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If any rising artist spells out “nurture”—and, arguably, “nature” 
too— it’s Esmay Wagemans. Ever since breaking the internet 
with her censorship-evading, nipple-freeing Second Skin 
in 2015, this young creator has been breathing life into hu-
man-like sculptures that are only becoming more and more 
advanced. Glamcult spent a day at the artist’s Amsterdam 
studio with photographer Lonneke van der Palen (as well as 
Wagemans’ chillingly real replicas), leaving us mind-blown 
by the emotional tactility and future possibilities of her de-
sign. “The more you know about techniques, the more you 
can expand your knowledge library, and the more you can 
come up with innovative ideas…” 

Gc Esmay, you describe yourself as a “science-fic-
tion artist”. What does that mean?

EW I actually take the label very literally. Since my work 
and research are based on futuristic scenarios, it’s fiction 
because it hasn’t taken place yet. I also like that science fic-
tion, as a genre, was invented by someone who wanted to 
make science more accessible to a broad audience. Today, 
the term is often used for technological improvement and 
scientific developments. But both are the exact elements I 
try to visualize in my work. In the end, “science fiction” feels 
like the most logical term to define my work. And regarding 
the “artist” part: I’d actually call myself a designer more than 
an artist, since I really think out every aspect of a project 
before I start. I also don’t find my work very autonomous; 
it feels more like I’m designing futuristic human concepts. 
But since there’s such a thin line between the definition of 
artist and the definition of designer—and because for most 
people the word “designer” feels less experimental—I pre-
fer artist. 

Gc You’re a huge part of your own work; many of 
your creations start with a mould you make on 
your own body. Are you, in a way, exploring your 
future self?

EW In the end it feels more like the other way around. When 
I create a replicant of myself, I’m “freezing” a version of 
me, a version of me that’s had a history and existence, but 
doesn’t or cannot have a future because I’ve frozen that 
moment. Still, during the process of sculpting, the real me 
already gets a few days older and is thus in a way farther 
into the future than the sculpture. The sculpture will always 
be part of a past, more and more so as time passes. The 
more years go by, the more I’m becoming part of the future, 
compared to my sculptures. You could say that I’m explor-
ing my future self by creating a replicant—but it’s not the 
replicant that belongs in the future. 

Gc I remember working together for our cov-
er shoot with Sevdaliza, in which she wore your 
transparent body extension. The way you treat 
your works is very caring, almost as if they’re 
alive. Can you describe the emotional relation-
ship you have with them?

EW I definitely have an emotional relationship with all my 
works. I’m a very sensitive person so experiencing a con-
nection with objects isn’t very hard for me. But the relation-
ship with my realistic sculptures is completely different 

than the relationship I have with the non-realistic ones. The 
emotional experience with non-realistic works is much 
more connected to the person I work with rather than the 
object itself. And with the realistic objects, it’s the other 
way around. Those start leading their own lives because 
while making the mould, it’s already more focused on the 
copy you’re going to create in the coming period than the 
person themselves. With projects such as the Sevdaliza 
collab, the whole process of moulding and building on her 
is the intimate and connecting part and the object itself is 
just a medium or an extension. I’m not creating a separate 
or a new “human”; I create something that remains a part of 
the body. With my realistic sculptures I feel like they light up 
hidden behaviour and bring up questions; it’s weird to see 
yourself in 3D. Most humans will never in their lives see their 
own faces in 3D—other people will, but not you. You only 
see your face through 2D mediums like a mirror or a photo. 
And how weird is it that someone else you don’t even know, 
sees “more” of you than yourself? But I’m not part of that 
group any more, because I have my face in 3D! [Laughs]

Anyway, most of feelings the replicant sculptures bring up 
are hard to describe, but whenever I’m doing something 
with “myself”, it feels like there’s more than just silicone. 
When she’s in my studio and I watch her, someone else is 
joining me. I also notice that I’m always extremely care-
ful with my copy and even almost nurse it during packing 
and unpacking. And when I’m building up for an exhibition, 
I say things like, “She’s over here,” or, “You can hang her 
there.” After that I always have a laugh because I realize it 
sounds funny, and yet it feels weird to say “it” or even “he”. 
It also sort of hurts when I drop her, or any other realistic 
sculpture, or lay them in an uncomfortable position while 
cleaning them. All those things are very interesting to my 
research and future concepts. 

Gc Tell me about your “breathing sculpture” with 
Stijn van Aardenne. Somehow I feel like it’s very 
much a next step in your career.

EW Yes, I feel the same way. As I mentioned before, I ex-
perience a lot and do a lot of research into the emotional 
connection with my sculptures. What I find most interest-
ing is the indescribably weird feeling you get while watch-
ing human-like objects. It’s a pleasant feeling that at some 
point can turn into a form of aversion. They call this the “un-
canny valley”, and it’s something I started researching for 
my graduation project. The phenomenon really fascinates 
me because there’s no clear answer to why we experience 
those mixed, weird feelings. You can’t get a grip on it. For 
my breathing sculpture, I wanted to confuse and challenge 
those emotions even more. One thing I like about the con-
fusion of a realistic sculpture is that you can clearly see and 
know that it’s not a real human, but you still experience hu-
man emotions. I reinforced that by giving the object even 
more life (by adding movement) and simultaneously show 
the part that should take away your conviction. On the one 
hand you see a very realistic, breathing, human-like object, 
and on the other you see a technical moving construction 
and hear a robotic sound. For me this project is just part of 
my research; I don’t feel like the sculpture is a visual end 
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result. It’s a little part of a process, which is how I actually 
see all my works. I see and make them to answer questions 
I have, start new questions or just out of curiosity. 

Gc How do you go about sourcing or creating 
your materials? When is a material fit for use? Do 
you ever create your own? And what are your ab-
solute favourites?

EW Usually I already know what kind of vibe or specifics 
I want in a material so I just go to my favourite company, 
FormX, and buy what fits the vibe best. It really helps that 
I’ve gotten to know most materials and their possibilities 
and it feels like I have a library in my head that I can choose 
from. There are still a lot of materials I know are out there 
but haven’t tried yet, simply because I haven’t played out 
my current go-to materials yet. My favourites right now 
are all platinum silicones that feel gross and sticky, and 
everything is transparent. Another all-time favourite is the 
platinum silicone I use for making moulds of body parts. I 
don’t think I’ll ever play that one out, but that might be the 
same for transparent materials. I’ve also just started work-
ing with glass, which is something completely different 
than working with silicone. For me, glass has always been 
the number one transparent material; there’s no other ma-
terial that is so beautifully clear, doesn’t become yellowish 
over the years, looks that smooth and sounds so nice. I 
don’t create my own materials and I’m probably not going 
to in the near future. For now I’m focused on the techniques 
of making moulds and shapes, which can be really difficult. 
You have to work in loads of steps and really need to think 
out every detail before you start. The more you know about 
techniques, the more you can expand your knowledge li-
brary, and the more you can come up with innovative ideas. 

Gc While doing research for this interview I im-
mediately opened your Instagram account, and 
I think that’s telling for the way artists today 
present their work. Can you tell me how you ap-
proach/use social media?

EW Social media can have an influence on how I see my 
own objects. I see it as a way of mediating as well as a plat-
form where I can experiment with, for example, words. 
Sometimes I try out words to see if it can change my own 
view on something, or to understand why I think about that 
word by seeing an object. For me it’s really interesting to 
see how people react to that. Besides that, I also like that 
social media is more personal, which can add something 
positive and can have an influence on your work/image. 
So far Instagram has helped me a lot, especially when I was 
still studying and nobody knew about me. I’ve never been 
someone who only wants to post “perfect” finished pro-
jects, and I’ve never been afraid to post things that other 
people may see as unprofessional. I just shared everything 
I found interesting and I think that helped me to build up a 
clear image as an artist—but also to see progression. I can 
say social media has brought me a lot, especially collabo-
rations. Now that I’ve done a lot of projects, worked with a 
lot of people and also met a lot of new people, I notice there 
are also other paths that can connect you. But I’m not sure I 
would be where I am now without social media. 

Gc Looking at art history or today’s artists, is there 

anyone whose practice your work is especially in-
spired by?

EW I’ve actually never had anyone that completely inspired 
me or had a big influence on my work. I can’t even really 
name anyone that I’m a huge fan of. My inspiration mostly 
comes from other disciplines. I love to see industrial appli-
cations of material. Films and series—especially sci-fi and 
thrillers or sometimes horror—inspire me, but I wouldn’t 
say that there’s a specific one that inspires my work over 
and over again. I just watch a lot and save elements I like 
in my head. Retrofuturism is a genre I get inspired by often 
and, visually, I find the movie Frankenhooker very interesting. 

Gc How important is it that your works look/feel 
female? Especially now that the gender binary is 
becoming less fixed but, on the other hand, the 
patriarchy hasn’t yet been toppled…

EW In the first stage of my work—especially for Second Skin, 
where I made a free the nipple/body statement—I preferred 
using female-looking humans, but now it’s more instinctive. 
My graduation project was my second project ever. I real-
ized I wanted to challenge people even more by going, in 
theory, more “extreme” in their eyes. I immediately knew 
that I wanted to not only copy my face, but also my upper 
body. It was a new statement, but hidden in a different con-
cept. In the end I received zero negative feedback about 
the nudity, and that felt very strong—especially since the 
goal of Second Skin was to normalize the female body. So, 
after that I decided to continue working on this normaliza-
tion, and I think that’s what I’m doing in my female-looking 
sculptures. It feels like I need to do that. This doesn’t mean 
I’ll never work on male-looking objects; I actually already 
did some projects with men but they’re not released yet. 

Gc Thinking about the future of humanity and your 
own future as an artist, what makes you excited? 
And is there anything that makes you fearful?

EW A lot of things make me excited, even the design of 
a Philips lamp or the way a human body works. Actually, I 
can talk about this with my boyfriend for a week! Choosing 
something that makes me most excited is impossible, but 
I hope my future comes with the expansion of knowledge, 
experience and possibilities; I know that will give me the 
freedom to think bigger. What makes me fearful is the idea 
of not improving or not being able to create bigger things. I 
really need to feel that I’m growing, year by year.

Gc The theme of this issue is “nurture”. What 
does this concept mean to you, especially since 
it’s often seen as the antithesis of “nature”? 

EW My work is all about humans in transition and, through 
technology, modifying their social environment. It’s an en-
vironment where we extend and try to hack human nature, 
where we try to control it. I think in the nurture/nature de-
bate, we can slowly start to replace “nurture” with “tech-
nology”. Will the discussion end when we also modify our 
DNA and create designer babies? The biggest and most 
important question, then, is not what the origin of our be-
haviour or nature is, but where we have to set the limits on 
how far we change it.

www.esmaywagemans.com
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