
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mimic Octopus   
On the Work of Yoan Mudry   
 
In the video piece entitled A Mimic Battle1 the camera moves through an empty lecture hall at the elite 
university of Stanford, apparently directed at an invisible person on the podium. Offcamera we hear an 
English text spoken in a French accent. The textual collage imitates the language and vocabulary familiar 
from TED Talks and American motivational events such as company conventions: ‘My father was a 
humble worker …’ ‘I did not finish my studies …’ ‘… a world without frontiers …’ ‘Everything is possible 
…’ ‘History must be linear …’ ‘… the shift from reality to fiction …’ We hear a brief excerpt from the 
song Get on Your Feet by Gloria Estefan and of course think not of the original but of the viral video of 
Steve Ballmer taking to the stage on Microsoft’s twenty-fifth anniversary and going bananas. Contrasting 
to these evocations of enthusiasm and free enterprise is the emptiness and sober atmosphere of the 
lecture hall. On the podium is an open MacBook plastered with stickers and beside it, a water bottle – 
an iconic image of the academic nomad. In the midst of the bureaucratic furnishings in grey and beige 
tones we see a small pile of sand lying on one of the tables, and suddenly the situation seems like an 
allusion to the formalism of contemporary art installations. In other works, the artist uses elements 
resonating with strong cultural connotations, such as the medical aesthetic of a Prozac packet or the blue 
of Facebook. The scene described above is an example of how Yoan Mudry combines elements from a 
diverse range of contexts without the security of a definitive statement. The so-called video includes a 
brief appearance by an octopus that has often featured in his work. The ‘mimic octopus’, which has only 
been recently studied, is able to imitate a whole range of other inhabitants of the ocean by changing its 
form and colour. This creature can perhaps serve as a point of reference when reflecting on the way the 
artist encounters his material, for instance, on the way his work differs from the appropriation art of the 
1980s and 1990s, which developed out of types of art resistant to commodification, such as land art and 
performance and conceptual art, and which was shaped by a critique of museums and institutions. 
Today, the global art market has a quite different dimension, one in which what Ashley Bickerton terms 
an ‘aggressive assertion’2 would probably not be able to gain any traction. Indeed, rather than assuming 
the aggressive role of an intellectually superior conceptualist, Yoan Mudry always remains a pleasingly 
nuanced resonator. Similarly to Michel Majerus, for instance, who surely numbers among Mudry’s 
influences, the artist utilises visual clichés such as cartoon characters and also, more recently, text with a 
highly enigmatic sense of humour. However, we also encounter borrowings and formal vocabulary from 
his own leftist background. His manner of painting contains no gestural traces that could serve as a last 
refuge for notions of individualism and the myth of authenticity in (male) painting by the artist-as-genius. 
The black-and-white drawings shown here bring to mind a recently published interview with Daniel 
Richter: ‘Black or white? Categories that are perceived differently depending on the state of social 
development. It is striking that the flag of so-called Islamic State is the only one that exclusively uses 
these two non-colours – actually a feature of the iconography of early hardcore bands.’3  
                                                             
1 2015, together with Roxane Bovet. 
2 John Welchmann, Art after Appropriation: Essays on Art in the 1990s (Routledge, 2003), p. 27. 
3 Interview, monopol (18 December 2015). 



 
It is as though figures from the world of animation, such as a strolling donut, have oddly radicalised 
themselves without deteriorating into the deadly earnest or the dogmatic. In a new oil painting the iconic 
image of Britney Spears shaving her head in the course of a nervous breakdown becomes a kind of self-
portrait of the artist as a dreadlocked anarchist. The artist’s mild obsession with Britney can be seen in 
the context of her role as the representative of a new generation of stars who are subjected to limitless 
exposure and in whose mythicisation the personal plays a large role. ‘Oops, I did it again’ can be read on 
a flag that suggests merchandise from Mudry’s own praxis. Jacques Derrida refers to the metaphor for 
the progressive erosion of the subject as mise en abyme: ‘Just as a loudly spoken word is replicated in 
the unending depths of an abyss as an echo and becomes ever fainter, so is a subject reflected when 
two mirrors are arranged such that the first mirror captures the object and both are simultaneously 
reflected in the second mirror, which, for its part, projects back this image again with the result that an 
infinite reflection is generated and the ever-smaller subject infinitely reproduces itself until it disappears.’4  
 
The slogan of the Superflex artists’ group ‘If Value, Then Copy’ is another one adopted by Mudry, 
apparently referring to his own work, to his feedback loops of self-citations, which feed on the 
derivatives of his own production.  
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4 Paul Dell, Michel Majerus’ Progressive Aesthetics (Luxembourg, 2013), p. 49. 
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