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Nicolas Primat is one of a small band of artists, working on art/science collaborations, who actively questions 
the accepted approach of assuming that the human species is the focus of creation.  
Text by Rob La Frenais 
 

NICOLAS PRIMAT: 
AN ARTIST BETWEEN  
SPECIES 

Nicolas Primat/Patrick Munck 
Portrait de Famille, 2004, Video Still photography and Photoshop Giovanni Aloi © Primat/Munck 
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ociety is now at a point in scientific and medical 
development where, while it is even more 
dependent on research involving animals to cure 

once-incurable diseases and to make advances in 
neuroscience,  scientists are finding out that some 
animals - especially the higher primates - have more 
highly developed consciousness. The area of animal 
research itself is particularly polarised, with the interests 
of acute patients and people with disabilities appearing 
to be positioned against the animal rights activists - 
those who believe the lives and welfare of all other 
species to be sacrosanct. Many believe that humans, 
themselves primates, have abused their power as top 
species. 

Can artists’ work with different species be a 
form of collaboration, or simply centred around the 
interests of the artist/human? The American 
philosopher Donna Haraway has recently challenged 
our thinking about interspecies relations in her lectures 
and book Where Species Meet. In her exploration on 
the 'companion species' (i.e. dogs), she posits, half-
humorously that "reversing the order of invention, 
humans didn’t invent dogs, dogs invented themselves 
and adopted humans as part of their reproductive 
strategy." In her lectures she shows a cartoon slide of 
several wolves in a forest, one of whom is wearing 
tracking equipment ."The telemetrically-equipped wolf 
is being introduced to the wild pack by her mentor, the 
mentor is saying We found her wandering at the edge 
of the forest. She was raised by scientists." 

Nicolas Primat, in his intuitive work with 
baboons, monkeys and higher apes, reflects this wolf-
boy reversal in the way he has worked with troops of 
such primates intensively over a period of time (his 
name, Primat, is real and coincidental, although this 
must have unconsciously affected his work). Primat 
started to work with farm animals at the age of 14 as a 
young farm-worker and thus made early intuitive 
contact with sheep, cows horses and goats. From being 
a child he had a strong contact with animals, and was 
quite shocked by the behaviour he saw between 
humans and animals, human farm-workers seeing 
animals only in terms of their profitability. He continued 
as a farm-worker while studying art and became aware 
of the symbolic use of animals in art, from animist 
beliefs and shamanism. He sees his rural background 
and early intuitive contact with animals as integral to his 
work, and finds it difficult not to see the animal in all of 
us. As he points out, once you start working with 
monkeys you can see the monkey in every human. 

This initial close contact with animals affected 
his work as a student and as a postgraduate, resulting in 
his earlier 'psychopompic' work such as Natascha 
Hostesse De L'Air. This somewhat shocking and 
visceral work involves computer manipulation of images 
of a deceased baboon who started her life at Toulouse 
zoo and ended it at the Primatology research station of 
CNRS Marseille. The baboon, who was pregnant with 
twins when she died (it is not specified how) is 
poetically resurrected by electronic means by Primat,  

 
 

the twins in a loving death-embrace and the mother 
arising with newly grown wings and flying aloft. In 
working with the miraculous re-animation of animal 
carcasses, the influence of Joseph Beuys comes as no 
surprise (the artist is half-German, half French).  

Primat began his work in interspecies 
communication with other primates than human 
through working with a group of Bonobo apes in a zoo 
in Holland, in which he found, despite working through 
a glass barrier, he was able to become accepted, via 
gestures learnt from studying the apes, as a potential 
sexual mate by a female ape. (The video of this was 
shown at the exhibition at Taurines, although the 
mating sequence was cut because he and the 
organisers were concerned that the public would 
misinterpret this as a decadent flirtation with bestiality, 
or zoophilia. It is ironic that in his collaboration with 
performance artist Emilie Berthon human sexuality itself 
is parodied, with Primat and Berthon cavorting naked 
and brandishing a giant penis and vagina in a burlesque 
manner around the rooms of the chateau and with 
cows in a neighbouring field. In this rural context, the 
suggestion of interspecies sex is considered more 
shocking!) 

Primat's interspecies work began seriously 
when he became the resident artist at CNRS Marseille 
where he worked in a facility with a troop of baboons 
which were the subjects of neuroscience research, 
producing the work Portrait de Famille where the artist 
is shown being groomed by the troop after many 
months of gaining acceptance by them. The resulting 
images are, in my opinion, some of Primat's strongest 
works, showing as they do the artist sitting passively 
while the baboons move about his body, posing 
themselves in gestures indicating acceptance. It makes 
this project even more poignant knowing that these are 
lab animals, some of which may be sacrificed in the 
name of curing human diseases. It is interesting that 
Primat was accepted as an artist in residence here, 
showing the openness of the institution, but also 
putting the artist into a highly challenging situation. 
Experimental animal labs like this are among society's 
'dark places' which are shielded from the public for 
social and cultural reasons. Like abattoirs, they are 
places run by specialists undertaking a necessary 
function for society but with a cultural stigma made 
almost untenable in places such as Britain, where animal 
rights activists mount permanent pickets on such places. 
Primat is one of those artists who, although emotionally 
involved, does not make initial judgement, rather 
preferring to work with the immediate situation in 
which he finds himself, leaving the inevitable debates 
for later. 

He went on to work with a group of Saimiri 
monkeys at the Pasteur Institute in Guyana where he 
created a science fiction movie with the primates, the 
space launch facility of Kourou forming a backdrop in 
his most ambitious work so far Les Petits Hommes Verts. 
Almost as fascinating is his 'making of' video which 
shows him and his colleagues working collaboratively  
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with the monkeys, using play techniques with the 
primates to create the illusion that they were voyaging 
on the surface of Mars using a primitive planetary rover. 
One could perhaps criticise Les Petits Hommes Verts 
by saying Primat is reverting to using the monkeys as 
performers, tricking them into the artists own fantasy, 
that they have stowed away in a rocket and discovered 
an ancient monkey civilisation on Mars. The 'making of' 
video shows the collaborative aspects of the work, but 
it is still ultimately controlled by Primat's team of 
humans.  

I am sure Primat is well aware of this and his 
new work now has the intention of reversing that 
aspect, in attempting to hand over the creative power 
to the other primates, in this case those with more 
highly developed consciousnesses. It has recently been 
discovered that higher apes such as bonobos, gorillas 
and chimpanzees have developed communication skills 
in the wild previously undetected by humans, such as 
leaving markers pointing towards migration trails.   

But this is also a controversial subject in many 
ways, as conservationists are deeply divided on the 
subject of interspecies communication between 
humans and primates, in that human knowledge skills 
would irreparably compromise and contaminate the  

 
 

 
primate species, being passed through the generations 
into the ape culture. Many debates on the ethics of 
inter-species communication are sure to follow this 
new work. 

Finally it should be underlined that Primat has 
also created some extremely interesting participatory 
projects with humans. At AFIAC, a site-specific event 
taking place yearly in the Midi-Pyrenees village of Fiac, 
directed by resident artist/organiser Patrick Tarres, ten 
artists work intimately with ten families to create a 
public project. It is a unique environment where it 
seems anything is possible, and in the year that Nicolas 
Primat was chosen, one family turned their entire 
house into a combination of a primatological research 
station and cave-dwelling in the work Loft 
Prehistorique. Working with artist Edwige Mandrou and 
the family, a couple who worked in special needs 
education with children and adults. They lived for three 
days dressed in skins and cooking on an open fireplace, 
not communicating in words. The whole village became 
absorbed in the work and at one point even the local 
priest joined in.  

In another participatory work in Taurines, he 
invited the public to bring their own animals to the 
space. In return he visited professionals who work with  

Nicolas Primat/Patrick Munck 
Portrait de Famille, 2004, Video Still photography and Photoshop Giovanni Aloi © Primat/Munck 
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animals to find 'another, poetic way to be with their 
animals', placing himself with sheep and cattle farmers, 
zoo-keepers, wild bird conservators, beekeepers and 
hunters for two to three days.  
 During the enlightenment Rene Descartes 
proposed in his Discourses that animals were no more 
than intricate machines: "it seems reasonable, since art 
copies nature, and men can make various automata 
which move without thought, that nature should 
produce its own automata, much more splendid than 
artificial ones. These natural automata are the animals. 
This is especially likely since we have no reason to 
believe that thought always accompanies the 
disposition of organs which we find in animals”. [1] 
 In these works Nicolas Primat attempts to 
publicly challenge Descartes’ view of humanity and 
animal, which justified human society operating animals 
like machines, with profitability as the only driver. 
Today, with the relationship between human and 
animal even more complex and contestable, with 
transgenic technology, lab-created species and industrial 
cloning on the horizon, Primat's intuitive vision of 
human-animal contact becomes even more relevant. 
 

Notes     

 

[1] Descartes, R. Discourse on the Method, 1673, Chapter 

5, p 27, 1637 

 

Rob La Frenais is the curator at The Arts Catalyst, the science-art 

agency - commissioning collaborations between scientists and 

artists - which currently holds a contract with the European Space 

Agency to develop a cultural policy for the International Space 

Station. He lives in the Tarn Valley, (France) and London. 
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THE RETURN  
OF THE ANIMAL MAN 

Nicolas Primat has at least two dreams. The first is to be a prehistoric man, so as to relive and experience 
the dawn of humankind. The second, which is more recent, is to get some great apes to produce their own 
work of art by giving them a video camera. These two dreams have a common denominator: achieving a new 
consciousness of our relationship with the world and to ourselves by restoring our connection to the natural 
and the animal. And they in turn suggest a third dream, or at least a wish: that this will help us find a way of 
building an acceptable future.  
Text by Pascal Pique 

Nicolas Primat 
Demo Bonobo (Interspecies Communication), audience watching video at Cornerhouse, Manchester, March 2009 © Primat 
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hile Primat is in the process of making 
these first two dreams come true in his art, 
the third still lies ahead. It concerns us all, 

individually and collectively. Indeed, it represents one of 
the great challenges of the twenty-first century. 
Humankind needs to reposition its existence in the 
chain of life in order to redefine its place in nature and 
the cosmos. Doom-mongering aside, it is a matter - in 
the long or even medium term - of the survival of the 
species, our own species, but also and above all the 
survival of all life forms and of the environment that 
nourished our own evolution.  
            One of the preliminary requirements in such 
an undertaking is to reconsider the notions of nature, 
humanity and animality. This challenge in trilogy form 
could hardly be more topical. It is at the heart of the 
art of Nicolas Primat and at the centre of the 
exhibition, Démo bonobo, that he conceived for the 
Château de Taurines in 2008. 
 
Démo bonobo: beyond good and evil 
 
The scenario dreamed up by Primat for the two floors 
of the château related to the natural and cultural 
environment of Aveyron, in which cattle farming 
featured prominently. The main idea was to subvert the 
man/animal duality, as a way of putting our own 
behaviour into perspective, especially our relation to 
others and to the environment. Initially, the artist drew 
on the ideas of the primatologist Frans de Waal, who, 
in his latest book, Our Inner Ape, argues that we do 
not descend from the apes but still are apes.[1] For 
example, he points out that we share – and exceed – 
both the violence of the chimpanzee and the altruism 
of the bonobo. That, in fact, is why the exhibition has 
been conceived in two parts. 
            The first floor, which was dedicated to 
altruism, presented reinterpretations of courtship 
displays and of the birth of Venus; the second, 
dedicated to aggression, began with the wilderness of 
addiction and continued with a room of monsters. But 
for Primat this division has nothing to do with repeating 
the moralising distinction between good and evil. Quite 
the contrary, for the whole exhibition was built on 
interconnections and reversals in which man’s animality 
is made manifest in the revelation of his biological 
behaviour, his sexuality or his addiction to artificial 
paradises (drugs, alcohol, media, coffee, tobacco, etc.). 
Conversely, animals – in this case monkeys – seem to 
acquire a degree of real humanity which we observe in 
their looks, postures, social behaviour and modes of 
communication. 
          By questioning the notions of “humanity” and 
“animality,” Primat is testing the idea of nature 
elaborated by the West over the millennia. These are 
important issues, for this work is undoubtedly 
contributing to a better understanding of our instincts 
and our behaviour. 
          
 

 
 
 
Making the idea of nature unnatural 
 
With this set-up in which the figures of man and animal 
intersect instead of being diametrically opposed, Primat 
is encouraging us to stand our ideas about nature and 
human specificity on their heads. The artist is thus 
participating in one of the great enterprises of 
contemporary thought and philosophy, which, precisely, 
is all about “de-dualising” the classic opposition 
between the universality of nature and the contingency 
of human action. And this encourages us to redefine 
the very notion of humanity through the phenomenon 
of de-naturalising that is its characteristic. 
             This is what the philosopher Clément Rosset 
did when he revealed the thousand year-old workings 
of our physical and mental construction of the world in 
his book L’Anti-nature. [2] He shows how the 
opposition between the “naturalist” and “artificialist” 
conceptions that is the basis of all Western thought is 
itself founded on an anthropocentric vision of the 
world that we very urgently need to replace with a 
new cosmology. For is not this system, in which the 
human is at the centre of the world, in a relation of 
mastery and domination to its environment, the root of 
the great ecological and political problems we are now 
facing? And has not the recourse to the divine, in its 
monotheistic forms, allowed us to mask the truth of 
the random nature of existence, while evading the 
anxiety that such an awareness may provoke, to the 
extent of making humanity irresponsible? 
            This is why the critique of the idea of nature is 
fundamental. It makes it possible to rethink man’s 
relation with his environment, to his history, and to his 
own action of anthropomorphising the world. But we 
still need to get beyond our relation to this artifice  
represented by the very idea of nature.  
            This is what happens as a result of “de-
naturalising” thought. To think through the “de-
naturalising” of man requires us to make a double 
movement. First, to de-naturalise the idea of nature 
itself, that is to say, to critique it and rid it of the weight 
of conventions and pretences that obscure a more 
authentic conception of life. Second, to think through 
de-naturalising also means rereading what has been and 
still is played out in the purported separation of man 
and nature. This twofold movement makes it possible 
to reposition the human in the chain of life as an animal 
species and not as the culmination of an evolutionary 
process. It also obliges us to reconsider our relation to 
the animal and to animality. 
 
Man as bipolar monkey 
 
This is the radical revision attempted by Frans de Waal 
in his comparative study of man, chimpanzee and 
bonobo, in which he applies to human behaviour what 
he has observed in primates. Having established the 
specific characteristics of the two species of primate, he  
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Nicolas Primat 
Demo Bonobo (Interspecies Communication), video stills collection, 2005 © Primat 
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then observes that human nature results from the 
“turbulent combination of the two.” The bonobo thus 
has a highly developed sense of empathy that is 
expressed in an erotic pacifism whereby social life is 
organised around the resolution of conflicts through 
sexuality. The chimpanzee, in contrast, is much more 
brutal, ferocious and hierarchical. The difference 
between the two is that the former resolves questions 
of power by means of sex and the second resolves 
questions of sex by means of power. That said, if at 
different levels of intensity, we find manifestations of 
compassion, altruism, aggression and violence in both 
species.  
            De Waal also shows how the revival in the 
bonobo’s critical fortunes corresponds to the decline of 
the prudish vision that for many years ruled out any 
kind of connection between social life, sexuality, 
empathy and affectivity. It is interesting to note his 
observation that the tyranny of the concept of the 
violent ape, which dominated the twentieth century, 
paralleled a moment when the debate on human 
evolution was dominated by the question, “Is war 
written into our genes?” The ethologist’s answer is that 
it is still very difficult to distinguish between innate and 
acquired. Moreover, war is not an irresistible drive but 
an option. He also observes that the West has 
privileged a culture of out-and-out competition, 
domination and individualism justified by invocations of 
a merciless nature and its “law of the jungle,” to a 
degree that makes it an insult to the animal kingdom. 
The fact remains that this vision still informs the 
foundations of law, economics and political science, as 
these are practised by the great majority of nation 
states on this planet. 
         De Waal’s analysis of human and animal 
behaviour concludes with a vision of man’s dual, Janus-
like nature, obeying the opposing forces of rivalry and 
cooperation, egotism and sociability, dissent and 
harmony. All these are contradictions that can be 
balanced out when man manages to overcome the 
conflicts inherent in his nature. De Waal adds that for 
primates the survival of both individual and group 
implies the sharing of gains. Cooperation collapses 
when the rule of sharing and reward is ignored. The 
observation is worth thinking about. 
 
What is to be done with animality? 
 
Thus, human psychology can indeed be mapped as an 
extension of that of animals in terms of violence, 
empathy and even morality. The very notion of culture, 
which for so long we refused to recognise in the animal 
kingdom, is now beginning to be acknowledged there, 
especially among the great apes and social animals. 
Likewise with the idea of animal thought. These new 
approaches stand in contrast to the theories of human 
exceptionality that make man a superior species whose 
destiny it was to rise above an animality deemed evil 
because it is wild and therefore dangerous. 
 

 
 
 
That is why it is important, as De Waal realises, to 
unveil the hidden self-images that mankind has 
projected onto his closest fellow species. Take for 
example the image of the “murderous monkey” that 
came to the fore after the Second World War, as if to 
explain the atrocious human violence that had just 
expressed itself in the barbarism of genocide. Far from 
trying to forget our real capacity for destruction, De 
Waal brings out all the complexity of the man-ape 
relation at the same time as he de-demonises the 
notion of animality – an animality that is neither good 
nor bad but very much present and even heightened in 
mankind, for better and for worse. 
           But, once we have re-identified and re-
evaluated this animality that is within man, what next? 
This once again raises the question of the boundaries 
between man and animal, and especially that of the real 
nature of humanity in relation to inhumanity.  
          According to the Italian philosopher Giorgio 
Agamben, too, there is an urgent need to reconcile 
man with his animal nature while rethinking their 
fundamental divergence. [3] At issue here is mastery of 
the conflict of the humanity and animality in man. That 
is why the question of humankind and humanism needs 
to be posed in a new way, without simplification or 
bowdlerisation. This means coming back to the 
separation, the disconnection of man and animal. How 
was humankind separated from the non-human? What 
obscure zone is covered by this caesura? This approach 
runs counter to our cultural tradition and traditional 
science which, ultimately, have always reduced this 
difference within a unifying order of things. And, in a 
sense, this false separation betrays itself in the relation 
of superiority, mastery and order that man always 
cultivates with regard to nature and animals. For 
Agamben, we need to stop avoiding and artificially 
filling this void. On the contrary, we need to take the 
risk of entering its gaping vacancy. It is in this way that 
conflict may be abated. In fact, this is the new, vital 
phase envisaged by Walter Benjamin: “As a species, 
mankind reached the final point in its evolution 
millennia ago, but humankind as a species is still only at 
the beginning of its own evolution.” 
 
Regressing the better to advance  
 
While it will seem difficult to say the least to relive the 
transition from animal to human, it may be possible to 
find out something about this transition by undertaking 
it in reverse. According to ethno-sociologist Michel 
Boccara, the black hole of myth offers “the image of 
the passage that a still-animal mankind took in order to 
become a man. And so it is that, reaching the other 
side, he stands up and sees nothing, or rather, nothing 
but darkness. A black hole of memory! The black hole 
of the psyche, the original black hole of matter… To 
become an animal, he will go down into the depths of 
the hole and, based on his mythical experience, 
elaborate social relations that will enable him to link the  
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Demo Bonobo (Interspecies Communication) mixed media, 2005 © Primat 

  
 



 63

 
 
 
subjects together, to construct the social.” [4] 
            For some years now, Nicolas Primat has been 
exploring this gap between man and animal. He puts 
himself at risk in that gaping space in order to 
experience the in-between state, body and soul. Such is 
the profound meaning of his artistic adventure: to 
retrace the path from man to animal by going back to 
the animal state.  
           The entire exhibition at Château de Taurines 
was informed by this principle. The Démo Bonobo 
video, especially, is representative of the multiple 
experiments in inter-species communication that he has 
carried out in various laboratories and zoos around the 
world (bonobos, baboons, saimiris). Here, the artist 
puts himself in a state of regression, but also of 
immersion, empathy and communication with the 
world of primates. These experiments conducted in 
collaboration with scientists are extremely powerful. 
Beyond language, beyond articulated language, they 
enable us to touch on a part of reality that is difficult to 
identify and name, to touch on what constitutes the 
shared identity of man and ape. These unforgettable, 
precious moments give us a glimpse of a community of 
behaviour and spirit which goes beyond the frontiers 
between our respective species, especially when, as it 
does in certain situations the animal seems to share 
with man a kind of humour that one would usually 
think of as the exclusive preserve of humankind, and as 
one of the specific attributes of “civilised” beings.  
         However, seen from a wider angle, these 
experiments are all the more important because they 
free up a different space of reflection, of consciousness 
and action at the crossroads of art, of poetry and of 
science.  This is the new space that Nicolas Primat 
constructs, sculpts and explores. To this end, since 
1999 he has followed a twofold method that he has 
conceived in the form of a protocol. This hybrid 
method has as much to with empathy and affectivity as 
it does with rationality and science. The artist plays on 
both the pure imaginary of myth and on conventions 
taken from the sciences in what are genuine “artistic-
scientific” experiments.  Here, the “regressive” aspect 
of the work is to be related to a prospective dimension 
that is only just beginning to be formulated. It concerns 
a new approach to knowledge in line with the 
perspective adumbrated by Michel Boccara, leading 
toward a new “scientific mythology.” At issue is the 
renewal of scientific practice through the rethinking of 
its relation to the imaginary in a coming-together of 
research and art, poetry and literature. In other terms, 
it is important to reconsider certain symbolic 
dimensions while taking symbolically different 
approaches. Nicolas Primat is already applying this 
vision to art and to his own culture as a human via his 
animal “regressions.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Totems without taboos 
 
This regression to the joint sources of the human and 
the animal inevitably has consequences, especially 
when, as in Primat’s case, it articulates the resources of 
both logical reason and the imaginary. It is, then, difficult 
to suspect the artist of extravagance or exacerbated 
mysticism. However, attacks on 'perversion' and such 
like could easily arise. This can be seen from the most 
prominent local newspaper, whose columns willingly 
echoed some of the comments in the exhibition 
visitors’ book so as to stoke a polemic that would have 
divided the village into two camps. It is true, certainly, 
that Démo bonobo left no one indifferent, to put it 
mildly, and this was particularly true of the works on 
the floor dedicated to altruism, where, in homage to 
the bonobos, human sexuality was very 
straightforwardly evoked in the form of inflated, erect 
members in action. Although kept within the admitted 
limits, the representation of genital organs and the 
scientific deformation of the human being as a sensory 
homunculus shocked quite a few visitors. In contrast, 
the wilderness of addiction strewn with cactus-totems 
bristling with fag ends and beer cans, evoking the 
aggression man turns on himself via all the authorised 
dangerous products, inspired a certain jubilation. And 
what of reactions to the video Démo bonobo, in which 
the scantily clad artist mixed it with his simian friends? 
Of course, suspicions of zoophilia soon raised their 
head, even if, in agreement with the artist, the final 
version of the film was adapted so as not to shock the 
most observant spectators, in a move that some may 
have seen as an act of censorship or self-censorship.  
           Questions can indeed be asked and worry 
expressed about the increasingly restrictive limits 
proposed for or imposed on artistic expression. But 
overall, all this remains fairly normal, or rather very 
human – to the extent that it illustrates an essential 
message of the exhibition: an impartial vision of our 
own animality undermines many of the more flattering 
narratives of our origins and nature. The comparison 
between man and animal is instructive and can be 
disturbing when it reflects an image we were not 
expecting. However, and to quote Franz de Waal on 
humankind, “Since this animal has gained dominance 
over all others, it’s all the more important that it should 
take an honest look in the mirror so that it knows both 
the arch-enemy it faces and the ally that stands ready 
to help it build a better world.” De Waal also notes 
that, like artists, primates can make us nervous when 
they send back a very frank and unvarnished image of 
ourselves. It is true that Nicolas Primat goes to 
considerable lengths with this mirror effect, becoming 
both guinea pig and observer of his own experiments. 
           Note however that aspects of this artist’s work 
that may seem transgressive or sometimes provocative 
in terms of sexuality, aggressiveness or addiction are 
never anecdotal, but are produced by an economy of 
research, invention and creation. For him, transgression 
is never gratuitous; it is technical, vital and inquiring. He  
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acts like an advanced researcher who must question his 
earlier conclusions in order to progress. Where 
humanity and animality are concerned, this means that 
the most commonly allowed representations of these 
subjects are overturned. That is also one of the 
functions of the artist: not to be detained by taboos, 
and even to reveal their workings. 
 
Seeing the shaman 
 
In the time and space of our planetary culture, the 
shaman is the supreme figure of the man-animal hybrid. 
For Michel Boccara, the shaman is someone who goes 
back in time and establishes a link with the animal 
world by reliving primordial states. The shaman goes 
directly back to the origins of the purported separation 
between man and animal, some time between 400,000 
and 250,000 BCE, when speech left the domain of 
myth to enter that of technology. His knowledge, his 
“mythic reason”, represents one of the rare paths that 
can take us to the joint sources of humanity and 
animality. The shaman, indeed, is someone who, even 
in our own times, perpetuates the animal form of the 
earliest humanity. He “dreams” and “sees” by drawing 
on our subjective and imaginary capacities. He sees the 
medicinal properties of plants and the illnesses within 
the body. He communicates by thought with other 
dimensions. He modifies physiological states. And, 
above all, he talks with animals.  
           It is hard, here, to ignore the disturbing 
coincidences and correspondences with the energy that 
Nicolas Primat brings to bear in his work. Many of the 
figures, postures and operations that he implements 
argue for a sensory, subjective and affective approach 
to the real, especially in the “empathetic” projects that 
he carries out with monkeys. But it is important to see 
how he goes beyond the simple cognitive and 
communicational dimensions. For his works are also 
imbued with a kind of mythic and magical thinking that 
invites us to consider them as ritual practices founded 
on the same principles of mutation, compensation, 
offering and even healing that are observed in shamanic 
societies. 
           In the exhibition, the cycle devoted to Venus is 
inscribed on the double territory of myth and rite. The 
artist reawakened Botticelli’s Venus by recreating the 
scene of the goddess’s birth in the gardens of the Hôtel 
Dieu in Toulouse. He got his model to pose once again 
in a magnificent scallop shell (the emblem of Saint 
James) sculpted in memory of the pilgrimage to 
Compostela. For the duration of this image, the giant 
talisman that had lain desperately empty for so long 
now acquired a new soul in an astonishing symbolic, 
cultural and temporal conflation that continued during 
the opening night dinner with a Vénus action. 
Conceived by way of dessert, this performance by the 
artist consisted in him pouring cascades of fruit, vanilla 
cream and chocolate on his model as if in a libation in 
homage to the mother-goddess. When this fertility rite 
had been performed, the onlookers were invited to  

 
 
 
taste the new recipe. 
         For Nicolas Primat, the ritual dimension is not 
limited to performance. Not only is it present in his 
gestures but it is part of the deep meaning of his artistic 
engagement. Witness his acting as psychopomp to 
accompany the spirits of the dead animals that he 
worked with to the place of the dead. At Taurines, for 
example, he paid homage to the ducks from the farm 
that took part in a man-animal workshop. 
          Extending the spirit of these rites linked to love 
and the dead, the very architecture of the exhibition 
alludes to one of the shaman’s key functions, which is 
to eroticise death. At various moments in the ritual of 
his or her journey (or flight), the shaman will act out or 
embody the sexual act in the fusion of male and female 
principles. The function of this phenomenon would 
seem to be to ensure the passage into the other world, 
but also the return therefrom. The two floors of the 
château play this score together in a two-way dynamic 
of the celebration and propitiation of the contradictory 
forces that govern our lives and our survival. 
 
Towards the old future 
 
The revival of interest in shamanism is a recent 
phenomenon. What does it mean, beyond the quest 
for a new religion? Even if it is controversial, the 
increasing reference to it by scientists indicates a 
renewal in modes of thought and the opening up of 
striking perspectives for the knowledge of our own 
mental structures – and no doubt, too, knowledge of 
nature and the evolution of life forms at a time when 
the definitions of animality and humanity are more 
problematic than ever. 
           Since the invention of the first cellular 
automata, the lines delimiting the “living,” the “organic” 
and the “technological” have lost their validity. At the 
same time, the dichotomies between natural and 
artificial, animal and artefact, domestic and wild, no 
longer apply. 
           Any attempt to set definitive frontiers seems 
doomed to failure. Rather, what is at stake is seeing and 
determining how these states overflow each other. It is 
in fact what happens between them that is important – 
the interaction and joint codetermination of internal 
and external worlds within a perpetual actuation. 
           For the philosopher and ethologist Michel 
Lestelle, [5] it is in these terms that we need to rethink 
our relation to animality – that is, by developing spaces 
at the interface between life forms, action, identity and 
community, while remembering to divest ourselves of 
our mindset as the imagined owners of what is around 
is. 
           As, day after day, we find out a bit more about 
our objective biological proximity to animals, so we are 
developing a subjective knowledge of a kind of generic 
animality to which we belong. This new perception of 
the time and space of our nature may perhaps enable 
us to rethink the animal and human societies of the 
future. 
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Echoing this, Michel Boccara formulates one of the 
major challenges of the twenty-first century: finding a 
way back to primitive affective states that give access to 
other forms of consciousness, while pursuing the 
adventure of science: “I would argue that man’s future 
lies in perfecting that animal part that he first denied. In 
becoming even more human, man becomes even more 
animal, and in developing logical reason, he deepens 
the dreams of mythic reason.” 
          That is why we need to come back to the 
shaman and the artist. The shamanic journey in the 
Other Space, that of the dead, the goal of which is to 
regulate the earth’s fertility, has a temporal dimension 
as well: “The shaman is also the master of time. To 
travel in the kingdom of the dead is also to travel in the 
Other Time, where present, past and future are one, 
enabling the seer to expand time and see ‘the old 
future’. Time is experienced in a spatial mode; it has 
neither beginning nor end. This is also the conception 
of space-time held by the Australian (aborigines).”[6] 
          Nicolas Primat is developing a perception and 
consciousness of space-time that is in every way 
comparable. His latest piece, a film entitled Les petits 
hommes vers…,[7] allegorises this abstraction and 
founding myth. A group of primates, the saimiris of 
French Guiana, somehow end up as stowaways on an 
Ariane rocket launched in order to send a probe to 
Mars. Arriving on the Red Planet, they discover the 
vestiges of their own civilisation, but at a much more 
advanced stage than their own. We imagine that this 
civilisation was forced to leave Mars in order to survive 
and colonised Earth, where, forgetting its origins, it 
regressed. The film ends in a kind of dance or cosmic 
trance by a saimiri shaman who is the guardian of his 
species’ memory, at the end of which he sheds tears on 
Mars, causing life to return.    
         The message is a fairly simple one. In his 
technological development and future evolution, the 
human animal must not forget his origins, that which 
connects him to the universe, but must regenerate it. 
By reincarnating the motif of the shamanic flight and 
dance, Nicolas Primat re-establishes a connection 
between past, present and future in order to free 
temporalities from their confinement. This brings to 
mind the idea of impermanence in the thought of 
Krishnamurti, for whom the regeneration of humanity 
requires the radical extirpation of any kind of 
identification with closed circuits. In other words, the 
future of humanity depends from this moment 
onwards on what each one of us does to this end. 
 
Cycles and epochs depend on consciousness… 
Cycles are measured by the consciousness of humanity, 
And not by nature. 
Krishnamurti [8] 
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Translation Charles Penwarden 

Pascal Pique is the Director of Contemporary art at the Modern 
and Contemporary Art museum Les Abattoirs, Toulouse, France. 
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WILDCHILD 

We should recognize that nonhuman organisms need not meet every new definition of human language, tool 
use, mind, or consciousness in order to have versions of their own that are worthy of serious study. We have 
set ourselves too much apart, grasping for definitions that will distinguish man from all other life on the planet. 
We must rejoin the great stream of life from whence we arose and strive to see within it the seeds of all we 
are and all we may become." 
— Sue Savage-Rumbaugh [1] 

Text by Rob La Frenais 

Nicolas Primat/Patrick Munck 
Portrait de Famille, 2004, Video Still , photography and Photoshop Giovanni Aloi © Primat/Munck 
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he journey began, for me, listening to 
primatologist Sue Savage-Rumbaugh at the 
1998 conference Toward a Science of 
Consciousness in Tucson  on chimpanzee 

intelligence, the work of Jane Goodall  and the way 
bonobos have been found to use complex trail markers 
to communicate silently. I knew then that somewhere 
out there would be artists wanting to make a work 
about this subject at the frontier of understanding the 
mind.   

The journey finished — to some extent — 
saying goodbye to French artist and monkey-man, 
Nicolas Primat, about to undertake treatment for 
depression in Toulouse in December 2008, followed 
by a text telling me of his apparent suicide in February 
2009.  Along the way I have strong memories of 
Nicolas and myself haunting draughty and deserted 
English zoos after closing time, peering in at bonobos 
and gorillas (always sideways, never directly, as Nicolas 
instructed), of Nicolas and primatologist friends 
laughing at the ape-like antics of London private-view 
goers and engaging in lively discussions about apes and 
ethics, while watching him enact grooming procedures 
on his friends. Author Will Self's fantasy fiction Great 
Apes lived on in the life of Nicholas Primat, who always 
looked happier among different species of primate 
other than human and whose name exemplified the 
principle of nominative determinism — the theory that 
a person's name is given an influential role in reflecting 
key attributes of his job, profession, or general life (his 
name really was Primat). [2] 

The Arts Catalyst in its work has always 
managed to stumble across some individuals, who with 
their impossible dreams as artists, seem to sum up a 
whole mode of thinking about a scientific subject. Thus 
nuclear artist James Acord was able to change whole 
paradigms of thinking about ways to engage with the 
nuclear industry with his provocative proposals to build 
monuments with real plutonium rods (which he had 
purchased). Likewise, when I first saw video footage of 
Nicholas Primat in labs with baboons and spider 
monkeys swarming all over his semi-naked body, in 
defiance of health and safety, I felt the ground shift 
beneath my feet in my views about the human-animal 
interface and realised this was a new kind of artist. 

I was introduced to Nicholas in an interesting 
co-incidence. I had recently started living in a village 
along the Tarn Valley in France and was invited by 
curator Pascal Pique to a festival in a nearby village in 
which 10 artists were invited to make new work with 
10 local families  

(Si-Affinité  FIAC, near Toulouse 2003 ).  
In Loft Prehistorique, Nicholas had persuaded his 

allotted family to turn their neat villa into a prehistoric 
cave and live with the artist and his partner dressed in 
animal skins for the duration of the performance as 
pre-vocal humans, communicating only in grunts and 
cooking meat over an open fire for the duration. 
Nicolas showed me this work and also Portrait De  

 
 
 
 

Famille (2003) — his key work made in close proximity 
with monkeys in a lab in Marseille. He also showed me 
some rather disturbing pieces such as 'Natasha — Air 
Hostess' (2001), in which a dead monkey, pregnant 
with twins, is transformed into a shamanic being. This 
kind of work might be a bit more difficult to present.  

In the UK, arts organisations were being 
encouraged to dream up projects for Darwin's 
Anniversary and I had the chance make a pitch for new 
project for the Natural History Museum, which turned 
out to be the 'Interspecies' exhibition and event on 
which this special edition is based. In a lecture at the 
Royal College of Art, I invited Nicolas to show his 
work, at which a representative of the museum was 
present. I'm not sure if Nicolas's work affected our 
pitch positively or negatively, but in the end we found 
ourselves taking 'Interspecies' elsewhere, perhaps with 
more freedom than we would have had at the 
Museum. 

In the event, we had an ambitious plan for 
Nicolas Primat's new idea, which was to make video 
with chimpanzees, using advances in knowledge about 
face recognition among higher primates, based on the 
famous mirror test done by Gordon Gallup in the 70's 
in which a sleeping gorilla was given a facial mark, then 
awoken. The gorilla proceeded to wipe the mark off, 
thus apparently proving self-recognition. In the middle 
period of my journey with the monkey-man, Nicholas 
persuaded me to drop everything and attend the 2008 
International Primatological Congress in Edinburgh, 
attended by thousands of primatologists of all shapes 
and sizes, emerging from lab, lecture room and jungle 
from all over the world.  

For the curator of The Arts Catalyst this was the 
equivalent of first contact with a whole new world, 
equal to the world of astronauts and space agencies, 
the nuclear industry, or the world of genetic 
engineering. But for Nicholas this was an area he had 
been hanging around, always the outsider at the feast, 
for many years. Now, in the run-up to Darwin Year, 
with public outreach and participation now de rigeur, 
people were prepared to listen to the artist who 
wanted to be with monkeys. Out of the primatologists 
— some seeming to be directly emerging with 
backpacks from studying primates in the wild — came 
an ebullient expert in face recognition who had worked 
with Nicolas during her PhD studies years earlier in 
Marseille, Dr Sarah Jane Vick. Sarah was enthusiastic 
about the Budungo Trail at Edinburgh Zoo, where one 
of her students, Betsy Herrelko, was working on a 
‘Chimpcam’ and trying to persuade a group of 
chimpanzees to start using it (shown recently on 
BBC2's Animal Planet). With Sarah and the Arts 
Catalyst a project was developed where Nicolas would 
start the process of becoming habituated to a group of 
individual chimps, then see if the attachment to his 
image could be transferred to a video screen, then 
continue to camera use. But as always, there were 
delays and delays, hence Nicolas and I started on a  

T 
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series of visits to smaller private zoos to look for places 
where his interspecies dream could come true. 

Ironically, it was shortly after Edinburgh had 
accepted his proposal and funding looked imminent 
that Nicolas entered his treatment for depression 
(apparently undergoing a trial of a new drug) and 
during a weekend break, took his own life. It is a matter 
of debate as to whether this was deliberate, an 
accident or the result of professional negligence on the 
part of those who prescribed this drug. He certainly 
sometimes had problems in the world of human 
primates. He left behind many unhappy friends and 
colleagues who were all convinced his life as one of the 
few primatological artists in the world was just about to 
start, not finish.   

Rachel Mayeri was at one of the previous 
International Primatological Congresses and recorded 
the celebrated Jane Goodall performing a pant-hoot for 
a video work. Her work Baboons as Friends,  
juxtaposing a baboon drama of sex and deception and 
replicated in film-noir mode, was shown in Interspecies 
along with Nicolas’s work (see essay by Mayeri in this 
issue). Although she never met Nicolas, she spoke  

 
 

 
 

alongside Nicolas’s close collaborator, Patrick Munck at 
the Interspecies symposium and Sarah Jane Vick, the 
primatologist who was about to work with Nicolas. 
Rachel Mayeri's ‘How to Act like An Animal’ 
workshops certainly re-enact Nicolas’s art-life 
philosophy that everyone has a hidden monkey inside 
them. 

Rachel is hoping to continue Nicolas’s ideas 
(with Sarah Jane Vick), not by replicating them, but by 
re-imagining how chimpanzees might appreciate 
cinema. Interestingly, Nicolas was obsessed with acting 
chimps, the type used to sell PG tips tea and so on.  
Rachel now has a plan to create Cinema for Primates 
aimed and directed at former acting chimps in 
‘sanctuaries’ or to be blunt, chimp retirement homes. 
Nicolas, the monkey-man, the ‘wild child’ or enfant 
sauvage (he was a former farm-worker who became an 
art student) might have appreciated the irony in this 
detournement of his project. 
 
Pant-hoots and groomings, Nicolas. 
 
 

Nicolas Primat/Patrick Munck 
Portrait de Famille, 2004, Video Still, photography and Photoshop Giovanni Aloi © Primat/Munck 
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Notes     

 

 

[1] Kanzi: The Ape at the Brink of the Human Mind. Sue Savage-

Rumbaugh and Roger Lewin (Wiley 1994) 
 

 

[2] For the conversation about the notion of 'nominative 

determinism' I must thank Interspecies participants Mark Wilson 
and Bryndis Snaebornsdottir  (Daughter of a Snow-Bear) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 70

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

Nicolas Primat - Obituary 
 
Nicolas Primat was the only artist in the world who specialised in working with monkeys and apes. This long-
standing interest included ongoing residencies at the Primatology station, CNRS, Marseille, working with baboons 
(Papio anubis) at the Pasteur Institute, Guyana, working with squirrel monkeys (Saimiri sciureus) and at 
Apenheul, Holland, working with bonobos (Pan paniscus). 

Working to enrich the lives of monkeys in captivity, Primat showed a sensitive and intuitive approach to 
the animals he collaborated with. Noting that primate caregivers always wore footwear, he would venture into 
the habitat of the monkeys barefoot, letting them crawl over him and play with him. This playful nature informed 
his work, but it had a serious intent behind it. Primat used artistic interpretations of his interaction with other 
species to provoke thought into our attitudes and understanding of other species, in terms of how we might 
communicate with one another and what this revealed about similarities and differences and how this related to 
our attitudes to medical research and other uses of animals. 

Primat started working with animals at the age of 14 as a young farm-worker. He saw his rural 
background and early intuitive contact with animals as integral to his work. Primat’s work began with a residency 
at CNRS Marseilles, working with troops of baboons. His short film Portrait Du Famille showed the artist being 
groomed by the tribe after many months of gaining acceptance. He spent long periods of time with the animals 
learning to communicate with them in order to be accepted. Primat’s practice included video, sculpture, 
photography installation and performance. He exhibited internationally, most recently in the exhibition 'Neo-
Futur' at the Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, Les Abattoirs, Toulouse (2008), a major one-person 
show at the Chateau De Taurines, Aveyron (2007), curated by Pascal Pique, and finally in The Arts Catalyst 
exhibition Interspecies, at Cornerhouse, Manchester. He stimulated a new debate in the world of art and science 
about the way we humans regard our closest relatives and was an inspiration for the Interspecies exhibition. 
 


