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In Shanghai, the best shopping 
deals are secreted away from the 
high-street glitter in ever-changing 
locales: the fake-goods market is 
currently located on level B1 of the 
Science & Technology Museum 
metro stop, where countless little 
stalls offer, for a fraction of the orig-
inal price, counter feit Balenciaga 
sneakers or Rimowa suitcases. At 
these rates, even the matron of Jia 
Jia Tang Bao, a tiny l i t t le greasy 
spoon that serves delicious dim sum 

Art

THE SINCEREST FORM OF 
FLATERY?

Ever more committed to supporting 
contemporary art, Gucci and its 
creative director Alessandro Michele 
have invited artist Maurizio Cattelan 
to curate a thought-provoking 
Shanghai show about copies.

By Thibaut Wychowanok

By Éric Troncy

(an institution), can afford a “Gucci” 
T-shirt. But the fact is that wherever 
you go, from the stalls of Shanghai 
to  t h e  c l a n d e s t i n e  s t a n d s  o f 
Cl ignancour t, copies are every-
where, and the phenomenon is 
global. Indeed the virulent copying 
virus has also attacked the art world, 
a fact that the Yuz Museum in 
Shanghai – founded by mega-collec-
tor Budi Tek – is currently acknowl-
edging with the exhibition The Artist 
is Present. “Originality is overrated,” 

exclaims the introductory manifesto. 
So long live the copy? The show, 
curated by Maurizio Cattelan in part-
nership with Gucci’s creative director, 
Alessandro Michele, asks the ques-
tion with a certain irony.

Cattelan is too often reduced to 
his bravado and sense of derision, 
both of which he certainly needed to 
celebrate the copy in Shanghai with 
Gucci, one of the most copied brands 
on earth. But neither Cattelan nor 
Michele stoop to simple provocation, 
nor do they evoke level B1 of the 
Science & Technology Museum 
metro station. Unblinkered observers 
of today’s wor ld, Cat te lan and 
Michele seek less to celebrate the 
copy than to give meaning to this in-
cessant flow of reproductions, which 
reflect multiple realities: copy-pasting 
of internet images; a copy of the 
Lascaux caves to welcome hordes of 
tourists; copies on glossy paper of 
the Mona Lisa; pirate copies of films 
and music. 

In  16 rooms,  The A r t i s t  i s 
Present brings together 30 or so 
Chinese and international ar tists. 
The title, and the poster that goes 
with it, are in fact facsimiles of a no-
torious 2010 MoMA show by Marina 
Abramovic: a lookalike is shown on 
the poster of Shanghai and obvi-
ously the artist is not present and will 
not execute a single performance 
here. It’s a truism that the copy first 
of all underlines an absence, that of 
the original, it being understood that, 
with respect to art, the original is 
supposed to be inseparable from the 
individual intervention of the artist 
with respect to a physical object. 
The show sets out to deconstruct 
precisely this myth and to demon-
strate that art no longer has any use 
for such outdated ideas. The fetishi-
zation of the new, unique and per-
sonal, which was born along with 
modernity, was just a phase that is 
already behind us; there are now 
other paradigms.

The artist is absent, and there’s 
nothing wrong with that, because 
their ideas are all present and cor-
rect. Elaine Sturtevant (1924–2014) 
made a career out of reproducing 
the works of iconic artists of the 20th 
century; when Andy Warhol was 
asked about how he’d made one of 
his pictures, he supposedly replied, 
“Ask Elaine!” Among the works on 
d isp lay a t  the Yuz Museum is 
Stur tevant ’s reproduct ion of  a 
Martial Raysse, Peinture à haute ten-
sion; she never sought to produce an 
identical copy, but on the contrary 

usually worked from memory, using 
the same techniques to arrive at the 
same errors, but also with certain 
differences. By copying, Sturtevant, 
like Cattelan today, was simply ask-
ing the same eternal questions: what 
is an artwork? What makes it valua-
ble? Neither the object nor the au-
thor perhaps, but a powerful gesture 
that is as formal as it is intellectual.

T h e  a r t i s t i c  e n t i t y  R e e n a 
Spaulings, which appeared in the 
middle of the noughties, has decon-
structed yet further this cult of the 
author. A character out of a novel, 
Reena Spaulings produces perfectly 
real works while a gallery bearing her 
name has opened in New York. 
Thumbing its nose at the cult of ce-
lebrity, the project allows a collective 
experimentation which belongs to 
everybody and no one. In Shanghai, 
its surf boards are shown opposite 
S p e e c h  B u b b l e s  by  P h i l i p p e 
Parreno, an ensemble of golden bal-
l o o ns  i n  t h e  fo r m o f  c a r to o n 
dialogues. 

For the art world, Parreno em-
bodies the absolute symbol of a 
collaborative artist. His projects form 
dialogues: with Douglas Gordon for 
the video masterpiece Zidane – Un 
por tra i t du 21e s iècle; with T ino 
Sehgal, etc. The individual artist is 
dead; long live the artist as shifting 
and embracing community! But 
Parreno embodies another problem, 
that of the artist for whom the work 
is less about the object (the sculp-
ture, the video, etc.) than about the 
exhibition, the interaction between 
the elements that constitute it, the 
ecosystem that thereby establishes 
itself between them.

But mourning for the artist and 
the object is treated as a festive 
affair in Shanghai. And celebrating 
the copy turns out to be the ideal 
pretext for opening the Pandora’s 
box of existential questions that con-
cern art and society today. Copying 
is stealing? But it’s also a way of 
making something accessible to 
everyone. The collective Superflex 
has reproduced, using undercover 
photos, the toilets of the European 
Council in Brussels, i.e. one of the 
most secret and protected places in 
the Belgian capital, a grotesque 
symbol of a fortress-like EU that is 
distanced from its citizens. To copy 
is to desire? Is this desire more legit-
imate when its object is a luxury 
item, a sign of social status, or when 
it’s an ar twork? And what distin-
guishes the two today? The question 
of the artwork as ornament didn’t 

escape John Armleder, who is also 
present in the exhibition. His 1979 
series of Furniture Sculptures al-
ready highlighted the “trivialization” 
of art by mixing design and painting. 
Near to his work, a window from 
Barney’s department store in New 
York has been reproduced by the 
artist Margaret Lee… Trivialization of 
art on the one hand, but also exten-
sion of i ts terr itory on the other. 
Design, fashion, etc. – art today uses 
all available means and vampirizes 
every aspect of modern life. 

It would be impossible to dis-
cuss all the avenues opened up by 
the exhibition, so to conclude let’s 
consider its dazzling Postmodern 
s ide.  Th rough h is  se lec t ion o f 
works, Cattelan demonstrates that 
artists copy less than they hybridize 
forms and inspirations to create 
new wor lds that  t rans fo rm our 
perception. Xu Zhen deconstructs 
geographic and cultural hierarchies 
by a t tach ing Ch inese re l ig ious 
f i g u r e s  t o  s t a t u e s  f r o m  t h e 
Parthenon. Anne Collier reconfig-
ures images taken from mass media 
to create psychological associa-
t ions that e lectr i f y ideas about 
p o w e r  a n d  g e n d e r .  R a g n a r 
Kjartansson has got a local singer 
to per form a popular Ice land ic 
song, and in so doing has created a 
delicious time-space warp in an era 
of enraged debate about the ques-
tion of cultural appropriation. 

It would have been nice to find 
out Cattelan’s view on the subject, 
although he does treat us to the 
spectacle of a previously unseen 
work, an impressively accurate 1:6 
scale model of the Sixtine Chapel. 
But the show’s big idea comes 
through loud and clear, that the copy 
is a vital and positive force: repro-
duction allows circulation, reconfig-
uring the very idea of frontiers and 
categories; this oh-so-contemporary 
flow allows for evolution and hybrid-
ization. In this light, art comes across 
as an exciting mutant organism.

In this new world, where the in-
dividual creator is no longer so 
valued, the new masters are called 
curators or ar tistic directors, cul-
tural DJs whose genius lies in their 
abil ity to stage and sample ideas, 
forms and concepts produced by 
others. There remains just one 
question: why do these professional 
samplers sti l l al l dream of being 
called artists?

The Ar t ist is Present, Yuz Museum, 
Shanghai, t i l l 16 December.

Viewpoint

JEAN-MARIE APPRIOU’S 
GALLO-BRITISH LEGENDS

Inspired by the ancient myths of his native Brittany, 
sculptor Jean-Marie Appriou has created an oneiric 
world of animals, plants and characters that stands 
in refreshing counterpoint to mainstream art today.

He’s now the first French artist to 
have joined the much sought-after 
Galerie Eva Presenhuber (founded 
2003), where he finds himself in the 
company of  Joe Brad ley,  Ugo 
Rondinone, Tr isha Donnel ly and 
Franz West. The first Presenhuber 
show by this 30-something Breton 
o p e n e d  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f 
November, while the month previ-
ous, in Brussels, he showed at the 
Clearing gallery (whose New York 
branch also showed him in 2017), in 
what was a perfect demonstration of 
his singularity and knowhow and the 
very oneiric register of his preoccu-
pations. With his sweetcorn cobs, 
beekeepers and bestiary of chame-
leons, snakes and cats, Jean-Marie 
Appriou offers a fascinating counter-
point to the art of our times.

He was born in Brest in 1986, 
studied at the school of fine arts in 
Rennes, and makes no secret of the 
decisive influence of Daniel Dewar 
and Grégory Gicquel – for whom he 
worked as an assistant – on his art. 
For a long time his workshop was in 
Plouguerneau, right at the far tip of 

Brittany, and it seems to me that un-
derstanding his work requires that 
one not lose sight of this country of 
myths and legends, of Lancelot 
brought up by the fairy Viviane, the 
Lady of the Lake, in the Forest of 
Brocéliande… It’s an indispensable 
key to unlocking the complex tales 
orchestrated by the characters and 
animals that make up his sculptural 
world. At a time when young artists 
often try to master all the disciplines 
– painting, sculpture, installation, 
video, etc. – he’s chosen to concen-
trate on just one – sculpture – but to 
explore all its techniques. In Zürich 
he’s showing a new ensemble of al-
uminium sculptures, one of which is 
aptly named Crossing the Parallel 
Worlds. This large piece, entirely in 
the dul l grey of cast a luminium, 
shows an ensemble of perfectly ripe, 
life-size, elongated sweetcorn cobs 
( i t’s cur iously reminiscent of the 
large stone crucifixion at the church 
in Plouguerneau); the exhibition is 
entitled November and the works on 
d isp lay (maize and sunf lowers, 
among others) seem to be trying to 

connect us with the time of year and 
the cycle of the seasons. In the crev-
ices of these maize plants, arranged 
in volutes, a face appears, with eyes 
covered with Charon’s obols ( in 
Greek mythology, the mythic ferry-
man of the Styx would only transport 
the souls of the dead once they’d 
paid him a coin). The ensemble 
clearly lends itself to narrative inter-
pretation, and tells a strange tale 
supported by a composite iconogra-
phy. “The cosmonaut, the beekeeper 
and the bather are characters with 
whom I began sculpture. They are 
bodies to whom, as in theatre, I gave 
a role to play, and costumes. These 
characters have been given a script. 
The child astronaut evokes an un-
certain future; he is alone in space. 
In an early incarnation, the bee-
keeper who wears the hat of the al-
chemist f rom Jodorowsky’s The 
Holy Mountain is holding a bouquet 
in his hand as if he were going on a 
date, except it’s a date with the last 
bees who are alive on our planet,”(1) 
he explained with respect to an ear-
lier series of work.

C L E A R I N G

Jean-Marie Appriou’s Gallo-British Legends
Numéro, 2018

(by Eric Troncy)
1/2



Brooklyn / 396 Johnson Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11206, USA 
Upper East Side / 43 East 78th Street, New York, NY 10075, USA 

Brussels / Avenue Van Volxemlaan 311, 1190 Brussels, BE 
www.c-l-e-a-r-i-n-g.com

C L E A R I N G

English text English text

207206

C
o

u
rt

es
y 

o
f t

h
e 

V
&

A
 D

u
n

d
e

e,
 p

h
o

to
 b

y 
R

o
ss

 F
ra

se
r 

M
cL

ea
n

C
o

u
rt

es
y 

o
f t

h
e 

V
&

A
 D

u
n

d
e

e,
 p

h
o

to
 b

y 
R

o
ss

 F
ra

se
r 

M
cL

ea
n

At 64, Japanese architect Kengo 
Kuma has just completed the V&A’s 
remarkable new outpost in Dundee, 
which rises like a beacon at the en-
trance to the city. He’s also currently 
working on a number of projects in 
France, including the renovation and 
refurbishment of the Albert Kahn 
Museum and Gardens in Boulogne-
Billancourt, which are due to reopen 
next year. Numéro asked him about 
his philosophy and approach to de-
sign, as well as the sources of his 
inspirations.

NUMÉRO: In September this year 
you  c omp le te d  the  new V& A 
Dundee, Scotland’s f irst design 
museum. What was your inspira-
tion when approaching the com-
mission for this building?
KENGO KUMA: The towering cliffs 
of Scotland’s coast. We used pre-
fabr icated str ips of concrete to 

Architecture

KENGO KUMA’S GOOD 
VIBRATIONS

A globally renowned architect who 
has built all over the world, Kengo 
Kuma talks to Numéro about his 
quest for harmony inspired by the 
traditions of his native Japan, 
par ticuarly with respect to his 
latest opus, the V&A Dundee.

By Christian Simenc

imitate the natural texture of rock 
strata. The building looks like an ar-
tificial clif f that’s been dropped on 
the banks of the Tay. Some say it 
looks like a ship, but that wasn’t our 
intention. Especially at night, thanks 
to a light installation, the museum is 
a signal, an entrance gate to the city. 

Do you th ink  i t ’s  poss ib le  to 
expor t the Japanese aesthetic 
abroad?
When working abroad, what you im-
port is not an aesthetic or a style but 
the idea of harmony. In Japan it’s a 
tradition – there’s always a quest for 
harmony between architecture and 
the environment, a balance between 
the human body and the dimensions 
of what surrounds it. This is com-
pletely different to the Chinese tradi-
tion where monumentality is impor-
tant. In Japan we prefer harmony, 
r ight down to the tiniest detai ls. 

Architecture must be conceived at 
the scale of the human body; the 
over-scaled should be re jected. 
Harmony is a universal need, and the 
Japanese “method” can, in th is 
case, be reproduced.

I t ’s rare that your architecture 
can be understood front on, but 
rather from an angle or by sur-
prise, like Japanese gardens…
It’s a very Japanese way of doing 
things. And once again, contrary to 
the Chinese method, which consists 
in creating an axis that leads straight 
to the heart of the matter, with per-

fec t  symmetr y  on e i the r  s ide, 
Japanese gardeners and carpenters 
prefer zigzagging movements, a 
slow and gradual approach. It’s a 
very sophisticated way of reaching 
an end point. With this method you 
can create a very rich experience, 
even in a restricted space, with con-
stantly evolving depth and view-
points. In Japan space is generally 
very limited, but with this method 
you can create a wealth of impres-
sions, and it can also be adapted to 
a Western context.

You seem to have a hatred of 
th ick wal ls ,  prefer r ing instead 
light Japanese screens, or shoji. 
Why is that?
Thick walls aren’t comfortable for 
human beings. They can even be-
come a prison. Instead of a jail, I of-
fer softer frontiers, lighter partitions 
that act like filters and which avoid 
the image of an enclosure in which 

people feel they’ve been shut up. 
Urban life has become harder and 
people want greater security. These 
light membranes allow you to filter 
the view and to give a sense of pro-
tection. It’s a way of building the 
contemporary city.

Never divide a space with a solid 
wall… Would you say that fluidity  
is a very Japanese concept?
The continuity of spaces is indeed 
essentia l in Japan, both for the 
house and the garden. Bringing na-
ture inside is of ten an objective. 
Moreover, outside and inside aren’t 

considered contradictory, but as 
forming a whole.

Japanese architects always talk 
about Junichiri Tanizaki’s book In 
Praise of Shadows. Is it a refer-
ence for you?
Tanizaki was a visionary. It took me 
some time to understand the depth 
of his writings. As strange as it might 
seem, they’re at once both very phil-
osoph ica l  and ve r y  p rac t i ca l . 
Tanizaki shows how, for example, by 
harnessing the reflectiveness of the 
f loor, even the deepest par t of a 
space can capture natural light. And 
the method he describes is still en-
tirely per tinent today. We all talk 
about natural light, of course, but 
shadows are also very important. 
You don’t have one without the 
other. I like shadows a lot. In the for-
est, light exposes us, while shadows 
protect us. They also bring quiet and 
serenity.

Like the cosmonauts, beekeep-
ers and other “actors” in Appriou’s 
oeuvre, the corn cobs were realized 
in cast aluminium, a technique he 
claims to have learnt by watching 
amateur YouTube videos shot by 
“biker hobbyists who like to make 
belt buckles on Sundays.” It’s true 
that he likes to learn on his own, and 
he’s managed to master all sorts of 
techniques, among them ceramics; 
he grew up not far from the potter’s 
kilns used by his father – a sculptor 
and scenographer, who built sets for 
theatre and opera – but only began 
to try his hand at it after leaving art 
school. He says that he’ll be turning 
to ceramics once more, now that 
he’s built a kiln in his workshop that 
is big enough to fire bas reliefs. He’s 
also learnt tanning techniques: his 
f irst works in leather and ceramic 
already exhibit a stylistic freedom 
that contrasts radical ly with the 
times. Appriou doesn’t count on 
perfectly mastering all these tech-
niques, and is suspicious of the hab-
i ts acqu i red by the craf tsmen. 
“I sculpt all my models to scale in the 
workshop before they go to the 
foundry. Then, with my team, we go 
see the founders and we make them 
step out of their knowledge. We re-
consider what they see as ‘mistakes’ 
from a technical point of view.” He 
also counts a lot on the accidents of 
his autodidactic output, and nothing 
seems to delight him more than a 
solid piece of aluminium that has 
conserved the f ingerprints of the 
original clay model. There’s an epic 
dimension to the stories bound up in 
his sculptures, and the particularity 
of his quest, when you compare it to 
the art of his peers, is quite delight-
ful. Appriou practices a form of re-
laxed symbolism – “Enemy of teach-
ing, declamation, false sensibil ity 
and objective description, symbolic 
poetry seeks to clothe the Idea in a 
perceptible form,” wrote the poet 
Jean Moréas in his 1886 “Literary 
Manifesto” – and expresses the 
strange and the oneiric à la Gustave 
Moreau. He says himself that his 
characters have roles to play, stories 
to carry. Their theatrical dimension 
should not be neglected either, nor 
their practice of theatre since, after 
all, they recount a situation. 

His Brussels show, enti t led 
Grif fe, langue, rose et écai l les 
(Claw, tongue, rose and scales), fea-
tured many of his aluminium charac-
ters, this time almost coal black, as 
though petrified by a volcanic erup-
tion. A lyre player and a lit tle tiny 

chap rubbed shoulders with a besti-
ary composed of bats, piranhas, al-
l igators, snakes and fel ines that 
seemed even more half-starved than 
a cat by Brancusi, forming an en-
semble that was as inhospitable as 
it was disturbing – despite the odd 
rose blooming on the trunks of dead 
trees. The whole thing evoked a 
scene of survival, perhaps recount-
ing the state of nature after a river 
had dried up in a far-off country. (If 
there’s an “ecological” dimension to 
his oeuvre, it essentially takes the 
form of a constant celebration of the 
Earth, its creatures and its seasons.) 
Some of the animal sculptures were 
remarkably flat and only seemed to 
stand up by a miracle, but in fact re-
main vertical thanks to their consid-
erable weight. Contrasting with this 
desolate landscape was another, in 
a d i f fe rent  room, whose wa l l s 
sported chameleon heads and but-
terflies, multi-coloured and realized 
in glass – this time Appriou worked 
with a professional glass blower – his 
sculptures always expressing a sort 
of enraptured astonishment in the 
handling of material and techniques. 
They are, in truth, such strong distil-
lations of singularity that they can 
only delight in the context of a disci-
pline that is so often struck by the 
dead hand of conformity.

Appriou, very naturally it seems, 
offers the art of our times a liberat-
ing counterpoint, emancipating it, for 
example, from literal commentary of 
the woes of the world and abscond-
ing with it towards a much more po-
etic horizon – but one that’s no less 
connected to the present. For all the 
epic fables recounted by his sculp-
tures and their complex iconogra-
phy, they seem to take us back to the 
current moment in the development 
of the world and the story of man; 
symbolist, romantic too, his assess-
ment of this particular moment is 
presented to us in the form of a po-
tential journey. In his own words: 
“I like when things are like a William 
Blake poem. Artists create parallel 
wor lds and al low us to discover 
them, as poetry has created millions 
of universes since man became a 
poet. I don’t have any scientific per-
ception of things, but I like to look at 
their correspondences, observe 
them as little keys, or as doors which 
open new perceptions.”

(1) “Jean-Marie Appriou in conversation 
with Rebecca Lamarche-Vadel,” Cura 
Magazine no. 29 (2018).

November, Galer ie Eva Presenhuber, 
Zür ich, t i l l 22 December.

Is architecture a constraint or a 
form of freedom?
It’s neither; it’s a conversation. You 
spend all your time talking with peo-
ple to work out the best solutions – 
contractors, clients, craftsmen… 

You’re a fan of natural materials, 
particularly wood. Why?
Wood is a magical material, and it 
can entirely change the atmosphere 
of a space. It no doubt has some-
thing to do with the strong friendship 
between men and trees. We came 
from the forest, and trees are our 
oldest friends. Using wood is like in-

viting an old friend into your home; 
the space is soothed and becomes 
soothing.

What’s more, you’re using wood 
to build the Olympic stadium in 
Tokyo for the 2020 games.
Yes. In the 20th century, people 
thought that wood was only for small 
buildings. Now, thanks to new tech-
nology, we can construct very large 
buildings in wood. The Olympic sta-
dium is entirely clad in Japanese 
cedar, which creates a soft atmos-
phere. Although its capacity is enor-
mous – 80,000 people – each piece 
that makes up the structure is at a 
restricted scale. Wood brings a sort 
of domesticity and intimacy.

You often combine natural mate-
rials with advanced technology.
While we do like to use natural ma-
ter ials, we’re not at al l nostalgic 
about i t. Our goal is to achieve 

maximum lightness and transpar-
ency. While wood is as old as the 
hills, combined with contemporary 
technology it allows for very futurist 
solutions. Such as the Coeda House, 
in Shizuoka [Japan], completed last 
year, which is constructed from ce-
dar that’s been reinforced with car-
bon fibre, which makes its resistance 
under tension seven times greater 
than metal.

Did you design your own home?
My wife is also an architect, and not 
only that but she’s a specialist in pri-
vate houses. So, to avoid any poten-
tial conflict, I stepped aside and left 
her to do the whole thing.

Which room do you like most?
I don’t like being shut up in a box. 
I very much like being outside. So 
I prefer the big roof terrace, where 
I can hear the cries of children in the 
neighbourhood schools.

Do you remember the f irst time 
you were aware of  the space 
around you?
I have one particular memory. When 
I was a child, I lived in a traditional 
Japanese house, and I would play 
from morning till night with my set of 
wooden building blocks, sitting on 
tatamis. The tatamis had a very par-
ticular smell. Whenever I encounter 
it again, I’m immediately taken back 
to the atmosphere of our old house.

Do artists inspire you?
Even more than contemporary art, 
I’m very interested in music. It in-
spires me more. Moreover, there are 
many parallels between music and 
architecture – the idea of rhythm, for 
one. When he’s writing a new piece, 
my good friend Ryuichi Sakamoto 
wil l of ten go out and record the 
sounds of nature. I also find a lot of 
inspiration in nature for my buildings. 
I think our research is similar. What’s 
more, in music people of ten talk 
about “good vibrations.” I think it’s 
t h e  s a m e  w i t h  a  b u i l d i n g . 
Architecture shouldn’t just be a 
question of aesthetics; it must gen-
erate a vibration.

Would you say that that ’s the 
secret of emotion?
Quite possibly. Without that vibra-
tion, architecture is fixed and mo-
tionless. Architecture doesn’t have 
to be spectacular, neither aestheti-
cal ly nor with respect to atmos-
phere. People must be able to find 
comfort and quiet in it.
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