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The MacGuffin Beyond Humans
Laurent Grasso’s futuristic images

Nikita Yingqgian Cai

Laurent Grasso, in an interview with Claire Staebler, brought up the
notion of a silent China: “In relation to my work, China has always
been quite a silent space. I have no mental images of it, and as I like
to make images in situations of absence, and to construct things that
don’t give much, it was interesting to find myself there”!. But this
remark sounds at odds with the impression most of us share—the fact
is, for many outsiders the Asian metropolis looks more like an all-day
multi-channel theatre, a noisy and chaotic place largely beyond their
ken. Such incongruity of observation, however, points us to the way
one may take to decipher Grasso’s idea of “silence™ it is more a psychological
repositioning in compensation for a certain visual void than a visual
experience empirically recognized. In contrast to the cosmopolitan
image projected by the global media—that, for example, “the Statue
of Liberty stands for New York” and “the Eiffel Tower means Paris”,
which are all icons of popular culture almost commonsensical to us—the
image of contemporary China is complicated and unfathomable. There
lacks a perceptible “switch” that will light up in an instant the various
images of China, which, owing in part to the language barrier, are
almost always untranslatable and inhospitable even for those who
are inside of them. They look just like a flux of symbols too hastily
condensed and edited, their meanings indefinite and undirected. It is
in the wake of this peculiarity that we may consider Radio Ghost, a
2003 video installation by Grasso, a series of images in want of their
voice, or a string of voices in want of their image.

In The Politics of Friendship, Jacques Derrida introduced his readers
to an anomalous friend: “this friend does not show itself, so much so
that it is invisible. It doesn’t seem to speak or be spoken of. It has no
physique, no name. It is neither man nor woman, neither me nor another
‘self” of mine. It is not a substance, not a human. It is the being—the
Dasein—that exists besides the self, the being that, through what it
hears, carries with it another being’?. In Grasso’s Radio Ghost, these



invisible friends, or the silent “Others”, are transformed into some
garrulous, whispering spectres. Looking from above, Hong Kong as a
place so overfilled with human traces is largely “dehumanized”; it is
bathed, instead, in the many unverifiable, impalpable discourses. In
another of Grasso’s video installations, The Horn Perspective (2009),
there appears in the exhibition hall a variety of solid “horns” of dissimilar
size, of obscure identity and with dubious intention. But the most
arresting imagery in the video is the birds—a flock of birds that keep
flying deep into the forest, as if summoned by a power behind the scene.
They might have been a mimicry of Hitchcock’s aggressive “birds”,
though it seems more befitting to say that they are flocking to a MacGuffin
outside the realm of the human 3. Laying aside the traditional realist
perspective of an omnipotent narrative, the work is a forthright simulation
of a nonexistent (the horn’s) point of view.

Here the “suspense” and its ineffectuality are irrelevant: Grasso’s
audience is not the innocent lot of petite bourgeoisie we had for the
Lumiére Brothers’ Arrival of the Train at La Ciotat but a worldly
herd of middle-class folk well-trained by Hollywood blockbusters. By
constantly deferring, and even dispelling, the so-called “truth”, Grasso
drives his audience back to the nineteenth-century vision of “the other
world”, one that is to be revered and feared. Modern education and
technological universalism have made science an ordinary part of life,
and the estrangement of science entails no exposition of the suspense and
its logic. At the other extreme of empiricism, Grasso takes the step to
cast away the illusion of science, forever procrastinating the ultimate
imagination of science fiction. What we call the fictitious elements
in science fiction are plotted to set up a certain logical relationship
between the world in being and the possible world. It may have evolved,
as an inevitable consequence, from technological advancement, which
brings about those “hard” science fictions that stress upon the progress
and expansion of science as a specialist discipline; it may also be an
outlandish fancy of a high-tech human society, as in the many “soft”
science fictions *. Sci-fi characters, whether or not optimistic about the
future of technology and the human society, invariably look for some
form of “salvation”; even non-human characters are pondering, in the
final analysis, the question of what a world after humans would mean to
human beings. With this, one is again urged to confront more questions:
if humans, in a post-apocalyptic world, cease to be the agents of
retrospection, what is the meaning of retrospect? Who, in this arena,
is looking back on humans from a yet-to-be-known perspective?

In the Rétroprojection series (2008), Grasso duplicates on some silvered
ink silkscreens six illustrations of Camille Flammarion’s epic Astronomie
Populaire (1880), including the plates of eclipses, aurora and comets.
The nineteenth century was a fruitful epoch for modern astronomy as
the breathtaking progress of telescope technology made possible the
development of astrophysics. Scientific discoveries of this period have
been so influential that they still, two hundred years after their birth,
serve as the basis upon which we envision the future, and especially the
future of the cosmos, as expressed in science fiction. This is precisely
what Grasso makes clear in Rétroprojection: “the future is the projec-
tion of the past”, and that “the world beyond (and after) humans” does
not come “after humans” in the literal, time-progressive sense; it is, in
lieu, a parallel, undetectable, purposeless world devoid of narrative.
All the images-Tycho Brahe’s supernova (Stella Nova, 2012), the



pollens that swirl senselessly around the Berlin Television Tower
(Polair, 2007), the flock of birds that sway in the sky of Rome (Les
Oiseauz [The Birds], 2008), the wall that deadens sound (Anechoic
Wall, 2008), and the wordless footballers on the field (Missing Time,
2002)-pay no heed to the gaze of humans and attend to nothing of
their ideologies. They are not even the “Others” waiting to be shaped
or recovered of speech. They are but the purposeless showing of self.

In Melancholia (2010), a film by Lars von Trier, doomsday is pictured
within a secluded world-the mansion of Justine’s brother-in-law, a
backdrop without societal interaction. It is quirky in that melancholia,
a state of virtual absolute quietness, is presented as the only positive
human reaction in the face of a purposeless deed, and while it shares
the same theme-a comet collision—-with many Hollywood movies,
such a reaction is at stark variance with the saleable heroism and
topsy-turvy spectacle of Falling Fire, for example. The reason behind
melancholia is less the fear of doomsday than the loss that humans feel
the moment they find the logic by which the universe is interpreted
goes astray. If humans, and the traces of humans, are obliterated,
what does the world mean? Resting on this premise, every writing
or narrative is essentially retrospective, but the paradox lies in the
inability of humans to look back on a world beyond humans, and therefore
to reflect, on absolute terms, upon their deeds and the meaning of
such deeds. We may well consider science the conceptual element that
runs through Grasso’s creations, only that it is not to be thought of
as a body of knowledge nor a discourse on technology. It is, in the
end, a mirror of the tipping point between the knowable and the
unknowable.

! Interview Claire Staebler/Laurent Grasso/Christophe Kihm, “My Life in
the Bush of Ghosts”, Laurent Grasso: The Black-Body Radiation, Dijon, Les
presses du réel, 2009, p. 28.

2 Jacques Derrida, Politiques de l'amitié; swivi de L’oreille de Heidegger,
Paris, Galilée, 1994.

3 In Hitchcock’s films, MacGuffin is referred to as something nonexistent. It
is a simple topic, plot or idea which the protagonists follow fervently without
apparent reason. The effectiveness of MacGuffin leads directly to the audience’s
relentless quest for reality and, as a consequence, to the seeming fallacy of the
logic behind a character’s motive and behaviour.

! Here the definitions of hard and soft science fiction rest on the following
classification: “Hard Science Fiction” (Hard SF) is a subset of science fiction,
the main idea of which is established out of respect and admiration for the
spirit of science. Hard SF is characterized by the pursuit of (every possible)
scientific accuracy and detail, and its plot has much to do with the development
of natural science and technology. “Soft Science Fiction” (Soft SF), on the other
hand, is a subset of science fiction that focuses on philosophy, psychology,
political science and sociology in its plot and theme. It is therefore comparatively
inattentive to science, technology and physical laws, and the subject matter it
deals with is often regarded as of a soft-science or belonging to the humanities.






ANEZMZERE The MacGuffin Beyond Humans
TRER - ARBL R AR K E G

2% Nikita, Yingqian Cai

TERUFR AE ) (Claire Staebler) #7& B SRR (Laurent Grasso)
H— RS EH, BRURRI—@ETRNOPE, “HROBIERR,

FE—EE—EHEENRNME. SERNCOBEREEER, BEER
HEEGHRENBEE TETRIE, ZEB-LRMAIESHNERA 5
BEBE—BEBHEZRE. (“Inrelation to my work China has always
been quite a silent space. I have no mental images of it, and as I like
to make images in situations of absence, and to construct things that
don’t give much, it was interesting to find myself there”!.) IREMH
MM T EEER— @24/ ZBENRIS, ‘DR 7
REERF A APLYIRMERIEMEIR, MASHRL R MBI AN LTS3 PR
o ANBRZHER. EENRERTEBAEL—EERIENT
NEERERNRAEN MR , BHER B 2—EEELM
BE, FTORNEESRERBHREANOCEER. HESRERHEL
BENEDEEHELE—W ‘BERTHEERRALN. KRIEF
HEZRANRER SFRIANEFNRNZ LB GMEL, ERPEM
EREEEN. BRUEEREN, ERZ—EEEARMN. ATELE
WEIRE “BRR” ; B, ARNEEXFLAER, BEESER
H, BEEGRRMBOFENRESRAZENBELUEAN, ERE—BRE
IR R BT R MR R, AR EEMEDNEER. B,

BB A AR R2003F RITER «EBREZ (Radio Ghost)> BIE
BRIKTIECEENELR, IERKTIECEENES.

HEERE (KENBURSY EF, tWARBRMNMABTER—NUAKX:
‘BURAXEAESER, BM2FRARMN. lFRAR, tr
Wik. BURKEZHEIIMNG, REHRE. BEUBRRFEEAN, FEX
A, AEH, TEFE—E ‘& ., FE2FE, TE2EA. ERE—
Bl EEESZEBBCEINBEMETN S —ELE. 2 &
CERBZ> B, BEBSHNAL. MBENhELTRELSH
MME, KEEMNAEE, 88— TTHMBEAERTNEE
W CEAMET T, WMBTILEUBEN. EEAMNENRENRR.
ERRZN SR BEBER GRANES (The Horn Perspective) »
(2009) B, BH1EM. SETRAMN 5K BFEUAIAI/NNERY



AEREREREG, BESINIENEXRPRHTEMRERE
. THXFAR Y BRNSE, RERCMERERRMTRH
BHTHREASN “BHR , TUOREMAIEREXENI—EA
2N ‘28T (MacGuffin)” °, ERENTELEREETT
EHRNEMEEE, BEEERET —ETEFEZY R) HRA.

BERNFENE ‘B MRY, RAURERIEHNERSETE
EAXRBUBMIR CKEER BRXAN/NGESE, MISWEFR
ISEXREVNREN. RIBEMHNE R P ERR, B8 RE iR
EEHMAEN ‘AR, haEsRmIRE T AHEXn. O
RARNE “S—EER NEEREK. RREFERRNERE
SRENAREHESRY), BENNBERRLEK, BoRHER
BREEEE, AEENS W, RURXE-THNBNERS,
BRI LN AR B E R EREE . ENANRNERE, EBHNE
mEAS—EWRMNEREERFEREHAAENERE, ©F
RER — R R ERURE, BIANAKE S RARIE S RS
RN E BN, bR -EHRRCABRLENSRER,
BIAIRER IR ‘B B4  WmEARTEABEINARRESR
BAEBEE, BONRPNEIRARFEZREY BB NHE,
EESLEEAERE “FA” B, EERMENKEBERNRE
CANEZBIERHABEEAER?Y AMURABREAEIRESLEN
K, BHNBERXEMHE? THREBRAR. US—ERABEH?

£ KBRS (Rétroprojection)y &5 (2008) B, HAZRH
RBAMENBIN A RERT6 1B-FKE - 55K FER (Camille Flam-
marion) 1880 FHMMEIE K KBAXEY HHHEE, HHEHE
H (B) fi. BENEELZEGR. THELCEERRAXZNAERE
BrHR, HARAXERB\BHREFRTE, ENERNXEYESZR AT
BE. AIERMBEZFZEMNSK, RMMAATAERBL/NRHEH
KRR (LERFH) WESKBRAEE LREIEE —RHNR 2%
Rz M. FEMBNREERPRBI: “REZBENRE
CANFEZAN (18) MR WAETERFRI EWRIRAS AR, e
S—EFTH. FAURMN. T ENMENMABROANHTR. &R
EENBERINBIE (Stella Nova . 2012), HMHEIRE L FE
IMREMNTENE  (Polair . 2007), BB LTRENSEE  (Les Oiseaus

2008), ERZEMAE (Ancchoic Wall . 2008), B2 EIKIS FEBRHEKE
(Missing Time.2002), ELBEENR/ABNRRRESHIERS, ©
PEETRHFII BT LEENNthE, mISEENMENEIEER.

ERIHT - B - 28 (Lars von Trier . 2010) FMEH BB E
(Melancholia)> &/, HRABRARABNEREE F—ERZLEZHEFE
HBRE——EHITHNEINERED. HERTDTHRISER

CRERMER” XMEETRIRILSEMEKR, PENEEWE
ERANERHEENZY ——EE2EER—RHE—NEBM,
HERBFENRERNEHAEANLE, FTUREAEREEEEY
HBEANZ BH—ERE: IRAELRERENAEES, #HF
REFMER? RE—HELR, TABEIHNENEALBEOE
MR, RMEBNIERAMENRM ) EUEEHSEEELEES,
HAIEHENTFAIRELEAREESNTELEESR. MERF
BEERNRAETFEFHREANTR, CEALRTEUEFHANE
BEHIERN, CERKRIETRERMTM YRR T M YIHEE 7B



! Interview Claire Staebler/Laurent Grasso/Christophe Kihm, “My Life in
the Bush of Ghosts”, Laurent Grasso: The Black-Body Radiation, Dijon, Les
presses du réel, 2009, p. 28.

2 Jacques Derrida, Politiques de 'amitié; suivi de L’oreille de Heidegger,
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A 35mm camera flies over Hong
Kong filming at low altitude as voice-
overs recount paranormal phenomena
experienced by people in the Chinese
radio and movie industries.
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Radio Ghost 2003
CEMEZEY 2003 F£{E
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Radio Ghost 2003
KBEHE=y 2003 F1E
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Radio Ghost 2004
CBEHMEE=Y 2004 F1E
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Anechoic Pavilion is a life-size one-
room cabin with banquette seating, an
anechoic wall and speakers emitting a
soundtrack. Constructed as a place to
meditate, it looks out across a wide
horizon. The space is divided in half
by a glass wall enabling spectators on
the exterior to see inside.
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Anechoic Pavilion 2012
CHEEEY 2012 F1E
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Created to resemble sixteenth century
paintings, the Studies into the Past
series feature motifs that originated
in the artist’s video works, becoming
de facto, fake historical documents that
now appear to be sources of inspiration.
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Studies into the Past
CHIRBZEY
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Horn Perspective 2009
CHERUIR Y 2009 F1E







The Horn Perspective, Centre Georges Pompidou, E 315, Paris, 2009



Horn Antenna is a nineteenth century
laboratory-style model of an existing
scientific device used by Arno Penzias
and Robert Wilson in 1964 in New
Jersey to capture radio emissions from
the outer reaches of our galaxy. The
original antenna led them to discover a
radio frequency remnant that proved to
be a “sound fossil” from the Big Bang.
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Horn Antenna 2010
CSRZRERY 2010 F1E
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Anechoic Wall 2011
GHESfEY 2011 F£1E
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Studies into the Past
CHIRIBEY
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For his exhibition Portrait of a Young
Man at the Bass Museum (Miami), the
artist juxtaposed a selection of works
from the museum’s collection of Re-
naissance and late medieval art with
his own paintings, videos, neons and
sculptures. Portrait of a Young Man, a
generic title found in art history and
literature, is borrowed from a work
by Francesco Botticini.
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Portrait of a Young Man 2011
CFEBFIESKY 2011 F1F
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Portrait of a Young Man, Bass Museum, Miami, 2011-2012







Studies into the Past
CHFRIBEY

39



ERVE R E R w._.i AT
ﬂruﬂcd.*h\ e o Y /ﬂ\v 11..“1
- = b e ﬁ_ Q

. o a5ttt £ (PRILASE i g M i.r..rﬁ..l. ..I.q..h..,m-a

rH..-._

/ Er
wﬁ N hwu s :

3.%
BT




Portrait of a Young Man, Bass Museum, Miami, 2011-2012







Studies into the Past
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Psychokinesis 2008
KEET» 2008 F1E
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Rétroprojection 2009
CEAR ST 2009 F1E
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The neon work Eclipse is linked to the
video of the same title. Entirely computer-
designed, this video combines two solar
phenomena—an eclipse and a sunset—
that evoke deep ancestral fears but are
rarely found together in nature. Here
they are manipulated and recreated
in an artificial manner, like the false
miracles that were rumoured to have
been created by the U.S. Army.
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Eclipse 2010
«HER 2010 F1E
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Eclipse 2006
«H#hY 2006 F£1E







Rétroprojection is a series of silver
silkscreen works that reproduce scientific
illustrations found in nineteenth century
astronomical texts. These images are
based on engravings from Camille Flam-
marion’s Astronomie Populaire and La
Nature, a science journal that featured
natural phenomena such as eclipses,
aurora borealis and comets. These
historical images are reworked as “pro-
jections from the past into the future”.
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Rétroprojection 2007
CER S 2007 F1E
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Portrait of a Young Man, Bass Museum, Miami, 2011-2012
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Studies into the Past
CHFRIBZEY
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The neon installation 16101 reinterprets
a drawing by Galileo of a constellation
published in 1610 in his Sidereus
Nuncius (Sideral Messenger).
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Nomiya diffuses a purple light at night,
while in daylight reveals its steel and
glass framework. A drilled metal sheet
on the exterior reproduces a drawing
of an aurora borealis. Its elevated position
offers an “unreal” perspective on the city.
The effect of transparency hints at the
interior of the structure, which functions
as a restaurant for twelve guests similar
to the Japanese micro-bar that lends its
name to this work.
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Nomiya 2009
«Nomiya» 2009 F{E
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Eight years after Missing Time-a
film programme presented at a Hong
Kong cinema that included works by
other artists sharing an interest in
the notion of time-Memories of the
Future was a group exhibition curated
by the artist focusing on the theme of
the temporal manipulation of objects.
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memories of the future

Memories of the Future 2010
CRARFIFEY 2010 F1E
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Memories of the Future, Sean Kelly Gallery, New York, 2010
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Memories of the Future, Sean Kelly Gallery, New York, 2010






Memories of the Future, Leuum, Samsung Museum, Seoul, 2010

Memories of the Future 2010
CRARIREY 2010 F1E
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Project 4 Brane, Musée d'Art Contemporain, Rochechouart, 2007



Project 4 Brane takes the form of a
monolith in glass and reflective black
metal. Designed for video projection,
it allows viewers to see the outside world
through its internal porous surfaces.
The introduction of “branes” into
string theory has led to the definition
of parts of the universe that have several
spatial dimensions as well as an added
temporal dimension.
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Project 4 Brane, inside view, Musée d'Art Contemporain, Rochechouart, 2007

Project 4 Brane 2007
CEHE4 - BBy 2007 FE1E
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The Wider the

sion, the Narrower the Statement, 9" Sharjah Biennial, 2009




Sent over inaccessible locations, a falcon
equipped with a miniature camera films
the desert and lunar-like landscapes
typical of the United Arab Emirates,
transforming a traditional method of
hunting into a potential espionage tool.
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On Air 2009
CEERIEEY 2009 FE1E
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On Air, Galerie de 'UQAM, Montreal, 2010
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On Air 2009
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Time Machine
A conversation about time between Laurent Grasso and Arnauld Pierre

Arnauld Pierre: Your works do more than engender fictions, as we
generally assume. They also have a powerful ability to condense different
time scales. The notion of time and temporal displacement were
expressed in your work as early as 2002 in the video Missing Time!,
which I believe is the first in a series. Can you tell us about this video?

Laurent Grasso: Missing Time showed a team of footballers frozen
in time on a playing field in northern France. I'd asked the footballers
to remain motionless while a camera crew moved around them. They
found it a little frustrating not to be allowed to move because they’d
imagined that we would film them playing. What interested me was
the idea of missing time, a fictional concept understood by people
who believe in UFOs and aliens—adepts of ufology—who believe that
many parallel time lines exist and that it’s possible for us to be
abducted from our shared reality and displaced into a different time
line. I wanted to create the impression of time being suspended by
the camera, as though it were swallowed up into a temporal void. I've
been interested in the concept of time and shifting temporalities for
some time. Since my exhibition at the Centre Georges Pompidou in
2009 and, particularly, in a series of paintings entitled Studies into
the Past, I've tried to give this idea more clarity, to articulate more
emphatically this way of thinking about time and the origin of objects.
When you look at these paintings, you might be unsure of their origin
or how they were made. You might wonder if they were the inspiration
for my videos. Or perhaps, viewers not familiar with my work might
wonder why a solar eclipse or a floating rock are depicted in a painting
that seems to come from a past era.

A P: Let’s come back to the footballers in Missing Time. Their static position
reminds me of the actress Carole Bouquet in your video Satellite* from 2006.

L G: Both works were shot using the same point of view. In Satellite,

a well-known actress is stranded in the middle of an empty film set
while a camera tracks around her, as though orbiting a star or circling

95



an inaccessible object or a character plucked from a film that we’ll
never see, that has no script. I used a similar angle in a film I made
in the Cinecitta studios, entitled Paracinéma? in 2005. I shot it in
the sets of Martin Scorsese’s film Gangs of New York, which I'd been
given permission to film briefly. The idea here was about deserted film
sets that had a ghostly life to them, as though they’d escaped from
the story for which they’d been constructed.

A P: There’s another aspect of temporal displacement that was
introduced early in your work, triggered by the addition of antiquated
technologies. One example is your video entitled Projection® from
2005. We've seen this video projected in contemporary settings using
the latest technology, either on a wide screen or on the interior of a
module you constructed utilizing a black box entitled Project 4 Brane (in
2007). However, the same video was also presented in a totally different
manner: not in colour, but in black and white; not in the ultra-modern
installation Project 4 Brane, but screened instead on a Brionvega
television monitor, an icon of 1960s design. How does this intrusion,
as it were, of technology from another age change the way we view
the same work, subject or theme?

L G: What interested me was to show how two different ways of presenting
the same information (a cloud in the Paris streets) could evoke a
sense of temporal dislocation. It was also one of the first occasions
since making Missing Time in which I wanted to create the impression
that an event from the past could describe the future. It’s a little
ambiguous, or paradoxical, but it’s a notion that appealed to me: we see
the image of a cloud as though we’d found an old abandoned monitor
with a ghostly, somewhat prophetic image playing all by itself. This
idea is also taken up in my other series entitled Rétroprojection.

A P: This series, which you started in 2007 and continue to develop,
consists of silver ink silkscreen enlargements of scientific illustrations
from the magazine La Nature and late nineteenth century astronomical
publications. This transformative process succeeds spectacularly in
giving new power to these evocative images. Many of these prints
depict an eclipse or an aurora borealis, thematic elements that enter
into direct dialogue with the subjects of your videos. You've defined
this Rétroprojection series as projections of the past towards the future,
suggesting other manifestations of interwoven time scales.

L G: These images, most of which come from La Nature magazine
and the works of Camille Flammarion, are from an age when science
still wavered between a methodology for understanding the world and
quasi-direct observations of phenomena. Prints that already existed
were often revived and reprinted for these general-interest science
journals. What interested me was to transpose these subjects, with their
strong nineteenth century aesthetic and texture, into a contemporary
context. I wanted to set up a kind of round trip between the past life
of these images and their reactivation in the context of my work. This
is why I used a silver printing ink to give them a reflective aspect. If you
look at the prints from a certain angle, you don'’t even see the images.
The images can disappear because they’re just reflections-reflections
from the past. At least, that’s how I see them in terms of my work
process and my imagination.
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I had an exhibition in Germany in 2009 that I called Reflections Belong
to the Past, which alluded to these reflections. It also made reference
to a process I've sometimes tried to set up in my exhibitions, such as
for The Horn Perspective at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris.
This consists of displacing a thematic element in different ways across
different time periods, using a variety of techniques. In Germany,
visitors could see a painting of birds flying above the Vatican in Rome
at the same time as watching a video I shot in Rome in which we see
the same birds in very graphic scroll-like formations at dusk. Here
again, we’re given the same information using different techniques,
time frames and media. The idea of a reflection from the past also
resonates with the age-old notion that when we look at an object, all
we see is the light reflected by it, so that by the time that reflection
reaches our eyes the object already belongs to the past.

A P: Hearing you speak about Camille Flammarion makes me think
of what Flammarion himself described as “spiritualist science”, a science
that didn’t entirely reject beliefs in the powers of the mind and the
immaterial world. Are we not witnessing a renewed interest in such
preoccupations today, in terms of how they’re interpreted by artists
like you?

L G: There was an exhibition a few years ago at the Maison Européenne
de la Photographie in Paris on the subject of ghosts in photography ®
entitled The Third Eye: Photography and the Occult. There are many
issues behind all these questions I explore, the constantly shifting
viewpoints that I try to produce in my work. There’s a relevance
to portraying things that are a little vague and confused, a little
ambiguous. Nowadays, even works of art tend to impose very clear and
direct messages on the spectator. All these messages that surround us,
whether they come from films or visual, textual or conceptual cues,
have a strong impact and marketing power. We rarely find ourselves
in situations of uncertainty, where we don’t know exactly what we’re
looking at or why the work in front of us was made or by whom, where
there’s no user’s guide to show us the way. This is a more unsettling, more
complex situation, but at the same time, as a spectator or visitor, I enjoy
being confronted with something that forces me to ask questions.
It helps us to get back into a mood of reflection, to try to understand
the world around us. Subjects like these, which can be a little obscure,
have helped me to generate this type of situation. The focus is not
on the work itself but rather an approach to “reading” it that I try
to elicit in the spectator.

A P: This seems to make a fundamental break with all the functions
attributed to art during the best part of the twentieth century, in the
sense that art was supposed to reveal something, to be transparent. This
resulted in artworks that are highly documentary in nature, which
dominate art biennales and exhibitions today, whose sole function is
to show something, owing to the potency of this ideal of transparency.
Artistic approaches like yours, on the other hand, are more concerned
with a vindication of that which is impenetrable and mysterious.

LG:I'd say it’s more a question of tension than mystery—a tension

between what is seen and unseen, between what we understand and
what we don’t. I think this is very important; it’s what motivates us
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to continue observing a film or a work of art, for example. It’s because
it keeps challenging us, making us question things. Unfortunately today,
by the time we arrive at an exhibition, we've already been given the
answers in press releases or via the media. We can’t help but feel a
little disappointed when we actually see the show. To me, what’s
interesting in the medium of art is this mental image we conjure up
from an interplay of data we receive from exhibitions, texts we read,
from all sorts of things that we discover ourselves and which lead us
to create our own image of an artist’s work.

A P: Perhaps we've forgotten that art is not just a communication
tool; that perhaps it does not even need to serve a communication
purpose at all and that it will not necessarily provide meaning, but
can also quite intentionally play around with obscuring meaning.
Is that what we're talking about here?

L G:In any case, it makes it possible to involve the spectator in a
process of inquiry and questioning which, in my opinion, can be more
interesting than hammering home a message. In a political sense,
I find it possibly even more interesting to produce this kind of situation
than to circulate images that we’ve already seen on television or messages
we've already received from somewhere else that probably won’t
make a difference anyhow, even if I don’t claim to make a difference
in any way myself.

A P: Thinking again about this question of intersecting temporalities,
it seems to me that you belong to a generation of artists who, without
forming any kind of group, work within the context of what we might
call archeomodernity. That is to say that you revisit the legacy of a
modernity driven by subject matter, representation and genealogies
of past technologies, which are rendered contemporary in your work.

LG: In my exhibition The Horn Perspective, | wanted to express
my fascination with the temporality of objects and the associated
sense of ambiguity, to create a temporal collage of different historical
periods. One of the paintings—the first in the Studies into the Past
series-was placed at the exhibition entrance in such a way as to
completely reverse the perspective of the space. This work was only
30 centimetres in length, while at the far end of the room I set up a
gigantic video projection. There was also the Tesla antenna, which
I designed based on a document I’d found in the archives of the Tesla
laboratory in the United States. Already at this stage, I had the desire
to create an object based on documentation from a past era. The way
the speakers were designed made it unclear as to whether they’d been
found or constructed, if they were modern or old. There was a slightly
retro edge to their design and the materials used. The key piece in the
installation was the Horn Antenna, which first attracted my interest
for aesthetic reasons. This project led me to explore the idea of sound
fossils, the belief that sound recordings exist from an era in which
recording technology did not exist. This modern legend is commonly
exemplified by the story of a scientist who tried to recover sounds
from ancient pottery. Through the potter’s use of a modelling tool,
ambient sounds were recorded on the surface of a vase in the same
way that sound is recorded on the grooves of a vinyl record. This idea
really sparked my imagination. After I learned that the Horn Antenna

98




Laurent Grasso: The Black-Body Radiation,
Dijon, Les presses du réel, 2009.
7

had led to the discovery of a sound remnant from the Big Bang, I
decided to create a replica of the antenna itself, because to me it was
the focal point of this rather nebulous concept that had seemed impossible
to me. In actual fact, the scientists Arno Penzias and Robert Wilson were
awarded the Nobel Prize in 1978 for this discovery. They’d stumbled
on a low-level noise that they’d assumed was interference but which
turned out to be a sound fossil from the Big Bang. Even the film
that was projected at the far end of this space was, for me, a kind
of endless loop that referred back to the same idea. We’d shot the
images in a forest so that they formed a perfect loop with no cuts or
editing within the sequence and gave no indication of time periods.
This film also made reference to the cinematic technique of sequence
shots which makes it possible to cross from one time period to another.
Many directors have made use of this technique in which the viewer
suddenly finds himself transported into the past or future.

A P: This antenna also functions as a projector.
L G: One which projects particles that we perceive on the image.

A P: This viewpoint is, in fact, just as much spatial as it is temporal.
I'm fascinated by your use of birds in this video, a distinctly Hitchcockian
representation that sets up a looming sense of threat. What’s the
connection here with the film you shot in the sky above Rome in
2008, entitled Les Oiseauz [The Birds| ®, depicting a flock of birds that
changes form as if steered along by an unseen force?

L G: I spent a year in Rome at the Villa Medici from 2004 to 2005. At
that time, I was working on two film projects. One was to be shot in
the corridors of the Vatican and the other was set in the Cinecitta film
studios. However, because Pope Jean-Paul II died that year, I wasn’t
able to shoot at the Vatican, but I was able to complete the Cinecitta
project. I also observed something else while in Rome, which was these
flocks of birds that circle in the sky around the Vatican and other
church domes. I don’t know why, but birds seem to gather near these
high points in the city and weave shapes like graphic representations.
What interested me was that this was something real that appeared
to be unreal, whereas in my work I had often created things that were
false but appeared to be real. Well, at least that was my intention!
On top of that, I'd read about modern miracles that had apparently
taken place near the Vatican involving filaments that fell from the
sky on a particular day in the 1960s. That’s what inspired me to show
this video. After that came the video for The Horn Perspective, which
features a similar subject, utilizing the same interplay of thematic
elements that recur in a slightly different way at a different time.

A P: This interplay between real and unreal is interesting. Your film
shot in the sky in Rome was made without any special effects, but one
could wonder if the image was manipulated in some way. Conversely,
phenomena that appear to be natural, such as an eclipse, are manufactured
in your work.

L G: The catalogue that I published in 20097 also offered me an

opportunity to alter to some extent the way my work was interpreted,
considering that I've always aimed for a certain ambiguity. I was not
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interested in offering a user’s guide or to suggest a way of approaching
my work, but rather to engender a kind of “floating” perception. In
some cases, when my work required involving myself in the storytelling
process, I referred to scripts, scenarios and specific documents in the
catalogue. This took the form of what I call voice-overs: texts written in
collaboration with Yoann Gourmel that introduce additional information
in each chapter. The catalogue also features images from each film.
In relation to the eclipse, for example, I refer to rumours that were
circulating in the twentieth century about the possibility that the U.S.
Army staged religious miracles. This idea amused me. I wondered if
I could create a fake miracle myself, so I produced this eclipse combined
with a setting sun. Each of my works has a reference system, but I've
never wanted to present them at the same time as the works themselves.

A P: Regarding the presentation of this catalogue, it too reflects the
overlapping of different time scales by the association of recent works
with, if not their original source material, images that served to activate
or evoke the imaginative universe they depict. This reminds me of
the way in which the New York magazine Cabinet constantly refers
back to the concept of an imagined modern world, notably through the
use of old illustrations, photographs, objects and technological devices
which have evolved into the world we know today. Does this attitude
strike a chord with you?

L G: The notion of the geographic mobility of artists featured
prominently at documenta in 2002 and 2007, especially in 2002. We're
all highly mobile these days; artists can travel easily and undertake
projects in other countries. The possibility of exploring new situations
particularly appealed to me. For example, in 2009 I went to the United
Arab Emirates to make a film about the tradition of falconry (On Air).
I placed a miniature camera on a falcon in order to transform this age-old
hunting practice into a potential espionage tool. In 2003, I made a film
in Hong Kong entitled Radio Ghost about ghosts in the movie industry—
something people believe in very strongly there. I ended up travelling
a lot. But what’s emerging today is the idea that we can adopt a kind
of temporal mobility, in the sense of not only being concerned with our
own era. I'm interested in creating potential forms of the future-like the
pollen cloud in Berlin, which doesn’t exist (in my video Polair® from
2007) as well as incorporating references from the past (not only from the
twentieth century) across the widest spectrum possible. There’s a sense
of travel, but also of making allusions to other time periods.

A P: We are not only witnessing the end of the modernist paradigms
of transparency and art-as-disclosure, but also the debunking of the
outmoded myth of the artist-as-nomad, citizen of the global village.
The idea of nomadism in temporal rather than spatial terms seems
a more delicate issue, and one which is significant in other ways. For
is there not, lurking behind all this, a desire for ubiquity? There’s
something quite striking about your ability to inhabit more than one
historical period and to manipulate a kind of multi-locational power
in relation to time.

L G: I became fascinated in the subject of time very early on, as seen

in my film Missing Time, as well as a programme of films focusing on
this theme that I presented at a cinema in Hong Kong. That was

100



in 2002, and I felt sure that the notion of temporal mobility would
soon attract the interest of artists. Adding to my interest in spatial
intervention, I found the idea of being able to enter into more than
one era or time scale very exciting. Artists in recent years have made
increasing references to modern and twentieth century art. I found it
interesting to expand that period of reference. The fantasy of becoming
a part of history and travelling through time was the motivation behind
all of these series of works.

The film programme, for which I assembled a group of artists who
shared an interest in exploring notions of time, was also entitled
Missing Time. I continued this experience in an exhibition at the
Sean Kelly Gallery in New York in 2010 called Memories of the
Future, for which I invited the participation of artists whose work
focused on the temporal manipulation of objects. What appealed
to me here was that the works presented in the show were not
necessarily identifiable in terms of their authorship or temporal
context. It’s fascinating to return to Hong Kong today at the invitation
of Edouard Malingue, who has chosen to work with contemporary
artists even though his gallery is dedicated to a particular period
of twentieth century art history. I also find it a little unsettling
that the notion of temporality is to be explored once again a full
decade after my first programming experience in Hong Kong.

A P: In the Studies into the Past series of paintings, we can identify
images from some of your videos that have been transposed into the
style of the Italian and Nordic Renaissance, borrowing from works
by Perugino, Masolino, Signorelli, Ghirlandaio and Brueghel. Subjects
such as eclipses and auroras also featured in your Rétroprojection series,
which was inspired by nineteenth century scientific illustrations
and engravings.These images have therefore travelled from their original
period to today, where they are brought up to date by the use of
video, only to be transported back to an even more distant past.
I allow myself to be swept along by this sensation of temporal vertigo,
which I believe the Studies into the Past series induces if we tune
in to the references used in your work.

L G: It was not a matter of simply presenting images, but of highlighting
the sense of displacement they express, this journey into the past.
To me, this series was also a scientific project: I wanted the execution
of the works to respect the traditional techniques of the period, for
which I was assisted by professional art restorers. I also wanted to
be able to recontextualize the compositional codes of the era by
introducing an element from my own work in each piece. I tried to
elicit a form of realism in terms of the compositions, the borrowed
elements and the techniques used, which vary a little with each
painting. This series also calls attention to my work practices—it
was one way for me to say that I'm not only interested in making
films and using current technologies. What interests me is to try
to manipulate ideas and the viewer’s perception.

A P: All the same, we never associate your work with the countless
pastiches that we’ve become so accustomed to in postmodern art.

Your work’s not in the same category.

L G: That’s because the work involved is very meticulous—the people
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who work with me have also worked on paintings by Titian, on the
most prestigious works at the Louvre. I rely on a kind of faith, on a
sense of vertigo and uncertainty that are provoked when we encounter
these works for the first time. At the same time, I have no problem
with the idea of telling a story or explaining how these works were
produced, because that’s part of the process.

The fictional aspect is important to me. My approach is not about
giving aesthetic validation to archival material or documents, as we
often see nowadays, such as the use of black and white collages of
archival documents from the twentieth century which exist in their
own right or serve as reference material. My work has never been
concerned with artistic references—I was more interested in pursuing
a new direction in each piece, without making any direct references
to other works of art.

A P: For your exhibition at the Bass Museum in Miami in December
2011, you went as far as to juxtapose your Studies into the Past series
with original paintings and sculptures from the Renaissance period.
Wasn’t that a potentially risky move on your part?

L G: My work process aims to create a certain ambiguity about
the origins of the pieces themselves. It therefore seemed a natural
progression to extend this tension to external objects by juxtaposing
my paintings with original paintings from the museum’s collection.
These works brought me in contact with certain mechanisms of art
history, such as the tradition of imitation and the way artists back
then chose to rework earlier idioms and styles. In fact, this created
a conceptual extension of my project, enriching my original idea of
simply associating my work with the museum’s collection, because
I discovered that there was already a certain tension existing within
these Renaissance works themselves. Some of them had been poorly
restored in the past (such as a sculpture with a horseman’s head facing the
wrong direction), there were sixteenth century painters who deceptively
used techniques from the fifteenth century, and the tradition of schools
and imitators who effectively allowed for the circulation of artists’ work.
The exhibition title, Portrait of a Young Man, also evokes historical
repetitions such as generic painting titles found in different periods of
art history.

A P: Why do you focus on the Renaissance period of art history?
You had already alluded to this period in Camera Obscura, which was
included in your Neurocinéma exhibition at the Rochechouart Museum
of Contemporary Art in 2008. In Camera Obscura, we physically entered
into this emblematic Renaissance optical device. Is there a connection
here with the current renewed interest in reclaiming the role of artist-
as-researcher? Does your work suggest that artists and scientists pursue
a common approach to knowledge and learning?

L G: If there’s any representation of the world in my work at all,
it’s the representation of a floating viewpoint, of an uncertain world
and the sensations that it produces. As for the role of the artist,
I find the Renaissance period very interesting because artists were
well-informed about the latest scientific analyses. Van Eyck, for
example, was aware of a treatise on the rainbow commissioned by
the Vatican, as we can see in his paintings. Their role was somehow more
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straightforward, less dramatized, quite different from the notion of the
artist-as-subjectivity, serving to provide a filter on the world. Nowadays,
we live in a highly complex world in which it’s virtually impossible
to understand how the objects that make up our environment function.
Our inability to represent ourselves and to understand all the systems
that surround us creates a feeling of anxiety. When I make reference
to the HAARP military base in the United States and its research
programs (such as in my installation HAARP? at the Palais de Tokyo
in Paris in 2008), my aim is to show the extent to which these places
crystallize fears and paranoia, contemporary fictions and mythologies,
because in reality we have no idea what these places are all about.

A P: Through your allusions to the fourth dimension, time travel and
so forth, your work veers towards science fiction, or at least towards a
slightly bizarre form of science that doesn’t quite fit the mainstream
model. This point at which science goes awry is always rather disturbing.

L G: That’'s why I became interested in Nikola Tesla and Tycho
Brahe and the role of the artist in the Renaissance period. Some
scientists operate almost like artists by inventing fictional concepts
that can become reality. For example, when Tesla first experimented
with the remote transmission of electrical energy into the atmosphere,
his work straddled the border between fiction and reality. This Utopian
vision of science appeals to me because it has artistic value, as
opposed to science fiction, which I feel has a far more adolescent view
of the world. I find it fascinating that scientists are like inventors—in
the noblest sense of the term, as inventors of worlds—and that they
produce things that actually function. I'm interested in that moment
of vacillation, of instability and uncertainty, in which an imaginary
reality shifts towards its potential realization.

In the case of Brahe, he devised a bizarre, Utopian scheme to
construct a building that would serve as an astronomical observatory
on an island, which he operated himself, equipped with a printing
press to disseminate his research and a workshop to build astronomical
instruments. He created a kind of micro-universe-a little like Tesla, who
designed a series of laboratories in Colorado Springs and Long Island.
These projects highlight the idea of developing operating systems and
creating environments based on fictional concepts, which come out of
nowhere. These scientists’ work was obviously anchored in traditional
scientific research, but in a sense they were starting from scratch to
head in a direction that did not yet exist. There’s something almost
religious about Tesla’s work, as he attempted to make contact with
aliens and some kind of “otherworld”. It’s this sense of parallel realities
that appeals to me. At the end of the day, my focus is always on this
search for something that lies beyond, which is connected with my
research into other personalities that interest me. In Studies into the Past,
I replaced the traditional religious phenomena portrayed in church
paintings with subjects that sparked my interest, like the eclipse,
which were capable of evoking a primal fear, like the fear of God.

A P: We've already talked about your Project 4 Brane. You have a
strong interest in architecture, which is also evident in the restaurant
space you created on the roof of the Palais de Tokyo Museum in
Paris in 2009, entitled Nomiya. Today, you're exhibiting your Anechoic
Pawilion. These two spaces serve as observation points onto the outside
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world, while Project 4 Brane was a module designed to watch videos
projected in its interior.

L G:1In Project 4 Brane, you could watch videos inside the work,
but there was above all a focus on the interplay between inside and
outside through the choice of materials used. From the outside, you
couldn’t see people watching the videos inside because of reflections on
the glass, while those on the inside were able to see what was happening
outside through perforations in the metal sheet. This piece played on
the language of video projection, video screening rooms and cinemas,
with the aim of re-imagining the relationship between a projection
and its environment. With Nomiya, which remained in place on the
rooftop of the Palais de Tokyo for two years, I also toyed with notions
of reflection and the porosity of materials. Here too, the materials
served as a filter for reality, taking advantage of the spectacular location
perched on the top of a building to allow visitors to observe the sky.
I also used mirrored images in the interior so that the cityscape was
reflected from one side of the space to the other, duplicating the Eiffel
Tower, the dome of Les Invalides, and so forth.

The Anechoic Pavilion pursues my interest in the camera obscura to
convey a sense of disconnection from the world, an idea of inventing
a particular temporal framework. It allows visitors to withdraw from
their surroundings and listen to a sound track, while at the same
time observing the landscape setting through a particular viewing
angle and framing reminiscent of the camera obscura. This concern
with the history of architecture, observation and technical devices is an
integral part of my work, initially in order to create environments in
which to screen my films but which has led to the spaces themselves
becoming autonomous entities that evolve like micro-architectural
elements. There’s also a link with the subjects of the films themselves.
All the films presented at my exhibition at the Jeu de Paume Museum
in Paris in May 2012 engage in a dialogue, or negotiation, with a
parallel reality. It’s like opening a door that allows us to enter into
another space, an idea that inspired the title of Project 4 Brane, which
alludes to string theories and the existence of multiple universes. In
the film Silent Movie' I made in 2010, the reality examined is that
of observation, focusing on military surveillance buildings known as
baterias and the underlying threat of a potential enemy arriving by
sea. The starting point for this film was to explore the notion of the
observation post, seen in a military context, and its aesthetic potential.
Other works engage in a rapport with the history of observation itself and
of the environments represented. For example, the castle of Uraniborg
built by the astronomer Tycho Brahe is itself an observation system.
Architecture can affect our subconscious through its very structure
and conception. It’s all these contexts that I reinvest and explore in
my micro-architectural projects.
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