
What did you bring to Duchamp & Sons? Did you have any goals going into the 
collaboration?  

Guillaume Vandame: We had first approached you for another project in the autumn 
2017 and we stayed in touch after we finished our residency at Photofusion in 
Brixton. After we met up in June, we found out that the Whitechapel Gallery was 
organising a survey of Elmgreen & Dragset, another artist collective who share 
affinities with our practice. In the past couple years, we had been working 
collaboratively and making site-specific installations exploring ideas of pop culture, 
art history, identity, and community. Our work at Photofusion, which focused on open 
and closed spaces like local charities which lacked visibility and funding and 
culminated with a live photography trail on Railton Road, also overlapped with 
Elmgreen & Dragset’s interest in civic space.  

Josh Wright: For us, this project with Duchamp & Sons seemed like the perfect 
opportunity to work with a group of young people to critically engage with the 
Elmgreen & Dragset exhibition but also to occupy a space of their own. With the 
site-specific nature of both our and Elmgreen & Dragset’s practice, we naturally 
wanted to create some kind of intervention or take over within the galleries. Much 
like our residency in Brixton, we sought out spaces within the Whitechapel Gallery 
that was underused or lacking visibility of some kind. We of course had ideas for how 
these spaces could be activated, but for us it was important for the young people to 
take the lead and take ownership of the project. 

Could you describe what happened in the workshops? 

GV: We had a lot of ideas for what we wanted to achieve with the workshops. 
Initially, we wanted to focus on ideas of institutional critique and kidnap the director, 
Iwona Blazwick! At the same time, we wanted to focus on ideas of space and for our 
first workshop we played a game where everyone wrote two truths and a lie. We 
added all of the truths and lies into a bowl and asked the young people to split up 
and come up with a proposal for a work of art which might be true or false. 

JW: We introduced Duchamp & Sons to the former Whitechapel Gallery Cafe space 
in the third workshop in a session delving into materials we had uncovered in the 
gallery archive. The space now known as ‘Gallery 3’ had never been used as a gallery 
space and had become an impromptu conference room and occasionally hired out 
for events. It was from that moment on that we collectively began to consider how 
this space could be activated, working towards a weekend takeover on the 15th and 
16th of December. 



Tell us more about the takeover you organised with Duchamp & Sons: 
“Whitechapel Gallery Cafe, 1985 - 2007”. For visitors, who couldn’t visit the 
exhibition what did it look like? 

GV: The exhibition could have gone in two directions: we could have either made 
Gallery 3 into a completely foreign, alternative space like the Whitechapel Pool or 
tap into its histories as a cafe from the mid-1980s to early 2000s. It was a challenge 
to make a decision, which reflected Duchamp & Sons and our practice as a 
collective. In the end, we created a space which featured six semi-fictional 
narratives, three true and three false. We had original archival material to introduce 
the space and tried to contextualise the space with other artists such as Howard 
Hodgkin, who showed at the gallery in 1985, Thomas Hirschhorn, who created a 
bridge between the gallery and the Freedom Press in 2000, and Liam Gillick, 
whose conceptual installation was made especially for the space. We used a lot of 
the content generated by Duchamp & Sons such as the story about Wolfgang 
Puck and the soup fountains, which were a key highlight of the installation, and 
then we added a few touches of our own such as the celebrity memorabilia 
including Madonna’s unfinished croissant, Michelle Obama’s biscotti, and Natalie 
Portman’s napkin. There was also a mysterious flashing light coming from behind 
the kitchen which no one could talk about...   

JW: We also wanted to make the space as inviting as possible so we had some 
light background music to create an ambience, members of Duchamp & Sons 
greeted visitors at the entrance and gave informal tours. We also served free tea, 
coffee and croissants. There was a palpable warmth to the space, in contrast to the 
cold derelict pool below; visitors were incredibly positive and some spent hours in 
the cafe. 



What were your highlights of the project?  

GV: I remember one of the participants, Samoya, 
said that our exhibition was related to Elmgreen & 
Dragset’s Whitechapel Pool in our shared interest in civic 
space. Both the cafe and swimming pool are spaces, which can be owned and shared 
by the public, which was interesting. On the second day, my brother, Thibaut, who 
loaned his paintings under the fictional artist and former barista, Felix Lester, came by 
the exhibition. One of the young people gave him a tour of the exhibition not 
knowing he made the paintings and he just coolly nodded his head as she explained 
they were auctioning the works in a charity sale the following week. It was hysterical 
when she learned that he was the artist! 

JW: I remember one of the young people talking at length to a visitor about how 
Madonna’s Croissant was preserved with natural gases so that it would cease to decay. 
It was so believable I was convinced! 

How would you justify this to Wolfgang Puck in the likely event that he confronts 
you?  

GV: It's a good question to ask! (laughs) 

JW: I would hope he wouldn’t be too angry. He seems like a figure that is very 
comfortable under the spotlight and doesn’t take himself too seriously. Who knows 
maybe he’ll even produce his own range of soup fountain! 

GV:  I think he would scratch his head in disbelief and then smile. 

If we had a longer timeframe what would you have done differently? 

GV:  I think the timing was perfect in some ways. Our practice is like a melting pot 
with all these different ideas coming together at the same time. I wish we could have 
spent more time in the archive because it's full of stories from the Whitechapel Gallery 
and they have such an excellent team! That being said, having the limitations of time 
meant that we had to be ultra-focused with what we wanted to achieve with Duchamp 
& Sons in these two months. 

JW: I wish the cafe itself could have gone on longer. There was such an incredible 
atmosphere, with real warmth and a generous spirit from the visitors and Whitechapel 
staff. Some people clearly really missed the former Whitechapel Gallery Cafe and 
were so happy to see it activated again. 



How do you think this collaboration might influence your future projects? 

GV: This collaboration really brought us back to our roots with fig-2 in terms of how 
we work with space in a playful manner and this give and take between us. For 
example, we were able to develop the existing history of the cafe and ideas 
generated by Duchamp & Sons and then use a strong format of display, the six cafe 
tables with texts, which Josh proposed, and I was able to contribute with my love for 
celebrity culture and a sense of space, for example, adding the kitsch ivy to 
reference the cafe culture.  

JW: Before undertaking this project, I think we overlooked our interest in archive 
and research based way of working. Having the opportunity to delve into the 
Whitechapel Gallery Archive has been such as privilege and we would love to do 
more digging even beyond this project and see what we can uncover. 

What’s next for you guys?  

JW: December was such a busy month for us, I think a calmer, more reflective period 
is needed to just process everything and then we’ll set the gears in place for our 
next project. 

GV: I agree with Josh! We were developing our collaboration with Duchamp & Sons 
in tandem with our exhibition, Pavilion of Change, at MK Gallery and there was so 
much we learned from both experiences. I think we will continue to work in this site-
specific and collaborative manner to create social spaces, what this looks like...only 
time will tell…


