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Interview with Cécilia Becanovic

Chenaa Bxeasovic Ty 2003, you showed a series of photographs, entitled
The Forms of Rest, at the Vasistas Gallery in Montpellier (France). In
the press release, the art critic Albert Asthom quotes Borges: “It's
almost to insult the forms of the world to think we can invent some-
thing or even that we need to invent anything™, These words seem to
be particularly important to you.

Ravuaki Zanxa Since Albert came across that sentence (it comes from
Borges' discussion with Victor Burgin), it has become something of a
motto for me. It seems to me that expression, imagination, are only a
matter of editing and collage. I seriously doubt the possibility of creat-
ing something out of nothing or, to be more precise, I doubt that it is
possible to produce any genuinely original or individual piece of work.
If you think you live in a finished world, then the whole number of
shapes and possibilities must be finished too. When you look at things
in this way, it makes sense that two artists, remote from one another
in space and time, might produce similar shapes and thoughts. Let's
play with the things that are already here, already around us, rather
than pretend we are inventing something new. That’s not to say that
my work is objective in any way. It’s closer to the work of the collector
than to typology. I express my subjectivity in the way I select, frame,
and edit the world’s fragments. I never try to present reality as it is.
On the contrary, I'm stressing the fact that we can only ever see the
world from our own particular cultural viewpoint.

Chorun Beeanovie The Forms of Rest is a collection of concrete objects that
you found isolated in nature or on derelict sites, areas of wasteland.
The way you photograph them, these geometrical forms look like
unwilling sculptures, like strange monuments.

Rarwake Zanxa Monuments? Yes they might be.
But only if you see them as monuments await-
ing signification. Like that flame between two
sets of trafficlights just above the Alma Bridge;
itdidn’t commemorate anything before Diana’s
accident. Or monuments similar to those
Robert Smithson photographed in Passaic,
New Jersey. Monuments that have been pro-
duced unwillingly by their environment but
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that have a strange kind of relationship with it, something paradoxical. Iam
interested in the gap or the tension between the object and its “scenery™. 1
look for objects that seem to be on display, abstracted from what I might
call the asphalt and concrete continuum of urbanity.

Cieraa Breanovie Thege images of yours are not metaphorical. The objects

are like signs whose signification has been forgotten. They seem instead

to operate on a hypertextual level, leading us to other sources, images

or texts. Some belong quite clearly to the family of scientific or specu-
lative objects such as the platonic solids that Kepler used in his cosmol-
ogy, each a regular polyhedron.

RarnatiZanxa All the photographed objects do not operate on the same

level. There are those you just mentioned, whic¢h are probably the most

intriguing. And then there are those that you recognise immediately,
but that are to be read on a different level. I am thinking of the inverted

staircases: their distortion reminds me of Piranese’s prisons, those

that Borges thought about as he was building his fascinating City of
the Immortals (see The Immartal, the first tale of The Aleph). There is

also the triple skateboard ramp; what interests me there is the origin of
its shape, the wave, which is now petrified in concrete,

Cheraa Breanovic Rodney Graham sees his photographs of isolated trees
as portraits. The Forms of Rest, half way between sculpture and painting,
between volume and one-dimensional image, seem instead to belong to
the category of still life. Still lives, that is, on the scale of the landscape.

Rarnaiin Zanxa 'yve always wondered where the border lies between an
object and a space. At first I thought it could be to do with motion, the
difference between something you can move, like a piece of furniture
(in French, “meuble™) and something that cannot move, like a build-
ing (in French, “immeuble™), something instead that you move on. I
think I've now come to consider all that is fragmented, isolated as a
kind of object. For instance, take the Aerotrain track. There is no
doubt about it, this is a space, it's eleven miles long. But, at the same
time, it doesn’t link anything; it's just there in the middle of the fields,
its extremities finishing in the void. My photograph of the monorail,
the one that belongs to The Forms of Rest series, is really the link, or
the interface, between my photographs and my videos, between
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object and space. I use photography—paying particular attention to
scale and the position from which the photograph is taken—to unify
very diverse kinds of objects.

Conuaa iweanovie In the same show at the Vasistas gallery, facing the pho-
tographs, you had a sculpture, or rather an object: a wheel cut out of
breeze-blocks, inspired by the work of the Brazilian artist Iran Do
Espirito Santo. This piece of yours is some kind of manifesto: it makes
quite clear the mobile-immobile dialectic that is central to your work.
This dialectic is also clearly visible in the collaborative Pemtacycle
project (2002, with Vincent Lamouroux) and, more recently, in the
video you shot in an abandoned skatepark built in a particularly dry
and wild kind of landscape in the southeast of France.

Ravualiv Zanxs Before saying a few words about the sculpture you men-
tioned, I would like to say just one last thing about 7%he Forms of Rest.
To take a photograph is not something that simply goes without say-
ing: the logic of the “decisive instant” is something I am completely
unfamiliar with. The only things I allow myself to photograph are
objects with such inherent stillness that I naturally see them as photo-
graphs. The Forms of Rest are twice-photographed, then, or photographs
to the power of two. The same goes for the wheel made of breeze-blocks:
it's a sculpture of a sculpture. As a musician might, I did a cover ver-
sion of a piece by Iran Do Espirito Santo: a circle cut out from a red-
brick wall. I simply ¢hanged the material, in the same way as a musi-
cian would play music on a different instrument. This piece, along
with many others in contemporary art, works like a musical score, or a
recipe: if I simply say to you “a wheel cut out of a red-brick wall”, you
already have an image in mind. This work is “allographic™: it can be
built by the artist or by anyone else. But what actually works in the
field of music is mostly theoretical in the visual arts, and I wanted it to
make it effective. Yet I didn’t make the piece just to illustrate the the-
ory. Iran Do Esprito Santo’s piece is a work I can really relate to, some-
thing I could or should have done... That said, if you look at what
seems to be the same piece in the context of one artist’s work and then
in the context of another’s, its whole meaning has ¢hanged. In my case,
the circle is a wheel, not a cut-out, an oxymoron of immobility and
movement. That's why I suggested that Albert cite a passage from
Cyrano de Bergerac's book (A Fourney to the Moon, around 1657),
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where he describes a city on wheels. I focused on this aspect in the
video I showed at the Frac Languedoc-Roussillon (Rooler Gab, 2004)
as well as in the Pentacycle video. Indeed, the rules underlying the mak-
ing of the two videos were the same. I don’t just film any kind of con-
temporary ruin: these are very specific, they are not houses or bun-
kers, they are spaces dedicated to motion, to speed. The absence, or
cessation, of movement makes the immobility of these spaces even
more apparent. But in order to record that immobility on video, I
needed to establish a standard. And motion is the standard against you
can measure immobility. The standard is the Pentacycle, the dog.

Cheraa Breanovie In your words, the Aerotrain track and the Rooler-Gab
skatepark are “fossils of motion on landscape-scale”™, It makes me think
of what you said about the petrified wave. I think that image describes
perfectly this skareboard place on a hill in the middle of nowhere. You
say someone walking around there could not even notice the poles of
the ski lift. It's the ski lift that gives the project its strangeness: an
abandoned ski lift there in the south of France where it never snows.
You first went there to take photographs, and you then investigated
and met Gabriel Leuret whose prosaic imagination is at the origin of
this strange place. You finally ¢hose to highlight the site’s disjunctions
and contradictions by letting a dog guide you through it.

RarnakeZawxa In that video, the dog is the first thing you see; it’s the kind
of dog that hunters use in the south of France. At that point there is
nothing especially strange. Then, in the countryside, you begin to see
aspects of urbanity, then you see the ski lift and the downhill skatepark,
and itis then that you begin to understand the dog might not be the main
¢haracter. I like putting the main ¢haracter in the background, filming
without filming something, showing something while seeming to show
something else. It’s almost like the story of the finger pointing at the
moon: the fool looks at the finger. But we know there is no fool in art:
you need the finger for there to be a moon. T'here is something similar
going on in Landscape where the wind comes from (2003). 1 puta tiny video
camera on the arrow of a weathercock that I install on the roof of a gal-
lery. It films the landscape in real time, and you can watch the result on a
LCD screen inside the gallery space. One way of thinking about it is
that the weathercock, thatis to say the wind, offers the only way of film-
ing the landscape of our daily lives objectively. Another is that the piece
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is mainly a self-portrait of the wind, and that the landscape is only what
exposes it (in the photographic sense). To me, the interest of the piece
lies in the space between the two interpretations.

Chora Breanovie Taking up the second way of looking at the piece, the
landscape somehow plays the part of the plaster that you used to cast
the holes in an emmenthal ¢heese. The title of that series, The Eyes
(2004), is ambivalent. It can be read pragmatically (¢heese makers call
the holes in ¢heese “eyes™) or metaphorically (you are enabling us to
see what is usually invisible).

RavuaiZawxa In this new series of photographed objects I come back to
the underlying theme of the ar¢haeology of everyday life. The idea comes
from the casting technique they used in Pompey; you might remember
that famous sequence in Rossellini’s 7¥p 0 Italia. 1 think that’s where I
got the idea from. I think a gruyere cheese embodies perfectly the way
in which mysteries hide in the most ordinary of things.

Ciewia Breanovic The heterogeneous aspect of your works, the diversity
of the media you use, the fact that you work almost as a collector
would, all of this reminds me of a curiosity cabinet.

Ravualic Zanka The collector’s curiosity interests me more than the curi-
osity of the objects. What is most important to me is what lies in
between, in the space that separates one object from another. So my
notion of the collection is more dynamic. I am not that interested in
the aesthetic of the curiosity cabinet; the important thing is the way in
which it does away with useless dichotomies su¢h as geometric/
organic, form/anti-form, artefact/natural objects. You could define
this kind of space in terms of Roger Caillois’ notion of “generalised
poetics” (poétique généralisée), which suggests a unity and continu-
ity between physical, intellectual and imaginary worlds.

Ckerraa Beeanovie Borges and Caillois—both have inspired your written
pieces. Roger Caillois turns his scientific research into literature; you
turn your practice of skateboarding into a short essay titled 7/e
Forbidden Conjunction (La Conjonction interdite, 2003). 1 would like you
to tell me about the way you use writing in your work.
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Raruals Zanxa The Pentacycle project is composed of an object (a vehicle),
avideo and a text (a discussion); if we felt the need for this text, it was

not because we had something to prove. We simply knew that nobody

else would be able to describe what we experienced, what we observed.
The realisation of project was spread over a period of time, and the

discussion is more the story of our trip, like a travel-log, than a theo-
retical text. In 1999, when I was still a student in England, I wrote an

essay on Borges that took the form of a short story. I printed 200 cop-
ies of the leaflet on a copy machine. It was the biography of Isidore

Thomas Beral, a Swiss painter from the beginning of the twentieth

century who managed to paint an inverted perspective in a scientific

way. | was thinking that in the context of the total freedom that artists

have today, there is still one thing that just cannot be done: that is, to

create a piece in the past. Only fiction allows you to do that, which is

something that artists shouldn’t just ignore. The Forbidden Conjunction

is something quite different. Skateboarding is a subject as well as an

excuse for me to do some research. There are artists who copy the

pages of the dictionary when they cannot think of anything else to do;

my way of making the most of the times when I have no specific ideas

is to gather information and notes on skateboarding; it feeds my hunger

for research and speculation. Of course, it is not that there are

no links whatsoever between my work as a whole and

some aspects of skateboarding, but they are not

to be found in some kind of folklore;

the relationships are subtle,

less explicit.
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We all use, or have used, a banal expression—"1t"s a small world!"—to greet
a surprising coincidence: bumping unexpectedly into a friend in a far-off
country, or into long-lost classmate in the work place, ete. etc. Such for-
tuitous events are not insignificant, They constitute what we might call
the riyymes of existence, the ar¢hetype of which is the discovery of shared
tastes, shared pasts, shared fragilities (“me too!™) which serve as the prel-
ude to falling in love. But what most of us fail to register is the paradox:
we tend to celebrate such wonderful little occurrences with a remark that
is a priori depressing—that of the exiguity of the world!

Perhaps it is not a paradox after all. It is as if our everyday vocabu-
lary were discretely confirming Roger Caillois's hypothesis: “the idea
of the finite, of the enumerable, [is] at once far more difficult to conceive
of, and, at the same time, far richer in terms of its rigour, than that of the
infinite.™ It was in 1869 that Mendeleyev drew up his periodic table of
the elements—the list of solid, liquid and gaseous materials—which
together form the sole components of the universe: the structure of mat-
ter is such that no new element can slip in between those recorded by
the great Russian physician (it is well known that he anticipated a
number of elements which would not be discovered until long after his
death). Berween iron and manganese, which sit next to one other on the
table (separated only by an extra electron), nothing whatsoever can
inginuate itself: the map of matter has been drawn up once and for all,
like the walls of a prison from which it would be pointless to try to
escape. Caillois postulates that the magic in the world stems not from it
being rich in infinite possibilities but, on the contrary, from this implac-
able finitude theorised by Mendeleyev. It is because the universe has
only alimited number of possible combinations at its disposal-evidently
the number is huge, but it is not, strictly speaking, infinite—that, from
time to time, these rhymes occur. They encourage us to believe in these
things having a hidden meaning, in a greater intelligence organising the
world around us. Why do galaxies coil in spirals, like water draining out
of the bath? Why does the praying mantis, in its looks and its habits,
recall with such intensity a cruel femme fatale? Why do almonds and
their shells look as if they were made in imitation of the brain and its cra-
nial casing, while the forms of certain kinds of mushrooms mimick
Priape’s glory? Medieval thought saw in all of this what it called signa-
rurey; the scattered traces of a design at work in things themselves, the
echo of the macrocosm in the microcosm, divine tricks or clues dissemi-
nated across the chaos of the real that are intended for he knows what to

L Aeger Catll “Be URN S YA
T Caaer -~
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look for, As for Caillois, his pessimistic rationalism saw only the neces-
sary consequence of a statistical logic: a finite number of elements nec-
essarily engenders combinations which, at regular intervals, will resem-
ble and respond to one another. If, as we fear is the case, Caillois’s
hypothesis is right (that the wonder of happy coincidences is a product
of the finitude of the world and not of a supernatural design), then it iy
quite right that we should attach the highest price to poetics of coinci-
dence which cultivates our sense of life having a meaning. This optical
illusion, these fascinating mysteries which the surrealists named ofjec-
tive chance, serve—for a second at least—to distract us from the disillu-
sionment that is the condition of humanity in the modern age. It will be
for the artists—for those who, since Jarry inserted an *h" and exploded
the word, we nolonger dare call poets—to maintain the illusion, whether
they themselves are fooled by it or not. What we call "art”™, even in
present-day society, is in the end nothing more than an endlessly
updated catalogue of the thousand and one different ways of exclaiming,
or murmuring, “It's a small world!™—as if that were good news. ..

Caillois, altogether logically, makes art into something like the
collection of the beauty of ¢hance; he loathed the transformation usu-
ally implied by habit and etymology. In A Sculptor's Monologue,”
which is in fact the confessions of a stone collector, he confides his
unwillingness to add yet another artefact to the vast number that
already exist: *Of course, I can easily understand those artists who
seek to extract beautiful forms from stones, But theirart[...] provokes
in me I don’t know what kind of reticence [...] I have reprimanded
myself for it. From time to time a sacrilegious idea crosses my mind:
that it would be both simpler and less risky to look for stones that
already have a finished form. Like everyone else, I can appreciate a
classical Aphrodite, but I loathe to continue the tradition: I hear a
demon whispering to me that, if T dared, I'd always prefer the living
body and the raw block of marble. And so, in the end, I dare. It seems
to me that a number of my fellow sculptors are pursuing the same path,
bur I reproach them for only beginning to move in this direction. Why
not go straight to its extreme conclusion and stop making sculptures
altogethery™

It seems to me that Raphaél Zarka shares something of this sacre-
ligious attitude, as well as the sense of guilt which traditionally accom-
panies any sacrilege: he once confided to me in a letter that “if the
artist is supposed to be an ‘inventor of forms’, then, as an artist, I'm

3 Roges Uatilots, “Mouslugus &'un
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never far from thinking that I'm pretty much an impostor' Perhaps
this is indeed the case; if, that is, we have to hear the contemporary
meaning of a product of the imagination in the word “invention”, But,
in the strict sense, that of the Latin /nvenire, an invention is first and
foremost a discovery: the law tells us that, even when discovered on
someone else’s land, half the treasure belongs to whoever found it.
The treasures that Zarka goes in search
of, and which therefore by rights
belong half to him, are nothing other,
to put it briefly, than the extraordinary
forms left in the wake of modern indu-
stry—forms which he collects like so
many found sculptures. For example,
a contemporary ruin that is slowly fos-
silizing in the countryside near
Orléans captured his imagination for a
number of vears: twenty kilometresof .
concrete which once served as a test oia Ton
rail for the Bertin Aerotrain, and
which nobody bothered to demolish after the project failed. It is clear,
though it is still worth stating, that following the trail of objects such
us this has very little to do with the logical paradoxes arising from the
work of Marcel Duchamp, those of the ready-made, an expression
which the inventor of In Advance of the Broken Arm himself defined as
“tout fait”, So-called ready-made objects are selected for their lack of
remarkable qualities so that they can then serve as the basis for a philo-
sophical speculation upon the founding presupposition of modern art:
that, once all aesthetic judgement is declared to be subjective, then
everything is susceptible to being art, The objects that Raphaél Zarka
secks, however, are deliberately sought for their strangeness and for
the surprising nature of the ¢hain of coincidences which appears to
have produced them. The Surrealist Exhibition of Objects in Charles
Rartron’s gallery in 1936, where a melted wine glass discovered on one
of the slopes of the erupted Pelée voleano and a bottle-rack purchased
in Marcel Duchamp’s in name by Man-Ray were exhibited alongside
mathematical objects borrowed from the Poincaré Institute, gave
weight to the idea that a shared spirit of research lent a coherence to all
of the disparate elements of a bric-d-brac: in reality, though, there is
none; in the end, the perplexity induced by the ready-made has very
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little in common with the dream of objective chance prompted by
those objects traditionally classified as surrealist.

One could say that Raphaél Zarka belongs to an improbable tribe
of postmodern surrealists: they no longer seek the strange in nature, asin
Andre Breton's time, nor in protected domains such as the world of
science or popular culture, but rather in those terrains which, in
French, are so prettily called vagues*; empty, unoccupied, neglected
spaces, left to go to waste by an industry unbothered about erasing the
tracks its leaves. A tribe for which, with his Tuwr of the Monuments of
Passaic*, Robert Smithson might be considered something of a figure-
head (in that beautiful narrative, Smithson retraces a bus tour of the
sites of his ¢hildhood, examining even the most insignificant-looking
yard through the eyes of an archaeologist who finds there, as he puts it,

“inverted ruins").

A photograph taken by Zarka will give a good idea of what we are
dealing with here. I am thinking of that inaugural photograph which
he entitles Forms of Rest: two shapes made out of steel-encased con-
crete and abandoned in a deserted port, photographed in the middle of
an ordinary morning or afternoon, the weather moderately cloudy—or
s0, at least, we surmise from the short shadows they cast. Two very
precisely constructed polyhedrons, which initially recall the Fitrerbug,
the shape (a cuboctahedron with fourteen sides, six squared and eight
triangular) whi¢h Buckminster Fuller considered to be one of the orig-
inary structures of the universe, but which a cursory flick through the
mental filofax of your average amateur art historian would soon reveal
as the spitting image of a famous
mathematical object which fig-
ures in Jacopo de Barbari's por-
trait of the mathematician Luca
Pacioli thatis conserved in Naples
(Pacioli was the author of the
treatise on the divine proportions,
illustrated by Leonardo da Vinci,
which must have fed all of the
speculation on ideal geometry by
artists working at the time of the
Renaissance and beyond). Armed
with an encyclopaedia. the ama-
teur art historian would eventually




30

e v A Rhomiicohat?

discover what no doubt a physician or a geometrist could have identi-
fied straight away: the object is a rhombicuboctahedron; it has twenty-
four points and twenty-six sides, and belongs to the family of semi-
regular polyhedrons sometimes called the Archimedean family, of
which there are thirteen members. In Jacopo de Barbari’s painting, the
rhombicuboctahedron serves in the first instance as a symbol of math-
ematical perfection. But, for centuries, objects of this type, when they
appear in paintings, have also had another function: to evoke that
black humour, thatdisconcertation of the intelligence called Melanchaly.
This is by no means a contradiction. If, in Diirer’s angel of Melancholia

1, countless clues (in the first place a polyhedron, and an irregular one

at that, but also the tools, the inscriptions...) encourage us to sceitasa

deliberate distortion of a geometrical allegory, it is because, in the pre-
Renaissance mode of seeing the world, the geometer was considered

the exemplary subject of hopelessness, painting everything in dark

colours. We used to think—but has anything really changed?—that the

geometer’s intelligence could unlock the secrets of the functioning of
universe, the workings of its wheels, but also that it was incapable of
accessing the rafson d'¢tre of those workings, to fathom their ultimate

ends. Attuned to the sow, but radically deprived of the wiy—for only

faith could give him that—the learned man was especially susceptible

to madness, to the point where the geometer came to be seen as the

archetype of melancholy.

Set down there, on a surface which, we imagine, has never been
used for any particularly remarkable activity, the two rhombicubocta-
hedrons photographed by Raphaél Zarka in a dull light recall that sec-
ular iconography...

We might think of them as a monument, as a sculpture inten-
tionally fabricated by a well-informed artist and left there in antici-
pation of its definitive installation in the gardens of some prestigious
edifice. Everything points in the other direction: the steel-encased
concrete that the polyhedrons are made out of is beginning to disin-
tegrate; they have been there, unprotected, for quite some time,
ubandoned. It is the photograph, and only the photograph. which
provides the space in which they can be read as & monument—an
involuntary monument, a chance monument, one might even say a
monument /6 ¢hance. Zarka carried out a brief investigation into
sites not far from Séte: but that, we would only find out after the fact,
having already been intrigued by the image, we endeavour to seek
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out any information that might shed light on the mystery. An indica-
tion that these objects were meant to have been submerged the length
of the coast to serve as breakwaters, to interrupt the ebb and flow of
the currents which, over time, can alter the shoreline or make it diffi
cult to maneuver a small craft. Bur anything at all, or almost, could
fulfil this function. Along the length of the landing beaches in
Normandy the allies submerged long blocks of concrete specially
designed for the purpose; but they also simplv the sunk old redun-
dant ships that the soldiers called “gooseberries™. Today, we can find
jetties on those beaches made out of cubes of granite that have hardly
been worn away, or agglomerates of curious shapes and sizes with
four protuberances, apparently factory-pro-
duced in Japan, whic¢h one of my c¢hildren once
quite perceptively identified as a prototype for
the most stuprd form: a sort of degree zero of any
kind of solid, a mana of rock, the breakwaters
exemplarily pile-up-able any old how. But the
objects photographed by Zarka do not belong to
any of these categories, they seem to have been
produced by a particularly sophisticated opera- 77700 et T
tion. Where does this extraordinary resemblance to a motif so du:ply
embedded in the memory of art come from?

Personally, and without presuming to have done any serious
research (which, in any case, there is no need and I have no desire to do), 1
would tend toward the following Voltairian hypothesis: one day, the com-
mittee representing all the inhabitants in the region of Séte voted for
funds being released to build breakwaters the length of the coastlines, fol-
lowing the complaints of holiday-makers and owners of properties under
threat by the shifting of the sands along the coast. The task is entrusted to
an underpaid engineer from some municipal administrative body; weary
of designing roundabouts for the past few years, he seized upon an oppor-
tunity to distract himself—knowing of multiple rhombicuboctahedrons
was far more labour intensive than the other proposals put forward. The
project was thus abandoned, the engineer sent back to his cupboard, and
the two prototypes left, fabricated but unused, in a deserted corner of an
ill-defined industrial zone, toward which (objective?) ¢hance would one
day direct the path of Raphaél Zarka.

*You're mad!™ a more serious reader might exclaim. No doubt.
But this is precisely the virtue of the singular images collected by
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Raphaél Zarka: to awaken the demon of analogy and to provoke end-
less hypothesizing. To whomever chooses to reject the one where the
rhombicuboctahedron-shaped breakwater was born of an engineer's
Bovary-esque boredom, I offer another, the product of the imagina-
tion of a reader of Roger Caillois: if you want to break a heavy swell,
you need an angled shape, which thus discounts the sphere as well as
its more or less flattened variations. This leaves the regular polyhe-
drons (and we have known since Plato that there only five of these,
the tetrahedron, the cube, the octahedron, the dodecahedron and the
icosahedron), the semi-regular polyhedrons which Archimedes made
into a family of thirteen and all the irregular polyhedrons (subjected
to the common rule of matter, the number of forms they take may be
humanly uncountable, but it is not infinite). A very human inclination
for regular shapes, especially if they are to be made in multiples, would,
in the end, once the uncountable but still not infinite number of irregu-
lar forms has been excluded, leave a list of no more than eighteen
forms altogether, Only eighteen! Statistically, it is therefore both nec-
essary and foresable that one day another builder of  __
breakwaters will have recourse to the rhombicuboe-
tahedron, offering the rambling amateur of art or ’
geometry the gift this magnificent coincidence: Luca 3
Pacioli’s mathematical object washed up in a waste- /
land, like a nugget gleaming darkly in a pan of mud—a ( =
nugget for the memory, as it were.

But all of these speculations fall short of reality:
perhaps, in the end-—a third hy pothesis—a series of elab- «= W

orate experiments proved that the rightful form for a

breakwater, the most appropriate, the most effective,  seimmm e v o

its absolute form, is the rhombicuboctahedron. Whata 0 o (oo
sublime trick of ¢hance that would be! Waves, those = o
eternal rollers, picking off their victims, would break N
ideally upon a polyhedron that is the symbol of melan¢holy, uniting in a
flash the wave [vague| of the ocean with the wave [vague| of the soul; the
two models found by Zarka were rejected as faulty and abandoned in
the wasteland [rerrain vague, waveland] of a land where they now rest
(these nagues do not share the same etymological root, but rhyme is not
reason).

Photography, as the instrument for the collection of images, has—
very broadly speaking—two principle functions. The first is to capture
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that decisive instant which Cartier-Bresson spoke of—the product of the
intelligence of the machine when conjugated with that of the photog-
rapher. The second is to frame those spaces
where life appears to imitate art, to evoke
the memory of painting, to fix the images of
those places where the paucity of the world
precipitates coincidences, giving rise to all
kinds of reveries and hypotheses. This func-
tion, which depends more on the photogra-
pher than it does on the machine, easily w0 o aa
accommodates the close or distant presence /o fo e b

of text: I'm thinking here, again, of Smithson. Raphaél /,nrkn sets out
on a photographic trail of found sculptures, a trail which has produced,
among other images, the Forms of Rest, as well as a series of unclassifi-
able investigations, undertaken on the frontier between sociology and
literature, the most recent being Une Fournde sans vague [A Day
Without Waves] published in 20006 by F7 editions?; from the point of
view of thyme, and for reasons that will now be clear, | am particularly
fond of the book’s title. Here, in wonderful prose, Zarka recounts the
history of what in France we call skateboard, but in Quebec, rouli-rou-
lant, which, as everyone knows, consists in hurtling down slopes on
little planks of wood furnished with wheels: according to legend,
these objects where first dreamt up by a melancholy Hawaiian

surfer on a day without waves—perhaps they had already

broken on a giant rhombicuboctahedron.

It’s a small world!
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Certain genes are destined for wonderful things: pNA's capacity to
continually reproduce itself in the same, identical form constitutes an
exceptional performance. Like a zip unzipping itself, a molecule of
DNA self-divides, releasing two complementary strands which go on
to synthesize their missing halves. Each new element thus resembles
its initial model. This operation, called replication, is a recurring and
endlessly rebooted programme at the heart of the production of any
organism. The identity of that organism, however, is not determined
by the event of replication alone; it also depends on the combination of
countless other genes as well as how it might interact with its environ-
ment. Nevertheless, it is still the case that every birth results from a
¢hemical operation: an operation that consists in making something
new out of the old by means of a process which admits no posterity
without filiations, no evolution without permanence, no autonomy
without connection.

What occurs in nature, culture can reproduce: thus, to consider
the artistic odyssey of forms as a mechanics of aesthetic replication—or
possibly something more—is as tempting as it is thought-provoking for
anyone interested in the reconstruction of works of art. If the theory
that artists and their works are engendered by their predecessors is to
the art historian what empirical observation is to the physician or the
biologist, then to apply it to the necessarily uncreative practice of
reconstruction and its results sets off a number of hares. Let us imag-
ine, for example, that these hares are racing across the uneven terrain
of twentieth century artistic production and the institutions responsi-
ble for its collection. Let us then postulate that the relationship
between a referent and its reconstruction is c¢haracterised by the
mimetic repetition of a creative act resulting in a tangible form. Let us
also take as our starting point the fact that a number of major works of
the twentieth century have been remade by artists and/or art histori-
ans on the one hand*, and on the other that these artefacts have ended
up assuming the status of works of art thanks to the way they have
been displayed in museum collections. A baroque mind might then be
prompted to hy pothesise that replication plays an active role in remak-
ing, and might want to interrogate further the nature and the value of
the “genetic inheritance™ thus passed down.

When Richard Hamilton reconstructed Marcel Duchamp’s The
Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even, 1015-1923 (held in the Tate,
London since 1975), otherwise known as the Large Glass, he provided

I Bes Bathalis La *Mattre le rega



48

Nurhabe Letos R!ﬂ ln . exe

a number of illuminating answers to our question. In 1965, The British
artist undertook the production of a new version of the work, which
had been damaged while on display in Brooklyn in 19264, so that it
might be included in an exhibition of what was almost an anthology of
Duchamp's work that he was organising at the London’s Tate Gallery
in 19667, The discovery of an edition of the Green Box in Roland
Penrose’s library at the end of 1047 prompted Hamilton to produce
the first typographical version of Du¢hamp’s notes for the Large Glass
(1960). Hamilton carried out a very detailed semantic and technical
analysis of those notes*, and came to the conclusion that they contained
the matrix of the work. The Large Glass already existed physically;
Hamilton had the opportunity to -

seeitinthe Museum of Philadelphia.
Yet how he went about recon-
structing the work deprives the
physical replica of the original
object of its relevance, as he him-
self explains in an interview pub-
lished in Art and Artists: *The
trouble is you can’t make a direct
copy of the thing—you can’t go to
Philadelphia, set up a piece of
glass beside the Large Glass and
work on it for a year. You have to <la
find some other way of arriving at ‘ '

the end result. The approach I have taken—the long tedious approach—is
to start from the beginning and cover the same ground that Duchamp
covered, and what I did was to make a full-size perspective drawing from
the given dimensions in the plan and elevation and other Green Bax notes
for the lower part of the G/ass (it is in two sections) and hoped to arrive at
something like a drawing which once existed on the plaster wall of his
studio in Paris, but which has since been destroyed.*" Elsewhere,
Hamilton makes clear that “his™ Large Glass is not a reconstitution in the
usual sense of the term but “the replication of the process of construc-
tion™*, Hamilton abstracted a perfectly “straightforward™ geometrical
system from the Green Bax:
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“The dimensional system of the glass is perfectly straight for-
ward. Unusual in being very precise. [...] Given that information, it is
possible to make a perspective from it; as Duchamp did. ™™ If what
Hamilton describes as his “intimate™ knowledge of the Green Box
authorises his decoding and evaluation of Duchamp's creative system,
itis also a symptom of his ambition to arrive at a functional restitution
of that system in the shape of the work it is supposed to have engen-
dered. The Swedish art historian UIf Linde made the first replica of
Large Glass in 1961* and the last in 1992 7; over the years, he also toyed
with the idea of undertaking a related project: to unlock the perspec-
tivist mysteries *“ with the key provided by the Bride, and thus to bring
an end to that suspense carefully cultivated by Duchamp, who declared
to Pierre Cabane in 1966: “the Large Glass constituted a rehabilitation
of the perspective that had been completely ignored, disparaged. In my
work, perspective had become absolutely scientific, 4"

The process of reconstruction undertaken
by Hamilton is not disinterested; how he set
about deducing an artefact from Duchamp’s
formula is bound up with his own creativity.
“My efforts have always been directed at pro-
ducing an object which has its own integrity,
which is not really a copy in the sense thatit’s a
thing which has no life of its own. “*" The mate-
riality of Richard Hamilton's work results from
a mode of production for which he is responsi-
ble and which has its own justification—and this
is not disqualified by the signature that Marcel
Duchamp appended to the London-based rep-
lica of the Large Glass. This certification is a sign
of acknowledgement of the work's “genetic
code™—a code transmitted by means of a form
which it helped to determine but fell short of erystallizing. Hamilton
noted that the counterpart of the geometrical speculation inspired by
the Green Bax was: “A psychological mystery which is the imagination
of an artist coming to grips with a subject. ©™ He certainly hoped that
the psychic ferment which he had recognised and which constitutes
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the true heritage of the Bride would live on in the London model-a
heredity sought after and desired a fortiori by an artist. Nevertheless,
Hamilton claimed that he did not expect “his™ Large Glass to be

“treated” by the Tate Gallery ‘in the way it is=with my name on it
besides Duchamp’s’, although he went on to add that, for the Tate to
do so, would be “to some extent legitimate, 4"

Hamilton seems to have sought a constructive response in the
Large Glass, which he studied as if it were a mathematical object.
Countering the object of contemplation, the work is a zone of activity
which reveals itself to a kind of thinking interested in process and
which constantly engages with the work so as to uncover the potenti-
alities it harbours. Thus, according to Hamilton, the differences in
perspective which he detected between the Philadelphia Large Glass
and his own version “were happening as result of following out the
principles set down by him* (Ducéhamp)”. Citing differences in mate-
rials and equipment used, but also invoking the corrections that
Duchamp made to his Green Box notes after the fact, Hamilton located
the systemic failings of the Large Glass in the catalyst activated by the
process of reconstruction and its third-party maker.

The intelligible matter supplied by geometrical figures has fed
the *psychological mystery’ that founds artistic creation over centu-
ries, and which is passed down from work to work. The attributes
that Plato gave to the solids in the 7¥maeus (the cube—earth; the octa-
hedron-air; the icosahedron—water; the tetrahedron—fire) have
enjoyed a rich symbolic posterity. A famous polyhedron figures in
Albrecht Ditrer’s Melancholia I (1514) but also in Alberto Giacometti's
Cube (1033) and Téte-Crdne (1934-36). Elemental shapes that are by no
means at rest: in the early years of the twentieth century, Casimir
Malevich accorded the square the absolute value of Suprematism
which, as Jean-Hubert Martin remarks, was “developed by dividing
the square, using the two rectangles thus produced to make a cross,
and rotating the square to make a circle. *" From Malevic¢h's investi-
gations came his Architectones, which were an attempt to explore
suprematist space in three-dimensions, and which led him to give up
painting for a decade. His constructions—which synthesize sculpture,
architecture and urbanism—disappeared after being exhibited in the
USSR in 1032.
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When Troels Andersen, a Professor at the University of Aarhus
in Denmark, began to look into Malevich's ceuvre after the war, there
was not much left to look at. The only works of Malevi¢h's known in
the Western world were the five paintings that made it to the MoMA.
Then, in 1958, more than twenty years after Malevich's death, the
important collection of works that he entrusted to Hugo Hiring at the
time of his hurried departure to the USSR in
1927, turned up at the Stedelijk Museum in
Amsterdam. Andersen set about gathering
together the diverse photographic and writ-
ten documentation of Malevich’s artistic pro-
duction in general, and the Architectones in
particular, as well as a large number of state-
ments that he published in Amsterdam in
1970, An article by Malevi¢ch which
appeared in the Wasmuths Montashefte fir
Architectur and an album of photographs put
together by Wiladyslaw Strzeminski, the
Polish painter, at the time of his collaboration
with Malevich in the Ouvonis studios in
Vitebsk in the twenties, constituted the only
available information on the Architectones. In
1975, Andersen struck upon the idea of recon-
structing, with the help of his students, the -0 o i
simplest model Gata 24 on the basis of a pho- Theragraphie
tograph published in Der Sturm, the mathe- ¢
matical calculations of the form and the types
of materials described by Malevich. Poul Pedersen, Andersen’s most
talented student, perfected the principle of reconstructing. Then, in
1078, two models were exhibited as part of the Malevich centenary
show at the cNAcC-Gp, and a vast number of texts were published on the
subject (which have since fed work on the architectural theories that
linked Suprematism to Neoplasticism). At around the same time, five
packages were delivered to the Centre Pompidou, stamp-marked
USSR~the results of the research undertaken by Pontus Hulten, then
the director of mnam, and Jean-Hubert Martin, the curator of the
Malevich show. The packages contained the remains of the original
Architectones—and Poul Pedersen would set about reassembling them
and reconstructing some of their missing pieces.




56

Neswi L= Replication.exe

From the very first attempts to the final apotheosis, the enter-
prise was never straightforward. Andersen and Pederson had initially
adopted a rigorous method: they would analyse photographs so as to
calculate and transpose the proportions. But the model which emerged
from this theoretical speculation was hardly satisfactory, as the pic-
tures of the model taken from the same angle as that in the documen-
tary photographs show. So Pedersen then approached the problem
from the other direction, anchoring his research in Malevich’s picto-
rial system: his study for Black and Red Square (1915) and White Square
on a White Background (1918) convinced him that the oblong shapes of
the Architectones were based in the spatial development of the square.
After a number of attempts, the formal space of the work was recon-
ciled with its physical space—as the elements salvaged from forty years
of clandestine work and delivered in shoe-boxes would prove, although
that proof brought with it its own set of difficulties. For Poul Pederson,
remaking the Architectones was his true calling: because the “cosmic
flame™ that was supposed to spark from the “point zero™ of the shape
reduced to a square (in Malevi¢h's own words), could not be recon-
ciled with the project of reformulating of a geometrical system, he had
to integrate a subjective co-efficient with which had a certain affinity:

“When Malevich painted his black square, he was meditating; when
he painted a painting with a number of different elements, he was con-
structing; and when he introduced different elements into his
Suprematist works, the determining factor was his intuition. "
W hatever traps it lays, this irreducibility of the phenomenon of crea-
tivity participates in the process
of reconstruction; rather than
skirting this, Poul Pederson
entered into an ex¢hange with the
genius locii of the Architectones
and welcomed the filiations
between Mualevich's gesture and
his own work: “In my analysis, |
will overlook those tiny irregular-
ities which are always present in
Malevich's elements and, as a consequence, also in the two squares
which figure in Black and Red Squares. This is because, in every painting,
there will be something that escapes analysis. I call that something the
place where poetry can be expressed. In my view, these tiny irregularities
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were produced with the same intuition as those thick horizontal and
vertical lines in Mondrian’s paintings. ="

“Psychological mystery™ and “intuition™—the canonical forms
projected in space are accorded the same properties as those which
esoteric doctrine attributes to a magic circle: energy, transgressive-
ness, and fecundity, ¢haracteristics which whoever traces the outline
or penetrates the circle is endowed with. In La Fiévre d'Urbicande*,
Frangois S¢huiten and Benoit Peeters invent metaphorical footbridges,
starting with the cubic structure which invades the Continent of the
Dark World, the background to their sequence of graphic novels. The
square inheres in space like a network overlaying the architecture of
cities, reorganizing the routes taken by their inhabitants, how they
interact with one another. Its formulation as an equation, attempted
by the “Urbatec™ Eugéne Robik, architect and city-planner of
Urbicande, does not penetrate the mystery of this irresistible replica-
tion; preoccupied by the mechanism it sets in motion, he overlooks its
essence. “W herever form lacks content, it is empty and dead.*"

In his Fowrnal published in 1930, Johannes Itten
indirectly discloses what is no doubt

the secret of successful

artistic replication.
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“... I discorsi nostri hanno a essere intorno al mondo sensible, e non
sopra un mondo di carta’”™, wrote Galileo in 1632, He thus refused, as
he had done a number of times before, to limit himself to abstract
knowledge taken from books and reaffirmed his ambition to study
what he called “il libro della natura™, This attitude, which recalls
Andreas Vesalius's work in the field of medicine in the sixteenth cen-
tury, was one of the keystones of the revolution that would shake the
foundations of seventeenth century: a modern experimental method
was emerging, based on experimentation and observation. The
method would be adopted over the course of the period appropriately
known as the “Scientific Revolution”. At the heart of all this ¢hange,
Galileo's decision to point a telescope at the sky so as to make scien-
tific observations was particularly significant: he had transformed a
simple optical device into a scientific instrument that could contribute
to our understanding of the world. From that point on, artefacts began
to play a crucial role in the study of knowledge. In this article, I will
examine a number of these particular devices, all of which involve
balls rolling down differently shaped tracks, Galileo used some of
these apparatus in his studies of movement; they were then exten-
sively used in physics lessons throughout the eighteenth century.

Galileo taught mathematics at the University of Pisa before settling in
Padua in 1502, where he became a Professor of Mathematics. At that
point, he was well-known within a small circle of specialists working
in the field of geometry; by the time he left for Florence eighteen years
later, he had become famous throughout Europe. He carried out some
remarkable studies in that period, whic¢h he would continue to work
on and develop over the following years. Galileo was a firm believer in
the Copernican system, and set out to prove the theory by working in
the fields of both astronomy and mechanics, The studies he carried out
in the latter domain—especially his work on falling bodies and projec-
tile motion—marked the birth of modern mechanics; his findings would
directly oppose the Aristotelian conception of movement that had
been dominant up until that point.

According to Aristotle, “light” bodies (like fire, for example) rise,
while “heavy™ bodies are naturally bound to fall in the direction of the
centre of the earth. It was thought that once a heavy object is dropped,
in an infinitesimal stretch of time, it goes from travelling at no speed at
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all to a given speed that is then maintained for the length of the fall.
That speed was thought to depend on the resistance that the falling
object encounters as it falls through space. It was considered to be pro-
portional to the weight of the object itself. The idea of acceleration
was unheard of. At the time there evidently were no available means
to measure or to study the speed of a vertical fall. Yet, from his work
on pendulums, Galileo found a way of solving the problem. He discov-
ered that the speed acquired by an object depends only on the height
from which it is dropped and not from the fall itself. Thus, rather than
studying a vertical free fall, he could work by dropping balls down
inclined planes. In order to divide time into equal intervals, Galileo
drew on his skills as a musician; to measure the time a ball took to
travel across different lengths, he used an extremely precise water
clock. Thus, at the very beginning of the seventeenth century, he
showed that a body accelerates as it falls and formulated the mathe-
matical law of free fall: the space travelled by a body is proportional to
the square of the fall time. In other words, over equal intervals of time,
an object in free fall travels ever-greater distances following the
sequence of odd numbers 4, We should make it clear that, at the time,
people only used the concept of average speed-—it is to Galileo that we
owe the concept of “instantaneous speed”, which is the speed acquired
by an object each second of its trajectory.

But Galileo went further. He was very interested in the problem of bal-
listics—which were much discussed at a time when being able to deter-
mine the trajectory of a cannonball with a degree of precision was of
central importance—and started working on the problem of the move-
ment of projectiles. According to the Aristotelians, this involved distin-
guishing between so-called “natural™ movements, in keeping with the

nature of objects, and “violent™ movements caused by an “artificial”
action exterior to the nature of the objects themselves, *Violent™ move-
ments—firing an arrow or throwing a stone for example—come to a stop

when the “artificial” action which caused them ceases. It was thought

that the trajectory of missiles divided into two distinct phases: the pro-
jectile initially moves as a result of the exterior action acted upon it;

once this movement comes to a stop, it then falls “naturally™—that is,
straight to the ground. The two phases were distinguished from one

another by a kind of state of rest between the two types of movement,
considered to be completely independent from one another.
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Galileo radically modified these ideas, coming to the conclusion that
the trajectory of a projectile was a parabola resulting from the combi-
nation of a horizontal movement at a constant speed and a vertical
movement that was accelerated due to gravitation, For centuries,
historians believed that this conclusion was the result of pure reason-
ing on Galileo’s part. Then, at the end of the 1970s, Stillman Drake, a
Canadian historian of science, made a striking discovery. He analysed
a number of manuscripts that Galileo was careful to keep with him at
all times. These documents contained schemas, calculations and hand-
written notes. Drake suggested that these constituted the results of
real experiments that Galileo had carried out himself, and recon-
structed the device that he appeared to have used. It was a track shaped
in a quarter-circle (or an inclined planed finishing with an arc of cir-
cle), the end of which is at a certain
height from the ground. Balls are dropped,
and roll the length of the track and shout
out in a horizontal direction. The hori-
zontal velocity of the balls depends on
the height of the point they started from.
The trajectory of the fall is parabolic.
Drake carried out a number of trials with
this instrument, and demonstrated that
Galileo had carried out his experiments
and made his calculations with starting .. o 1 dpee
points of the balls set at different heights. e vond
In this way, he proved that the Tuscan

scientist had indeed studied—experimen-

tally, and in detail-the parabolic trajec-

tory of projectiles, and was already doing

50 at the beginning of the seventeenth

century’,

Galileo also used instruments of this kind in the context of other stud-
ies, and in particular to examine the movement of pendulums. He
sought for example to find out whether—and under what conditions—
the duration of a pendulum’s swing depended on how far it swung.
With this goal in mind he measured how long a hundred swings of a
pendulum took to swing different distances. He almost always obtained
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the same result. He had a device constructed with two parallel tracks
in the form of half-circles. The two ¢hannels were hollowed out of the
upper edge of an upright wooden plank. Galileo dropped a ball down
each canal, but from different heights. Due to friction, how far they
rolled up the other side of the half-circle quickly reduced, and he
observed that, regardless of their initial position, the two balls rolled
back and forth in time with one another. Galileo was convinced from
his experiments that the duration of the swing of a pendulum was inde-
pendent of how far it swung: thus, in his view, pendulums must be iso-
¢hronous. The study of the problem of iso¢hronal pendulums would in
fact preoccupy the scientists for many years to come,

It is interesting to note that the new experimental method, which ini-
tially emerged in the field of research, slowly transformed the way in

which physics was taught. In effect, at the close of the seventeenth

century, in England—where the works of Isaac Newton, which under-
scored the experimental character of physics, had had a major impact—
lecture-demonstrations were offered: physics lessons illustrated by a

great many experiments, Willems *s Gravesande, who became a great

defender of Newtonism after a stay in England, introduced this new

way of teaching physics into Holland. Scientific instruments were

used in the classroom so as to provide a direct and immediate demon-
stration of physical laws in the various subject areas studied at the time.
As's Gravesande put it in a letter to Newton in 1718, the instruments

themselves “conveyed the force of the theorems”. The new lessons were

spectacular, and quickly caught on in France before spreading all over

Europe. Hence the proliferation of “Physics Cabinets™—private collec-
tions of scientific instruments intended for research and teaching;

many universities created Chairs in “Experimental Physics™, Physics

was enjoying an unprecedented popularity, and met with enthusiasm

in the salons and the royal courts. Voltaire, for instance, was an ardent

admirer of Newton, created his own collection of scientific instru-
ments and used them in a number of experiments,

As for mechanics, a diverse range of new instruments was updated so
as to provide a simple demonstration of the new laws of movement
that Galileo had introduced. In 1600, the Carmelite Sébastien Truchet,
a famous inventor (a number of illustrious ¢haracters visited his work-
shop, including Peter the Great) and honorary member of the Royal
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Academy of Sciences in Paris, presented “a machine made to demon-
strate the role played by proportion in the movement of falling objects™.
His instrument was made out of curved metal bars forming a parabo-
loid. A pair of brass wire is wound in a spiral around the paraboloid.
The loops of the spiral gradually increased in circumference as they
got nearer the ground, and lengthened following the sequence of odd
numbers. Due to acceleration, the .
time it took for a ball dropped at the
top to travel round each loop of the
spiral remained constant—a simple
and effective way of demonstrating
Galileo's law of falling bodies. Later,
in 1720, 's Gravesande reworked an
instrument intended for the study
of the movement of projectiles: per-
fected in 1742, it became a classic
item in the Physics Cabinets of the
eighteenth century. The instru-
ment was a semi-circular track hol- iyt bty B ivehiie (oRIotiND: AL SmtN L
lowed out of the upper part of @ el o Ll R e
vertical board of wood. Next to it
was a second board, to which rings had been attached at intervals
along the length of a parabola. Evidently, a ball dropped from the top
of the track was shooting out with a horizontal velocity and dropped
through all the rings, which showed that its trajectory was parabolic.

Other apparatus were used to study and to demonstrate the law of
pendulums, One of these devices, invented by 's Gravesande in 1725,
was a wooden structure with two parallel tracks reproducing the
curves of two identical cycloids, each ending in a straight track. Two
balls dropped from different heights would always reach the horizon-
tal part of the canal at the same time. This property of the cycloid-
called “tautochronism™—was discovered by Christinan Huyghens in
the 16508, and Huyghens had used it to perfect the workings of pendu-
lums. Thanks to Galileo’s contributions to the field, the study of pen-
dulums had continued throughout the seventeenth century—in partic-
ular, much work had been done on how to construct isoc¢hronal
pendulums. Huyghens noted that a pendulum which swung in a
cycloid motion was naturally isoc¢hronous and in 1659 he perfected a
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cycloidal pendulum. This was used by watchmakers for many years,
hence the popularity of the instrument described above in the Physics
Cabinets of the time.

Balls rolling down differently shaped tracks: these are the apparatus
which enabled Galileo to revolutionise the science of movement at the
dawn of the Scientific Revolution, We have seen that variations on
these instruments continued to be developed and used throughout the
eighteenth century—straight, semicircular or cycloid tracks—so as to
offer striking proof of the laws of motion. Slowly, however, new
instruments started to appear. Conceived in a completely different
way, the new instruments enabled scientists to obtain far more accu-
rate results. The balls and the tracks were abandoned, but not before
having had a profound influence on the development of modern sci-
ence. They had played a crucial role in building a bridge between two
worlds: the “mondo sensibile”, that of observable and measurable
phenomena, and the world of abstract knowledge taken

from books, the “mondo di carta™.
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Frsagols Vo Comspact and porous: discussion with Raphaél Zarka

Raruaks Zanxa We tend to visualise time in the form of a circle or a
straight line. Personally, I see it as something between the two: a kind
of spring, or an endless screw. Something whi¢h moves forward but,
at the same time, loops round. The loop is the image of all historical

constants; in the same movement, the spiral

produces an evolution. Two types of con-
stant would seem fit into this schema: on the
one hand, ideas which stay the same but
which take on different forms at different
times; on the other, forms which remain
constant but which differ totally in content.

Fraxgows Pirox Modern thought tends to con-
ceive of traditional, pre-modern time as
cyclical, and to think of modern time as a 2070 il L
kind of projection, a permanent progression,  si-e tie o a desimeies

a straight line. I think we're both more ' S
interested in “temporal knots"—those figures, forms, phenomena
which make for historical entanglements, internal contradictions,
which don’t allow for this polarity between progress and repetition,
this opposition between the projection toward the future and looking
back to the past. In this light, the very idea of post-modernity seems
to me to be problematic; as Jacques Ranciére argues, it results from a
reductive and erroneous reading of modernity. The notion of post
modern hybridity rests on a concept of modernity as a straight line.

A key notion for your thinking and practice is what Roger Caillois
calls a “generalised poetics™ which, as he puts it, presupposes a unity
and continuity between the physical, intellectual and imaginary
worlds. In other words, a kind of syncretism which allows for the pos-
sibility of a generalised theory, and potentially even an exhaustive tax-
inomy, of the forms produced by nature and by man within a finite
world... You're interested in cultural phenomena, in forms produced
by other artists, in forms which are necessarily temporal, even “tem-
porary”. What are your thoughts on the question of the context of
these forms?

RavuaisZanxa It is my feeling that the context is never primordial. This
is perhaps my natural tendency toward abstraction, I tend to think
about things as if they’d come straight out of a dictionary or a book...
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Yet what interests me is to see how certain, very particular forms, are
situated in different contexts. When I say context, this can mean a
spatial as well as a temporal context. For example, the form which I
consider to be fundamental to my work is the concrete breakwater
which I photographed near in Séte in 2001—the first image in the Forms
of Rest series. I can’t remember whether I thought that at the time, but
what fascinates me about these objects is the fact that they should
reappear there, on the edge of the road on the way to Séte, in one of
the most unforgiving materials there is—a form straight out of
Antiquity and Plato’s meditation on ideal forms. I find that incredible.
A few years later, someone told me that the same form figured in a trea-
tise by Luca Pacioli on Divine Proportion. While doing some research
on the mathematician, I came across the only known portrait we have
of him. And I noticed that in the portrait, suspended in the air next to
him, there’s glass form, half-filled with water... the same form, exactly
the same, a rhombicuboctahedron. This question of a straight line ora
loop often comes down to a question of memory... If you have a good
memory or you look hard enough you cannot help but notice those
historical entanglements you were talking about.

In Récurrences dérobées, Caillois compares the shapes of Chladni’s
experience (he discovered that when
you rub a bow on the side of a copper == ¥ = TN
plate covered with sand, it arranges
according to geometrical patterns) with
the drawings that can be found on cer-
tain stones, and makes an analogy with
the Pied Piper of Hamelin, whose flute
lured all the ¢hildren to the mountain. In
this way, Caillois creates a completely
speculative montage, the idea being to
demonstrate that vibrations and reso-
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a scientific point of view, this doesn’t
stand up at all, but his argument is very beautiful-and there are recur-
rences which link man-made objects with those found in nature.

Frangows Pion Some of your works, notably the sculptures, repeat
works by other artists: I'm beginning to wonder how, following
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on from this idea, you conceive of them? Do you think of them as
“natural”?

Raruaii. Zanxa Yes, that’s really perceptive. Let’s say that most of the
time I work in a documentary mode. Yet the subjects that I'm drawn
to are not disconnected from me. It’s almost as if my imagination had
been dismantled and projected into certain forms whic¢h I then dis-
cover outside of myself. In this sense, for me a work of art is not any
different to a breakwater or a rock—it’s just one object in the world
among others.

I consider myself as much a collector as an artist, or as an artist
inasmuch as I'm a collector. Which is why I'm interested in cabinets of
curiosities—in the mode of collecting that the cabinet suggests, making
no distinction between artefacts and natural objects: a narwhal tusk, a
mandrake root, sit next to little polyhedrons made out of ivory.

In my work there is on the one hand the photographs, and on the
other the sculptures, whic¢h are more often than not replicas or cover
versions, as for example the breeze-blocks wheel whic¢h was originally
a work by a Brazilian artist, Iran do Espirito Santo. Some might think
that I work in the same way as artists interested in appropriation. The
difference is that, for them, the original work has to already be a well-
known masterpiece, in order for the spectator to understand that this
is an appropriation or copy. The artists of that generation make appro-
priation into a subject; for me, though, it’s a method, something inte-
gral to the work, which, at the end of the day, is not problematic at all.

Frangows Pinon The idea of appropriation is essentially a comment on the
social value of the work. Your mode of working is also different from
a citational practice: so many artists today exploit the practice of arti-
stic citation, and can’t look at a burnt-out car without thinking of
Chamberlain or Cesar—which is in the end a pretty narrow way of
looking at the world. When you photograph your industrial ruins, you
don’t make a hierarchical distinction between the context of these
forms and the cultural analogies that you project onto them. These are
forms in the present tense, but which are, let’s say, haunted, or
weighed down by historical and cultural links.

RaruainZanka No, you're right. It’s important to me that the photographs
are images and not simply documents. Perhaps there’s something here
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of the order of the difference between the citation and the hypertext.
The hypertext reinjects meaning into works from the past.

I did that first cover version of Espirito Santo in 2002, and since
then I have only done one more—a piece by Michael Heizer in 2006.
Meanwhile, I got interested in the Cretfo, the monumental sculpture
by Alberto Burri in Sicily, and in the public works of art that skate-
boarders use to do to tricks on. In the same period, I moved from rep-
etition to replication, they are of course closely linked. The first rep-
lica I made was of the two rhomicuboctahedrons from The Forms of
Rest #1; 1 didn’t want to replicate those objects as they are in real-life,
but to replicate the photographed objects, whi¢ch meant making some
formal ¢hanges. I also replaced concrete with rafters; I wanted to stay
very close to the aesthetics of the site, but without it being mimetic.
At the moment I'm working on sculptures in boxing plywood and
Carrara marble. This time the montage is more complex, the ensemble
brings together replicas of photographed objects, of scientific objects
(more specifically the objects whi¢h Galileo used in his studies of
movement) and “deduced” sculptures: the negative form of an object,
for example, or the form which results from assembling a given mod-
ule. You see how this is quite far from the appropriationists. The only
thing which really interests me in their work is how they manage to
make a unique work of art ubiquitous. That’s something which fasci-
nates me, which is one of the reasons why I'm fascinated by the repli-
cas of the Large Glass.

Fraxgows Pinon Especially as the Large Glass is a priori unreproducable,
due to the empiricism of some of the techniques that Duchamp used.
It meant inventing new methods for reconstruction, which is what's
really interesting.

RaruafeZanxa Absolutely, and that matters to me too. You know the story
of the work by Michael Heizer that I covered. It was first made by Gilles
A. Tiberghien, an art historian. Heizer didn’t do anything, which
reminds me of a documentary made at the time of #hen attitudes become
form. In it, Heizer was asked why he wasn’t digging a hole himself, and
he replied: “because I don’t like working™-I like that a lot. So it was
Tiberghien who got on with engraving the tarmac, in Saint-Germain, in
front of the La Hune bookshop: five little circles. He was replicating a
work that Heizer had made in the desert, at the end of the 1960s, I think.
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When I'was a student, you could still see Heizer’s circles. But since then
they’ve redone the pavement and the work has disappeared. All that’s
left is trial run behind the newspaper stand. When last year Bernard
Guégan asked me to participate in the
Galerie Extérieure (a series of impromptu
exhibitions in public spaces), I thought that
it would be a good opportunity to make this
reprise that I'd already been thinking about.
Bernard had selected the area around the
Rue du Faubourg Saint-Denis in Paris; so, "'
first of all, I looked to see if I could find a cir- 'f
cle engraved in the ground (and once you
start looking, you find them everywhere—it
so happens that the most common ones are
twelve centimetres in diameter, the same as
Heizer's biggest circles). Once I'd found
one, I engraved four others in relation to it.
I liked the fact that this cover version was delocalised—both spatially
and temporally. And that the work reappeared in a place where it was
already, almost visible, though involuntarily.

Frangois Pixox §o you bring this notion of context back in...

Rarmaki Zanks Yes, sure... though for me it was really just a means to
avoid spending days and days wondering where I should do the piece!
I find that kind of question exhausting, you know? Making work on
the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Denis doesn’t interest me at all! What
interests me is to work at home, to investigate the connections that
forge themselves between my different pieces. Other artists work
project by project—with each project being a kind of island, uncon-
nected. But I work through montage. After all, a collection is a kind of
collage in time. I can have two, completely unconnected things in my
head—they prompt me to come up with another idea that could make a
connection between those two things. That’s how I get pleasure out
of conceiving objects. And it’s that whi¢h makes me want to keep mak-
ing photographs, drawings, objects, or videos...

Frangors Piron S0 you have an open space, and you can keep adding new
instances? Are there more Forms of Rest to come?
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RarnakicZanxa Yes, it's open. But, at the same time, the more subjects I

find, the more my work opens out onto different terrains. I also take

the time to look back over my work—I tend to look at it as if someone

else had made it, which is true in a way. For example, in the Forms of
Rest series, I hadn’t noticed that I'd photographed two families of
shapes-curves and geometrical forms. Maybe I saw this because of
skateboarding, as the two main terrains that skateboarders use are,
precisely, the curve and the orthogonal. With ea¢h new piece that I

add to the puzzle, I get ideas for other things that I can add to my work.
I seem to get more productive with each year, because the number of
potential “takes”™ that I have on the world increases.

Frangows Pinon | get the feeling that through these found forms you're
looking, a bit haphazardly, for a kind of primitive vocabulary: you're
classifying archetypes. A universe of finite forms is possible only if
the elements are “categorised”.

In the same way, if you separate mythological narratives from
anecdote and retain only the s¢chema, then you find that the number of
possible stories is extremely limited. This is certainly a way of identi-
fying the particularly human motifs, beyond cultural, temporal and
civilisational differences. But does this logic of a finite ensemble of
forms and ideas leave any room for the possibility of rupture, a break?

RarmaksZawxa The two figures of modernity, or at least from the beginning
of the century, which are most important to me are Kurt Schwitters and
Duchamp. The German Dadaists thought Schwitters was too bourgeois,
he always separated art from politics and, alongside his “modern™ prac-
tice of making collages, he held onto his liking for oil painting. Ilike lots of
his landscapes and portraits. As for Du¢hamp, the ready-made interest
me only as means to mythologize an object. I like the tools he used—pho-
tography, text, replicas etc, which turn the ready-made into fictional
characters. But the Duc¢hamp which interests me the most is the artist
who made the Large Glass, who broke with his time, who introduced per-
spective even though the avant-garde had declared it old-fashioned, passé.
Ilike to think of Duchamp the librarian, buried deep in treatises on per-
spective, spending hours on his Chocolate Grinder, making sure that the
drawing was perfect, industrial. In doing that, he broke with what was
contemporary, and reused the tools of the past so as to stir up the present.
He was so far ahead in his thinking about the very idea of rupture.
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Francois Pikon Yeg, it seems that Picabia and Duchamp were very quick
to see the tradition of rupture, or “rupture as tradition™. And Duchamp
introduced his notion of “lateness”, using ideas or te¢hniques from the
past so as to go beyond the present. He was certainly very doubtful of
the conventions of the modern. Duchamp is, once again, a kind of
knot, or temporal tangle. I think that we can examine certain stages in
the evolution of twentieth century art in terms of their interpretation
of the work of Du¢hamp. The way in whi¢h Kosuth, for example,
understands Duc¢hamp has a lot to do with a relationship to the art
scene, the manipulation of its conventions, the so-called renunciation
of craft in artistic practice, whereas today, it’s perhaps the opposite:
it's the preciosity of his objects, the hermetic
quality of his works that makes Duchamp con-
temporary.

Raruais Zawxa For a lot of artists of my generation,
the point of reference is Mondrian rather than
Duchamp!

Frangors Pimox Ad Reinhardt said that “between
Mondrian and Duc¢hamp, you have to make a
¢hoice”. It’s definitely a dividing line. Henri-
Pierre Roché insists on the fact that Du¢hamp’s
work resides in how he used his time. And in
effect, it’s fascinating to look at the speed he
worked at, whic¢h goes from extremely fast to
extremely slow, from extreme reactivity to refus-
ing to take the world around him into account.
For many people, Duchamp is a man of the nineteenth century, with
his boxes, his bibliophilia, his leather-bound books. A lot of artists
from the 1950s and 60s didn’t like Duc¢hamp for that. The modernists
had a problem with him, and considered him a kind of old-fashioned
bourgeois.

Raruake Zanxa T have a kind of sympathy for that kind of bourgeois
eccentricity, which both Schwitters and Duchamp share. I'm sure it
comes from my resistance to trends, and especially my distrust of
things that are self-consciously rebellious. I have to admit, and I don’t
think it was a ¢hoice I made at the beginning, that I feel closer to this
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classical, precious way of thinking, to this distrust of the notion of the
avant-garde. I prefer individuals to groups or movements.

At the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris, I had a hard time working
out how I fitted in. It was the period of post-relational aesthetics, and I
didn’t feel that my work was contemporary at all. It was considered
reactionary, or at best completely anachronistic. When I started get-
ting into the history of skateboarding, which made a ¢hange from just
being interested in Kepler or the pre-Socratics, and I got the feeling
that that reassured them... But they’re right to think that Kepler linked
to skateboarding leads to something much more complex. Yet, for
example, and this comes back to what we were saying earlier about
citation, the word ‘sampling’ has never interested me. What can I say:
I've always preferred the ideas of the “standard” or the “replica™prob-
ably because they correspond better to my taste in music!

I'm interested in the artist as an essayist. To be an artist is, for me,
to also take the time to do something else, to be a good reader, or a good
speetator for example.

Frangois Piov In your work as, for
example, in Ryan Gander’s,
Aurélien Froment's, Isabelle
Cornaro’s, Jonah Freeman’s or
Corey McCorkle's, I find a real
ability to combine cultural ele-
ments that don’t fit together in
terms of form, but which are, on
the contrary, altogether heteroge-
neous (aesthetically, historically,
culturally), difficult to link together.

Raruaks Zanka And yet, when two

elements seem totally heterogeneous, sometimes a third can establish
alink between them. It seems to me that that’s what those other artists
are doing—whom, in effect, I feel a certain affinity with.

Frangous Pivony NMaybe this ternary rhythm is the key. Sampling in pop
music relates to the binary, to the principle of putting one beat on top
of another, in the attempt to mix the one fluidly into the other. But
Ryan Gander, for instance, always shows his pieces in sets of three,
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and you speak of a triangular method of working, whic¢h produces a
kind of non-linear progression. Is it about moving sideways, like a
crab?

Rarualic Zanxs You have no ¢hoice! You only have to look at how they
measured the Paris Meridian so as to establish the standard metre.
You don’t measure the earth in a straight line. It only works by triangu-
lation—so to go forward, you have to go sideways. I can identify with
that kind of s¢chema, as a way of thinking.

Fuancois Pinon There are artists who favour formal associations, who
seek a signature style, a kind of homogeneity to their work so that it
can be more easily identifiable. In your work, we’re not aware of there
being so many limitations—you don’t seem to be afraid of diversity.

Raruaks Zarxa T have to admit that it’s not only about what I want to
make but what can make. There is something dismantled in my work,
and I try to create a coherent unity.

Frangois Pivox When you talk about the narrative and essayistic dimen-
sion to your work, I have the sense that this confirms the role that lit-
erary theory can play in art, the recent reconsideration of the use that
can be made of structuralism, intertextality. The appropriationists
comment on intertexuality, but you make a very different use of it—
more integrated, internalised.

RaruakZansa It's true that I'm more likely to read Genette than Rosalind
Krauss, for example. That probably comes from my love of books and
fiction in particular. I'd even be tempted to say that I prefer publications
to exhibitions. It's a stupid thing to say when my work is centred on
sculpture, but I'm not all that interested three-dimensional space.

Frangows Pinon This relationship with books doesn’t surprise me; we
should also mention your notebook, which serves as a sort of cata-
logue of potential works. Are they future projects? Is the notebook a .
programme, an inventory?

RaruaksZanxa Yes. When I have something like an idea, I don’t make a
drawing, I quickly write it down in two or three lines; it’s a kind of
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notebook of literary sketches. It’s not really an inventory, or a pro-
gramme. I'll note down an idea for a title as often as I make a note of a
site, an idea for a piece of work; sometimes I copy a citation. I don’t
write down the date; I just keep adding to the list. When I happen to
realise one of the projects, I don’t cross or rub the note out—sometimes
I add another line. But only rarely.

Frangors Pixox ) you go back over your notes?

RarmaiinZarxa Yes, because there are some that I forget about, and I con-
stantly feel that I haven’t got any ideas... Every time someone asks me
to do something, I always think about whether I will be able to do it.
So I open my file and I remind myself that there is that thing to follow
up, or that project that I'd wanted to do for a while. It often happens
that years go by between noting down the project and actually doing it.
So, if after two years I'm still interested in a project, that means that
it’s time to do it, that’s important enough for me to get totally absorbed
init. That’s how I feel at the moment about a film project, for example,
which takes Brancusi’s process as a starting point. I always find the
transition from the idea to using materials difficult. In the next few
days, I have to go and cast the Michael Heizer at Saint Germain-des-
Prés, and I really don’t feel like going there with my wooden frame
and my bucket.

Frangois Pion Could your projects stay at the unrealised stage?

RaruaisZanxa No, and that’s the paradox. I don’t feel like a craftsman at
all, and yet I like images and I really like objects. I could spend my life
writing books and catalogues, but I'd still want objects to exist physi-
cally so that they could photographed...

Frangors Pinon Jon’t it inhibiting to have so many things to do? In the ten
pages of notes you gave me, there must easily be a hundred projects to
be carried out in the next few years!

Rarnain Zarka On the contrary’ I sleep well at mght!

Frangows Pinox Nyegpite the essayistic dimension to your work, which
the notes also shed light on it, if I had a criticism to make, it’s the fact
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that you put so little emphasis on the context in which work emerges:
the compact nature of your work (whether photographs or sculptures)
tell us very little about the situations, the attitude, the subjectivity
you're working with.

Raruaks Zanxa [ think I'm just beginning to understand the question of
context when it’s put in that way... It’s perhaps so as to move in that
direction that I said, a bit provocatively, that I prefer catalogues to
exhibitions. Because, generally speaking, catalogues are the best place
to mix different forms of documents. Some artists manage to incorpo-
rate this heterogeneity into the work itself. Maybe that’s the direction
I'm going in, I'm not really sure. On the other hand, though, I wouldn’t
like to have the documents relating to the forms that I evoke through
my objects and my images (like the portrait of Pacioli, for example) in
an exhibition.

Frangows Pimox It is certainly not a question of pedagogy. There is a place
for monstration and a place for demonstration. There’s a difference.

RarmaisZanxa It’s an interesting way to put it. It’s important to me that
the exhibition remains the place for monstration. But I'm still very
interested in demonstrations.

Frangows Pimon I'm not sure that the exhibition can be a space for demon-
stration, it is not an argumentative space, because it’s a space for mon-
tage: an exhibition doesn’t prove anything, it only proposes a possible,
temporal arrangement. An exhibition is more on the side of hypothe-
sis, proposition, than definitive conclusions.

RaruaiZanxa [ agree with you, and in fact I like demonstration when it
isn’t closed. With an exhibition, it is a question of reflecting visually.
The assemblages of works cannot only be argumentative. Earlier,
I was trying to think of a word to describe the works that I like, and
you suggested “compact”. I think that’s right. I could even

go further, and talk about a porous compactness.

Those two words offer a good

explanation of my work.
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