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ORDER FROM

CHAOS

WHETHER IT'S THROUGH COMBINING DIVERGENT
APPROACHES OR BY SUBVERTING WESTERN
NOTIONS OF AUTHENTICITY, CAMILLE HENROT’S
WORK HAS ALWAYS THRIVED ON DISORDER. BUT
AS SHE EXPLAINS, HER CURRENT EXHIBITION HAS
PUSHED HER TO THE BRINK OF INSANITY

INTERVIEW — Rachael Vance
PORTRAITS — Marton Perlaki
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Earning a reputation for taking on
projects with big ambitions, artist
Camille Henrot is best known for
her 2013 film “Grosse Fatigue™.
This striking snapshot of civilisa-
tion won the Silver Lion at the 55th
Venice Biennale, captivating the
international art world. As a sto-
ryteller, Henrot’s fascination for
investigating the human condition
motivates her poignant reflections.
Sleek spoke to the French art
luminary while she was on resi-
dency in Rome to discuss her ca-
reer’s beginnings, highlights and
current trajectory. Offering an
insight into the mind of this cul-
tural interpreter, Henrot shared her
musings on notions of order and
authenticity and revealed the anx-
ieties that underpin her work.

SLEEK: What are you doing in
Rome?

CAMILLE HENROT: I'm working
on a lot of traditional techniques,
making a lot of drawings, learning
about painting frescoes and dealing
with large scale bronzes. The
Fondazione Memmo invited me
to the city. They have recently es-
tablished a contemporary art pro-
gramme where [ will be holding
an exhibition next year. Rome is
very beautiful and inspiring. But
right now I have to say, it's mostly
play rather than work.

As someone who blends an array
of critical and aesthetic ap-
proaches, do you identify as
simply an artist?

I don’t think about artists in terms
of the way they work and the kind
of fields they touch. For a long
time I was very uncomfortable
with being labelled an artist, but
recently I've relaxed about it. This
started happening when I began

PORTRAITS

reading more writing by artists. |
was recently reading Gauguin’s
diary — the one he wrote when he
was very old in La Maison du
Jouir. It was referred to as the
house of pleasure but he was all
alone with his legs completely
damaged and he had no one to care
for him. He wasn’t selling anything
and was super-grumpy. He was

writing about his perception of
drawing, the pain he had in his
legs, not having money and his
wife who had left. I identified with
him very much and now I relate
myself more to the label of artist
when [ think about daily life and
my relationship to the world.

Your work encourages slippages
between Western and non-West-
ern thought. For example, in
your current touring exhibition
“The Pale Fox™, West African
Dogon people are juxtaposed
with everyday materials from
‘Western society. What is the mo-
tivation behind this blending?

I think the first time | started deal-
ing with this theme was with my

work in Egypt called “Cynopolis™
from 2009. I was interested in the
way the origins of art history often
start with Egyptian art and how
Western culture appropriates mo-
ments considered to be important
and rejects others. I felt like the
whole story of how culture devel-
ops is derived from misunderstand-
ing. In this process of appropria-

tion, there is misunderstanding,
there is reinterpretation, and this
interpretation gives birth to a new
movement. But these new move-
ments are often initially perceived
negatively.

As in inauthentic?

Exactly. but everything becomes
authentic in time. And although
we tend to relate the concept of
authenticity to the notion of time,
it’s also an ethnocentric idea that
was created out of a Western con-
struct of art from the 19th century.
So with Cynopolis | was trying
to explore the awareness of this
phenomenon by adapting the same
idea to the way African and Asian
culture has been appropriated in

Western art and how guilt had
become integrated into the aes-
thetic of works produced during
colonialism. You can definitely
see this phenomenon in Cubism
and Surrealism and the way those
movements appropriated African
and Polynesian culture while lots
of people were being tortured,
pillaged and dispossessed. The
French Surrealist Michel Leiris’s
description of how he stole a sacred
sculpture n “L"Afrique fantome™
is a good example of such am-
bivalence towards the realities of
exploitation.

I guess this comes from a deeper
curiosity in finding something
familiar in something foreign.

I think we are only able to perceive
the exotic through the familiar. The
creation of the exotic is a familiar
process. The exotic is the way
‘otherness’ is transformed into
something familiar, and so the
exotic cliché becomes more famil-
iar than the actual reality. In fact.
these clichés really belong to
Western culture, and the real ‘oth-
er’ and experience of ‘otherness’
can only be accessed once you
have accepted the idea of delusion
and disappointment. You know
human beings are still like kids,
we take pleasure in hearing the
stories we have been told before.

Mythology is an important
theme in your work. But what’s
its role in contemporary society?
It’s true. I'm fascinated by mythol-
ogy because it represents the his-
tory of culture while also determin-
ing how we conceive culture too.
Here in Rome, I'm in contact with
mythology everyday, like the
Baroque depictions of the story of
Apollo and Daphne. | love that
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style because it’s so excessive and
[ can see a strong connection be-
tween it and the swell of culture in
our digital age today. In my opinion,
mythology is re-entering humanity’s
consciousness through our relation-
ship with the internet. The whole
idea of what is true and what is not
is being challenged by the accumu-
lation of information. The experi-
ence of the internet is the experience
of'excess and it is also an experience
ol envy and jealousy. The least love-
able and noble tendencies of man
can be found online. The online
perspective is not a very admirable
or controlled image of human desire.

Your love for excess and its rela-
tion to obsolescence and useless-
ness is intriguing. In The Pale
Fox there’s a sculpture of a cel-
lotape dispenser, which seems
to typify the banal and the re-
dundant. You often seem to com-
bine elements of high and low
culture.
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I spend a lot of time looking at the
objects on my desk. Also, when |
go to the doctor I am fascinated
by what they have in their waiting
rooms, on their desks. and the way
these things are placed. The ob-

jects are supposed to represent

power but they are also ridiculous.
More often than not. the doctor
will have one of those huge tape
dispensers. which just look so
silly. Every time I see them. I al-
ways think:

‘Why would you have a tape
holder that takes up all this room?
Wouldn't it be more elegant to
have a small tape in your drawer?
And wouldn’t it be even more
elegant to just do everything on
yvour iPad?’ One day perhaps
things like that won’t exist any-
more, who knows. Most of the
bronzes in The Pale Fox were
conceived out of this process in
which we try to introduce ratio-
nality to something that is funda-
mentally irrational.

You create installations that ap-
pear to simulate the enveloping
experience and flow of film,

Before I became an artist | wanted
to be a feature film director like
Steven Spielberg. | envy how mu-
sic and cinema are able to engage
the viewer. I like it when I feel
completely immersed when expe-
riencing art. Today, however, it is
very difficult to concentrate on the
experience of looking at art be-
cause there is always something
there to distract us. I think that we
have lost those intense, physical
experiences art used to invoke
because we are constantly inter-
rupted and distracted. With regard
to creating experiences, | have a
utopian vision, which is something
I tried to achieve with The Pale
Fox. There is something ridiculous
about attempting to immerse the
viewer, and my aim is to create a
situation that you will never find
in another context. As an artist it
is interesting to try to create a

space where people’s minds feel
more opeén to id\.‘ﬂb.

How do you order the disparate
objects and materials you use in
your installations?

It comes from a combination of a
lot of things. It’s a process that’s
related to madness but it’s also
about perfection. Nowadays, there
seems to be this idea that everything
has to make sense, and that if
there’s even one aspect of a work
that doesn’t make sense, then the
entire thing has no meaning. It's
like this anxiety that everything
needs a place and if just one part
of a work doesn’t have one place
then it means order collapses. But
this isn’t true, it's just a superstition.

Do you think this anxiety comes
out of fear?

Yes, it's completely connected with
fear, with the fear of death and the
fear of disappearance. It’s the same
fear that brought about the origin
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of the museum, or the same fear
felt by the obsessive-compulsive
person who accumulates newspa-
pers. In my forthcoming book
“Elephant Child” I outline one way
of addressing this anxiety, which
is by transforming systems into
schemas, and by trying to connect
everything, as my previous works
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have done. Before I came up with
this idea, I drew a diagram with
the ages of man and different mo-
ments in the story of the universe
highlighted by different colours
and branches. This chart then be-
came a map where I distributed
the different categories between
the four cardinal points of north,

south, east and west. What I want-
ed to do was explore how the sym-
bolic network of the compass
points could be combined with the
initial diagram I had made in order
to create new associations between
the ages of man, geometric shapes,
parts of the body, stages in the his-
tory of the universe and different

biological groups. The square is
important because it represents an
image of totality or exhaustion.
This is something that Gilles
Deleuze described very well in
“The Exhausted”, a text I read af-
ter finishing The Pale Fox and its
predecessor Grosse Fatigue from
2013.
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Compared to the rest of your
material in The Pale Fox, your
sculptures stand alone as very
substantial yet quiet pieces. Do
they represent some sort of ther-
apy for vou?

It’s true that they have a very dif-
ferent energy from the rest of my
work. When [ think about the
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exhibition [ think that energy came
from a sense of anxiety. However,
the sculptures came from a more
playful and distant part of myself.
When [ start making a sculpture
and stop having fun, I stop making
the sculpture and move onto an-
other one. In a way, there is this
part of my work that is very

disciplined and almost masochistic.
The whole process of buying five
hundred items on eBay and doing
these charts and maps and studying
them is a little mad. Just making
the list for the exhibition was a
headache. It was the same with
Grosse Fatigue, writing the voice-
over was such a long process.
Editing the images was a nightmare
and my assistant and I became re-
ally sick. There was a super-long
list of different footage lines be-
cause there were more than 25

four times previously at the
Chisenhale Gallery in London, the
Kunsthal Charlottenborg in Copen-
hagen, the Bétonsalon Centre for
Art and Research in Paris and the
Westfilischer Kunstverein in
Miinster, it is less heavy to install.
[ am never happy with exhibitions
because | always feel things could
be done better, or | regret a choice
I have made. So having the chance
to reinstall a show several times,
especially with a show that has
more than 100 elements, has given

THERE IS
SOMETHING
RIDICULOUS

ABOUT
ATTEMPTING
TO IMMERSE
THE VIEWER

CAMILLE HENROT

images running simultaneously. It
was really crazy, but I guess I'm
driven by this idea of going to the
brink of madness by trying to pro-
duce the impossible object.

How would you describe your
aesthetic?

The word that comes to mind is
messy. You can only work with
chaos if you find an order in chaos.
When I started working people
were telling me, *You are putting
far too much in your exhibition,
there are too many things, if you
want to be elegant and be appreci-
ated by critics just put one thing
here and one thing over there.’ |
never did that, I always wanted
everything to be in the same exhi-
bition and put all my ideas in the
same film. My aim was to create
something that
dense, which is probably a good
way to describe my practice, too.

was extremely

What are your upcoming proj-
ects?

I have a show in Berlin that will
be the last iteration of The Pale
Fox. Because I have installed it

me the opportunity to refine this
question of choice. Maybe I am
the only one who will notice, but
I feel T have finally found the per-
fect place for each of the objects.

What is the perfect place?
There is a place that | consider
satisfying for my mind and eye but
it’s not an easy place to find.
(..\“I-I.[.-I'. HENROT WILL EXHIBIT “THE
PALE FOX™ AT JOHANN KONIG, BERLIN IN

SEPTEMBER 1015
WWW.IOHANNKOENIG.DE
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