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The Neubauer Collegium for Culture and Society at the University of Chicago has
invited Pierre Bismuth to produce a new moving-image work grounded in the artist’s
longstanding interest in improvised music — and inspired, in part, by the Love/Music
research project at the Neubauer Collegium, which aims to theorize the relationship
between love and music. For this project, titled Love Bless America, Bismuth invited two
prominent musicians from Chicago’s avant-jazz scene, Joshua Abrams and Sharon
Udoh, to collaborate on the creation of a piece of religious music based on a lyrical
prompt of the artist's own making. The work touches on a wide range of themes and
topics, from the magic of inspiration to the fraught relationship between art and
spirituality. In the conversation that follows, Bismuth and Neubauer Collegium Curator
Dieter Roelstraete speak about the making of Love Bless America — and much more.

Dieter Roelstraete: Music has long been a big part of both our lives, and it's one of the
things that we’ve repeatedly bonded over in the two decades that we have known each
other and worked together — though neither of us, of course, are practicing musicians.
Could you tell us a little more about the relationship between art and music in your
work?

Pierre Bismuth: As a child, | quite early showed a certain ability in drawing and
painting, and so the visual arts became part of my world very naturally. But around
adolescence, | discovered music — and in particular the movement that developed
around Miles Davis’s electric fusion experiments. We can probably date this fairly
precisely, as | believe the Weather Report album Heavy Weather had just come out — so
that would have been around 1977 or '78, which would have made me 14 or 15 years
old.

To put it very briefly, | would say that my relationship with the visual arts was fairly self-

evident, based on a certain natural ability, whereas my relationship with music was one
of attraction — barely articulated, and not grounded in any practice. Nobody in my family
played music, and | only started playing drums around that time, and a little later bass —
without ever, | think, revealing any particularly extraordinary talent.
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For a long time | had the feeling that these two worlds could not really come together.
Very early on | came to formulate that the difficulty for me with the visual arts, at that
point in their history, was the production of things that were at the same time either too
dense and too opaque, or too ideological. The art scene seemed to oscillate between
the artist as demiurge (invested with some mysterious, almost magical force) and the
artist as someone with a message to convey, which required knowing what to
communicate before even starting.

Whereas music seemed to me at the same time more concrete, rooted in technically
and physically demanding practice, and more open to experimentation and
indeterminacy. This reminds me of what Dali, who was quite critical of the emotional
dimension of music, once said: “You cannot communicate even a simple message
through music.” (Dali famously described music as “one of the poorest means of
expression” since it does not allow one to formulate even a simple, concrete, everyday
request such as “Be so kind as to fetch the hat | left on the kitchen chair” or “Please
bring me a glass of water.” It is clear, of course, that Dali is excluding singing here,
considering only instrumental music.)

Anyway, it was only around 1994 that | managed — accidentally, as is often the case — to
integrate a temporal dimension into my visual works (even the two-dimensional ones)
that was completely open in its relationship to meaning. These pieces were simple lists
of synonyms which, starting from one word and moving step by step from one synonym
to the next, could arrive at a completely different — or even opposite — word, ten or
twenty steps later.

These text-based works immediately stamped me as part of the post-conceptual family,
which is somewhat ironic when you consider that | was actually trying to find a more
organic, empirical relationship to practice, rather than an ideological one. But I've
already said quite a lot. Perhaps you’d already like to react to that?

Dieter Roelstraete: There’s quite a lot in what you just said that resonates with me. |
too was very good at drawing as a child, and that in many ways eased my path into the
world of visual art. But | was always also deeply interested in music, and much later |
came to greatly regret the fact that | never bothered to study music or learn how to play
an instrument.

In fact, | sometimes like to joke that, although art is what | do for a living, it's music that |
really and truly /ove. As a visual arts professional, I'm always looking for ways to
combine those two realms, and I'm often surprised by how challenging that continues to
be. | still have the ability to feel mildly disturbed by the sheer distance between the
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world of music and the world of (visual) art, even though they’re so often intertwined in
my daily life.

And as | mentioned earlier on, our friendship as art world denizens is grounded in part
in our shared love for a particular type of music. | love talking about ECM’s early '70s
jazz fusion records with you! Which is, of course, one of the reasons why | immediately
thought of inviting you to do an exhibition at the Neubauer Collegium, in partial
response to a Collegium-funded research project dedicated to “theorizing” the
relationship between love and music (to which we’ll be returning shortly, I'm sure).

| was interested in the reciprocity between the notion of the “love of music” — which we
share — and the “music of love,” which our enthusiasm for jazz rock and fusion is not
necessarily that closely associated with. And here we are, united in a project titled Love
Bless America. Perhaps you can tell us a little more about the path that brought you
here?

Pierre Bismuth: | think fundamentally | am an artist who needs constraints to work —
commissions, imposed exercises, and so on. | need the context to determine what | am
working on — so as soon as you mentioned this research project by Martha Feldman on
the apparently understudied relationship between music and love, | thought it was the
perfect excuse to dive in. And, once again by accident, | found myself some weeks later
looking at a clip from David Letterman’s late-night show from May 4, 1982, featuring
Little Richard speaking about his music career and his deep love of God. He even
performs a Southern Gospel song live, titled “One Day at a Time.” And | thought: This is
it! This is the element | need.

Not only because | believe that music always has a relationship with the spiritual, but
also because this relationship to religion through a living musical culture is so deeply
tied to the American tradition that it seemed pertinent to explore that connection. So
love and music would be tied together by God.

Something | actually remember from a very early age — as my father also listened to
jazz —is that | could see the connection to the religious. But as a boy raised entirely
inside French atheist culture, | thought it was just a kind of aesthetic stance, or just a
formal reminiscence of a tradition. Later on, | realized it was totally alive and in fact
inherently American. | could not truly comprehend how a society with such a
scientifically advanced culture, sending astronauts to the moon, could also believe in
God at the very same time. This is something that has always fascinated me.
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In fact, for some years now, | have had another project in mind based on the parallel
between the preacher and the stand-up comedian, as in America, they often look very
much alike. | was thinking about that project for Chicago, so when you told me about the
research project conjoining love and music, the religious dimension was actually already
very much on my mind.

Now, if you’ll allow me a bit of a departure: another reason for my interest in the
question of religious music concerns the way contemporary art is currently revolving
around certain major thematic axes such as decolonialism and ecology. Coming from a
Tunisian Jewish family who left Tunisia in the 1950s, precisely to embrace a modern,
secularized Western way of life, | am myself a pure product of that utopia, and my work
is in many ways an expression of this integration and its consequences — an attempt to
understand the impact of the Western project of modernization and secularization on
our lives. So, even though | fully understand what is at stake in projecting a notion of
pre-modern ethnicity, | find it difficult to suddenly consider dealing with the remains of
modernity as an obsolete stance. Furthermore, when you see how much we all struggle
today simply to survive — precisely because we are still fully immersed in this, now old,
semi-functioning Western modern project — | feel my role is to keep confronting the
tension between the utopia of modernity and some “dystopian” nature of reality, dealing
with aspects of our contemporary world that are often quite absurd and not exactly
desirable.

In this sense, dealing with religion allowed me to engage with pre-modernity, without
having to follow the current decolonial agenda, which is already being covered by so
many interesting artists. And so as American culture is so extreme in combining
simultaneously hyper-modernity in its most advanced forms of innovative capitalism,
and maintaining deep roots in religion, it seemed to me a particularly interesting
situation — one that makes visible the friction between our modern lives and our need for
spirituality.

Clearly, the excesses of our modern rationality and high-tech culture have created a
huge need for transcendence. Of course, the fact that contemporary art isn’t really
addressing the issue of religion right now is another factor that has attracted me to this
particular tangle of interwoven issues. And it is somewhat funny that | should be taking
up this challenge in a city like Chicago of all places — the home of an artist like Theaster
Gates, who has obviously been dealing with the question of religion for a long time,
though in what | consider to be a very different way...

Dieter Roelstraete: All right, there is definitely a lot to unpack here. First of all, | want to
challenge what | take to be your presumption that contemporary art is somehow part
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and parcel of the fabric of modernity’s secularizing impulse — that contemporary art
culture is almost by definition secular. That may be true of the contemporary art culture
that you and | call home, perhaps — one that is deeply colored by the ironic
temperament of postmodernism’s suspicion of master narratives and their claims of
transcendence, and that is a quintessential product of a certain northern Atlantic disdain
for religion that has long lost its dominance in progressive culture at large. But | don’t
think that’s the dominant sentiment in the mainstream of today’s critical art anymore
(and with “today” | refer to a present that | believe began in the mid-2010s).

| am writing all of this day shortly after returning from a short trip to Los Angeles, where
two of the city’s most important contemporary art institutions had two emphatically
spiritually themed group shows on view, steeped in talk of healing and communion and
caring. The spiritual in art (to paraphrase the title of Vassily Kandinsky’s landmark early
20"-century treatise) is definitely alive and kicking in art — though that is perhaps not
exactly the same as the religious in art... yet. In any case, you’re probably right in
ascribing part of this dynamic to the unique character of the American condition. But
let’s bring our conversation back to the musical aspect of the project. | want you to
expand a little more on the centrality of music in this tangle of interrelated questions.

Pierre Bismuth: Well, if you think of the aforementioned questions of ethnicity and the
“decentering” of Western culture, this is basically what jazz has been doing for at least
60 years, with the abandonment of tonality in favor of modal music and toward non-
Western traditions with African or Asian polyrhythms and scales. And it happened
organically, through “practice” — probably long before cultural or social theories even
began to address it.

The album Jazz Sahara by Ahmed Abdul-Malik was released in the late '50s and
included a huge amount of Arabic instrumentation and modal structures. Since the ’60s,
a huge number of jazz musicians have revealed the importance of Eastern or African
traditions, either because they were themselves directly coming from these cultures, like
Abdullah Ibrahim or Mulatu Astatke, or because they embraced Afrocentricity to
reconnect with their African heritage.

In Chicago alone, from Sun Ra’s early work to the AACM and the Art Ensemble of
Chicago, you'll find so many perfect examples of a movement entirely dedicated to the
immense importance of non-Western traditions, African instruments, performance
rituals, and communal structures. | wonder if the notion of “the West” even exists
anymore in jazz today.

Dieter Roelstraete: That would be a question for our musicians, Joshua Abrams and
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Sharon Udoh. Can you tell us a bit about your experience working with both — and how
their very different approaches to their craft and to your prompt have enriched your work
in turn?

Pierre Bismuth: First of all, working from live improvised music is in itself a statement
and even a declaration of intent: you fundamentally embrace the idea that you cannot
know in advance what is going to happen. And here | would say that my interest in, and
respect for, musicians like Sharon and Joshua grows a little more every day, because
the very foundation of their existence, the deep nature of their activity, is based on the
acceptance that what they establish depends on others and will take a different form
and quality depending on the people they work with — that their own identity is
constituted in large part through many different encounters.

Even though | have been interested in jazz for a very long time, | had not for a long time
fully grasped this dimension related to listening and adaptation, because the common
idea is that a musician composes a theme and that improvisation takes place in small
pockets of freedom within a pre-established structure. This is partly true, but it does not
take into account that a musician’s entire universe is shaped by the gradual absorption
of all the people they play with. Music in general is, | believe, a striking testimony to this
absorptive power and to this complex network of influences and infinite
interconnections, like different fluids that never stop mixing. This is the total opposite of
the very common idea of “self-development,” which holds that one has to find one’s true
inner self by oneself — which | have always found to be a dangerous and cruel form of
torture, and a complete mystification.

So the idea was to precisely show how two musicians who have never worked together
“‘operate.” How do they enter into dialogue, negotiate, and adapt in a very fluid and
organic manner? And my tool or method — which | first developed for my film Where Is
Rocky 1I? — was to task Sharon and Joshua with a precise commission: to write a piece
of religious music for an actual religious service.

| first met Joshua when he was performing in Brussels with his ensemble Natural
Information Society in October 2025. He liked the idea of composing a piece of religious
music, but he immediately suggested that | write the lyrics — something he may have
come to regret afterwards [laughter]. In any case, this actually seemed quite right to me
and eliminated the feeling that | was there as a scientist observing an activity from the
outside. And then, once the project had taken shape a little more, we looked around for
another musician to pair Joshua with.

Actually, before | go any further maybe you should give a bit more background
information, since you were the person who introduced me to both Sharon and Joshua.
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| know my way around Chicago’s jazz history to some extent, but | know very little about
the city’s contemporary jazz scene.

Dieter Roelstraete: Well, as soon as | knew we’d mine our shared love of avant-garde
jazz and improvised music for this particular project, and as soon as | knew we’d use
the Love/Music research project as a point of departure, | sensed Joshua Abrams was
going to be our man. I've known Joshua since | first moved to Chicago in early 2012,
and I'm pretty sure his Natural Information Society band was one of the first truly
memorable live performances | saw as a brand-new Chicagoan — and I've been a huge
fan of their music ever since. Knowing their music, with its echoes of Don Cherry, early
minimalism, and ecstatic Gnawa, it just seemed like a no-brainer — and it helps that
Joshua frequently works with visual artists, such as Simon Starling and Chicago’s own
Theaster Gates. And Lisa Alvarado, likewise a member of Natural Information Society
and Joshua’s wife, is a painter in her own right — her work will be actually on view at the
Neubauer Collegium next spring. The worlds of art and music, as you well know, can
sometimes be uncomfortably, bizarrely distanced, and Joshua'’s familiarity with the world
of visual art was certainly a factor here.

As for Sharon: | did not know her prior to this project — she was recommended to me by
Ken Vandermark, a lynchpin of Chicago’s jazz and improvised music scenes. | had
reached out to Ken to talk about your project, and he told me about this gospel-trained
pianist called Sharon Udoh who he played with in a band called Potluck Sextet. | went
to see them play live at the Hungry Brain in the fall of ’25 and was totally blown away by
Sharon’s energy and performance and immediately knew she was perfect for Love
Bless America. (A little later on | learned that Sharon was trained as a graphic designer,
so | knew, or assumed, she’d respond enthusiastically to the prospect of taking part in a
visual experiment.)

Unsurprisingly, when | reached out to both musicians separately to get a sense of their
potential interest in collaborating, | found that they were well aware (and in awe) of each
other’s music — but it was a nice surprise to learn that they actually had not played
together. Part of what we’re seeing in the film is their first musical encounter and
exchange, and that feels very special indeed. | love the idea that this commission of
yours may have actually laid the groundwork for an ongoing musical friendship. I'm
curious what'll come out of it beyond the musical performance spawned by your film.

Pierre Bismuth: Nice! All these interconnections are great — I’'m not sure if you knew
this, but like Sharon, | was also trained as a graphic designer before | started making
art. Now, it is actually a good thing | didn’t know Sharon was a gospel-trained pianist, as
my idea was initially to ask musicians with no connection to religious service music to
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face this task for the first time and figure out how to resolve it. But it still works, and in
fact, | only realized this much later, because at no point does she pull the music towards
standard gospel — not at all!

Listening now to how you got in touch with the musicians, it reminds me that the film
project has actually evolved enormously. At first, | thought we were going to make a
short cinematic narrative — shot reverse shot, classic editing — | was even talking about
a five-to-ten-minute film, and you were asking if it couldn’t be a little longer, and now we
probably have three or four hours’ worth of moving imagery! [Laughter] And also, if you
remember, my initial idea had been to follow two different ensembles working on the
same commission. | liked the idea of following, in parallel, two different entities working
on the same task and observing their different methods and strategies.

But as always, an idea is just a pretext for getting started — it is only when you engage
with the process of implementation, when confronted with problems and challenges
(which are always only opportunities), that you really begin to create, and also to
understand what it all means. Here | must confess that | only feel comfortable in a
project as soon as | am confronted with the first major impossibility. Precisely because |
am well aware that what determines a project is the miracle of contingency, | need
things to impose themselves on a practical level.

So very quickly here, the idea of following two bands in parallel — which could have
been Joshua with Natural Information Society and Sharon with Potluck, for example —
turned out to be completely unrealistic. Do you actually remember at what point and
how we came to think that Joshua and Sharon could work together? Was that a
proposal from the musicians themselves? Or maybe even your proposal? | don’t
remember...

Dieter Roelstraete: | can’t say | remember either. | do recall that we first reached out to
Joshua about this project some time in September or October 2025, and shortly
thereafter you got to meet him in person when Natural Information Society played in
Brussels. But | only met Sharon in December, and two months later, in February 2026,
you traveled to Chicago for a site visit with the express aim of meeting both musicians
and shooting those encounters, since those shoots would have been part of the fully
edited film you were first thinking about — at a point in time when they had yet to meet
face to face. Of course, meeting the musicians in February further shaped the trajectory
of the film and its production (another “contingency,” if you like), and we should mention
the absolutely monumental contribution of the film crew, composed of Robert Chase
Heishman and Robert Salazar. The final product, currently on view in the gallery (if one
ever can call a product “final” at all, and if one ever wants to call a work of art a
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“product” at all), truly is the outcome of the most organic of collaborations — between
you and me and Sharon and Joshua and the Bobs (as Heishman and Salazar are
collectively known). In a sense, the way the film took shape, informed by all these
contingencies, constraints, and challenges (the biggest of them all always both temporal
and financial, of course), is a compelling mirror image, | think, of the principles of
musical improvisation — of the “call and response” that structures the composition that
Joshua and Sharon pulled out of their hats in the end. Which they chose to title
“Wonder, Wonder” — and | wonder if you even knew as much?

Pierre Bismuth: | didn’t know, but | also know that one can wander through different
titles before a piece is published. So let’s see if it stays the same. And yes, you’re 100
percent right about the Bobs and the fact that, in the end, all these rather ambitious
projects are only possible if the alchemy of bringing deeply engaged people together
works — especially within the very humble art economy.

What | am curious about now is whether what Sharon and Joshua are producing will
eventually take a written form that can be handed over to any other musician — as a
score — or if it will remain a moment of pure improvisation bound to this specific duo,
with no possible life outside of this configuration.

Speaking of which, I'd like to react to what you just said about the “final product.” | think
this notion varies wildly from one domain to another. If you are a vegetable grower or a
mobile phone manufacturer, the question of a finished product is crystal clear. But in
other fields — like art, or maybe even in politics, when it comes to managing a nation or
a conflict — the notion of the “finished result” is something defined as such only after the
fact. Things freeze either through a justification or simply because a deadline arrives,
because the moment comes for a statement at a given time: a publication, an exhibition,
an inscription. Completion is the moment when something is fixed through inscription,
defining the work as if its form had always been intentionally designed to appear exactly
as it presents itself. The work always appears totally intentional in retrospect. And |
don’t mean it is purely accidental, because in reality the process is intuitive, and intuition
is faster than reasoning.

It took me 40 years to understand this. So many things whose existence is contingent
appear, in hindsight, as fully determined and designed. This is particularly true of a film
or a music album, yet post-facto analysis constantly confuses what was written with
everything that occurred in a sensory, contingent manner — which actually determined
the form of what has been inscribed. In a film, every improvisation and every constraint
ends up as an integral part of the auteur-director’s conception. If we had access to the
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original screenplays, we would see the massive gap between what was intended and
what actually happened to become the film. But most screenplays available to us are
merely transcriptions made after the edit.

How many times does a director want to recut a film? How many times does a writer
want to rewrite a text? How many times does a painter want to retouch a canvas? It is
infinite; a single object could potentially be reworked forever. This is, in fact, the very
theme of Balzac’s short story The Unknown Masterpiece: a painting that, through
endless reworking, becomes a formless “incoherent mist” because the artist cannot
bring it to an end. So the question of when a piece is finished is, to my mind,
consubstantial with human creativity itself, and remains fundamentally open. There is a
Frank Zappa quote that was initially referring to perseverance, but that could funnily
work here as well: “Don’t stop until you keep going.” [Laughter]

| would say that here, the film installation Love Bless America does not escape this
question — in fact, it actively attempts to address it. We established an operational
framework, allowed the various protagonists to evolve within it, and the end point is
basically determined by the imperative to open the exhibition on a specific date:
Saturday, September 26, 2026.

Dieter Roelstraete: Beautiful. Thank you, Pierre!

Pierre Bismuth: Love Bless America 10



