IN CONVERSATION WITH JINA KHAYYER
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“Eros at Play“ by Kris Kuksi (2010),
16“ x 21“ x 8“, mixed media assemblage.
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“A New Divinity“ by Kris Kuksi (2007),
36“ x 36“ x 9.5“, mixed media assemblage.
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A CONVERSATION ABOUT LAYERS WITH THE
FANTASTIC-REALISM ARTIST KRIS KUKSI
Mister Kuksi, how many layers does your work
have?
Many. I work in a reverse perspective: the larger
elements are far away, and the small elements
are closer. I think that’s what makes my work fun;
the viewer can move from one layer to the next.
That’s what we will be doing during this conversation too. What is interesting about layers?
Layers show depth. Also it’s more challenging.
You sort of reveal the mystery but you don’t reveal
too much and so the brain has more fun puzzling
things together rather then being given the whole
picture. You have to use your imagination to put
it together.

Kris Kuksi is an American artist, born on March
2nd, 1973 in Springfield, Missouri. Kuksi spent
his youth in an isolated, rural setting along
with a working mother, two significantly older
brothers, an absent alcoholic father and a very
present alcoholic stepfather. They did not have
cable television or any other amount of distraction. It’s the lack of luxury that opened up a lot
of opportunities for Kuksi to use his imagination. From an early age he drew and built new
landscapes combining childhood toys like Lego
and spaceships with materials he found around
the house. Today Kris Kuksi is a well-known
Fantastic-Realism artist who obsessively arranges characters and architecture in asymmetric compositions. His work is all about layers.
Together with his wife Gwyn and his children,
Kuksi lives and works in Hays, Kansas.

”THERE ARE SEVEN BILLION
GODS OUT THERE, AND
SEVEN BILLION REALITIES.“
Is there a connection between layers and hierarchy?
Hierarchy gives layers an order.
So you like hierarchy?
In a societal view, I am against it. But we should
have hierarchy in the way that we think, meaning
we can put one huge importance in the way we
perceive things.

81

P. 82-83
Assemblage of “A New Divinity“ by Kris Kuksi (2007),
36“ x 36“ x 9.5“, mixed media assemblage.
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“Churchtank Type 8“ by Kris Kuksi (2010),
9.5“ x 18“ x 26“, mixed media assemblage.
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Your subject is the present age and the society, and you often show the effect of people on
Earth’s natural resources. I found this quote of
yours: “The world is overpopulated, losing precious resources, demoralized, and polluted. If
the earth were a person she would be quite ill,
infected with a sickness known as humanity.”
That’s a very dark vision.
It’s dark but realistic. That’s what my work is
about. And looking at it closer, you will find a lot
of distortion and chaos going on. The questions I
ask myself constantly are: Do we have the ability
to avoid calamity in the future? Can we relate
to something that is a threat far in the distance?
Or are we damned to only be able to deal with
immediate issues?
The tragedy I see is if there is an earthquake today we can pull ourselves together and deal with
it. But if today we learn that there will be a great
threat in the future, nobody cares about dealing
with it now.

”MY WORK IS MY THERAPY.
WHEN I AM ON VACATION

You saw the movie “Melancholia” by Lars von
Trier?
Yes. Exactly. That’s what I am talking about.
Wow, what a movie. Everyone in the movie was
a train wreck! I really enjoyed it. Such raw emotions triggered so simply. I enjoy the weighing
of the denial of science, how they felt the planet
was going to pass by like nothing. As if we are
far too good to be destroyed by a far-off threat.
Yet once they realize it is a reality, such resistance is followed by peace, then followed by absolute terror. What a crazy moral.
Does your work have a moral?
I think there are lessons of morality in it.

Please define hedonism.
Wow, we are really working our way through the
layers of my reflections. I like that. So, hedonism:
Yes, it’s another important aspect in my work.
I define hedonism as everything humans really
want to do. It’s the animal side of us. We have
these desires, but with all this religious indoctrination and societal structures, we try to suppress it.
The animal side of us is something we constantly
try to deny. So when people have scandals or
they break moral laws and codes we tend to be
very harsh; although so many of us are guilty of
the same thing. It’s just a basic primal fact, but at
the same time we hate it. We hate that we have
to bathe and if not, our bodies smell.

Give me one lesson please.
Gosh, I guess it’s very vague in the morailty

What is a hero?
Heroes are anybody that step out of the norm

I GET NERVOUS.“
explanation. It has to do with accepting the animal side, the dark side of ourselves. People that
break morals don’t have the sense to confront
these dark impulses. Understanding those, the
dark sides, can give a better perspective. Maybe
you can prevent yourself by embracing certain
things. There is also religion in my work. Moral
perception can be a part of a religious feeling.
You can’t be a strong moral person without being
religious or spiritual.
Are you religious?
I am spiritual. I grew up Catholic, which is a very
strict environment so I rejected all of it. For me
religion is nonsense.

85

and win against social constructs and really
make things for the better, for all of us. Being a
hero means you have to go through a whole lot
of bad things to get there. Someone like Martin
Luther King went through so much turmoil in his
life. He was a hero because he never gave up,
and it got him to places where he could influence
presidents and politics on the highest level and
make a change.
A hero I wouldn’t say has the best life. Let’s take
Abraham Lincoln for example. Everyone was
against him. He lost so many things in his life
and came to a tragic end, but in America he is
the highest celebrated individual.

Your work is about creating new landscapes.
What is your favourite landscape?
The perfect landscape has redeeming qualities
of beauty and symmetry. It rejects negativity and
rejects discrimination.
Let’s get to the final layer: Who are you Mister
Kuksi?
Please describe yourself in headwords.
Everything you are...
Thoughtful, respectful, artistic, chocolate, jeans,
sandals. Introspective. Introverted but also extroverted. Driven, responsible, love to travel, disagreeable. I like breakfast the most, and dinner
the least.
History, architecture, structure, beauty, flowers. I
enjoy caffeine in any form. Love nature and love
dancing. Married.

And he is one of the heroes you celebrate in
your work. Can you name anything else that is
heroic to you and that inspires your work?
I think anything related to philosophy is heroic.
Anything that goes against social norms or religious fanaticism is heroic. What I like about
being an artist and my work is that I can reach
out to anyone with any kind of intellect: to someone who is naive, someone who is literate or
someone who doesn’t understand modern art. It’s
challenging to be able to communicate without
having to say a word.

Everything you are not?
Simple, predictable, hateful, negative, ritualistic,
religious, amoral, settled.
What do you know about your star sign?
I am a Pisces. My moon is in Aquarius and my
ascendant is Aquarius too.
My birthday is March 2nd. I share my birthday
with Mikhail Gorbachev, Doctor Seuss and Bon
Jovi.

How do you understand the concept of reality?
Reality is based on meaning. We don’t like to
accept nature as itself just purely in a meaningless sense. We have to control life; we have to
possess it somehow.
So reality has to be meanings everywhere – if I
do this, it means that, and so on.
I like to think that life is purely meaningless. But
of course everyone’s perception of reality is never
the same. No one’s perception of religion is ever
the same. There are seven billion gods out there
and seven billion realities.

Can you identify yourself with any typical Pisces
characteristics?
There is a certain wishy-washy-ness about me.
It can take me a while to make a decision and
sometimes I force others to force me to make a
decision.
I can be slippery; it’s hard to nail me down.
You prefer the sun or the moon?
The moon.

86

You like the idea of death?
Yes and no. We should be afraid of death because we should get as much done as possible
while we are alive. But I don’t fear it either because it’s an ultimate occuring natural thing. If
you fully live your life, daily, death isn’t so scarry.

What’s the biggest issue you are trying to solve
through your work?
Embracing your dark side, coming to terms with
your darker thoughts. Questioning marriage and
religion and celebrating the animal side. Celebrating hedonism.

Are you a fan?
I am a huge fan of Iron Maiden. Their music had
a big influence on me. And I am a huge fan of
space travel. I love watching NASA documentaries.

www.kuksi.com

”REALITY HAS TO HAVE
MEANINGS EVERYWHERE.
I LIKE TO THINK THAT LIFE IS
PURELY MEANINGLESS.“

Are you fanatic?
Only when it comes to chocolate. Coming from
a family of addicts – my mother was a smoker,
my stepfather was a smoker and an alcoholic,
my biological father was an extreme alcoholic,
both my brothers are smokers – I couldn’t do it.
I rejected all of it and decided I want to go to
college. No one else in my family, not even my
aunts or uncles, went beyond high school or even
finished high school. I am not judgemental, but
I knew I didn’t want to follow the path of addiction, especially not the drinking.
Tell me a story you made up about yourself.
That I am an outcast. That I am some kind of odd
person who grew up in the Outback reclusive
and isolated from everything.
Is your work your therapy?
I had several counsellors and therapists but they
couldn’t do for me what my work does for me.
For an artist, art is the biggest therapy. When I
am on vacation, I get nervous. I always have to
be attached to my studio or at least be able to
create something. That’s why I don’t do so well
on holidays.
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Left and right “Pan Discomforting Psyche“ by Kris Kuksi (2009),
27.5“ x 258“ x 10.5“, mixed media assemblage.
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