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Shortly before his early death Yves Klein embarked on a project-journey he called Air Architecture. The idea was to create an architecture where walls, floors ceilings and roofs were all made of air streams. The project’s conception was greatly influenced by the fact that the artist was a judo expert and fascinated by Asian philosophy, particularly ideas of non-action and the void as ideal. The Chinese call this wu-wei, a concept that can be best described by thinking of a house: in wu-wei, it is the hollow inside of the house that make it useful for living. It was obviously something that Klein had considered carefully: embracing the impossible and expressing emptiness itself was at the core of Klein’s work. For instance, the use of IKB Blue was an attempt to recreate the memory of the blue sky in Nice he had known as a child.

Air architecture is an extremely utopian propos, in both a philosophical and practical sense. It would surely be a painful experience to spend one’s life surrounded on all sides by jets of air and the noise that it would produce would be deafening, as anyone who has put his or her head through the window of a train or car in motion knows. Not to mention the fact that producing a whole city of such buildings would use up astronomical amounts of energy. 

If we ignore all the practical issues, however, and assume that the project would be possible to realize, then what would the philosophical consequences be? It would mean that we would have a society without privacy. It would constitute a community where every aspect of life would be rendered visible; we would live in a 100-percent transparent world. The thought is fascinating and terrifying, even as a fantasy.

I have always had a strong sense that Klein’s work is humorous. But is it funny or is it ironic? We cannot really take Air Architecture seriously, or can we? In talking about this we need to take into account that Klein is an enthusiast with a capital “E.” To call his humour deadpan would itself be funny – he is too committed in his endeavour – yet it is exactly this contradiction that makes it funny. If we label something as being funny it loses its very essence in a second. I think that there is a profound humour in my work that has never been talked or written about. But the fact that it is muted, just as it is in Klein’s work, is an expression that it works. To make an analogy with Lao Tzu’s wu in wu-wei – this is a type of negation that does not simply negate, but places us in a new kind of relationship to objects. It is a kind of “waiting” or “expectation” that allows us to appreciate the potential locked inside the things that surround us. The useless has use only when it is seen outside of the ordinary; it is simply useful in the realm of ideas. A block of wood could be turned into a beautiful sculpture or burned in a fire. By showing the block itself we show these, and all the other potential uses, inherent in the wood. It is also this that Lao Tzu attempts in his writing and what Klein does with humour in his work. It remains a potential laugh or tear that lies in the very heart of his production.

My work has recently been greatly influenced by Yves Klein’s ideas. A fundamental objective in my artistic work is to move key aspects of the private and domestic into the public realm. I do so in an attempt to make inter-human communication more meaningful and profound and in a new way bring art closer to life. I use my private experiences as a starting point of the work, but the pictures are taken in public spaces with an involuntary and spontaneous audience, thus ensuring that the whole process of making the artwork is rendered visible and public. I also go one step further, because in the actual presentation of the work I invite other artists and other professionals to participate in, and so change, the exhibition. What happens when the exhibition in itself changes during its short and temporary existence? What are the implications for the visitor when this takes place? The very form of the exhibition approaches that of life, in the respect that we can (most probably) foresee what tomorrow will bring based on the experience of today, but we can never be quite sure. The process of the exhibition is thus not only rendered visible, it also becomes a process that is without end in the sense that the set of possible futures remains infinite until the show closes. The exhibition is not finished at the private view, but only when it closes on the last day. It is like life: it is not complete until it meets the arms of death.

Art approaches life, but as a depiction or representation of life. It approaches life in the form of an anti-realism in which the process of the exhibition mimics the logic of life. It is the process and the individual representation that make up the essence of the exhibition. But in this case what happens to aesthetics?

From an aesthetic point of view you might say that the whole exhibition at Göteborgs konstmuseum was constantly and deliberately in deterioration and yet in terms of ideas more daring each day. The work presented by myself, Gavin Wade and Stéphanie Nava became ever more complex and difficult to decipher. Each of our contributions would have been stronger, bolder, more confident, if they had been presented as three solo exhibitions. But what is the point of making a “good” exhibition? Is beauty found there? Isn’t that just like being the good pupil at school? I find that evaluating whether an exhibition, film, theatre production or concert is “good” or “bad” rather shallow and futile. The only relevant question would be about whether the questions an exhibition, screening or event raises are relevant and pertinent. If not, then the artist is simply there to please his or her audience. I profoundly hope that as artists we can contribute with something far bigger and more important than that. Don’t we, in the role of visitor, want to be challenged? Don’t we want to be able to question our own values and lives through art? Or do we just want assurance that our lives are good and our actions are equally good?

Whenever I make an exhibition I want to stir up emotions and discussions. Every time I create a new project I am convinced that it will be brilliant and wonderful, but I am never sure. Having now lived this experience many times I have become convinced that putting myself in this vulnerable position is the only way I can work. Through this research into transparency I am finding a whole new realm related to the role of the artist that opens doors to a whole new set of discussions related to authenticity. In order to do so I need to collaborate with other artists and non-artists, even if I cannot take for granted that all the necessary artists will want to join me in this process. It takes much courage on the part of an artist to trust me to infringe on his or her own work (which is often the most important and precious thing in their lives). For those who dare to embark on this journey with me I am eternally grateful. I also admire them for their open-mindedness and their willingness to participate in projects that remain extremely open-ended and experimental. Those who take the leap tend to be greatly rewarded. Here I have to return to Klein and his Air Architecture because it wasn’t a project he developed alone. He collaborated with a group of people, in particular, the architect Werner Ruhnau, with whom he had already collaborated on Klein’s large public commission in Gelsenkirchen. “Werner Ruhnau and I,” said Klein, “regard cooperation in art as having always been most important and human.”

Both Gavin Wade and Stéphanie Nava are artists with whom I have collaborated over many years and we have established a mutual trust, something essential in this context. At an early stage of the preparations for Repetitive Time I contacted Gavin Wade and Stéphanie Nava to explain my ideas and how I foresaw their participation in the exhibition. I wanted the exhibition to start like a conventional photo exhibition; then, after two and then four weeks, their pieces would be added to the exhibition. Their briefs were very different. I asked Gavin to remake Fitness Chart, a piece that he had made based on a concept I had devised for an exhibition called 3 in 1. The idea for that exhibition was developed by the two of us and included our artwork, alongside work by the Polish artist Goshka Macuga. In preparation for the exhibition each of us created the concept for a piece we wanted to produce. These concepts were then ceremoniously handed over to the other two. We produced our pieces, but also two made pieces based on the two other concepts. The final exhibition was made up of nine pieces based on three concepts by as many artists. In the original 2001 show in London, Gavin’s Fitness Chart was already ironic and when he decided to remake it almost four years later he decided to make it even more so. Fitness Chart is a graph that stretches along the entire space and shows (in an incredibly simplified manner) how much human potential from 0-100 percent has been utilized in government and in art, respectively. It starts in 5000BC and finishes in 3000AD. There are a great many mysteries regarding how this should be interpreted, which just makes the piece all the more interesting. The most striking aspect of Fitness Chart #2 (which was not the case in the original version) is that art, gradually and without any setbacks, uses more and more human potential over 8,000 years. This means that the red line, which denotes the use of human potential in art, is simply a straight line that starts at 60 percent and slowly but surely rises to 90 percent. Other oddities include the fact that government only uses its potential more efficiently than art at three points in history. The first time this happens is roughly around 550BC, which seems to indicate the first democracy in ancient Athens; the second two points will happen in the future around 2300AD and 2900AD. Before that government is in slow decline after a violent and mysterious dip and rebound lasting from 800AD up until the present day. However you interpret this decline in the use of human potential in government, it ignores the French Revolution, the abolition of slavery, the liberation of the colonies and the rise of Western democracy. According to Gavin, however, this 1,200-year bad patch for government seems to have passed and he has a positive outlook on today’s government. Could this be due to the fact that we have seen the end of the Cold War and that women are finally getting an increasing chance to participate in politics? Or is it just that he now has two children and that, as a father, he is rightly convinced that both of them will lead politics into a golden age that will last the next 400 years?

This wonderful and joyful play with such serious matters is exactly what attracted me to include Fitness Chart #2 in Repetitive Time. It offers a fascinating counterpoint to the complex temporality of the pictures that were shown on top of the graph, while drawing out their humour.

Stéphanie Nava’s brief was very different from Gavin’s, but then so is her work. For Repetitive Time she had to respond to a far more complex situation. Not only did she have to take into account my seven framed photographs, but also Gavin’s graph. This meant that she had to create work made specifically for the exhibition and that clearly related to the work already on display. Her response, Les Regardeurs is both beautifully poetic and conceptually eloquent: groups of swallows perched on the graph lines interacting with cassette tapes. The birds are overlooked – or guarded – on one side by a man dressed in white coming out of a square hole and on the other by an angry-looking, barking dog. My photographs were taken on three continents and seven different countries so it is singularly important that the swallows are migratory birds. The same applies to the cassettes, because no matter what they contain, they were made to document reality and safeguard memories, also a central theme in the photographs.

Stéphanie’s piece plays the role of a negotiator, bringing together the timelines and the issues raised in my photographs and Gavin’s graph. She brings in her own personal interests, of course, a poetry that speaks of how the hidden violence between human beings seeps into everyday reality. The birds are in flight between continents and bring with them their memories recorded in an archaic and lo-tech way. The sight of certain birds and the sound of a given birdsong may trigger memories and place us in a given temporality. They may bring back memories of a distant childhood or remind us that spring or autumn has arrived. They bring innocence and their flight inspires our dreams of a better tomorrow and a sorrowless past, while reminding us that the hardship of the present is nothing more than a speck of time between the two. Just as Gavin’s graph reminds us of the futility of trying to leave our mark in history and the importance of fighting for the things that are close to us.

It has been suggested that my work is narcissistic; it has been said that it is strange that I write about my own life and work the way I do. Yet I see all of this is an expression of generosity and if I cannot talk about my saddest secrets and laugh at them then I feel that I am lying. The laughter does not mean that it is unimportant; on the contrary, it is by laughing at pain that we can start to take it in and accept it. For me, Richard Pryor epitomizes this process as he holds a delicate balance in his stand-up comedy. (The same is not true of his feature films). His work is based on the knowledge that the more painful the joke is, then the funnier it is. You might say that he wove a net of laughter and pain as lethal and self-destructive as Yves Klein’s. Did Pryor paint himself in to a corner because people expected that every other word would be a curse and that he would speak explicitly about sex and race? Either way his balance, performance and the timing of his provocation was genius; he has never been matched. 

Pryor took it back to the bodily experience. The body is locus of pain and laughter and no one has ever put it more eloquently how the two interact than the Russian (or rather Soviet) philosopher and literary scholar Mikhail Bakhtin:

“No doubt laughter was in part an external defensive form of truth. It was legalized, it enjoyed privileges, it was liberated to a certain extent from censorship, oppression and from the stake. This element should not be underestimated. But it would be inadmissible to reduce the entire meaning of laughter to this aspect alone. Laughter is essentially not an external but an interior form of truth; it cannot be transformed into seriousness without destroying and distorting the very contents of the truths it unveils. Laughter liberates not only from exterior censorship, but first of all from the great interior censor; it liberates from the fear that developed in man during thousands of years: fear of the sacred, of prohibitions, of the past, of power.”

Maybe the thousands-year-old fear that he talks about also offers a clue to the joy of collaboration? When we share authorship through collaboration we are able to dodge this fear since we are not the sole author. Do we share responsibility like we share a laugh? Ultimately, laughter is about sharing, in contrast to ownership and authorship. What riches are we able to take with us to the grave? How can we control how our work will be reinterpreted, forgotten or rediscovered after our death? We do not even have any control over how the audience perceives the work when it is shown for the first time. Everything we produce or acquire is like the beauty of a young man or woman or like a flower in bloom. We can enjoy it for the moment, but it will wither and fade. But the beauty that we find in our exchanges, experiences and laughter is real and, despite our inability to keep it, it multiplies and grows according to its own parameters. Collaboration is a meeting of bodies and minds and so goes against the ideas of ownership, authorship and authority. Collaboration goes against the institutions of authority like laughter goes against the powers-that-be. Laughter is liberating because it breaks down the interior censor and opens a space in which we can be free of our fears.

All this highly personal work is part of the path I have chosen and, to me, the journey – the path – is more important than the destination. It took me 15 years of intense art- and exhibition-making even to see the path I am on. In order to find this way and stay on it I need to keep up an ongoing conversation with a select group of people around me. An important path-director has been Zhang Wei, a freelance curator and co-founder and co-director of Vitamin Creative Space in Guangzhou, China. Our first collaboration took place at the ICA in London during her Institute of Contemporary Agora project. The word agora comes from ancient Greek and means square or public meeting place. Prior to the project she asked the public what they were missing during their visits to the ICA and then tried to give them what they wanted for one day. One member of the public wished to be able to discuss a displayed artwork with the artist. Unable to get the exhibiting artist to attend, Zhang Wei set up telephone lines that allowed visitors to talk to an artist even if he wasn’t the artist. I was busy preparing a shoot in Stockholm at the time and during the afternoon I would talk to members of the public about the exhibited work. After the experience, I am convinced that every art gallery and museum should have a telephone hotline to an emergency artist available to talk about the work being exhibited.

Zhang Wei came to Repetitive Time in Gothenburg to take part in a public discussion with the curator Lena Boëthius and myself. During the event I wanted to tell the audience the wonderful artistic and conceptual gift Zhang Wei has given me. I tried to say that she opened my eyes to the influence of Asian philosophy on my work, but that is way too simple. She has given me something far greater: she has changed how I look at my work in such a profound way that I find it impossible to express, because it is already a part of my being and work. This is also one of the problems and blessings of rich dialogue and collaboration. Where did it start? Who gave whom an idea? Was it your or my idea to start with? In the end it is impossible to say, because the ideas are born in the space that we share between us when we are in a deep and meaningful exchange. 

Two people with whom I have developed ideas in this fashion over many years have also contributed to this catalogue: Claire Canning and Laurent Devèze. The texts are in themselves collaborative and have been developed in a dialogue style. They are not interviews; they are interlinked in a far more intimate way and they also lay their own process bare. This way of working has been carefully devised and uses modern technology in a very rudimentary way. The writers come from France and Ireland, but live in Sweden and the UK so we sent text and images back and forth until it all took shape and we had content with which we were happy. Claire and Laurent are friends of mine, which raises another relevant question: how are friendship, dialogue and collaboration interlinked?

It is here that dialogue and collaboration gain their importance; it is not about results but process. It is an open-ended method in which the outcome is shrouded in darkness. It is my firm belief that no creative person is any better or worse than the people with whom he or she continues a dialogue. In the end, it is the honesty, depth and liveliness of these exchanges that decides the quality and pertinence of an artwork. So it is a great honour to have worked with Stéphanie and Gavin, but also Lena Boëthius at Göteborgs konstmuseum, whose constant input into the exhibition and whose blind faith in art and the artist was, and is, a constant source of inspiration and admiration. I could go on forever and list every person with whom I ever had a meaningful dialogue. While I will not bore you with such list-o-mania, I do need to mention four other collaborators who are less visible, but were essential in the creation of this book: Tom Ridgway, who edited the text and whose input is always too important for words; Henrik Gistvall, who designed the book so beautifully; Hugo Glendinning, who made the images printable; and a special word to Bo Nilsson for reopening my eyes to Yves Klein. Thank you!

Yves Klein was an artist in the process of reformulating the role of the artist when his life was tragically cut short. He did so by engaging in a series of collaborations, by redefining the role of the audience and also by drawing explicitly from Asian art and philosophy. He was a truly conceptual artist, whose artwork was a signifier for the theories and ideas he developed. His artworks are, in a sense, of little importance (in accordance with wu-wei), what mattered were the gestures involved in their creation and the ideologies behind them. Just look at his “Void” exhibitions and the beautiful pictures of Klein and his friends un-hanging the works at the Musée d’Art moderne de la Ville de Paris in order to exhibit the empty spaces – to remove something as an act of art creation is enormous – or the tales of how Klein served blue drinks at an opening turning visitors’ urine blue. He never saw this as an art piece, but the sheer idea of an audience whose digestive tracts are actively engaged in the art-making process is too beautiful to ignore. 

The bottom line, then, is that art is an important form of inter-human communication. It operates according to different rules, is able to raise different issues, and communicate other aspects of life and do it differently to spoken or written language, film or music. It is only natural that the foundation of this dialogue is human communication itself – without that, art will wither and die. We will luckily never be able to fully understand or lay down the rules and roles of collaboration. What we can say is that the idea of art as the product of lonely geniuses is slowly, but surely, losing ground to a more pragmatic, creative and dynamic view of the artist and exhibition. This process is going far, far more slowly than I believed it would be when I first started to collaborate with professionals within and outside the contemporary art world in the early 1990s. We have come a long way in those 15 years – but we still have a long way to go. It remains, however, an interesting path and I am greatly looking forward to the future so as to see where this beautiful path will lead us. There will be much laughter along the way, hearty laughs that will liberate us from the censor who lives inside and outside us. 

