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On Monday, February 16, 1981 I was hired as a temporary chambermaid for three weeks in a Venetian hotel. I was assigned twelve bedrooms on the 

fourth floor. In the course of my cleaning duties, I examined the personal belongings of the hotel guests and observed through details lives which 

remained unknown to me. On Friday, March 6 the job came to an end.
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SOPHIE CALLE 
FACT & FICTION
One of the most influential artists of her generation, French artist Sophie Calle draws on her biography 

and the lives of others for her expansive projects that collapse the boundaries between art and life. 

F E AT U R E b y  H A M ISH S AW Y ER

In his seminal 1981 book on photography, 
Camera Lucida, the theorist Roland Barthes 
observed that: “!e ‘private life’ is nothing 
but that zone of space, of time, where I am 
not an image, an object.”1

It may have been radical at the time, 
but in our selfie and social media-obsessed 
age, Barthes’ proposition seems remarkably 
prescient. As does the work of Sophie Calle, 
a French artist who began exhibiting around 
the same time that Barthes was writing 
his treatise on photography. Calle’s furtive 
snapshots of strangers she followed around 
the canals of Venice, or invited into her bed, 
paired with the artist’s own confessional 
texts, were unlike anything else being made 
in the late 1970s.

Today, Calle is regarded as one of the 
most singular and influential artists of her 
generation, continuing to push boundaries 
with projects that mine her own biography, 
as well as the lives of others. Although 
Calle’s work is often discussed in relation 
to photography, the medium fails to 
accurately describe the scope of her practice. 
Calle’s images are almost always presented 
alongside text, evoking the cool aesthetic 
of conceptual art and archives, affording 
her work the look of objectivity even as its 
content challenges viewers to question the 
veracity of what they are seeing.

Lacking any formal qualifications, 
Calle started making art in 1978 when 
she returned to Paris after an extended 

time away. She moved in with her father, 
a significant collector of contemporary 
art. Like so much about Calle’s career, this 
biographical detail is important, as it was his 
collection that informed the development of 
the artist’s formal vocabulary.

Calle began filling notebooks as 
she wandered around Paris, making up 
identities and narratives for people she 
observed. One day, she met a stranger at 
a party and followed the man to Venice, 
where she tracked him down at his hotel 
and began to shadow him around the city. 
!e black and white photographs she took 
of him, combined with her written records 
of his movements, became Calle’s first 
work, Suite Venetienne (1979). 
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In her early works, Calle assumed the role 
of a detective, or perhaps more accurately, a 
kind of stalker-anthropologist. For l ’Hotel 
(1981), Calle took a job for three weeks as 
a chambermaid in a hotel, also in Venice. 
As she was cleaning rooms, Calle would 
examine the personal belongings of the 
guests, noting down her observations and 
taking pictures. !e resulting work presents 
the images and text in a series of portraits of 
the rooms’ occupants that are marked by the 
subjects’ absence, with Calle noting that they 
“remained unknown to me.”

Calle has consistently pushed the limits 
of privacy and sometimes even the law with 
her work, notably causing controversy with 
Address Book (1983). Finding an address 
book in the street, the artist photocopied 
its contents before returning it to its owner. 
Calle then contacted people listed in the 

address book, asking them questions about 
its owner. !e artist published transcripts of 
these conversations, alongside photographs, 
in the French newspaper Liberation. When 
the book’s owner, a filmmaker known as 
Pierre D, discovered this, he threatened 
legal action and, according to Calle, to 
release a nude photograph of the artist. 
Calle promised not to re-publish the 
articles until after his death (the project was 
eventually released as a book in 2012).

Text is an integral part of Calle’s 
work; her images cannot be 
separated out from her 
writing, and vice-
versa. In the artist’s 
2003 monograph, 
M’as tu-vue? (Can you 
see me?), French curator 
Christine Macel described Calle’s 

work as operating in “a genre which is 
neither ‘auto-fiction’ nor photo novel, 
but rather innovative criss-crossings of 
factual narratives with fictional overtones, 
accompanied by photographic images.”2

Calle is both the author and actor in her 
works; she uses circumstances and events 
from her own life but also has agency to 
create situations for the purposes of her art.

During the 1990s, Calle’s projects 
became increasingly expansive, further 
collapsing the boundaries between life and 

art. In 1992, Calle released a feature film, 
No Sex Last Night, documenting 

her road trip across America 
with photographer Greg 

Shepherd, culminating 
in their marriage at  

a drive-thru chapel in  
Las Vegas. Discussing the 

At the end of January 1980, on the streets of Paris, I followed a man whom I lost sight of a few minutes later in the crowd. That very evening, quite by chance,  
he was introduced to me at an opening. During the course of our conversation, he told me he was planning an imminent trip to Venice. So I decided to follow him.
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- 40 days ago, the man I love left me. January 25, 1985, at two in the morning. Room 261, Imperial Hotel, New Delhi. The room is gray, dusty. Only the red telephone stands out. We had been 
apart for three months and the day before he had confirmed our rendezvous in India. I was happier than I'd ever been before. At last, I was going to see him again. At the airport they handed 
me a message. He had had an accident and I was to call my father, who is a doctor. All I could think of was that he'd had a crash on the road to the airport. And when I reached him, at home, 
and he said that he wanted to take me in his arms to explain a few things, I knew at once what that meant: he was dropping me. Only the coward didn't show. He did it over the phone. As for 

the accident, it was an infected finger. - Unknown: It happened on a late afternoon, in the winter of 1974. I don’t remember the month or day. It must have been a Saturday. Half an hour earlier, 
in Rue Scribe, T., with whom I was madly in love, had ended our relationship. I don’t remember what words he used, but it was final. Now I was alone on Place de L’Opéra. I went down the steps 
into the subway and there, out of my guts, out of my mouth, out of my voice, came this voice I’d never heard before. I was coming out with these howls that stupefied me, knotted my stomach 

and twisted my mouth wide open. I was shrieking in the subway. I collapsed onto a bench. I happened to have a pile of singles in my hands, that summer’s greatest hits. A black man sitting 
next to me reached over and took them gently from my hands, reading out the titles, one by one, and singing them as he did so: “Love Me Baby,” “Sugar Baby Love”... The train arrived. I took 

back my records. The shrieking had stopped, my eyes were streaming.
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film, Calle later acknowledged that she was 
in love with Shepherd but he did not love 
her, and they got married for the sake of the 
film (they subsequently divorced). 

At Calle’s request, American author Paul 
Auster wrote a character based on the artist 
for his 1992 novel Leviathan. Calle then 
produced works made by the fictional 
Maria in the book, including a series of 
colour-coordinated meals, documented in 
Calle’s 1999 publication Double Game. It 
is interesting to note that Calle’s approach 
of living her private life in public, for her 
art, predates the advent of reality television 
stars and social media influencers by at 
least a decade.

Calle’s works have continued to become 
more complex and collaborative, with the 
artist ceding creative control of one her 
most ambitious and best-known projects, 
Take Care of Yourself (2007). First shown 
at the Venice Biennale in 2007, the project 

presented the creative responses of 107 
women to a break-up email Calle received 
from an ex-boyfriend, the last line of which 
gives the work its title. Instead of replying 
to the letter herself, Calle gave the letter 
to the women and asked them to respond, 
according to their profession. Alongside 
responses from luminaries including artist 
Laurie Anderson and actress Miranda 
Richardson, an accountant analysed the 
financial implications of the break-up 
letter, an editor proofread it, a singer sang 
her response and so on. Calle’s installation 
presented these responses in film, photographs, 
sound and text, alongside an image of each 
women reading the original letter.

In 2008, Calle staged Take Care of 
Yourself at the former Bibliothèque national 
de France, Paris. In presenting a personal 
archive inside one of France’s most 
important public archives, Calle added 
another layer of inter-textuality to her 

project and challenged traditional notions 
of what an archive can be.

Calle has presented a number of her 
projects in non-traditional spaces, taking 
her work out of the white-cube gallery 
space and embedding it in the real world. 
For example, the artist staged her 2014 
exhibition Rachel, Monique in the Church 
of the Heavenly Rest, New York. !e 
exhibition focused on a body of work 
concerning the death of Calle’s mother 
Monique Sindler, in 2006. !e exhibition 
included Couldn’t Capture Death (2007), a 
video in which Calle tried to capture her 
mother’s dying breath. It’s a work about 
one of the most intimate and personal 
experiences of life and yet, as Calle 
explained, her mother was delighted  
to be finally featured in the artist’s work.

Over the past decade, Calle has 
subsequently made works regarding the 
death of her father and of her cat, Souris; 
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in 2018, the artist released an album featuring 
songs by Bono, Michael Stipe and !e National 
in honour of her beloved, deceased pet.

Calle’s oeuvre defies categorisation; it 
is difficult to pigeonhole her, or compare 
her output with that of her peers. Formally 
and conceptually, her work differs from 
the documentary realism of Nan Goldin’s 
photographs of New York subcultural 
identities, nor does it resonate with the highly 
performative and stylised self-portraits of 
Cindy Sherman. Equally, it is hard to imagine 
the first-person confessional approach of an 
artist like Tracy Emin without Calle having 
come first. Fact and fiction. Public and private. 
Art and life. For Sophie Calle, they are all one 
and the same. 

Sophie Calle is featured in Le Supermarche des Images at 
the Jeu de Paume, Paris, until June 7, 2020; in Was Bleibt at 
Kunstmuseum Ravensburg, Germany, until June 7 and Push 
the Limits, Fondazione Merz, Turin, Italy, from April 28 
until June 18, 2020.

SOPHIE CALLE  
Take care of yourself. 
Children's writer, Marie 
Desplechin, 2007 
colour print, text, frames 
99 x 123 cm (photo) 
50 x 123 cm (text)

Opposite 
Left to right 
SOPHIE CALLE  
Double blind / No sex 
last night, 1992 
film, colour, sound, 
partly subtitled 
Duration: 00:35:00

SOPHIE CALLE  
The Address Book, 
2003-2009 
serial published in 
the daily newspaper 
Libération from 2 
August to 4 September 
2003
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SOPHIE CALLE  
The Hotel, Room 24 
(March 2), 1981 
one colour photograph 
and one text 
102 x 142 cm (each) 
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Top, gridded 
SOPHIE CALLE 
Suite Vénitienne 
(details), 1980

Bottom 
Monograph: Sophie 
Calle, M'as tu-vue? (Can 
you see me?), 2003 
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SOPHIE CALLE  
Exquisite pain, 40 days 
ago, 1984-2003 
print, embroidery, flax, 
aluminium, frame 
191.7 x 139 cm (frame)

Courtesy the artist and 
Perrotin, Paris and New 
York © Sophie Calle / 
ADAGP, Paris, 2020

I received an email telling me it was over. I didn’t know how to respond It was almost as if it hadn’t been meant for me. It ended with the words, Take care of yourself. I followed this advice to 
the letter I asked 107 women (as well as two handpuppets and a parrot), chosen for their profession or skills, to interpret the letter. To analyse it, comment on it, dance it, sing it. Dissect it. 

Exhaust it. Understand it for me. Answer for me. It was a way of taking the time to break up A way to take care of myself.

At the time of printing the Jeu de Paume, Paris, 
Kunstmuseum Ravensburg, Germany, and Fondazione 
Merz, Turin, Italy, are temporarily closed to the public  
in response to COVID-19. All exhibition dates are current 
however, due to the unfolding circumstances  
of COVID-19, please refer to institutional websites  
for further details.

Sophie Calle is represented by Perrotin, Paris  
and New York.

perrotin.com 

jeudepaume.org

kunstmuseum-ravensburg.de

fondazionemerz.org
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