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Diary of Happiness

Diary of Happiness recounts how 

travel and encounters have nourished 

my imagination. The paths I have 

followed over the last four decades 

have drawn up a sort of chart of 

interwoven influences - an island 

in my head formed of memories 

and emotions. The house where my 

sculptures reside becomes a place of 

remembrance and inner exploration, 

constituted by transformations and 

daydreams, a point of departure and 

arrival where each room embodies a 

country and the works that originated 

there. The thread holding all these 

elements together is my travel diary, 

with its hundreds of watercolours.

Diary of Happiness is above all the title 

of a sculpture I executed following a 

stay in Japan. It appears as an abacus 

made of black and white wood, in 

which each glass bead represents 

the mood experienced during a 

day. Every bead on the white side 

represents a happy day, while those 

on the black side denote a sad day. 

After a few weeks, this work displays 

our propensity to happiness and 

prompts us to take steps if there are 

too many beads on the black side. My 

wish is to draw neater to the light and 

to take delight in the world, so that 

tomorrow’s bead will end up on the 

white side as often as possible.

Jean-Michel Othoniel



THE BARON’S BAR

Istanbul
I first visited Turkey in 1992. The 
wax sculptures I was presenting at 
the Istanbul Biennial were already 
coloured like certain Eastern pastries 
you can eat on the terrace of the 
Pierre Loti Café. Like parts of a 
body, they were hung on the wall 
and watched us. During that first 
journey, I made a sculpture from 
rose‑flavoured Turkish delight. 
The exquisite sensuality of this 
sugary confection suggested to me 
the delicacy of flesh. Of Ottoman 
architecture, I retain memories of the 
colourful elegance and interlacing 
decoration of the Blue Mosque 
— an amorous geometry that has 
never left me.



Belgium
I was still a student when I first went 
to Belgium, in the 1980s. We were 
there for a retrospective of the films 
of Marcel Broodthaers. I remember 
when I discovered his Jardin d’hiver at 
the Palais des Beaux-Arts in Brussels 
and dined with his wife Maria 
Gilissen and her daughter Marie-
Puck, who was then a teenager and 
fell asleep on the bench seats of the 
Falstaff brasserie. We were following 
in Magritte’s footsteps at a time when 
he did not yet have a museum, and 
we stood reverent before the empty 
house of Herman Daled, whose 
collection only existed in the form of 
a set of information sheets that could 
be consulted.
With Johan Creten, Belgian 
poetry, wordplay and the Baroque 
of Flanders made a permanent 
impression on my thinking. A few 
years later, it was my meeting with 
Jan Hoet at Documenta 9 in 1992 
that perpetuated my passion for the 
Belgian spirit.

SALONS





SALONS

Japan
In Japan, several of my sculptures are 
installed in public places, where they 
are titled Kokoro. 
This word has several meanings 
and is difficult to translate as 
it suggests at once the physical 
heart, amorousness, the emotion 
of thought, and awareness of the 
spirit. It also has an inner, moral 
and spiritual dimension. These 
monumental glass hearts can be 
seen in Tokyo, the garden of the 
Mori Art Museum, at the entrance 
to the Hara Museum in Gunma, 
and beside the chapel in Karuizawa 
designed by Kengo Kuma. The 
sculptures also signify my love for 
this country, which I discovered in 
the early 1990s. My Kokoro are also 
more complex than they appear: 
being open in their centre, they act as 
arches or gateways, offering visitors a 
passageway to a world of spirituality 
and joy.



NORTHERN ROOM

India
For a number of years I wanted to 
explore Indian glass on account 
of how it evokes wonderment and 
the jewellery worn by princes. 
For me, the sound of these small 
bracelets of spun glass, produced 
in their thousands and offered to 
young brides and children, was 
one of my first images of India. 
When I see the domes of the Palace 
of Mirrors covered with Mughal 
glass tiles, or the crystal furniture 
made by Baccarat for the courts 
of the maharajahs, the history of 
Indian glass always conjures up a 
dreamworld. 

India came into my life in 2010, when 
I made a journey to Firozabad, the 
glassmakers’ city that stands in the 
middle of the desert, not far from the 
Taj Mahal near Agra. I had to make 
many attempts before I succeeded 
in breaking into the world of Indian 
glassmakers. Along the roads leading 
me to that isolated place, I noticed 
innumerable stacks of clay bricks, 
just piled there. Indians first buy a 
plot of land and then, brick by brick, 
they amass this treasure that will one 
day be transformed into their home. 
To me, these piles of bricks were 
a sign of hope, the dream that 
we all have, that one day we will 
build our own house. Bricks are a 
symbol in many cultures, a common 
denominator, like beads. This value 
allowed me to create works that 
combines sculpture and architecture.



From India, I brought back this 
mirrored glass brick, which led me 
towards a new artistic language. I 
conceived my brick floors, which 
I called Corps de l’Inde, during the 
lockdowns of the 2020s, when the 
New York Times devoted its front 
page to the suffering of Indians as 
they burned the bodies of their dead 
by the hundreds, laid out on floors 
of raw-clay bricks. In tribute to those 
who died, I painstakingly recreated 
these makeshift altars on the scale of 
the unknown bodies, making them 
mirrors of our shared suffering.



FENCING ROOM

New York
dream destination, an El Dorado 
where I had the chance to exhibit 
widely, but it was also a place 
where I witnessed the birth of all 
the foundations of contemporary 
art today: Women’s Studies, Black 
Studies, Gay Studies… All these 
disciplines had their origin in the 
country’s universities, promoted 
and sustained by generations of 
young activists.
These encounters prompted a more 
political reading of my production, 
and beneath their apparent beauty, 
certain themes began to structure 
my work. This was especially the 
case during the mid-1990s when I 
met Félix González‑Torres, whose 
commitment to fighting AIDS 
took form in works that were both 
beautiful and minimal. It was 
following his death that I created 
the Collier Cicatrice, and the form 
of the necklace — like the aura 
of an absent body — assumed a 
decisive importance. Later, the 
Precious Stonewall pieces, abstract 
brick blocks that were hung on 
a wall, bolstered the memory of 
the Stonewall Uprising, a direct 
instigator of New York’s first Gay 
Pride, in 1969.

The first time I went to the United 
States, I stayed with Christopher 
Knowles, then a young artist who 
banged away at his typewriter every 
night creating visual poems. To 
me, this was a revelation: it was 
possible to be a young artist and be 
recognised, and all that in spite of 
suffering a disability. The United 
States – a place where anything 
seems possible – was for years my 



BLUE BATHROOM

Rome
I lived in Rome for two years, in 
1995 and 1996, in Villa Medici. It 
was an important period of personal 
revitalisation and an opportunity 
to look back on ancient history. 
My visits to the gardens of the Villa 
Borghese, Villa Adriana, Villa Lante 
and Villa d’Este offered moments 
of learning, admiration and 
contentment that deepened my love 
for gardens and their history, and in 
turn prompted a series of glass works 
that were suspended from the trees in 
the garden of the Villa Medici.

I was in Rome when the Paris Metro 
invited me to celebrate its 100th 
anniversary and the advent of the 
new millennium. Far from the 
French capital’s overcrowding and 
heavy traffic, I proposed a work of 
architectural quirkiness that was 
installed over the entrance to the 
Palais Royal–Musée du Louvre metro 
station. I called this small pavilion, 
worthy of a baroque garden, the 
Kiosque des Noctambules. Still there, 
it has welcomed nocturnal visitors 
every night for more than twenty‑five 
years.



GUEST BEDROOM

Venise
With the collusion of families of 
glassmakers, it was in Murano that 
in 1997 I began work on Baroque 
pearls. This module arose out of 
a technical observation I made 
while I was working with the 
craftsmen, delicately gathering up 
the molten glass in the furnace: if 
the glass is damaged in some way, 
the scar it bears will leave a mark 
on the final piece. It was this flaw, 
this imperfection, that I asked the 
glassmaker to reproduce so that 
my pearls would display the trace 
of a wound, like a scarified body. 
Each pearl is therefore unique and 
has its place among a larger set, 
that together become constructions 
that can be endlessly reimagined: 

giant necklaces, ornamentation 
suggesting parts of the body, 
crystalline spirals, architectural 
jewels… Sculptures that blend 
utopias and imaginary worlds took 
form in my sketchbooks. Some of 
these works have been exhibited at 
the Peggy Guggenheim museum in 
Venice, and one of them can still be 
seen in Peggy’s garden, not far from 
the tomb of her beloved dogs.



NIGHT CORRIDOR

Berlin
I arrived in Berlin the year the wall 
came down, a historic moment that 
marked a profound change in our 
civilisation. My first sorties into East 
Germany revealed a country where 
the shop windows were empty, a 
place that had been utterly closed 
to the Western way of life. Not even 
images had been able to pass through 
the Iron Curtain. The first visitors 
arriving from the East were amazed 
by the West’s modernity, a level they 
had never imagined possible. I saw 
men in tears at our shiny cars and our 
market stalls piled high. At the same 
time, West Berlin’s status as a cultural 
exception was also reaching its 
conclusion. I remember evenings at 
Rosa von Praunheim’s, where the end 
of a marginal and sheltered world 
was celebrated with decadence.

Those excesses instilled in me a real 
taste for freedom and difference. In 
1990, I exhibited a series of works 
in the Lapidarium, reopened for the 
occasion, where I slipped my pieces 
in among the monumental sculptures 
damaged by the war. The floor still 
bore stains from the drinks left at 
the opening of Joseph Beuys’s last 
exhibition, and my delicate work 
among the bullet holes and debris 
was not understood by the German 
artists: for them, it was more related 
to poetry than sculpture.  
Yet it was in Berlin that I made my 
first bronze. I wanted to take some 
German bronze back to France. I saw 
it as a symbolic return of Rimbaud 
to Charleville, his bust having been 
melted down during the last war by 
the German army.





MONSIEUR’S BEDROOM

Spain
Since my childhood, to me Spain 
has represented a world apart, 
exoticism, joyfulness, a total change 
of scene, freedom. Up till the end of 
my teenage years, I spent my summer 
holidays in Andalusia with my uncle 
and aunt. With them, I learned the 
poetry of the landscapes, the names 
of flowers, and the codes of the 
bullfight: the handkerchiefs raised 
to obtain the bull’s pardon, the signs 
that reward the torero’s bravery, the 
almost dance‑like passes named after 
Saint Veronica, the barriers called 
burladeros that protect the men in 
the ring and seem an almost comic 
subterfuge, the audacious tremendista 
poses and, at the other extreme, the 
Duende is the deep spell that plays 
on the spectators’ agitation… All 
these elements cropped up repeatedly 
in my early works, inspired by my 
passion for Iberia.

The joys of translation, the pleasure 
of shifting from one language to 
the other: “homme/hombre, ombre/
sombra, sol y sombra/entre ombre et 
lumière”. And then the fascination 
for el Morbo, that notion of morbid 
curiosity peculiar to Spain and the 
paintings of Juan de Valdés Leal. It 
refers to a beauty that is unique and 
different, a love of strangeness in 
another person – protruding ears, a 
crooked nose. The imperfections in 
my sculptures are also such sources 
of charm. Processions, the crosses 
carried by penitents, the statues of 
Our Lady of Sorrows, the tears made 
of glass glued to the statues’ cheeks, 
and the swaying of the figures on 
the wooden platforms that ensures 
an image is never certain: all of 
these, even today, blend with the 
changeable nature of glass and the 
theatricality of some of my works.



MONSIEUR’S BATHROOM

Armenia
The trip I made to Armenia in 2011 is 
concomitant with my meeting with 
the Boghossian family. Following the 
acquisition of the freestanding Grand 
Collier, presented in the salon of
the Villa Empain, which is now 
part of the collection, we decided to 
offer the city of Yerevan a work to be 
installed in its Lovers’ Park which 
was restored by the Boghossian 
family. In tribute to the children of 
Armenia, I conceived a large black 
heart, with the wish to create it in 
obsidian. This semi‑precious stone 
has disappeared from Europe, the 
mines in the Aeolian Islands having 
been covered over by pumice during 
successive volcanic phases.

My first encounter with glass 
occurred in the early 1990s when I 
was introduced to this very sharp 
but opaque shiny black material. I 
was able to bring it back to life in 
glass‑research laboratories where we 
transformed white pumice into black 
obsidian, an alchemical project that 
occupied three years of my life. It was 
this that enabled me to learn about 
the world of glassmakers and the 
pleasure of teamwork. Today, in our 
hemisphere, only Armenia still has 
mines of this vitrified lava.



The Boghossian Foundation 
organised an expedition to the far 
limits of Armenia, giving me an 
opportunity to discover this moving 
country blessed with Roman temples 
and churches carved out of rock. 
It was spring: apricot trees were 
in blossom as far as the eye could 
see. Along the Turkish border, we 
climbed mountains of this black 
glass, and made the crazy decision 
that we would take back a whole 
lorry‑load of these rare blocks to 
my glassmaker in Switzerland. 
In Basel, we had them cut like huge 
black‑crystal gems and assembled 
them in the shape of a heart. Once 
back in Armenia, this monumental 
work was installed in a small lake: a 
black heart reflected in the surface 
of the water, forever trembling for 
lovers.

Out of a few of the left-over blocks 
from this venture, I carved works 
suggestive of faces that I set on 
carved wooden bases. Legend has 
it that, as we gaze on them, we may 
perhaps glimpse our soul in their 
black reflections. When I was elected 
to the Académie des Beaux-Arts in 
Paris, I wanted the blade of my sword 
to be cut from this mysterious stone, 
and its pommel to be sculpted by 
Johan Creten in the form of a knot by 
which we are bound.



MADAME’S BATHROOM

Asia
I began to explore Asia after a long 
stay in Hong Kong while it was still 
a British territory. It was there that 
I learned English and discovered 
a more elliptical approach to the 
world. I produced a series of works 
in moulded sulphur, that are to all 
appearances calm and abstract. 
Reflections on their bases reveal 
parts of bodies and rather sensual, 
erotic, even risqué hand movements. 
This series of intimate works is very 
important to me, as it was shown at 
Documenta 9 in Kassel in 1992.

Asia is vast and complex: China has 
nothing in common with Korea, 
and even less with Japan. In Japan, 
I learned discretion and humility, 
but above all a different way of 
looking at beauty. Beauty is a step 
towards spirituality, and, ever since, 
my sculptures have tended freely 
towards the wondrous. In Korea, 
which may be the country that suits 
my personality best, I discovered 
sound gardens and the perceptive 
contemplation of nature. My Lotus 
d’Or, which are set on water, evoke 
the ideas of purity, perfection, 
learning and the sacred that are 
inherent to the flower.



MADAME’S BEDROOM

Miami
I lived in Miami for a few years 
during the 2000s. At the time, the 
city was somewhat neglected and 
very Hispanic. That gave me a great 
deal of pleasure: we spoke Spanish 
in all the South Beach shops and 
businesses, our small apartment 
stood on the two beach streets on 
Espagnola Way, and Johan had a 
studio in the Design District. The 
district had more chickens in the 
street than passers-by!
I loved the beauty of Florida’s 
vegetation – its colours, the 
turquoise or violet of the Atlantic, 
the multitude of wild flowers in 
the Everglades, the humidity, the 
nudity and the heat. It was said that 
for an American to leave home and 
drive down to Florida, it was like 

reaching the end of the world: a great 
many people came down to spend 
their final years there, and I loved 
the feeling of being cut off from 
everything.
I produced a vast number of drawings 
while dreaming up my exhibition for 
the Cartier Foundation in 2003. Due 
to the gallerist Robert Miller simply 
showing my dozens of watercolours, 
the MOCA in Miami offered me 
my first museum exhibition in the 
United States in 2004. It was a 
period of pure heaven, far from the 
fury of the world, after the events of 
11 September, which struck deeply, 
bringing chaos and fear.



BOUDOIR

Versailles
Water, fountains, living things have 
always inspired me. In 2010, the 
landscape designer Louis Benech 
invited me to enter a competition 
with him for the redevelopment of 
the Water Theatre Grove at Versailles. 
This part of the château’s garden, 
designed by Le Nôtre for Louis XIV 
to dance in, had been turned into a 
circular lawn surrounded by trees 
by Louis XVI. When the grove was 
destroyed by the great storm of 1999, 
it became the storage area for the 
château’s firework equipment.
The idea put forward of creating a 
contemporary grove had flourished 
and, ten years after it had been 
destroyed, a call for proposals was 
announced, aimed at landscape 
designers around the world. More 
than a hundred responded, but 
the proposal that Louis and I put 
forward was the only one that had 
two designers and included artworks, 
thus echoing the Le Nôtre/Le Brun 
partnership three hundred years 
earlier.
For my part of the project, I found 
I was paralysed by the idea of 
working in such a prestigious site as 
Versailles: I had no idea how I might 
forge a link between the grandeur 
of French history, Louis XIV, and 

myself. It was during my residency 
at the Isabella Stewart Gardner 
Museum in Boston in 2011 that I 
discovered the book by Raoul-Auger 
Feuillet that visually represents 
Baroque dance steps in calligraphic 
form. As, in the 17th century, these 
new dances needed to be taught, 
a system of notation had been 
invented so they could be distributed 
at the Versailles court. They were 
subsequently published as a book 
that was sent to every court in 
Europe so that people might dance à 
la française, even in the far reaches of 
the Russian empire – a veritable form 
of soft power!
Thanks to the passion of American 
collectors for Versailles, a rare edition 
of this book found its way into 
the Boston Public Library. When I 
happened upon it, I immediately saw 
the formal relationship between the 
volutes of the Baroque depictions 
and my sculptures that resemble 
endless knots. I redrew the Baroque 
notations so that they might be 
turned into fountain‑sculptures, 
the first works to be installed 
at Versailles since the time of 
Louis XVI. These abstract forms 
give a spatial representation of three 
dances: the entrée, the minuet and 
the bourrée. Since their installation, 
the king has once again been able to 
dance in the Water Theatre Grove.





NIGHT CORRIDOR

New Odyssey
The absent body, mourning, the 
tomb – these had always been 
present in my work. They have 
strongly influenced this Diary of 
Happiness: not a single piece of my 
production, in spite of its apparent 
lightness, does not attest that pain 
and sense of loss. Often shunned, the 
scar reappeared with greater force. 
The tomb made in blue glass is its 
sublimation and crystallisation. This 
minimal work led me to follow new 
directions: a tomb was required for a 
renaissance to occur!

Once again, bricks are the echo of 
a body. Sky-blue evokes paradise 
regained. This simple work 
represents happiness redeemed, a 
vortex that swallows up all sorrow so 
that only joy and hope may transpire. 
Hung on the wall, cut-glass haloes 
hold within them a golden star that 
shines unrestrained.
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