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A Pitiless Art? 





A Pitiless Art? 

Supermart D Terrorist and Terrorized D Disfigured Art D The 

Iconoclasm of Presentation D Colluding with Destruction D 

The Voice of Silence D Making Images Speak D The Face of the 

Figureless D The Arts of Disappearance 

Sylven: Lotringer: Youve been trained as a physicist. You can urukr­

stand scimce from the inside. Scimce happens to be your best mnny. 

Paul Virilio: Today there arc many mathematicians, but few 

physicists. A friend of mine, Michel Casse, an astrophysicist, just 

brought out a book called Du Vide et de la crlation [Of Void and 

Creation] 1 in which he talks about quantum systems. And he 

wrote: "Clearly, astrophysics today, the research into the universe, 

is mathematical: it happens at a highly specialized level. But as to 

whether it still is physics or not, well, I don't think there is any way 

of telling any more ... " Einstein managed to maintain both, but 

astrophysicists today have taken off. .. 

~ could say pretty much the same about art. 

About art ... You know, I think you're right. 
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Superman 

Art today has become a highly specialiud profession. There are pow­

er.fa/ museums and gal/nits, throngs of curators, art critics, art 

magazines, all spreading tht word with an evangelical fervor. New 

bimnaks art being born everyday in the most unlikely places. The 

world is becoming a boundkss superman: ~ place where art meets 
consumerism and where purchasing becomes an art. ,. No one would 

dream of qr«stioning art's right to exist anymore. But whether what's 

bring produced today is art or not... You recently published an essay, 
Le Protocole silence [Art and Fear} in which you chalknged tht art 

of the 20th century. Your book has been harshly criticiud in France 

and elsewhere, just li!tt Baudrillard's pamphkt, The Conspiracy of 

Art.1 Both of you art now considered the memits of contmzporary 

art--and all the more sought after because of that. But I am not sure 

that what you said has really bttn heard. 

Actually the French title for Art and Fear isn't "le protocole 

silence," but La Procedure siknct.' Yet you're quite right to use the 

word "protocol," because it is not exactly a book. It brings together 

two talks I gave on contemporary art at the request of Jean-Louis 

Prat (the book is dedicated to him). Jacques Derrida and Jean 

Baudrillard had already made an appearance and Prat suggested 

that I should take my turn. But he told me: "You happen to have 

known everybody, Braque, Matisse I worked with them, which 

is pretty rare all the abstractionists, Max Ernst, Viera da Silva, 

Polialcoff, Rouault, Bazaine, etc., so I would like you to talk about 

art." I wasn't thinking about doing that at all. Just look at my 

books: I'm into speed and other stuff. I don't discuss art. 
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You wrou "cently a long catalog essay on Peter Klasen, the German 
"realist" painter.• 

I've known Klasen for twenty years, and I have been thinking about 

writing this text for a long time. I could have written it twenty 

years ago, but the occasion didn't present itself until recently. 

Youve often mentioned the Italian Futurists, but it is trw that you're 
mainly interesud in them because of their enthusiastic embrace of 

technology and fascism, as well as Marinetti's aero-mythology. You 
never tallted about the group's paintings. So this book is a first for you. 

You've written on cinema and war, so it is surprising you wouldn't 

have tackled art befo"• 

So I accepted the challenge. I told myself I could take a retrospec­

tive look at contemporary art through my lived experience. These 

talks arc those of an individual looking back on his century at its 

close. I wrote them in 1999, just after finishing The Strategy of 
Deception" on the war in Kosovo, a genuine book on warfare. 

Terrorist and Terrorized 

The war in Kosovo, as Marinetti would have said lyrically, was won 

"from high in the sky." Actually Marinetti was flying just a few feet 
over the rooftops in Rome. His Futurist Manifcstocs w~ written on 

the eve of WWI. It didn't take long before the planes were used for 

bombing in Africa and in Ethiopia, and then in the sprawling Euro­

pean battlefields. As for us, of course, we are moving rapidly towards 

the militariution of circumterrestrial space and orbital strategies, a 

kind of cosmic panopticon capable of unleashing terror from on high 
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through the electromagnetic ether. There's no more futurist avant­

garde, or artistic avant-gardes to speak of, as if the future had already 

moved behind us. Do you think art has kept apace with the expo­

nential development of war and technology. or has bem deeply 

affected by it? 

Thinking about it all I realized that the art of the 20th century is 

basically terrorist, and terrorized. And I would say it is both. It has 

been devastated by the two World Wars, by the Holocaust, by 

techno-nuclear power, etc. You can't understand Dada or Surrealism 

without World War I. 

It was the first assembly-line massacre on a cosmic scale. 

It was the relationship to death, the accumulation of dead bodies 

on the battlefield. The inventor, so to speak, of German Expres­

sionism is Otto Dix- I would call him its certified inventor 

because he experienced this pitiless century in the battles of the 

Somme Valley, in the mud, in the shit that he translated in his art. 

And do you know who he was pitted against in that battle? 

Georges Braque. I worked with Braque on the Chapelle de 

Varangeville, so it all hangs together. Braque and Otto Dix, the 

two men facing off at the mouth of the Somme River: Braque 

brought us Cubism, which is a form of deconstruction, and Otto 

Dix brought us German Expressionism. We stepped into an art 

that already was the victim of war, and which, of course, did not 

recognize itself as such. When they saw camouflaged tanks, Picasso 

told Braque, "~ are the ones who did that." Yet they did not 

understand that the Cubists were not the creators of camouflage; 

they were the victims of the deconstruction of World War I. 
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According to you, Cubism then wasn't just a formalist experiment 
inscribed in the history of art or in the destruction of perspective, as it 

is commonly envisaged, it was artistic realism, lilte Peter Klasen's 

worlt is technological realism. WWI blew reality into pieces and 

Braque colkcted them in his paintings the way peopk colkct pieces of 

flesh after the explosion of a human bomb. 

No doubt about that. Now onto the Surrealists. Surrealism has 

been idealized by all these exhibitions, by the advenising slogans of 

cultural salesmen while I maintain that it was a victim of war 

through Dadaism. When Huelsenbeck in 1918 said, "There isn't 

enough cruelty; we want more violence, more war; we were for the 

war and continue to support it" - somehow that was proof that 

they were contaminated, alienated war victims. 

Huelsmbeclt was just upping the ante on the unbelievabk vioknce 

that had bem unkashed by war technology on the helpkss foot-so/dim 

in the trenches, and it ckarly shows that Dada's revulsion toward war 

remained visceral. It was certainly central to the entire m01Jemmt. It 
is not mere chance that Dada was born in Zurich, in neutral ground. 

The rest of Europe, sold to shoddy patriotism and colonial greed, was 

becoming a living hell. 

We're really sick of hearing about the Surrealists's dreams and 

"merveilleux." The Surrealists were war casualties, they were "broken 

faces." [The French expression, gueuks casstes, became emblematic 

of soldiers disfigured by shells.] Mr. Breton and Mr. Aragon are 

broken faces, nothing less. 
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Both were assigned to military hospitals during the war and that 
must have been a pretty ugly sight. The first boolt Andre Breton and 
Paul Eluard published was The Magnetic Fields. They could have 
called it the "mined fields", or the "/tilling fields." It was all about 
delirium, and the entire generation, those who survived the 
onslaught, had literally bem shell-shocked. Automatic writing 
became their machine-gun. 

When you look at Aragon's political history, you can tell that his 

experience of the war extended into communism. Let us continue: 

World War II. Abstraction, disfiguration. You can't understand 

abstraction without war---or rather the two wars. I love abstract 

painting, don't get me wrong, but it is a disfiguration. They made 

the face disappear, which reminds us of other exterminations where 

bodies were made to disappear. And on the other hand, there was 

Viennese Actionism, a capital movement. Ono Muehl was a genius 

of a painter. Hermann Nitsch, Schwarzkogler ... and many others. 

What did they invent? Body art, self-mutilation, self-tonure. This 

accounts for the continual inflation of super-violence in German 

Expressionism and also the practices of body-art, like those of Orlan 

and my friend Stelarc, the two best known body artists, the duo. 

You can't understand the Viennese Actionists without torture. 

Joseph Bcuys, who was he? He was a bombardier, and I love Bcuys. 

But you can't understand Beuys if you're not aware of the fact that 

he was a Stukas pilot. Beuys was conscious that he was a war victim. 

And Ono Muehl, what did he do during the war? You can't under­

stand Otto Muehl if you don't realize that he was a Wchrmacht 

soldier and fought against Private Ryan on the beaches in Nor­

mandy, etc. Contemporary art has been a war victim through 

Surrealism, Expressionism, Viennese Actionism, and terrorism 
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today. Now it is time to recognize that we arc the products of major 

accidents, and war is one of them. But today, accident and war arc 

just one and the same thing. You just have to look at the World 

Trade Center. Not being an art critic myself I decided that I would 

try and translate all of that. In essence that's what the book is about. 

Art is war by other means. 

Art is the casualty of war. So don't let anyone bug me with the crisis 

of contemporary art. The most contemporary thing about contem­

porary art is its crisis. And we could segue with terrorism in the 

present. I am willing to show the associations between terrorism 

and so-called contemporary art. The day contemporary art recog­

nizes itself as a casualty of war, we can start talking again. 

Instead of painting elaborate camouflage . .. 

Instead of making camouflage. You found the right expression. 

So that is what art woula be. Painted faces, broltm perceptions, make­

up art. In this compulsion to camouflage, there woula be no 

recognition that the wound is bleeding right undn- the paint. 

That there is a wound, that there arc stigmas, that there is trau.ma. 

They should reread Freud's writings on death. They should reread 

Civi/ir,ation and its Discontents. If there ever was a time for that ... 

Mind you, I am not a Freudian, that is not in my nature. I belong 

to a technological and military culture, not a psychoanalytic one. I 

am not like Jean Baudrillard, but I still have gone back to Freud, 

and I must say that it did enlighten me. 
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Disfigured Art 

' ,. 

In 1930 Freud theoriud that there was an at,gressive instinct that 
keeps threatening civiliud society with disintegration. But he 

acltnowkdged as well that the external worla had a lot to fkJ with it, 

as it is "raging against us with overwhelming and mercikss forces of 

destruction. "' Although Freud saw the death instinct as something 

innate, a "primary mutual hostility. " death always comes from the 

outside. Fmd explicitly referred to the horrors of the two Worla Wan. 

It is amazing the extent to which psychoanalysis has not broken away 

from its beginnings. For me there are two Freuds. The first is the the­
orist of the unconscious; and then there's the theorist of the death 

drive. Trauma and the death drive came out of WWI. You can't 

understand this new dimension without it. Precisely at the time some­

thing started to crack; culture and contemporary art were deeply 

impacted by it. Psychoanalysis rumed to the death drive, it had no 

other choice. You can't really speak of a "huge massacre," the way 

French Premier Lionel Jospin did about the "Chemin des Dames," 

without invoking of the death drive. Uospin finally cleared the name 
of all the French soldiers executed by the military police on the 

"Dames' Way" for having desened the fro~c.] In its own bizarre way 

the War in 1914 already was an insane sla~ter, wave after wave of 
people jumping off from the trenches for an all-out assault against an 

invisible enemy and each time mowed down by machine guns-two 

hundred rush out in the open, instantly decimated; they sent two 

hundred more, trampling on the dead, etc. The army moved a few 
kilometers at the cost of thousands of men's lives. Generals would say, 
"Give me three thousand more men and we'll grab one more mile; 

with thirty thousand, we will take over three." It already was delirium. 
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That's how Voyage to the End of the Night starts: the smse/m /ti/lings, 
the insanity of it all You mnnnber Celine's famous 1934 speech in 

Mldan... '1n the game of humanity, the tkath instinct, the silmt 

instinct, is definitely well-positioned... ¼u would have to be endowed 

with a truly buam style to spealt of anything else than tkath these days. 

On earth, on the seas, in the air, now and in the fotu", thnT is nothing 

but tkath. " Cl/int was wountkd on his horse during WWI. Later on in 
Vtmna, he was introduced to psychoanalytical circles, and by Wilhelm 

Rrich's wife no Im. He saw Germany on the edge of the abyss.. . Celine 

got the itka right awa~ as Rrich did, that the masses were not fooled or 

oppmsed; they WnT throwing themselves eagerly into the jaw of tkath. 

You can't understand the 20th century without the death drive. 

Still you have to admit that the tkath drive is trit,gnTd by something. 

Yt,u trip the switch and it all fi"s up, but firrt something has to trip the 

switch. Clline fathomed the tkep dni" for nothingness mtrmched 

insitk human beings, but ht "cogniud that tht "unanimous amorous, 

almost irmistible impatience for tkath"6 among the hysttriciud masses 

was almost always stimulated, provolted and held by stupidity and 
brutality. ft fed all the way into the Fuhrers "suicidal state. " 

This is something that comes out of the War in 1914. Ta.kc another 

war victim: Razaine, the abstract painter I knew and who also used 

to ma.kc stained-glass-I didn't ma.kc any with him. They said to 

him, "Hey, you've become abstract." And he would answer, "Yes, 

you could call it that." But he preferred the term "non-figurative." 

He insisted that "abstract doesn't fit me." So they asked him when 

did this happen. "After the war," he replied, "my painting diverged 

all by itself." I wrote it down. 
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I assume it wasn't tht ltind of diverging painters txptritnctd at the 

end of the 19th century when confronted with the invention of 

photography. 

No, no. In the first instance, technology made the divergence 

unavoidable: heliography, or light figured by itself through the 

stenotype, and later figured on photosensitive subst.ances. In the 

second, a social trauma caused figuration to diverge. Disftguration 
-when Bazaine says "non figurative," that's what he means. The 

war is disfiguring art, the way it destroyed and smashed the 

Rheims cathedral and later on destroyed Oradour-sur-Glane.7 

War does not simply destroy bodies with shells and bombs, it 

destroys outdoor spaces as well. 

It's land art on a huge scak. 

Just look at the hills in Champagne today compared to what they 

were before, when they had trees. So there is a disfiguration of 

war that will move over into art, independently of Cezanne's or 

anyone else's theories. When you read Kandisky and others who 

invented abstract art-what do you hear about them? Everyone 

says that they came to it through music, for example. 

Actually Klee played the violin, tvtn came from a family of musicians. 
Ht painted for the birds, /ilte PaolD Uccello. 

Of course, music was really important ... But that's not all there is. 

Disfiguring events happened in the 20th century. Nothing but 

disfiguring events. 
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For those who were disfigu"d, dis.figuration must have been a sort of 

figuration thm. Abstract art wouU have to be IDolted at in an mti"/y 

different way. 

Yes, Rochko says as much: "I can no longer use the figure without 

destroying it, so I'd rather be abstract." I've known many other 

abstract painters, including de Stael, but for me Rothko was the 

greatest. 

So according to you, abstract art woulan't mert/y have abstracted 

itself from representation; it wouU have devised means by which it 

couU be kvel with the horror. Art running away from destruction, 

or preempting it retroactively by ckaning the slates. 

Abstract art is not abstract, it is an art of retreat. I was much crit­

icized in the French press for my book. The editorialists said that 

I didn't understand anything about art. Get lost, I felt like celling 

them: you don't understand anything about the cu/tu" of art. 

You're specialists of this painter, of that style, of this genre, but 

you're incapable of articulating what emerges in an entire period. 

There's the culture of art as there's the culture of death, and in the 

20th cmtury the two came together. 

Anthony Blunt is a great art critic. (He is one of those English spies 

who defected to the Soviet Union, him and his two friends, Burgess 

and Maclean.) When Blunt deals with the Renaissance, he gets 

inside the art in an extraordinary way. But he doesn't do criticism on 

Fcrnand Leger, he does art criticism. My book isn't art criticism. 
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In te,w of criticism, your claim is pmty at1"t'fM. Youn- bringing all these 

disparate strains down to a sintfe tWlUmatic factor. It is certainly a power­
fai one, but is it sufficimt to account for the whok range of the cmtury's art? 

Yes, I maincain that it's an as the victim. You can say that human 

beings in the 20th century were impacted because they had certain 

political opinions, because they belonged to particular races, etc., 

and it is true, I'm not denying it. But they were victims in one way 

or another and without exception. Paul Cclan, one of the last great 

poets I loved, is the perfect illustration. Art was mortally wounded 

like the rest, and we haven't recovered from this wound; on the 

contrary, we're wallowing in it under the pretence of Actionism, 

protest. We haven't recovered from this victimology. Contemporary 

an is victimological, and it doesn't acknowledge the fact. It is begin­

ning to enjoy its situation in the world instead of screaming in pain. 

Artists and writers who came before WWII, "high modernists," as 

they are usually called, lilte Antonin Artaud or Simone Weil, bore 

witness of the catastrophe ahead of time. They attempted to ward it 

off by putting themselves on the line. The exhibitionists came later. 

Curiously, they showed up after World War II. For my money, 

the Viennese Actionists arc exhibitionists who have nothing in 

common with Artaud or Otto Dix, those who suffered. They're 

playing with the detachment of a dandy-just like the SS. 

The Iconoclasm of Presentation 

At the beginning of Art and Fear, you cited the mnarlt made by 
Jacqueline Lichtenstein after she returned from a visit to Auschwitz. 



Sht saw tht glass casts with tht piks of suitcases, tht mounds of dmturts 
and tytglassts, and sht wasni ovtrWhtlmtd by them ... 

No, she wasn't. She felt like she was in a contemporary museum. 

And you maae this devastating remark: contnnporary for whom? 

She has some excellent things to say. 

Htr obsnvation is intnnting in several ways. Firrt thtrt's tht obvious: 
Christian Boltanski, tht clothes installations, shot boxts stacked on rows 
and rows of bunk btds, etc. Tht drugrtort of tkath. But in somt way tht 
reftrmct htrt is bting m>mtd. Tht Auschwitz installations can bt stm as 
a tnnplau for contnnporary art. Nowadays, whtnn1er you pik up objtct1, 
you sttm to bt reft11i,1g to tht Holocaust, docummting tht devastations 
of tht cmtury. A htap of obj«ts, like Arman's pilt of suitcases in front of 
tht Gart Saint-lar:arr in Pam-in front of a railway station, no ltss­
innantly suggtm inhumanity. And Im surt Arman didni stt it that w9 
bting a humorist of sort. It must havt btm for him a motkrn version of 
tht Egyptian needle. And yet the gruesome ,eftrtnct imposts itself &cmt­
ly they had an exhibit inside tht Gart du Nord with tht pictum of aU tht 
Jami/in rountkd up at tht Vtl'd'Hiv in Paris in July 1942 and shipped 
by train to Auschwitz. &cmtly I arrivtd thtrt by train from the Char/ts 
tk Gaulk Airport and by tht txit I suddmly saw hundrtds of pictum 
lined up on panels with tht ptoplt's name, ages and addmsts. I was tkv­
astattd. I could have btm thtrt. Accumulation is tht art of tht 
assmzbly-lin~Htu/tggtr's ctltbrattd smttnct (tht only ont ht consenud 
to say) on tht factory-camps. Museums also art assembly-lints. 

It's concentration, in the sense of concentration camp. 



Mort rtcmtly Rebecca Horn elegantly figurtd a pile of corpses by 
stacking a dozen violins at the md of a piece of railroaa track for her 
Holocaust memorial in Wrimar. On the other suk of a plate glass 
behind the track you could see heaps of sawdust of differmt colors. It 
was exiJUisite, and deeply obscme. I wish she haa extmtkd the tracks 
all the way from Goethe's House nearby all the way to Buchmwald, 
scarring the lush German countrysuk. The Nazis wmt all the wa> 
why stop short at these guarded metaphors? What is missing from 
contemporary art is that it does not rtcogniu death and suffering. 
Consequmtly it ends up being deaa itself 

It is dead, and above all, it has forgoncn tragedy. Art is not free 

from tragedy. It is extraordinary to sec to what extent accident was 

censured in the name of the cult of happiness, the cult of success. 

Comedy has dominated to the point that tragedy was erased. What 

remains of tragedy today, especially in France? Nothing. There arc 

no tragic authors. They arc considered to be pessimists. Consumer 

society demands optimism. When Beckett came to France, what 

did he write? Waiting for Godot. What did the French do with it? 

They turned it into a comic play. What we're seeing now is the 

return of tragedy. The first text I turned to when I started writing 

was The Birth of Tragedy. And what is so wonderful about it is that 

Nietzsche reveals that democracy was born in the face of tragedy. 

He says it: the tragic choir is the birth of democracy. In the face of 

the heroes' madness, Creon, Antigone, Oedipus, etc., the tragic 

choir debates. It is high time we reinvented a relationship to 

tragedy in painting, literature, philosophy and politics, all at the 

same time. At present everyone is talking about dirty wars, the 

dirty Chctchcn war, Bush's dirty war in Iraq, but at the same time, 

terrorists and martyrs are idealized. We did the same with our 



soldiers in 1914. But no. The terrorists are not pure. War must be 
waged against them. This does not mean that I agree with the war 

in Iraq, not at all. The terrorists are one thing, and the terrorized 

another, but what is extraordinary is that the terrorized arc beginning 

to resemble the terrorists, like the victim resembles the executioner. 

It is the victims' way of protecting themselves. The victim sees 

himself or herself as an executioner. 

Does this apply as ~u to the attaclt on the Worl,d Trade Cmter? Baw:lri/lard 
,alkd it a tnrorist situational transfer, "the urrorist mponse to the tn­

rorism of global ~r against u,,or.' Would you ronsukr this a 
case of a victimization situational transfer ·-victims against victims? 

With the World Trade Center, we have an iconoclastic phenomenon 

and no one foresaw it. There are two types of iconoclasm, at least 

the second one has just appeared. There is an iconoclasm of re­

presentation. Just as there was the auto-da-fcs and the destruction 

of statues and cathedrals during the French revolution, there was 

the iconoclasm of destroying the Buddhas of Bamyan. The Taliban 

and Bin Laden did the same thing, first with the Buddlus and then 

with the World Trade Center. The World Trade Center was the 

icon of capitalist representation: Wall Street. There were two of 

them. There was an iconoclasm of the representation of capitalism 

after the representation of Buddhism. 

The twin idols of the two world religions standing tall. The religion 

of monry and the religion of the cosmos. 

Right, but a second was created: the iconoclasm of presmtation, the 

constant, worldwide replay on every channel of the impaas on the 
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Twin Towers. We were not informed, we were frozen in front of a 

single message generalized on a world-wide scale. This tele-pres­

ence in reality is an iconoclasm of real presence, because we only 

saw one thing. Everyone knows that we need two eyes in order to 

see anything in relief and make a choice. Anyone who aims a gun 

knows this. In that case, we only had one eye, a "big optic" on the 

global scale. The singk big optic. Solitary vision is an iconoclasm of 
• presentation. 

But isn't that what ~k-prtsence does anyway. even if it doesn't focus 

obsessively on one solitary event? It's the illusion of "being there, " the 

mirage of the live image. 

To go from representation to presentation is to lose distance. All 

ancient art, whether they arc primitive, civilized, savage or naive, arc 

arts of representation. The end of representation has happened in 

the press and the media, and it's going to happen in art. Let me 

explain: the essence of the press is its being old news a day later. The 

day after, a newspaper from the day before is totally devoid of inter­

est. The Daily is today. Of course, with live coverage, in real time, 

thanks to the speed of light, presentation replaces representation: 

now it's webcams, it's "reality-shows." Ait today is doing the same 

thing. It no longer plays off distance. It's one of the lcvelings I am 

bringing out when I talk about the world: it's the pollution of dis­

tances, temporal distances and not simply spatial distances. 

Colluding with Destruction 

And even art today is threatened by this pollution. It just presents itself 
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This is a major philosophical phenomenon. I have spoken with 

Jacques Derrida about chis; he contested the term "presentation," 

celling me it isn't that, etc. 

No wonder: Derrida's entire worlt involves the deconstruction of the 

"metaphysics of presence" in speech from Plato to Claude Livi-Strauss. 

The claim that there could be such a thing as "real presence" as opposed 

to real-time simulacra goes against his very argument. 

I am not a philosopher, I don't give a damn about philosophers. I 

am an essayist and I am working on my own turf. I say chat cele­

presence is a presentation. So, there you have it. I gave the first 

talk of the book, which is called "A Pitiless Arc," by way of refer­

ence co Albert Camus- whom I discovered after WWII, during 

the occupation of Germany. I read The Stranger in the barracks at 

Freiburg, in the 50s, all in one shot. And what did Camus write? 

"The twentieth century, chis pitiless century." So I went for the 

pitiful/pitiless side of things-pius, impious, in the sense of piety, 

since the two words are related. When someone tells you chat you're 

impious, it doesn't mean chat you're profane, it means you're pitiless. 

The words are inseparable. The word "pitiful," you'll notice, 

means pathetic or shabby, whereas to be pitiless is co show some 

character. So there you have yet another perversion. The Latin 

word "pius" is what gives some popes their names: Pope Pius. It 

doesn't mean holy, ic means "he who cakes pity on." le means chat 

you show or have pity. So you will invoke the Inquisition, alright. 

But what I mean is that it is a criterion of what we analyze, just as 

it is for the sublime. They arc the criteria that allow us to reflect on 

situations, objects, etc. In my opinion, the terms pious or impious 

are of the same nature as good and evil, beautiful and ugly. For 
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me, the beautiful and the ugly arc the basis of aesthetics, and the 

true and the false the basis of philosophy-to keep things simple. 

The piow and the impiow are a dimension we cannot get beyond. 

And I believe we can no longer broach the questions of art, the 

questions of politics, the questions of mores without saying: this is 

piow, this is impiow. Today it is something that has been swept 

aside ... Precisely, the art of the twentieth cennuy is an art that 

shows no pity, including toward the artist. 

This was a cmtury that backed awllJ from nothing. It's no surprise that 

art, '40, woula have goru u, o.t,tmes. 

It's a century without pity. At first I put a question mark on "A 

Pitiless Art," then I took it back. 

You don't semi to give contnnporary art much of a chance. Did you 

show more pity for it in the second talk you gave? It is called "la 

Procldure silmce• [Si/mt Procedure} and you gave this titk u, the 

mtire book. But why silmce, and in what way is silmce a procedure• 

that qualifies art ? 

The second part takes up again the question of pity by wing the 

Silence of the Lambs as its theme. Today art is the silence of the 

lambs. I took the tide from the war in Kosovo, NATO's war. Jwt 
read The Strategy of Deception: dwing the war in Kosovo decisions 

were made through a procedure of silence. Given that there were a 

dozen countries involved in the war, the American commander-in­

chief of NATO presented the strategic targets, and the others 

weren't going to argue for three hours before bombing a bridge or 

the Chinese embassy, therefore silence saying nothing amounts 



to consent. I took up this expression because in my opinion the 

silence of art, the fact that the visual arts arc silent, has become the 

equivalent of the Silence of the Lambs: a conditioning, a dumbness. 

VtsUal arts obviously don't speak, so you can't litmtlly "J>roach them for 
being silmt. So I assume you're talking about another kind of silmce. 
Rnnaining silmt at a time of emergency. The visual arts have mnained 
by the wayside as the mtire culture is now being threatmed by the exter­

mination of space and the instantaneity of time. Instead of looking for 
ways of offiming creatively the danger, art is looking away, or looking 
at itself, evm nodding silmtly. colluding with the ongoing ekstruction. 

Yes. Note that what I am saying mostly concerns art in the 80s-90s, 

that is to say the last twenty years. Everything we have talked about 

came to a stop in 1990. In my opinion, that is when things 

changed. And contrary to what people are saying now, they haven't 

come back together. Finita. 

The 80s was the period neo-conceptual art allegedly started opposing 
media and advertising, turning it into an ironic art, a critique of com­
modity, a radical take on consumer culture. Richard Prince, Sherry 
uvine, Barbara Kruger, ac. were all busy reframing the Marlborough 
Man, "Photographing classical photos, rephrasing billboard clichls, 
rrappropriating or recycling images. Gary Indiana, with a twinkle in 
his eye, called it "market art. "It wasn't an oxymoron, it was what art 

in whatever form or shape has become. Any other kind of art by thm 
was becoming impossible. As Jack Smith used to say (but, of course, he 
was a crazy man) "What is done with the art-is what gives it mean­
ing ... If it goes to support Unck Fishhook, that's what it means. ,. This 
is Unck Fishhook time, and art is mnaining silmt, or making empty 
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gesturrs and statements against "powm-that-be" so that everybody can 

fie/ good about themselves. Art got rrborn "critical" at a time criticality 

was no longer possibk in an art world thoroughly bound for the market. 

Baudri//ard haa brilliantly demonstrated that fifteen years beforr in 
The Consumer Society,' but the message never sunk in. No one drrw 

conclusions from it. Even his "simulation" was taken as a critical 

stance. It was much worse. By then critique haa stopped being the 

point and art, merrly looking from new "angks" and quick-fixes, 

stopped trying to reinvent itself as art. No wonder critical gesturrs or 

critical signals were immediately given credibility and promoted to the 

status of great art. Wt-re beyond good and evil Art today is thriving 

because it is entirely besides the point. I guess this is what you haa in 

mind by this si/mce. 

The infinite repetition of Duchamp and Warhol can be nothing else 

but academic art. I can't stand Warholism and Duchampism any­

more. It's not a consecration of their modernity. On the contrary, 

it's the cessation of it. We've buried them. 

Abstract art was a flight outward, pop art a flight inward, now 

there's nowhere to go except questioning the status of art itself Wt-'ve 
reached a point where ail the distinctions arr being kvekd, public 

and private, science and art, not to mention the distinction between 

sacred and profane. 

Art has become uncultivated. And that means profane art has 

somehow disappeared .. . 

Uncultivated, I imagine, in the sense that cultivation is no longer 

possibk. 



Yes, the cultivation of the absence of cultivation. Myself, I used 

to love the Impressionists: they were the profane par excellence. 

In my day as a painter, I loved Cezanne, After all I am an archi­

tect. Now I would say it's Giacometti-but the more I think 

about it, the more I am sure that the Impressionists were the real 

revolutionaries. 

You consitkr that tht Impressionist revolution is still ahtad of us? 

They're the ones who opened the widow in the wall of official art, 

who exploded its sacred side, because official art is always a sacred 

art. There arc plenty of great painters: Poussin painted marvelous­

ly, and Chardin, too; Corot is a good painter; but the 

Impressionists went off the deep end. They were the first rela­

tivists, the first to use Steiner's relativity, the light and all of it. I 

feel really close to them. They reintroduced a profane vision in all 

the official arts of the French Republic, not just in Saint-Sulpicc 

art [bland religious art] but also in the painting of war. So, 

whether we're talking about Degas' or Monet's paintings-in my 

opinion, between Turner and Monet-we're dealing with a great 

revolution. The other revolution is Nihilism, Nctchaiev, which 

announces totalitarianism through the October Revolution and 

through Fascism. In my view, you can't understand Impressionism 

without this nihilism. But today we have returned to Nihilism, to 

a nihilism of another kind. 

We could ca// it consumerism, or the technological revolution. 

Also, you can sec the joy, you can see the feeling these painters had 

befort the war-before the wars which we just discussed, before the 
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pitiless period. When you look at impressionist paintings, you say: 

this is incredible, this is different. What is this? The war had not yet 

happened. The Paris Commune was still too early. 

Still, lmp"ssionism al"ady moved art towards decomposition. 

Yes, but an analytical, conceptual deconstruction through optics, 

the laws of optics. Pointillism is pixels. Monet's series are already 

cinema, and in color too. When Kandinsky was a child-around 

twelve years old-the windmill series came to St. Petersburg, I 

believe. Kandinsky went there, and didn't sec anything. He told his 

father: "What's that?" His father says: "I dunno." He didn't even 

recognize the windmills. And then Kandinsky said: "I went back 

because it was unusual-a painting that resembles nothing." It was 

like cinema, only in slow motion ... 

The Voice of Silence 

In a nutshell, your opposition to the visual arts now is that things no 

longer appear; they disappear without evm appearing. 

They disappear to the point of being totally eliminated. And there 

we have the metaphysical dimension of the phenomenon. Con­

temporary art is contemporary with all of it: the loss of bodies, the 

deterritorialization and disembodiment Delcuze analyzed. That's 

all science does: eliminate. Eliminate bodies to the point ... Well, 

that's the question: to what point? 

The paradox is that art over the last twenty years has trtmmdously 

emphasized the body. as though it had to show it one mort time before 
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it disappea"d altogether. It wasn't a rediscovery, or a post-modern 

"ssucitation, it was post-mortem before the facL Freud also insisted 
on the symbolic power of the family at the time it started it disap­

pearing. And Lacan m~ly doubled it up by casting the symbolic (and 

the Father) into '4nguage. Th~ is a ltind of .. 

... exhaustion. 

Yes, but it's lilee a flush on the fact of a consumptive. Siclmtss parading 

as health. There is an exacerbation of gnuln-s and sexual diff~nces, 

not to mention of sex itself, just as they all a" on their way out. ~•ve 

never trumpeud so much crimes against humanity now that science 

can no longer tell what is and what is not human. 

You have to have fireworks before the end, including the return of 

woman now that she is being eliminated. My greatest fear is that 

contemporary art has become an optically co'"ct art, an art that 

can no longer permit interpretation. 

To my mind art doesn't need interpretations. It has enough problems 

proving that it exists, that it still is legitimate. It's all voracious can­

nibalization, cross-references and cryptic connotations crying to be 

interpreted. It's become some le ind of a con-game. Art history fronts for 

art, and often "p'4cts it altogether. Everything is being historiciud 

now that the" is nothing left that's worth historicizing, and the same 
goes for the pollution of exhibitions, "Kasse/s of cards. "Artists them­

selves become the historians of their own impossibility to survive their 

art. You anticipate the accident of science, but have you thought about 

an accident of art? 
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Yes, you bet. 

ls it of the same ordn? 

The accident of science induces the accident of knowledge, and art 

is a branch of knowledge, there's no question about it. Herc we 

touch on something that interests me very much: the accident of 

knowledge. Through mathematical precision, through the experi­
mental method, we have built a structure for science. But there arc 

branches of knowledge without experimental methods, in the 

mathematical and scientific sense of the word-and that's what art 

is. Experimental science is the opposite of story telling, chimeras 

and myth. The rational position of science has gradually broken 

away from alchemy and magic. The experience, the experiment of 

art can't be mathematized, and so, yes, in my opinion, the accident 

is total. We are entering the period of the total accidmt: Everything 

has been damaged in the accident. Knowledge has been mortally 

maimed. This is not the apocalypse, forget about it. This is not cat­

astrophic in the sense chat everything is going to stop and we can 

finally cross over into the world beyond the world-not at all. No, 

everything that constitutes the: world has experienced an accident, 

and this without exception. This colossal dimension of the accident 

surpasses us, and that's why I am so passionate about it. 

The accidmt of art could be that art no longer has any "ason to exist. 

This doesn't prevent it actually from growing exponentially mo" than 

it ever did befo" . Quite the contrary. the more it is defined by extrin­

sic conditions,.-by its position in the market place, in the art circuits, as 

part of the monstrous museographic inflation-the more it will have to 

look inward far justifications. Its existence is guaranteed to last ad 
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infinitum in 1ome ltind of nupnukd animation. No one would da" 
talte off the plugs. Its too good for evnyone to lteq, going in that happy 
comato1e 1ta1e of the arts. The end of art hai been 10 much diJCWJed 
everywh~ (mo1t brilliantly by my friend Arthur Danto) because its 

al"ady behind w. The end iJ becoming meaningk11. m- may be at the 
pait-"covery stage. This brings w baclt to the silence of art. 

This is no longer Andre Malraux's The Vr,ices of Silence, 10 quite the 

opposite. I'm trying to explain that silence is a voice. I'm obviously 

paraphrasing Malraux, but mainly the Old Testament, especially 

Psalm 18: language without speech. God speaks without speech 

before the Prophets. Before Israel. God speaks in Creation: the sun 

speaks to the night, the night to the day. Clearly, the language 

without speech is the language of Creation. And Creation is nature. 

It's the sun, the beauty of the sea, etc., but it is also the creation of 

humanity. It's the silence of painting, the silence of the Impres­

sionists. This silence was thwarted, and definitively in my opinion, 

by the arrival of the talkie not by the arrival of cinema, but by the 

tallting cinema. Painters were already doing shadow pantomime; 

the camera obscura was a camera with shadows that you would sec 

almost photographically. Athanas Kirchcr's magic lantern was also 

something of a shadow. So, in my opinion, the cinematograph did 

nothing but continue painting by other means: the crank or elec­

tricity. On the other hand, when the image began to speak, to call 

out, we entered a world in which Plato's cave and the Sybil's cave 

were superimposed. What could the visual arts do against the birth 

of the audio-visible? Plato's cave is extraordinary, but no one talks 

about the Sibyl's cave. It just so happens that I was at Como, to the 

north of Naples, I went to the Sibyl's cave; it was the place that 

touched me the most, even more than Pompeii and Herculaneum. 



And the Sibyl's cave, what do you think it is? It is a place that 

speaks and asks questions. It raises questions ... 

. . . 10 which thn-r'rt: no rt:ady an.n«n. 

It doesn't give answers, but nowadays you do have answers ... 

... and no mort: qwstions. 

So here we have an import211t revolution. Video images, info­
graphic images, they arc all ifflllgn that SJNllk. It's similar to what I 

said about the vision machine-giving sight to a m2chinc without 

~ ga:u, sight without seeing, and giving speech to an image with­

out humans: we arc faced here with dcvclopmcnts that can only 

disturb an's voices of silence for good. And beyond, the voices of 

silence of every kind, and whatever they arc. Never again will there 

be a sunset, never again will we enjoy the beauty of the mountains. 

Do you remember the beginning of that novd by William Gibson: 

"The sky was the color of TY.'" That's the only rhing I remember 

of it, but it's perfect pitch. 

So the t11Utie is a hybrul, 11 monstn. A cinnna that is fot11/Jy mllimed 

bec1.t11Se it r,:/ies on verbal '"'1chn. 

It's the end of an, yes. Afterwards it was just brico'4ge. In 1927, the 

jazz singer Al Johnson, who was white, painrcd himself in black­

facc. And the first word he said was: "Hello baby, hello Mom." It's 

really extraordinary. Hi Mom! 

A new art was being born. It was a forrwe/J 10 silmce. 
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They should remake this film, or show it again. There were others, 

but this one sets the standard. 

Making Images Speak 

So this is the second part of your book. It deals with the impact of the 

talkies on art. 

Yes, on art. It's an impact which has been rather neglected, in fact 

totally overlooked. The impact of silent film on art is banal. Curi­

ously enough, no one has really discussed the impact of the talking 
film on art, including the best critics. Not even Gilles Oeleuzc in 

his books on cinema. 

There has been, of course, many discussions about film's impact on 

politics. The talkies not only ki/kd the expressiveness of the body, it 

also siknced the audience by erecting linguistic frontim between 
nations. jean-Jacques Abrahams, "the man with a tape-recorekr" 

cekbrated by jean-Paul Sartre in Les Temps Moderncs, brilliantly 

defnukd this thesis in a eklirious essay, "Fuck the Talkies.•~• Siknt 

film, he wrote, used to speak to everyone. It raised the possibility for 

mankind of finally "rediscovering in itself a common language, the 

principk for the unification of humanity. "And the talltie shouted it 

down to the ground. It triggered the unspeakabk ekvastations of 
WWII. Hitkr's film propaganda, the muting of the masses, started 

just after the talkie began. But yes, I don't recall any discussion of its 

effect on the visual arts. Peopk generally assume that visual arts don't 

talk, hence the need for interpretations, commentaries, theory to 

supplement them. Making art must be a dumb activity. .. 
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There are a ton of books which have been written on the cinema as 

setting the image in motion, animating it at the expense of the fixed 

image; but in my opinion, the denaturing effect of talking cinema 

has a far greater responsibility for the terrorism, the upheaval, the 

disaster of contemporary art than cinematograph itsel£ 

Artarui raged abo"t tht effect of tht voict on film. Ht Sllw it as tht 

negarion of cinnna, and ht 'l"icltly dropptd it for tht thtatrr. Actually 

most of tht foatum of his thtarn- of crwhy comr straight from his prt­

viow involvtmmt with silmt film. 

Th~ talking cinema happens from 1927 to 1929. This was still the 

great critical period in the United States. 

And JO" btl.uw that tht talltia ctndJ bt htld mponsibk for tnding 
that ptriod 1Mrt so than tht 1929 crash, as Almzhams also alJeits? 

Yes, by synchronizing vision and audition, just the way action and 

reaction recently have been coupled in a process of simultaneous 

intmution through "tele-action." 

So thtrt's no mort nttd for tht aruiimct to say anything. or tvtn 
thinlt for thmutlvts, kt alone dissent. Tht 14/ltll dots it all for thnn. 

Amuzlly it doesn't tvm nttd an audimct. It is ont onto itself 

Yes, it's a ventriloquist's art. 

What's left is silmct, b"t of another ltind.. It is not conducive to 

rrfoction or contnnp'4tion. It's a silmct filltd with nnpty words. 

38 / Th, Acc;Jn,1 of Art 



It's "keep your mouth shut" ... As George Orwell said, the screen 

satisfies in advance every one of our desires .. . 

It's Mom and her autistic child. Si/mce used to scream, the tallties 

silmced it. 

Yes. First Munch's scream and then Beuys' silence. If someone ever 

worked on silence, and deliberately so, it's our Luftwaffe pilot with 

his fedora. German expressionists of the 1920s and 1930s antici­

pated mass communication because they tried to make images 

speak like the screen. You can't make walls speak without endan­

gering frescoes, or painting. When art starts shouting its fear or its 

hatred, there can be no more dialogue or questioning. I touched 

on all that in the book, and of course I also discuss the aftermath 

of the great massacres, Cambodia, Rwanda, etc. 

You could well see conceptual art as a way of preserving this silence 

of art, but at the expense of painting. In conceptual art the idea is 
more important than the way it loo/ts, and it may be discovered 

intuitively rather than being articulated. The form this idea taltes is 

not really essential, sometimes a men approximation. Planning and 

execution are what maltes the art. You can see that, for instance, in 

Sol Levitt's worlt. 

In my view, conceptual art was an attempt to bring art closer to 

philosophy. It's true that art and philosophy have always been close, 

you can't separate them. Marcel Duchamp is more a philosopher 

than a painter, even if the "Nude" is a beautiful thing, independently 

of everything they say about it. The Big Glass is really extraordinary. 

I wouldn't say as much for many of the other things he did. 
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Conc~twd IITtim vin«d thnr worlt differmtly dNzn philosophm 
wo,JJ, but it is trw that anraptwd IZTt hll4 pl,;Josqphiu/ impliclnions. 

Josq,h Ko111th, who inllfflwi it, drfimtiwly ctmetiwd it that W4J-

Yes, I bdi~ something is really at stake in this .. estbctics of disap­

pearance. Conceptual an aicd to cransfcr the silence of an into the 

language of the concept. What spoke was the concept, a spccchlcss 
concept. speaL.ing in plaa: of spa.-ch There was something cxua­

ord.ina.ry there, something that wenc well with our research. 
Conceptual an was one moment, a really gicac moment. Now it's 

over. Now anything goes. 

CoM~hUII art u•as poor in ~ans. It oftm uw a non-objrct art that 

rmmd. oftnr 111,cmfoJJJ. to tlN rnticminrt of tlN art Wlllrltrt. 

le was a poor an, buc of a different p<>,·e~· than aru fH'V"ll· 

,\ou, n'ffl diApll»b. notn mui sht.n "f pap fiom conapl'M4i artim likr 

Dan Grah.,m, kt alonr F/ILQS.. ha,~ bm,r,u 'f"ilr i'fliwlbk as urr/1 

Conaptwd llTt ndiii'tlkd rhr arr of di.sapprsmnur. just Ii/tr ftlallarmi ... 

JUSt like the g1cac modem archicccturc. An architect like Tadao 

.\ndo. tor a.ample. independently of his Japanese culnm, had a 

concepru.a.l dimension, and I could cite others. ~o"· they're all 

~oming mwuf.tcrurcrs. Fr.mk Gch.r)· is no lon~r \.-Onccprual an; 

.,_,~·re back co torm.ilism ... 



It's speech, the concept is speech. I want to say: the way to resist 

the talking image is the conceptual image; the concept speaks. It 

speaks silently. But loud enough for us to hear it, whereas I see 

many painters, including narrative figuration, where you don't 

hear anything. The long piece I wrote on Peter Klasen, a beautiful 

book, came out one year before Art and Fear, so the two arc con­

nected. It's called Impact Inspections. 

The Face of the Figurclcss 

Klasen is a German artist, a neo-realist painter. 

He was born in Lubeck, and he was in Lubeck during the bombing. 

He was a victim, you wrote, of the war of time, of this century which 
has sem the ruins of cities, Germany's year uro. 

Peter Kasen witnessed the conflagration in the cathedral where the 

Virgin of Mcmbling disappeared. He's someone who lived through 

the war. 

Klasm's art, you saui. is the art of the accidmt. But there's no outward 
accidmt thnr. At least nothing that one could idmtify as an accidmt. 
His paintings seem caught in slow motion. They are about smooth, 
ftozm machines, or pmmt cutups of technological. equipment. He breaks 
it down so we see it for what it is. It's like pulling a gun apart before 
using it. The impact can only be inferred ftom the display of the parts. 

He simply focuses on the technological object. What interested 

me is that he did portraits of techniques, technological still-lives. 



When he paints a grid, or a reinforced door with the words: 

"Warning: High Voltage," he makes us sec the face of the techno­

logical "4stin. 

There's no distance in tht image. It's complnely flat. 

Yes. Li.kc a fty against the window. Splat! What I like in his work is 

the large screens. They're like "instrument panels" of a machine with 

warning lights studding the control panels. His images arc 

stcrcotopical and iconoclastic. The threat is omnipresent in his work. 

You consider his worlt a deliberate act of rtsistanct to tht delirium of 

acct/nation. It's everything but expressionistic, and yet tht violmct can 

bt felt everywhere. Klasen reveals tht cola-bl-oodedntss of technology 

through an excess of coU-bl-oodedntss. It's a technological nature 

mortt, death made present through tht ominous stillness of the 

machine. His worlt stems to be some ltind of visual tquivalmt to what 

you're trying to suggest on a more theoretical ltvtl You often offer 

striking quotes in lieu of analysts. His worlt is just one big quote for 

what you're trying to suggest. 

Klasen reveals the face of technical beings. The face of the figure­

less. It's the Si/met of tht Machine. 

There's nothing human in it, nor inhuman tither. It's just there, it 

doesn't nttd you. Tht surface becomes It ind of abstract. It's not painting, 

more liltt a photograph. But it isn't ont tither. 

No. He has this airbrush technique. It's extraordinary. He bor­

rowed the aerosol from the world of advertising. When I was a 
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child, I also painted advertisements and ftlm posters for Giraudi, 

then a big paint firm in Paris, using the same techniques. He 

paints like a publicist-but it's not advertising. In my opinion he 

diverted the figurative through advertising. So, on the one hand 

we have pop art, and on the other advertising techniques. He has 

a foot in each camp. 

He certainly didn't celebrate consumer objects, as pop artists did. He 

was consumed by technology. It doesn't address anyone. He refrains 

from touching the canvas, as if there was something diseased in what 
he tkscribes, something invisible and tkadly, lilte radiations. His 

paintings radiate fear. He uses airbrush as if to remain at a safe 

distance. No colored pigments either. It's all monochrome. There's a 

sinister feeling of imminence. Something is about to happen. It's 

stillness in the rye of a cyclone. And this ltind of rye doesn't see. It 

mgulfi everything. 

I couldn't have written that about any other painter. On the other 

hand I don't think it is an innovative text. I try as best I can to 

stick to the career of this man whose work I appreciated, but it 

also corresponds to another period. I refer to some contemporary 

issues in it, but what is happening right now really is beyond its 

scope. The book has had some commercial success and the pub­

lisher asked me to write another one on Poliakoff. "Are you familiar 

with Poliakoffi" he asked. And I said, "I have one of his works at 

home." But I refused. I have nothing to say about Poliakoff, except 

that I love his work. But Klasen, I am totally wrapped up in it. Not 

about everything he did either. In his latest paintings there arc 

neons with cries, words inside. I think it's a mistake to make them 

speak. to subtitle paintings. 



So you're not necessarily against painting, as people generally assume 
you are. 

It's an aberration to say such a thing. With Klasen, it's the first 

time I wrote on a painter. But I've been a painter myself, as you 

know. I did photography for ten years, so you could say that an is 

in my life. You could put Peter Klasen with Paolo Uccello. These 

screens have such an evocative power. There's something so cold­

blooded in them. 

It has a clinical loolt. It opens up technology to exhibit what's inside. 

It's lilte an autopsy. The autopsy of an entire cukure. 

This cold-blooded gaze used co belong co doctors and nurses. They 

used co be called "the men of art" before it belonged to artists. Prior 

to the modern period, surgeons, all those researching on corpses, 

including painters like Leonardo da Vinci, didn't brag about it 

though. It wasn't a sign of professionalism as it is now. If they 

happened to mention it in their notebooks, but they didn't make it 

sound heroic. They even showed some remorse. 

You have criticized cinema because it ta/Its and the visual arts because 
they're not silmt enough. Now wew tallting about the body of ~chnology 
replacing the human body. You've always been preoccupied with the 
body and the possibility of preserving it from the encroachment of 
technology. The kind of archi~cture you tkvised in the early 1960s, the 
"oblique principk, " was essentially trying to do that. It was meant to 
turn human dwellings into some ltind of permanent training ground for 
the body. 12 Buildings would be entirely mllM of inclined p'4nes that 
required a special effort, and would malte sure that we would remain 
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conscious of our concreu corpo"al txistmct through obstacles in tveryday 

lift. Consumerism was btginning to makt tvnything abstract and 

insubstantiaJ-m'"ly comparing signs-and you wtrt rushing in 

tmtrgmcy rtmtdial foatu"s. Tht Situationists starttd drifting through 

tht city; you built up "sistanct at homt. Obliqut archittctu" was a 

soft vmion of Artaud's thtattr of cruelty, a modtrnist strategy mtant 

to countn ptopk's incrtasing absorption in a univmt of signs and 
imagts. A spiritual antidott to tht Socitty of tht Sptctack. Your post-

1968 "alir.ation that spttd was tht main culprit turmd you towards 

physics and theory. You anaiyud tht dissipation of spact in instantannty 

and tht ~mion of livt timt into intrtia. Most ptopk, btdaukd by 
your dizzying anticipations, didn't "a/iu that tht prtstnct of tht body 

rnnains at tht ctntn' of your p"occupations. And this ctrtainly holds 
trut for what you think about art. 

I still very much believe in ans chat involve the body, dance, theatre, 

etc. That's why I think the plastic arts have gone terribly astray, not 

to call chem totally obsolete. I believe the line of resistance no 

longer runs through chem; it moves through dance, theatre, land 

art, which need a place and work with bodies. I gave up on painting 

a long time ago. 

With you tht body always comes first. That's the root of your attack 
on conttmporary art. 

I can't be myself pan-time, by half-measures. I just can't. It's not easy 

to say it, but I love bodies, and bodies arc always painful. They tell 

me the body is pleasure, and I say: you must be joking! Get old and 

you'll sec. Bodies arc pain, and pain is love. You can't separate chem. 

I can't hide the fact that I convened to Christianity, so something in 



me is attracted to the sinner. For me, a person only exists through 

his flaws. I have always been fascinated by assassins, prostitutes, etc. 

I feel like I'm one of them, because if you get rid of original sin, 

there's nothing left. You have no more humanity. My Christianity is 

connected to that. It's Jeremiah, not Isaiah. 

The Ans of Disappearance 

You said that rtsistanct runs through tht arts of rtprtsmtation. But 

dance and thtatrt require prtstnct and immediacy. 

I mean that the latest contemporary art is a presentation rather 

than a representation. Representation has a cult dimension, so to 

speak. They arc liturgical ceremonies. That's why dance is so 

important. But today dance is no longer dance, so what is it? A pre­

sentation that has no other value than in the moment. It doesn't 

seek to endure. It doesn't deal with the past, since we broke with it, 

nor the future. 

Modern dancm tritd to brtalt away from tht classical baJ/n rq,trtory 
of movtmmts driven by a story or structured by a musical score. It was 
tht brtaltthrough in dance and music that mt:Ule Ntw York so exciting 

in tht 70s, from tht Judson Church, Yvonne Rainer, ail tht way to 

"contact impro'" and tht combined pt,fi,1,rwncts of Mtrct Cunninghmn 

and John Cage. They got rid of a rigid vocabulary that didn't givt the 

body a chance to rtinvmt itself in re11/ time without being subjtcttd 

to any contrived na"ativity. 

Exactly. These arc arts in the present tense, arts in real time. We're 

coming back to the "live." It's live art, and the only thing that 
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counts is its instantaneity-its "instantaneism," as they say nowa­

days. This goes hand in hand with speed. 

Don it "a/Jy? In modn-11 dance tht body is continually pmmt on the 

stage. It's a total immnsion in a singular txpmmct, with no cannal 

crutches to peg it on. Granted, it is difficult to memoriu or ~ber 

because the disjointed snits of movemmts ~ate their own logic along 

the way indepmdmt/y of the music itself. Chance connections pm,ail 
But Artaud may have perceived the Balinese dancers in that wa~ as 

rigorous algebraic ukograms unfolaing on the stage, not liltt a rush of 

images past the s~m. He didn't ltnow tht script, and thtrt was one. 

It's a spectacle. In my opinion, all art today is a spectacle. Whether 

dance, exhibitions, theatre, video-installations, or ccnain kinds of 

presentations like those sponsored by Satchi, it's only performances. 

Performance is contemporary art insofar as you can't repeat it. It's 

rigorous, constantly inventing its own logic. It stands all by itself and 

this is tht beauty of it. 

I won't deny that. But, remember, I say: contemporary with what? 

It's contemporary in the sense that it isn't modern, or ancient, or 

futurist: it's of the mommt. But it can only disappear in the shrink­

ing of instantaneity, because the instant is constantly being 

reduced. We know it all too well: from microseconds now we've 

reached nanoseconds. So, in some way, the instant is what docs not 

last, what disappears. A fixed moment would make no sense ... 

I could argue just tht rewnt: that it is an attempt to txtract from instan­

taneity a form capabk of pmnving tht singularity of its txisttnce, the 
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way buildings in California in~au structural mobility in order to 
absorb tkvastating earthquakes. It's very insightful though, that you 
would make motkrn dance part of the overall ""al time" ekctronic 
environmmt. This wouldn't have crossed my mind since they seem to 

belong to such diff~nt series. And yet dance participaus in its own 
right to what the Situationists wed to condemn as the "ekcomposition,. 

or auto-destruction of the arts. But they may also be mo" apt to resist 
the pqwerfol shake-up of all the codes. But it is trw that Cunningham 
felt the need to "cord his dances on video to prevent them from disap­
pearing altogether. Artaud insisud on the algebraic character of the 
Balinese dance, the mathematical rigor of the performance. He knew 
it was steeped in a powerful tradition, even if he himself didn't have 
access to it. These kinds of traditions have mostly vanished by now in 
our cultu" and we've got to experiment with new codes in order to find 
what forms could still hold. 

Choreography needs scenography, as docs theatre, and this is fun­
damental. The in situ, the hie et nunc arc everywhere disappearing, 

and this is leading to the elimination of the visual arts of repre­

sentation while giving back to the body, once again, its power. I 

don't sec how the failure of the visual arts can be overcome. On 

the other hand, there has been a transfusion of the visual arts in 

the corporeal arts ... 

But this also means the spread of "body art': .. 

Oh yes, with the frightening risk it entails. The continual inflation of 

super-violence in German expressionism, and then the practices of 

body-art, like those of Orlan and my friend Stdarc. I was very proud 

that Stclarc came when I was made Emeritus Professor at the Ecole 
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Speciale d'Architccrurc in Paris. This man is incredibly intelligent. 

And at the same time our ideas are opposed in any possible way. 
' 

Ste/arc is a faturist. 

Yes, Stelarc is a futurist. Marinetti said: man must be nourished on 

electricity, not just protein. Stelarc and others have this idea that to 

survive humanity has to mutate, but mutate volunwily by its own 

means. This, I think, is a delirium of interpretation on the nature 

of earth, which is one of the big questions of ecology. Ecology has 

not yet touched on it. It hasn't made much progress there. 

You find a similar idea in William Bu"oughs. The idea that the 

human species is in a state of neotmy and is not biologically designed 

to remain as it is now. And he envisaged the possibility of an "astral 

body, ,. a lighter body meant to fa/fill our spiritual destiny in space. 13 

In the beginning art was premonitory, it was prophetic. Now, the 

faturists were also prophets in their own way. They anticipated the 
technological leap we are experimcing now. The same goes far Ste/arc 

and Orlan, with whom you seem to strongly disagree. Orlan's per­

formance-interventions" are silent. And her videos of surgical 

operations often compel the audience to close their ryes. There's some­

thing obviously cruel and ritualistic about them, her '"operating 
theatres" owe a lot to artaud's theatre of cruelty. Her work on jksh-­

she calls it "carnal art"--ekliberauly uses new technologies (hybrid 

images of Greek goddesses produced by morphing software} to call 

into question the status of the body in our cu/Jure. She went as far as 

inserting implants in her umpks, or having a very large nose con­

structed surgically : these are questions addressed to the fragility of the 

body, and to the fature of the human species. 
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Many years before her physical transformations, Orlan invited me 

to her studio-it was behind the La Coupole brasserie in Mont­

parnasse--to show me some photo-montages and installations (in 

which, as if by accident, she figured the Virgin, Madonna; and they 

were baroque too). Before I left she told me she was planning to 
have some aesthetic surgery done on herself. And she asked me, 

"What do you think?" Obviously I wasn't in favor of it. I didn't 

think that putting her own physical integrity at risk was such a 

good idea, but she insisted that artists have the freedom of expres­
sion. "Listen, Orlan," I said, "you're free: to do whatever you want, 

even commit suicide. Anyone can commit suicide, all it takes is a 

window. But / am not free to tell you, 'Go ahead, jump.' You sec 

what I mean?" She didn't get it. That's intolerance. I met a profcswr 

of contemporary art history who told me, "When I get to a class on 

self-mutilation, I'm at a loss to teach it ... " Can he tell his students, 

"Take this razor-blade and go do your homework?" 

I have taught the Marquis d, Sade occasionally and the c/4Js didn't turn 

into an orgy. De Sade was an enlightmmmt philosopher, except that he 
used fiction to extnminate any certainty about mom. I would say he 
was a great satirist, lilte Swift. Do peopk eat their f1W1I babies after 
rtaaing Swift? Now the Actionists art an entirtly differmt story. Thtrt's 
no distance whatsoever, and no humor involved in their orgies. They 
invite repulsion, which is a category of the sacrtd. &pulsion goes togeth­

er with attraction. Hasn't shedding blood or tampering with oM's body 
always been part of sacrifice? Originally art haa to do with the sacred. 
And it seems obvious to ,ru that Orlan, lilte you, is steeped in the Chris­
tian tradition. Self-flagellations and martyrdom wert highly valoriud 
among early Christians, and cekbrated by the Church for centuries 
after that, not without a certain relish for crwlty .... 
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You can find violent practices in certain religions-I'm thinking of 

the mutilation of women's feet in China-but these practices were 

still connected to precise rituals. I believe there have been three 

periods of an. At the beginning, and it can hardly be denied, an 
was "sacred," in quotation marks. Sacred an includes cave painting 

or animism as well as the Sistine Chapel. Then we went from the 

sacred body-whatever body it is: saint, Messiah, angel, ctc.-to 

the profane body. And today we arc beginning the third stage in 

which we return to the profane body. 

Ont symptom of this return was tht a.1,urdinary in~st accorded to 
bodies in tht visu4J arts in tht 198~tn whm wrapped up in an 
t'4boratt ukological or psychoanalytical critique. It was much ltss a 
"disctn1try of tht body than a sort of fartWtlJ to any ptrmanmct it 
onct ustd to havt. Now tht body is not dismnnbtrtd txoscopica/Jy in 

psychotic d"ams, fragmmtation has btcomt a new "ality and tht 
body a mtrt logo game: changing parts that no longer sttm to maltt up 
a wholt. DtaJ bodirs, in that mptct, sttm to hold togtthtr much bttttr. 
Thty havt taltm ovtr somt of tht attributts living bodies had to 
"li111Juish. This may haw btm an important factor in tht scandal 
that su"ounekd tht exhibition "Korperwtlttn" [The Worlds of 

Bodies] in Mannhtin in 1997. 

It was held in the "Museum of Work," which was a little much, 

don't you think? Mannheim is in Germany. 

Dr. Gunther von Hagms, tht German anAtomist who "p,q,artd,. tht 

corpses for somt ltind of posthumous ptrformanct, was accused at first 
of bting a gravt robber. • But it may bt tht living, in fact, who had 
robbed ekaJ bodies for at ltast a cmtury by malting them disapptar 
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publicly. Today it is only fair that the tkad woula return from tkath 
alive. During the Baroq~ period. they had no compunction about 

displaying tkad bodies anyway and it was both artistic and clinical. 

People were genuinely intemttd in what the inside of their bodies 

loolted /ilte. 

Mantegna, Paolo Uccello, the perspectiviscs: it was already science ... 

And science which q~stioned itself in the best of cases. Scimct was 

coming out of the body in the open, as is happening right now. People 

liltt Gunther von Hagens are just malting it in a more sptct4CUlar way. 

Since that exhibition, millions of people all over the worla hurried to 

set recapped cadavers perform some ltind of still art, or flesh sculptures. 

Why? Till recently we thought wt had lost the experience of tkath. Now 
that Wt! no longer ltnow what lift is, or where it stops, Wt! may feel the 

need to put tkath on display. Than/ts to plastification-tht substitution 

untkr pressure of fat in tiss~ by silicone plastic-and an uninhibited 

choreography, the tkad become actors in a living drama of the flesh. 

Where Wt! expected some creepy nature morte, what we have is 

"authentic" tableaux vivants. Do you believe the profane body coula 

reclaim something of its sacred status through similar practices? 

Not really. The profane body reclaims the sacred through the Homo 

Sacer and the sacrifice. What was grand in sacred an, whatever the 

religion, becomes monstrous in profane an. But it is a sacred an. 
The return of satanic cults among children is a return to the sacred. 

The sacred in reverse, but sacred nonetheless. 

What would characterize art then, according to you? 
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What characterizes an is creation. They can say what they like, 

but here we come back to pride, to the Bible. There's a dcmiurgic 

impulse in art. Sacred art ieka/.iud it. What is sacred art? It makes 

the dcmiurgic impulse official-taking oneself for God. The 

dcmiurgic impulse today is no longer sacred, it is profane. And 

ultimately the dcmiurgic impulse has been profaned. The problem 

is no longer the profane body, it is the body which has been pro­

faned. In my opinion, the dcmiurgic impulse of sacred art has 

moved into genetic an, and into other sectors as well. And it 

means going ail the way. It's thumbs down for the gladiator. We're 

finding ourselves face to face with a world that has been forgotten, 

and we no longer have any idea what it means. We'll have to read 

Augustine's Confessions again. He was a big fan of the games at 

first, and then he recoiled in horror at the sight of the atrocities. I 

don't want to say more. I don't have a theory of art, and have no 

desire to invent one. 
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The Accident of Art 

Fail~ and Accident o The VJSion Machine o Retinal and Optical 
D The Eyes' Newspeak D Globalization without Vision D 

Wrestling with the Machines D The Pollution of Art 

Condnnning tht "modnnist" avant-garek is a vmerabk tradition 
among old school Marxists. In his Everyday Life in the Modern 

World, 1 publishtd in I 946, Hmri Leftbvrt took Bautkiai" and tht 
Surrealists to task, accusing thtm of showing contnnpt for tht common 

ptopk. Mo" "cmtiy, Eric J Hobsbawm, tht ~owntd Marxist histo­
rian, wmt still farther in his Behind the limes: The Decline and Fall 

of the Twentieth Century Avant-Garde. 2 Ht singkd out tht visual arts 
for having patently faikd" to adapt to tht era of mechanical "Produc­
tion. "Tht 'modnni,y: "'ht llSS~d. " lay in tht changing timn, not in 
tht arts which tritd to txpms thtm. "Exhausted by thtir battk against 
uchnologicai obsokscmct, art turntd out to bt tht "al victim of this 

failurr. Tht ""' rrvolution in tht 20th-century arts was achieved 
instead "by tht combined logic of technology and tht mass market, 
that is to say tht democratization of ~sthttic consumption ... Disney's 
animations, however inferior to tht austt" beauty of Mondrian, were 
both mort revolutionary than oil-painting and bttttr at passing on 
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their meSS4ge. Advertisnnmt and movies.. . converud the masses to 

daring innovations in visual pnreption, which left the mJOlutioNZries 
of the easel for behind, isolated and largely inrkvant. • Yt,u pointed out 

some convngmces be~m this judgmmt of modernity Hobsbawm 

mJUk and your own critique of contemporary art. What a" they? 

Failure and Accident 

What I like in this text is that it illustrates in some way what I 

myself developed in two books: The Vision MachiM and The Art of 

the Motor.1 The motorization of the image, before the arrival of the 

talkie, the image that talks (as I wrote in Art and Fear, first the 

image is motorized and then it talks) demonstrates that the static 

arts, the "plastic" arts-plastic is synonymous with static­

including fresco, sculpture, or painting, have been horribly impacted. 

Hobsbawm talks about the failure of the visual arts, and I totally 

agree with him. It is not failure in the sense that the visual arts are 

bound to disappear in favor of a super-TV or superior infograpruc 

images. But something has been lost irrevocably in the an of the 

motor, in the art of motors, the electric motor of the camera, the 

electric motor of the video camera, and obviously the computer's 

motor of logical inference or the internet's search engine. The art 

of the motor has surpassed the static nature of the plastic arts. 

Motorization is not simply the motorization of society (I will 

merely point out that the 30s and 40s were characterized by the 

motorization of forces, including the Blitzhug, which allowed the 

Rnch to rise up; this is Futurism}; motorization processes art 

through photography and cinema, and today, of course, through 

electronics, the computers, the delirium of synthetic images and 

virtual reality. So what I like in Hobsbawm is that he has the guts 
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to say that there has been a failure in the visual arts. It is true that 

van Gogh goes quite far, but film has gone still farther with regard 
to expressionism and what I would call the appearance of the real. 

Hobsbawm ekclarrd modernity to bt a failurr in so far as it aspirrd to 

a continuous prog,rss comparabk to what scimct and uchnology can 
offer: tht idea that tht txpmsion of tach ptriod would bt superior to 

what prrctekd it. Whm you say that tht motoriud arts havt gont 
farthtr than tht plastic arts, it stmu to bt paradoxicaJJy a modtrnist" 
argument that you arr turning against tht viswd arts. 

No, I am saying that the very nature of the plastic arts has been 

affected. The static is a necessity of movement. Let me explain. For 

a wheel to turn, there must be a hub that docs not turn. All the way 

up to the motorization of the image, and up to the "audio-visible," 

the talkie, there was a fixed point, a point of reference in the civi­

lization, in the static nature of the plastic arts, the architectonic arts, 

including static prints, painting, engraving, etc., through the 

modem movement. The fixed point was the static picture, and it 

was silence. Because the static and silence go together: silence is to 
sound what the static is to movement. Now, something fatal has 

happened to the plastic ans, and it has gone unnoticed. What I like 

about Hobsbawm is that he reveals a failure. He dares to say so. I 

am saying it, too. It doesn't mean that what they're doing in cinema 

today is terrible, just that something has been lose. 

Hobsbawm is tagtr to tnlist tht visual arts in tht construction of a 
bttttr socitty, but ht dtjints tht atsthttics of this •machint agt" by a 
mllrriagt bttwtm Henry Ford's can and u Corbusitr's •machints for 
living. • Tht Ford asstmb/y-lints turntd out to bt a living ht/J for 
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industrial workers and Le Corbusier's Citl Riu/ieuse became the 

prototype for the working-class ghmo-/ike projects bui/J by the millions 

in Europe in the 50s and 60s, and eventually passed on to the Muslim 

immigrants in France. Not a great fiat really. Liberal humanism can 

just go so far. Hobsbawm also presmts the map of the London undn­

ground system as the most original work of avant-garde art in Britain, 

because it is an effective way of presenting information. That's a cuu 
conceit, but he seems to take it quite seriously. No wondn he praised 

Dada for wanting "to destroy art together with the bourgeoisie. ,. The 

Dada wanud to destroy art, but they wanted to do it as artists. It is 

obvious that Hobsbawm wishes both art and the bourgeoisie dead. I 

don't think you do. 

Hobsbawm has a Marxist dimension, which I don't share. However, 

in this case, we're in agreement. In my opinion, something has 

been played out in this loss: the arts of the 20th century are a 

disaster, and they don't acknowledge it. They continue to walk on 

nothing, as characters do in cartoons, and then they suddenly 

look down and fall. Right now, they are beginning to look under 

their feet, and they realize there's nothing there. What I like in 

Hobsbawn is that he has the guts to say what I say in Art and Fear. 
there is a catastrophe of art; the plastic ans, as silent and static, have 

experienced a total accident. To acknowledge today that there is 

failure not an end, nothing is finished- is to recognize that there 

is hope. My logic here, don't forget, is also the logic of Augustine: 

as long as there is anxiety, there is hope. The phrase is my own. He 

says: "When there is no more anxiety, there is no more hope." 

When people like Hobsbawm or myself say: "There has been a 

failure," then somehow hope becomes a possibility. Once again a 

real question, a truly real question, can be raised. 
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But this quntion will not necessarily be frarrud in terms of visual art 
or pictorial art. Or ewn in terms of art at all. 

I have nothing to say about that. I don't feel like playing the 

prophet. 

But the situAtion mllJ be callingfor one. Hobsbawm mimates that thn-t's 
double fai/Mre: first, visual art failed to reach the masses ( whatever that 
means at this point); and second, art failed to change the worki. 
ActuAlly art is now reaching a for widn audience, but only at the cost 
of its soul It has become a part of the consumer society, and fonctions 
as a sign of cultural privilege among many other signs. The arts have 
bem consumed by society the same way the masses have. In that smse 
the visual arts succeeded all too well 

Think of this sentence from Malevich that Hobsbawm cites: 

"Constructivism is the socialism of the image." And I feel like say­

ing: today liberalism is the capitalism of the image. Loft Story: 
advenising, etc., are capitalism of the image. Something that I 

called the "optically correct" is at stake: the failure of the visual arts 

leaves open the possibility of the optical correction of the world. 

By whom? By machines and businessmen, who happen to know 

how to work together quite well. We are no longer faced with the 

possibility of the politically correct-it's an old ideology, it's old hat 

by now-but with the possibility of the optically correct. Optics 

itself enters the game of fascination. Optics, and not the content of 

the image, but optics itself-the procedure of the revelation of 

forms through the visible and the audio-visible, since they're now 

linked together. And, of course, virtual reality goes even farther, 

since all the senses are involved, except for taste. 
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But JD" don't thinlt it may be as/ting too much of art, in whatever form. 
to changt the wor/J? Afor aJJ, Constructivism itself du/ not change it ... 

No, no, not at all. 

... no more than it changed socialism tither. 

Neither of us, Hobsbaum or myself, ask an to be revolutionary 

instead of men. What I am saying is simply that the vny success of 

the arts has been a failurt. Hobsbawn says that Walt Disney is a lot 

worse than Monet, but Disney won. Even the success of Monet 

and Cezanne has not prevented pictorial visual art from failing. 

The same goes for film. He says that a film goes farther than a . . . . . . 
paJnttng 1n its cxprcss1on1sm. 

Can wt really compare the different arts? 

He's the one comparing them. I don't mean that the arts of the 

20th and the 19th centuries have not been good, but that even 

their success has been a failure with respect to the revolution of the 

motor, with respect to motorization, with respect to the arts of the 

motor and the vision machine. 

The Vision Machine 

The vision machine certainly has disengaged from painting, but that 

doesn't necessarily mean that painting as such is bring eliminated. 

We arc not talking about elimination, but about failure. The 

problem is to recogni:z.c that there is a failure, not that one kind of 



optics has been substituted for another. There is an optics which 

came from the Quatroccnto and from the wall painters and spread 

throughout all the ans, and throughout every continent. Just as 

much through Negro Art as through frescoes, etc. And this is what 

has failed. 

Early on in the century, artists questioned pmpective in a radical 
way. Therr was the cubist fragmentation of perception, the introduction 
of time and speed with Futurism, and before that the explosion of 
light with the Impressionists, which we tallted llbout earlier. There 
were all sorts of attnnpts to maintain the impact of the visual arts in 
a world that was rapidly chllnging. So I wonekr whether this failure 
and conekmnation ... 

Failure is not a condemnation! It's not the same thing. Failure is 

failure. Failure is an accident: art has tripped on the rug. In any case 

you should not forget my logic of failure, my logic of the accidmt. 
In my view, the accident is positive. Why? Because it reveals some­

thing important that we would not otherwise be able to perceive. 

In this respect, it is a profane miracle. 

Like Benjamin's profane illumination for the Su"ealists? 

What is a miracle? It is a gift brought before the eyes so that one 

may believe, so that there could be some superior hope. Granted, 

the accident, in a certain way, is a miracle in reverse. It reveals 

something absolutely necessary to knowledge. If there were no 

accident, we could not even begin to imagine the industrial revo­

lution or the revolution in transportation, etc. So please don't 

confuse the term failure ... 
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But you used the term "failure" and not accident. 

I am just borrowing Hobsbawm's term. Rather, my logic is that 

the vision machine and the motor have triggered an accident of 

the arts in the 20th century. And they have not learned from it. 

On the contrary, they have profited from it. They arc on top of the 

world. When you look at Christie's or Sothcby's auction prices, 

Rembrandt comes after Warhol, Monet after Duchamp. 

In July, 2001, MoMt's "Haystacks, last Rays of the Sun,. was sold for 

$14 million at Sotheby's in London. It was the highest price ever paid 

for a painting in this famous series. 

It's just a big bluff, obviously. They have masked the failure or the 

accident with commercial success. 

Im afraid it's all beyond success or failure, and beyond art itself It's 
pure speculation. No wonder it affects everything that has to do with 

art. However hard I try, I myself find it more and more difficult to 

separate art from the market, which has become its finality and desti­

nation. Many artists have creative ukas, even take real chances, but 

the ecstasy of value is now preempting everything. 

You will notice that I don't talk about the market; I cited market 

value as an example. To use an ethical term, I would say that the 

pride of contemporary art has masked its failure, and its weakness. 

You have the inflation of the dealers, the immense wealth of the 

galleries and artists, the delirious prices of contemporary painters, 

but at the same time it's a facade, and it's all going to fall. Either 

there is no accident, or there is an accident, and this accident is 



going to provoke, has already provoked a reversal of tendencies 

and values. 

Art has btcomt somt sort of black holt. Tht pull, tht glamour, the 

giddintss of it all is too strong for anyont to rtsist. And at tht samt 

timt it's just crutlt busintss tkals and shady calculations. It's btcomt 
no dijftrmt than anything tlst. 

And that's where we are, we're right in the middle of it. 

If we art talking about that ltind of "failurt, • I would ctrtainly agrte 

with you. And so would as well Im sure, evtryont involvtd in tht art 

world today, whtthtr they admit it openly or not. Art is bting instru­
mtntaliud beyond rtcognition. It's btcoming ancillary to capitalism. 

In tht 80s, artists played with the post-motkrn itka of "tht tkath of 

tht author. " It didn't really dawn on them that it had arrivtd, that 

they were all already post-mortem. In spite of evtrything, they believtd 

they could still be somt ltind of cultural htrots. But there is no more 

artist life, only anothtr rtgimmttd profession. ~ I am surt, though. 

that you had something mort sptcific in mind, something which has 

to "" not just with the situation of tht arts in gtntral but with the 
nature of tht image itself 

That's correct. Behind the vision machine and the failure of the 

plastic ans, I believe there is a substitution. It has to do with digital 

technology. Digital technology is a filter that is going to modify per­

ception by means of a generalized morphing, and this in real time. 
We are faced with something which is more than the failure of the 

traditional static ans, both visual and plastic: we are faced with the 

failurt of tht analogical in favor of calculation and the numerology of 



tht image. Every sensation is going to be digitized or digitalized. 

We are faced with the reconstruction of the phenomenology of 

perception according co the machine. The vision machine is not 

simply the camera that replaces Monet's eye "An eye, but what an 

eye!" said Clemenceau-no, now it's a machine chat's reconstructing 

sensations pixel by pixel and bits by bits. Noc just visual or auditory 

sensations, the audio-visible, but also olfactory sensations, tactile 

sensations. We are faced with a reconstruction of the smsas. 

What do you mean exactly by "stnsas "-sensations? 

"Scnsas" are the basis of sensations, the way we say psyche, etc. And 

here lies the failure of arc. Because an was the interpreter between an 

"eye," or some analagous sense, and whatever else. 

Tht accident of art is already what kd Duchamp to invent non­

retinal art. Ht preempted digital technology conceptually. 

Bue I could not say this without the filter. Without digital tech­

nology I could not go so far as to speak of an accident of the plastic 

arts. Digital technology is like the icing on the cake. It is the com­

pletion of everything-in the same way che genetic bomb closes 

the system of the three bombs. 

Tht other two, kt me add. being tht atomic bomb and tht information 

bomb (or computer ttchnoiogy). 6 

That's right. The information bomb is the bomb of science. 

Thanks to information technology, thanks to calculation, we are 

now replacing the stnsas. 
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~•rl' bt>coming a bit morl' inhuman, kt's say cyborgs in our own 

right. But l'tll'n Cyclops had an l'Jl', "and what an ryt> ... ,"' Homl'r 

would say. Now thl' machinl' is blinding us and Wl' don't l'Vl'n 

noticl' it. 

We don't even realize what the end of the analogical is. We can't 

even imagine what it is. It is not even a problem of metaphor. It is 

a problem of representation: events, sensations, and perceptions 

are put at a distance through an individual. The machine, as far as 

it is concerned, presents something through a calculation. 

Machines don't rt>prt>sl'nt anything anymorl', thry crt>atl' tht>ir own 

kind of prt>smcl'. 

Yes. What machines do is presmt, since they reconstruct everything, 

every sensation. So, here we are, faced with an unprecedented 

event. Mind you, when I say this I don't mean that we should go 

back to engraving. I don't even think the phrase "go back" is valid. 

I am saying: this is a catastrophic event, and if we don't take it into 

account, every hope will be lost. 

Retinal and Optical 

0th" substitutions or disjunctions alrt>ady happt>nt>d in thl' visual 

arts. Non-rl'tinal art bt>caml' concl'J)tuaL Conct>ptual art sdud on 

ukas that were impkmmtt>d in any matn'ial whatsol'Vl'r, evm lan­

pagt> ljost>ph Kosuth). It was no longt>r an art of represmtation, it 

was thought wrl'stling with pt>rcl'J)tion. Tht> mmtal act presukd ovt>r 

rot>ry visual creation of form. 
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That was a philosophical divergence. In fact, during the period of 

the audio-visible I am fond of this expression-the plastic arts 

believed that they could make a comeback to philosophy. Behind 

conceptual art, there is a confusion between painting and philosophy. 

It's not a bad confusion, it's abstract art. It is the same with Gilles 

Delewc, and with conceptual philosophy. All our philosophers are 

conceptual philosophers. 

Yes, but these artists were conceptual philosophers of the visual. 

They go together. I mean, it is no accident if philosophers and 

painters had their period of glory together. All the philosophers 

have discussed painters, whether it is Gilles Dclewc on Francis 

Bacon, or Jacques Derrida on Adami. Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard was 

nuts about pictorial art. Something happened there which is an 

event as it happens in science, and an accident of knowledge itself 

Because the artS are some kind of knowledge, I think we agree on 

that. Philosophy and mathematics are not the only ones ... The con-

ccptual period is an interesting period, and 

already translates the failure of the visual arts. 

Art is a creation of lmowkdge, just like concepts. 

. . 
1n my op1n1on tt 

Yes, a creation of knowledge. I've always said that Duchamp was a 

philosopher who painted. Why should a philosopher be obliged to 

write treatises? I know some philosophers who make films. Robert 

Brcsson was a philosopher who made movies, and one could say as 

much of Jean-Luc Godard. So, what is philosophy? I am in a good 

position to talk about it: I am not a philosopher but I do philosophy 

through what I write ... 
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TIH visual arts m4lk a "al effort to b"alt away from "P"stnllltion. 
Minimalist art txplo"d the limits of visual art, turning their attmtion 

to the very Nlture of the material that constituted it. Conceptual art 
focused on the worlting of the mind Interestingly mough, these arts 

were not meant for the marltet, and tkakrs perfectly understood it. 

Whm I arrived in New Yorlt, in the early 70s, gallnists bluntly told 

me that they werm't buying any of it. (Actually they must "fµt it 

now. Every piece of paper from that period is now worth a fortune.) 

They Wert waiting for the return of painting, which paraJoxically 

m4lk a comebaclt in the United States via Europe, with German and 

Italian neo-txpmsionist painting. At about the same time gal/nits 

began to proliferate, museums to txpand txponmtially lilte the obese. 
Thm hortks of young artists started rushing in ... Art became a kgit­

imate ca"n-, a smart investmmt, only mo" fotishiud than most. 
There still is some faint aura about it. 

It's inffation in every sense of the word, including the crash of the 

art market. We're in total agreement there. And it's true that there 

was a core chat interested me, I won't deny it. But now, contrary to 

what people were saying in the 60s, we arc not in a civilization of 

the image. The word "image" is a ponmantcau word: they put into 

it whatever they wanted, and in a ccnain way the word "visual" is 

already better than the word "image." I say that we live in a civi­

lization of the optical. It is optics which is at stake: the structure of 

the visual, the audio-visual and the audio-sensa-lct's just say the 

audio-scnsitiv~. So, what I am saying, and this is the critique I have 

made in The Vision Machine: giving vision to a machine is the 

never-before-seen. When the door secs me and when it interprets 

my passing-by, it's the never-before-seen. Klee said: "Now objects 

look at me." In some way, by means of television, telc-surveillance, 
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spy satellites, and the world's systems of overexposure, but not only 

with these, we arc in the process of giving vision, hence optics, to 

the machine. And this is an event without equal. 

It's an anticipation that we didn't really see coming. 

An anticipation without equal. It goes way beyond the aesthetic 
. 

question. 

You often quote Rudi Ruschke: "Comrades, we don't have much 

time kft." 

So this is where I stand. And I stand there with my work because 

this is the place where I rediscover speed. There is no optics with­

out the speed of light. If it takes three months to morph 

something, there is no morphing. If it's live, if the morphing 

happens at once, then you enter the audio-visual auto-electronic 

world. And this is under way right now. This is what the failure of 

the visual arts-to take up Hobsbawm's term-translates. We are 

leaving the image behind-including the conceptual image by 

Warhol or Duchamp--for optics, and an optics that is corrected. I 

will remind you that the correction of optics is a phenomenon of 

glasses, lens-grinding, optometry. So the machines themselves 

have become opticians. As we reach an extra-retinal art, the 

machine becomes optical. It docs not become retinal-it doesn't 

need retinas. It becomes optical. So the optically correct becomes 

a threat: the correction of sensations by machines. This is an event 

which calls the plastic arts into question. And I mean "plastic" in 

the widest sense. 
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The correction is not necessarily "correct" in the political sense of the word. 

I use the term correction because it corresponds to optics. They say 

"optical rectification." 

That machines recreate the olfactory sense, etc., still does not mean that 

machines replace olfaction. 

No, it means that machines become dominant. Look at what is 

happening with "Big Brother." It no longer has anything to do 

with game-show phenomena, which are also theatrical phenomena. 

There is no theatre in it. Jean Baudrillard's text on Loft Story was 

excellent, by the way.7 There is no theatre in this show. It is a 

problem of fascination, connected to tele-surveillance itself, exhi­

bitionism coupled to voyeurism without the slightest distance 

between them. There is not even the relationship you could have 

with the key-hole through which you watch someone fuck another 

guy or girl. Let me point out that with the key-hole there still are 

sensas, whereas in the case of loft Story there is none. So it's no 

longer even voyeurism. It's a purely optical phenomenon ... 

Eyekss voyeurism. 

Yes, exactly. What's more, it's a closed-loop. And accompanied by 

inertia. You know what I wrote in Polar Inertia. 7 We are in the 

process of developing structures in a one-sided container, in a villa 

in which we are enclosed ... 

~•re painting ourselves in a corner, so to speak, by resorting to optics. 
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The real failure of the visual arts is that we arc moving from a 

civilization of the image to a civilization of optics. And when I say 

civilization, I should say rather militarir.ation. So it's an anxiety 

without equal. Before there can be any hope, we have to speak out 

about what is happening. As long as we deny that something fun­

damental is taking place, we're sunk. It's conformity that carries the 

day. So long as the critical situation is not recognized as such, there 

is no hope. 

What is worrisome, to my mind, is less that the visual arts have not 

managed to survive technology than tht fact that it stems to bt able 

to survive everything, even itself. To say it bluntly. tht main objec­

tion that wt both a" raising about art is that it no longtr plays an 

artistic role. 

It no longer plays its role. This is also what Hobsbawm says, but 

from a revolutionary perspective. 

The Eyes' Newspeak 

Now ~olution is coming from optics ... 

I say things that arc extreme, but I can't stand it when people turn 

me away and say: "You're just a pessimist." They say that I am in 

love with despair. Horseshit. All they have to do is read my books! 

I am a lover of extremities, but only if we call extremity by its prop­

er name, extremi,y, that we call evil evil, and crisis crisis. Or that we 

call an accident an accident. You sec, the very denial reveals quite 

well the morphing. A politically co~ct denial of the optically co~ct. 

Behind what they openly call the "politically correct" in the States, 
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Europe has developed a low-intensity political correctness, since it 

is more legitimate in Europe to develop arguments that are critical. 

But, right now, this political correctness (which has nothing to do 

with American political correctness, I think we agree) is masking 

the optical correctness which is coming into being. Something that 

George Orwell had perfectly understood: it's not Orwell's 

"newspcak," it's a newspealt of the eyes. Side by side with the 

ncwspcak of language, there is the ncwspcak of the eye. You 

remember Napoleon's words: "To command is to speak to the eyes." 

Right now the machine speaks to the eyes. This phenomenon of 

optics can be generalized, and it is fast spreading. 

The visual arts no longer speak to the eyes ... 

The situation I am describing is totally catastrophic, but I don't 

think it's the end of the world if we recognize it. If we don't, acad­

cmicism has won. That is what academicism is, standards that are 

connected to the pressure of special interests ... 

Today thtrt is an mtirt arta of art in which artists work on computns. 

I have nothing against it. 

They do visual art, but they know very well that they're using pixels as 

a medium. Will this art be more ltgitimate in your tytJ? 

If they are able to penetrate the software, I'm not worried. If the 

software is still the fruit of anonymous programmers dependant on 

big corporations, I'm against it. I said as much to architects: so long 

as you don't design your own software, you guys arc losers. What 
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do I expect of architects? That they do not follow the example of 

Frank 0. Gehry, using the Mirage 2000 software to design the 

Bilbao Opera. If architects today wanted to prove themselves equal 
to the new technologies, like Paolo Uccello or Piero de la 

Francesca, they would make the software themselves, they would 

get back inside the machine. Whereas now they are sold the equip­

ment, and they work with it. That's what I can't accept. This 

doesn't mean that I am some Luddite eager to destroy machines, 

not at all. I have always said: Penetrate the machine, explode it 

from the inside, dismantle the system to appropriate it. Here we 

come back to the phenomena of appropriation. 

PiUJ/o Uccello didn't take perspective as final he started expmmmting 
with it, multiplying vanishing points within the same painting, 
mixing tkpth of field and flatness, ultimately throwing the medieval 
Vi,gin and Child smack at the cmter to cover the glaring inconsistencies 
in his painting. He wmt all the way to the o.t7'eme, revealing/or what 
it was the artificiality of the new optical cou. 

Perspective is the model of the artistic and optic revolution, which 

is at the same time mathematical. So today what I am looking for 

is a perspective that will give us a vision of the world. 

But does the world today allow for such a stable, unifjing vision. 
Globaliuztion pretmds it does, but it is a toss, controlled skukiing 
with huge discrepancies and staggering unbalance. The danger of 
globaliuztion today. .. 

What is the danger of globalization? There is no perspective. There 

is an optical correctness being set up, and there is a generalized 
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tele-surveillance that comes from the military with its drones, etc., 

but there is no perspective in the cultural sense, as we had with a 

Bruneleschi, an Alberti, a Piero, an Uccello. And we have to have 

one, we have to do it. And it will have to be "artists," in the general 

sense of the word, who do it. Now that doesn't mean they will not 

work with machines, of course. They will have co penetrate the soft­

ware. If I were co organize protests right now, I would protest 

against the anonymity of programmers. Who are these guys writing 

the programs? They tell us: Bill Gates. C'mon! Maybe Gates fiddled 

with a few programs in the beginning, buc now it's the people in his 

company who write them. These people are protected: they have 

bodyguards. It's the programmers that interest me. Who are they? 

The probkm is how to get back into the black box. 

Right back into it. Absolutely. There is no other way. That is what 

Piero and the artists of the Renaissance did. Except we are faced 

with something which we do not have che right to touch: the 

power of the big corporations. We would have to do what hackers 

do, noc introduce viruses inco the system, but hijack it from the 

inside. You see? Hackers would have to do something else other 

than just piss people off-like rewrite the software for themselves. 

And it's not more difficult. Or let's say it's just as difficult. 

With respect to the arts, does this mean that, for you. the failuw of the 
visual arts, the static arts, is inrmediable? Does this imply failuw as such? 

No, not at all. Because perspective will make it static once again, 

"static" as in the hub that lets the wheel turn. Perspective is the hub 

of Western history. The Renaissance was the hub-Greco-Latin 
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and Judco-Christian: that's the crossroads. Arab, too, because of 

mathematics... So I feel like saying that there is a place where the 

roads cross. Everything hinged on that structure, on this fixed state. 

But the question today is to rediscover a fixed point so it all can 

turn. For the moment, it's not turning. 

Or you could say that everything is, flows running away in every direc­
tion. Who can ull aftn all that we can wt still havt a hub today. or 

that wt really nttd ont? In fact, is thtrt still a whttl to sptalt oft 

I think that movement is imperceptible without a fixed point. 

When I say a fixed point, by the way, it's a manner of speaking: it 

was the eye for the Renaissance. So, let me say: without an anchor 

point. If everything is adrift, then nothing moves. 

If thtrt is no more jixtd point, thm we can still tkvist tmiporary 
anchor points in ordtr to ltttp thingi going. You may not bt abk to 

mtasure movm,mts btcaust you'rt part ofit, but you btcoTN thmi. 

The word "fixed" is not necessarily the best word. I used it with 

respect to the revolution of cinema, the revolution of movement. 

What I meant to say is a focal point. If there is no focus, no way to 

focus, there is no perception. Right now, however, globalization is 
the denial of focus. There is a kind of diaspora of sensations, a kind 

of fragmentation, explosion or implosion, that no longer promotes 

any focus, whether in theatre, or in music-you see it quire well in 

concrete music-or in the plastic arts; and this is equally true of 

architecture. So, instead, let's call it focus. But perspective is a way 

to focus, we agree on that, no? The line of escape is not a fixed 

point, it's focused. 
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Globaliution without Vision 

Rather than focus, which is spatial, I would say concmtration, which 

is more mmtal An artist doesn't have to focus on a point in space, but 

concm.trate to find one. 

I use the word concentration differently. Concentration has arisen 

through globalization. Globalization is a major catastrophe, it is 

the catastrophe of catastrophes. In the same way that time, like 

Aristotle said, is the accident of accidents, geographic globaliza­

tion is by essence a major catastrophe. Not because of bad 

capitalists, but because it is the end, the closing of t.hc world on 

itself through speed, the velocity of images, the rapidity of trans­

portation. We live in a world that is foreclosed, closed off. 

Globalization is the world becoming too small, and not too big. 

We arc in a world of forclusion, which explains exclusion in a few 

words. The phenomena of exclusion, repulsion, domestic and 

political terrorism are the equivalent of what happens in a nuclear 

submarine, for example, when you spend three months underwa­

ter without resurfacing. Before the sailors, captains and officers arc 

allowed to command the "Redoubtable" or the "Corpus Christi" 

-there is one called the "Corpus Christi," it is quite amazing­

they carry out very intense psychological testing because the 

proximity of the men in underwater incarceration, the forclusion 

creates hatred--despitc friendship, through the forced presence, 

contact, impact. We are experiencing the same thing in the world, 

through the geographic forclusion of new technologies. It is a 

world closed off and closed in. We have reached the limit, and we 

won't get beyond it. What docs this mean? Of course we will go 

farther (Mars or elsewhere), but the world is closed, and for good. 
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And this closure, this enclosure, is not perceived with an intelli­

gence that is focused. We only perceive the totalitarian, 

globalitarian, and security aspects; we don't have the vital aspects, 

as in the world of the Renaissance. The world of the Renaissance 

gave rise to a Wtltanschauung, a vision of the world. But what 

about us? We have globalization without vision, without a way to 

focus outside the focus of machines, and the machines work all by 

themselves. And here we rediscover the object that we never talk 

about: what is an object that has acquired sensations? What is an 

object that perceives, chat feels, that reacts? It's not an automaton 

in the traditional sense of the word, it's the machine replacing me 

as perception. What is this entity? It's not a robot. A robot is just 

a robot, a mechanical double of a man or a dog, it doesn't matter. 

But this? It's an inanimate object that has acquired perceptions. I 

will remind you that the vision machine was developed for the 

Cruise Missile. It is not by accident if the Cruise Missile has been 

the emblem of the last ten years. Between the implosion of the 

USSR and the war in Kosovo, the key object, the Messiah object, 

has been the Cruise Missile on its way to strike Afghanistan, on its 

way to Khanoum, on its way to bomb Saddam Hussein, etc. And 

why? Because it has a visual mechanism. That means it has an 

acquisition mechanism. 

It has sensors, sensations ... 

Well, yes. It has sensors, it has radar altitude readings to keep its 

trajectory in alignment, and at the end it develops perception from 

a sophisticated visual mechanism--opto-clectronic vision that lets 

it sec the building, the window, the door, etc. 
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Objects that are designated for it ahead of time ... 

Yes, but it is already able to direct itself according to at least three 

mechanisms: a traditional inenia power system-the V2 had them, 

an altitude reading system to maintain its trajectory, and a visual 

mechanism that lets the missile avoid screens (if you put a wall in 

its path, it will go around) and, finally, be directed to one side or 

the other according to the evolution of the building, or problems 

that come up. So the Cruise Missile is the emblem of the vision 

machine. It's incredible that people never talk about it, either. They 

talk about tele-survcillancc. But they don't talk about this. 

Wrestling with the Machines 

Lilte Hegel you choose characters who are emb/nnatic of particular 

periods of technological innovation: Howard Hughes, the first techno­

logical monk, and the first victim of polar inertia, or Stn1e Mann, the 

first cyborg. In this case, there is no pmon to talte on the rok. The 

Howard Hughes of the vision machine is not a human bring, it's the 

machine itself, the Cruise Missik. The embkm of the vision machine 
is a technological hero. 

Aesthetics has become a machine phenomenon: there would be 

much to say about this. What is the machine aesthetics-we 

could discuss it with Godard. We could have discussed it with 

Dclcuzc, too. Here we arc in a domain which is wonderful, but 

only provided that we fight against it. It's Jacob's wrestling match 

with the Angel. We must not lie down before the machine, we 

have to fight. I have had a photo of Delacroix's painting at St­

Sulpicc for years in my office, along with Rudi Dutschkc's photo. 
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It's extraordinary. This is an anti-idolatry fight. I think we haven't 

sufficiently analyzed what this episode meant. Because those 

themes from the Bible are unsurpassablc: Babel, the Flood, Jacob 

wrestling the Angel, I could go on and on. What is Jacob? When 

he was beaten by the Angel, he was told, "You will no longer be 

called Jacob, but Israel." So Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, they're the 

invention of Monotheism. Oacob is the origin of Israel.) That's 

not nothing. It's History. We rediscover a way to focus. What 

does Jacob do? If anybody is clever, Jacob is. What docs he do? 

He fights. But he doesn't get himself into a fight to the death. He 

is in a fight for life. He wants to remain human before the God 

whom he recognizes as such. This is the very image of the oppo­

sition to idolatry. He is an emblem of anti-idolatry. This is the 

reason why Delacroix's painting is so extraordinary: Jacob has laid 

aside his bow, his spear, and his shield. His combat is hand-to­

hand against the idol. He wants to worship God, but Jacob wants 

to worship as a human being, not as a servant. What I am saying 

is that here is t.hc big question: we are in the process of raising 

idols. In this sense, we're lost. There's no future in it. If this theme 

has any sense whatsoever, if idolatry really is a major theme for 

us, then clearly idolatry has no future. As for myself, I am waiting 

on those Jacobs who will wrestle with the machines, who will 

explode the software. But not in order to destroy the software ... 

Or the "program men, " like our friend the Unabomber ... 

Oh yeah, I read that. I have the whole thing in French. I found it 

in a little used bookstore for five or six francs. Can you imagine? 

So I bought it. Everything about the contemporary world that the 

Unabomber's "Manifesto" analyzes is really interesting. 
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Hei an excelknt critic. 

It's not simply a question of being against him, you know? Now 

terrorism-no way, I'm against it. But the Unabomber can be subtle, 

intelligent, in touch with things. And yet his proposals arc so stupid. 

/ti because he wasn't focusing enough. 

He wasn't focusing at all. Not at all. But it's a gripping story. 

He said many things that you yourself could have said. 

Yes, but he didn't touch on dromology, the question of speed. And 

I think that dromology [from dromos, speed] , or the dromological 

revolution, is a really important, a fundamental element to any 

solution. And we have yet to master it, otherwise we arc heading 

for the global accident. My next three books will all deal with the 

accident as a positive event or element- not positive in the sense 

that it is pleasant to watch a bridge collapse, or a building crum­

ble to pieces ... That's not what I mean. In my opinion, we have 

arrived at that stage where we are faced with the accident. Between 

the 19th and the 20th centuries, we were waiting for war; between 

the 20th and the 21st centuries, we were waiting for revolution, 

and it came. War came: it was national, international, worldwide. 

Revolution was local and international. Now we arc waiting for 

the accident. The accident has been local, but it is going to be gen­

eral. So, we are faced with a great aspiration, and at the same time 

a great inspiration. The Unabomber is right: every epoch has a 

great clash, not just a stock market crash, not just a pollution that 

exterminates us- I am talking about an accident of knowledge 
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itself, in the fields of aesthetics, politics, in the field of economics, 

and other fields, too. The accident has replaced both war and rev­

olution. It is the object lying in wait for our civilization. So long 

as art docs not admit to itself that this accident can happen to it, 

it is kidding itself. This accident is passing through everything, 

just like AIDS. It passes through everything. 

How would you charactmu this accidmt in terms of art? In your essay 

on Peter Kassel you wrou that his work was "opening the Pandora's 

Box of an mdkss pmpective. " 

An insane world that has taken hold, and it runs all by itself. The 

machines work all by themselves. It is not a stretch to say that they 

reproduce themselves. 

lfyou had to catalogue the accidmt of the visual arts for your museum, 

what would you put in it? 

I don't rcally know yet, I never asked myself the question. But I 

would certainly find something if I looked hard enough. The ques­

tion of silence and the question of the static arc central clements. 

The end of the ability to focus goes with movement, dctcrritorial­

ization. Art no longer has a ground. Docs a groundless arc still take 

place? This is what I dcvdopcd in the text of the catalogue of Kassel's 

documentation: I wrote about the black hole of art, the fact that art 

is no longer localized. Art has always been locali1.ed on the dead in 

grottoes, in the interior of temples, or on the human body by means 

of painting (tattooing). But right now it is delocalil.Cd, like every­

thing else. This dclocalization is an inability to focus. We lose 

perspective in the broad sense, not in the sense of the Quatroccnto. 



There is a blackout on perspective and thus a breakdown of sense. 

In my view, perspective is indispensable to knowledge. Because it 

orients, it provides a sense of direction. The easiest way to make 

someone lose a sense of meaning, a sense of direction, is to disorient 

him. Like when the Conquistadors came, they began to smash up 

the village of the natives to disorient them. (Reread Claude Uvi­

Strauss.) And when they were disoriented, they were handed over 

to nothing, because they no longer had a home base. 

Those wrll trrritoriAI societies. The body itself was a trrritory. and 
both were marlted ritually. Humans wrll born of the earth before 

being born of the fosh. This is hardly our world anymore, whether we 

lilte it or not. The earth is now called a stem-cell The body is propped 

up from the inside with prostheses of all kinds. The only trrritory left 
is the image, or the mirage of one, since it never stabilizes. We are 

children of the electronic medium. For us, disorientation and chaos is 

what we go by. 

Contrary to what people believe, we have been quite oriented. I 

believe the ideology of chaos is garbage. We can't do without a way 

to focus and a regulation system for our sensations. Absolutely 

not. Unless we engage in genetics and the obsolescence of the 

human species. In that case, we enter the last stage, which is the 

recasting of the living organism: the demiurge. And frankly it's 

philosophical madness. 

What if genetics didn't go all the way? 

I don't think such a thing is possible. The genetic bomb, like the 

atomic bomb and the information bomb, is apocalyptic. I'm not 
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the one who says that the atomic bomb potentially has the 

capacity to snuff out life, the information bomb to disorient life 

(everything that has been said about cybernetics, for example: 

read Orwell again), and the genetic bomb to undo the living 
• organism ... 

In Pure War,• exllCt/y twmty years ago now, during the Cold ~rand 

nuckar ekte,,-ence, wt: had touched on the danger of a nuckar war. 

The real stalte, you estimated thm, is not actual war, but logistical 

war, "'the war machine as a machine of societal non-ekvelopmmt. • 

The violent confrontation bawem the two advmaries could very well 

have touched off a nuckar escalation, but givm the speed at which 
socinies-particularly the Eastern societin-are exhaumd. ,. the Sovia 

Bloclt mekd up crumbling, thus setting in motion the other scmario: 
gmeraliud mdo-colonization, non-ekwlopmmt on a worldwide scak, 

what we designate today by this euphemism: "globalization." 

Similarly, we are now on the threshold of a dizzying mutation in the 

orekr of the lifo-scimces, but it is not certain either that it is kading us 

to uncontrollable trans-genetic one-upmanship. It's very much lilte 
capitalism: it is always giving us the feeling that it is going to ektnri­

torialiu everything in its path, and in the md it never goes all the 

way ... It chickens out. Can uchnology outdo capitalism? Are they both 

running on divergmt paths? 

These three bombs have the power to snuff out their source. But 

this power is potential. Nothing is preordained. In this sense, I still 

have hope. Within the information bomb, the atomic bomb, and 

the genetic bomb, it is possible to get inside the system and to deal 

with it in a different way. The great inventions are tragic, but we 

must not weep. We have to take them seriously. If you take them 
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seriously, you fight. You don't accept them as facts. You get inside 

of them, and you fight them. For the moment, we're not doing it. 

The Ancients did it. Whether they were philosophers, painters, 

architects, they fought against technology and they fashioned 

something else out of it. 

And things got be~r afterwards? 

Obviously, despite their efforts, we're not in the best of situations. 

The situations we're in arc still catastrophic, but life goes on. 

The Pollution of Art 

The same goes for art. 

The same goes for art. We have never made advances except 

through catastrophes. The machine hasn't changed a thing there. 

The internet, cars, shock absorbers, elevators, gliders, they haven't 

changed anything. We advance from inside the horror of abomi­

nation. And we advance, because we bring it about, and we refute 

it. What worries me the most right now is that there is no anxiety 

about pollution. True, the ecologists have made us worry about 

nature, that's their great contribution. But in other fields-Felix 

Guattari said as much-this ecological anxiety has not taken hold. 

There is no ecological anxiety about art. But there should be. I 

don't see why ecology should be litde birds, flowers, the smell of 

the atmosphere, etc. Ecology is everywhere. Painting is ecology. 

Mores are ecology. Our relations vis-a-vis children is ecology, etc. 

It means that pollution, in the broad sense of the word, is moving 

through art. 



Art claims to occupy a privileged position in culturt, but th"e are too 

many artists by now for art to remain a privileged activity. 

I agree. There is a sort of purism of culture, a purism of art . . . 

And it tUJesn't corrtspond anymort to what is rtally happening to art. 

Thert's too much art evnywhert for art to rmiain something special 

the last repository of the auratic traaition. It is not evm a matt" of 

aesthetic quality, but of massive ov"exposurt. Thert's too much of art 

evnywhert. The worse is that it Mesn't only concern art, as art people 

lteep trying to convince themselves in order to prtserve a last smse of art 

centrality. Thert's too much of evnything too much of too much, as 

Baudri/lard would say. The prolif"ation of art, the insane inflation of 

museums-the Guggenheim Museum building sprte, the MoMA 

quadrupling its space, the Whitney's expansion only art the la~st 

examples-and cu"mt metastasis of biennaks are not specific to the 

art environment, they are no diff"mt from what is happening 

everywhert else. The manic agitation of art crisscrossing the planet and 

pushing its warts betrays a growing smse of futility, evm of despair. Art 

is simply losing its raison detrt. 

The notion of ecology is a global notion, not a local notion con­

nected with matter and materialism. It is connected to the mind. It 

is connected to aesthetics. There isn't just green ecology, but what 

I would call gray ecology. I believe there is a pollution of distances, 

not simply a pollution of substances. There is an aesthetic pollution. 

We would understand nothing about the impact of advertising 

without involving "aesthetic pollutionn in its fundamental sense. 

"Aesthetic pollution" doesn't mean that it's ugly, or that it's beautiful. 

It means that it interftrts. What is pollution? It's interference. So 



the modern world interferes in art, as in mores, as in inter-per­

sonal relations, etc. 

What would an ecology of art amount to then-stopping tht inttrftr­

mct altogether? It's impossible. 

The ecological idea has entered the realm of matter, but it has 

failed yet to enter other realms. The pollution of the life-size is 

not of the same nature as the pollution of nature. Polluting the 

water, the air, the fauna is one thing, polluting dimensions is 

another. The pollution of distance never stops contracting the 

world. It has to do with closure. People believe the world has no 

end, but it not true. The world is more and more closed and more 

and more contracted. 

Tht art tnvironmmt has actually contracted sinct it starttd covering 

tht mtirt plantt. Ont could tvtn say that it has txpantkd at the 

expense of art itself. 

What I am saying about distances is also true of sense and meaning. 

There is a pollution of meaning. The television is more and more 

polluted and "reality-shows" keep only adding to it. But for me, 

the key element is the accident. Well, you could replace accident 

with "sin," but let's call it the original accident. As soon as there is 

invention, there is accident. The contrary emerges. Not simply in 

the field of transportation and transmission, but in the field of the 

transmission of meaning, in the work. 

So thtrt's a kind of reversal Expansion turns into retraction, progress 

into disaster, spttd into polar inertia. It's not only cars that crash. 

~ , • . , r. , ..,. .. 



J. . . 
I, 

• .. 
. " 

Disasters can happen in slow motion. 

I am trying to bring home that there are both. I believe that you 

can't create good without creating evil. It's like the top and the 

bottom of a surface. You can't take away the top and leave the 

bottom. You can't create the positive without creating the negative. 

Why do people censure negativity? Why don't they look for it each 

time there is something truly original? Including in my own work. 

Where is Virilio's negativity when he talks about dromology? This 

really interests me. That would be a real critique. Negativity is a 

positive task. 

What is the negativity of negativity? 

When you invent a concept, an art, a sculpture, a film that is truly 

revolutionary, or when you sail the first ship, fly the first plane or 

launch the first space capsule, you invent the crash. So, it's not 

simply a footnote on the "Six O'clock News" when they show the 

Concorde catastrophe, it's a phenomenon happening every 

moment. And so long as we do not recognize this ambivalence, we 

can't make progress. When Duchamp does the "Nude Descending 

a Staircase" or the "Big Glass," he invents something, and at the 

same time what is its accident? What is Duchamp's accident? 

Well, the "Big Glass" got cracked 
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The Museum of Accidents 

Negative Monuments D The World Trade Center Was an .Accident 

D The La Vtllette Slaughterhowes D The Writing of Disaster D 

Pixelization 

Yt1u put together an exhibition calkd "Unknown Quantity"1 which is 

opening today at the Fondation Cartier in Paris. It is the blueprint 

for a project that you have thought about for a very long time and 

called: The Museum of Accidents. The show is matk up of various 

footage of catastrophes lifted from the news: September 11, Chernobyl 

etc. as well as of a number of art films in the same vein by Bruce 
Conner, Tony Ounkr, Wolfgang Staehk, Peter Hutton, etc., all tkaling 

with accidmts. Last night I heard a visitor say: "'Virilio had us come 

all the way here to watch the news. • And that's intked what it is 

about. Altogether newsreels and films are meant to present what you 

calkd the other day a composition of accidmts, of catastrophes. 

A composition of catastrophic speeds. 

ls this composition catastrophic enough for you? 
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Negative Monuments 

I will answer outright: that is precisely why there should be a 

Museum of Accidents. The exhibition here at the Fondation Canier 

pour I' Art Contemporain is not the museum I have in mind. To do 

that would require a colossal amount of work, with scientists, 

philosophers, the military, etc., collaborating. This exhibition 

merely is the prefiguration of the Museum of Accidents for which I 

have petitioned for twenty years ... And I did say twenty. 

Luclty the global accidmt didn't happen in the meantime. Although 

we" cmainly getting there. 

So, what docs it mean? It means tearing natural or artificial cata­

strophes out of the realm of the tabloid press, the scoop hungry 

"Six O'clock News" or "Prime Time" and stage it. But this exhi­

bition is just a preface, a sketch, a giant kaleidoscope. To illustrate 

the phrase by Freud, "Accumulation puts an end to the impres­

sion of chance." 

You put this sentence in the hall of the exhibition. Fmul wrou it in 

1914-15, and it was followed by an unprecedenud accumulation of 

disasters, wars and txtnminations. And you obviously don't believe 

that these were mere "chance" events. Can a discrtte quantity of filmic 

docummts and art videos crammed in a dark space underground at the 

Fondation Cartier, like a bomb shelter or Plato's cave, manage to 

suggest the enormity of what is happming under our very eyes? Because 

the most horrifying may not rom be perceptible. Svetlana Altluiroich, 

in the discussion you both had in the film who gave its title to this 
exhibition, recalls the strange sensation she had mttring the unt of 
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Chernobyl In spite of the tumble of helicopters and armored cars, there 

were no memies to be stm--and no obvious casualties. Tht dead were 

wallting, they only were victims in time. I just read that a handfal of 

them has tvm chosm to return there to live as if nothing ever hap­

pened, growing their own vegetables and drinking the rain water that 

leaks ftom the I 0-story high suel-and-concreu sarcophagus constructed 

over &actor 4 in ground-water and eventually drains into tht Dntpr, 

the wakr reservoir for Kiev. The catastrophe is all the more ominous 

for being invisible. It reminds me of artist Alfonso fa" who toolt thou­
sands of horrific pictures of the genocide in Rwanda, but finally 

decided to simply bury them all in black boxes that ht txhibiud in the 

darlt. There was nothing to see either, and it was a far more pownfol 

statnnmt than any attempt to bring all tht atrocities out in the opm, 

as the press did. By tht same toltm, art itself became a casualty of the 

massacrt. But can ont nail accidents in a museum, like butterflies? 

Obviously this is not the Museum of Accidents I was thinking of. 

I resorted to using the archives of the French National Audio-Visual 
Institute (INA) and the Agcncc France-Prcssc (AFP) because scien­

tists do not keep documentation on their own disasters. It would 

require a legal depository of major catastrophes that would be the 

equivalent of the legal depository of war archives. There arc war 

museums, and now there needs to be a Museum of Accidents, 

because the World Trade Center is the equivalent of a war. It signaled 

a significant change in the nature of conflicts. Auschwitz and 

Hiroshima were declared the heritage of humanity- and rightfully 

so; they arc negative monuments- but now we must also recognize 

major accidents, which are the fruit of human inteUigcncc, the fruit 

of human effort, the heritage of humanity. They arc not the result 

of error but, I would say, of complete success. 
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What does negative exactly mean for you? 

It means that we remember in order not to do it again. The pyra­

mids were preserved in order to remember the tyrannical character 

of the Pharaohs, who wanted to live forever. And History has been 

anxious to preserve this memory of Egyptian civilization. The 

same goes for the Greeks, the Middle Ages. As for us, in the 20th 

century, we have begun to preserve the concentration camps. 

Hiroshima, Auschwitz arc negative monuments. For me, it's an 

extraordinary advance. I led a campaign in France to classify "his­

torical monuments" as negative objects. I am talking about the 

fact of preserving its negativity, to catalogue it as negativity for the 

museum. They're finally taking into consideration the accident in 

the history of historical classification. It's a momentous event. The 

duty to remember is no longer simply remembering the great 

poets, the great painters, the great leaders, etc. Now it's the mem­

ory of Evil, too. There is a memory of Evil, in the mythical sense 

of the word. The same goes for Chernobyl. The accident begins to 

have a place in history, through its memory. So it begins to have 

a place not simply as an accident, but as an clement that runs par­

allel to positivity. Herc we find ourselves in another logic that 

touches on everything. 

Quite a few arumpts in that direction have mlUk by sculptors and 

architects in Berlin and elsewhere over the /mt twmty years. Positive 

monuments oftm seem to worlt at counter-purposes, mort meant to 

alleviate the guilt than account for the tked. I will except one prttty 

bewiidning attempt, because it testifies to the i"eprtssibk lofic of 

memory when it is being recyckd in the pment. I am talking about 

the memorial to the victims of WWII that WIZS ertcted in the late 50s 
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in Vienna. Some thirty years later, the ways people viewed the war 

having somehow changed, it was pointed out to the municipality 

that this memorial matk no reference the extermination of the Jews. 

The same sculptor was eventually asked to supplement his work with 

an extra element that would account for that. He chose to make the 

statue of an old bearded Jew in traaitional garb with skullcap. The 

old man is shown sweeping the floor with a broom, his back bent 

pretty low. It was so low that tired tourists got into the habit of sit­
ting on it. A new row of complaints ensued and the hard-pressed 

municipality decided to deal summarily with this embarrassing situ­

ation. They surroumkd the Jew with barbed wire. To me this 

desperate attempt to repair the desecration by committing a new one 

was the best possible memorial to what haa been done to the Jews 

and they should have kept the barbed wire right there. Possibly 

unroll it around the entire city of Vienna while they were at it. It 

took a long time for Austria to face up to its own responsibilities in 

the war and this turned out to be the perfect monument to what they 

haa done because they had done it again. This monument couldn't 
have been conceived beforehand, and no one was really responsible 

for it-it was /rind of the death of the author-but it was implaca­

ble. This may have bem also what the Actionists haa been trying to 

do in their own way by torturing their body publicly. 

I would agree with you. I think there's some parallel between the 

duty to repent, between the classification of the camps as negative 

monuments, and Actionism. Otto Muhl and the Viennese Aaionists 

arc people that mimic in the flesh negative situations. Self-muti­

lation is a negative act. So, there arc some subtle issues at stake in 

chcir work. 
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The World Trade Center Was an Accident 

It isn't surprising that tht duty to memory would havt become such a 

crucial issue since it is contemporaneous with tht achievemmt of "rtal 

timt"' of tht media. Instantaneous communication achieves a •nega­
tionism" of another ltind, less political than purtly aesthetic. You 

suggested that much in your tssay on Ptttr K/asm. It is a rtal inaus­

trialir.ation of forgetting that is bting orchestrated on a hugt scale in 

tht prtstnt, ana it maltts it all tht mort necessary to pay attmtion to 

the accident. Accitknts ustd to bt considtrtd an exception, something 

that shouldn't havt happtntd ana would taltt everyone by surprise. 

You ste them on tht contrary as something substantial, tvtn rigorously 

necessary. Moreover thty'rt bringing out in tht process tht rtal naturt 

of technology. dismissing the delusions of progress and optimism. 

According to you tht accident isn't just a question of if. but when. It 

is trut of tt"orism, which adhtrts to tht samt logic as it increasingly 

relies on speed ana technology. 

This is an Aristotelian exhibition: the more effective, the more 

performative a substance is, the more qualitative it is and the 

more the catastrophe is quantitative and pernicious. le is the 

shadow cast by genius, and this shadow has began to illuminate 

the earth, because the earth has been reduced to nothing. 

Reduced by what? By acceleration, by speed. This exhibition is 

the conclusion of the exhibit on "Speed" [La Vitesse] that we pre­

sented in Jouy-en-Josas in I 991. When you work on speed, you 

work on accidents. Why? Because there is a loss of control. What 

is speed, what is acceleration? A loss of control and emotions just 

as much as a loss of transportation. A plane crashes because it is 

out of control and crashes more surely the faster it is going. An 



old airplane, a glider, merely glided; it would fall because of a 

mistake by the pilot~r not even the pilot, let's say the glider's 

passenger. But now we arc caught in a race for speed, which 

means we have not only accelerated the means of transportation, 

the means of production and the means of information, but we 

have also accelerated the catastrophes themselves. The question of 

time and of the privilege of fast-speed is daunting because we 

have the tendency of losing our power of control. Today the tech­

nologies of real time arc preventing us from judging directly and 

we don't have any choice but transferring to an ultra-fast machine 

the power of perception, the power of acquisition and the power 

of decision. This shift of political power in favor of the machine 

is forbidding. Catastrophes have accelerated with the acceleration 

of substance. That is why we need a Museum of Accidents. 

~ may alrtaJy have it: it is the world we're living in. But it will 
be a museum for others, Martians, extra-terrestrials, visitors from 
ou~ spaces, who would pay it a visit afin" our dviliZlltion crashed. 
The accident is no longer local it is global and permanmt, lilte the 
sinister saullites that lteq, orbiting the planet, or the drunltm driver 
whom you quou in your introduction: •1 am an accident looltingfor 
a place to happm. ,. Accidmts art bound to happm and the only ques­
tion is whm and where. But whenever we become awart of 
something. it's alreaJy too late. Accidents art not in the accidmt, they 
always prtcede it. 

We can no longer ignore the fact that in the 20th century, we 

have gone from a symbolic local accident-the "Titanic" sinking 

somewhere in the North Atlantic, taking fifteen hundred people 

to the bottom-to a global accident like Chernobyl, or even what 
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is taking place presently in genetics or elsewhere. We used to have 

in situ accidents, accidents that had particular, specific impacts; 

but now there are general accidents, in other words integral acci­

dents, accidents that integrate other accidents just as Chernobyl 

continuously integrated the phenomenon of contamination. And 

if the heroic "liquidators" who put the sarcophagus on the reac­

tor hadn't managed to do it, all of Europe would have decayed. 

With Chernobyl we had-but we could just as well use the exam­

ple of the World Trade Center-a major accident. Why? Because 

it is a temporal accident. In terms of place, there was an accident, 

a local one, Chernobyl, Pripiat, Bielorussia, but on the temporal 

level, there was an astronomical catastrophic phenomenon taking 

place-the radionuclide takes centuries to disappear. We were 

faced with an unprecedented accident and it was a prefiguration 

for other types of accidents such as stock market crashes that are 

interactive phenomena. And I would insist on this: interactivity 

is to information (in the fundamental sense of the word informa­

tion) as radioactivity is to nature. 

What intn-(sted me in the visitor's passing remark at the opening is 
what you didn't exhibit: static documents, or staged debris, the mod­

ern equivalents of romantic ruins. It was not a representation of the 

accidmt, but a presentation of it in action. Yt,ure bringing out the 

accidmt through the same medium as the accident itself. 

Precisely. Here is an example of the Museum of Accidents. (Virilio 

points to an AFP photo of a Boeing 747, a TWA accident metic­

ulously reconstituted in a huge warehouse after it mysteriously 

crashed at JFK on November 19, 1997.) It is a Museum of the 

Accident, as if we were trying to read "the Writing of Disaster," 
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to take up Maurice Blanchot's expression. We are picking up all 

the pieces to reconstruct what has happened. (It is the etymology 

of the word accident.) I propose the same thing, not at the level 

of a fuselage, but of what happens in the world. Why? Because 

now all accidents arc major, they arc no longer minor. The 

"Titanic" was a minor accident whereas current accidents arc 

major, all of them, by virtue of their power. This photo is 

emblematic, and I put it on the cover of the Cartier catalog. It 

looks like an Andreas Gursky. When we prepared the English ver­

sion, the editor of the Times told me, "I cannot put that photo on 

the American edition." I said, "What? It is my photo, I don't have 

any others. And then, what's more, we used it for the French edi­

tion." He said, "No, I don't want to be sued by TWA." So I 

replied, "Listen, that's not my problem." And he said, "I'll look 

into it." An hour later, he called me back. "Paul, he said, it's great, 

we don't have any more problems." I asked, "You came to an 

agreement?" "No, there is no more TWA." So you sec, that is the 

truth, and the truth will set you free as Christ said. This exhibi­

tion is not a gadget, it is dead earnest. 

You're setting up an investigation para/kl to the one carried out by 
specialists in catastrophes. 

Yes, but it is on the cultural level. When you build a car, you do 

crash tests to improve its performance, its safety, especially its 

performance when it turns, the way its holds the road, what hap­

pens during impacts, etc. My exhibition is a cultural crash test, 

not only functional but cultural. The same could be said of con­

temporary art. It has been crashing since World War I, a war 

victim through Expressionism, Surrealism, Viennese Actionism, 
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and terrorism today. Now it is time to recognize that we are vic­

tims of major accidents, and war is one of them. But today, 

accident and war are the same thing. You just have to look at the 

World Trade Center. 

Yt,u rmumber Stockhausm's unabashed commmts on the Wor/a Tratk 
Cmter attack. He said that it was the most beautifa/ work of art ever 

made. So th~ again, technology, accident and the worlt of art join 

together beyond good and evil The media is only tragic to the extmt 
that it deals with catastrophes and accidents. Otht'rWise it is just soTM 

kind of frtak show. Link stabs of gore sandwiched betwem Bud and 

Bush. It's the usthetics of disappearance. 

That is all it is, but there is no thought behind it. And that is why 

I say the accident has to be exposed, to play on words: exposing one­

self to accident or exposing the accident. The major accident is the 

Medusa of modernity. To look the Medusa in the face, you have to 

use a mirror. Its face has to be turned around, and this is the aim 

of the Museum of Accidents. That is not what the media does 

because they deal with scoops and sensationalism. 

Do you know Gbicault used to hang a flayed piece of ox in his stu­

dio in order to get in the mood to paint "The Raft of the Medusa"? 

"The Raft of the Medusa" is a tragic work, like Jacques Calot's 

"Disasters of War," or Hieronymus Bosch, or "Guernica." I am not 

the author of this exhibition. 
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The La Vtllene Slaughterhouses 

Ont of the ways you chose to bring out ail of this is by overexposing 

the materials. In your exhibition, every sertm sptalts of catastrophes, as 

if nothing else existed in the world. 1-ou overexposed the accidmt to 

make it appear for what it is: relative and unexpected, but necessary. 

I did that because the accident is censured. I should mention that 

I am doing this here because the Museum of Science and Industry 

in La Villette did not. 

La Vilkttt used to house the famous Paris slaughterhouses. 

And the slaughterhouses became the Museum of Science and Indus­

try. But let's go back to the beginning. It all started with Three Mile 
Island, Harrisburg. In 1979, I wrote an article for Libbation, where 

I had good standing at the time, a full-page article: "The Original 

Accident," saying that it was urgent to question the idea that the 

accident is relative and contingent. Each invention creates the possi­

bility of a specific failure. I suggested that we should imagine a 

prospective of the accident, and even directly invent the accident in 
order to determine the nature of the invention. I had a show on the 

RAI, the Italian television. They asked me to do an interview on 

speed and technology. "Where do you think we should do it?" they 

asked. And I said, "In the ruins of the La Villene Slaughterhouses." 

The program was aired and it so happened that the Left took over 

the French government. The idea was put forward for what was to 

become the Museum of Science and Industry. At the time, Fran~ois 
Barre, who was close to Jack Lang, the Minister of Culture, asked 

me, "What do you think should be done." I said, "Simple. You've got 



to integrate the Museum of Accidents into the Museum of Science 

and Industry, require that each discipline-chemistry, biology, 

physics, mechanics, automatism and everything-should present its 

own genius, and its horrors, in their proposals. This genius and this 

horror belong to science." I am aware that Jack Lang introduced in 
the competition guidelines a sentence that hinted at that. 

Obviously, it did not happen. Why? Because it is not marketable. 

Since science has become techno-science, it sells products. Selling 

them is not scientific, which is why they were censured. Then, in 

1986, the Museum of Science and Industry opened in the La Villette 

Slaughterhouses-a symbol, for those like me who have the war in 

mind. That year, we had Chernobyl and the Challenger. The origi­

nal accident of a space shuttle, a sign in the sky. So I wrote a text, 

"The Museum of Accidents." I used museum on purpose, a museo­

graphic term. In 1991, the Fondation Cartier got in touch with me. 

"We are doing an exhibition on Speed with a catalog and everything. 
You are our inspiration for it." We did a fabulous exhibition. What 

happened ten years after follows the same logic. Herve Chandes from 

Cartier told me, "You have to do an exhibition. What do you want 

to do?" "The Accident. I have done an exhibition on War and 

Bunkers; I did an exhibition on Speed; the Accident will be my last 

one, because the three go together. I have nothing else to say." He 

said, "All right, we'll see." And then came September 11. 

September 11 is an accident emblematic of the current disorder. 

Why? Everyone tells me that it is not an accident. But it is an acci­

dent. Unlike the first attack against the World Trade Center, there 
was no missile, no bombardier, no explosives. And there were three 

thousand deaths, more than Pearl Harbor. Pearl Harbor left twenty­

five hundred dead, aircraft carriers, torpedoes, bombs, Super Zeros, 

etc. In 1993 two Islamic Fundamentalists already tried to bring 



down the World Trade Center. What did they want to do? Going 

back to a transcript of the trial, which I have, I rcaliud it right away. 

What they wanted to do then was even better than September 11. 

The transcript states that they brought in a Ford van, a rental, only 

a few dollars, not even purchased it, and they filled it with 600kg of 

explosives. A joke: you can find that on any public works site or 

mining operation to blow up rocks. They go down the World Trade 

Center access ramp-the three of them, or four- and the charge 

explodes too early. 

They weren't able to get to the right place. I remind you that 

the World Trade Center did not have cement columns, which 

means that the structure was extra-fragile. So what did these peo­

ple want? They wanted to knock over the first tower so it would 

fall into the second and thtn both collapst onto Wall S1"tt. How 

many deaths did they expect to inflict? Just do the math! I'll do it 

quickly for you. There were approximately twenty-thousand peo­

ple in each tower, which means forty-thousand dead in one blow 

because both would have collapsed. There would be nobody left, 

no firemen in this case. The towers would have crushed entire 

blocks. They calculated the cost/efficiency ratio: three men, a van, 

a few dollars, 600kg of explosives, two hundred fifty thousand 

deaths. The cost/ efficiency ratio is better than Hiroshima, better 

than Dresden or Hamburg. The September 11 attack was an acci­

dent that was carried out from above since explosives were not 

reliable enough. With terrorism, the new mass terrorism, accident 

is used in lieu of weapons. The fragility of modern societies is such 

that there is no need for missiles or aircraft carriers, it is enough to 

give a few men some box cutters-nineteen men, two planes, 

crash bang! Three thousand dead. Accidents arc no longer minor, 

they are major. 
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The Writing of Disaster 

And this is what you tmd to show with this exhibition by bringing 

together what are gmna/Jy rtfi,,rd to as exceptions? Thm the exception 

would become the rule . .. 

It is hidden, I would say, in the usual flow of information. There is 

continuous catastrophic information. This catastrophic informa­

tion is a new knowledge, one that is hidden: it is the "writing of 

disaster." The point is not to cause fear, the point is to read the 

writing of disaster in order to oppose it. 

The various interruptions have to be connected like a dotted line in 

order to make sense. 

The interruptions have to be connected to reach a prospective 

knowledge of the threat. The threat of what? Not of terrorists! The 

threat of our own power, of our arrogance. The strength of the ter­

rorists is our pride. The hubris of someone who builds a twelve 

hundred foot tower-an extraordinary feat-with no cement core. 

In France, you are not allowed to do that. I am the director of the 

Ecole Speciale d'Architecture in Paris, and we do not have the right 

to do that. The Montparnasse Tower is in cement. It obviously 

moves in the wind, but not much. It moves; it does not vibrate. 

The World Trade Center vibrated, suffered when there were storms 

in New York. I have a cassette that Stephen Vitiello gave me. He is 

the one who did the sound for the Cartier exhibition. Months prior 

to the attack, he put sensors on the towers, and you can hear them 

during the storms. You hear them on the cassette. You can hear 

the suffering. It is a.n ideal performance. Twelve hundred feet, 
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that's higher than the Eiffel Tower. Without cement. It is a feat at 

the expense of solidity. It is exactly like the Rum Road with the Tri­

marans: eighteen at the stan, three at the finish. I repeat, our 

slowness is our power. 

Aristotk thought that "subst4nct" was absolute and the accidmt rela­

tive. For you it is the m,me. 

The accident reveals substance. We could replace the word revtal 

with the word apocalypse. The apocalypse is a revelation. The acci­

dent is the apocalypse of substance, in other words, its revelation. To 

put it another way, the revelation of the World Trade Center was its 

suffering as a performance. It was extraordinary to build twelve hun­

dred feet without a structure, with a simple steel weave. But this 

performance came at the price of an unprecedented catastrophe. 

It was a challenge, but they did not anticipate its m,mal. 

No. There is a sort of human sacrifice in performance. I will take 

an example. Take a plane now, since planes were what they used. 

Airbus is getting an eight hundred or one thousand scat airplane 

ready and someone asked my opinion. I said, "Eight hundred 

deaths." They replied, "Stop! You always look at the bad side." I 

said, "Are you kidding me? Listen, let's do a thought experiment 

and I will offer you a solution." You know what a thought exper­

iment is, they arc not common enough. Physicists arc not the only 

ones who should do them; philosophers should too. Take a thou­

sand-scat airplane, that makes one thousand dead. You accept it, 

the proof being that you find I am exaggerating when I say one 

thousand deaths. Which means you accept it. Which means that 
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the passengers arc going to accept your sacrifice: they arc consenting 

victims. Maybe myself included, it's possible, if I need to get to 

New York. Let us go a step farther. Not very far, in fact. Just a cen­

tury ahead is enough. We have invented a flying super-island that 

can travel at hypersonic speeds. You can travel, for example, to 

Tokyo in cwo hours, or even one hour, for one Euro. This is a 

thought experiment. The island is so unheard-of that it has to be 
made into a mass phenomenon. So I will exaggerate the figures: 

rather than one thousand people, let's say, for example, ten thou­

sand. Do you take the risk? Well yes, the cost of transportation, 

etc. All right. Then we go even further. We make an even bigger 

island. We put forty million people on it, you take the risk. It is 

obvious. Progress in air transportation is a tolerable sacrifice until 

the day you tolerate it no longer. It is the same thing with nuclear 

energy. Now we are giving it up: the sacrifice is no longer tolerated. 

Ecologists are the only ones saying it. We arc in a cumulative 

phenomenon that is in the process of creating an integral accident, 

let us say, in general terms, of substance. But knowledge? "Science 

without conscience is but the ruin of the soul," wrote Rabelais. We 

are confronted with the accident of knowledge. 

This catalogue, "Unknown Quantity, ,. , is about the accident, but 

there is an accident of art too. Your warning to contemporary art has 

been quickly dismissed as if it was just an aesthetic judgment. It was 

also often attributed to your ignorance of contemporary art, which is 

hardly the case and we have documented that earlier. It is tn« that 

few artists today wouia turn to the Impressionists for a model. but you 

merely see them as paradigmatic of the kind of mutation that is 

expected from art today. Actually thinking back on the discussions 
about art that we've had, I was struck by how coherent your argument 
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was. This hasn't bem acknowledged mough by those who dismissed 

your criticism a little lightly. 

I have faults, but I do not chink one of chem is incoherence. 

In your previous boo/ts you brought out the importance of the inter­

ruption. If we didn't blinlt, we wouldn't be able to see. Wt would be 

glued to the screm. Interruption is what allows us to talte our distance 
and reclaim our consciousness from the blindness of sight. Movement 

and stasis feed into each other, /ilte the feeling of stillness and security 

that comes ftom going on high-speed on the highway. Interruptions 

wake us up ftom the delusions of control. This is also the fanction you 

attribute to the accident. It forces us to thinlt. 

It is part of the accident of knowledge. The accident of an is the 

accident of knowledge. 

The problem now is that there are no possibilities of learning ftom it. 

You said earlier that we do not believe our eyes: we could still believe 

our eyes if we could cu,se them. But they are glued to the screm. 

That's right. Overexposure is the live broadcast, it is real-time 

replacing the past, present and future. A society that heedlessly 

privileges the present necessarily privileges the accident, etymologi­

cally: that which happens. So somewhere the end of the future and 

the end of the past, in our societies of immediacy, of ubiquity, of 

instantaneity, arc necessarily the advent of the accident. The live 

broadcast is a catastrophe of time. When I say catastrophe, there is 

a positive clement in it, but it is frightening at the same time. And 

this "double bind" is the new form of tragedy. Positive progress is 
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always bearable, but accidents become unbearable. This is what has 
happened with nuclear energy and it has led Germany to close its 

reactors. This is a considerable event. This shift will lead to others 

that arc not in the field of energy. 

The acciamt always happens in the prtsmt, but is untimely. 

But at the same time, it isn't fatal. My work is an attempt either 

for scientists or artists-to move beyond the observation and look 

the Medusa in the face, what St. Paul said will happen to us. Paul 

used a phrase-an extraordinary phrase for our time: "You will be 
saved" -in other words, you will pass on, you will not dissolv·c-e -

as if by fire. You have to look the fire in the face to go through fire, 

like the clowns who jump through a ring of fire. The ring of fire is 

globalization, major accidents. It is Hiroshima, Auschwitz, etc. If 

we turn our eyes away, all is lost. You have to jump through the fire, 

not to destroy yourself, but to keep hope alive. 

Is there not a danger of being fascinated by fire? 

Of course, but the danger exists. Suicide bombing is a fascination 

with death, an eschatology. I have great fears. There is already a 

party of the accident, the Green party. But they do not know 

where to stand, whether to go on the left or the right. I am afraid 

that after that we might have a second party, an Eschatological 

party of which Nazism was a kss sophisticated foreshadowing. And 

I do mean less sophisticated. Hitler was a novice compared to the 

cschatological parties to come. This Eschatological party was 

formed in a confined area, around Auschwitz. Today, it has 

reached the level of globalization. Next to the Green party, there 
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is the risk of having a Black party. The suicide bombing-which 

at present is Islamic, but could be something else tomorrow­

foreshadows the Eschatological party, in other words, the hope for 

an end, for nothingness. A nihilism reaching far beyond Slavic 

nihilism and even Nazi nihilism. Because it's about exterminating. 

Whm you camouflage tkath, it comes back all the stronger. 

You have to look death in the face, which means passing through 

fire, and that requires-if you are not fascinated by death-a 

hope that reaches beyond hope. I believe that, to a certain extent, 

you cannot understand the level reached by new technologies, by 

the power of human intelligence, without some knowledge of 

spirituality. Prehistoric people looked dinosaurs in the face. Our 

dinosaurs are our shadows, the shadows of our own intelligence. And 

I remind you that dinosaurs died in a cosmic accident. 
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The Accident of Art Sylvere Lotringer / Paul Virilio 

lt-fovi11g from a civilization of the itnagt lo 

digiJalization entalls an (Tptual •correction" of 
the world. Now the 11,achines themselvts becomL 

opticians, lhty reconstrod perccpt1on. This is a11 

unprtcedenud evmt. The vision machine and 

the motor have triggered a catastrophe in tlu 

arts and they haven't ltarud from it. On tlu 

contrary, they art masking the accident wztJ, 

commercial success. 

Urbanist and foremost theorist of technology, Paul Virilio 

trained as a painter, s tudying under Henri Matisse, Georges 

Braque, Bazaine, and de Stael. Jn The Accident of Art, his 

third extended conver ation with Sylvere Lotringer, Virilio 

looks back on the century in order to address for the first 

time the impact of technology on contemporary art. This 

book completes a collaborative trilogy that began in t 98S 

with Pure War and continued in 2002 with Crtpuscular 

Dawn. an examination of the collapse of space into speed in 

architecture and bio-technology. 

ln The Acadn,t of Art, Lotringer and Virilio argue that a direct 

relation exists be~·een war trauma and art \\'hy has art failed 

to reinvent itself in the face of technology, unlike perfon11ing 

art? Why has art simply retreated into painting and surren­

dered to digital technology? Accidents are inventions in their 

own right. They can also free us from speed-induced inertia. 


