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Maybe the true life is elsewhere,
but the fact stands by me and my body...



EL When | first saw your work Les Témoins, | thought you must be a
paranoid, stubborn old fellow. What kind of person on this earth would
look for things pitched in the news media for real, risking much time
and resources to fetch objects from pictures on the other side of the
planet? Later | had the opportunity to meet you on a studio visit and
you walked me through your works, and then | was immediately blown
away by the freshness of your various interrogations on the nature of
image—from its attitude, functions, materiality to its relation with
memories and credibility in reality. It was, for me, like a rare experience
to see things again from a child’s mind, like a stop from being numb
about what it takes and means to live in a society of the spectacle.
The purity and curiosity in your artistic intents and exploration inspires
me, and | am curious if you remember how you experienced the world
of imagery or media when you were a kid, and if there is any special
account of it that leads you to your artistic practice. Or, may | know
what is your biggest frustration or fantasy in experiencing images?

BB To be honest, | wish | were a paranoid old fellow! | am one of
these artists who dreams of going out of art, because | believe in the
beauty of “pure acts”. Think about Marina Abramovic's silent sitting. If
she was, say, a scrivener who suddenly gave in to a genuine impulse
and stopped working to spend entire days just staring at strangers,
| think it would be an astonishing act. It would be unexpected and
gratuitous. It wouldn't seek any validation from society. But Marina
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Abramovi¢ is a performance artist and this context destroys part of
the beauty of her action by justifying it. In a way, it is as rational for a
performance artist to sit silently on a chair for hours or to stand naked
on a hallway as it is for a scrivener to copy legal documents. The same
thing is true with my own work Les Témoins. | wish it were the act of
a genuine human being trying to fulfill an existential need. But | am

also an artist and, whether | like it or not, this position transforms the
meaning of my act.
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So, I'm glad that you speak about the “purity” of my intents, even
if they are actually mixed! As you guessed, my particular attitude
towards the media dates back to my childhood. When | was a kid, |
lived in a small town in the French Alps. It was a real hole and it was
surrounded by the mountains so | felt | was cut off from the rest of the
world, or more exactly that “true life was elsewhere”, just as Rimbaud
stated. So, | soon developed ambivalent feelings about the media. It
was very important for me because it was a link to what | considered
a “truer” reality but it was also a big frustration to only see the world
from a distance. Images were vital, yet they were not enough. Instead
of fulfilling my curiosity, they made me want to experience the real
thing. At that time, | also became aware that images produced by the
artists were different because they were not just a promise but a world
within itself. My work Les Témoins is clearly a long-range response to
this old feeling.

Speaking about my “biggest frustrations”, there is also an anecdote
I would like to tell you. When | was very young, around 4 or 5 years
old maybe, | had a very strange dream. | was in a blank space and
there was a big white sheet of paper levitating in front of me. | "drew"
on this paper, but not with pencils or pens. The paper was a kind of
gate between my mind and the external world. Everything | imagined
transformed itself, through the paper, into real tangible abjects. As you
can imagine, it was a very nice dream, and | was very sad when | woke
up! In fact | was so disappointed that this dream has pursued me all
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my life and | seriously think that a good part of my work is an attempt
to restore it!

EL It is truly amazing to hear this personal story from you, and | feel
that this dream and your childhood experience with the media can
explain well how | sense that innocence in your work. Well, but you are
right that your artistic position transforms the meaning of your act, and
also indicates how the art institution endorses your practice and we
could call it art. In this case, how do you justify or compromise yourself
to work around your artist position? Do you ever imagine how it would
be if you had a different approach rather than being a professional
artist and still did the same thing to fulfill your existential needs?

BB | think it's more complicated than it seems. By “innocence” or
“pure act” | mean a state in which one is fully absorbed by what he
is doing, without letting any ulterior motive or incidental thought
interfere. This view is quite similar to that of Zen Buddhism that the
anthropologist Ruth Benedict described as a way to detach oneself
from the “observing self”. Dogen, the great monk from the 13th century
said about his illumination: “I learned that eyes are horizontal, nose
is vertical."Likewise, tea master Sen no Rikyu told people who asked
about the very essence of his art: “First you boil water, then you make
the tea and drink it.” These revelations are so disarmingly simple that
one could believe that, after all, expertise is an obstacle and that
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the best way to achieve illumination and become a tea master is to
never meditate or practice the tea ceremony. But paradoxically this
simplicity can only be achieved through a long learning process. The
idiot and the wise man look the same but their senses of innacence are
symmetrical. | think that's exactly the same thing with non-art. For me,
Alan Kaprow looks like Sen no Rikyu when he invents a sort of “way of
tooth brushing” (in Art which can't be art, 1986). Just like it takes a tea
master to prepare some tea artlessly, it takes an artist to feel the call
of the non-art. So, fantasizing about the non-art is very interesting and
stimulating but one must not forget that it is a perpetually receding
horizon, a mirage that can only be seen from a distance, which is from
the specific field of art. | can contemplate a sort of guerilla strategy
where my practice would be pursued outside of an artistic context, the
way Alan Kaprow imagined it in his “Education of the Un-Artist” but,
in the end, this exit from art in the aim of art would be but an art that
dares not tell its name.

Moreover, consider the question the other way around—the
fact that the context of my action contributes to its meaning is very
important for me. | disagree with the idealist conception that considers
art as a privileged field, detached from other human activities. It is
easy and flattering for the artist who works in the solitude of his studio
to consider that he is face to face with the Absolute, the Truth or the
Beauty and that the reception of his work, its becoming-merchandise
is comfortably left up to his gallery, are only contingent aspects, some
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sort of secularization. On the contrary, | consider that art, just like any
other activity, depends on a web of interdependents and that thus there
is no art without a system of art that, to speak like Alfred Gell, involves
not only the artist himself but a chain of agents. Parodying Maurice
Denis, | could say that a picture, before being a flat surface covered
with colors assembled in a certain order, is essentially an artefact,
identified as art by a given society and, for this reason, invested with
the use, exchange, and symbolic values peculiar to this field.

In light of the founding dream | described, it is no surprise that |
consider works of art as objectivized thoughts. With art, something
that is usually immaterial, intellectual, becomes a tangible thing, a
thing that can be shown, that can pass from hand to hand, that can be
transformed, that can be debated. For me, this capacity to circulate
is far more than a secondary property, it is the true purpose of art
objects. Duchamp, when he submitted Fountain for the exhibition of
the Society of Independent Artists in 1917, was maybe the first artist
to create a work whose value was no longer in its intrinsic qualities
but in the interaction it provoked. He “played” art just as he used to
play chess. The urinal itself was a piece he moved on the art field as
chesshoard and he forced members of the society to enter the game
and deal with his attack. Like many artists, | am Duchamp’s heir, but
my position differs from his in several aspects. First—maybe that’s
an effect of globalization? —I want my playground to be the entire
world and the agents | interact with not only curators, artists or critics
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but also a salary man from Tokyo, a tuk-tuk driver from Thailand or
a cow boy from Colorado. For, and that's the important point, | want
my work to be dialogical right from the beginning. Duchamp made do
with the traditional two-step artist-viewer relationship. In the case of
Fountain, he proposed the work and then the committee reacted. With
my work Les Témoins, | try to make the participation of the agents part
of the “becoming-art” process itself. When | contact the owner of an
object | am interested in, | tell him | want it to become a piece of art
but he is given the choice to decide on the validity of this request. In
what respect can this trivial item be considered a work of art (and thus
dramatically increase its value)? And if it really can be, why should he
give it to me? This sort of negotiation becomes somewhat unsettling
when the investigation takes place in very poor surroundings and
involves people who live in deprivation. In these situations, | can't bury
my head in the sand and behave as if art was separated from the rest
of the world but that's why | want to do art “in vivo”.

CEBEHT - ZHRES) - 2001-
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Place Franz Liszt, 2001-

Computer generated images, video
installations, drawings, paper models,
texts...

Exhibition view at Caixa Forum, Barcelona
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EL Do you regard image production as a way of living for you? It seems
you have this tendency to develop projects that take years to accomplish
and do not necessarily end. Place Franz Liszt (2001-) is an example. You
wanted to test how mental image generation can ravel your troubles
in giving credit to the mediated knowledge, and you spent a long time
trying to communicate with people who have observations on this place
where you had never been yourself. From here, you gave yourself a very
powerful position of “imagination” to depict a place from your mind.
In this piece, the image production that eventually becomes a complex
multimedia installation is a process of materialization of imagination. In
Bonneville, an animation video that traces back your childhood memory
is, in a way, made to investigate the materiality of memories. What kind
of understandings have you learned from these experiments of image
production, and how they influence your perception in return—through
such complex matrices of memory, imagination and image production?
Why do you always choose to put yourself in the position of protagonist
in your work, as the first narrator in an experiment, to construct a
seamless illusion between the production of image and the production
of reality? What are the after-effects of these experiments on you as an
artist? Do you feel like you live in a fictional world instead, and if so, by
whose narration?

BB Does my work really consist of producing images? That's funny
because | don't see it this way. For me, many of my projects are even
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blatantly iconoclast. That said, | definitely regard them—and more
specifically the long-term ones—as ways of living. Maybe that’s
precisely the reason why | can’t consider them from the angle of image
production and more generally of production. For me, my work is
inextricable from my life and, if | had to characterize it, | would rather
focus on the notion of experience. At the beginning, it wasn't even
an artistic stance, | was just following an instinct one would consider
childish: I didn't want to live a “normal” life, to wake up in the morning
to go to an office, to just “have a job". It's not that | was praising
laziness, in fact most of my projects were already time consuming and
| was having the exact same problem with the concept of leisure. | just
didn’t want the “existential” part of my mind to be alternately switched
on and off. You know, it struck me when [ first read what Marx said
about the division of labor leading to the division of the worker
himself. | was younger then and it put my confused intuitions into
words. | just wanted to remain an entire human being! Because it has
a long history, people tend to see art as a discipline but | truly believe
that manipulating forms is just a natural function, just like breathing,
sleeping or thinking. | pity the artists who live like entrepreneurs, who
produce things because they need to get the business going, while art
is the perfect alibi to not to predicate one's life.

So, in a way, Bonneville is my own special way of dealing with
memory, Place Franz Liszt or Les Témoins with the fact that there are
things that | only know through testimonies, and so on. Therefore, it's
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not easy to tell what lessons | learnt from these experiments because
they are not dissociated from a continuous experience. The case of
Bonneville is interesting though. People who see the video usually
imagine that | am in a nostalgic or melancholic mood about it because
it is about my hometown and it is slow and silent but in reality, working
on this video, somehow erased my memory. At least, the drawings
interposed themselves between me and my remembrances to the point
that when | think about my courtyard or my school it's the black and
white images of the video that come to my mind. Bonneville literally
became a screen memory.

In this sense, one can regard my work as a process of fictionalization
but this is definitely not a general rule. On the contrary, | see art as a
powerful tool to deal with reality. I've got a brother who is a biologist
and works in imaging and | have always thought that we do the same
thing in a way. He sets up protocols that help visualize an invisible
problem like, say, an arterial fragility. The images he produces are not
reality itself or, as filmmaker Jean-Luc Godard would say, they are not
some just images, they are just some images. But you wouldn't say
that he lives in a fictional world, would you? | don't see any difference
with my own case.

The other point that you raised about me being the first narrator or
the protagonist is very important to me. It is tending towards becoming
one of the main concerns in my work. | wish | was able to explain
it but I'm just at the beginning of something, following intuitions.
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Things are still unclear. Let's just say that | would like to redefine the
status of the subject. That's a very audacious or pretentious task,
knowing the importance of this concept in Western cultures! | mean
“subject” in the philosophical—and more precisely Cartesian sense:
the transcendental subject that is the keystone of the Western ethos.
My opinion is that this concept leads to a distorted perception of life
and reality, mainly because it implies a dualistic postulate. It would be
tedious to enter into the details, but my approach has something to do
with focus. | try to find the right distance to reality. This is the reason
why | have often gone to Japan in the past few years. A language in
which subjects can be dropped out—what a revelation for a French
guy who wants to get free from the cogito, the idealism and all old
philosophical paraphernalia! It is such a difficult thing to understand
from a subject-focused point of view that the average Westerner can
only see it as a negation of the person or of subjectivity. But in reality,
the grammatical subject is useless because it is implicit. | really like
the fact that, in Japanese, you cannot say something like “he is sad”
but only “he looks sad” because, after all, you are not in his head and
you don't know how he feels. You can only express how things appear
from the outside, from your specific point of view. In France, some
attempts were made in this direction in the 50's with the “Nouveau
roman” but then the writers needed to write against their language
and culture whereas the Japanese language is made for this kind of
construction, which is very visible in haiku. To sum up, the Westerner
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who is obsessed by the subject allows himself to claim objectivity
because the dualism in his approach leads him to do so, while for the
Japanese, although he disagrees with the idea of a transcendental
subject, a thought or a speech is necessarily “situated”. (Who speaks?
And where from?) Subjectivity in this case is not a goal, it is not even
a means to a goal; it is just a fact. Even after Copernicus decentered
the planet Earth, after Darwin decentered the human species and after
Freud decentered consciousness itself, each human being remains,
physiologically speaking, egocentric, in the literal sense that he is the
center of his perceived universe.

It may seem that | am digressing but these points are closely linked
to my own effort to strike a happy medium between self-absorbed
and disembodied points of view. | think this concern is particularly
important today, at a time of globalization. Moving from local to global,
it seems that we have no choice but to rely more and more on models
because the things we have to deal with are becoming too numerous
and too complex. From a purely pragmatic point of view and at large
scale, the models we generate are very effective. But on an individual
scale, it proves very difficult to match these simplified representations
with the realities they are supposed to stand for because there is a lack
of continuity between the local environment we experience physically
and the global context we are supposed to take into account but only
know through models. My answer as an artist but also as a citizen is to
put these models to the test of reality, by experiencing them by myself.
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(HBHEENGER) 2012 The Sun Umbrella of Phnom Penh, 2012
FEEE - 84 50 Still image, video, 50
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