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OLIVIER ZAHM — Ser, when
did you decide to pursue a
career in art?

SER SERPAS — I started about
six years ago, but before
that, I was writing poetry.

OLIVIER ZAHM — So, we can
still say that you’'re a
young artist.

SER SERPAS — Yes. I have a
few more years. [Laughs]

OLIVIER ZAHM — So, what at-
tracted you to New York?
You moved here five years
ago, right?

SER SERPAS - No, in 2013.
I went to college here at
Columbia, uptown. And I came
because I met Hari Nef on
Tumblr. I was in LA, and I was
very attracted to her and
her 1ife in the city.

OLIVIER ZAHM — Hari?
SER SERPAS — Yes.

going to Columbia, and she
was two years older than
me. I basically sent her a
message on Facebook and was
like: “Hey, I Tove your per-
formance art. By the way,
how’s Columbia because I'm
thinking about applying?”
And she was Tike: “0Oh, yeah,
come. It’s simple.” I wanted
to go to Yale or Hampshire
College, this very commu-
nist hippie-to-be thing in
the woods in Massachusetts.

She was

OLIVIER ZAHM — So, you met
at Columbia University?

SER SERPAS — Yes. But we
basically became friends
over the Internet, and she
was like, “Yeah, come.” She
looked over an essay of
mine and was like: “Yeah,
this 1is good. Just apply.”
And I got in. And as soon
as I showed up, she started
taking me out.

OLIVIER ZAHM — You fell in
Tove immediately?

SER SERPAS — Yes. I saw her
lTast night. I love her. But
basically, she got me my
first job, which was work-
ing for Susanne Bartsch at
the Chelsea Hotel, as her
assistant. My job was ar-
chiving her collection of
clothing for her FIT [Fash-
ion Institute of Technology]
exhibition, which opened in
2014. I was taking photos
of her Jean Paul Gaultier,
her Mugler, etc. and noting
the condition of the gar-
ments and their assembly,
and how they would go on
the mannequins.

OLIVIER ZAHM - I didn’t
know she had such a serious
collection.

SER SERPAS — She has a se-
rious collection of archi-
val garments that designers

made just for her. From the
*80s on..
OLIVIER ZAHM — What else

happened?

SER SERPAS — I started going
out, and immediately I knew
that I wanted to get into
nightlife. My background was
as a community organizer in
LA. I worked for nonprofit
organizations, mostly around
the criminalization of Black

and brown students, queer
students, disabled stu-
dents. That’s pretty much

what got me into Columbia.
I have been doing all this
political work since I was
13. It was not a rebellion
against my mother, who works
for the LAPD. But it was
a bit of 1ike, “Oh, yeah,
you’re gonna have to come to
my leftist anti-police meet-
ings.” And she’s, like, hid-
ing her badge. She’s cool.

OLIVIER ZAHM — So, New York
represented a freedom mag-
net for you?

SER SERPAS — Yeah, basical-
1y.. In high school, I was
identifying as “they/them,”
and I used to dress Tlike a
freak. I saw Hari and oth-
er people in New York go-
ing to parties Tike Top 8,
and I was like, “Oh, I could
wear what I want there.”
I was doing political work,
but I was attracted to
the arts. I wasn’t making
paintings in high school,
but in the back of my mind,
I was Tlike, “Okay, if I go
to a small college in the
middle of Massachusetts,
in the woods, it might be
a bit difficult to express
myself.” So, it was a desire

to be around real freaks,
I guess. [Laughs]
OLIVIER ZAHM - So, the

nightlife in New York is

still a scene for emerging
artists?
SER  SERPAS — Absolutely.

Because every other person
I met was an artist — stylists
who were Sunday painters,
people who made video work
about nightlife.. People Tike
Juliana Huxtable and DeSe
Escobar are prime examples
of people who actively do
nightlife. They DJ, they
host parties, and then they

make artwork. pretty low-
income. But I wanted to
work, so Hari getting me

that job with Susanne so-
lidified that desire to be
involved in something. For
my second job in New York,

I dinterned at the Whitney
the summer after my fresh-
man year.

OLIVIER ZAHM — That’s more
serious.

SER SERPAS — Yeah. That was
more serious, more buttoned-
up. I think I was wearing
Uniqlo slacks and Crocs and
a weird, button-up t-shirt
every single day. I was Tos-
ing my mind. Also, I got ar-
rested my freshman year of
college. It was a racial pro-
filing thing in Harlem, back
when I used to look Tike a

cholo. But a friend whom
I just reconnected with
lent me their family law-

yer to clear it off my re-
cord. If it wasn’t for this
roommate of mine, I would’ve
never been able to move to
Europe. But I had to use my
first check from the Whitney
to pay the Tawyer

OLIVIER ZAHM — So, in a way,
Columbia, together with
the nightlife in New York,
was still a place where you
could grow and find your
artistic identity?

SER SERPAS — Absolutely. And
I wasn’t doing that well in
school, admittedly.

OLIVIER ZAHM — Was nightlife
better than school?

SER SERPAS — It was better,
I would say.

OLIVIER ZAHM — What was
your first project or per-
formance?

SER SERPAS — Well, people
Tike Ally Marzella some-
times would invite me to be
in their performances. This
video duo Mike and Claire,
who used to make videos for
Vice, or the Luck You Col-
lective, 1ike Bobbi Salvér
Menuez — I was friends with
them. I met them through
Hari, and when they would
do video art projects, they
would involve me sometimes
as a model, or I would get
naked and painted blue for

a music video. [Laughs]
OLIVIER ZAHM - For me,
you’re an example of the

potential this city has for
creating, having a communi-
ty of artists interacting,
supporting and inspiring
each other. Working with
each other. It’s real.

SER  SERPAS — Absolutely.
I would not be 1in the po-
sition I'm 1in now without
all of those 1ittle acci-
dents. But those accidents,
I think, get sped up by the
velocity of how much people
are attracted to the city.

More
things can
happen in
line for the
bathroom
at a club
— In terms
of your
potential
as a
cultural
producer
INn the city
and the
connec-
tions you
Mmake —
than could
happen in
the halls of
a campus.

That’s not saying I don’t
have desires to be somewhat
more fulfilled in my aca-
demic pursuits. I'm think-
ing about going back to
school. I just did an MFA in
art in Geneva, but I want
to go back — and probably
here in New York. I might
go back to Columbia for a
new degree.

OLIVIER ZAHM — So, Tlet’s
speak about your early work
using trash and found ob-
jects on the street. Because



New York 1is a consumerist
machine, SoHo is now a big
department store, but at
the same time, when you walk
on the street, you’re always
bumping into trash. Was it a
critique of consumerism?
SER SERPAS — Initially, I was
working with garments that
my friends were giving to
me, and also found objects.
I would find a chair, chil-
dren’s bedposts, and it
was born out of a desire
to physically engage with
these objects. Because I was
doing all this twisting
and tying. I would attach
it more to an OCD impulse.
[Laughs] I had this studio
to work in, and I was Tike,
“Okay, well, I'm not gonna
go buy materials.” I didn’t
have the money for that or
for any type of fabrication.
I also didn’t have the de-
sire to draw up schematics
for specific things. I just
appreciated the chance en-
counters with things that
had a Took to them. It was
also a reflection of person-
al style at that point. I Tike
wearing distressed jeans,
so I also 1like this dis-
tressed chair that I Jjust
happened on in Brooklyn,
and then I would take it to
my studio and work with it.
But I didn’t see it as con-
nected to a critique.

OLIVIER ZAHM — It’s simply
part of the city Tandscape.
SER SERPAS — Yes, it Jjust
felt 1like a communica-
tion of what was happening
around me.

OLIVIER ZAHM — Like a land
artist working with stones.
And I read that you also
put the sculptures back on
the street. That’s fun.
SER SERPAS -

If the work
doesn’t
sell within
a certain
time, then
| don’t
keep this
rotting

Yes.

piece of a
bookshelf
In a
storage
unit
forever. I'll
just dump
it. Some-
times,

| make it
a point to
do so.

In the coming year, there’s
going to be a project or
two where everything will
be dumped out, and there’ll
be some others where it’s
okay to sell, potentially.
But I give it the time span
of a normal gallery Tloan of
a work, which is typically
six months to a year, be-
fore things are tossed out.
After that, there’s no
point if there’s no inter-
est. But of course, for the
first dozen or so sculp-
tures that I made, most of
them are just gone, which
feels nice.

OLIVIER ZAHM — And you work
very quickly.
SER SERPAS -
quickly, yes.

Extremely

OLIVIER ZAHM — Is this also
something you get from the
velocity of the city?

SER SERPAS — It’s a rush,
yeah. And honestly, I’11 get
a little drunk, and I’11 do
some coke, and I’'11 play
the right mix, and I Jjust
get to work. It’s really the
funnest time that I have,
and it feels like I'm put-
ting on a show both for my-
self and for the excited
gallerist or museum curator
whom I idinvite 1in, and I'm
like, “Come Tlook at what
I did.” And then they’re
like, “Oh my God.” And I'm
like, “Yeah, that was fun.”

And then I’11 wipe my nose
and walk out of the room.
[Laughs] It’s always 1like a
private dance that I do.

OLIVIER ZAHM — Is it still a
performance? Or is the mak-
ing of the sculpture also
part of the sculpture?

SER SERPAS — Yes. Because
I don’t glue or nail any-
thing. I don’t weld anything
together. Everything’s held
up by friction and ten-
sion exercises that hap-
pen 1in between the pieces.
Once I make it one time,
you’re never gonna det the
piece of the bookshelf in
the exact right alcove of
the chair that I stuffed
it into ever again. It’s
one and done. People have
reinstalled work. I don’t
say, “Don’t do it,” but when
I look at it, I’'m like, “Oh,
that’s kind of off from what
I did.” But that’s fine be-
cause that original action
and private choreography
are the work to me. Some-
times, 1it’s an issue for
collectors. They’re Tike,
“Well, then I'm not actually
buying work from you?” And
I'm like, “Yeah, you are —
you’re buying the aftermath
of the performance.” But
it comes from this origi-
nal impulse. At the end of
my undergrad studies, when
I was fully in the visu-
al arts program — because
I started off in urban
studies and political sci-
ence — I was told that the
sculptures I was making felt
violent and intense. Like,
in a nice way. But they
wanted me to record myself
doing it. And at that time,
I felt offended because
I was like, “0Oh, so because
I'm a trans artist, you
wanna see me on a camera
doing what I’m doing.” In my
head, I was like: “I’m anti
exploitation of myself. I'm
not gonna show you what I’'m
doing.” And I made a very
angry performance at MoMA
PS1, where I got everybody
to Tlay on this trash tarp
and look up at the securi-
ty camera footage of them-
selves, while I was doing
a really crazy DJ set and
reading rude poetry, while
friends made sculptures
around me with these event
score instructions and made
a circle around the audi-

ence. It was fun. I got a
review in Tiny Mix Tapes for
it. [Laughs]

OLIVIER ZAHM — And your
friends were lying on
trash?

SER SERPAS — No, my friends

were the only ones who
weren’t on the trash. The
audience had to 1lie on a

tarp I made from discard-
ed fabrics that I let rot
in my backyard in Brooklyn
for four weeks. It was kind
of gnarly. And they had to
lie on it. It wasn’t sog-
gy anymore — Tlike, it had
dried at that time, but it
still smelled 1like a blan-
ket that’s been outside in
the winter, you know? So,
it was a very angsty thing,

and I was so angsty back
then. But I still think
about it in terms of Tike,
“You need to shut the win-
dows when I'm gonna make
this installation because

I don’t want people looking
in on this maniac running
around, tossing chairs onto
other pieces of furniture,
listening to gabber music.”
But sometimes, I 1let the
right people watch.

OLIVIER ZAHM — So, your art
is rooted in performance.
SER SERPAS — I try to think
about it Tike a music vid-
eo that I really Tike. It’s
always connected to music
for me.

OLIVIER ZAHM — I didn’t know
you DJ, too. What kind of
music do you like to play?
SER SERPAS — Techno, drum
and bass, gabber. I T1ike
putting 1in sound effects,
like spooky Philip Glass
mixed in.

OLIVIER ZAHM — 01d movies,
too?

SER SERPAS — Yeah, sometimes
I dinclude interview clips,
and I do text-to-speech but-
tons, where an Al voice will
read stuff I'm writing live,
but that’s when it gets
more performative. I blame
my mother — she was show-
ing me gruesome horror mov-
ies from the time that I was
five years old. She was
like, “Let’s watch The Tex-
as Chainsaw Massacre.” 1 was
the only kid at the R-rated
movie. But I thank her for
that. I love horror.

OLIVIER

question
because New York
a political city, compared
with other cities in Amer-
ica, and you were working
as a community organizer in
LA. Is art a way to expand
or extend your activist
sensibility?

SER SERPAS — When I first
started making work, I felt
it as totally different.

ZAHM  —  Another
about politics -
is still
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When I was
and only
cal work,

in high school
doing politi-
I was interested
in art, for sure, though
I wasn’t practicing. But
from that early leftist ed-
ucation, I was 1like, “Oh,
okay, in the fine art world,
it doesn’t even matter be-
cause any work that comes
out of what I could poten-
tially do could just get co-
opted in a number of ways.”
I felt — or I was told to
think — that specifical-
1y Black and brown artists
don’t get supported in the
right way, or queer artists
get pigeonholed and don’t

get the same financial com-
I was basically

pensation.

red-pilled about it by oth-
er activists who were also
engaged in art-making.

OLIVIER ZAHM — But that’s
true. Or it was then, in any
case.

SER SERPAS — Yeah. In 2013,
I was just Tike, “Oh, okay,
whatever.” But when I came
to college, I didn’t feel
comfortable tapping into
any organizing bodies here.
I tried a bit within college
to do some community orga-
nizing again, but I’'m not
from here, and I don’t un-
derstand the terrain of New
York. So, I thought, “Let
me Jjust idinvolve myself in
fashion and art.”

OLIVIER ZAHM — So,
didn’t feel right?
SER  SERPAS — It would’ve
felt artificial to me, which

activism

was definitely my cri-
tique of other students
on my campus. Columbia’s a
very leftist, politically
minded school, but I was
like, “What do I care if a
rich kid knows about the
ghetto where I'm from, if
they’re just gonna talk

down to me or try to, es-
pecially 1in political sci-
ence classes, urban studies
classes?” So, in my head,
I became a bit of a Teftist

snob. I was like: “Oh, I'm a
true leftist. I'm from the
ghetto. I'm not gonna deal

with these people. I'm just
gonna go to the club.” But
with the art-making, I basi-
cally came into it thinking,
“My work is gonna be about
aesthetics and beauty and
physicality. I won’t have
any political messaging in
the work at all.” And in my
paintings, I’ve never shown
any faces. I don’t really
know how to paint faces. It
probably wouldn’t Took good.
I’ve always kept myself com-
pletely out of 1it. And in
the sculpture, I'm working
with other people’s garbage
— I didn’t want anything to
be made in a certain way.
I want to take other peo-
ple’s language and speak to

LEFT: SER SERPAS, UNTITLED, 2019, OIL ON CANVAS,
26 2/3 X 26 2/3 INCHES, COURTESY OF PRIVATE COLLECTION,

PHOTO FLAVIO KARRER

RIGHT: SER SERPAS, UNTITLED, 2019, OIL ON CANVAS,
18 1/2 X 18 1/2 INCHES, COURTESY OF PRIVATE COLLECTION,
SWITZERLAND, PHOTO FLAVIO KARRER

OPPOSITE: SER SERPAS, UNTITLED, 2021, OIL ON WOOD,
16 1/2 X 19 3/4 INCHES, COURTESY OF PRIVATE COLLECTION



them 1in that, instead of
trying to create my own.

OLIVIER ZAHM — So, you dis-
tance yourself from any po-
Titical message. But it’s
not easy because your work,
when we Took at it objec-
tively, is not from your own
perspective, but we know
that it comes from you,
from a personal history..

SER SERPAS — I agree. I was
very resistant to it for a
Tong time. And a Tot of my
friends, mostly trans girls
who were doing things 1in
fashion and art, even Hari
and other friends who were
more corporate fashion — we
all at one point, maybe six

or seven years ago, were
Tike: “We’re just not gonna
talk about it at all. We’re
going to do an embargo.
We’re not gonna deal with
it. We’re Jjust gonna get
bimbofied.” Like, we can’t
be stealth. We’ve been on
the Internet our whole
lives. Everybody knows what

we are. But we’re just not
gonna deal with it and try
to work on what we’re work-
ing on. And it functioned
for maybe four years. I was
on Fire Island this summer
— it was a blast. I feel
like I started to embrace
myself a bit more. And then
I meet these younger girls
from the «city, who are
all trying to figure their
shit out. They’re modeling.
They’re going to college.
They’re broke, but they’re
fab, and they Took really
good, and they remind me of
myself. But then, I want to
be protective and be able
to offer advice.

OLIVIER ZAHM — New York is
definitely a place for new
identities.

SER  SERPAS — Yeah. It’s
definitely a bubbling pot.
[Laughs] For better or
worse.

OLIVIER ZAHM — And if you
don’t speak about it and if

a person like you doesn’t
embrace it..
SER  SERPAS — Then what

chance do these other girls
have?

OLIVIER ZAHM — Because now
you are becoming an exam-
ple.

SER SERPAS — I feel that
the work is also at a point

of change.
script for a movie. It’s set
at my college actually, in

I'm writing a

2013. It’s not going to be
an art film. It’s going to
be a standard horror movie.
[Laughs] I feel a strong
desire to try and throw my-
self into new media so that
I can be more honest about
other parts of my perspec-
tive. And a screenplay feels
like a good entryway.

OLIVIER ZAHM — 1It’s coura-

geous because you don’t
capitalize on what you’ve
already been recognized

for. It’s anti-capitalistic.
SER SERPAS — [Laughs] Well,

it can’t be totally anti-
capitalistic. But yeah,
there’s definitely a point
of change. I'm also trying

to change the sculpture
because I love traveling for

work, but this Tast year,
I had been Tiving out of
10 hotels since February,

and I was exhausted. I was

like, “Okay, that’s never
happening again.” Next year
is very open and clean, and
there are no crazy work
trips every other two weeks.
But that also means I have to
adapt the way I work because
it can’t be so site-specific
all the time if I want to give
myself a break, or I have to
be more selective about the
projects that I do. I'm just
learning how to balance that
out. And I'm 27, you know —
I still have a Tot of energy
to go do these things, but
even I was almost passing
out in a hammam in Marrakech
in March, and I was like,
“Okay, I can’t be going on
crazy work trips followed
by party trips, followed by
other work trips and rehab
trips.”

OLIVIER ZAHM — And for you,
New York is still a refer-
ence point? You belong to

New York.
SER  SERPAS — Absolutely.
I lTove Paris. I will be go-

ing back and forth forever.
But I'm excited to sign a
lease here on my own place,
hire a studio assistant.

OLIVIER ZAHM — And what
would you say to anyone
who claims that New York is
dead, New York is too ex-
pensive for young artists,
New York has no creativity?
SER SERPAS -

Having to
think on
your feet
as a young
person,
not having
everything
SO cut-and-
dry, and
actually
really

struggling

are pretty
conducive
to creative
work in
New York.
I’'m not
saying that
everybody
IS built

for it and
that New
York iIs
perfect. It's
definitely
not.

OLIVIER ZAHM — The struggle
can stimulate creativity.
SER SERPAS — I’m still very
simulated by it, even if I'm
not struggling as much any-
more with some things ver-
sus others.

OLIVIER ZAHM — Being an art-

ist is a permanent strug-
gle. That’s what you were
saying yesterday. You’re
never on vacation, even in
Marrakech. [Laughs]

SER SERPAS — I couldn’t work
nine to five, so I Jjust
decided to work all the
time.

END
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