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‘The underworld is a hell of a rich place. It has its own currency (Hell
Bank money), its supply chain of fresh goods (Persephone has a steady
pomegranate delivery in place; peaches are abundant too), its own
state-owned transportation system dutifully run by Charon himself, and

various bureaucratic courts with official records and filing systems.

Administratively, the underworld is divided into 3, 4, 5,7, 9, 10, 12, or
18 quarters depending on local zoning regulation, with as many as
12,800 halls in total. It contains three distinct and charming regions
(Elysium, Asphodel Meadows, Tartarus), all organised in 18 levels in total.

There is a strong real estare market in place (with complete paper houses
delivered via smoke), an agricultural sector (these days mainly run by
shabtis through the Field of Reeds system), and various venues for

entertainment (with Cerberus enforcing the face control protocols).

‘The underworld does not lack psychopomp services, with Anubis
maintaining the Egyptian routes, Xolotl working the Mesoamerican

passages, and the Aralez dogs mainly servicing the Armenian quarters.

A complex and competing food system is operated by multiple caterers:
from binding-contract meals served at Yomi’s hearth and mummified
mears preserved in tree resin from the Egyptian district, to Meng Po’s

Five Flavors amnesia tea franchise.

Populated by the likes of Sedna, Angra Mainyu, Mictecacihuarl, Hel,
Ereshkigal, Emma-O, Arawn, Spandaramet, Vélynas, Hecate, Nephthys,
Supay, Wuguan Wang, Ah Puch, the underworld functions as a diverse
and inclusive space.

In general, there is a rather strict no-return policy in place, although

there have been reports of transgressors (fare unknown).

Join us.
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Obol
Andrius Arutiunian

i
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Fri, February 20 - Sun, May 31, 2026
Organized by Fondation d'entreprise Hermes
Supported by Mondriaan Fund, Institut francais de Tokyo, Lithuanian Council for Culture

Guest curator: Tomoya lwata
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Hermeés Maison Ginza Le Forum, the Japanese venue of the Fondation d'entreprise Hermeés, has
in recent years addressed issues facing contemporary society and art by building an ecosystem
of closer collaboration with other organizations. Alongside public institutions and private
museums, we partner with those advancing alternative practices, sustaining an ongoing
dialogue with the artists and curators of our moment.

For this project, we invited Tomoya Iwata, director of The 5th Floor—an independent space
dedicated to exploring alternative curatorial practices—to guest curate Obol, the first solo
exhibition in Japan by Armenian-Lithuanian artist and composer Andrius Arutiunian (b. 1991).

Obol unfolds as an investigation of the underworld’s future. Constructed as a descent into the
realm of the dead, the show probes rituals that mark the transition into another world.

Arutiunian often deals with time as a viscous and hypnotic force. Treating music as a strange
architecture of time, the artist works with vernacular practices, speculative rituals, and the
parallels of political and sonic attunement.

At Le Forum, Arutiunian imagines a futuristic vision of the afterlife. Every civilization produces
ways to govern both present and otherworldly lives through rites, myths, and iconographies. In
Obol, occult writings, mythological fragments, trance, and symbols of disappearance are
rendered through the aesthetics of an underground rave. Envisioned as a club for chthonic
beings, the show asks questions about time, future, and myth.

As political borders are increasingly redrawn for earthly resources such as petroleum, the
narratives around extractivism become ever more pertinent. The underworld is therefore
conceived not as a mere place for the afterlife, but as a space governed by desires not too
dissimilar from our own.

The exhibition manifests through newly commissioned sculptures, installations, sound, and
video works. Arutiunian works with materials once related to burial procedures that have found
profane uses in contemporary times. One such material—bitumen, a highly viscous petroleum
substance—becomes the central element of the show. Here bitumen, a material millions of years
old that never truly hardens, entombs, engulfs, and stains the works on view.

An obol is a coin placed into the mouth of the dead to pay for the final passage across the river
Styx. Departing from this, the exhibition questions how rituals of disappearance are intertwined
with existing political narratives, economic orders, and syncretic mythologies. Imagining a
speculative future of rituals, Arutiunian grapples with mortality and time, and invites the
audience into a slow rave situated between the worlds of the living and dead.
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Material and Image

The imagination immediately turns a substance into a value, and therefore material
images at once transcend sensations. While images of form and color may well be
sensations that are transformed, material images engage us in a deeper affectivity
and this is why they take root in the deepest layers of the unconscious. Material
images substantialize an interest.!

Gaston Bachelard, Earth and Reveries of Repose.

Deep beneath the earth under our feet, there exists a thick layer of dark, sludgy
material, a sticky black substance that oozes out of the ground like seepage from the
underworld. This material is known as bitumen.2 Also known as natural asphalt,
bitumen has inspired the human imagination since ancient times in cultures all around
the world. Andrius Arutiunian’s solo exhibition Obol takes this material as its point of
departure, employing sound, sculpture, and installation to envision a speculative
underworld of the future, with the nightclub serving as its central motif.

What exactly is bitumen? One dictionary defines it as a “naturally occurring,
inflammable, solid or semi-solid hydrocarbons, black or dark brown in colour, with
characteristic pitch odour, and burning with a smoky flame. Group name for asphalts,
mineral waxes, and related substances." Yet such a definition alone fails to convey the
rich imagery and material presence associated with this substance. In the 7th century
BCE in the region of present-day Iraq, the muffled sounds produced by gases emitted
from naturally occurring bitumen deposits were thought to have been the murmurs of
deities dwelling in the underworld. Beyond such symbolic associations, historical
records also attest to its practical applications in waterproofing, adhesion, and
preservation.* Today, bitumen remains a familiar and ordinary feature of daily life in the
form of asphalt, the material that covers paved roads. In this way, bitumen, singular in
appearance and texture, has stirred the imagination and given rise to narratives even
as it forms part of the scenery of everyday life.

Arutiunian has produced several works centered on bitumen in recent years, among
the earliest of which is Synthetic Exercises (2023). Bringing together oil exploration
technologies, Auto-Tune, and an algorithmic border surveillance system known as
iBorderCtrl, the work critically examines the shared logics of control that underpin

both resource extraction and biopolitical governance. The algorithms once used in the
petroleum industry to interpret seismic data for oil detection were later adapted for use
in Auto-Tune, the pitch correction software. For Synthetic Exercises, Arutiunian took
audio errors that arose during the process of radically retraining iBorderCtrl in a
previous work, rendered them using Auto-Tune, and played the new autotuned audio in

a space floored with bitumen. By connecting these seemingly unrelated technologies,
the work foregrounds the violence latent within them and the opacity that shields them,
reflecting Arutiunian’s ongoing engagement with the topic of oil extraction.

Arutiunian’s investigation into the extractivist pursuit of subterranean resources and
the material of bitumen are reflected in his visions of the underworld, as seen in Below
(For the Ones Who Murmur) (2024) and End Pull (2024). Contexts laid behind the two
works are the politics around the extraction of petroleum, and the mythology
surrounding the ancient deities Hartt and Marat®. In Below (For the Ones Who Murmur),
five bitumen sculptures emit a slowed-down version of the opening passage of Britney
Spears's “Toxic,” which features an autotuned sample from a Bollywood track. The
song itself is said to have been composed in the same month as the 2003 American
invasion of Irag. Through these layered references, the work reveals the technological
infrastructures and political tensions surrounding petroleum that lie beneath popular
music, presenting them as two sides of the same coin. End Pull, inspired by Michael
Snow’s experimental film Wavelength (1967), is a feature-length film that slowly zooms
in on an ancient riverbed in the Caucasus Mountains. As the view draws closer, the
mineral strata of the mountains become visible, and the fictional narratives and
distortions of history embedded within are unveiled in turn. The film imagines Harat
and Marut to be imprisoned deep within these mountains, their existences overlaid
onto the surrounding landscapes scarred by war and mining. Against a hypnotic,
vertigo-inducing soundtrack, their bodiless voices carry on a dialogue about
destruction, regeneration, and extinction.

Throughout his practice, Arutiunian has investigated the material and poetic imagery
of extractivism through his Armenian and Lithuanian backgrounds. In Obol, the artist
shifts this focus onto the underworld and myth, looking into historical and
contemporary instances of resource extraction.

The bitumen deposits of Tainai City in Niigata Prefecture served as an important point
of reference for the exhibition. Though not widely known, naturally occurring bitumen
can be found in several regions of Niigata, and Tainai (formerly Kurokawa Village)
remains a place where crude oil continues to seep naturally from the ground.® As part
of the research for this exhibition, Arutiunian and | visited Kurokawa Petroleum Park
and the Singleton Memorial Museum, facilities established on the site of the former
Kurokawa Qil Field. There, we encountered archival materials relating to bitumen, and
historical tools once used in daily life for oil extraction. Perhaps most significantly, we
witnessed and heard the bitumen itself welling up from the ground. This was the
artist’s first time observing naturally-occurring bitumen in person, and the bodily
sensations and images generated through this encounter proved deeply influential to
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his thinking. “Once you actually come into contact with it, you realize that it is never
truly stable,” Arutiunian reflects. “It seeps into everything and spreads and grows,
somehow both alive and dead at once, like the moving ghost of something that once
lived. | found a certain sanctity in it, a kind of spiritual presence.”” Arutiunian produced
the works for the exhibition in Yamanashi Prefecture at the studio of the artist collective
KATAKISHI. Reflecting on his production process at the studio, he notes: “What
fascinated me was the way the material seemed to discover its own form. Gravity
would generate shapes in the material in accordance with where it was placed, so it felt
as though | was collaborating with gravity and viscosity... In a sense, it was a deeply
poetic, even cosmic approach.”® In this way, Arutiunian produced these works by
attuning his senses to the “living qualities” of bitumen and allowing it to guide the process.

The Underworld of the Future: Syncretic Mythologies and Cosmologies

Obol transforms the exhibition space at Le Forum into an underworld nightclub. This
prompts us to consider what kind of place the underworld itself is. As we know, it is the
world of the dead, but while many of its representations share common ground,
conceptions of it differ by region and culture. For example, in Greek mythology, the
underworld is divided into three realms: Elysium, the Asphodel Meadows, and
Tartarus, corresponding respectively to the paradise for the blessed dead, a plain
inhabited by ordinary souls, and the abyss in the deepest region of the underworld.
Meanwhile, in Buddhist cosmology, representations of the afterlife include the Pure
Land, inhabited by Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and the enlightened; the hell realms,
characterized by suffering; and the intermediate state through which the dead wander
until it is determined whether they will proceed to the Pure Land or be reincarnated. A
full account is beyond the scope of this essay, but naturally each culture has its own
representations of the underworld, bound closely to its cosmology.

The funerary customs based on such conceptions of the underworld and the afterlife
are equally diverse. Chinese funeral rites, for example, practice the custom of zhizha—
paper effigies of daily necessities, houses, and currency that are burned so as to reach
the dead in the other world. Similarly, it is said that in ancient Egypt, mummified cuts of
meat were offered to the dead as provisions for the afterlife. Tales of currencies
particular to the underworld are likewise found across the world. In Japan, it was
believed that six mon coins, or rokumonsen, was the fare one had to pay to the
gatekeepers Datsueba and Ken'eo for safe passage across the Sanzu River into the
afterlife. This belief survives in funerary customs, in which six coins are placed among
the grave goods accompanying the deceased.

Such customs bring to mind the question of whether the land of the dead may in fact
operate on the same principles as the society in the land of the living. If so, what kind of
place might the underworld of the future be, and what might it tell us about how we live
now? These are the speculative questions Arutiunian poses in this exhibition. The
following section examines the exhibition as a bodily experience, and will describe
each work in the order it is encountered.

Arutiunian begins by imagining the underworld as a realm mirroring the political and
economic institutions, logistical systems, and worldly desires of the living. This
conception is introduced through a poetic text that greets visitors on the upper level of
the two-floor exhibition.® Within this syncretic worldview in which mythologies from
different regions intersect, various deities are described as carrying out administrative

functions and providing seemingly mundane public services. Here, the underworld is
presented not as an abstract metaphysical domain, but as an actual site of life (albeit
one inhabited by the dead).

Upon entering the exhibition, Breakfast at Persephone’s (2026) and Grave Goods
(2026) together usher the viewer into the underworld. The pomegranate, featured in
the former, is a fruit that serves as an ambiguous symbol of both life and death. Its
bulging crimson flesh has made it an emblem of fertility and abundance, while
simultaneously inviting associations with death through its resemblance to blood. This
association with death is inextricably connected to the myth of Persephone in Greek
mythology.?° In Breakfast at Persephone’s, several pomegranates are encased in
bitumen, suspending and entrapping these contradictory associations of life and death
within a thick black layer. These bitumen-covered pomegranates are arranged in neat
rows atop stacks of black plastic shipping crates as if awaiting shipment; at the same
time, it also functions as an altar for the dead, transforming the fruits into offerings.
Lined up on crates that evoke the infrastructure of distribution, the blackened
pomegranates transcend symbolism to become practical goods in transit to the
underworld to sustain the lives of its inhabitants.

Foodstuffs are not the only goods that circulate through the underworld. As noted
earlier, forms of funerary currency appear in traditions across cultures. In Greek
mythology, the dead must pay Charon, ferryman of the River Styx, in order to cross into
the underworld. The coin used for this passage was the obol, and the practice of
placing a silver coin or other form of currency in the mouth of the deceased was
funerary custom. Grave Goods incorporates the obols that give the exhibition its title.
Made of seven silver coins displayed upon small shelves covered in crimson cloth, the
work is arranged in a row along the corridor wall, symbolically inviting visitors into the
underworld. Engraved upon their surfaces are images of the ancient riverbed of the
Caucasus Mountains featured in End Pull. The distinct rock faces depicted on each
coin hint at the existence of a deep and richly abundant world hidden below.

The pomegranate and the obol: together, these two objects guide visitors toward the
realm of the dead. In this upper level of the exhibition, a liminal zone between the
worlds of the living and the dead, the faint echoes of the nightclub below serve as an
acoustic invitation, pulling visitors into a trance-like space underneath where the
inhabitants of the underworld gather to dance.

As we descend to the lower level, we are greeted by the work Chyron (2026), composed
of two jet-black panels installed in an L-shape: one standing upright against the wall,
the other laid on the floor. Proclamations by underworld deities are projected upon
their reflective surfaces in three languages: English, Japanese, and an imagined
subterranean tongue.!! Projected via a red laser, the narration touches on the economy
(inflation rates for underworld currency, stock prices), politics (government edicts,
elections), and daily life (weather reports, sales), suggesting that the concerns and
routines of the underworld bear a striking resemblance to our own. Yet interspersed
among these announcements are wryly humorous statements that undermine the
ominous atmosphere and elicit a quiet smile from the viewer. Modeled on the giant LED
billboards that epitomize capitalism, the panels evoke the underworld deities whose
words they display, while ironically implying that in contemporary society it is such
screens that serve as our idols. The whispers that fill the space are derived from an
argot once used among Armenian felt-making communities that has since been lost to
history.*? Arutiunian reconstructed fragments of this language, drawing upon its spells
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and incantations as source material and reimagining them as underworld murmurings.
These voices and words, which have already vanished from our world, become sonic
ghosts echoing through the underworld.

At the center of the adjoining space is Black Lagoon (2026), a work modeled after the
small boat used by Charon, the ferryman of the River Styx, to carry the dead across its
waters. The boat, barely large enough to accommodate a single passenger, is coated
entirely in bitumen. Its undulating surface gives the appearance of a living, shifting
mass that has been hardened, resting in imposing stillness as if resisting gravity and
holding time at bay. The glossy surface reflects both the natural daylight and the
illumination cast by neighboring works, absorbing its surroundings and asserting itself
as the centripetal object within the installation. The oar set beside the hull implies an
absent rower and rests in silence, as if waiting for the dead we cannot see.

Representations of the underworld’s deities differ from one culture to another. The
names listed in the exhibition’s introductory text refer to divine figures connected to
death and the underworld in mythologies from around the world, beings imagined in a
multitude of forms and appearances. They Tried to Count Us (2026) draws upon these
diverse iconographic traditions. For this work, a machine-learning model was trained
on images of underworld deities from different cultures, and the resulting image was
rendered as a seven-panel polyptych. Shapes suggesting human forms, animals,
hybrid chimeras, and landscapes were carved out of steel plates, creating negative
voids where the subjects should be. Then, as if to give these images flesh and blood,
the carved-out areas were filled with bitumen, transforming them into positives.
Excess bitumen spills beyond the edges of each steel plate, creating the impression
that the seven images themselves are living entities. The entire surfaces of these
panels are coated with the aforementioned translucent brown bitumen from Tainai City.
Because this material never fully hardens, the images remain in a state of constant flux,
suggesting divine forms that evolve over time.

Dominating the space is Now We Rise and We Are Everywhere (2026), consisting of
two imposing black speakers at either end of the gallery, each topped with a horn in the
manner of a rave sound system. From them emanates a hypnotic sound that saturates
the entire space. For this work, Arutiunian removed the high-frequency elements from
a well-known trance track, isolating only its bass components. Stretched to extremes
in a manner recalling the famous bitumen pitch-drop experiment,*® the reverberating
bass transforms visitors’ bodies into acoustic vessels themselves. The sonic
environment that emerges is a rave for the denizens of the underworld: a space opened
to those beyond life, where the constraints of the earthly realm—national borders, race,
gender, and other social divisions—are transcended. Within this imagined gathering,
unseen beings surrender themselves to collective movement and dance.

From above, the neon work Geryon & Herakles (2025) bathes the gallery in a vivid glow,
and suggests the possibility of rereading established narratives and systems of order.
The work references Autobiography of Red (1998) by the Canadian poet Anne Carson,
which reinterprets the Greek myth of the hero Herakles slaying the otherworldly
monster Geryon as a gay romance. The work epitomizes Arutiunian's approach as an
artist, bending existing narratives toward alternative possibilities. The intertwined red
serpents, drawn from traditional Lithuanian textile patterns, evoke the serpent’s
multiple mythological associations. At the same time, its soft glow recalls the neon
signs hanging above the entrances of clubs, illuminating exhausted dancers departing
atthe end of a long night.

Listening and the Body as a Site of Resonance

The moment that tempo begins retreating into its slowest chambers, a strange
sense of groundlessness appears. Try slowing down your favorite track at first by
double, then by four, and then by seven times at last. A millisecond stretched out
into an eternity, a waveform folding back onto itself. You will begin hearing the laws
of music collapsing in front of your eyes. The cracks and dead zones appear; all the
things that hid behind the glittering lights of sounding good and in-tune. Of being
well. These dark spots that emerge instead are not the pure absence of sound, but
rather a peculiar negative through which the real things themselves manifest.

linsist, try dancing slower next time and you will notice a new world emerging from
just below your feet.!
Andrius Arutiunian, “This World Will Disappear Before You Read It,” in The Book of Gharib.

Let us return to the soundscape of the exhibition. The whispering of the underworld
deities in Chyron functions as ghosts of the past, echoes of lost languages whose
disappearance allows time itself to reverberate through space. Meanwhile, the slow,
drawn-out bass notes of Now We Rise and We Are Everywhere evoke both the
rumbling sound and elongated sense of time in the underworld, recalling the temporal
qualities of bitumen itself. Reverberating across both floors of the exhibition, the two
sounds envelope the entire space within a single sonic entity, resonating with each
other while evading the dichotomy of harmony and dissonance. Both elude the linear
structure of past, present, and future to assert a temporality of their own.

The French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy posits that, in contrast to visual objects which
“are already there,” sound and sonic presence are always in the process of coming or
passing, extending and penetrating. Through resonance, expansion, and
reverberation, sound creates a unique space of its own. To listen, he writes, is to place
oneself within the tension of a process in which “the relationship in self” is formed
within this chain of reverberations. To listen is thus to participate in a continual
movement of referral and return, or renvoi.*®*¢ He further describes the “sonorous
present” as a time in which the lingering traces of a sound just heard (the past), a
sound now audible (the present), and an anticipated sound to come (the future)
reverberate together—a time that cannot be isolated as a discrete instant. The present,
in his formulation, is a continual mutual resonance with past and future, an unceasing
deferral and evocation. The listening subject, immersed in this expanding field of
echoes, exists as a “site of resonance” in which distinct registers of time dissolve into
one another.’” Seen in these terms, the viewer in Obol is not merely a passive presence
in the space, but occupies a place within the exhibition as a listening subject—that is,
as a site of resonance.

The nature of the nightclub as a location also bears examination. The politics of the
club encompass the anonymity of night, the liberation of the body, and a haven for
those on society’s margins. Sociologist Sarah Thornton, writing on club culture,
describes clubs as “other-worldly environments in which... the dancers forget local
time and place."*® Furthermore, the performance theorist José Esteban Muiioz
describes queerness as “an ideality that can be distilled from the past and used to
imagine a future."*® Queerness, for Muioz, rejects the here and now and insists on the
possibility of another world, a performative act of doing directed toward and for the
future. On this basis, he formulates the space of the club or dance floor as “a stage for
queer performativity that is integral to everyday life."? The club, then, is not merely a
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space for dancing but one in which it becomes possible to escape the “here and now”
and perform, together, the possibility of another world. And as Nancy argues, when the
listening body is placed within repeated resonance (that is, a renvoi of acoustic
presence), it is not fixed to a single tense, but remains open to contact with different
temporalities. In this sense, the underworld nightclub of Obol is a space that
perpetually escapes the “here and now” and allows encounters with a time that has not
yet arrived.

The temporality of the bitumen that seeps from the earth, the voices of the underworld
deities across the world, the ghosts of a lost language: these disparate entities,
transcending the boundaries of time, manifest together through the body as a site of
resonance. The underworld of this exhibition is more than the world after death: itis a
place where all that has fallen outside the linear narrative of history can coexist through
sound. To dance in this underworld club is to plunge into a space where the echoes of
vanished beings still resonate, a space that allows us to imagine a different way of
existing in the world. Solidarity with these beings, forged through resonance, may
prove to be the condition for imagining a world that has not yet arrived.

To all death, and all the dead—until we meet again.

Guest curator

Tomoya lwata

Tomoya lwata (b. 1995, Aichi) is a curator and the representative director of The 5th Floor,
a curatorial space in Tokyo. He completed his MA at the Graduate School of Global Arts,
Tokyo University of the Arts. Through on-site research, Iwata frequents alternative spaces
in various cities mainly in Asia to further understand the dynamics between institutional
and alternative art scenes in their individual contexts. As a practitioner who operates such
a space himself, he explores the potential for alternatives to existing systems through
curatorial practices beyond exhibition-making. Major exhibitions include: Sandglass
flowing backward (kudan house, Tokyo, 2025), ANNUAL BRAKE series (The 5th Floor,
Tokyo, 2024/2023/2022), between / of (The 5th Floor, Tokyo, 2022).
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The full text appears on page 1 of this publication.

In Greek mythology, Persephone, daughter of the harvest goddess Demeter, is abducted by Hades, king
of the underworld. While there, she eats a pomegranate, binding her to the realm of the dead. No longer
able to return fully to the world above, she is fated to move between the earthly world and the
underworld, becoming a figure who embodies the boundary between life and death.

The text projected here serves as a reference to Harat and Marat. Occasionally, some text is projected mirrored
onone panel; when it is reflected on the other panel, it becomes right side up, thus becoming legible.

At his solo presentation at the Armenian Pavilion of the Venice Biennale, Arutiunian presented a work titled
Do Not Fear Then!(2022), which explored this secret language. The work was an attempt to sonically
reconstruct the language once spoken by Armenian felt artisans living in the mountainous region of
Moks—a language created to conceal their trade secrets that now survives only in encrypted form as
secondary documentary material. The narration in Chyron builds upon the soundscape of Do Not Fear Then!
For details, see: Andrius Arutiunian, “Gharib: Conversation with Andrius Arutiunian about the Armenian
Pavilion at the 59th Venice Biennale," interview by Gerda Paliusyté, echo gone wrong, September 15,
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An experiment demonstrating the high viscosity of bitumen being conducted at the University of
Queensland in Australia. This experiment, which has been ongoing since 1927, records the dripping of
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details, see: “Pitch Drop experiment,” University of Queensland, accessed May 25, 2026, https://smp.
uqg.edu.au/pitch-drop-experiment.
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The term renvoi encompasses two related meanings: the physical “sending back” of sound through
resonance or reflection in space, and the “sending back” understood as a reflexive return to the self. With
regard to the latter, Nancy draws on the structure of the echo and argues that what returns is not the
identical self, but a self that has been subtly displaced. He thus formulates the subject as a kind of
“tuning-fork,” or a diapason-subject. For details, see: Jean-Luc Nancy, Listening, trans. Charlotte
Mandell (New York: Fordham University Press, 2007), 15-17.

Nancy, Listening, 12-14.

Nancy, Listening, 18-22.
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A Brush with Death

In conversation with Andrius Arutiunian

Lua Vollaard (L.V.):
‘Time as a viscous force' is one of the notions that
frames Obol, your solo exhibition at Hermés Maison
Ginza Le Forum in Tokyo. The main materials used
are sound and bitumen: materials which reflect both
temporality and viscosity. Sound, which unfolds
temporally, is experienced with the body, and
bitumen, a naturally occurring petroleum goo,
encapsulates geological time. Could you expand on
the relationship between those materials in the
context of Obol?

Andrius Arutiunian (A.A.):
Time is such a tempting force. It constantly ties us
back to who we are; how our bodies and minds
create constructs that appear and disappear. And
trying to catch a little glimpse of that—trying to
prolong or slow down perceptions of how reality
surrounds us is what fascinates me most. The way
time flows, the way it appears to our eyes, our ears. |
mainly work with time in my practice—and sound is
the fluid architecture of time. Time is so related to
the way we think of ourselves, our memories, and our
desires. It's this very strange force that humans
perceive as a continuous flow, even though we know
from contemporary physics that time as such
doesn't even exist. And yet, it's hard to convince
one's mind and one's body that it doesn't. The
materiality of time is a beautiful force in making us
reckon with the idea of disappearance, a key theme
in Obol.

L.V.:
There's such an enticing idea encapsulated here: an
ability to slow down and speed up time to bring
about a sense of malleability of personhood. Are you
engaging with forms of time travel?

A.A.:

There is a saying by Heraclitus: you can never step
into the same river twice. In this exhibition, | wanted
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to play with the idea of viscosity. You step into a river
that you can't step into again; yet you were already
inside of that river. The viscosity of time fascinates
me, as much as collective myths of death worlds and
afterlives. I'm invoking memories that are somehow
shared collectively, desires for worlds where we will
be once we're not here anymore.

L.V.:
Bitumen, which you've been working with for the
past few years, takes on a particular force in the
show. Bitumen is a goo that has a hold on the global
economy via the petrochemical industries. But
bitumen has also been called the nemesis of art
history, specifically of art restorers. Bitumen cracks
paint over time because it never truly dries. Its most
famous example is The Raft of the Medusa, an 1819
painting by Théodore Géricault, where the bitumen
has faded all the details. Can you contextualize the
role bitumen plays in your oeuvre, and how you
found the bitumen in Japan used to produce the
works in this show?

A.A.:
Bitumen is interesting since it shifted from a material
with a sacred function to one that is much more
profane. I'm quite fascinated with the duality of this:
how does time and technology influence a shift from
religious to industrial? For example, in the ancient
Egyptian times, bitumen was used as part of the
mummification process. In fact, the word mummy
comes to English from Persian mumiy4yi—meaning
bitumen. In the West there are many terms used for
bitumen that indicate its different states, like tar, pitch,
and asphalt, which would sometimes lead to gruesome
confusions. In the eighteenth century, European
pigment makers developed a harrowing way of
producing dark brown colours by grinding imported
Egyptian mummies into paint. A whole import
industry was established, and once the Egyptian
authorities started banning the export of mummies,

the dye makers started using recently mummified
bodies of enslaved people or prisoners. So while
bitumen by itself is a product of death and decay, its
uses were also often connected to the afterlife.

And yet it acted very poorly as a pigment, never
fully drying, constantly cracking, and destabilising
the paintings. Its extreme viscosity is bitumen's
essence, it changes states constantly depending on
the temperature. Bitumen is always ready to forget
its state of being, its allegiances somewhat sketchy.

When | first came to Japan, together with the
curator of Obol, Tomoya lwata, | went to the
Kurokawa Petroleum Park and the Singleton
Memorial Museum in Niigata Prefecture, which
exhibits the only bitumen wells in Japan. The sound
that bitumen produces has often been compared to
the soft murmuring of the underworld gods. As the
gases ooze from the earth, the wells produce a low
and beautiful rumble. After all, bitumen is essentially
aresidue of life, plankton, algae, marine beings
compressed into a mineral state throughout millions
of years. To me, bitumen is where the underworld,
made up of myths, extractivism, and dead bodies,
bubbles up directly to the surface of the living.

L.V.:
Oil and petroleum products have a conceptual and
physical proximity to mass entertainment. For
instance, at the La Brea Tar Pits in Los Angeles,
bitumen wells are visible on the ground, and sit
directly alongside LACMA (Los Angeles County
Museum of Art) and the Academy Museum of
Motion Pictures. It's a site where global mass
entertainment and petroleum, in the shape of the
remains of extinct animals like saber tooth tigers and
dire wolves, start bleeding into each other. You use
elements of pop culture and mass media in your
work - do you relate this to your use of petroleum
products?

A.A.:
There is a direct connection between petroleum and
the invention of standardized entertainment
systems, especially in the case of Auto-Tune. The
automatic voice tuning technology was invented
using algorithms that were first developed by a
geophysicist working for Exxon. It was employing
autocorrelation to analyse sound waves bounced off
the underground rock formations, revealing the
petroleum deposits below. The scientist who
developed it, Andy Hildebrand, soon realized the
same mathematics used to find oil could identify the

fundamental frequency of a vocal signal in real time.
Once the algorithm knows what pitch is being sung,
it can stretch or compress the waveform in real time
to attune it to the target pitch. So an algorithm that
was first developed to extract petroleum, ends up
extracting wave data from human voice. Its sonic
pervasiveness could not be underestimated, as this
technology is now ubiquitous in the majority of the
sounding world around us. Petroleum extraction
echoes straight through our cochlear apparatus.

L.V.:
For the first time in your oeuvre, rave culture takes
the centre stage in Obol: the exhibition features
overlapping sound installations. Can you speak a
little bit about the sonic world you're building?

A.A.:

At the centre of the exhibition sit two speakers which
were originally developed for American cinema
systems and used in American military bases. Once
decommissioned, these speakers would be reused
in rave settings, dancehall and do-it-yourself type of
gatherings. For Obol, | was very interested in the
interplay of the underworld and underground
cultures, and wanted to think of sound as a
sculptural material. Sound as a ghostly presence
that flows through your body, echoes in the iconic
Hermés Maison Ginza architecture of glass and
steel, that bleeds from one room to another. | wrote
the sound work called Now We Rise and We Are
Everywhere based on a famous trance track from the
nineties, which | rerecorded myself, and slowed
down in playback by seven times. Once you slow
music down, it begins to drip, like a pomegranate
that cracks open. Strange artifacts start to emerge,
and audio signals that were previously inaudible
become a vivid texture. This sonic extraction allowed
me to focus on each individual frequency range, on
each microscopic sonic movement.

At the same time, while thinking about the sound
architecturally, it was also important for it to retain a
certain emotive familiarity. The track is slowed and
its high frequencies are filtered out. What remains is
a sound reminiscent of the sensation when one is
about to enter a club. You're in the street, asifina
public waiting room, the full spectrum sound is
about to hit you, and yet that moment is not-yet, all
you can feel is the low presence of sound itself. This
transitional sonic space became the key opening
into Obol, a place of anticipation of the inevitable
transformation that we have to go through in the end.
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L.V.:
| came up in 2010s London rave culture, when it had
already transformed, so I'm intimately aware of the
commercialization of raving: its appropriation by the
art world, the impossibility of raving in times of
social media. What we used to know as a rave and its
subversiveness has kind of become impossible. And
I think Obol really draws out those contradictions:
Obol’s rave is close to death, and is suspicious of
crowds. It captures the cusp of the descent, but not the
transformation into collective effervescence. Would
you say you're also engaging with a critique of raving?

A.A.:
What truly fascinated me was rave as a method: a
method of transgression, of subversion and liminality.
It became a way of looking into underworlds and the
ways that they function as near-utopian spaces. Most
of the time, the underworld returns to us and mirrors
the exact same political and economic or cultural
norms of our everyday lives. It would appear that the
underworld and afterlife could provide a way of
creating worlds not governed by politically repressive
systems, but it does seem to create exactly that. And
so the analogy with rave became to me a vehicle of
thinking through capitalist, extractivist, and
oppressive political systems, a way of playfully
reflecting this strange system which seems to govern
both worlds above and below.

L.V.:
I'd like to speak a little bit about the mythological
sources in your work. Obol, a coin traditionally
placed in the mouths of the deceased, and Charon,
the ferryman of the underworld, both figure in Greek
mythology. The figure of the serpent is very present,
which is used in both Egyptian and Norse death
rites. Armenian myths sit at the core of your practice
overall. How do you conjure these sources?

A.A.:
I look at mythology as an early form of time travel.
Mythologies allow us to project the various
trajectories our societies take through strange
stories about where we come from and where we're
headed. They're both representative of our worlds,
yet they create alternate realms where imagination
can roam freely. My approach in Obol is indebted to
the writings of Anne Carson and Srikanth Reddy,
who use myths as living, chaotic, yet universal
vocabularies. | think of myths as dark pools of
knowledge: narratives that we should feel free to
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jump in, emerge out of, or only dip our toes into
lightly. Obol is submerged in this pool, which is both
heavy and fluid. It's not about one particular canon:
the underworld has no political borders. In my
mythology, the underworld unfolds rather as a global
corporation, an entity with multiple allegiances, a
multi-national pantheon sprawling through different
futures and pasts.

L.V.:
On top of the rich buffet of chthonic worlds Obol
draws from, you're orienting yourself to future deities
and a new utopianism. | wanted to ask you about
how you use fiction to create those kinds of worlds?

A.A.:
There's an important aspect to this that we haven't
talked about yet. This exhibition was born during an
ongoing genocide in Palestine. It was born during an
ethnic cleansing in Artsakh, Nagorno-Karabakh. So
it was really thought through to address the absolute
horrors that are happening in front of our very eyes.
As these political events became part of the show,
they directed me towards one question: what is the
future here? Underneath more playful narratives of
Obol, sits a grave and somber reflection on how we
inhabit a world of death and destruction playing out
in front of us. For me, the question is not how to
respond to it, but the impossibility of doing the
opposite. This is where | started really considering
the futurology of the underworld, the fiction of the
world that is very much based on our own.

L.V.:
Death in Obol is both reminiscent of and working
against the concept of necropolitics by Achille
Mbembe. Necropolitics links the political
sovereignty of states not only to their caring
capacities, but also explicitly to a right to decide
which populations should die. This is what we see
happening in genocide and in ethnic cleansing.
Chyron explicitly references the death of protesters.
In the imperial core, death has been stripped of all of
its mysticism. | was wondering whether you think of
Obol as are-enchantment of death? Oras a
crossover into that utopian, borderless world for the
living?

A.A.:
The work is very much concerned with the living. We,
the living, construct rituals around the ones that we
loved and lost: mechanisms, burials, the preparation

of bodies. These often repetitive structures
surrounding the dead, are essentially by the living,
for the living. This show cannot escape this paradox;
it's the living who tend to have the right to speak, not
the dead. Obol exists for them much more. But it
does orient the living towards death, in the sense
that the death of protesters anywhere in the world is
actually part of a single, interrelated, political reality.

L.V.:
Formats used in Obol are very reminiscent of
religious artifacts: shrines, relics, church windows,
amulets. They're not used as devotional objects, but
operate in another way. What do you intend by
invoking religion in your work?

A.A.:

I'm really fascinated by the paraphernalia of the
underworld. We make objects to represent the
underworld, but we also create things to send into
the underworld. The underworld seems to be a very
rich and vibrant place. It has a diverse economic
system: various cultures, from European to Asian,
place objects on or with the bodies, to be taken on
the other side. A wire transfer of the underworld. An
obol is used to pay for the final journey, “hell money”
is burned and sent to the ones who have already
passed.

| started studying these objects, strange tokens
whose value only reveals itself once we die. Those
images bled into the work, for instance, in They Tried
to Count Us, seven panels that take shape as a sort
of altar panel. | created an algorithm by feeding it
images and close-ups of the underworld’s
paraphernalia. Using this system | then designed a
sort of a futuristic vision of these objects. The
images were then laser cut onto steel and covered in
bitumen, reacting chemically and creating this
uncanny bleeding presence.

So by looking into religious aspects of the
underworld, | also wanted to unpack its political and
economic aspects. A lot of cultures seem to require
money to make the final transfer. Again, our idea of
the underworld mirrors political and economic
conditions in this life. Because the land of living
produces the economies of the afterlife, we find
ourselves as the community that needs to send
money back to the underworld. The world of the living
is like the diaspora to the underworld: we're only
transitory beings to the realm to which we shall return.

L.V.:
The related event of the exhibition was accompanied
by a performance. What did it mean for you to
activate the soundscapes in situ?

A.A.:
The idea of communal sound was the starting point
behind the live sonification of the space and the
thinking of the exhibition as a club. The idea of a
sonic space, something shared between different
bodies, is very important to me. For one night, |
worked with specific frequencies and decibel ranges
within the existing composition. It became a live mix
of the musical composition and sound system that
was in place to create that shared experience.

L.V.:
‘Live mix' is a key term here: bitumen bubbles up into
a live mix of afterlife with the living realm,
mythologies of the underworld can be mixed to form
a live whole of ideas about what comes after the
universal experience of death, and as an artist,
you're positioned as administering a mix of future
deities, future myths and utopian thinking around
afterlife.

A.A.:
In the end, Obol was born as a kind of a ‘mix’ itself,
gentle and hard transitions through different futures
and pasts, moving through geological, emotive,
economic cycles of time and disappearance. A mix
that oscillated between dancing to a slow trance
anthem, watching the mummified pomegranates
mold from the inside, observing announcements
and advertisements from the underworld. Capital,
history, myth, and music collide into one. | navigated
Obol and this whole body of research as one large
mixing desk, one that leads a body through the
viscosity of time.

Lua Vollaard

Lua Vollaard is a curator and writer based in
Amsterdam. She is curator of contemporary art at
Stroom Den Haag, developing projects that respond
to questions of the public domain and the institution(s)
of justice. She is one third of Superkilogirls collective.
She teaches at Design Academy Eindhoven and writes
for Frieze, e-flux, and others.
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Andrius Arutiunian

Andrius Arutiunian (b.1991) is an Armenian-Lithuanian artist and composer working with hybrid
forms of listening, vernacular knowledges and contemporary cosmologies. His research often
experiments with temporality, resonance, and alternate methods for world-ordering. Through
playful investigation of hypnotic and enigmatic forms, Arutiunian’s installations, films, and
performances challenge the concepts of musical and political attunement.
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1EqRE /Title

£ /Year

A+ /Medium

#4 X/Size W x L x D/H cm

Map fE@m!) X b
FURYGZ - TLF2=ToDA2E1—13, E E'
List of Works TIL X REHF/AR YouTube F + > 3 b & 1) ZHREE < £ & L\, u
The interview of Andrius Arutiunian is available on the Official E =
YouTube channel of Fondation d’entreprise Hermeés.
9F

1 Breakfast at Persephone’s 5 Black Lagoon
Stg' El‘e\{allor 2026 2026
we S . E L NE T
8F A XAE Bitumen, wood, steel
Pomegranate, bitumen 46 x 320 x 95cm
8F Dimensions variable Courtesy of the artist

Courtesy of the artist

I‘ @ I 6 Now We Rise and We Are Everywhere
Oa 6 f @ 2 Grave Goods 2026
6

2026 2F v RN YIRS XL - a2
0 / iR 777 %
E#%3.5cm. 71@ 2-channel sound installation
Silver 777 minutes
— o ® 3.5cm, 7 pieces Courtesy of the artist
? T Eli»'af’; — Courtesy of the artist
Stairs
(224
7 They Tried to Count Us
3 Chyron 2026
2026 Mgk, JO—-TXT77Ib, BEE
7T 32 x 161cm, 74
2F v L—H—=TO T3, Steel, blown asphalt, bitumen
61F v -HILR 32 x 161 cm, 7 pieces
Acrylic, 2-channel laser projection, Courtesy of the artist

6.1-channel sound
100 x 676 x 676 cm

Courtesy of the artist

4 Geryon & Herakles
2025
*F >
Neon
40 x 60 cm

Courtesy of the artist
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Obol—Night Version—
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HohE Ui,

Fri, February 27, 2026, 21:00-23:00
Le Forum (8 / 9F, Hermeés Maison Ginza)

For the special event Obol—Night Version—, Andrius Arutiunian
activated the entire space, playing with the sonic environment that
underpins the exhibited works and shifting the exhibition into a denser,
more immersive state. The body seemed to sink into a sonic space
woven from the continuous deep undulation of amplified, polyphonic
sound, producing a hypnotic effect that drew the audience down into a
chthonic underworld. At the same time, the experience awakened a
mode of perception in which sound was not only aural but became
virtually tactile. For those who spent intimate time within the
environment, the night left a lingering echo inscribed upon the body. It
was in part a tribute to Eliane Radigue (1932-2026), one of France's
most singular composers and an artist who profoundly explored the
materiality of sound.
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