more controlled and curated,
very “scripted” as Lauren also mentioned above.
In a way, it felt like we were all (finally! :) on TV.
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A: Because it's a parody, there is a co-
medic aspect to your film. Aside from act-
ing as a platform from which to mock or
critique the digital-era dogmas and their
mystical dealers, what is the objective of
Iris as a sustained performative charac-
ter?

L: d say that Iris is there to make us doubt
everything. She’s a trickster, an anomaly,
a joke, a fiction, a fraud, a manipulation,
our doll, our puppet... we can make her do
lots of absurd things and say lots of mon-
strous things. It's a channel through which
we can “vomit”, atone for what we see on
a daily basis, what we find silly, but also
funny. To create her, we drew on a whole
host of personalities... from Kanye West
and Kim Kardashian to the Maharishi guru
and Rudolf Steiner. We also wanted Iris
to be able to appear at different times, on
different media... to be like a computer
virus, bouncing from platform to platform.
She’s our little prophet, influenced by Mc-
Luhan’s theories, among others.

M: | think Lauren’s answer sums it up
quite nicely, | particularly like the compari-
son to a computer virus :). Iris acts as this
vehicle to explore the awkwardness and
problematic aspects of different viral for-
mats, as well as the deep impact of their
instant global reach. She’s supposedly
famous, a guru who believes in every-
thing from reincarnation and algorithmic
finance to extraterrestrial life and capital-
ism. Her contradictory nature allows us to
highlight how easily conflicting ideas are
spread in today’s world and how easily we
suck in these ideas without much critical
reflection. Iris allows us to re-appropriate
certain imposed media forms, challenging
the “media bewitchment” we’re under. To
use another metaphor and to close the
circle, | would say Iris served at times as
our Trojan horse penetrating these same
platforms and formats we aim to analyze
and critique.
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A: The Soothsayings of Iris is the first collaboration be-
tween you. Can you talk about how this piece influenced
later collaborations you have worked on together?

L: | think we worked really well together on this vid-
eo: everything went very quickly, we bounced ideas off
each other and wrote the dialogues easily. Probably
also because our fields of research were very rich and
we knew very early on the direction in which we wanted
to go. Our individual roles were also defined very nat-
urally. We still managed to make a short film on a very
limited budget. We did really well, I'd say. That's how |
experienced it!

M: I'd say this project was where we collaborated best.
It was right after the first wave of strict Covid confine-
ment, so we were eager to be back doing things irl!
“The Soothsaying of Iris” focused on topics we were
both passionate about, and like Lauren mentioned, ev-
erything flowed naturally. | think it was a key moment
that shaped the way we would exchange ideas later
on too—whether through a Google doc, phone calls, or
while working together in our studios. We never “offi-
cially” discussed a working method, it just kind of de-
veloped organically. | guess this project showed us our
strengths as a duo, though we also learned about our
flaws while working on later projects.

Some trivia: occasionally, we loved indulging in sushi
lunch breaks while brainstorming or working togeth-
er, and we bonded over (usually longer than planned)
trips to thrift stores for props or inspiration (but mostly
for sheer pleasure). These became important habits
throughout our four years of collaboration, and some
great ideas or even key elements of our projects came
out of these trips (like THE BABY :)).

This is also maybe a good time to share that we've
recently decided to put our collaboration on hold. So,
at the moment, we’re no longer an artist duo, but our
friendship is still rock solid—just like a glass of whiskey
on the rocks in the perfectly manicured hands of a busi-
nesswoman from a ’90s blockbuster ;).
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Video still from “The Soothsayings of Iris”, Maria Guta & Lauren Huret, 2020

The Soothsayings of Iris
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WATCH THE FILM HERE:
vimeo.com/768965886

Lauren Huret:
http://www.laurenhuret.com/
Maria Guta:
https://mariaguta.com/
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