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Alexandre Singh

performance

The Memory of the World

Whether performing, sculpting or dra-
wing. Alexandre Singh is a8 narrator. His
work explores the worlds memory, dra-
wing inspiration from sources as diverse
as Lovecraft, Moligre, Gothic novels, TV
programs and scientific research. No mat-
ter what the medium, writing is central.
Sometimes he performs his texts, accom-
panied by images projectad on the wall in
an atmosphere mixing reality and fiction.

Since 2008 Alexendra Singh has
been making a series called Assembiy
Instructions, assembleges of images
inspired by everything from the Essays of
Montaigne to lkea stores. Thess, too, are
sometimes sccompanied by perfor-
mances. He also writes plays, like The
Schoo! of Objects Criticized and Dialogus
of the Objscts. Thesa two tests are presen-
ted in the form of highly theatricalized
sound installations: objects set on pedes-
tale carry out & dialogue that is somatimes
sarious and sometimes funny. The recor-
ded voices of actors are played back, and
the lightening emphasizes the liveliness of
the dialog. Singh's work has been widaly
sean in the U.5. (especially in New York, at
Mol A-PST, the New Museum and White
Columna), and more recently presanted in
Europe (Manifesta 8, Palais de Tokyo,
Musée d'Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris).
Born in 1880, this Franco-Englishman of
Indian origin now lives in Mew York. With
a slight British accent he explains how he
conceives his pieces through witty and
erudite associations.

Your work takes very varisd forms, ranging
from collage to performance. How did you
come to be anartist?

First of all, I'm not sure that I'm there yet.
Or maybe it happaned by accident. | went
to Duford to study art, thinking that 1°"d end

up doing something alse later on. When |
was young | was wvery interested in
creative fields such as music videos and
adwvartizing. In fact, I still am. And then |
realized that today, unlike the past, art
makes it poseible to work in various
domains without too much constraint.
That's why, for the moment, | make art.
Plus | edmire artists like Shakespeara, for
example, who do everything, instead of
just sticking to acting or playwriting. My
work has been very influencad not only by
Mozart's operas but also the films of Terry
Gilliam and Woody Allen, TV series like
The West Wing and cartoons like South
Park. But probably my biggest influence
has come from literature, especially
writers who are masters of narrative
inwention such as Diderot, Potocki, Dante
and Borgas.

Writing is at the heart of your practice. Your
Aszembly Instructions (2008207 1) are often
accompanied by texts, the installation The
School of Objects Criticized (0100 was inspi-
red by Moliére's UEcole des femmes, and
your novel The Margue of the Third Stripe
(2008), abowt the Iife of Adidas founder Adi
Dazsler, takes the form of 8 Gothic novel
with stories within stomes.

Writing is an imaginary world. One of the
things | find most motiveting, and which
doesn't get talked about much in contem-
porary art, is simply the pleasure of crea-
ting, of getting lost in that procesa. Often
when you go very deeply into another
wiorld you realize that it's made up of hal-
lucinations, like & dream, and that it some-
times calle up existential or social
questions. Text is an essential element in
the kind of theater end movies | like. Lots
of artists are interested in writing, espe-
cially in regard to wvideos, but | find that
evan when the images ara excellent the
text and the acting are always much
wesker. As for Gothic novels, it's like A
Thousand and One Nights, a story that
refaerances the form that contains it, &
procadure I'm very fond of. That's also the
idesa of sculpture.

For you writing and sculpiure are clossaly
lirked.

In my performance The Alkahest (2008], 1
tell a series of intertwined stories. An over-
head projector fills & room with a single
color. One of this piece's themes is sculp-
ture, a medium that's ebout the transfor-
mation of one form into another, one
material into another, according to Grean-
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berg's very narrative definition. God takes
one of Adam's ribs to make Eve, Ovid does
something similar with Dido and Aeneas,
and then there's Goethe's The Sorcerar's
Apprantice, reprised in Walt Disney's

Fantasia. This performance involves
golems and an alchemist who creates
Alkahest, a liguid thaet can dissolve along
with the cauldron thet containg it. This is a
vary textual performance because | tell a
story that lests three and & half hours. Tha
ovarhead projector is really no mora than
a campfire. It's very “anti-visusl,” and yet
the world | create is wery visual. Like a film
script, the story is told in the third person
and prasant tansa. I'm fascinated by tha
analogy batween alchemy and sculpture.

You started making Assembly Instructions in
2008, This senes comprises found images
that you cut up and glue together to make
wall diagrams. They could be considered
instructions for assamibling the world.

Of coursa! This is a ventura into an absurd
sttempt to preduce a theory of everything.
Rather than write an essay | wanted to
sketch out a thought process. I'm interas-
ted in Montaigne’s Essays whare you ses
somaona’s thought unfolding through
time. To the guestion of how a father
should treat his son, Montaigne replies,
*At first | thought such-and-such. | read
Cicero who said such-and-such. | talked to
someone in & tavern who told me such-
end-such.” This isn't argumentation or a
dialectic, just very human, a little Socratic.
That's & good analogy to my drawings.
The underlying ideas in the Assembly
Inatructions are there to be complated.
Some of them are simple and othars more
erudite. Thaere's no hierarchization—that's
the British aspect of my work.

Teke my piece ebout Ikea. | spend a lot of
time there because of my work (| buy a lot
of thair picture frames). These stores have
the same layout in practically every coun-

try, especially when you get to the floor
with a8 succession of model bedrooms. It
made me think of Renaissance palaces of
memary and mneamanice. Maybe all these
stores were conceived as a conspiracy, a
secrat enterprise to presernve human
knowledge, containing it all within thesa
epparently arbitrary arrangements of
duvets, toys, couches and bookcases that
elways hold the same 20 books in
Swedish on their shalves? Or perhaps it's
the world that serves as the index for the
lkea stores? If you changed the errange-
ment of these objects, would you change
the order of the world, destroy or create
realities without anyone noticing?

Very diverse associations of images, some-
times quotidian and et others histonc, go
inte the making of the Assembly Instruc-
tions, from An Immodern Romanticism
{2009 and Emotional Pornography 2008 to
The Pledge (2011). Instead of computers,
oespite their vintues, you seem to prefer
corkboards, paper, thumbitacks and biack-
and-white photos that allow a8 homogeniza-
tion of images, just as the passage of time
does with memonss.

It s@ams to be that analogue procedures
produce more aelegant results than impres-
siva digital effects. | like using collage to
mix places and times to create & new res-
lity. Black and white is useful in that regard;
the only danger is that it might ssam
nostalgic. In a collage the addition of two
elements produces something more than
just their sum. K's wvary surrealist. My
images, which coma from the Time-Life
encyclopadias or the Web (especially
Flickr}, are what dictate the project in an
organic way. They aran't used to concratize
&n abstrect idea but to go a little further.
Here's a sample of my associations. Whila
watching Sex and the City | started
thinking sbout Carrie Bredshaw's first
name. In French, carie means a tooth with
& cavity; the word punk comes from an
Indian language (it meant a rotten tres
trunk used as kindling); in the nineteenth
cantury a "punk kid”™ meant en apprantice
criminal; then in the 19708 nihilistic youth
called themselves “punks” to mean dead
inzide. All that's very interesting anecdo-
tally but not enough to be the subject of
en artwork. In his Imprompiu de Ver-
gailles, Moliére responded to & criticism
that he put “too much reportage” in his
taxts by saying that he shows more than
he says. That's what'’s going on in the
Assembly lnstructions.

The Assembly Instructions are reminiscent,
wariously, of the way artworks wers hung i
ninetsant i century Pansian Salons, strudc ure-
lisrm and psychoanalytic free association.
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That's true, and they also bring to mind the
Flemish Renaissance—like Brueghel's
images within images. Recantly in Rome |
saw Raphael’s The School of Athens,
where Zoroaster holds a star-studded
globe end Plato's face is inspired by
Leonarde da Vinci's. I'm really fascinated
by intensity of details, like in esoteric
diagrams and the Kabala. But the magi-
cian’s magic is creates as much pathos as
waonder, a8 Woody Allen so perfectly
Eexpressas, in my opinion.

Sometimes the Assembly Instructions are
sccompanied by 2 lecture-performance in
wihich you, in the persona of an actor with a
reassuring British accent, show imagss using
an overhead projector, 8 piece of technology
that'’s become almost obsolete nowadays.

These performances are a little something
extra, and yat more, and yet mora... I'm
not a baliever, neither in Man nor God, nor
in any absolute power of art. I like to play
with things, change them, turm tham
upside down—nothing radical. Mozart and
Shakespeara wera inspired by their own

A gruchalieft- « Assombly Instructions [Emotional
Pamagraphyd = 17 collages (ancadrés].

12 framed xerox collapes and dotted pencil nes
Cirdassousbeine: « Assombly Instructions Lochro
lkaa, Marzoni, Elan) =. Perdormance 3 White Columns,
Miarey York, 2009

works. Aristophanes rewrote The Clouds
twice. When you add performance, visi-
tors see the images differently this time.
It"'s not en explanation, just another, even
more hallucinatory way to see things. The
speech rhythm is very important. | use the
owverhead projector because it's a simple
way to show the images, & photocopy of
the photocopy, in a way. But there's no nos-
talgic aesthaticization of this technology.

You were inspirsd by AMoliére for your School
of Objects Criticized. &5 8 parody of him,
transforming the play LEcole des fermmes inio
an exhibition about which olyects hold 2 pretty
freewheeling conwversation. #s not wvery
common today for artists to be into Mblérs.
In the Paris metro you often see posters
for several productions of his plays occur-
ring the same evening, so | think Moliére
is still in the house in Franca!

Humaor is often 8 basic part of your work,
ewen if it’s often overlaid with melancholy in
Dialogue of the Objects for exampls, Lucky
Sirike and Marboro Red, father and son, talk
about death.

| think that about sums up all good art.
Including that past master, Woody Allen.

In The School of Objects Criticized, a8 toaster
“abstract sculpture™ and radio are set on
pedestals like sculpiures in an exhibition. An

performance

inoredibie set of associations turns them into
the wedding of Duchamp and Moliére.

The fact that it's the objects who are talking
adds & touch of humor and lightness, like
the animals in La Fonteine’s Fables. The
conversation and lighting effects produce &
dizzying sensa of movement all by them-
salves. There’s also a link betwean the
function of these objects and the paycholo-
gical profila of the character they represent.
Sarguei, the neo-post-Marxist bleach bottle
who likes to pick up girls, confesses that he
behaves like that because of the use-by
date stamped on his ass that he'd prefer
not to see. Once you know when you're
going to die you're already dead.

What s your next project?

I'm working on the text for a piece in the
style of Aristophanes called The Humans
[thera will ba a choir, music and a trial; the
humor will be simultaneously homespun
and sophisticated). The stage is divided
into a Dionysian world whose mastar is
the rabbit Nesquik, and an Apollonian
world run by the sculptor Charles Ray
(God commissioned him to make human
beings, who are neoclassical sculptures).
Thare's a bit of Pinocchio in it, a tragic
story about transformation and alchemy.
A story ebout golems and Frankenstein, &
universal model of our cultura.

Translation, L-5 Torgoff
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