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This publication presents a sample of the
work produced by Marc Pataut (Paris, 1952)
during the 1990s. Those were the years of his
“first attempts,” an expression the artist took
from the French educationist, writer, and
filmmaker Fernand Deligny, who used it to
refer to his activity in the institutional context
of education. In borrowing the phrase, Pataut
was trying to express the experimental (or
experiential) dimension of a practice that
remains on the margins of predetermined
limits and results, running against the
institution yet also situated within it. The
“tentative” nature of his work, processual and
collective, always unfinished, adopts a
political function inside the public
institutional context that raises a series of
questions for the museum. What is an
artwork? What is an author? How are they
constructed? What is the role of the public?
What is the function of the museum?

In the 1990s, Pataut undertook one of the
most productive documentary experiments of
his time by resuming and redirecting the
debate on the politics of photographic
representation and the “reinvention of
documentary” posed by the previous
generation. The 1970s constituted a turning
point in photographic culture and its
institutions. It was then when the new
articulation of practices, discourses, politics,
and economics was established in the form
that still persists today.1 Allan Sekula, Martha
Rosler, and their San Diego group on the one
hand, and Jo Spence, Terry Dennett, and the
circle around their Photography Workshop in
London on the other, were the two main
contexts for a politicized reformulation of
documentary culture inherited from the era of
the Popular Front, which broke away from the
Cold War’s humanist legacy. The new self-
critical, empowering documentary aimed at
overcoming the paternalist and victimized
representation of the working class that
characterized humanism and culminated in
collaborative practices for the democratic
reinvention of artistic institutions.2

This incipient institutional democratization
was truncated by the effects of cultural
defunding produced by the new neoliberal
agenda of the Reagan-Thatcher era. In
Europe, and particularly in France and Spain,
the neoliberal trend adopted softer forms
under the Social Democratic governments of
the 1980s, but a turning point came in the
1990s with the emergence in France of the
“precarious” worker movements represented
by organizations for the underemployed and
the temporarily self-employed. A “precarious”
subjectivity overtook the former working-
class identity, whether based on the

industrial worker or on the unemployed. The
old dichotomy between employment and
unemployment diffused itself in the context
of the new forms of precarious labor intrinsic
to neoliberalism.

In this context, Pataut introduced a new kind
of documentary practice that is presented
here in a microhistorical approach: Can a
structural link be established between the
blossoming of a dialogical documentary in
Pataut’s activity and the moment of paradigm
change in social struggles brought about by
the rise of new social movements among
France’s precarious workers?

Trained as a sculptor, Pataut had abandoned
professional photojournalism after a stint at
the Viva agency in 1980. In 1981 he was hired
temporarily to run a photography workshop
for psychotic children at the day hospital in
Aubervilliers, in the Paris suburbs where he
lived, noted for its communist tradition. The
workshop turned out to be a foundational
experience. Pataut handed out Instamatic
cameras to the children and encouraged
them to use them in the least preconceived
way possible, not looking for good pictures or
even for pictures at all. The camera thus
became an instrument for play, an extension
of the hand and body, not the eye. This
automatism evoked photography’s capacity
to negotiate with the unconscious and
represented a space of freedom within the
institution. The results were displayed in 1984
at the communal theater of Aubervilliers
during a symposium entitled “Les écarts de la
raison” (The gaps of reason).3 The
experience with the cameras in the day
hospital became a prototype for practices
investigating the possible uses of
photography in public health institutions and
social services, and Pataut continued to
experiment in this direction in the following
years. Indeed, all his later work can be seen
as a logical consequence of that first
“attempt.”

While his project at the day hospital
confirmed a vocation for public service and
institutional critique, his readiness to
participate in the social mobilization of the
precarious workers was modulated by his
participation in the collective Ne Pas Plier
(Do Not Bend). Founded in 1990 by Pataut
together with the graphic designer Gérard
Paris-Clavel, the group aimed to provide
“political and aesthetic means” for the
movements of precarious and unemployed
workers, particularly the APEIS association.4

Paris-Clavel came from Grapus, a group of
French graphic designers that had hatched
from the 1968 protests and was active in the

1970s and 1980s. Grapus created an original
form of political poster art that combined
protest iconography with media critique. Ne
Pas Plier continued the earlier group’s
methods of appropriating and resignifying
mainstream advertising in favor of the new
social struggles, and they gained recognition
in the 1990s as followers of prewar agitprop
traditions. Their portraits for use as
photographic placards in demonstrations
became recurrent tools for protest, as did
their adhesive tapes with messages allowing
improvised information and display points to
be set up in the streets. During the May Day
demonstration of 1996 they introduced their
“galère du chômage” (galley of
unemployment), a kind of transportable white
cube that could be turned into an exhibition
space anywhere in the streets.5 Shortly
beforehand, in 1995, the Stedelijk Museum in
Amsterdam had presented an exhibition on
the tools and objects used by the group in
the street actions. Just as the street could be
turned temporarily into a museum, so the
museum could also become the street. The
“right to the city” was resignified as the
“right to the institution.”

Around that same time, in 1994, Pataut had
started to frequent Le Cornillon, a wasteland
on the plain of Saint-Denis, Northern Paris
region, that was inhabited by a small
community of homeless people. The place
had been designated as a site for a 1998 FIFA
World Cup football stadium, and Pataut
photographed the intimate everyday lives of
its inhabitants until they were evicted in May
1995. In 1997, Ne Pas Plier published a
compilation of the photographs,
accompanied by texts by Jean-François
Chevrier and Ghislaine Dunant. The
photographs were also shown at documenta
X in Kassel later that year. Pataut stated,
“With this work I wanted to show the
distance between a mediated language (a
discourse, a project), with the power and the
tools to express itself—the language of the
elected officials, of architects, of journalists,
and so forth—and a language without a fixed
dwelling place, an everyday speech (acts,
facts) issuing from exactly the same location,
the same site, the same city.”6 Pataut and the
Ne Pas Plier circle found a public forum in the
seminar “Des Territoires,” directed by
Chevrier from 1994 onward at the École
nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris,
which culminated with an exhibition in 2001
curated by Chevrier and Sandra Alvarez de
Toledo.7

Another of Ne Pas Plier’s experiments was its
collaboration with the newspaper La Rue,
published by and for homeless people with
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the aid of the NGO Médecins du monde
(Doctors of the world), in Autumn 1996.
Pataut proposed providing the homeless with
cameras so they could take the newspaper’s
pictures. The method was a reprise of his
experience at the day hospital in Aubervilliers
and was aimed at supplying the
underprivileged with the means to encourage
their own autonomous activity, far from any
paternalistic approach.8

In the same year, Pataut started working with
the Maison de l’art et de la communication in
Sallaumines, a process that continued until
2000. Sallaumines is a town in the old mining
region of Nord-Pas-de-Calais whose coal
industry, the economic mainstay of the
progress of the working class in the postwar
period, was being wound down. During his
stay, Pataut produced two small
programmatic series on the uprooting of the
former miners. The first, entitled La table,
interview de Marck Ligocki chez son frère
Wadek, rue de Dijon, cité de la Fosse 10, Billy-
Montigny (The table, interview of Marck
Ligocki at his brother Wadek’s house, rue de
Dijon, City of the Pit 10, Billy-Montigny; 1997–
1998), stages the testimonial structure of
Pataut’s work, his position as a mediator
between the “subalternized” collectives and
the mainstream public sphere. A tape
recorder is placed on the table, and some of
the collaborators are recognizable in the
photographed interview such as the essayist
and translator Brian Holmes.9 In the second
series, Du paysage à la parole (From
landscape to speech; 1997–1998), the face of
a worker appears in the foreground on the
edge of a broad panoramic view of a working-
class district in the mining region. The
complex relationship between text and image
in this project, another constant in Pataut’s
work, alludes to the testimonial structure and
raises questions about his voice and his
position as author.

In a way, these activities were ramifications
of the work Pataut began with Ne Pas Plier,
but now open to other directions. This kind of
collaborative practice based on testimonial
methods problematizes and updates the
traditions of 1930s social documentary and of
postwar humanist photography. The
photographer is no longer only a social
mediator between the underprivileged and
the public sphere; rather, his work results
from living with the collectives that are
represented and is expanded through the
action of sharing or giving away the camera.
This is a critical humanism, reinvented and
perhaps “perverted,” where criticality does
not exclude melancholy (even nostalgia) and
contradictions.10

During the winters of 1998 and 1999, Pataut
and Alvarez de Toledo went on several
photographic walks through the park of 
La Haute-Île, formerly the grounds of the
psychiatric hospital of Ville Evrard in Neuilly-
sur-Marne.11 The ensuing set of photographs
was given a title resulting from a phonetic
transcription of the place name, Laotil, 
in a linguistic game that enigmatized the
represented place and transformed it into 
a psychic space: a landscape of memory. 
The hospital, built in the second half of the
nineteenth century and destined principally
for vagrants, had a farm with fields, and
Pataut and Alvarez de Toledo wandered
where they once were.12 The series is a
collaborative work made up of Pataut’s
photographs and a text by Alvarez de Toledo
as a testimony to their walks. The problematic
articulation of the photographs and the text is
the basis of its extreme hallucinatory lyricism,
as well as of its self-critical potential, as is
the equally ambiguous relationship between
the factual and the mnemonic. During the
walks, Pataut and Alvarez de Toledo
encountered individuals and signs of
occupation by homeless people, which
appear like phantasmatic incarnations of the
former inmates of the hospital.

In closing, and to return to the question
raised by the microhistorical hypothesis
underlying this presentation of Pataut’s
activity: If aesthetic and political experiences
are indissociable from their historical
conditions, then the subjectivity of the artist
must be interpreted as a symptom of those
conditions, even if it conflicts with them or
contradicts them. Only in this way can we
assemble a real-time record of Pataut’s
singular experience of the rise of new shared
forms of political awareness. The subjectivity
of the artist is presented as something
fragile, mutable, always inscribed in broader
contexts, and is dissolved in diverse
collective practices and resolidified in a
variety of personal experiences in tension
with the epoch and with history.

What is presented to us through this series of
works is a metamorphosis: the delicate gleam
of the moment of bloom when everything is
suddenly transformed. And in this way we can
objectivize not only a turning point in an
artist’s activity but also the specific manner in
which an epochal change manifested itself.

1. For a fuller account and genealogy of documentary
debates during the period I term “the long seventies,” 
see Jorge Ribalta, ed., Not Yet: On the Reinvention of
Documentary and the Critique of Modernism: Essays and
Documents (1972–1991) (Madrid: Museo Reina Sofía, 2015).

2. A paradigmatic example is If You Lived Here (1989), the
project by Martha Rosler at the Dia Art Foundation in New
York, which was an early reply to the effects of the housing
crisis caused by antisocial neoliberal policies.

3. Among the speakers was Jack Ralite, the mayor of
Aubervilliers and a former French Communist Party
minister. See his book, Retour de France (Paris: Editions
Sociales, 1981), which includes various speeches on
mental health and public policy.

4. Association pour l’emploi, l’information et la solidarité
des chômeurs et travailleurs précaires (Association for
employment, information and solidarity of unemployed and
precarious workers).

5. The idea of taking the museum out onto the street
belongs to the long tradition of agitprop, including
Aleksandr Medvedkin’s cinema-train experiment (revisited
in the France of 1968 by the Medvedkine Groups), and the
vans and mobile public artistic devices used in England in
the 1970s by Spence and Dennett and in Germany’s
second Worker Photography movement events. See
Ribalta, ed., Not Yet.

6. documenta X, short guide (Ostfildern-Ruit: Cantz Verlag,
1997), 180.

7. This seminar was a testing ground for documenta X,
whose director, Catherine David, had Chevrier as her chief
assistant.

8. One result of this collaboration was his friendship with
Antonio Loupassis, a homeless man who became a
singularly lyrical photographer after that experience.

9. The testimony is a literary genre based on processes of
mediation in contexts where classic structures of political
representation are in crisis. On testimony and its relation
to documentary, see the materials from the exhibition
Procesos Documentales [Documentary Processes],
MACBA, 2001, which I curated, where Pataut’s work at
Le Cornillon was shown. The exhibition formed part of the
mobilizations against the World Bank summit in Barcelona
in June 2001. An English translation of the text of the
exhibition is published in Institut de Cultura: La Capella,
Temporada 2001 (Barcelona: Ajuntament de Barcelona,
2002), 186–90.

10. “Perverted” in the sense related to the anti-
institutional and antieducational practices of Deligny, 

in the tradition of François Tosquelles’s “institutional
psychotherapy,” rather than that of the “perverted
pedagogies” of Maud Mannoni or René Scherer.

11. They were commissioned by the regional
environmental administration of Île-de-France.

12. From 1939 to 1943, Antonin Artaud was interned in this
asylum. Its abandonment during the war meant that the
interns had to subsist on the crops they grew. This proved
insufficient, resulting in a high mortality rate.
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Hôpital de jour [Day Hospital], 1981–1982
Photographs by Marc Pataut and the children
participating in the photography workshop
coordinated by Pataut. Taken at the Hôpital de
jour d’Aubervilliers–Ville Evrard. With the
collaboration of the Service Culturel of the
municipality of Aubervilliers; Théâtre de la
Commune, Aubervilliers; Musée de la SERHEP
Société d’Études et de Recherches Historiques
en Psychiatrie, Ville-Evrard; and Kodak France.

Ne Pas Plier [Do Not Bend], 1990–1995
APEIS—Association Pour l’Emploi, l’Information
et la Solidarité, http://www.apeis.org/;
NE PAS PLIER—http://www.nepasplier.fr/.

Le Cornillon—Grande Stade (Saint-Denis), 
1994–1995
Work consisting of 387 photographs taken during
the eviction of the inhabitants of the site on
which a stadium was to be built. In the collection
of the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía.

La Rue [The Street], 1996
Photographs by Léonardo Arribas, Lionel Bozetti,
Alain Fonteneau, Antonios Loupassis, and Albert
Vannier. Produced with the collaboration of
Médecins du Monde, the newspaper LA RUE, 
and the association Ne Pas Plier.

Du paysage à la parole [From Landscape to
Speech], 1997–1998, and La table [The Table],
interview with Mark Ligocki at the home of his
brother Wadek, rue de Dijon, Pit 10 Sector of the
Courrière mining company, Billy-Montigny
(France), February 26, 1998
Produced during a period of work in Sallaumines,
Nord-Pas-de-Calais, 1996–2000. Sponsored by
MAC—Maison de l’Art et la Communication,
Sallaumines; Conseil général du Pas de Calais;
and DRAC Nord-Pas-de-Calais. Produced with the
collaboration of Brian Holmes, Catherine Nisack,
Gérard Paris Clavel, Véronique Nahoum Grappe,
Benjamin Danon, and David Poullard. Participation
by François Dubois (DRAC Nord-Pas-de-Calais),
Francis Lacloche (Caisse des Dépôts et
consignations), Guy Carpentier (MAC, Maison de
l’Art et la Communication de Sallaumines), 
and the association Peuple et culture.

LAOTIL (Neuilly-sur-Marne, Hôpital psychiatrique
de Ville-Évrard), 1998–1999
Photographs by Marc Pataut, text by Sandra
Alvarez de Toledo. Sponsored by DIREN (Direction
Régionale de l’Environnement d’Île de France).
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This publication presents a sample of the
work produced by Marc Pataut (Paris, 1952)
during the 1990s. Those were the years of his
“first attempts,” an expression the artist took
from the French educationist, writer, and
filmmaker Fernand Deligny, who used it to
refer to his activity in the institutional context
of education. In borrowing the phrase, Pataut
was trying to express the experimental (or
experiential) dimension of a practice that
remains on the margins of predetermined
limits and results, running against the
institution yet also situated within it. The
“tentative” nature of his work, processual and
collective, always unfinished, adopts a
political function inside the public
institutional context that raises a series of
questions for the museum. What is an
artwork? What is an author? How are they
constructed? What is the role of the public?
What is the function of the museum?

In the 1990s, Pataut undertook one of the
most productive documentary experiments of
his time by resuming and redirecting the
debate on the politics of photographic
representation and the “reinvention of
documentary” posed by the previous
generation. The 1970s constituted a turning
point in photographic culture and its
institutions. It was then when the new
articulation of practices, discourses, politics,
and economics was established in the form
that still persists today.1 Allan Sekula, Martha
Rosler, and their San Diego group on the one
hand, and Jo Spence, Terry Dennett, and the
circle around their Photography Workshop in
London on the other, were the two main
contexts for a politicized reformulation of
documentary culture inherited from the era of
the Popular Front, which broke away from the
Cold War’s humanist legacy. The new self-
critical, empowering documentary aimed at
overcoming the paternalist and victimized
representation of the working class that
characterized humanism and culminated in
collaborative practices for the democratic
reinvention of artistic institutions.2

This incipient institutional democratization
was truncated by the effects of cultural
defunding produced by the new neoliberal
agenda of the Reagan-Thatcher era. In
Europe, and particularly in France and Spain,
the neoliberal trend adopted softer forms
under the Social Democratic governments of
the 1980s, but a turning point came in the
1990s with the emergence in France of the
“precarious” worker movements represented
by organizations for the underemployed and
the temporarily self-employed. A “precarious”
subjectivity overtook the former working-
class identity, whether based on the

industrial worker or on the unemployed. The
old dichotomy between employment and
unemployment diffused itself in the context
of the new forms of precarious labor intrinsic
to neoliberalism.

In this context, Pataut introduced a new kind
of documentary practice that is presented
here in a microhistorical approach: Can a
structural link be established between the
blossoming of a dialogical documentary in
Pataut’s activity and the moment of paradigm
change in social struggles brought about by
the rise of new social movements among
France’s precarious workers?

Trained as a sculptor, Pataut had abandoned
professional photojournalism after a stint at
the Viva agency in 1980. In 1981 he was hired
temporarily to run a photography workshop
for psychotic children at the day hospital in
Aubervilliers, in the Paris suburbs where he
lived, noted for its communist tradition. The
workshop turned out to be a foundational
experience. Pataut handed out Instamatic
cameras to the children and encouraged
them to use them in the least preconceived
way possible, not looking for good pictures or
even for pictures at all. The camera thus
became an instrument for play, an extension
of the hand and body, not the eye. This
automatism evoked photography’s capacity
to negotiate with the unconscious and
represented a space of freedom within the
institution. The results were displayed in 1984
at the communal theater of Aubervilliers
during a symposium entitled “Les écarts de la
raison” (The gaps of reason).3 The
experience with the cameras in the day
hospital became a prototype for practices
investigating the possible uses of
photography in public health institutions and
social services, and Pataut continued to
experiment in this direction in the following
years. Indeed, all his later work can be seen
as a logical consequence of that first
“attempt.”

While his project at the day hospital
confirmed a vocation for public service and
institutional critique, his readiness to
participate in the social mobilization of the
precarious workers was modulated by his
participation in the collective Ne Pas Plier
(Do Not Bend). Founded in 1990 by Pataut
together with the graphic designer Gérard
Paris-Clavel, the group aimed to provide
“political and aesthetic means” for the
movements of precarious and unemployed
workers, particularly the APEIS association.4

Paris-Clavel came from Grapus, a group of
French graphic designers that had hatched
from the 1968 protests and was active in the

1970s and 1980s. Grapus created an original
form of political poster art that combined
protest iconography with media critique. Ne
Pas Plier continued the earlier group’s
methods of appropriating and resignifying
mainstream advertising in favor of the new
social struggles, and they gained recognition
in the 1990s as followers of prewar agitprop
traditions. Their portraits for use as
photographic placards in demonstrations
became recurrent tools for protest, as did
their adhesive tapes with messages allowing
improvised information and display points to
be set up in the streets. During the May Day
demonstration of 1996 they introduced their
“galère du chômage” (galley of
unemployment), a kind of transportable white
cube that could be turned into an exhibition
space anywhere in the streets.5 Shortly
beforehand, in 1995, the Stedelijk Museum in
Amsterdam had presented an exhibition on
the tools and objects used by the group in
the street actions. Just as the street could be
turned temporarily into a museum, so the
museum could also become the street. The
“right to the city” was resignified as the
“right to the institution.”

Around that same time, in 1994, Pataut had
started to frequent Le Cornillon, a wasteland
on the plain of Saint-Denis, Northern Paris
region, that was inhabited by a small
community of homeless people. The place
had been designated as a site for a 1998 FIFA
World Cup football stadium, and Pataut
photographed the intimate everyday lives of
its inhabitants until they were evicted in May
1995. In 1997, Ne Pas Plier published a
compilation of the photographs,
accompanied by texts by Jean-François
Chevrier and Ghislaine Dunant. The
photographs were also shown at documenta
X in Kassel later that year. Pataut stated,
“With this work I wanted to show the
distance between a mediated language (a
discourse, a project), with the power and the
tools to express itself—the language of the
elected officials, of architects, of journalists,
and so forth—and a language without a fixed
dwelling place, an everyday speech (acts,
facts) issuing from exactly the same location,
the same site, the same city.”6 Pataut and the
Ne Pas Plier circle found a public forum in the
seminar “Des Territoires,” directed by
Chevrier from 1994 onward at the École
nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris,
which culminated with an exhibition in 2001
curated by Chevrier and Sandra Alvarez de
Toledo.7

Another of Ne Pas Plier’s experiments was its
collaboration with the newspaper La Rue,
published by and for homeless people with
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the aid of the NGO Médecins du monde
(Doctors of the world), in Autumn 1996.
Pataut proposed providing the homeless with
cameras so they could take the newspaper’s
pictures. The method was a reprise of his
experience at the day hospital in Aubervilliers
and was aimed at supplying the
underprivileged with the means to encourage
their own autonomous activity, far from any
paternalistic approach.8

In the same year, Pataut started working with
the Maison de l’art et de la communication in
Sallaumines, a process that continued until
2000. Sallaumines is a town in the old mining
region of Nord-Pas-de-Calais whose coal
industry, the economic mainstay of the
progress of the working class in the postwar
period, was being wound down. During his
stay, Pataut produced two small
programmatic series on the uprooting of the
former miners. The first, entitled La table,
interview de Marck Ligocki chez son frère
Wadek, rue de Dijon, cité de la Fosse 10, Billy-
Montigny (The table, interview of Marck
Ligocki at his brother Wadek’s house, rue de
Dijon, City of the Pit 10, Billy-Montigny; 1997–
1998), stages the testimonial structure of
Pataut’s work, his position as a mediator
between the “subalternized” collectives and
the mainstream public sphere. A tape
recorder is placed on the table, and some of
the collaborators are recognizable in the
photographed interview such as the essayist
and translator Brian Holmes.9 In the second
series, Du paysage à la parole (From
landscape to speech; 1997–1998), the face of
a worker appears in the foreground on the
edge of a broad panoramic view of a working-
class district in the mining region. The
complex relationship between text and image
in this project, another constant in Pataut’s
work, alludes to the testimonial structure and
raises questions about his voice and his
position as author.

In a way, these activities were ramifications
of the work Pataut began with Ne Pas Plier,
but now open to other directions. This kind of
collaborative practice based on testimonial
methods problematizes and updates the
traditions of 1930s social documentary and of
postwar humanist photography. The
photographer is no longer only a social
mediator between the underprivileged and
the public sphere; rather, his work results
from living with the collectives that are
represented and is expanded through the
action of sharing or giving away the camera.
This is a critical humanism, reinvented and
perhaps “perverted,” where criticality does
not exclude melancholy (even nostalgia) and
contradictions.10

During the winters of 1998 and 1999, Pataut
and Alvarez de Toledo went on several
photographic walks through the park of 
La Haute-Île, formerly the grounds of the
psychiatric hospital of Ville Evrard in Neuilly-
sur-Marne.11 The ensuing set of photographs
was given a title resulting from a phonetic
transcription of the place name, Laotil, 
in a linguistic game that enigmatized the
represented place and transformed it into 
a psychic space: a landscape of memory. 
The hospital, built in the second half of the
nineteenth century and destined principally
for vagrants, had a farm with fields, and
Pataut and Alvarez de Toledo wandered
where they once were.12 The series is a
collaborative work made up of Pataut’s
photographs and a text by Alvarez de Toledo
as a testimony to their walks. The problematic
articulation of the photographs and the text is
the basis of its extreme hallucinatory lyricism,
as well as of its self-critical potential, as is
the equally ambiguous relationship between
the factual and the mnemonic. During the
walks, Pataut and Alvarez de Toledo
encountered individuals and signs of
occupation by homeless people, which
appear like phantasmatic incarnations of the
former inmates of the hospital.

In closing, and to return to the question
raised by the microhistorical hypothesis
underlying this presentation of Pataut’s
activity: If aesthetic and political experiences
are indissociable from their historical
conditions, then the subjectivity of the artist
must be interpreted as a symptom of those
conditions, even if it conflicts with them or
contradicts them. Only in this way can we
assemble a real-time record of Pataut’s
singular experience of the rise of new shared
forms of political awareness. The subjectivity
of the artist is presented as something
fragile, mutable, always inscribed in broader
contexts, and is dissolved in diverse
collective practices and resolidified in a
variety of personal experiences in tension
with the epoch and with history.

What is presented to us through this series of
works is a metamorphosis: the delicate gleam
of the moment of bloom when everything is
suddenly transformed. And in this way we can
objectivize not only a turning point in an
artist’s activity but also the specific manner in
which an epochal change manifested itself.

1. For a fuller account and genealogy of documentary
debates during the period I term “the long seventies,” 
see Jorge Ribalta, ed., Not Yet: On the Reinvention of
Documentary and the Critique of Modernism: Essays and
Documents (1972–1991) (Madrid: Museo Reina Sofía, 2015).

2. A paradigmatic example is If You Lived Here (1989), the
project by Martha Rosler at the Dia Art Foundation in New
York, which was an early reply to the effects of the housing
crisis caused by antisocial neoliberal policies.

3. Among the speakers was Jack Ralite, the mayor of
Aubervilliers and a former French Communist Party
minister. See his book, Retour de France (Paris: Editions
Sociales, 1981), which includes various speeches on
mental health and public policy.

4. Association pour l’emploi, l’information et la solidarité
des chômeurs et travailleurs précaires (Association for
employment, information and solidarity of unemployed and
precarious workers).

5. The idea of taking the museum out onto the street
belongs to the long tradition of agitprop, including
Aleksandr Medvedkin’s cinema-train experiment (revisited
in the France of 1968 by the Medvedkine Groups), and the
vans and mobile public artistic devices used in England in
the 1970s by Spence and Dennett and in Germany’s
second Worker Photography movement events. See
Ribalta, ed., Not Yet.

6. documenta X, short guide (Ostfildern-Ruit: Cantz Verlag,
1997), 180.

7. This seminar was a testing ground for documenta X,
whose director, Catherine David, had Chevrier as her chief
assistant.

8. One result of this collaboration was his friendship with
Antonio Loupassis, a homeless man who became a
singularly lyrical photographer after that experience.

9. The testimony is a literary genre based on processes of
mediation in contexts where classic structures of political
representation are in crisis. On testimony and its relation
to documentary, see the materials from the exhibition
Procesos Documentales [Documentary Processes],
MACBA, 2001, which I curated, where Pataut’s work at
Le Cornillon was shown. The exhibition formed part of the
mobilizations against the World Bank summit in Barcelona
in June 2001. An English translation of the text of the
exhibition is published in Institut de Cultura: La Capella,
Temporada 2001 (Barcelona: Ajuntament de Barcelona,
2002), 186–90.

10. “Perverted” in the sense related to the anti-
institutional and antieducational practices of Deligny, 

in the tradition of François Tosquelles’s “institutional
psychotherapy,” rather than that of the “perverted
pedagogies” of Maud Mannoni or René Scherer.

11. They were commissioned by the regional
environmental administration of Île-de-France.

12. From 1939 to 1943, Antonin Artaud was interned in this
asylum. Its abandonment during the war meant that the
interns had to subsist on the crops they grew. This proved
insufficient, resulting in a high mortality rate.
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Hôpital de jour [Day Hospital], 1981–1982
Photographs by Marc Pataut and the children
participating in the photography workshop
coordinated by Pataut. Taken at the Hôpital de
jour d’Aubervilliers–Ville Evrard. With the
collaboration of the Service Culturel of the
municipality of Aubervilliers; Théâtre de la
Commune, Aubervilliers; Musée de la SERHEP
Société d’Études et de Recherches Historiques
en Psychiatrie, Ville-Evrard; and Kodak France.

Ne Pas Plier [Do Not Bend], 1990–1995
APEIS—Association Pour l’Emploi, l’Information
et la Solidarité, http://www.apeis.org/;
NE PAS PLIER—http://www.nepasplier.fr/.

Le Cornillon—Grande Stade (Saint-Denis), 
1994–1995
Work consisting of 387 photographs taken during
the eviction of the inhabitants of the site on
which a stadium was to be built. In the collection
of the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía.

La Rue [The Street], 1996
Photographs by Léonardo Arribas, Lionel Bozetti,
Alain Fonteneau, Antonios Loupassis, and Albert
Vannier. Produced with the collaboration of
Médecins du Monde, the newspaper LA RUE, 
and the association Ne Pas Plier.

Du paysage à la parole [From Landscape to
Speech], 1997–1998, and La table [The Table],
interview with Mark Ligocki at the home of his
brother Wadek, rue de Dijon, Pit 10 Sector of the
Courrière mining company, Billy-Montigny
(France), February 26, 1998
Produced during a period of work in Sallaumines,
Nord-Pas-de-Calais, 1996–2000. Sponsored by
MAC—Maison de l’Art et la Communication,
Sallaumines; Conseil général du Pas de Calais;
and DRAC Nord-Pas-de-Calais. Produced with the
collaboration of Brian Holmes, Catherine Nisack,
Gérard Paris Clavel, Véronique Nahoum Grappe,
Benjamin Danon, and David Poullard. Participation
by François Dubois (DRAC Nord-Pas-de-Calais),
Francis Lacloche (Caisse des Dépôts et
consignations), Guy Carpentier (MAC, Maison de
l’Art et la Communication de Sallaumines), 
and the association Peuple et culture.

LAOTIL (Neuilly-sur-Marne, Hôpital psychiatrique
de Ville-Évrard), 1998–1999
Photographs by Marc Pataut, text by Sandra
Alvarez de Toledo. Sponsored by DIREN (Direction
Régionale de l’Environnement d’Île de France).
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This publication presents a sample of the
work produced by Marc Pataut (Paris, 1952)
during the 1990s. Those were the years of his
“first attempts,” an expression the artist took
from the French educationist, writer, and
filmmaker Fernand Deligny, who used it to
refer to his activity in the institutional context
of education. In borrowing the phrase, Pataut
was trying to express the experimental (or
experiential) dimension of a practice that
remains on the margins of predetermined
limits and results, running against the
institution yet also situated within it. The
“tentative” nature of his work, processual and
collective, always unfinished, adopts a
political function inside the public
institutional context that raises a series of
questions for the museum. What is an
artwork? What is an author? How are they
constructed? What is the role of the public?
What is the function of the museum?

In the 1990s, Pataut undertook one of the
most productive documentary experiments of
his time by resuming and redirecting the
debate on the politics of photographic
representation and the “reinvention of
documentary” posed by the previous
generation. The 1970s constituted a turning
point in photographic culture and its
institutions. It was then when the new
articulation of practices, discourses, politics,
and economics was established in the form
that still persists today.1 Allan Sekula, Martha
Rosler, and their San Diego group on the one
hand, and Jo Spence, Terry Dennett, and the
circle around their Photography Workshop in
London on the other, were the two main
contexts for a politicized reformulation of
documentary culture inherited from the era of
the Popular Front, which broke away from the
Cold War’s humanist legacy. The new self-
critical, empowering documentary aimed at
overcoming the paternalist and victimized
representation of the working class that
characterized humanism and culminated in
collaborative practices for the democratic
reinvention of artistic institutions.2

This incipient institutional democratization
was truncated by the effects of cultural
defunding produced by the new neoliberal
agenda of the Reagan-Thatcher era. In
Europe, and particularly in France and Spain,
the neoliberal trend adopted softer forms
under the Social Democratic governments of
the 1980s, but a turning point came in the
1990s with the emergence in France of the
“precarious” worker movements represented
by organizations for the underemployed and
the temporarily self-employed. A “precarious”
subjectivity overtook the former working-
class identity, whether based on the

industrial worker or on the unemployed. The
old dichotomy between employment and
unemployment diffused itself in the context
of the new forms of precarious labor intrinsic
to neoliberalism.

In this context, Pataut introduced a new kind
of documentary practice that is presented
here in a microhistorical approach: Can a
structural link be established between the
blossoming of a dialogical documentary in
Pataut’s activity and the moment of paradigm
change in social struggles brought about by
the rise of new social movements among
France’s precarious workers?

Trained as a sculptor, Pataut had abandoned
professional photojournalism after a stint at
the Viva agency in 1980. In 1981 he was hired
temporarily to run a photography workshop
for psychotic children at the day hospital in
Aubervilliers, in the Paris suburbs where he
lived, noted for its communist tradition. The
workshop turned out to be a foundational
experience. Pataut handed out Instamatic
cameras to the children and encouraged
them to use them in the least preconceived
way possible, not looking for good pictures or
even for pictures at all. The camera thus
became an instrument for play, an extension
of the hand and body, not the eye. This
automatism evoked photography’s capacity
to negotiate with the unconscious and
represented a space of freedom within the
institution. The results were displayed in 1984
at the communal theater of Aubervilliers
during a symposium entitled “Les écarts de la
raison” (The gaps of reason).3 The
experience with the cameras in the day
hospital became a prototype for practices
investigating the possible uses of
photography in public health institutions and
social services, and Pataut continued to
experiment in this direction in the following
years. Indeed, all his later work can be seen
as a logical consequence of that first
“attempt.”

While his project at the day hospital
confirmed a vocation for public service and
institutional critique, his readiness to
participate in the social mobilization of the
precarious workers was modulated by his
participation in the collective Ne Pas Plier
(Do Not Bend). Founded in 1990 by Pataut
together with the graphic designer Gérard
Paris-Clavel, the group aimed to provide
“political and aesthetic means” for the
movements of precarious and unemployed
workers, particularly the APEIS association.4

Paris-Clavel came from Grapus, a group of
French graphic designers that had hatched
from the 1968 protests and was active in the

1970s and 1980s. Grapus created an original
form of political poster art that combined
protest iconography with media critique. Ne
Pas Plier continued the earlier group’s
methods of appropriating and resignifying
mainstream advertising in favor of the new
social struggles, and they gained recognition
in the 1990s as followers of prewar agitprop
traditions. Their portraits for use as
photographic placards in demonstrations
became recurrent tools for protest, as did
their adhesive tapes with messages allowing
improvised information and display points to
be set up in the streets. During the May Day
demonstration of 1996 they introduced their
“galère du chômage” (galley of
unemployment), a kind of transportable white
cube that could be turned into an exhibition
space anywhere in the streets.5 Shortly
beforehand, in 1995, the Stedelijk Museum in
Amsterdam had presented an exhibition on
the tools and objects used by the group in
the street actions. Just as the street could be
turned temporarily into a museum, so the
museum could also become the street. The
“right to the city” was resignified as the
“right to the institution.”

Around that same time, in 1994, Pataut had
started to frequent Le Cornillon, a wasteland
on the plain of Saint-Denis, Northern Paris
region, that was inhabited by a small
community of homeless people. The place
had been designated as a site for a 1998 FIFA
World Cup football stadium, and Pataut
photographed the intimate everyday lives of
its inhabitants until they were evicted in May
1995. In 1997, Ne Pas Plier published a
compilation of the photographs,
accompanied by texts by Jean-François
Chevrier and Ghislaine Dunant. The
photographs were also shown at documenta
X in Kassel later that year. Pataut stated,
“With this work I wanted to show the
distance between a mediated language (a
discourse, a project), with the power and the
tools to express itself—the language of the
elected officials, of architects, of journalists,
and so forth—and a language without a fixed
dwelling place, an everyday speech (acts,
facts) issuing from exactly the same location,
the same site, the same city.”6 Pataut and the
Ne Pas Plier circle found a public forum in the
seminar “Des Territoires,” directed by
Chevrier from 1994 onward at the École
nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris,
which culminated with an exhibition in 2001
curated by Chevrier and Sandra Alvarez de
Toledo.7

Another of Ne Pas Plier’s experiments was its
collaboration with the newspaper La Rue,
published by and for homeless people with
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the aid of the NGO Médecins du monde
(Doctors of the world), in Autumn 1996.
Pataut proposed providing the homeless with
cameras so they could take the newspaper’s
pictures. The method was a reprise of his
experience at the day hospital in Aubervilliers
and was aimed at supplying the
underprivileged with the means to encourage
their own autonomous activity, far from any
paternalistic approach.8

In the same year, Pataut started working with
the Maison de l’art et de la communication in
Sallaumines, a process that continued until
2000. Sallaumines is a town in the old mining
region of Nord-Pas-de-Calais whose coal
industry, the economic mainstay of the
progress of the working class in the postwar
period, was being wound down. During his
stay, Pataut produced two small
programmatic series on the uprooting of the
former miners. The first, entitled La table,
interview de Marck Ligocki chez son frère
Wadek, rue de Dijon, cité de la Fosse 10, Billy-
Montigny (The table, interview of Marck
Ligocki at his brother Wadek’s house, rue de
Dijon, City of the Pit 10, Billy-Montigny; 1997–
1998), stages the testimonial structure of
Pataut’s work, his position as a mediator
between the “subalternized” collectives and
the mainstream public sphere. A tape
recorder is placed on the table, and some of
the collaborators are recognizable in the
photographed interview such as the essayist
and translator Brian Holmes.9 In the second
series, Du paysage à la parole (From
landscape to speech; 1997–1998), the face of
a worker appears in the foreground on the
edge of a broad panoramic view of a working-
class district in the mining region. The
complex relationship between text and image
in this project, another constant in Pataut’s
work, alludes to the testimonial structure and
raises questions about his voice and his
position as author.

In a way, these activities were ramifications
of the work Pataut began with Ne Pas Plier,
but now open to other directions. This kind of
collaborative practice based on testimonial
methods problematizes and updates the
traditions of 1930s social documentary and of
postwar humanist photography. The
photographer is no longer only a social
mediator between the underprivileged and
the public sphere; rather, his work results
from living with the collectives that are
represented and is expanded through the
action of sharing or giving away the camera.
This is a critical humanism, reinvented and
perhaps “perverted,” where criticality does
not exclude melancholy (even nostalgia) and
contradictions.10

During the winters of 1998 and 1999, Pataut
and Alvarez de Toledo went on several
photographic walks through the park of 
La Haute-Île, formerly the grounds of the
psychiatric hospital of Ville Evrard in Neuilly-
sur-Marne.11 The ensuing set of photographs
was given a title resulting from a phonetic
transcription of the place name, Laotil, 
in a linguistic game that enigmatized the
represented place and transformed it into 
a psychic space: a landscape of memory. 
The hospital, built in the second half of the
nineteenth century and destined principally
for vagrants, had a farm with fields, and
Pataut and Alvarez de Toledo wandered
where they once were.12 The series is a
collaborative work made up of Pataut’s
photographs and a text by Alvarez de Toledo
as a testimony to their walks. The problematic
articulation of the photographs and the text is
the basis of its extreme hallucinatory lyricism,
as well as of its self-critical potential, as is
the equally ambiguous relationship between
the factual and the mnemonic. During the
walks, Pataut and Alvarez de Toledo
encountered individuals and signs of
occupation by homeless people, which
appear like phantasmatic incarnations of the
former inmates of the hospital.

In closing, and to return to the question
raised by the microhistorical hypothesis
underlying this presentation of Pataut’s
activity: If aesthetic and political experiences
are indissociable from their historical
conditions, then the subjectivity of the artist
must be interpreted as a symptom of those
conditions, even if it conflicts with them or
contradicts them. Only in this way can we
assemble a real-time record of Pataut’s
singular experience of the rise of new shared
forms of political awareness. The subjectivity
of the artist is presented as something
fragile, mutable, always inscribed in broader
contexts, and is dissolved in diverse
collective practices and resolidified in a
variety of personal experiences in tension
with the epoch and with history.

What is presented to us through this series of
works is a metamorphosis: the delicate gleam
of the moment of bloom when everything is
suddenly transformed. And in this way we can
objectivize not only a turning point in an
artist’s activity but also the specific manner in
which an epochal change manifested itself.

1. For a fuller account and genealogy of documentary
debates during the period I term “the long seventies,” 
see Jorge Ribalta, ed., Not Yet: On the Reinvention of
Documentary and the Critique of Modernism: Essays and
Documents (1972–1991) (Madrid: Museo Reina Sofía, 2015).

2. A paradigmatic example is If You Lived Here (1989), the
project by Martha Rosler at the Dia Art Foundation in New
York, which was an early reply to the effects of the housing
crisis caused by antisocial neoliberal policies.

3. Among the speakers was Jack Ralite, the mayor of
Aubervilliers and a former French Communist Party
minister. See his book, Retour de France (Paris: Editions
Sociales, 1981), which includes various speeches on
mental health and public policy.

4. Association pour l’emploi, l’information et la solidarité
des chômeurs et travailleurs précaires (Association for
employment, information and solidarity of unemployed and
precarious workers).

5. The idea of taking the museum out onto the street
belongs to the long tradition of agitprop, including
Aleksandr Medvedkin’s cinema-train experiment (revisited
in the France of 1968 by the Medvedkine Groups), and the
vans and mobile public artistic devices used in England in
the 1970s by Spence and Dennett and in Germany’s
second Worker Photography movement events. See
Ribalta, ed., Not Yet.

6. documenta X, short guide (Ostfildern-Ruit: Cantz Verlag,
1997), 180.

7. This seminar was a testing ground for documenta X,
whose director, Catherine David, had Chevrier as her chief
assistant.

8. One result of this collaboration was his friendship with
Antonio Loupassis, a homeless man who became a
singularly lyrical photographer after that experience.

9. The testimony is a literary genre based on processes of
mediation in contexts where classic structures of political
representation are in crisis. On testimony and its relation
to documentary, see the materials from the exhibition
Procesos Documentales [Documentary Processes],
MACBA, 2001, which I curated, where Pataut’s work at
Le Cornillon was shown. The exhibition formed part of the
mobilizations against the World Bank summit in Barcelona
in June 2001. An English translation of the text of the
exhibition is published in Institut de Cultura: La Capella,
Temporada 2001 (Barcelona: Ajuntament de Barcelona,
2002), 186–90.

10. “Perverted” in the sense related to the anti-
institutional and antieducational practices of Deligny, 

in the tradition of François Tosquelles’s “institutional
psychotherapy,” rather than that of the “perverted
pedagogies” of Maud Mannoni or René Scherer.

11. They were commissioned by the regional
environmental administration of Île-de-France.

12. From 1939 to 1943, Antonin Artaud was interned in this
asylum. Its abandonment during the war meant that the
interns had to subsist on the crops they grew. This proved
insufficient, resulting in a high mortality rate.
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Hôpital de jour [Day Hospital], 1981–1982
Photographs by Marc Pataut and the children
participating in the photography workshop
coordinated by Pataut. Taken at the Hôpital de
jour d’Aubervilliers–Ville Evrard. With the
collaboration of the Service Culturel of the
municipality of Aubervilliers; Théâtre de la
Commune, Aubervilliers; Musée de la SERHEP
Société d’Études et de Recherches Historiques
en Psychiatrie, Ville-Evrard; and Kodak France.

Ne Pas Plier [Do Not Bend], 1990–1995
APEIS—Association Pour l’Emploi, l’Information
et la Solidarité, http://www.apeis.org/;
NE PAS PLIER—http://www.nepasplier.fr/.

Le Cornillon—Grande Stade (Saint-Denis), 
1994–1995
Work consisting of 387 photographs taken during
the eviction of the inhabitants of the site on
which a stadium was to be built. In the collection
of the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía.

La Rue [The Street], 1996
Photographs by Léonardo Arribas, Lionel Bozetti,
Alain Fonteneau, Antonios Loupassis, and Albert
Vannier. Produced with the collaboration of
Médecins du Monde, the newspaper LA RUE, 
and the association Ne Pas Plier.

Du paysage à la parole [From Landscape to
Speech], 1997–1998, and La table [The Table],
interview with Mark Ligocki at the home of his
brother Wadek, rue de Dijon, Pit 10 Sector of the
Courrière mining company, Billy-Montigny
(France), February 26, 1998
Produced during a period of work in Sallaumines,
Nord-Pas-de-Calais, 1996–2000. Sponsored by
MAC—Maison de l’Art et la Communication,
Sallaumines; Conseil général du Pas de Calais;
and DRAC Nord-Pas-de-Calais. Produced with the
collaboration of Brian Holmes, Catherine Nisack,
Gérard Paris Clavel, Véronique Nahoum Grappe,
Benjamin Danon, and David Poullard. Participation
by François Dubois (DRAC Nord-Pas-de-Calais),
Francis Lacloche (Caisse des Dépôts et
consignations), Guy Carpentier (MAC, Maison de
l’Art et la Communication de Sallaumines), 
and the association Peuple et culture.

LAOTIL (Neuilly-sur-Marne, Hôpital psychiatrique
de Ville-Évrard), 1998–1999
Photographs by Marc Pataut, text by Sandra
Alvarez de Toledo. Sponsored by DIREN (Direction
Régionale de l’Environnement d’Île de France).
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Documentary Form and Processes,
Sculpture, and Language
Marc Pataut and Philippe Roussin

This text came out of discussions with Philippe Roussin
from January 1999 to October 2000. It also includes notes
from the diary I kept in 1999 when I was preparing the
exhibition Sortir la tête.

When I returned to the place of my childhood
recently for purposes of work, I realized that
what I remembered was the Paris of the
1950s, a vernacular Paris, that of the 13th
arrondissement, where the apartment we 
lived in was also the building, where the street
and the quarter were an extension of the
apartment to the territory. I was born in June
1952, at the Pitié-Salpêtrière hospital. I was
baptized in the church of Joan of Arc. My
parents come from the southwest of France.
My father came from a village, Gimat, in Tarn-
et-Garonne. His identity card described him as
a farmer. His mother had a shop in the nearby
town, Beaumont de Lomagne. My mother was
born in Anglet, near Bayonne. Her father came
from Portugal in 1927. Only at the age of sixty-
five, after my grandfather’s death, did she
learn that he had been married before he
came to France and that she had half-brothers
and half-sisters in Portugal. He had never
mentioned it. Her mother left Spain, her native
Basque Country. I have only a very distant
memory of her. I never knew my grandmothers
very well. As I remember, my father’s mother
was a real character. She had been in the
Resistance and had been awarded a medal by
the Americans. My father’s father was called
France. He was very tough. He lived in
Bourges, opposite the arms factory. They were
separated. My parents went up to Paris in 1949
to get away from their family, but also, like
many others, to find work and offer their labor
in the capital. My father really started working
in Paris. My mother was a seamstress; she
dressed very well, worked for haute couture
houses in the Faubourg Saint-Honoré. For her,
going to Paris was a matter of pride. My father
worked in Les Halles, on Le Carreau, where the
Centre Pompidou now stands. He sold
vegetables, and he read a lot. I discovered
Rétif de la Bretonne's Monsieur Nicolas in his
bookcase. Of course, I wasn’t allowed to read
it. He slept by day and worked at night.

Paris-Drancy

I lived in Paris for six years, from 1952 to 1958,
in Rue Domrémy, now on the edge of the
Grande Bibliothèque, along the railway lines, in
a five-story building, an apartment that was so
small that we all slept in the same room. It was
a working-class Paris, rather joyous. We lived
in our neighbors’ homes, in the streets, around
the neighborhood. The tenants were one big
family. Everyone was poor. Mutual help was a
reality. Because of the almost communal
nature of life in the building and quarter, our
relationship to privacy had nothing to do with

the armored door that one conscientiously
closes ever morning after setting the alarm.
Everywhere the private overflowed into the
public, everything was mixed, with no
“propriety.” Our mothers’ curlers, dressing
gowns, and slippers didn’t keep them from
chatting on the stairs, in the courtyard, or
street. They went and did their shopping in
this get-up. I also have vague memories of
police beatings of North African immigrants.

In 1958 we were lucky enough to be given an
apartment in the Parisian suburbs—the Cité
du Nord in Drancy—in a six-story building in
Sablière dressed stone, where I lived until
1978. Drancy, a town in the suburbs of Paris.
These terms were still to be defined at the
time: the suburb—the banlieue—didn’t exist;
it was becoming constituted. It had to be
constructed. It was not the city. There was no
school. I saw the kindergarten being built
opposite my home. You had to fight with your
elected representatives, demonstrate, go up to
Paris in coaches if you wanted to get childcare
facilities or a sports ground. Jean-Paul Dollé
describes very well the suburb at this time in
Fureurs de ville.

Paris was insalubrious; Drancy held out
promise of comfort. In my memories I see
images of the shantytowns in La Courneuve
and Stains. I remember we drank milk in
kindergarten. There, too, you had neighbors; it
was friendly. People knew one another, went
into each other’s homes. Even now I could still
name all my neighbors. The suburbs, too, can
be a country, a territory. My parents never
wanted to be owners. My mother wanted to be
able to dress, to dress us, to buy food, for us to
“want for nothing.” Did this come from the
war, from her own life, or her Portuguese
origins? I don’t know, but the question never
came up. In the 1950s and ’60s you could call
yourself a worker or a proletarian. Being a
worker was a kind of nobility; it was one
possible status.

I’ve never been a member of the Communist
Party or any other. It’s true that all my life,
except in Paris, I have been immersed in a
Communist environment. From the age of 
six I lived in the Red suburbs. In those days, 
I believe, the Communist Party was the
biggest party in France. It was also a very
powerful solidarity network. This network of
activities has all gone now. When someone
had financial or personal problems—work,
children, wife—he could find help around him.
It was both a form of solidarity and prying into
your private life.

I come from a generation that didn’t experience
1968: not old enough to experience it as

anything other than a holiday, not young
enough to be in the next generation. I was
never politically engaged in the way my school
friends understood it. For them, you had to
know history if you were going to change the
world. For some, it was a failure, for others 
a trauma that made them look to the past. 
I never went on holiday in the countries of
Eastern Europe. I didn’t experience that
initiation. My culture is the culture of the
1970s. I saw Malraux on television, Aragon at
the Fête de l’Humanité. The first exhibitions 
I remember: Dubuffet and Klein at the Arts
Décoratifs; Soutine at the Orangerie des
Tuileries; Picasso, I can’t remember where.
I saw Les Malassis (Cueco, Tisserand, etc.)
bringing their canvases out of the Pompidou
exhibition at the Grand Palais in 1972. This was
also the time of Avignon and culture in works
committees. I went to music festivals. 
I listened to free jazz. The dates are a blur. 
It was in this fog that I became what I am.

Studio, Drawing, Sculpture

In my first year at secondary school I had a
drawing teacher. I started drawing. I took
lessons on Place des Vosges. I was interested
in photography. I was preparing to take the
baccalaureate in civil engineering with the
idea of studying architecture. I wasn’t
admitted. In fact, I entered the Beaux-Arts in
1972. I started taking photos without it being
photography. I looked at magazines. I bought
myself a Lubitel. After a year spent in various
ateliers, I enrolled to do sculpture with Etienne
Martin, who must have been about sixty at the
time. This was a deliberate choice, no doubt
my first: sculpture against painting. Out of
fear: I felt I was skilled, painting seemed too
easy. For me, it was an abyss of pleasure. I was
frightened of color. I was frightened of form
that would have been form for its own sake. I
felt sculpture was more conceptual. I couldn’t
understand a thing about it. It puts in place
strategies that you don’t have in painting. It
allows you to get away, to confront things, but
painting and drawing don’t. I chose sculpture,
and I became a photographer.

Etienne Martin’s teaching was very traditional.
It was teaching based on the live model. In the
morning, you went into the atelier and you
modeled for three or four weeks. There was 
a model, sometimes two, and you put this
together in clay. Nothing happened for three
or four weeks. On Wednesdays and Fridays,
Etienne Martin would come in. He changed
our sculptures in two or three strokes of the
thumb and he went away again. With Etienne
Martin I learned something about time, about
being outside time. There may be nothing
happening for a very long time: the first

where it would be meaningful for them to
exist, in a contemporary art center. The
photographs of Le Cornillon were published in
the form of a magazine by Ne Pas Plier.
Together, more than one hundred of them
were exhibited at documenta X in Kassel in
1997, and after that in England and in Portugal.
They were bought but not shown by the FNAC
[Fonds National d’Art Contemporain].

The fact that these photographs are exhibited
in contemporary art museums, abroad more
than in France, is an indicator of the problems
of scale and level I was talking about. In
France, contemporary art, following in the
wake of the artistic tradition that came before
it, is defined at once from a single center and
as the place that is most extreme and the
most distant from the local. Because of this
definition, when it is projected onto the
international level, where there is plurality, this
art in turn becomes peripheral. It is easier for
me to show work of this kind abroad: it is
received there and more immediately or more
spontaneously understood in its documentary
uses as artistic work. For me, then, the point is
to get beyond the national level, in a French
context, if I can put it like that. That is the
whole problem with documentary work that
goes from sculpture to speech, via
photography and the putting in place of
procedures.

Art and the social are artificially opposed here,
while we exhibit documentary photography
that is made elsewhere, both historical and
contemporary, North American or German.
These contradictions clearly express the
constraints and the complexities of the
institutional and national definitions of art.
They have no artistic foundation. They lead to
the assumption that contemporary art is of the
present, while dismissing the very idea that
contemporary art should be part of a wider
social reality—a reality that is not just artistic.
Now, art can be an answer to problems that
are not only artistic—indeed, that is how it is
perceived by most of those who look—and in
the same way artistic effectiveness does not
reside only in the image but also in the tension
between the activity, the procedure, the
pedagogy, and the form.

1. Modules were lighter teaching structures designed to
help students concentrate on their weaknesses before
going back to the main class.—Trans.

2. Emmaüs is a French solidarity movement founded in
1949 by the Abbé Pierre to combat poverty and
homelessness. One of its chief money-raising activities is
collecting and reselling unwanted furniture and other
possessions. Its members are called “companions.”—
Trans.

3. When I was working at the day hospital, I met Gérard
Paris-Clavel, who at the time was a member of Grapus, a
group of French graphic artists formed by students from
the Arts Décoratifs during the events of 1968. They
produced a lot of militant images and set up next to my
studio in Aubervilliers. Ne Pas Plier formed in 1990 as an
association, with the aim of designing, producing, and
disseminating meaningful images for urgent national and
international human situations. In 1992, Ne Pas Plier
started working with a French association for the support
and integration of the unemployed and economically
precarious, APEIS (Association pour l’emploi, l’insertion 
et la solidarité des chômeurs et des précaires). We used 
to go with them when they staged sit-ins at the ASSEDIC
(the official unemployment and benefits organization). 
We produced images about unemployment that we
managed to get printed through a network of friends,
through printers and the Conseil Général of Seine Saint-
Denis. I realized how difficult it was for the unemployed to
project an image of themselves. If I give them a portrait,
they will put it on the wall; they won’t use it. Because of
our know-how and our skill, we knew you could post things
in a certain way, print them on canvas, use them. We made
images that were not displayed but carried in the street. 
I also made portraits of the unemployed that they carried in
demonstrations. The work became more complex. Graphic
designers project words in public space. We produced a
certain number of posters that combined graphic
interventions and photography. The association became
one of the groups of artists fighting against globalization,
recognized in Europe, working in the agitprop tradition.
The Blanc-Mesnil exhibition catalogue was my first
collaboration with G. Paris-Clavel. The collective work of 
Ne Pas Plier was the subject of an exhibition at the
Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, in April–May 1995.

4. Peuple et Culture Corrèze was founded in Tulle in 1951
by young militants who had learned by working with the
founders of the national movement in the very productive
post-Liberation years, when the utopia of Peuple et
Culture cross-fertilized with the work of creative figures
such as Chris Marker, Alain Resnais, André Bazin, Jean
Vilar, and Gabriel Monnet, a pioneer of decentralization.
Since 1978, the association has been working to
disseminate contemporary art. It organizes exhibitions
that usually come out of a residency by an artist. It works
with the Artothèque du Limousin, with which it has set up
an Artobus that takes works to rural areas for the
organization of exhibitions or workshops with villages or
schools. Peuple et Culture Corrèze also offers workshops
led by professional artists to ensure that amateur
practices are not just the occasion for conviviality and
sociability but can become a real artistic and intellectual
adventure. These initiatives have always been linked to
other actions by the association, such as civic training,
study trips, social memory, and publishing.

5. Jack Lang served as the French minister of culture from
1981 to 1986 and 1988 to 1992.—Ed.

6. The French term used here, pays, means not only
country in the sense of nation but also one’s home region,
a locality with a distinct identity.—Trans.

7. Work diary, Tulle and Saint-Mexan, 7–8 May 1999: 
Tulle is a martyred city. On 9 June 1944, a few days after
the German garrison was attacked by the FTP (maquis
forces), the SS Panzer Division Das Reich stopped at Tulle
on its way to meet an Allied landing. Over two thousand
men were arrested in the early morning and rounded up in
the courtyard of the arms factory. An absurd, perverse
sorting was now carried out, with some men being kept
and others released. 99 men were hanged from the
balconies of the Souilhac quarter and the station, and 149
were deported (101 would never come back). The next

day, the Das Reich division reached Oradour, where the
massacre that took place deeply scarred the town’s
memory. Should it now try to forget the weight of 
this memory? How do you remember and pass on the
imaginary of a collective memory without becoming its
prisoner? The past is a tool for the present and for the
future, for revisiting and inventing. The relation to history
is necessary, but it can be dangerous, like dreams—you
have to be wary of your dreams. . . . From time to time we
stop on the road to listen. We come to Chanteix. An
assembly of war veterans, flags unfurled, is about to
commemorate 8 May 1945. We city people tend to steer
clear of these commemorations, these ceremonies of
memory. Here it is still part of the rhythm, another way of
finding yourself and being with others. The village, the
street leading up to the memorial, the church, the school,
these men who could be our fathers—all this feels right,
connected. Five minutes, no more, and they have all left by
car, gone to the neighboring village for the same
ceremony. The three villages have joined together;
otherwise there wouldn’t be enough people. Men who
haven’t forgotten to get up in the morning, as Pierre
Landry, the bookseller in Tulle, puts it. He comes from
another place, another country where it is cold in winter:
Quebec. He has been in Tulle for nine years now. He shows
me a book, and I read this: “What would happen if you
sheltered the thief who pillages you, were accomplices of
the murderer who kills you, and traitors to yourselves?”
Estienne de la Boétie, who was born in Sarlat, 1530–1563,
Discours de la servitude volontaire. . . . Headlines in the
press (La Montagne, Friday, 7 May 1999) are, “Stick your
head out Manu: pre-retirement, the anxiety of dusk (over
eight columns); on the left, at the top of the page: “Facing
the future” (over two columns); below: “Last calls”; in the
center, over four columns, “A logic of closure”; bottom left,
over two columns: “Shop closed”; on the right, over six
columns: “A MULTITUDE OF RESOURCES, A DEARTH OF
PROJECTS”: “there is no shortage of financial resources
for converting the Pays de Tulle. The shortage has more
to do with the dearth of projects. ‘The general culture here
is to wait and see,’ admits the regional delegate of the
Regional Financial Company for Employment and
Development, the fully owned subsidiary of GIAT Industries
in charge of helping to convert the workforce affected by
the group’s industrial withdrawal.” . . . In the evening, the
first slogans set the tone: “Halt the decline, Yes to the
future,” to the background of the Song of the Partisans
set to new music by the group Zebda. What more can be
said, if that is as far as the protests go? A sad little
demonstration in the rain in a dead city. Seemingly, no
attempt to analyze the situation and blind optimism, when
everything is already lost. What should one think of these
women and men in Tulle who are mistaken? They are
suffering, but they are mistaken. Is it the role of politicians
and unions to play these charades, to provide no
information and to keep people down like that? It is as if
we were overcome by the general apathy, we had fallen
asleep, most of us having no opinion about the NATO
intervention in Kosovo, in Serbia. These images prevent us
from thinking; instead of breaking rank we just wait,
watching the punishment rather than the intervention.
The connection with Tulle is the apathy. What would a
locally specific position be that would aim to embrace in
the same movement the necessary work of culture,
information, and art?

Text originally published as “Procédures et forme
documentaire, sculpture et langue," in Jean-François
Chevrier and Philippe Roussin, eds., “Le parti pris du
document: Littérature, photographie, cinéma et
architecture au XXe siècle,” Communications 71 (2001):
283–306.
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In 1986 I made a series of photographs of my
body that I titled Apartheid. They are as
important to me as the day hospital ones
because they represent another phase in my
work as a photographer. With this series of
eleven photographs of my belly, I understood
that I could translate the suffering of another
body and produce on my own body the
violence done to the blacks in South Africa.
For me this was a way of getting out of the
studio; it was work claimed back from a kind of
aestheticizing. These photographs were
exhibited in Blanc-Mesnil in 1989, in two
distinct ways: framed and matted in the town
hall; and in the form of meter-square
silkscreen prints shown on some thirty three-
by-five-meter billboards around the city. Two
exhibitions for two publics: those who go to
cultural venues and those who will never go.

Aulnay, a Portrait

After the experience of the day hospital, my
work has been about finding a way to arrive at
the portrait. The portrait is a very precise
moment in a person’s life. We think the
relation to the image has been democratized,
but in reality the portrait is still something very
rare. You only have to ask yourself when, in
your own life, someone spent three or four
hours with you to take your portrait. We no
longer go to the local photographer’s shop; we
go to a photo booth. People don’t know how to
position themselves or what to do with their
body. In the day hospital, when I gave a child a
camera, I made their portrait on the first image
of the film, so I’d know who the images
belonged to. Ten years later, I reopened this
album, and I went on to look at my first
portraits: my father, my son—all of them,
people close to me.

In 1990–91, in Aulnay-sous-Bois, at the Lycée
Voillaume, a vocational school in the northern
suburbs of Paris, working with a grant from the
culture and education ministries, I worked with
thirty schoolchildren struggling with failure
who had all agreed they would redo the year
as a class. It was the beginning of the
modules.1 There was a contract between the
teachers and the schoolchildren: The former
undertook to get the latter back on track. The
French teacher who received me had chosen
to study the last letters five students from the
Lycée Buffon sent to their parents from
Fresnes Prison before being shot by the
Germans on 8 February 1943. For the suburban
schoolchildren, these letters from young
people who were shot in 1943 recalled only a
very remote history. They are powerful, moving
letters: In the morning, they wrote a last letter
to their parents; in the afternoon, they were
shot. When handing them out, the teacher

intelligently decided not to read them aloud.
Each person read them for him or herself. The
first essay subject he gave the students was
whether there were any values for which they,
today, would be ready to give their lives. All the
students copped out. Then the French teacher
managed to get them into a position to write.
In a year, they went from adolescent prose to
poetry and writing. I introduced photography
in this work. For these young students, identity
boils down to a degrading small-format image,
the one on their residence permit or identity
card, when they have one. I say “degrading”
because it is requested in a relationship based
on policing, on control. I asked them to lend
me their faces, asking how the faces of
students in 1990 could stand for that of a
teenager in 1943, how my face can have value
for someone other than me. I made big
printouts. Only two years afterward, one of the
school students came and told me he was of
Chilean origin, that his parents had had to flee
for political reasons. These are young people
with an immigrant background; they are there
for economic, social, and political reasons, but
they have lost the thread of their history. I
understood, in Aulnay, that people worked at
their own rhythm. There is the rhythm of the
artist, who can publish his book ten years later,
and the time of the teacher who, at the end of
the year, loses his students and must start
again with others.

Community, Emmaüs, Scherwiller

After Aulnay, I worked with an Emmaüs2

community in Scherwiller, Alsace, in 1993–94. I
went there four or five times, for fifteen days
each time, over more than a year. The
community was going to change location and
move from an old convent to an abandoned
factory. The people in charge wanted to draft a
new charter for companions and wanted to
document this. I didn’t want to produce
stereotypes, to reproduce the image of the
ragpicker that always comes to mind, or to do
reportage on their work. I chose to make
portraits instead.

Before I met them, I had a very idealized vision
of what a community was. I thought that a
community was a group united by a shared
ideal. I thought they all followed the words of
Abbé Pierre about helping those poorer than
us. Out of some thirty companions, in fact, only
two or three were like that. The others were
pretty much just surviving. I was faced with
people who were extremely isolated,
separated from one another, broken,
frightened of any kind of relationship, with no
individual relationships, and sometimes
without speech, holding their heads low. I was
physically afraid of them. I found out what it

was to be afraid of others. “Go and take your
photos, don’t be afraid of people.” That’s what
we tell photographers. What we ought to say
is, on the contrary, “Be afraid, and make
something of it.”

At first it was fairly violent. All the expressions
we use in everyday life (“hello,” “how are
you?” etc.) had disappeared. These people
wolfed down their food, the cheese at the
same time as the main course. When I asked if
someone would pass me the salt, no one
answered. I went and got it for myself. For two
days I kept asking one of the Alsatians where
he came from, from New York or Brooklyn, and
I never got an answer. On the second day, he
turned to face me on his doorstep and said, 
“I don’t know.” I understood that I must have
asked what was the hardest question for him.
The question of origins is the one that hurts
the most. He effectively didn’t know where he
came from. He had no family. All of them had
difficult family backgrounds. They came from
the adoption agency, from prison, etc. I also
understood that these rootless people didn’t
stay. You can eat with someone at midday, and
in the evening they’ll be gone. Nobody knows
why or how they left. Out of the eight
companions whose portraits I made the first
time, six were no longer there when I came
back a month later.

The idea of the group I started out with didn’t
stand up and proved impossible. So, I thought
I’d photograph the companions two by two
and document how they stood side by side,
with their hands on each other’s shoulders.
But that wasn’t possible, either. The only time I
managed to bring two companions together, it
went wrong and there was a fight. That led me
to read Robert Antelme’s book L’Espèce
humaine [The Human Race]. That was an
experience. I asked myself why nobody had
ever told me it was important and why, at the
age of forty, I hadn’t read it. Antelme’s
situation is historically distant in time but also
very close. It is extreme, but if I think of what’s
happening in Chechnya or in Kosovo, it’s our
everyday reality. The situation is not the same,
but we are in a society of apartheid and
violence. Each of us has a kind of veneer that
only stays in place if it is constantly fed and
treated by culture. That’s why Antelme’s words
are contemporary with me. In the extreme
situation he was in, when man is furthest from
himself, he wrote that “in its worst exercise,
the executioner’s power cannot be other than
one of the powers that men have, the power of
murder. He can kill a man, but he can’t change
him into something else.” Even if the screw is
trying to turn him into a dog, he won’t manage
to. This vision of the situation, this positive
proposition, is what I take away with me: It is

does not exist: it is made. Speech for me is
material; it is clay. I allow myself to use it like
light or the image. Images are words. I am
more into editing than writing. I keep a
working diary: moments of writing I can edit
together chronologically. It’s one possible
form, but I find the narrative on the side of the
images, not the writing.

The form and the images emerge from a kind
of magma of photographs. I don’t have the
feeling that I desire or make the image. The
gap between the photo, video, and the texts
allows this. The people interviewed and
photographed become characters. The work
on the material is done in the time of
producing the images. Even if, in the end,
there is only one image, it has not been a
waste of time or work. On the contrary. The
time spent meeting people, talking to them,
making my images or something other than my
images, is necessary for me; it builds up and it
appears, later, in the photos. I think that you
can load images with time, words, and
relations. There is such a thing as a depth of
time—the formula could be opposed to the
“decisive moment.” When I was editing the
images for the book on the Grand Stade, I sat
at a table and said, this image goes here,
before, or after this other one. This came from
the work, work in time. The images made their
own montage and gradually formed groups.
The time between the shooting and the final
edit is that of fiction. The documentary work
does not stand in opposition to fiction.

The result was Sortir la tête PAYS PAROLES
IMAGES [Emerging Localities: Voices and
Images], an exhibition that toured to different
places in the Tulle area. This exhibition
brought into play a form that is a kind of
sculpture: there are photos, texts, theater, and
video. Between the wall of images and that of
the words on which the texts and fragments of
interviews appear, the floor, which must be
ten-by-ten meters, delimits a potential space
where the pays appears, a moment where
people feel enough emotion in looking at the
images and emotion in relation to themselves.

The idea was not to produce an exhibition and
works but moments and procedures, to bring
viewers into a situation where speech and
politics are possible. On the opening night the
viewers handled the images, if necessary
working together in pairs to turn them round.
There are two class photos from 1951 and
1952. We can see Manée Teyssandier, a child,
holding the class blackboard and, on the right
and the left, the teachers and his parents.
When viewers look at this image, they think
it’s their village. At the opening, one of the
viewers was able to name the people in the

photo one after another: he knew, fifty years
later, what had happened to them, if they were
married, to whom, etc. There are also
photographs taken in other places than Tulle.
The film opens with my father throwing
breadcrumbs to birds and talking about his
childhood and the Resistance. My parents
don’t come from Tulle, but they are my parents.
I can’t spend two years of my life getting other
people to talk without including myself in the
film at some point.

Showing images of Tulle in other places is
more difficult than putting images of
elsewhere in Tulle, because Tulle has been
constituted as a pays. Going to a place I don’t
know and taking images there that are only
local is a real problem. Today, how do you make
an object, a piece as we say, with people who
are rather urban and don’t consider the
question of the country in those terms? What
do I have to add? They go to see cows,
peasants. They don’t go to see Jean Mouzat
and Dominique Fleygnac, as people do in Tulle,
where they can name them. Now, my work will
be about knowing how this exhibition, which
has been shown in Chanteix, in Gumont, in
Sérilhac, and in Tulle, can be shown in other
places—in Paris, Marseille, or Berlin.

If I move the exhibition elsewhere, there is a
need to situate the figures and create a
context. That’s what I did in Tulle. Why take on
a contemporary art project, in the wake of
documenta, with a popular education
association? Because it’s not a matter of the
artist, the creator on one side and, on the
other, the viewer and the consumer, because
the artist can’t stop at the making of the
images. He also has the responsibility to speak
to different publics. There are contemporary
artists who seem to think they have the state,
even if they don’t have the public. Now, the
question is not “What kind of art do we want
to make?” but “What world do we want to live
in?” Artistic institutions and contemporary art
spaces that aim to show art always assume it
is for the public to come to the art, never the
other way around. Their effect will be limited if
they don’t articulate their project to a more
general aim. That is the problem of popular
education, and up until the 1970s it was the
challenge for the Théâtre National Populaire:
creating an active, self-constituting public.
There is no such thing as a public in the wild
state, and we therefore need to articulate the
production of the image to its reception. In
Tulle, the work is linked and extended: I am
responsible, as is Peuple et Culture with me,
for the human, cultural, political, and economic
resources that make our activity possible. An
environment is re-created, a public is

constituted by the work and the collaboration
we carried out over two years.

Contemporary Art, Society, and Politics

Showing thousands of refugees, thousands of
tents, and thousands of slaughters is not the
same as saying what a slaughter is, what a
refugee is, what a tent is. All the images that
are made of Kosovo will never be about
anything more than the extreme urgency and
will reflect only the spectacle. In the history of
photography, press reportage, with its
necessities and formatting, produced a
rupture in the documentary tradition and also
helped distance art from documentary. If we
have lost our sense of scale in relation to the
world, if we are no longer capable of
representing it, then how can we reconnect
with Lewis Hine, Julia Margaret Cameron, or
Dorothea Lange? Most photographers and
those who publish them nowadays stopped at
Cartier-Bresson and Doisneau, at a time when
the image was self-sufficient. They are still
stuck with that 1950s relation between text
and image. The images that W. Eugene Smith
made at Minimata exist in the issues of Life
where they were first published—the relation
to the page is precise and effective: they don’t
exist in the prints exhibited under glass in the
exhibition I saw at the Pompidou.

The photography of Henri Cartier-Bresson is 
a dead end for the artists who came after him.
It doesn’t pass anything on. These are
handsome images; they belong to a period. As
a contemporary artist, they give me nothing at
all. Today, I find it very hard to see images or to
see in images only their visual aspect. I feel a
need to destroy the image, not to accept it as
it is. Only the invention of forms interests me,
more than Marc Pataut making pretty pictures
when you put him on a waste ground. I don’t
start with form; I try to delay the moment of
producing one as long as I can. Form emerges
from knowledge and work. I use photography,
but I no longer see myself as a photographer. 
I don’t want to call myself a photographer any
more. It’s a criticism, an indictment I level at
myself, unfairly no doubt, and at photography.
There are a thousand ways of taking
photographs. What I understand by the word
work, in documentary, comes increasingly
before actual photography. It could even do
without photography, if other forms of work
were recognized as documentary or artistic.

From this point of view there is nothing worse
than an auteur. He has been identified with a
style and is expected to repeat a form that has
been identified. Professionally, what he is
asked to do is to think what he already knows
how to think. This is a problem I’ve come
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across in the press and in the dissemination of
images. Their dissemination as archives
doesn’t interest me. What interests me is
making them. In fact, that was even a very
clear economic choice. Either I stayed in an
agency and I put out images as archives that 
I fed with my work as and when it developed,
or I said no, I’m not going to put out my images
as archives any more, I’m going to put all my
energy into making them and therefore into
finding the money to make them rather than to
distribute them. Those are two very different
approaches. I did the work at Le Cornillon
without a commission, without even being
asked, in fact. It took a lot of time, and it was
very tough economically. As for the work with
the vendors of La Rue, I wasn’t able to develop
that for very long. I immediately found people
who wanted to show it, but I wasn’t able to
find people who were able to produce it, to
take it further and continue it. It would be
interesting to redo it now, in a scientific way,
with architects, city planners, etc.

A reporter takes photographs that he shows
elsewhere. What interests me is showing them
first where I made them, in the place where I
work. I want to work where I live, to know how
people take hold of the image, how they make
it a tool, how it can act in the world, what
photographs are for. In the day hospital some
of the children ate or colored the notebook I
gave them; others showed it to their
psychotherapist. In Aulnay, I explained to the
school students that, whatever their attitude, I
would do the work and I would produce a form.
At Emmaüs I explained to each person what I
was doing, whether they understood or not. I
made a book for each of the companions, with
their images and their portrait, which I sent
them by post. These are people who don’t
usually get any mail. I also sent all the books to
the community. At Le Cornillon, the form I
found was small prints. Noël, Stéphane, Slavek,
Eliane, and Guy are the subjects of a private
journal and a narrative, not the objects of a
piece of photojournalism. They have a story.
The small format of the photographs that were
shown as a frieze in Kassel is a sign of this.
They speak of a social reality as much as they
do of a psychic one. They all have images that
concern them, plus images of the others,
when they want them. In their family album
Eliane and Guy have photos of Marc Pataut
that I took at Le Cornillon. This intimacy is part
of a given territory, of a relationship of
proximity. It’s also a form that goes step by
step, in a continuous working process of
speech, proximity, and intimacy. The first
public is constituted by the people I did the
work with.

There is a need to retrieve the places, the
territories, the groups of individuals with
whom action is possible. These are problems
of scale and level. The day hospital is a closed
space with twelve children. The Emmaüs
community is a closed space with thirty
people. The Grand Stade is a delimited
territory with ten people. There are a few
families there. These few individuals are like 
a world. The whole world is in the space
between two people. That is the form of the
metaphor. I work locally: that’s where I can be
most effective, in a given perimeter, with
other people. My way of understanding this
perimeter is to build. Photography alone is 
not enough. Unlike a silent photographer, 
I work with my tongue. If there is no speech
before, I’m not interested. I therefore create
procedures—my interest in forms of
collaboration comes from my work as a
sculptor. Once language comes into play, 
you get what there is in Sallaumines, where
I’m currently working, a kind of verbalized
violence that is addressed to me. It compels
you either to leave or to stay and, if you do, to
invent. The images are not violent, the speech
is not violent. It is the meaning of what the
people I have in front of me are saying that is
violent, the situation they find themselves in. 
I did an interview for the APEIS newspaper
with a woman who lives in Fontenay-sous-
Bois. She is from Martinique; she is thirty-three
years old, with three children, pregnant with a
fourth. She’s active in the life of the community,
is vice president of the parents’ association in
her children’s school. She married a second
time to an undocumented immigrant and finds
herself at risk of being thrown out of her
apartment tomorrow. She is beautiful; the
image is beautiful; what she tells me is
sublime. What is hard is the unacceptable,
grotesque situation of poverty and exclusion
she is in and that she understands very well. 
In the interview, I am an interface that enables
her to speak; she knew a few days before that
I was going to meet her. Now it’s up to me to
find a way of producing a form that
communicates this to others. Finding a form,
producing a relation in space, in light, is
something rather pleasurable. You are coming
back to sculpture. Photography is silent; it has
no speech. Speech is a way of working outside
photography; it is also a way of summoning up
the body (sculpture), of getting its use back
and asserting it.

I am often criticized for being a photographer
of “the social.” For me that’s an empty
criticism or a vain debate that is due to the
fact that the culture of reportage has
obscured documentary and its artistic
dimension. It’s a pity that their lack of visual
culture keeps people who call themselves

critics or philosophers from making the
distinction and leads to all sorts of
misunderstandings and simplifications. 
My work is a mix of photography, poetry, 
and sociology. It consists in going to places
where art is never present, to people where
that subject never comes up. Today there is a
fashion for the social, the “social everything.”
I don’t identify with this. Art really is in danger
there. Handling social integration on a cultural
level is also one of the worst ways of solving
conflicts. I am not a photographer of the social.
I am not a street photographer. My relation to
politics is not that of the mass, of messages,
of action. That’s no doubt why I left Ne Pas
Plier. At Le Cornillon, where I spent two years,
where the territory reminded me of Paris in
the 1950s, the aim was not to denounce but 
to produce the relation to space of those who
lived there, in a happiness that is not like 
our own, and, at Emmaüs, to show that a
companion can be intelligible or intelligent, 
an upstanding human being. It’s not about
assisting but creating a relation of competence
to competence, of knowledge to knowledge.

The criticism of me as a social photographer
reproduces the traditional distinctions that
are made in France between culture and the
social, or between high and low, as the
Americans say. These divisions have long
made us oppose art and culture, art and the
social. They have certain visible repercussions
as regards both the production and the
reception of images and photography. 
A photographer has to show images in
magazines or exhibit them in museums or
galleries. Each of these places seems to
impose a certain kind of image: reportage
photography in magazines and artistic
photography, contemporary art’s poor relation,
in museums. These are archaic divisions in
mainstream culture, which in fact is a deep
unculturedness as regards photography that
we accept and that has to do with the fact
that photography does not belong to the
artistic culture here, unlike the case in
Germany or the United States.

Exhibiting images interests me only if, before
that, they have been part of an experience I
have had in the real. It’s true that I don’t make
much of an effort to get them shown in
contemporary art venues. The Emmaüs
portraits were exhibited at the Stedelijk
Museum in Amsterdam and in France, in the
community, on the day of the inauguration of
their new space, in the form of polyptychs, or
again in Auvers-sur-Oise and in Sallaumines. 
A series was bought by FRAC-PACA [Fonds
Régional d’Art Contemporain Provence-Alpes-
Côte-d’Azur], but they have never been shown
in Alsace, in the region where they were made,

moment of the first day of modeling is exactly
the same as the last moment of the last day,
four weeks later. Time loses its value: The first
day is as interesting as the last. There is a
dilation or an abolition of time. My relation to
time is therefore one of nonurgency. That was
the learning process, in the relation to the light
and the model, in a relation to time where it is
of little importance. It’s also learning how to
look. Sculpture, for me, is a bodily relation,
something massive and frontal. There is the
model, the clay, the light, and time. A sculptor
makes two or three sculptures a year. It’s very
slow. You have to be present, to endure. There
is the same archaic relation between the
model, the view camera, and the photographer.
With Etienne Martin, I took photos of my
sculptures.

At the Beaux-Arts, I also went to the Cours
Yvon, a course where you could acquire all the
tics of the academy, become a real drawing
professional, with real pleasure, to a rhythm.
One day, a teacher came up behind me and
looked at my drawings. He congratulated me
and asked me what I was doing, what atelier 
I was in, what my parents did: vendor at Les
Halles, seamstress. “You will never be a
sculptor,” he told me. That is a wound. That is
what you structure yourself on. Sculpture is
part of my origins, maybe more than
photography. It’s my training.

Aubervilliers, Day Hospital

In 1975, after getting my diploma in sculpture
from the Beaux-Arts, for seven years I was a
drawing teacher at several vocational schools.
I taught drawing to young girls who were
doing typing, shorthand, and sewing. I was
twenty-three and they were seventeen. I
started taking photographs. I put together a
portfolio, and in 1979 I joined the Viva agency,
which did French-style social photography
and represented an alternative to Magnum
and Rapho. I observed. We were the
grandchildren of Cartier-Bresson. I had come
to this story at the end, when it was starting to
come apart. I did reportage. I was sent to
Poland at the moment of the riots in Gdansk,
but I went to photograph the slaughtering 
of pigs in the south of the country. This was
the time when Rural Solidarnosc emerged. 
I realized I wasn’t a press photographer.

From May 1981 to 1982, I became an
“occasional student nurse, part-time,” in a day
hospital in Aubervilliers. I made three three-
month stays there in two years. A nurse friend
took me at my word when I said I wanted to do
a photo-essay about a day hospital. Rather
than replace one educator with another who,
in three months, wouldn’t have the time to do

any proper work with the children, this
institution’s idea was to give this time to
painters, to theater people. I came to become
a photographer, to do a major piece of
reportage, to speak out against asylums. I met
children who were suffering and educators
who were there so they would suffer less. 
I saw that you had to get to work. I set up a
photography workshop. From the outset, 
I had a nonergotherapeutic idea of what I was
doing. I made a place exist where the subject
was photography.

I gave the children disposable cameras. 
I made a portrait of each one. I printed their
sheets and put them all together in an album
that contained all the contact sheets, in
chronological order. Their photographs were a
real shock to me; they were very important,
and they still are for me now. I saw images that
had nothing to do with what I imagined
photography to be at the time. It became
something other than the idea of breaking up
the world with a window. When you want to
represent someone, you photograph their
face, not a bit of their shoulder or the chair
that is in shadow. They photographed a chair,
the one you were sitting on, or did three or
four photos of the person. And yet those
photographs are incredibly effective. You can
see the enormous importance of the body.
They turned the camera on themselves. From
these photos I realized that the gaze is
culturally formatted: We go to the face to
represent, and we do it with our eyes. I
understood that a portrait is not just a face,
that photography involves the body and the
unconscious, something other than the eye,
intelligence, and virtuosity, and that the
journalist’s position is not the only one and not
even the most effective one. The day hospital
taught me you could photograph with your
belly, that the portrait is a bodily relation—how
I place my body in space facing another body,
at what distance.

For me, this experience came to an abrupt
end: a change of direction in the hospital (a
psychiatrist replaced a doctor) and a change
of orientation in the institution. All of a sudden,
I was told I had to choose: stay and become an
educator or leave and become a photographer.
This was quite a hard period. I was leaving
behind a network of colleagues and the
children—my own were the same age.

Becoming a Photographer, Apartheid

I knew I wanted to be a photographer, but I
didn’t identify with photography—or, rather,
with the little world of photography. I was not a
reporter and had nothing in common any more
with Viva, with the press, and with journalism.

This was when the Raymond Depardon film
San Clemente came out: I was uncomfortable
with the aestheticizing of disability and
madness, with the reporter’s performance. I
needed to reinvent my relation to photography.
In the hospital, curiously, I understood that for
me photography, the relation to others, was
based on speech and language. To relearn
photography, I started taking landscape
photos. I don’t need to verbalize, to talk to the
landscape, to ask permission to photograph it.
It became a tool for me. There are photos in
which I’m talking, where speech plays a role,
where it’s matter, where the other exists, and
ones where speech doesn’t exist. For me,
these are self-portraits. Speech is an absolute
break, the transition from one practice to
another, from one genre to another.

I started work on my body. The hand is the
most external part of the human body. I can
twist it in every direction, put it in the light,
without talking to it. I made a series of images
about my eye. For me, at this time, there were
two ways of being a photographer: on one
side, this silent work on my body, in the studio;
on the other, a relation to others and social
work. The break between the studio and the
world, between activity and work, between 
art and the social, was what enabled me to
function. Cars were burned in Vénissieux, 
and nobody knew whether they were burning
because photographers were there or whether
the photographers were there because they
were burning. It was at this time, in 1985, 
that I met Jean-Michel Montfort. We set up 
an association, Faut Voir, with a project about
ten French cities, helped by the Cultural
Intervention Fund. Photography was seen as
part of the integration training. I used what I’d
learned in the day hospital. Another piece of
work was done in Orgeval, a suburb of Reims,
during a rehabilitation program. In eight
months, with seven and a half months of
preparation with the people and ten days of
production on site with photographers and
journalists, and a writing workshop, giving out
cameras in the street to local inhabitants, we
produced some forty posters. We worked like
this for a few years, organizing projects that I
still believe in today. I reached a contradiction
and a break between the visual work—my
ongoing work on the body—and the social
work; between the personal work and the
activist work. The association was becoming 
a little institution; it functioned like an agency.
We did what we already knew how to do.
That’s why I stopped and found myself in the
same sort of situation that had followed 
the experience at the day hospital. You have 
to reconstruct yourself but also recover your
networks. Without a network, you’ve no
contacts. This period lasted a year.
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In 1986 I made a series of photographs of my
body that I titled Apartheid. They are as
important to me as the day hospital ones
because they represent another phase in my
work as a photographer. With this series of
eleven photographs of my belly, I understood
that I could translate the suffering of another
body and produce on my own body the
violence done to the blacks in South Africa.
For me this was a way of getting out of the
studio; it was work claimed back from a kind of
aestheticizing. These photographs were
exhibited in Blanc-Mesnil in 1989, in two
distinct ways: framed and matted in the town
hall; and in the form of meter-square
silkscreen prints shown on some thirty three-
by-five-meter billboards around the city. Two
exhibitions for two publics: those who go to
cultural venues and those who will never go.

Aulnay, a Portrait

After the experience of the day hospital, my
work has been about finding a way to arrive at
the portrait. The portrait is a very precise
moment in a person’s life. We think the
relation to the image has been democratized,
but in reality the portrait is still something very
rare. You only have to ask yourself when, in
your own life, someone spent three or four
hours with you to take your portrait. We no
longer go to the local photographer’s shop; we
go to a photo booth. People don’t know how to
position themselves or what to do with their
body. In the day hospital, when I gave a child a
camera, I made their portrait on the first image
of the film, so I’d know who the images
belonged to. Ten years later, I reopened this
album, and I went on to look at my first
portraits: my father, my son—all of them,
people close to me.

In 1990–91, in Aulnay-sous-Bois, at the Lycée
Voillaume, a vocational school in the northern
suburbs of Paris, working with a grant from the
culture and education ministries, I worked with
thirty schoolchildren struggling with failure
who had all agreed they would redo the year
as a class. It was the beginning of the
modules.1 There was a contract between the
teachers and the schoolchildren: The former
undertook to get the latter back on track. The
French teacher who received me had chosen
to study the last letters five students from the
Lycée Buffon sent to their parents from
Fresnes Prison before being shot by the
Germans on 8 February 1943. For the suburban
schoolchildren, these letters from young
people who were shot in 1943 recalled only a
very remote history. They are powerful, moving
letters: In the morning, they wrote a last letter
to their parents; in the afternoon, they were
shot. When handing them out, the teacher

intelligently decided not to read them aloud.
Each person read them for him or herself. The
first essay subject he gave the students was
whether there were any values for which they,
today, would be ready to give their lives. All the
students copped out. Then the French teacher
managed to get them into a position to write.
In a year, they went from adolescent prose to
poetry and writing. I introduced photography
in this work. For these young students, identity
boils down to a degrading small-format image,
the one on their residence permit or identity
card, when they have one. I say “degrading”
because it is requested in a relationship based
on policing, on control. I asked them to lend
me their faces, asking how the faces of
students in 1990 could stand for that of a
teenager in 1943, how my face can have value
for someone other than me. I made big
printouts. Only two years afterward, one of the
school students came and told me he was of
Chilean origin, that his parents had had to flee
for political reasons. These are young people
with an immigrant background; they are there
for economic, social, and political reasons, but
they have lost the thread of their history. I
understood, in Aulnay, that people worked at
their own rhythm. There is the rhythm of the
artist, who can publish his book ten years later,
and the time of the teacher who, at the end of
the year, loses his students and must start
again with others.

Community, Emmaüs, Scherwiller

After Aulnay, I worked with an Emmaüs2

community in Scherwiller, Alsace, in 1993–94. I
went there four or five times, for fifteen days
each time, over more than a year. The
community was going to change location and
move from an old convent to an abandoned
factory. The people in charge wanted to draft a
new charter for companions and wanted to
document this. I didn’t want to produce
stereotypes, to reproduce the image of the
ragpicker that always comes to mind, or to do
reportage on their work. I chose to make
portraits instead.

Before I met them, I had a very idealized vision
of what a community was. I thought that a
community was a group united by a shared
ideal. I thought they all followed the words of
Abbé Pierre about helping those poorer than
us. Out of some thirty companions, in fact, only
two or three were like that. The others were
pretty much just surviving. I was faced with
people who were extremely isolated,
separated from one another, broken,
frightened of any kind of relationship, with no
individual relationships, and sometimes
without speech, holding their heads low. I was
physically afraid of them. I found out what it

was to be afraid of others. “Go and take your
photos, don’t be afraid of people.” That’s what
we tell photographers. What we ought to say
is, on the contrary, “Be afraid, and make
something of it.”

At first it was fairly violent. All the expressions
we use in everyday life (“hello,” “how are
you?” etc.) had disappeared. These people
wolfed down their food, the cheese at the
same time as the main course. When I asked if
someone would pass me the salt, no one
answered. I went and got it for myself. For two
days I kept asking one of the Alsatians where
he came from, from New York or Brooklyn, and
I never got an answer. On the second day, he
turned to face me on his doorstep and said, 
“I don’t know.” I understood that I must have
asked what was the hardest question for him.
The question of origins is the one that hurts
the most. He effectively didn’t know where he
came from. He had no family. All of them had
difficult family backgrounds. They came from
the adoption agency, from prison, etc. I also
understood that these rootless people didn’t
stay. You can eat with someone at midday, and
in the evening they’ll be gone. Nobody knows
why or how they left. Out of the eight
companions whose portraits I made the first
time, six were no longer there when I came
back a month later.

The idea of the group I started out with didn’t
stand up and proved impossible. So, I thought
I’d photograph the companions two by two
and document how they stood side by side,
with their hands on each other’s shoulders.
But that wasn’t possible, either. The only time I
managed to bring two companions together, it
went wrong and there was a fight. That led me
to read Robert Antelme’s book L’Espèce
humaine [The Human Race]. That was an
experience. I asked myself why nobody had
ever told me it was important and why, at the
age of forty, I hadn’t read it. Antelme’s
situation is historically distant in time but also
very close. It is extreme, but if I think of what’s
happening in Chechnya or in Kosovo, it’s our
everyday reality. The situation is not the same,
but we are in a society of apartheid and
violence. Each of us has a kind of veneer that
only stays in place if it is constantly fed and
treated by culture. That’s why Antelme’s words
are contemporary with me. In the extreme
situation he was in, when man is furthest from
himself, he wrote that “in its worst exercise,
the executioner’s power cannot be other than
one of the powers that men have, the power of
murder. He can kill a man, but he can’t change
him into something else.” Even if the screw is
trying to turn him into a dog, he won’t manage
to. This vision of the situation, this positive
proposition, is what I take away with me: It is

does not exist: it is made. Speech for me is
material; it is clay. I allow myself to use it like
light or the image. Images are words. I am
more into editing than writing. I keep a
working diary: moments of writing I can edit
together chronologically. It’s one possible
form, but I find the narrative on the side of the
images, not the writing.

The form and the images emerge from a kind
of magma of photographs. I don’t have the
feeling that I desire or make the image. The
gap between the photo, video, and the texts
allows this. The people interviewed and
photographed become characters. The work
on the material is done in the time of
producing the images. Even if, in the end,
there is only one image, it has not been a
waste of time or work. On the contrary. The
time spent meeting people, talking to them,
making my images or something other than my
images, is necessary for me; it builds up and it
appears, later, in the photos. I think that you
can load images with time, words, and
relations. There is such a thing as a depth of
time—the formula could be opposed to the
“decisive moment.” When I was editing the
images for the book on the Grand Stade, I sat
at a table and said, this image goes here,
before, or after this other one. This came from
the work, work in time. The images made their
own montage and gradually formed groups.
The time between the shooting and the final
edit is that of fiction. The documentary work
does not stand in opposition to fiction.

The result was Sortir la tête PAYS PAROLES
IMAGES [Emerging Localities: Voices and
Images], an exhibition that toured to different
places in the Tulle area. This exhibition
brought into play a form that is a kind of
sculpture: there are photos, texts, theater, and
video. Between the wall of images and that of
the words on which the texts and fragments of
interviews appear, the floor, which must be
ten-by-ten meters, delimits a potential space
where the pays appears, a moment where
people feel enough emotion in looking at the
images and emotion in relation to themselves.

The idea was not to produce an exhibition and
works but moments and procedures, to bring
viewers into a situation where speech and
politics are possible. On the opening night the
viewers handled the images, if necessary
working together in pairs to turn them round.
There are two class photos from 1951 and
1952. We can see Manée Teyssandier, a child,
holding the class blackboard and, on the right
and the left, the teachers and his parents.
When viewers look at this image, they think
it’s their village. At the opening, one of the
viewers was able to name the people in the

photo one after another: he knew, fifty years
later, what had happened to them, if they were
married, to whom, etc. There are also
photographs taken in other places than Tulle.
The film opens with my father throwing
breadcrumbs to birds and talking about his
childhood and the Resistance. My parents
don’t come from Tulle, but they are my parents.
I can’t spend two years of my life getting other
people to talk without including myself in the
film at some point.

Showing images of Tulle in other places is
more difficult than putting images of
elsewhere in Tulle, because Tulle has been
constituted as a pays. Going to a place I don’t
know and taking images there that are only
local is a real problem. Today, how do you make
an object, a piece as we say, with people who
are rather urban and don’t consider the
question of the country in those terms? What
do I have to add? They go to see cows,
peasants. They don’t go to see Jean Mouzat
and Dominique Fleygnac, as people do in Tulle,
where they can name them. Now, my work will
be about knowing how this exhibition, which
has been shown in Chanteix, in Gumont, in
Sérilhac, and in Tulle, can be shown in other
places—in Paris, Marseille, or Berlin.

If I move the exhibition elsewhere, there is a
need to situate the figures and create a
context. That’s what I did in Tulle. Why take on
a contemporary art project, in the wake of
documenta, with a popular education
association? Because it’s not a matter of the
artist, the creator on one side and, on the
other, the viewer and the consumer, because
the artist can’t stop at the making of the
images. He also has the responsibility to speak
to different publics. There are contemporary
artists who seem to think they have the state,
even if they don’t have the public. Now, the
question is not “What kind of art do we want
to make?” but “What world do we want to live
in?” Artistic institutions and contemporary art
spaces that aim to show art always assume it
is for the public to come to the art, never the
other way around. Their effect will be limited if
they don’t articulate their project to a more
general aim. That is the problem of popular
education, and up until the 1970s it was the
challenge for the Théâtre National Populaire:
creating an active, self-constituting public.
There is no such thing as a public in the wild
state, and we therefore need to articulate the
production of the image to its reception. In
Tulle, the work is linked and extended: I am
responsible, as is Peuple et Culture with me,
for the human, cultural, political, and economic
resources that make our activity possible. An
environment is re-created, a public is

constituted by the work and the collaboration
we carried out over two years.

Contemporary Art, Society, and Politics

Showing thousands of refugees, thousands of
tents, and thousands of slaughters is not the
same as saying what a slaughter is, what a
refugee is, what a tent is. All the images that
are made of Kosovo will never be about
anything more than the extreme urgency and
will reflect only the spectacle. In the history of
photography, press reportage, with its
necessities and formatting, produced a
rupture in the documentary tradition and also
helped distance art from documentary. If we
have lost our sense of scale in relation to the
world, if we are no longer capable of
representing it, then how can we reconnect
with Lewis Hine, Julia Margaret Cameron, or
Dorothea Lange? Most photographers and
those who publish them nowadays stopped at
Cartier-Bresson and Doisneau, at a time when
the image was self-sufficient. They are still
stuck with that 1950s relation between text
and image. The images that W. Eugene Smith
made at Minimata exist in the issues of Life
where they were first published—the relation
to the page is precise and effective: they don’t
exist in the prints exhibited under glass in the
exhibition I saw at the Pompidou.

The photography of Henri Cartier-Bresson is 
a dead end for the artists who came after him.
It doesn’t pass anything on. These are
handsome images; they belong to a period. As
a contemporary artist, they give me nothing at
all. Today, I find it very hard to see images or to
see in images only their visual aspect. I feel a
need to destroy the image, not to accept it as
it is. Only the invention of forms interests me,
more than Marc Pataut making pretty pictures
when you put him on a waste ground. I don’t
start with form; I try to delay the moment of
producing one as long as I can. Form emerges
from knowledge and work. I use photography,
but I no longer see myself as a photographer. 
I don’t want to call myself a photographer any
more. It’s a criticism, an indictment I level at
myself, unfairly no doubt, and at photography.
There are a thousand ways of taking
photographs. What I understand by the word
work, in documentary, comes increasingly
before actual photography. It could even do
without photography, if other forms of work
were recognized as documentary or artistic.

From this point of view there is nothing worse
than an auteur. He has been identified with a
style and is expected to repeat a form that has
been identified. Professionally, what he is
asked to do is to think what he already knows
how to think. This is a problem I’ve come
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1996–97, there was this collaboration with the
newspaper La Rue, a newspaper that no
longer exists but was particular and original in
that its vendors received a pay slip and were
followed by social assistants. The idea of
Médecins du Monde was to show the
difficulties the homeless had in getting
treated. The difficulty is not only that they
don’t have money but that when they can get
it, it is spent prior to getting reimbursed, not
having the papers, etc. We started taking
photos with these homeless in healthcare
contexts, but we couldn’t take photos when
they went back to their shelter. So they started
taking photos themselves, about their own use
of the street, and their use of the street is not
the same as mine. I believed that someone
stressed was necessarily someone with a
mobile phone and an attaché case. I saw that
they could be something very different. I am
thinking of a newspaper vendor who lived in
the 13th arrondissement, in southern Paris
therefore. He came to pick up his newspapers
at Jaurès, Stalingrad, northern Paris, and then
he went to sell them at the Gare Saint-Lazare.
He came back home at midday for lunch and 
in the evening brought the unsold copies back
to the newspaper. He was therefore totally
busy. The photographs showed their relation
to the street. That, too, was a shock. They
showed a city, a Paris that I know but don’t see
in that way or that, if I do see it that way, I don’t
photograph. And yet, their position was
incredibly on the spot. The photos are taken
from a position that is below, which is also
their position. Among these images, some of
them will be used, fifty years from now, to
show what the streets of Paris were like and
the quality of the fencing—they also contain
this information.

Tulle, Peuple et Culture, Working Procedures

I am finishing a piece of work about Tulle. I
didn’t choose Tulle as a territory to photograph
or discover. It was, first of all, a double
encounter: that of two managers of the Peuple
et Culture association in Corrèze, Manée
Teyssandier and Philippe Salle, and my work at
documenta, in Kassel, in 1997; that of my
interest in the different popular education
movements active from the postwar years to
the end of the 1970s.4 The idea of popular
education is something very powerful in the
culture: it means cultivating yourself but also
helping others to cultivate themselves; it
means producing an institution; but it is also
the ideal of the institution. It means both
working for yourself and working for the
collectivity, an interface between me and the
world. What distinguishes the association in
Corrèze, as I have learned since then, is that
during the Lang years,5 the 1980s, which were

the most difficult ones for them, they chose
not to give up this cultural work and always
kept their relation to art, when the conditions
at the time were pushing them to give up and
turn toward vocational training. Every year,
they showed an artist and then, the year after,
another. It was a kind of automatism, and this
was the fairly conventional French vision of
how art should be shown. But this was social
gesticulation, just on the surface.

In June–July 1998 a first exhibition, Sortir la
tête [Emerging], brought together images that
indicated at once a territory, a network: that of
my work, of my collaborations. For me, it began
with the weight of emotion. The city suffered
brutal Nazi reprisals during the war. Today, it is
a declining city; it is losing its key industry,
GIAT Industries, and has absolutely no other
basis for development. Tulle is far from the big
communications networks—in any case, far
enough not to interest small industries and
industrialists. In contrast, nearby Brive has all
the assets: it’s a flat city, a territory without
natural obstacles, with a motorway, the very
figure of the contemporary city. Tulle is far from
everything, boxed in, hard to reach. The city is
leaking people, going from 18,000 to 15,000
between two censuses. The population is
leaving. At first it went toward the periphery;
now it’s leaving the region. Brive is continuing
to bleed inhabitants from the center but is
gaining them on the periphery.

But Tulle is also a rich landscape. When I see
the city, I am in a landscape, in the interplay
between the city and the landscape. When I
started working, words—tree, house—came to
me, as well as images that we all have in our
minds: a roadside, a hedge, an electricity
pylon, a light. I didn’t want to show landscapes
in which people would recognize the country.
I am not a landscape photographer. A
landscape, a territory is not a geographical
surface: it is faces; it is the people who inhabit
it. Its limits are sensible limits. The pays is the
extension of an intimacy, it includes sensible
relations with others, relations with work and 
a landscape, the act of feeling at home in one
place and a little less so in another. My
homeland6 is my work, but I am at home in
Aubervilliers because I live there and I have 
a sentimental and cultural relation to the
landscape: it is not my home five kilometers to
the east or to the west, and yet that is the
same suburb. It’s irrational. In this sense, this
feeling, this psychological need to have an
identity, roots, to be from somewhere, can be
positive and not negative or exclusive. The
pays can be a confinement or an opening to
the world. Working to construct a territory, 
I proceed gradually, but going gradually you
can go quite far: The territory is a perimeter,

not an absolute; it allows for necessary
ruptures and the displacements of metaphor.
Tulle resonated with other territories that were
part of an international reality, that of war,
which also revealed its history. As Véronique
Nahoum-Grappe explained to me when
looking at my images, the landscape of Tulle
could also be that of Kosovo, “as big as two
French departments,” and that “looks like a
nest of mountains with, at the center, the folds
of a few big valleys that cross and unify it.”7

The idea was to make the characters emerge
from the territory. I waited for a long time
before I started taking any photos. Before that,
there was the work of speech, of getting these
characters to exist, creating them. I had to
meet people, put flesh on names. The people I
met started expressing themselves. With time,
I was therefore able to meet more people. 
The people I had spoken to got together and
started to form a network. The effectiveness
of the process was shown to others. From that
point, I started taking photos based on ideas
of testimony, territory, and landscape.

In the film I made, I allowed myself to do
interviews, which I’d never done before. This
was a plus in terms of style. Before then my
photos had always lacked a voice: I was trying
to put words into the images, either by putting
them side by side or by working in series. In all
the works that came after the day hospital
there is a constant: the idea of a corpus, of
constituting something, a mass, matter, clay—
as in sculpture, something that you then have
to work. When I exhibit forty or fifty photos,
taken from three hundred contact sheets,
what is the status of the images I didn’t
choose, that I will never show and that are
going to be left filed away in boxes? It’s the
same thing for speech. In video, the fact of
filming speech (putting people in a situation
where they speak, where they say things and
how you can move around in this, into what
meanders this leads us) interests me more
than the image itself. I work with a camera,
with people facing me. I press the button. That
produces moving images with speech. I don’t
know if it’s images or text. The conflict
between image and text doesn’t play out in
the same way as in photography. The fact that
you can record someone’s speech and put it
beside someone else’s, or even my own, 
and mix it with others, cut it, edit it, produce 
a meaning for me, for the person I’ve filmed,
and for those who will see the film—this is a
form I would position as art, not as
documentary cinema or reportage.

My status can’t be just to listen. The position
of the artist is not the same as that of the
journalist or the sociologist. In itself, a testimony

not a matter of setting images of violence
against violence but of countering violence
with images in which another position would
be possible.

I read The Inoperative Community by Jean-Luc
Nancy. I understood—or at least that’s how I
read the text—that the idea of community
could be applied and experienced only in the
dimension of work. The very idea of
representing a community is absurd. I went to
the museum in Colmar to look again at the
Isenheim Altarpiece, painted by Mathias
Grünewald. I go and see it every time I go to
Alsace. I was struck by the violence of this
painting, Christ’s feet, by the way the figures in
the first opening were painted as if they were
separate from one another, as if there was no
relationship among the figures, as if they had
been painted at different moments: Christ on a
Friday and Mary Magdalene three months later.
This space between the figures interested me.
I asked myself what the position of a
photographer would be who was
commissioned to a general portrait.
Representing a community, a people, the
world, is something that is no longer possible
nowadays. And yet that is what I tried to do at
Emmaüs, by means of photography.

My idea was to do a piece of reportage, to
photograph objects, portraits; then gradually,
as I gave up these plans, the project took
shape. The understanding that this was not a
group but a community of separated people,
and that a community can also be that, meant
I had to invent a form. I had to think about the
meaning of my presence in this place, about
what I had come to do there. The answer was
to say that I wanted to get closer to them and
to do so physically. I set myself up in a room. 
I encouraged the companions to come and
see me, one at a time, and to pose, following 
a certain procedure. With my view camera, 
I tried to place myself as far as possible and
then to come closer, as close as I could. 
I pinned a black sheet to the wall, to indicate
that it was a studio, a photographic situation,
that we were in two fields, in social work and
in an artistic process. For each portrait there
were four stages, from farthest away to very
close up: the figure (the whole body), the
bearing (the weight of the body, its strength),
the face, and finally the body (the skin, the
hand). When a photographer comes close to
people, they usually fold their arms and put
their hands in front of their face. Yannick did
the opposite: starting with a posture of fear,
with arms folded, his face brightened the
moment I approached. I went directly to the
portrait and ended with the arms open. The
next day, because he stank, he was excluded
by the community formed by the others. It was

a way of saying, “I am excluded, you exclude
me from your society, I am excluding you from
my body.” They put themselves in a position. I
outlined it in chalk on the ground, asking the
next people not to stand there, so that the
group would exist, even if only virtually. In this
way I made thirty portraits, some of which did
not follow this rule. Not all of them followed
the procedure. Some left before the end; some
were afraid. I was afraid. But if viewers make a
bit of an effort, they can understand what is
happening, what escaped the procedure. From
far to near, the community is recomposed in
the work of the gaze.

Plain of Saint-Denis, Le Cornillon

In November 1993, the site of Le Cornillon in
the plain of Saint-Denis was chosen for the
construction of the big football stadium where
the 1998 World Cup was to be held. This waste
ground, wedged in by the Saint-Denis canal,
below the A1 and A86 motorways, stood on a
former industrial site, where the factories were
dismantled in the 1960s and ’70s. Before
becoming the high-profile location of a global
event, this twenty-five-hectare patch of land
was the territory of a small number of people,
who were gradually driven out before the
building started and whose huts were
demolished when it began. I had known for a
long time that there were people living at Le
Cornillon, but it was when I started working
with Emmaüs that I managed to say to myself,
“I’ll go and see.” To enter this place that has a
fence around it, I physically had to get past the
pile of rubbish at the entrance. I started taking
photographs of nature, huts, behind screens of
trees, far away.

If I had been questioned at the time, I would
no doubt have answered that I was doing this
work because for me it was intolerable that
people should have to live outside in our day.
With time, I understood that these people
knew how to recuperate cast iron or steel, 
to sleep outside for a night or a month, which 
I couldn’t do. They were nothing to do with the
homeless people who collapse in the Métro.
Their life was dignified. They had built
themselves huts. I understood that they were
saved by their relation to space, to the sky, to
plants, and to nature. They had an intimate
relation to a very big territory. They had gained
something from the landscape. I spent a lot of
time with them, at first without photographing
them. When I start out on a piece of work like
this one, I work and the people work. Time
allows me to understand, to change position,
but it also allows others to do the same work.
It’s a back-and-forth. Taking others into my
work, getting them to work, is a very important
moment. I kept my connection with them. We

meet regularly. If I can help them, I do. This is
not artistic work, but it’s necessary for me. It
enables me to make my different actions exist
differently, not just as a heroic or stylistic
performance.

Social Abstraction, Médecins du Monde, 
La Rue

Nowadays, there is a kind of abstraction of the
social, an abstraction bogged down in a
virtuality and aestheticization of social
relations, which means that you can hold forth
on social reality, on the homeless, on people
living on the social minima, without ever
having touched a homeless person or eaten
with a claimant of the minimal allowance. If
Médecins sans Frontières wants donors, it has
to give them a show. It’s a real shame that
people like them only respond to lobbying or
ideas of charity and that they don’t go further
into the meaning of what they’re doing.
Culturally, it only produces confusion. When
Médecins du Monde produces a three-by-
four-meter poster showing a homeless person
in a cardboard box, we see the image and the
cardboard box but not the homeless person
who is underneath it. They don’t realize that
we don’t even see him. We literally have to
step over the homeless person to see the
image, when in fact we would need to produce
tools with them so as to keep them from being
ashamed to ask for what is their due.

At the Hôtel de Ville in Paris I saw an
exhibition—Pauvres de nous [Poor Us]—
organized by the Petits Frères des Pauvres,
which had asked twenty photographers to
produce images of exclusion. You can imagine
it, the work of twenty photographers, an
accumulation of images so violent they’re
unviewable, monstrous. It produces nothing
but charity and compassion. Photographs play
on guilt, the associations on charity, the
charitable, the humanitarian. The only position
offered to us is that of the spectacle of misery.
Instead of being a tool, photography ritualizes
conflicts, fixes each person in their position,
me in being charitable, them in their ghetto. It
just increases the confinement; it turns them
into pariahs.

Through Ne Pas Plier, an association I founded
in 1990 with Gérard Paris-Clavel,3 we regularly
consult each other and have been collaborating
for several years with Médecins du Monde on
their communication. I went to see their
photography collection. Generous press
photographers give them photos, but these
photographs are bad. So they have a worthless
collection that serves no purpose and that
they would do better to just bin. We suggested
they make their images differently. And so, in
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1996–97, there was this collaboration with the
newspaper La Rue, a newspaper that no
longer exists but was particular and original in
that its vendors received a pay slip and were
followed by social assistants. The idea of
Médecins du Monde was to show the
difficulties the homeless had in getting
treated. The difficulty is not only that they
don’t have money but that when they can get
it, it is spent prior to getting reimbursed, not
having the papers, etc. We started taking
photos with these homeless in healthcare
contexts, but we couldn’t take photos when
they went back to their shelter. So they started
taking photos themselves, about their own use
of the street, and their use of the street is not
the same as mine. I believed that someone
stressed was necessarily someone with a
mobile phone and an attaché case. I saw that
they could be something very different. I am
thinking of a newspaper vendor who lived in
the 13th arrondissement, in southern Paris
therefore. He came to pick up his newspapers
at Jaurès, Stalingrad, northern Paris, and then
he went to sell them at the Gare Saint-Lazare.
He came back home at midday for lunch and 
in the evening brought the unsold copies back
to the newspaper. He was therefore totally
busy. The photographs showed their relation
to the street. That, too, was a shock. They
showed a city, a Paris that I know but don’t see
in that way or that, if I do see it that way, I don’t
photograph. And yet, their position was
incredibly on the spot. The photos are taken
from a position that is below, which is also
their position. Among these images, some of
them will be used, fifty years from now, to
show what the streets of Paris were like and
the quality of the fencing—they also contain
this information.

Tulle, Peuple et Culture, Working Procedures

I am finishing a piece of work about Tulle. I
didn’t choose Tulle as a territory to photograph
or discover. It was, first of all, a double
encounter: that of two managers of the Peuple
et Culture association in Corrèze, Manée
Teyssandier and Philippe Salle, and my work at
documenta, in Kassel, in 1997; that of my
interest in the different popular education
movements active from the postwar years to
the end of the 1970s.4 The idea of popular
education is something very powerful in the
culture: it means cultivating yourself but also
helping others to cultivate themselves; it
means producing an institution; but it is also
the ideal of the institution. It means both
working for yourself and working for the
collectivity, an interface between me and the
world. What distinguishes the association in
Corrèze, as I have learned since then, is that
during the Lang years,5 the 1980s, which were

the most difficult ones for them, they chose
not to give up this cultural work and always
kept their relation to art, when the conditions
at the time were pushing them to give up and
turn toward vocational training. Every year,
they showed an artist and then, the year after,
another. It was a kind of automatism, and this
was the fairly conventional French vision of
how art should be shown. But this was social
gesticulation, just on the surface.

In June–July 1998 a first exhibition, Sortir la
tête [Emerging], brought together images that
indicated at once a territory, a network: that of
my work, of my collaborations. For me, it began
with the weight of emotion. The city suffered
brutal Nazi reprisals during the war. Today, it is
a declining city; it is losing its key industry,
GIAT Industries, and has absolutely no other
basis for development. Tulle is far from the big
communications networks—in any case, far
enough not to interest small industries and
industrialists. In contrast, nearby Brive has all
the assets: it’s a flat city, a territory without
natural obstacles, with a motorway, the very
figure of the contemporary city. Tulle is far from
everything, boxed in, hard to reach. The city is
leaking people, going from 18,000 to 15,000
between two censuses. The population is
leaving. At first it went toward the periphery;
now it’s leaving the region. Brive is continuing
to bleed inhabitants from the center but is
gaining them on the periphery.

But Tulle is also a rich landscape. When I see
the city, I am in a landscape, in the interplay
between the city and the landscape. When I
started working, words—tree, house—came to
me, as well as images that we all have in our
minds: a roadside, a hedge, an electricity
pylon, a light. I didn’t want to show landscapes
in which people would recognize the country.
I am not a landscape photographer. A
landscape, a territory is not a geographical
surface: it is faces; it is the people who inhabit
it. Its limits are sensible limits. The pays is the
extension of an intimacy, it includes sensible
relations with others, relations with work and 
a landscape, the act of feeling at home in one
place and a little less so in another. My
homeland6 is my work, but I am at home in
Aubervilliers because I live there and I have 
a sentimental and cultural relation to the
landscape: it is not my home five kilometers to
the east or to the west, and yet that is the
same suburb. It’s irrational. In this sense, this
feeling, this psychological need to have an
identity, roots, to be from somewhere, can be
positive and not negative or exclusive. The
pays can be a confinement or an opening to
the world. Working to construct a territory, 
I proceed gradually, but going gradually you
can go quite far: The territory is a perimeter,

not an absolute; it allows for necessary
ruptures and the displacements of metaphor.
Tulle resonated with other territories that were
part of an international reality, that of war,
which also revealed its history. As Véronique
Nahoum-Grappe explained to me when
looking at my images, the landscape of Tulle
could also be that of Kosovo, “as big as two
French departments,” and that “looks like a
nest of mountains with, at the center, the folds
of a few big valleys that cross and unify it.”7

The idea was to make the characters emerge
from the territory. I waited for a long time
before I started taking any photos. Before that,
there was the work of speech, of getting these
characters to exist, creating them. I had to
meet people, put flesh on names. The people I
met started expressing themselves. With time,
I was therefore able to meet more people. 
The people I had spoken to got together and
started to form a network. The effectiveness
of the process was shown to others. From that
point, I started taking photos based on ideas
of testimony, territory, and landscape.

In the film I made, I allowed myself to do
interviews, which I’d never done before. This
was a plus in terms of style. Before then my
photos had always lacked a voice: I was trying
to put words into the images, either by putting
them side by side or by working in series. In all
the works that came after the day hospital
there is a constant: the idea of a corpus, of
constituting something, a mass, matter, clay—
as in sculpture, something that you then have
to work. When I exhibit forty or fifty photos,
taken from three hundred contact sheets,
what is the status of the images I didn’t
choose, that I will never show and that are
going to be left filed away in boxes? It’s the
same thing for speech. In video, the fact of
filming speech (putting people in a situation
where they speak, where they say things and
how you can move around in this, into what
meanders this leads us) interests me more
than the image itself. I work with a camera,
with people facing me. I press the button. That
produces moving images with speech. I don’t
know if it’s images or text. The conflict
between image and text doesn’t play out in
the same way as in photography. The fact that
you can record someone’s speech and put it
beside someone else’s, or even my own, 
and mix it with others, cut it, edit it, produce 
a meaning for me, for the person I’ve filmed,
and for those who will see the film—this is a
form I would position as art, not as
documentary cinema or reportage.

My status can’t be just to listen. The position
of the artist is not the same as that of the
journalist or the sociologist. In itself, a testimony

not a matter of setting images of violence
against violence but of countering violence
with images in which another position would
be possible.

I read The Inoperative Community by Jean-Luc
Nancy. I understood—or at least that’s how I
read the text—that the idea of community
could be applied and experienced only in the
dimension of work. The very idea of
representing a community is absurd. I went to
the museum in Colmar to look again at the
Isenheim Altarpiece, painted by Mathias
Grünewald. I go and see it every time I go to
Alsace. I was struck by the violence of this
painting, Christ’s feet, by the way the figures in
the first opening were painted as if they were
separate from one another, as if there was no
relationship among the figures, as if they had
been painted at different moments: Christ on a
Friday and Mary Magdalene three months later.
This space between the figures interested me.
I asked myself what the position of a
photographer would be who was
commissioned to a general portrait.
Representing a community, a people, the
world, is something that is no longer possible
nowadays. And yet that is what I tried to do at
Emmaüs, by means of photography.

My idea was to do a piece of reportage, to
photograph objects, portraits; then gradually,
as I gave up these plans, the project took
shape. The understanding that this was not a
group but a community of separated people,
and that a community can also be that, meant
I had to invent a form. I had to think about the
meaning of my presence in this place, about
what I had come to do there. The answer was
to say that I wanted to get closer to them and
to do so physically. I set myself up in a room. 
I encouraged the companions to come and
see me, one at a time, and to pose, following 
a certain procedure. With my view camera, 
I tried to place myself as far as possible and
then to come closer, as close as I could. 
I pinned a black sheet to the wall, to indicate
that it was a studio, a photographic situation,
that we were in two fields, in social work and
in an artistic process. For each portrait there
were four stages, from farthest away to very
close up: the figure (the whole body), the
bearing (the weight of the body, its strength),
the face, and finally the body (the skin, the
hand). When a photographer comes close to
people, they usually fold their arms and put
their hands in front of their face. Yannick did
the opposite: starting with a posture of fear,
with arms folded, his face brightened the
moment I approached. I went directly to the
portrait and ended with the arms open. The
next day, because he stank, he was excluded
by the community formed by the others. It was

a way of saying, “I am excluded, you exclude
me from your society, I am excluding you from
my body.” They put themselves in a position. I
outlined it in chalk on the ground, asking the
next people not to stand there, so that the
group would exist, even if only virtually. In this
way I made thirty portraits, some of which did
not follow this rule. Not all of them followed
the procedure. Some left before the end; some
were afraid. I was afraid. But if viewers make a
bit of an effort, they can understand what is
happening, what escaped the procedure. From
far to near, the community is recomposed in
the work of the gaze.

Plain of Saint-Denis, Le Cornillon

In November 1993, the site of Le Cornillon in
the plain of Saint-Denis was chosen for the
construction of the big football stadium where
the 1998 World Cup was to be held. This waste
ground, wedged in by the Saint-Denis canal,
below the A1 and A86 motorways, stood on a
former industrial site, where the factories were
dismantled in the 1960s and ’70s. Before
becoming the high-profile location of a global
event, this twenty-five-hectare patch of land
was the territory of a small number of people,
who were gradually driven out before the
building started and whose huts were
demolished when it began. I had known for a
long time that there were people living at Le
Cornillon, but it was when I started working
with Emmaüs that I managed to say to myself,
“I’ll go and see.” To enter this place that has a
fence around it, I physically had to get past the
pile of rubbish at the entrance. I started taking
photographs of nature, huts, behind screens of
trees, far away.

If I had been questioned at the time, I would
no doubt have answered that I was doing this
work because for me it was intolerable that
people should have to live outside in our day.
With time, I understood that these people
knew how to recuperate cast iron or steel, 
to sleep outside for a night or a month, which 
I couldn’t do. They were nothing to do with the
homeless people who collapse in the Métro.
Their life was dignified. They had built
themselves huts. I understood that they were
saved by their relation to space, to the sky, to
plants, and to nature. They had an intimate
relation to a very big territory. They had gained
something from the landscape. I spent a lot of
time with them, at first without photographing
them. When I start out on a piece of work like
this one, I work and the people work. Time
allows me to understand, to change position,
but it also allows others to do the same work.
It’s a back-and-forth. Taking others into my
work, getting them to work, is a very important
moment. I kept my connection with them. We

meet regularly. If I can help them, I do. This is
not artistic work, but it’s necessary for me. It
enables me to make my different actions exist
differently, not just as a heroic or stylistic
performance.

Social Abstraction, Médecins du Monde, 
La Rue

Nowadays, there is a kind of abstraction of the
social, an abstraction bogged down in a
virtuality and aestheticization of social
relations, which means that you can hold forth
on social reality, on the homeless, on people
living on the social minima, without ever
having touched a homeless person or eaten
with a claimant of the minimal allowance. If
Médecins sans Frontières wants donors, it has
to give them a show. It’s a real shame that
people like them only respond to lobbying or
ideas of charity and that they don’t go further
into the meaning of what they’re doing.
Culturally, it only produces confusion. When
Médecins du Monde produces a three-by-
four-meter poster showing a homeless person
in a cardboard box, we see the image and the
cardboard box but not the homeless person
who is underneath it. They don’t realize that
we don’t even see him. We literally have to
step over the homeless person to see the
image, when in fact we would need to produce
tools with them so as to keep them from being
ashamed to ask for what is their due.

At the Hôtel de Ville in Paris I saw an
exhibition—Pauvres de nous [Poor Us]—
organized by the Petits Frères des Pauvres,
which had asked twenty photographers to
produce images of exclusion. You can imagine
it, the work of twenty photographers, an
accumulation of images so violent they’re
unviewable, monstrous. It produces nothing
but charity and compassion. Photographs play
on guilt, the associations on charity, the
charitable, the humanitarian. The only position
offered to us is that of the spectacle of misery.
Instead of being a tool, photography ritualizes
conflicts, fixes each person in their position,
me in being charitable, them in their ghetto. It
just increases the confinement; it turns them
into pariahs.

Through Ne Pas Plier, an association I founded
in 1990 with Gérard Paris-Clavel,3 we regularly
consult each other and have been collaborating
for several years with Médecins du Monde on
their communication. I went to see their
photography collection. Generous press
photographers give them photos, but these
photographs are bad. So they have a worthless
collection that serves no purpose and that
they would do better to just bin. We suggested
they make their images differently. And so, in
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In 1986 I made a series of photographs of my
body that I titled Apartheid. They are as
important to me as the day hospital ones
because they represent another phase in my
work as a photographer. With this series of
eleven photographs of my belly, I understood
that I could translate the suffering of another
body and produce on my own body the
violence done to the blacks in South Africa.
For me this was a way of getting out of the
studio; it was work claimed back from a kind of
aestheticizing. These photographs were
exhibited in Blanc-Mesnil in 1989, in two
distinct ways: framed and matted in the town
hall; and in the form of meter-square
silkscreen prints shown on some thirty three-
by-five-meter billboards around the city. Two
exhibitions for two publics: those who go to
cultural venues and those who will never go.

Aulnay, a Portrait

After the experience of the day hospital, my
work has been about finding a way to arrive at
the portrait. The portrait is a very precise
moment in a person’s life. We think the
relation to the image has been democratized,
but in reality the portrait is still something very
rare. You only have to ask yourself when, in
your own life, someone spent three or four
hours with you to take your portrait. We no
longer go to the local photographer’s shop; we
go to a photo booth. People don’t know how to
position themselves or what to do with their
body. In the day hospital, when I gave a child a
camera, I made their portrait on the first image
of the film, so I’d know who the images
belonged to. Ten years later, I reopened this
album, and I went on to look at my first
portraits: my father, my son—all of them,
people close to me.

In 1990–91, in Aulnay-sous-Bois, at the Lycée
Voillaume, a vocational school in the northern
suburbs of Paris, working with a grant from the
culture and education ministries, I worked with
thirty schoolchildren struggling with failure
who had all agreed they would redo the year
as a class. It was the beginning of the
modules.1 There was a contract between the
teachers and the schoolchildren: The former
undertook to get the latter back on track. The
French teacher who received me had chosen
to study the last letters five students from the
Lycée Buffon sent to their parents from
Fresnes Prison before being shot by the
Germans on 8 February 1943. For the suburban
schoolchildren, these letters from young
people who were shot in 1943 recalled only a
very remote history. They are powerful, moving
letters: In the morning, they wrote a last letter
to their parents; in the afternoon, they were
shot. When handing them out, the teacher

intelligently decided not to read them aloud.
Each person read them for him or herself. The
first essay subject he gave the students was
whether there were any values for which they,
today, would be ready to give their lives. All the
students copped out. Then the French teacher
managed to get them into a position to write.
In a year, they went from adolescent prose to
poetry and writing. I introduced photography
in this work. For these young students, identity
boils down to a degrading small-format image,
the one on their residence permit or identity
card, when they have one. I say “degrading”
because it is requested in a relationship based
on policing, on control. I asked them to lend
me their faces, asking how the faces of
students in 1990 could stand for that of a
teenager in 1943, how my face can have value
for someone other than me. I made big
printouts. Only two years afterward, one of the
school students came and told me he was of
Chilean origin, that his parents had had to flee
for political reasons. These are young people
with an immigrant background; they are there
for economic, social, and political reasons, but
they have lost the thread of their history. I
understood, in Aulnay, that people worked at
their own rhythm. There is the rhythm of the
artist, who can publish his book ten years later,
and the time of the teacher who, at the end of
the year, loses his students and must start
again with others.

Community, Emmaüs, Scherwiller

After Aulnay, I worked with an Emmaüs2

community in Scherwiller, Alsace, in 1993–94. I
went there four or five times, for fifteen days
each time, over more than a year. The
community was going to change location and
move from an old convent to an abandoned
factory. The people in charge wanted to draft a
new charter for companions and wanted to
document this. I didn’t want to produce
stereotypes, to reproduce the image of the
ragpicker that always comes to mind, or to do
reportage on their work. I chose to make
portraits instead.

Before I met them, I had a very idealized vision
of what a community was. I thought that a
community was a group united by a shared
ideal. I thought they all followed the words of
Abbé Pierre about helping those poorer than
us. Out of some thirty companions, in fact, only
two or three were like that. The others were
pretty much just surviving. I was faced with
people who were extremely isolated,
separated from one another, broken,
frightened of any kind of relationship, with no
individual relationships, and sometimes
without speech, holding their heads low. I was
physically afraid of them. I found out what it

was to be afraid of others. “Go and take your
photos, don’t be afraid of people.” That’s what
we tell photographers. What we ought to say
is, on the contrary, “Be afraid, and make
something of it.”

At first it was fairly violent. All the expressions
we use in everyday life (“hello,” “how are
you?” etc.) had disappeared. These people
wolfed down their food, the cheese at the
same time as the main course. When I asked if
someone would pass me the salt, no one
answered. I went and got it for myself. For two
days I kept asking one of the Alsatians where
he came from, from New York or Brooklyn, and
I never got an answer. On the second day, he
turned to face me on his doorstep and said, 
“I don’t know.” I understood that I must have
asked what was the hardest question for him.
The question of origins is the one that hurts
the most. He effectively didn’t know where he
came from. He had no family. All of them had
difficult family backgrounds. They came from
the adoption agency, from prison, etc. I also
understood that these rootless people didn’t
stay. You can eat with someone at midday, and
in the evening they’ll be gone. Nobody knows
why or how they left. Out of the eight
companions whose portraits I made the first
time, six were no longer there when I came
back a month later.

The idea of the group I started out with didn’t
stand up and proved impossible. So, I thought
I’d photograph the companions two by two
and document how they stood side by side,
with their hands on each other’s shoulders.
But that wasn’t possible, either. The only time I
managed to bring two companions together, it
went wrong and there was a fight. That led me
to read Robert Antelme’s book L’Espèce
humaine [The Human Race]. That was an
experience. I asked myself why nobody had
ever told me it was important and why, at the
age of forty, I hadn’t read it. Antelme’s
situation is historically distant in time but also
very close. It is extreme, but if I think of what’s
happening in Chechnya or in Kosovo, it’s our
everyday reality. The situation is not the same,
but we are in a society of apartheid and
violence. Each of us has a kind of veneer that
only stays in place if it is constantly fed and
treated by culture. That’s why Antelme’s words
are contemporary with me. In the extreme
situation he was in, when man is furthest from
himself, he wrote that “in its worst exercise,
the executioner’s power cannot be other than
one of the powers that men have, the power of
murder. He can kill a man, but he can’t change
him into something else.” Even if the screw is
trying to turn him into a dog, he won’t manage
to. This vision of the situation, this positive
proposition, is what I take away with me: It is

does not exist: it is made. Speech for me is
material; it is clay. I allow myself to use it like
light or the image. Images are words. I am
more into editing than writing. I keep a
working diary: moments of writing I can edit
together chronologically. It’s one possible
form, but I find the narrative on the side of the
images, not the writing.

The form and the images emerge from a kind
of magma of photographs. I don’t have the
feeling that I desire or make the image. The
gap between the photo, video, and the texts
allows this. The people interviewed and
photographed become characters. The work
on the material is done in the time of
producing the images. Even if, in the end,
there is only one image, it has not been a
waste of time or work. On the contrary. The
time spent meeting people, talking to them,
making my images or something other than my
images, is necessary for me; it builds up and it
appears, later, in the photos. I think that you
can load images with time, words, and
relations. There is such a thing as a depth of
time—the formula could be opposed to the
“decisive moment.” When I was editing the
images for the book on the Grand Stade, I sat
at a table and said, this image goes here,
before, or after this other one. This came from
the work, work in time. The images made their
own montage and gradually formed groups.
The time between the shooting and the final
edit is that of fiction. The documentary work
does not stand in opposition to fiction.

The result was Sortir la tête PAYS PAROLES
IMAGES [Emerging Localities: Voices and
Images], an exhibition that toured to different
places in the Tulle area. This exhibition
brought into play a form that is a kind of
sculpture: there are photos, texts, theater, and
video. Between the wall of images and that of
the words on which the texts and fragments of
interviews appear, the floor, which must be
ten-by-ten meters, delimits a potential space
where the pays appears, a moment where
people feel enough emotion in looking at the
images and emotion in relation to themselves.

The idea was not to produce an exhibition and
works but moments and procedures, to bring
viewers into a situation where speech and
politics are possible. On the opening night the
viewers handled the images, if necessary
working together in pairs to turn them round.
There are two class photos from 1951 and
1952. We can see Manée Teyssandier, a child,
holding the class blackboard and, on the right
and the left, the teachers and his parents.
When viewers look at this image, they think
it’s their village. At the opening, one of the
viewers was able to name the people in the

photo one after another: he knew, fifty years
later, what had happened to them, if they were
married, to whom, etc. There are also
photographs taken in other places than Tulle.
The film opens with my father throwing
breadcrumbs to birds and talking about his
childhood and the Resistance. My parents
don’t come from Tulle, but they are my parents.
I can’t spend two years of my life getting other
people to talk without including myself in the
film at some point.

Showing images of Tulle in other places is
more difficult than putting images of
elsewhere in Tulle, because Tulle has been
constituted as a pays. Going to a place I don’t
know and taking images there that are only
local is a real problem. Today, how do you make
an object, a piece as we say, with people who
are rather urban and don’t consider the
question of the country in those terms? What
do I have to add? They go to see cows,
peasants. They don’t go to see Jean Mouzat
and Dominique Fleygnac, as people do in Tulle,
where they can name them. Now, my work will
be about knowing how this exhibition, which
has been shown in Chanteix, in Gumont, in
Sérilhac, and in Tulle, can be shown in other
places—in Paris, Marseille, or Berlin.

If I move the exhibition elsewhere, there is a
need to situate the figures and create a
context. That’s what I did in Tulle. Why take on
a contemporary art project, in the wake of
documenta, with a popular education
association? Because it’s not a matter of the
artist, the creator on one side and, on the
other, the viewer and the consumer, because
the artist can’t stop at the making of the
images. He also has the responsibility to speak
to different publics. There are contemporary
artists who seem to think they have the state,
even if they don’t have the public. Now, the
question is not “What kind of art do we want
to make?” but “What world do we want to live
in?” Artistic institutions and contemporary art
spaces that aim to show art always assume it
is for the public to come to the art, never the
other way around. Their effect will be limited if
they don’t articulate their project to a more
general aim. That is the problem of popular
education, and up until the 1970s it was the
challenge for the Théâtre National Populaire:
creating an active, self-constituting public.
There is no such thing as a public in the wild
state, and we therefore need to articulate the
production of the image to its reception. In
Tulle, the work is linked and extended: I am
responsible, as is Peuple et Culture with me,
for the human, cultural, political, and economic
resources that make our activity possible. An
environment is re-created, a public is

constituted by the work and the collaboration
we carried out over two years.

Contemporary Art, Society, and Politics

Showing thousands of refugees, thousands of
tents, and thousands of slaughters is not the
same as saying what a slaughter is, what a
refugee is, what a tent is. All the images that
are made of Kosovo will never be about
anything more than the extreme urgency and
will reflect only the spectacle. In the history of
photography, press reportage, with its
necessities and formatting, produced a
rupture in the documentary tradition and also
helped distance art from documentary. If we
have lost our sense of scale in relation to the
world, if we are no longer capable of
representing it, then how can we reconnect
with Lewis Hine, Julia Margaret Cameron, or
Dorothea Lange? Most photographers and
those who publish them nowadays stopped at
Cartier-Bresson and Doisneau, at a time when
the image was self-sufficient. They are still
stuck with that 1950s relation between text
and image. The images that W. Eugene Smith
made at Minimata exist in the issues of Life
where they were first published—the relation
to the page is precise and effective: they don’t
exist in the prints exhibited under glass in the
exhibition I saw at the Pompidou.

The photography of Henri Cartier-Bresson is 
a dead end for the artists who came after him.
It doesn’t pass anything on. These are
handsome images; they belong to a period. As
a contemporary artist, they give me nothing at
all. Today, I find it very hard to see images or to
see in images only their visual aspect. I feel a
need to destroy the image, not to accept it as
it is. Only the invention of forms interests me,
more than Marc Pataut making pretty pictures
when you put him on a waste ground. I don’t
start with form; I try to delay the moment of
producing one as long as I can. Form emerges
from knowledge and work. I use photography,
but I no longer see myself as a photographer. 
I don’t want to call myself a photographer any
more. It’s a criticism, an indictment I level at
myself, unfairly no doubt, and at photography.
There are a thousand ways of taking
photographs. What I understand by the word
work, in documentary, comes increasingly
before actual photography. It could even do
without photography, if other forms of work
were recognized as documentary or artistic.

From this point of view there is nothing worse
than an auteur. He has been identified with a
style and is expected to repeat a form that has
been identified. Professionally, what he is
asked to do is to think what he already knows
how to think. This is a problem I’ve come
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across in the press and in the dissemination of
images. Their dissemination as archives
doesn’t interest me. What interests me is
making them. In fact, that was even a very
clear economic choice. Either I stayed in an
agency and I put out images as archives that 
I fed with my work as and when it developed,
or I said no, I’m not going to put out my images
as archives any more, I’m going to put all my
energy into making them and therefore into
finding the money to make them rather than to
distribute them. Those are two very different
approaches. I did the work at Le Cornillon
without a commission, without even being
asked, in fact. It took a lot of time, and it was
very tough economically. As for the work with
the vendors of La Rue, I wasn’t able to develop
that for very long. I immediately found people
who wanted to show it, but I wasn’t able to
find people who were able to produce it, to
take it further and continue it. It would be
interesting to redo it now, in a scientific way,
with architects, city planners, etc.

A reporter takes photographs that he shows
elsewhere. What interests me is showing them
first where I made them, in the place where I
work. I want to work where I live, to know how
people take hold of the image, how they make
it a tool, how it can act in the world, what
photographs are for. In the day hospital some
of the children ate or colored the notebook I
gave them; others showed it to their
psychotherapist. In Aulnay, I explained to the
school students that, whatever their attitude, I
would do the work and I would produce a form.
At Emmaüs I explained to each person what I
was doing, whether they understood or not. I
made a book for each of the companions, with
their images and their portrait, which I sent
them by post. These are people who don’t
usually get any mail. I also sent all the books to
the community. At Le Cornillon, the form I
found was small prints. Noël, Stéphane, Slavek,
Eliane, and Guy are the subjects of a private
journal and a narrative, not the objects of a
piece of photojournalism. They have a story.
The small format of the photographs that were
shown as a frieze in Kassel is a sign of this.
They speak of a social reality as much as they
do of a psychic one. They all have images that
concern them, plus images of the others,
when they want them. In their family album
Eliane and Guy have photos of Marc Pataut
that I took at Le Cornillon. This intimacy is part
of a given territory, of a relationship of
proximity. It’s also a form that goes step by
step, in a continuous working process of
speech, proximity, and intimacy. The first
public is constituted by the people I did the
work with.

There is a need to retrieve the places, the
territories, the groups of individuals with
whom action is possible. These are problems
of scale and level. The day hospital is a closed
space with twelve children. The Emmaüs
community is a closed space with thirty
people. The Grand Stade is a delimited
territory with ten people. There are a few
families there. These few individuals are like 
a world. The whole world is in the space
between two people. That is the form of the
metaphor. I work locally: that’s where I can be
most effective, in a given perimeter, with
other people. My way of understanding this
perimeter is to build. Photography alone is 
not enough. Unlike a silent photographer, 
I work with my tongue. If there is no speech
before, I’m not interested. I therefore create
procedures—my interest in forms of
collaboration comes from my work as a
sculptor. Once language comes into play, 
you get what there is in Sallaumines, where
I’m currently working, a kind of verbalized
violence that is addressed to me. It compels
you either to leave or to stay and, if you do, to
invent. The images are not violent, the speech
is not violent. It is the meaning of what the
people I have in front of me are saying that is
violent, the situation they find themselves in. 
I did an interview for the APEIS newspaper
with a woman who lives in Fontenay-sous-
Bois. She is from Martinique; she is thirty-three
years old, with three children, pregnant with a
fourth. She’s active in the life of the community,
is vice president of the parents’ association in
her children’s school. She married a second
time to an undocumented immigrant and finds
herself at risk of being thrown out of her
apartment tomorrow. She is beautiful; the
image is beautiful; what she tells me is
sublime. What is hard is the unacceptable,
grotesque situation of poverty and exclusion
she is in and that she understands very well. 
In the interview, I am an interface that enables
her to speak; she knew a few days before that
I was going to meet her. Now it’s up to me to
find a way of producing a form that
communicates this to others. Finding a form,
producing a relation in space, in light, is
something rather pleasurable. You are coming
back to sculpture. Photography is silent; it has
no speech. Speech is a way of working outside
photography; it is also a way of summoning up
the body (sculpture), of getting its use back
and asserting it.

I am often criticized for being a photographer
of “the social.” For me that’s an empty
criticism or a vain debate that is due to the
fact that the culture of reportage has
obscured documentary and its artistic
dimension. It’s a pity that their lack of visual
culture keeps people who call themselves

critics or philosophers from making the
distinction and leads to all sorts of
misunderstandings and simplifications. 
My work is a mix of photography, poetry, 
and sociology. It consists in going to places
where art is never present, to people where
that subject never comes up. Today there is a
fashion for the social, the “social everything.”
I don’t identify with this. Art really is in danger
there. Handling social integration on a cultural
level is also one of the worst ways of solving
conflicts. I am not a photographer of the social.
I am not a street photographer. My relation to
politics is not that of the mass, of messages,
of action. That’s no doubt why I left Ne Pas
Plier. At Le Cornillon, where I spent two years,
where the territory reminded me of Paris in
the 1950s, the aim was not to denounce but 
to produce the relation to space of those who
lived there, in a happiness that is not like 
our own, and, at Emmaüs, to show that a
companion can be intelligible or intelligent, 
an upstanding human being. It’s not about
assisting but creating a relation of competence
to competence, of knowledge to knowledge.

The criticism of me as a social photographer
reproduces the traditional distinctions that
are made in France between culture and the
social, or between high and low, as the
Americans say. These divisions have long
made us oppose art and culture, art and the
social. They have certain visible repercussions
as regards both the production and the
reception of images and photography. 
A photographer has to show images in
magazines or exhibit them in museums or
galleries. Each of these places seems to
impose a certain kind of image: reportage
photography in magazines and artistic
photography, contemporary art’s poor relation,
in museums. These are archaic divisions in
mainstream culture, which in fact is a deep
unculturedness as regards photography that
we accept and that has to do with the fact
that photography does not belong to the
artistic culture here, unlike the case in
Germany or the United States.

Exhibiting images interests me only if, before
that, they have been part of an experience I
have had in the real. It’s true that I don’t make
much of an effort to get them shown in
contemporary art venues. The Emmaüs
portraits were exhibited at the Stedelijk
Museum in Amsterdam and in France, in the
community, on the day of the inauguration of
their new space, in the form of polyptychs, or
again in Auvers-sur-Oise and in Sallaumines. 
A series was bought by FRAC-PACA [Fonds
Régional d’Art Contemporain Provence-Alpes-
Côte-d’Azur], but they have never been shown
in Alsace, in the region where they were made,

moment of the first day of modeling is exactly
the same as the last moment of the last day,
four weeks later. Time loses its value: The first
day is as interesting as the last. There is a
dilation or an abolition of time. My relation to
time is therefore one of nonurgency. That was
the learning process, in the relation to the light
and the model, in a relation to time where it is
of little importance. It’s also learning how to
look. Sculpture, for me, is a bodily relation,
something massive and frontal. There is the
model, the clay, the light, and time. A sculptor
makes two or three sculptures a year. It’s very
slow. You have to be present, to endure. There
is the same archaic relation between the
model, the view camera, and the photographer.
With Etienne Martin, I took photos of my
sculptures.

At the Beaux-Arts, I also went to the Cours
Yvon, a course where you could acquire all the
tics of the academy, become a real drawing
professional, with real pleasure, to a rhythm.
One day, a teacher came up behind me and
looked at my drawings. He congratulated me
and asked me what I was doing, what atelier 
I was in, what my parents did: vendor at Les
Halles, seamstress. “You will never be a
sculptor,” he told me. That is a wound. That is
what you structure yourself on. Sculpture is
part of my origins, maybe more than
photography. It’s my training.

Aubervilliers, Day Hospital

In 1975, after getting my diploma in sculpture
from the Beaux-Arts, for seven years I was a
drawing teacher at several vocational schools.
I taught drawing to young girls who were
doing typing, shorthand, and sewing. I was
twenty-three and they were seventeen. I
started taking photographs. I put together a
portfolio, and in 1979 I joined the Viva agency,
which did French-style social photography
and represented an alternative to Magnum
and Rapho. I observed. We were the
grandchildren of Cartier-Bresson. I had come
to this story at the end, when it was starting to
come apart. I did reportage. I was sent to
Poland at the moment of the riots in Gdansk,
but I went to photograph the slaughtering 
of pigs in the south of the country. This was
the time when Rural Solidarnosc emerged. 
I realized I wasn’t a press photographer.

From May 1981 to 1982, I became an
“occasional student nurse, part-time,” in a day
hospital in Aubervilliers. I made three three-
month stays there in two years. A nurse friend
took me at my word when I said I wanted to do
a photo-essay about a day hospital. Rather
than replace one educator with another who,
in three months, wouldn’t have the time to do

any proper work with the children, this
institution’s idea was to give this time to
painters, to theater people. I came to become
a photographer, to do a major piece of
reportage, to speak out against asylums. I met
children who were suffering and educators
who were there so they would suffer less. 
I saw that you had to get to work. I set up a
photography workshop. From the outset, 
I had a nonergotherapeutic idea of what I was
doing. I made a place exist where the subject
was photography.

I gave the children disposable cameras. 
I made a portrait of each one. I printed their
sheets and put them all together in an album
that contained all the contact sheets, in
chronological order. Their photographs were a
real shock to me; they were very important,
and they still are for me now. I saw images that
had nothing to do with what I imagined
photography to be at the time. It became
something other than the idea of breaking up
the world with a window. When you want to
represent someone, you photograph their
face, not a bit of their shoulder or the chair
that is in shadow. They photographed a chair,
the one you were sitting on, or did three or
four photos of the person. And yet those
photographs are incredibly effective. You can
see the enormous importance of the body.
They turned the camera on themselves. From
these photos I realized that the gaze is
culturally formatted: We go to the face to
represent, and we do it with our eyes. I
understood that a portrait is not just a face,
that photography involves the body and the
unconscious, something other than the eye,
intelligence, and virtuosity, and that the
journalist’s position is not the only one and not
even the most effective one. The day hospital
taught me you could photograph with your
belly, that the portrait is a bodily relation—how
I place my body in space facing another body,
at what distance.

For me, this experience came to an abrupt
end: a change of direction in the hospital (a
psychiatrist replaced a doctor) and a change
of orientation in the institution. All of a sudden,
I was told I had to choose: stay and become an
educator or leave and become a photographer.
This was quite a hard period. I was leaving
behind a network of colleagues and the
children—my own were the same age.

Becoming a Photographer, Apartheid

I knew I wanted to be a photographer, but I
didn’t identify with photography—or, rather,
with the little world of photography. I was not a
reporter and had nothing in common any more
with Viva, with the press, and with journalism.

This was when the Raymond Depardon film
San Clemente came out: I was uncomfortable
with the aestheticizing of disability and
madness, with the reporter’s performance. I
needed to reinvent my relation to photography.
In the hospital, curiously, I understood that for
me photography, the relation to others, was
based on speech and language. To relearn
photography, I started taking landscape
photos. I don’t need to verbalize, to talk to the
landscape, to ask permission to photograph it.
It became a tool for me. There are photos in
which I’m talking, where speech plays a role,
where it’s matter, where the other exists, and
ones where speech doesn’t exist. For me,
these are self-portraits. Speech is an absolute
break, the transition from one practice to
another, from one genre to another.

I started work on my body. The hand is the
most external part of the human body. I can
twist it in every direction, put it in the light,
without talking to it. I made a series of images
about my eye. For me, at this time, there were
two ways of being a photographer: on one
side, this silent work on my body, in the studio;
on the other, a relation to others and social
work. The break between the studio and the
world, between activity and work, between 
art and the social, was what enabled me to
function. Cars were burned in Vénissieux, 
and nobody knew whether they were burning
because photographers were there or whether
the photographers were there because they
were burning. It was at this time, in 1985, 
that I met Jean-Michel Montfort. We set up 
an association, Faut Voir, with a project about
ten French cities, helped by the Cultural
Intervention Fund. Photography was seen as
part of the integration training. I used what I’d
learned in the day hospital. Another piece of
work was done in Orgeval, a suburb of Reims,
during a rehabilitation program. In eight
months, with seven and a half months of
preparation with the people and ten days of
production on site with photographers and
journalists, and a writing workshop, giving out
cameras in the street to local inhabitants, we
produced some forty posters. We worked like
this for a few years, organizing projects that I
still believe in today. I reached a contradiction
and a break between the visual work—my
ongoing work on the body—and the social
work; between the personal work and the
activist work. The association was becoming 
a little institution; it functioned like an agency.
We did what we already knew how to do.
That’s why I stopped and found myself in the
same sort of situation that had followed 
the experience at the day hospital. You have 
to reconstruct yourself but also recover your
networks. Without a network, you’ve no
contacts. This period lasted a year.
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Documentary Form and Processes,
Sculpture, and Language
Marc Pataut and Philippe Roussin

This text came out of discussions with Philippe Roussin
from January 1999 to October 2000. It also includes notes
from the diary I kept in 1999 when I was preparing the
exhibition Sortir la tête.

When I returned to the place of my childhood
recently for purposes of work, I realized that
what I remembered was the Paris of the
1950s, a vernacular Paris, that of the 13th
arrondissement, where the apartment we 
lived in was also the building, where the street
and the quarter were an extension of the
apartment to the territory. I was born in June
1952, at the Pitié-Salpêtrière hospital. I was
baptized in the church of Joan of Arc. My
parents come from the southwest of France.
My father came from a village, Gimat, in Tarn-
et-Garonne. His identity card described him as
a farmer. His mother had a shop in the nearby
town, Beaumont de Lomagne. My mother was
born in Anglet, near Bayonne. Her father came
from Portugal in 1927. Only at the age of sixty-
five, after my grandfather’s death, did she
learn that he had been married before he
came to France and that she had half-brothers
and half-sisters in Portugal. He had never
mentioned it. Her mother left Spain, her native
Basque Country. I have only a very distant
memory of her. I never knew my grandmothers
very well. As I remember, my father’s mother
was a real character. She had been in the
Resistance and had been awarded a medal by
the Americans. My father’s father was called
France. He was very tough. He lived in
Bourges, opposite the arms factory. They were
separated. My parents went up to Paris in 1949
to get away from their family, but also, like
many others, to find work and offer their labor
in the capital. My father really started working
in Paris. My mother was a seamstress; she
dressed very well, worked for haute couture
houses in the Faubourg Saint-Honoré. For her,
going to Paris was a matter of pride. My father
worked in Les Halles, on Le Carreau, where the
Centre Pompidou now stands. He sold
vegetables, and he read a lot. I discovered
Rétif de la Bretonne's Monsieur Nicolas in his
bookcase. Of course, I wasn’t allowed to read
it. He slept by day and worked at night.

Paris-Drancy

I lived in Paris for six years, from 1952 to 1958,
in Rue Domrémy, now on the edge of the
Grande Bibliothèque, along the railway lines, in
a five-story building, an apartment that was so
small that we all slept in the same room. It was
a working-class Paris, rather joyous. We lived
in our neighbors’ homes, in the streets, around
the neighborhood. The tenants were one big
family. Everyone was poor. Mutual help was a
reality. Because of the almost communal
nature of life in the building and quarter, our
relationship to privacy had nothing to do with

the armored door that one conscientiously
closes ever morning after setting the alarm.
Everywhere the private overflowed into the
public, everything was mixed, with no
“propriety.” Our mothers’ curlers, dressing
gowns, and slippers didn’t keep them from
chatting on the stairs, in the courtyard, or
street. They went and did their shopping in
this get-up. I also have vague memories of
police beatings of North African immigrants.

In 1958 we were lucky enough to be given an
apartment in the Parisian suburbs—the Cité
du Nord in Drancy—in a six-story building in
Sablière dressed stone, where I lived until
1978. Drancy, a town in the suburbs of Paris.
These terms were still to be defined at the
time: the suburb—the banlieue—didn’t exist;
it was becoming constituted. It had to be
constructed. It was not the city. There was no
school. I saw the kindergarten being built
opposite my home. You had to fight with your
elected representatives, demonstrate, go up to
Paris in coaches if you wanted to get childcare
facilities or a sports ground. Jean-Paul Dollé
describes very well the suburb at this time in
Fureurs de ville.

Paris was insalubrious; Drancy held out
promise of comfort. In my memories I see
images of the shantytowns in La Courneuve
and Stains. I remember we drank milk in
kindergarten. There, too, you had neighbors; it
was friendly. People knew one another, went
into each other’s homes. Even now I could still
name all my neighbors. The suburbs, too, can
be a country, a territory. My parents never
wanted to be owners. My mother wanted to be
able to dress, to dress us, to buy food, for us to
“want for nothing.” Did this come from the
war, from her own life, or her Portuguese
origins? I don’t know, but the question never
came up. In the 1950s and ’60s you could call
yourself a worker or a proletarian. Being a
worker was a kind of nobility; it was one
possible status.

I’ve never been a member of the Communist
Party or any other. It’s true that all my life,
except in Paris, I have been immersed in a
Communist environment. From the age of 
six I lived in the Red suburbs. In those days, 
I believe, the Communist Party was the
biggest party in France. It was also a very
powerful solidarity network. This network of
activities has all gone now. When someone
had financial or personal problems—work,
children, wife—he could find help around him.
It was both a form of solidarity and prying into
your private life.

I come from a generation that didn’t experience
1968: not old enough to experience it as

anything other than a holiday, not young
enough to be in the next generation. I was
never politically engaged in the way my school
friends understood it. For them, you had to
know history if you were going to change the
world. For some, it was a failure, for others 
a trauma that made them look to the past. 
I never went on holiday in the countries of
Eastern Europe. I didn’t experience that
initiation. My culture is the culture of the
1970s. I saw Malraux on television, Aragon at
the Fête de l’Humanité. The first exhibitions 
I remember: Dubuffet and Klein at the Arts
Décoratifs; Soutine at the Orangerie des
Tuileries; Picasso, I can’t remember where.
I saw Les Malassis (Cueco, Tisserand, etc.)
bringing their canvases out of the Pompidou
exhibition at the Grand Palais in 1972. This was
also the time of Avignon and culture in works
committees. I went to music festivals. 
I listened to free jazz. The dates are a blur. 
It was in this fog that I became what I am.

Studio, Drawing, Sculpture

In my first year at secondary school I had a
drawing teacher. I started drawing. I took
lessons on Place des Vosges. I was interested
in photography. I was preparing to take the
baccalaureate in civil engineering with the
idea of studying architecture. I wasn’t
admitted. In fact, I entered the Beaux-Arts in
1972. I started taking photos without it being
photography. I looked at magazines. I bought
myself a Lubitel. After a year spent in various
ateliers, I enrolled to do sculpture with Etienne
Martin, who must have been about sixty at the
time. This was a deliberate choice, no doubt
my first: sculpture against painting. Out of
fear: I felt I was skilled, painting seemed too
easy. For me, it was an abyss of pleasure. I was
frightened of color. I was frightened of form
that would have been form for its own sake. I
felt sculpture was more conceptual. I couldn’t
understand a thing about it. It puts in place
strategies that you don’t have in painting. It
allows you to get away, to confront things, but
painting and drawing don’t. I chose sculpture,
and I became a photographer.

Etienne Martin’s teaching was very traditional.
It was teaching based on the live model. In the
morning, you went into the atelier and you
modeled for three or four weeks. There was 
a model, sometimes two, and you put this
together in clay. Nothing happened for three
or four weeks. On Wednesdays and Fridays,
Etienne Martin would come in. He changed
our sculptures in two or three strokes of the
thumb and he went away again. With Etienne
Martin I learned something about time, about
being outside time. There may be nothing
happening for a very long time: the first

where it would be meaningful for them to
exist, in a contemporary art center. The
photographs of Le Cornillon were published in
the form of a magazine by Ne Pas Plier.
Together, more than one hundred of them
were exhibited at documenta X in Kassel in
1997, and after that in England and in Portugal.
They were bought but not shown by the FNAC
[Fonds National d’Art Contemporain].

The fact that these photographs are exhibited
in contemporary art museums, abroad more
than in France, is an indicator of the problems
of scale and level I was talking about. In
France, contemporary art, following in the
wake of the artistic tradition that came before
it, is defined at once from a single center and
as the place that is most extreme and the
most distant from the local. Because of this
definition, when it is projected onto the
international level, where there is plurality, this
art in turn becomes peripheral. It is easier for
me to show work of this kind abroad: it is
received there and more immediately or more
spontaneously understood in its documentary
uses as artistic work. For me, then, the point is
to get beyond the national level, in a French
context, if I can put it like that. That is the
whole problem with documentary work that
goes from sculpture to speech, via
photography and the putting in place of
procedures.

Art and the social are artificially opposed here,
while we exhibit documentary photography
that is made elsewhere, both historical and
contemporary, North American or German.
These contradictions clearly express the
constraints and the complexities of the
institutional and national definitions of art.
They have no artistic foundation. They lead to
the assumption that contemporary art is of the
present, while dismissing the very idea that
contemporary art should be part of a wider
social reality—a reality that is not just artistic.
Now, art can be an answer to problems that
are not only artistic—indeed, that is how it is
perceived by most of those who look—and in
the same way artistic effectiveness does not
reside only in the image but also in the tension
between the activity, the procedure, the
pedagogy, and the form.

1. Modules were lighter teaching structures designed to
help students concentrate on their weaknesses before
going back to the main class.—Trans.

2. Emmaüs is a French solidarity movement founded in
1949 by the Abbé Pierre to combat poverty and
homelessness. One of its chief money-raising activities is
collecting and reselling unwanted furniture and other
possessions. Its members are called “companions.”—
Trans.

3. When I was working at the day hospital, I met Gérard
Paris-Clavel, who at the time was a member of Grapus, a
group of French graphic artists formed by students from
the Arts Décoratifs during the events of 1968. They
produced a lot of militant images and set up next to my
studio in Aubervilliers. Ne Pas Plier formed in 1990 as an
association, with the aim of designing, producing, and
disseminating meaningful images for urgent national and
international human situations. In 1992, Ne Pas Plier
started working with a French association for the support
and integration of the unemployed and economically
precarious, APEIS (Association pour l’emploi, l’insertion 
et la solidarité des chômeurs et des précaires). We used 
to go with them when they staged sit-ins at the ASSEDIC
(the official unemployment and benefits organization). 
We produced images about unemployment that we
managed to get printed through a network of friends,
through printers and the Conseil Général of Seine Saint-
Denis. I realized how difficult it was for the unemployed to
project an image of themselves. If I give them a portrait,
they will put it on the wall; they won’t use it. Because of
our know-how and our skill, we knew you could post things
in a certain way, print them on canvas, use them. We made
images that were not displayed but carried in the street. 
I also made portraits of the unemployed that they carried in
demonstrations. The work became more complex. Graphic
designers project words in public space. We produced a
certain number of posters that combined graphic
interventions and photography. The association became
one of the groups of artists fighting against globalization,
recognized in Europe, working in the agitprop tradition.
The Blanc-Mesnil exhibition catalogue was my first
collaboration with G. Paris-Clavel. The collective work of 
Ne Pas Plier was the subject of an exhibition at the
Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, in April–May 1995.

4. Peuple et Culture Corrèze was founded in Tulle in 1951
by young militants who had learned by working with the
founders of the national movement in the very productive
post-Liberation years, when the utopia of Peuple et
Culture cross-fertilized with the work of creative figures
such as Chris Marker, Alain Resnais, André Bazin, Jean
Vilar, and Gabriel Monnet, a pioneer of decentralization.
Since 1978, the association has been working to
disseminate contemporary art. It organizes exhibitions
that usually come out of a residency by an artist. It works
with the Artothèque du Limousin, with which it has set up
an Artobus that takes works to rural areas for the
organization of exhibitions or workshops with villages or
schools. Peuple et Culture Corrèze also offers workshops
led by professional artists to ensure that amateur
practices are not just the occasion for conviviality and
sociability but can become a real artistic and intellectual
adventure. These initiatives have always been linked to
other actions by the association, such as civic training,
study trips, social memory, and publishing.

5. Jack Lang served as the French minister of culture from
1981 to 1986 and 1988 to 1992.—Ed.

6. The French term used here, pays, means not only
country in the sense of nation but also one’s home region,
a locality with a distinct identity.—Trans.

7. Work diary, Tulle and Saint-Mexan, 7–8 May 1999: 
Tulle is a martyred city. On 9 June 1944, a few days after
the German garrison was attacked by the FTP (maquis
forces), the SS Panzer Division Das Reich stopped at Tulle
on its way to meet an Allied landing. Over two thousand
men were arrested in the early morning and rounded up in
the courtyard of the arms factory. An absurd, perverse
sorting was now carried out, with some men being kept
and others released. 99 men were hanged from the
balconies of the Souilhac quarter and the station, and 149
were deported (101 would never come back). The next

day, the Das Reich division reached Oradour, where the
massacre that took place deeply scarred the town’s
memory. Should it now try to forget the weight of 
this memory? How do you remember and pass on the
imaginary of a collective memory without becoming its
prisoner? The past is a tool for the present and for the
future, for revisiting and inventing. The relation to history
is necessary, but it can be dangerous, like dreams—you
have to be wary of your dreams. . . . From time to time we
stop on the road to listen. We come to Chanteix. An
assembly of war veterans, flags unfurled, is about to
commemorate 8 May 1945. We city people tend to steer
clear of these commemorations, these ceremonies of
memory. Here it is still part of the rhythm, another way of
finding yourself and being with others. The village, the
street leading up to the memorial, the church, the school,
these men who could be our fathers—all this feels right,
connected. Five minutes, no more, and they have all left by
car, gone to the neighboring village for the same
ceremony. The three villages have joined together;
otherwise there wouldn’t be enough people. Men who
haven’t forgotten to get up in the morning, as Pierre
Landry, the bookseller in Tulle, puts it. He comes from
another place, another country where it is cold in winter:
Quebec. He has been in Tulle for nine years now. He shows
me a book, and I read this: “What would happen if you
sheltered the thief who pillages you, were accomplices of
the murderer who kills you, and traitors to yourselves?”
Estienne de la Boétie, who was born in Sarlat, 1530–1563,
Discours de la servitude volontaire. . . . Headlines in the
press (La Montagne, Friday, 7 May 1999) are, “Stick your
head out Manu: pre-retirement, the anxiety of dusk (over
eight columns); on the left, at the top of the page: “Facing
the future” (over two columns); below: “Last calls”; in the
center, over four columns, “A logic of closure”; bottom left,
over two columns: “Shop closed”; on the right, over six
columns: “A MULTITUDE OF RESOURCES, A DEARTH OF
PROJECTS”: “there is no shortage of financial resources
for converting the Pays de Tulle. The shortage has more
to do with the dearth of projects. ‘The general culture here
is to wait and see,’ admits the regional delegate of the
Regional Financial Company for Employment and
Development, the fully owned subsidiary of GIAT Industries
in charge of helping to convert the workforce affected by
the group’s industrial withdrawal.” . . . In the evening, the
first slogans set the tone: “Halt the decline, Yes to the
future,” to the background of the Song of the Partisans
set to new music by the group Zebda. What more can be
said, if that is as far as the protests go? A sad little
demonstration in the rain in a dead city. Seemingly, no
attempt to analyze the situation and blind optimism, when
everything is already lost. What should one think of these
women and men in Tulle who are mistaken? They are
suffering, but they are mistaken. Is it the role of politicians
and unions to play these charades, to provide no
information and to keep people down like that? It is as if
we were overcome by the general apathy, we had fallen
asleep, most of us having no opinion about the NATO
intervention in Kosovo, in Serbia. These images prevent us
from thinking; instead of breaking rank we just wait,
watching the punishment rather than the intervention.
The connection with Tulle is the apathy. What would a
locally specific position be that would aim to embrace in
the same movement the necessary work of culture,
information, and art?

Text originally published as “Procédures et forme
documentaire, sculpture et langue," in Jean-François
Chevrier and Philippe Roussin, eds., “Le parti pris du
document: Littérature, photographie, cinéma et
architecture au XXe siècle,” Communications 71 (2001):
283–306.
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Images Are Communication

96% of photography is about making
eternal the high points of family life
(Bourdieu, Photography: A Middle-Brow Art)

When doing our preparatory work on photography at the
children’s day hospital (HJE), we were compelled by the
question of Why/Why not make photography with these
children here, in a context of psychosis.

What were we trying to promote in this instance?

Regarding this photo/psychosis encounter (no reference
text was mentioned), we began by listening to Marc, about
what it was and what it represented to him and to us, and
heard what it was doing to us (Solange—Brigitte—Lionel—
Monique—Francis—Geneviève—Pierre), in our lives
outside and in our work here. We talked about what
happened with photography at the HJE. We all remember
that—we won’t go back over it except to note that it
existed, that it exists as a trace of particular moments 
(the Christmas party, the stay).

The arrival of Marc, a trained photographer, seemed to
change the nature of the photo problem, in the sense that,
not knowing about the treatment of psychotic children,
only passing through, he would not position himself in the
same way, as regards either his working tool or the children
and educators, or other members of the team.
It was therefore obvious that it was around Marc’s position
that the work had to be organized and articulated, on every
level. The position that fell to him, that he took, or that he
was given.
This last point is important, because Marc’s discourse often
met with resistance of various kinds from different
members of the working group, in a number of places:

—our resistance to images themselves
—what can be shown of psychosis
—what the educators do with the children
—the relation to photography itself

We will say more about this matter later.

The themes that PHOTOGRAPHY evoked for us:

—the image (the imaginary)
—recollection (memories)
—fantasization
—forgetting
—death
—the mirror
—magic
—the discourse on

All these themes need to be worked on in relation to what
they tell us about ourselves and the children in psychosis.
In taking a photo, we are confronted with an interpretation
of what can or cannot be photographed. This question
prompted a 

PHOTOGRAM

We propose: Odile—Jean-François—Christophe

Poster panels:
Is this a permanent, large-format display?

Collage:
Work on cutting.
On this kind of work, we are again confronted with what
photography represents to us as the image of the body and
to children too.

So, if we identify the images of the body with the child’s
body, we prohibit him from cutting from right to left.
Whereas if we take the image as a distancing, like paper on
which there is a representation, we let him do what he
wants. These two extreme attitudes mark a particular place
in relation to the child and for the child. It seems that the
educators find the second position easier to maintain, and
more suitable. What the children will do during the cutting
could be talked about afterward in the work group.

The exhibition:
Two phases:

1—Those who process with Marc. Bring a finished work
ready to be exhibited.

2—The chosen photos are given to the children, who
organize them with the educators on panels.

3—Creation of a genuine collective album kept in a precise
place if possible (wardrobe)
assemblage of images with the children and all the
educators who want to take part (collective memory).

Photos, taken by Marc, the children, and the educators.

4—Creation of an individual album able to contain photos
made by the child (reconstruct their memory at the day
hospital with their vision of things and people).

—limited numbers
of photos from the collective album

Work of reconstructing the album, preferably with the main
educators or the work group.
Children given the possibility to show or hide this album,
and the educators to see what they do with them.
Forbidding other children to tear up the photos in this
album.
The album stays inside the institution.

Where is the control of the photographs taken by the
children themselves?

This delicate question needs to be discussed together.
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long discussion. Some thought yes, others no. The idea that
emerged was this: If everything can be photographed
(problem of who is photographing—who, what, and where),
it is impossible for everything to be shown. The whole
group agreed about the work that needed to be done,
based on the contact sheets (choice of photos, giving
photos that are possible to accept) before presenting them
to the children.

We can therefore set out two perspectives as lines of
research:

A—the photography after the event becomes a working
tool for the members of the team, just like paint, modeling
clay, etc., opening onto a better understanding of the child.
This task can be performed in working groups, with the
proposition that Marc takes part or doesn’t take part. One
could state that the introduction of a new technique—here,
photography—becomes “therapeutic” for the team in the
sense that it helps us to ask more questions about the
child’s pathology, about the way we see the child and the
image we give them, and therefore how we fantasize about
them. The photographs evoking these ideas on the themes
mentioned above should lead us to discover and develop
these.

B—On the other hand, from a, let’s say, pedagogical
viewpoint, photography with the children will place great
importance on the handling of the camera: “You have to
hold the camera like this if you want to see this in the
developed image.” Work around the subject to be
photographed, on distance (space), looking in a viewfinder,
which is not the lens. Work around the albums, etc.
Around the question of the image.

The image:
Photography does not come from our eye; it is what
everyone understands, wherever they are, that sensitizes
the film. It is, therefore, a matter of the relation to one’s own
image (the space of the body) in its totalization and in its
fragmentation, in seeing the other as we see ourselves, 
or not, in its representation, appearing fixed on the paper. 
It is always about our representation of the world and in 
the world.
It is on the basis of these elements that the work group 
can reflect on the differentiation of nature in photography.
Are there such things as symptom-photographs?
Are there photographs of symptoms?
In opposition to the photos in which children are playing,
working, having fun (normally), alone or together. This
question obviously pointed to the question of the symptom
in psychosis as an unconscious expression, as a defense,
as a self-representation. What then should be done when
the symptom is observed and, especially, when the child is
photographed when acting out his symptom, or asks to be.
E.g.: Pierre Pageon at the carnival. Pierre asks Marc to
photograph him. Why does Pierre do this?

—because Marc engenders his own staging
* is this a projection against the gaze 

(the other’s gaze)
* is it a provocation (talking for)

—does he want to be represented in this way
—Past - -) he is biting his fingers
—Present - - -) he is masturbating

We have noticed that it was relatively easier to photograph
outside the institution (carnival, etc.) at moments of group
activity, festivity, happiness.

The group of educators in the photography group:
Unlike Marc’s position, it seems that the educators have an
important role to play in the choice of photographs that can
be shown. The image here is a support for communication
with the child. Psychologists also work on the choice, and it
is possible that they will receive an image brought by this
or that child at a particular moment. Cf. Pierre in his therapy.
The educators help the children when the photos are being
taken, of course. It should be possible for them to also take
photographs of the children, the places, the educators.
The cohesion of the group could be articulated around the
possibility offered to others to photograph them in all the
different work situations.
If it seems necessary to have people’s agreement in order
to photograph them, with everyone in the team able to
refuse or accept, the problem of the educators in the work
groups photographing the others doesn’t play out to the
same rules as when Marc takes photographs. Indeed, the
things in the emotional network are what make it possible
or not for the other to agree to have their photo taken. We
need to be able to work while respecting each person’s
limits with a principle of tacit agreement.

ORGANIZATION

Photography is not something that can be done without
limits inside and outside the HJE where the children are
concerned. This activity needs to be structured within a
workshop. Taking photos means doing work that takes
various forms, but that concerns the whole of the team.

Working proposition
When to photograph?
With the children:

outings
workshops : clay

: pottery
: theater
: swimming pool

Any situation that the educators feel can be
photographed.

Taking the photos
Photos with Instamatics
learning —all the people from the photo group 

—with nonloaded cameras
—with loaded cameras on themes

names of people
——nature
——objects
——persons

twice a week in a group
These photography sessions could be done simultaneously

Photos with a single child
—as part of the day
—let them express what they want through 
—photography
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And what about moments when we perceive suffering,
distress? What should be done?
We are sent back to the level of the other’s aggression.
There was talk of the mother taking her child in front of the
mirror when angry:

—unbearable
—accentuation
—persecution
—humiliation

We considered the possibility of showing after the event,
when the child is able to see his photo, at that moment.
What does it mean to show in a photo the child with the
symptom when it’s no longer there?

This question is open to all suggestions . . .

Reading of the image
Because of his technique Marc can bring us a method for
reading the image, one that does not correspond to what
the educators see in the photo.
Photo of Jean François
Photo of Fabrice
There are two levels of interpretation of the photo.
The image shown and photographed by Marc is out of
phase with what the educators looking after the child think.

Question of time:
Everyone knows that photography works on time, bringing
into play the processes of memorization (reactivation of
the past: memories, forgetting). This question leads to an
answer that must be found in relation to technical
problems, like what time (duration) is needed between the
photographing and the development, between the
developing and exhibition of the photo.
This time lag can be rich insofar as it allows for a
confrontation between what was photographed and what
will be seen, leading to the mechanisms of fantasization,
derealization, concretization, recognition, and naming.
The question of the use of Polaroids came up against
objections based on this necessary duration, and also what
is magical about this operation.

Question of magic:
The great difficulty of dealing with the problem lies in the
perplexity felt by the working group when it came to the
relations between magic and psychosis. Even though we
understood that everyone has their own little superstitions,
the way we worked mirrored our reaction to the appearance
of the image. In any case, and the chemico-scientific
explanation is not enough here, seeing yourself and seeing
the other in a photograph is a kind of magic.
We were not able to define what this meant to the
psychotic children. Will the moment of processing prove a
retrospective revelation? The fact remains that the use of
the Polaroid is postponed. Question: how many parents use
a Polaroid.

.../...

Problem of funding:
Marc obtained the loan of 10 Instamatics.
We therefore still need to buy film and paper.
It was suggested that we start with a minimum of 500
francs to get the workshop going.
There may be a way of getting a subsidy from the
municipality.

Photos—children—parents:
Parents asked to see photos of children taken at the
carnival. How do we respond to that?
It was suggested that during the exhibition, which was
originally centered on the carnival, the parents should be
able to come and see. There followed a discussion on the
following question: “Is it possible to let parents buy photos
with educators in them and take them home?” The
participants in the group did not want this to be the case.
After that it was suggested that parents should be able to
buy certain selected photos.
To be discussed.
We are in the following scenario:
children don’t take any photos home;
parents can buy photos.

Marc’s position
Marc stayed in the institution for a fortnight without making
any photos. He didn’t keep clicking at them, not at all.
This situation led the children to make demands of him.
Remember that the children knew Marc was there to make
photos. Although Marc didn’t make any immediately, you
would have to think that in his position there was a meeting
with the on ne sait quoi of certain children (Pierre, Marcos,
Fabrice). The children seem to have latched on to Marc in
relation to photography rather than photography because
of Marc. To be discussed.
Marc took photos during the carnival.

Marc doesn’t have the same vision of photography that 
we do, either in terms of a different way of seeing 
(the aesthetic level is not enough for him, though) or in
terms of how he reads the images.
It is through his personal understanding, his language 
of the image, that he will show us things.

How Marc responds to the children’s demands:
“Take a photo of me” “Take a photo of him/her”
Should we talk about it before in order to see and/or 

in the photo group
in the working group

Marcos asks to have a photo of Fabrice and vice versa.
Both ask Marc. See carnival.
If the photo is taken, how to rework it at the moment of
developing it and putting it on paper. Let the children’s
discourse emerge—what to say to them about that.
We can note that Fabrice and Marcos manage to come up
with a photo of them that disturbs us a bit.

.../...
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We are sent back to the level of the other’s aggression.
There was talk of the mother taking her child in front of the
mirror when angry:

—unbearable
—accentuation
—persecution
—humiliation

We considered the possibility of showing after the event,
when the child is able to see his photo, at that moment.
What does it mean to show in a photo the child with the
symptom when it’s no longer there?

This question is open to all suggestions . . .

Reading of the image
Because of his technique Marc can bring us a method for
reading the image, one that does not correspond to what
the educators see in the photo.
Photo of Jean François
Photo of Fabrice
There are two levels of interpretation of the photo.
The image shown and photographed by Marc is out of
phase with what the educators looking after the child think.

Question of time:
Everyone knows that photography works on time, bringing
into play the processes of memorization (reactivation of
the past: memories, forgetting). This question leads to an
answer that must be found in relation to technical
problems, like what time (duration) is needed between the
photographing and the development, between the
developing and exhibition of the photo.
This time lag can be rich insofar as it allows for a
confrontation between what was photographed and what
will be seen, leading to the mechanisms of fantasization,
derealization, concretization, recognition, and naming.
The question of the use of Polaroids came up against
objections based on this necessary duration, and also what
is magical about this operation.

Question of magic:
The great difficulty of dealing with the problem lies in the
perplexity felt by the working group when it came to the
relations between magic and psychosis. Even though we
understood that everyone has their own little superstitions,
the way we worked mirrored our reaction to the appearance
of the image. In any case, and the chemico-scientific
explanation is not enough here, seeing yourself and seeing
the other in a photograph is a kind of magic.
We were not able to define what this meant to the
psychotic children. Will the moment of processing prove a
retrospective revelation? The fact remains that the use of
the Polaroid is postponed. Question: how many parents use
a Polaroid.
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Problem of funding:
Marc obtained the loan of 10 Instamatics.
We therefore still need to buy film and paper.
It was suggested that we start with a minimum of 500
francs to get the workshop going.
There may be a way of getting a subsidy from the
municipality.

Photos—children—parents:
Parents asked to see photos of children taken at the
carnival. How do we respond to that?
It was suggested that during the exhibition, which was
originally centered on the carnival, the parents should be
able to come and see. There followed a discussion on the
following question: “Is it possible to let parents buy photos
with educators in them and take them home?” The
participants in the group did not want this to be the case.
After that it was suggested that parents should be able to
buy certain selected photos.
To be discussed.
We are in the following scenario:
children don’t take any photos home;
parents can buy photos.

Marc’s position
Marc stayed in the institution for a fortnight without making
any photos. He didn’t keep clicking at them, not at all.
This situation led the children to make demands of him.
Remember that the children knew Marc was there to make
photos. Although Marc didn’t make any immediately, you
would have to think that in his position there was a meeting
with the on ne sait quoi of certain children (Pierre, Marcos,
Fabrice). The children seem to have latched on to Marc in
relation to photography rather than photography because
of Marc. To be discussed.
Marc took photos during the carnival.

Marc doesn’t have the same vision of photography that 
we do, either in terms of a different way of seeing 
(the aesthetic level is not enough for him, though) or in
terms of how he reads the images.
It is through his personal understanding, his language 
of the image, that he will show us things.

How Marc responds to the children’s demands:
“Take a photo of me” “Take a photo of him/her”
Should we talk about it before in order to see and/or 

in the photo group
in the working group

Marcos asks to have a photo of Fabrice and vice versa.
Both ask Marc. See carnival.
If the photo is taken, how to rework it at the moment of
developing it and putting it on paper. Let the children’s
discourse emerge—what to say to them about that.
We can note that Fabrice and Marcos manage to come up
with a photo of them that disturbs us a bit.
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long discussion. Some thought yes, others no. The idea that
emerged was this: If everything can be photographed
(problem of who is photographing—who, what, and where),
it is impossible for everything to be shown. The whole
group agreed about the work that needed to be done,
based on the contact sheets (choice of photos, giving
photos that are possible to accept) before presenting them
to the children.

We can therefore set out two perspectives as lines of
research:

A—the photography after the event becomes a working
tool for the members of the team, just like paint, modeling
clay, etc., opening onto a better understanding of the child.
This task can be performed in working groups, with the
proposition that Marc takes part or doesn’t take part. One
could state that the introduction of a new technique—here,
photography—becomes “therapeutic” for the team in the
sense that it helps us to ask more questions about the
child’s pathology, about the way we see the child and the
image we give them, and therefore how we fantasize about
them. The photographs evoking these ideas on the themes
mentioned above should lead us to discover and develop
these.

B—On the other hand, from a, let’s say, pedagogical
viewpoint, photography with the children will place great
importance on the handling of the camera: “You have to
hold the camera like this if you want to see this in the
developed image.” Work around the subject to be
photographed, on distance (space), looking in a viewfinder,
which is not the lens. Work around the albums, etc.
Around the question of the image.

The image:
Photography does not come from our eye; it is what
everyone understands, wherever they are, that sensitizes
the film. It is, therefore, a matter of the relation to one’s own
image (the space of the body) in its totalization and in its
fragmentation, in seeing the other as we see ourselves, 
or not, in its representation, appearing fixed on the paper. 
It is always about our representation of the world and in 
the world.
It is on the basis of these elements that the work group 
can reflect on the differentiation of nature in photography.
Are there such things as symptom-photographs?
Are there photographs of symptoms?
In opposition to the photos in which children are playing,
working, having fun (normally), alone or together. This
question obviously pointed to the question of the symptom
in psychosis as an unconscious expression, as a defense,
as a self-representation. What then should be done when
the symptom is observed and, especially, when the child is
photographed when acting out his symptom, or asks to be.
E.g.: Pierre Pageon at the carnival. Pierre asks Marc to
photograph him. Why does Pierre do this?

—because Marc engenders his own staging
* is this a projection against the gaze 

(the other’s gaze)
* is it a provocation (talking for)

—does he want to be represented in this way
—Past - -) he is biting his fingers
—Present - - -) he is masturbating

We have noticed that it was relatively easier to photograph
outside the institution (carnival, etc.) at moments of group
activity, festivity, happiness.

The group of educators in the photography group:
Unlike Marc’s position, it seems that the educators have an
important role to play in the choice of photographs that can
be shown. The image here is a support for communication
with the child. Psychologists also work on the choice, and it
is possible that they will receive an image brought by this
or that child at a particular moment. Cf. Pierre in his therapy.
The educators help the children when the photos are being
taken, of course. It should be possible for them to also take
photographs of the children, the places, the educators.
The cohesion of the group could be articulated around the
possibility offered to others to photograph them in all the
different work situations.
If it seems necessary to have people’s agreement in order
to photograph them, with everyone in the team able to
refuse or accept, the problem of the educators in the work
groups photographing the others doesn’t play out to the
same rules as when Marc takes photographs. Indeed, the
things in the emotional network are what make it possible
or not for the other to agree to have their photo taken. We
need to be able to work while respecting each person’s
limits with a principle of tacit agreement.

ORGANIZATION

Photography is not something that can be done without
limits inside and outside the HJE where the children are
concerned. This activity needs to be structured within a
workshop. Taking photos means doing work that takes
various forms, but that concerns the whole of the team.

Working proposition
When to photograph?
With the children:

outings
workshops : clay

: pottery
: theater
: swimming pool

Any situation that the educators feel can be
photographed.

Taking the photos
Photos with Instamatics
learning —all the people from the photo group 

—with nonloaded cameras
—with loaded cameras on themes

names of people
——nature
——objects
——persons

twice a week in a group
These photography sessions could be done simultaneously

Photos with a single child
—as part of the day
—let them express what they want through 
—photography
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Images Are Communication

96% of photography is about making
eternal the high points of family life
(Bourdieu, Photography: A Middle-Brow Art)

When doing our preparatory work on photography at the
children’s day hospital (HJE), we were compelled by the
question of Why/Why not make photography with these
children here, in a context of psychosis.

What were we trying to promote in this instance?

Regarding this photo/psychosis encounter (no reference
text was mentioned), we began by listening to Marc, about
what it was and what it represented to him and to us, and
heard what it was doing to us (Solange—Brigitte—Lionel—
Monique—Francis—Geneviève—Pierre), in our lives
outside and in our work here. We talked about what
happened with photography at the HJE. We all remember
that—we won’t go back over it except to note that it
existed, that it exists as a trace of particular moments 
(the Christmas party, the stay).

The arrival of Marc, a trained photographer, seemed to
change the nature of the photo problem, in the sense that,
not knowing about the treatment of psychotic children,
only passing through, he would not position himself in the
same way, as regards either his working tool or the children
and educators, or other members of the team.
It was therefore obvious that it was around Marc’s position
that the work had to be organized and articulated, on every
level. The position that fell to him, that he took, or that he
was given.
This last point is important, because Marc’s discourse often
met with resistance of various kinds from different
members of the working group, in a number of places:

—our resistance to images themselves
—what can be shown of psychosis
—what the educators do with the children
—the relation to photography itself

We will say more about this matter later.

The themes that PHOTOGRAPHY evoked for us:

—the image (the imaginary)
—recollection (memories)
—fantasization
—forgetting
—death
—the mirror
—magic
—the discourse on

All these themes need to be worked on in relation to what
they tell us about ourselves and the children in psychosis.
In taking a photo, we are confronted with an interpretation
of what can or cannot be photographed. This question
prompted a 

PHOTOGRAM

We propose: Odile—Jean-François—Christophe

Poster panels:
Is this a permanent, large-format display?

Collage:
Work on cutting.
On this kind of work, we are again confronted with what
photography represents to us as the image of the body and
to children too.

So, if we identify the images of the body with the child’s
body, we prohibit him from cutting from right to left.
Whereas if we take the image as a distancing, like paper on
which there is a representation, we let him do what he
wants. These two extreme attitudes mark a particular place
in relation to the child and for the child. It seems that the
educators find the second position easier to maintain, and
more suitable. What the children will do during the cutting
could be talked about afterward in the work group.

The exhibition:
Two phases:

1—Those who process with Marc. Bring a finished work
ready to be exhibited.

2—The chosen photos are given to the children, who
organize them with the educators on panels.

3—Creation of a genuine collective album kept in a precise
place if possible (wardrobe)
assemblage of images with the children and all the
educators who want to take part (collective memory).

Photos, taken by Marc, the children, and the educators.

4—Creation of an individual album able to contain photos
made by the child (reconstruct their memory at the day
hospital with their vision of things and people).

—limited numbers
of photos from the collective album

Work of reconstructing the album, preferably with the main
educators or the work group.
Children given the possibility to show or hide this album,
and the educators to see what they do with them.
Forbidding other children to tear up the photos in this
album.
The album stays inside the institution.

Where is the control of the photographs taken by the
children themselves?

This delicate question needs to be discussed together.
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pp. 1, 12
Ne Pas Plier exhibition, Stedelijk
Museum, Amsterdam, February 
18–April 16, 1995

pp. 2, 11
Place de la République, Paris,
March 12, 1994

On March 12, a demonstration is
held against the CIP (Professional
Insertion Contract) in defense of
the wages of young people. It has
been convened with
unprecedented unity by the main
French student unions and youth
organizations (CCJ-CGT, UNEF-SE,
UNEF-ID, JOC-JOCF, JEC, Les
Pionniers de France, Ras l’front,
CEMEA, Déclyc, MJCF, JCR, MJS,
UEC, RED). The mobilizations
continue until March 30, when the
French prime minister, Édouard
Balladur, admits defeat and
announces the withdrawal of the
Professional Insertion Contract.
The CIP is dead.

pp. 3, 10
Place de la Bastille, Strasbourg-
Saint Denis, Paris, March 23, 1996

National demonstration at the
Bastille and around the streets of
Paris to demand “Money to live.”
Called by the unemployed workers’
associations and supported by
Sud-PTT and CFDT. Taking part in
the demonstration are 5,000
unemployed and active workers
enrolled in the associations for the
defense of the rights of the
unemployed, who are demanding a
decent wage starting at the age of
majority.
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the markets. It must be recognized that the
autonomy of each individual is necessary to
prevent the system from blocking, but
transmissibility between each element is also
necessary for things to develop and collective
results to be achieved. The point is to see, by
means of the experiments carried out, which
processes yield results and also contribute to
the experience of each participant. From
there, we can consider the question of the
political effectiveness of these practices. 
And that is the subject of debate.

When we engage in a militant action, the
effectiveness that is sought is change. And
even if the work one does is local, advancing
little by little, the aim is still global change.
This must necessarily find ways of being
articulated with other social forces and being
part of something much bigger than the ideas
that each individual may have about their own
practice and their own ambitions.

“Not doing political art but having 
a political practice of art.”

After the theoretical presentation by Brian
Holmes, Gérard Paris-Clavel projected slides
about the actions of the Ne Pas Plier collective
to illustrate the procedures employed, with
each image reflecting particular practices. 
It is difficult to capture this moment with 
the resources we have, given that the image
and the commentary on it by G.P-C are
inseparable. All we can do is resituate the
fields of intervention: undocumented
immigrants, the movements of the
unemployed, the Gulf War, the Third World,
Algeria, the globalization of capital. And their
context: demonstrations, actions, gatherings ...
And words glued to these images, those of
Gérard Paris-Clavel commenting on them,
resituating them: “Images interest us in terms
of production but above all through the mode
of dissemination that restores their meaning”;
“Too often the image is abandoned at the end
of its production, when its political dimension
is at play in its dissemination”; “Not doing
political art but having a political practice of
art”; “The signs of poverty must not be
compounded by the poverty of signs”; “What
matters to us is not just the result but also the
quality of the path that led to it.”

It also showed the procedures employed by
Ne Pas Plier to collect elements of expression,
in situ, such as rolls of adhesive tape
(existence, resistance) unrolled and stuck up

in public space to create an easy, quickly
assembled exhibition space (between trees,
poles, from one wall to another, etc.). In the
same way, the movement of photographs
taken during actions in ASSEDIC centers for
the unemployed, carried by demonstrators,
makes it possible to “create immediate, direct
memory whereas the conventional media are
more like machines for erasing memory by
their inflation of images before and after.” Just
as the drawing of pie charts in chalk on the
ground serves to make something very
arduous very attractive, especially when it
concerns the life experience of many people,
such as decreasing unemployment payments
or the number of visas granted to Algerians.

Another tool used in these actions is the
engueuloir, a protest newspaper that can be
rolled up and folded for use as a hat or a
megaphone: “It lets you have a bit of fun and
demonstrate.”

Later, Marc Pataut projected two videos from
work he did with Peuple et Culture on the
notion of the pays [country, area]. First, a very
few wide views of Tulle, taken from high up in
the city, a vision of a city wedged into its valley,
and, after that, the testimony of a former
worker in the munitions factory who now
breeds goats and pigeons (excerpts from
which are published in these pages).

“What really interested me in this very simple
act, women intervening, is that this celebration
went from being a commemoration to an action.”

Marc Pataut explained in this regard that the
idea was to show forms of engagement that
are strong but less spectacular. He spoke of
the problems encountered with the mayor of
Tulle that changed his usual way of working
and the evolution that followed. Work on the
idea of the pays, a complex notion thought by
institutions but also revisited by a popular
education movement, PEC, and by a
photographer, Marc Pataut: “Working on the
idea of the pays,” he explains emotionally,
“both on the technocratic idea spawned by the
Voynet laws, by European directives, and also
on a more poetic idea of the country, on ideas
of identity, on the idea that the pays can be the
best or the worst of things, it can be a
confinement just as it can be an opening.
There’s also the idea of meeting people in
Tulle who are doing things, who are living there
and who have ideas, and then how to put these
propositions together. How to get them to read

what they are doing themselves? How to 
show them that they are of interest, valuable,
significant? And how to show it, describe it, 
say it?”

For me, engagement is about how to handle
this intimacy, how to handle this risk.

To illustrate his idea, Pataut recounts an act
that took place that year for the
commemoration of the hanging in Tulle on
June 9, 1944: “It so happens that there was a
representative of the Front National who, last
year, turned up at the event, and who came
again this year. And there was a women’s
movement, around Ras l’Front, women who
came between this representative of the Front
National and the officials to keep him from
taking part in the ceremony. What really
interested me in this very simple act, women
intervening, is that as a result this celebration,
this commemoration, became an action. It
became something that had a value for today
and that didn’t just have a value for yesterday.
It is things like this that I want to try to
describe, to produce, to make people feel and
understand. At the same time this proximity,
this intimacy, this very close relation. We saw
it in Tulle, but I also have the feeling of living it
with the unemployed of APEIS1 or with the
people of the Grand Stade. For me,
engagement, would be about how to play this
intimacy, how to play this risk. At once, how to
take this risk of intimacy with the other and at
the same time how to derive from it a form
that would have value for others.” This takes 
a lot of time, energy and mental readiness. It
implies a choice of lifestyle: “But engagement
is not only on our side. What interests me is
taking images but also trying to define in the
other what it is I am taking from them, to try to
ensure that the work we’re going to do
together will also enable them to work, too.”

1. Association pour l’Emploi et l’information et la solidarité.

Text originally published as “Les formes de l'engagement:
Pratiques artistiques et luttes sociales,” http://
lecerclegramsci.com/2016/02/08/les-formes-de-
lengagement-pratiques-artistiques-et-luttes-sociales/.

Report by Christophe Soulié

On 11 June 1999 there was a talk/slide
show/debate at Le Cercle about forms of
engagement, around the relation between
artistic practices and social struggles. 
The École Nationale des Arts Décoratifs in
Limoges kindly laid on a lecture theater, 
free of charge. Some seventy people took 
part in this evening.

Art critic and activist Brian Holmes introduced
the debate with a theoretical presentation.
Photographer Marc Pataut and graphic
designer Gérard Paris-Clavel, both members of
the Ne Pas Plier collective, offered comments
and projected, respectively, slides and videos
relating to their practice and to forms of
engagement generally. All the illustrations 
in this issue of the Lettre were produced by 
Ne Pas Plier. An account follows.

How can artistic forms contribute to the
development of a socially useful network that
can lead to social change?

Starting with what he considers the central
subject—that is, the forms of engagement
(the title of the evening’s discussion)—Brian
Holmes began by specifying the field of
intervention: the production and
dissemination of visual forms, going from hand
to hand, physically carried into public space,
and sustained verbally in the process of this
circulation. This is also what BH calls local
engagement, in which the visual form is
designated as a mediating objet, an object
that connects or sparks controversy. “The very
form of our productions, along with their
material support and their artistic quality,
conditions the kind of political relation that we
can engage in with others, individually and
collectively. (…) Now, this privileging of
proximity in political relations is debatable in a
mass society because it has always been
thought (…) that political engagement there
necessarily involved the mechanisms of mass
propaganda or at least dissemination.” Thus,
in order to produce perceptible effects on
French and, eventually, European society, local
engagement implies the operation of
networks. This can be defined as a set of
highly diverse links capable of crossing the
barriers of class and professional castes. To
expand in this way, to auto-organize, network
organization implies an effort toward popular
education that gives people a renewed taste
for complexity. “Our work on the forms of local

engagement,” Holmes explains, “has led us 
to work both on network practice and popular
education.”

Popular Education

Popular education or self-schooling must
above all be a practice of informed debate
developing out of concrete situations. This
raises questions: How can artistic forms
constitute a network? In what way? How can
they contribute to the development of a
socially useful network capable of inducing
social change?

Hence the need to consider the forms
produced in relation to their context of
production and dissemination. The simplest
thing is to produce with one’s own resources
in order to avoid any compromise, but that very
soon begins to limit dissemination due to lack
of resources and lack of partners to distribute
the productions. Now, the point is to extend
the dissemination so that, step by step, one
touches a growing number of persons. To do
this, coproduction is a necessity, with all the
processes that this implies, in a triangular
relation among creators, people involved in
social struggle, and public institutions. This
scenario is very interesting because it brings 
a militant association or a marginal movement
into contact with an institution that is
supposed to respond to social grievances 
but is often incapable of identifying,
understanding, and representing them in an
appropriate way. By independent work on
form, through the mediating object, a link can
be made between the institutions and the
social movement, while preserving the
necessary distance between these two
poles—for one thing, so that an institution
does not crush the movement, for example, 
by using its communication service (which
happens very frequently). But the proximity 
to social conflicts prevents the militant
intermediary from being absorbed by the
institution, from being recuperated. Each pole
needs to maintain a relative autonomy. In this
society that is falling apart under the pressure
of commercial relations, art remains a way of
expressing a genuinely social solidarity.

The Practice of Networks

This raises further questions around
circulation, dissemination, and networking.
At what distance should this kind of artist
position themselves in relation to social

struggles, to the most violent conflicts? Can
they occupy other social sites, such as those
assigned to artistic creation? Can they engage
in the social context of artistic practice
without lapsing into either the automatism 
of image consumption or the rapturous
contemplation of beautiful form, the two traps
found in artistic circuits?

This question is serious because of the risk 
of losing the primary interest of the activity,
which is to go a little further in the desire for
social transformation. This danger is
illustrated by those engaged artists whose
engagement disappears with their success.

There is real value in reoccupying the artistic
sphere with militant practices and integrating
it as fully as possible into a wider network.
Why? Because in this society that is coming
apart under the pressure of commodity
relations, art remains a way of expressing a
genuinely social solidarity. This stands in
opposition to the atomization of relations
instituted by the commodification and
professionalization of life and consumption.
But it is important that this solidarity be
effective. For this to be the case, it must
create an affective intensity comparable to
what can be experienced in social struggle.
The space of art therefore needs to be
transformed by introducing experiences of
confrontation and debate so that forms of
social change can be installed within
institutional duration. This is true for artistic
institutions, but not only. The idea is to
overcome all this social compartmentalization,
which means you are always referred
somewhere else when you ask about the
meaning of what is going on. We are referred
to experts who give a one-off opinion that
doesn’t take into account the problem as a
whole. We need to recover the sense of a
whole evolving over time. Artistic practices
can come close to this just as they can open
up to the complexity of the world and the
richness of relations between persons. They
can thus help to broaden militant practice.

In a network, each element is important,
including things and forms. The whole can
function only if each element can be
translated elsewhere into the terms of
another, which can then extend it. And this
leads to the idea of the possible articulations
between social elements in order to expand
the network to the point that it can influence
public institutions, political parties, and even

The Forms of Engagement:
Artistic Practices and Social Struggles
Brian Holmes, Gérard Paris-Clavel,
and Marc Pataut
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pp. 4, 9
Place de la République, Paris,
March 1, 1992

Demonstration of May 1, 1992, 
with APEIS (Association pour
l’emploi, l’information et la
solidarité) together with
unemployed and precarious
workers.

pp. 6-7
Place de la République, Paris,
January 17, 1998

Demonstrations against
unemployment, from the Place de
la République to the Place de la
Nation. The organizers (CGT, APEIS,
AC!, MNCP) together with those
supporting them (the group of 
Ten, including SUD, UNEF, the
opposition CFDT, some from FO,
the Greens, the socialist left).
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Place de la République, Paris,
March 1, 1992

Demonstration of May 1, 1992, 
with APEIS (Association pour
l’emploi, l’information et la
solidarité) together with
unemployed and precarious
workers.

pp. 6-7
Place de la République, Paris,
January 17, 1998

Demonstrations against
unemployment, from the Place de
la République to the Place de la
Nation. The organizers (CGT, APEIS,
AC!, MNCP) together with those
supporting them (the group of 
Ten, including SUD, UNEF, the
opposition CFDT, some from FO,
the Greens, the socialist left).
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the markets. It must be recognized that the
autonomy of each individual is necessary to
prevent the system from blocking, but
transmissibility between each element is also
necessary for things to develop and collective
results to be achieved. The point is to see, by
means of the experiments carried out, which
processes yield results and also contribute to
the experience of each participant. From
there, we can consider the question of the
political effectiveness of these practices. 
And that is the subject of debate.

When we engage in a militant action, the
effectiveness that is sought is change. And
even if the work one does is local, advancing
little by little, the aim is still global change.
This must necessarily find ways of being
articulated with other social forces and being
part of something much bigger than the ideas
that each individual may have about their own
practice and their own ambitions.

“Not doing political art but having 
a political practice of art.”

After the theoretical presentation by Brian
Holmes, Gérard Paris-Clavel projected slides
about the actions of the Ne Pas Plier collective
to illustrate the procedures employed, with
each image reflecting particular practices. 
It is difficult to capture this moment with 
the resources we have, given that the image
and the commentary on it by G.P-C are
inseparable. All we can do is resituate the
fields of intervention: undocumented
immigrants, the movements of the
unemployed, the Gulf War, the Third World,
Algeria, the globalization of capital. And their
context: demonstrations, actions, gatherings ...
And words glued to these images, those of
Gérard Paris-Clavel commenting on them,
resituating them: “Images interest us in terms
of production but above all through the mode
of dissemination that restores their meaning”;
“Too often the image is abandoned at the end
of its production, when its political dimension
is at play in its dissemination”; “Not doing
political art but having a political practice of
art”; “The signs of poverty must not be
compounded by the poverty of signs”; “What
matters to us is not just the result but also the
quality of the path that led to it.”

It also showed the procedures employed by
Ne Pas Plier to collect elements of expression,
in situ, such as rolls of adhesive tape
(existence, resistance) unrolled and stuck up

in public space to create an easy, quickly
assembled exhibition space (between trees,
poles, from one wall to another, etc.). In the
same way, the movement of photographs
taken during actions in ASSEDIC centers for
the unemployed, carried by demonstrators,
makes it possible to “create immediate, direct
memory whereas the conventional media are
more like machines for erasing memory by
their inflation of images before and after.” Just
as the drawing of pie charts in chalk on the
ground serves to make something very
arduous very attractive, especially when it
concerns the life experience of many people,
such as decreasing unemployment payments
or the number of visas granted to Algerians.

Another tool used in these actions is the
engueuloir, a protest newspaper that can be
rolled up and folded for use as a hat or a
megaphone: “It lets you have a bit of fun and
demonstrate.”

Later, Marc Pataut projected two videos from
work he did with Peuple et Culture on the
notion of the pays [country, area]. First, a very
few wide views of Tulle, taken from high up in
the city, a vision of a city wedged into its valley,
and, after that, the testimony of a former
worker in the munitions factory who now
breeds goats and pigeons (excerpts from
which are published in these pages).

“What really interested me in this very simple
act, women intervening, is that this celebration
went from being a commemoration to an action.”

Marc Pataut explained in this regard that the
idea was to show forms of engagement that
are strong but less spectacular. He spoke of
the problems encountered with the mayor of
Tulle that changed his usual way of working
and the evolution that followed. Work on the
idea of the pays, a complex notion thought by
institutions but also revisited by a popular
education movement, PEC, and by a
photographer, Marc Pataut: “Working on the
idea of the pays,” he explains emotionally,
“both on the technocratic idea spawned by the
Voynet laws, by European directives, and also
on a more poetic idea of the country, on ideas
of identity, on the idea that the pays can be the
best or the worst of things, it can be a
confinement just as it can be an opening.
There’s also the idea of meeting people in
Tulle who are doing things, who are living there
and who have ideas, and then how to put these
propositions together. How to get them to read

what they are doing themselves? How to 
show them that they are of interest, valuable,
significant? And how to show it, describe it, 
say it?”

For me, engagement is about how to handle
this intimacy, how to handle this risk.

To illustrate his idea, Pataut recounts an act
that took place that year for the
commemoration of the hanging in Tulle on
June 9, 1944: “It so happens that there was a
representative of the Front National who, last
year, turned up at the event, and who came
again this year. And there was a women’s
movement, around Ras l’Front, women who
came between this representative of the Front
National and the officials to keep him from
taking part in the ceremony. What really
interested me in this very simple act, women
intervening, is that as a result this celebration,
this commemoration, became an action. It
became something that had a value for today
and that didn’t just have a value for yesterday.
It is things like this that I want to try to
describe, to produce, to make people feel and
understand. At the same time this proximity,
this intimacy, this very close relation. We saw
it in Tulle, but I also have the feeling of living it
with the unemployed of APEIS1 or with the
people of the Grand Stade. For me,
engagement, would be about how to play this
intimacy, how to play this risk. At once, how to
take this risk of intimacy with the other and at
the same time how to derive from it a form
that would have value for others.” This takes 
a lot of time, energy and mental readiness. It
implies a choice of lifestyle: “But engagement
is not only on our side. What interests me is
taking images but also trying to define in the
other what it is I am taking from them, to try to
ensure that the work we’re going to do
together will also enable them to work, too.”

1. Association pour l’Emploi et l’information et la solidarité.

Text originally published as “Les formes de l'engagement:
Pratiques artistiques et luttes sociales,” http://
lecerclegramsci.com/2016/02/08/les-formes-de-
lengagement-pratiques-artistiques-et-luttes-sociales/.

Report by Christophe Soulié

On 11 June 1999 there was a talk/slide
show/debate at Le Cercle about forms of
engagement, around the relation between
artistic practices and social struggles. 
The École Nationale des Arts Décoratifs in
Limoges kindly laid on a lecture theater, 
free of charge. Some seventy people took 
part in this evening.

Art critic and activist Brian Holmes introduced
the debate with a theoretical presentation.
Photographer Marc Pataut and graphic
designer Gérard Paris-Clavel, both members of
the Ne Pas Plier collective, offered comments
and projected, respectively, slides and videos
relating to their practice and to forms of
engagement generally. All the illustrations 
in this issue of the Lettre were produced by 
Ne Pas Plier. An account follows.

How can artistic forms contribute to the
development of a socially useful network that
can lead to social change?

Starting with what he considers the central
subject—that is, the forms of engagement
(the title of the evening’s discussion)—Brian
Holmes began by specifying the field of
intervention: the production and
dissemination of visual forms, going from hand
to hand, physically carried into public space,
and sustained verbally in the process of this
circulation. This is also what BH calls local
engagement, in which the visual form is
designated as a mediating objet, an object
that connects or sparks controversy. “The very
form of our productions, along with their
material support and their artistic quality,
conditions the kind of political relation that we
can engage in with others, individually and
collectively. (…) Now, this privileging of
proximity in political relations is debatable in a
mass society because it has always been
thought (…) that political engagement there
necessarily involved the mechanisms of mass
propaganda or at least dissemination.” Thus,
in order to produce perceptible effects on
French and, eventually, European society, local
engagement implies the operation of
networks. This can be defined as a set of
highly diverse links capable of crossing the
barriers of class and professional castes. To
expand in this way, to auto-organize, network
organization implies an effort toward popular
education that gives people a renewed taste
for complexity. “Our work on the forms of local

engagement,” Holmes explains, “has led us 
to work both on network practice and popular
education.”

Popular Education

Popular education or self-schooling must
above all be a practice of informed debate
developing out of concrete situations. This
raises questions: How can artistic forms
constitute a network? In what way? How can
they contribute to the development of a
socially useful network capable of inducing
social change?

Hence the need to consider the forms
produced in relation to their context of
production and dissemination. The simplest
thing is to produce with one’s own resources
in order to avoid any compromise, but that very
soon begins to limit dissemination due to lack
of resources and lack of partners to distribute
the productions. Now, the point is to extend
the dissemination so that, step by step, one
touches a growing number of persons. To do
this, coproduction is a necessity, with all the
processes that this implies, in a triangular
relation among creators, people involved in
social struggle, and public institutions. This
scenario is very interesting because it brings 
a militant association or a marginal movement
into contact with an institution that is
supposed to respond to social grievances 
but is often incapable of identifying,
understanding, and representing them in an
appropriate way. By independent work on
form, through the mediating object, a link can
be made between the institutions and the
social movement, while preserving the
necessary distance between these two
poles—for one thing, so that an institution
does not crush the movement, for example, 
by using its communication service (which
happens very frequently). But the proximity 
to social conflicts prevents the militant
intermediary from being absorbed by the
institution, from being recuperated. Each pole
needs to maintain a relative autonomy. In this
society that is falling apart under the pressure
of commercial relations, art remains a way of
expressing a genuinely social solidarity.

The Practice of Networks

This raises further questions around
circulation, dissemination, and networking.
At what distance should this kind of artist
position themselves in relation to social

struggles, to the most violent conflicts? Can
they occupy other social sites, such as those
assigned to artistic creation? Can they engage
in the social context of artistic practice
without lapsing into either the automatism 
of image consumption or the rapturous
contemplation of beautiful form, the two traps
found in artistic circuits?

This question is serious because of the risk 
of losing the primary interest of the activity,
which is to go a little further in the desire for
social transformation. This danger is
illustrated by those engaged artists whose
engagement disappears with their success.

There is real value in reoccupying the artistic
sphere with militant practices and integrating
it as fully as possible into a wider network.
Why? Because in this society that is coming
apart under the pressure of commodity
relations, art remains a way of expressing a
genuinely social solidarity. This stands in
opposition to the atomization of relations
instituted by the commodification and
professionalization of life and consumption.
But it is important that this solidarity be
effective. For this to be the case, it must
create an affective intensity comparable to
what can be experienced in social struggle.
The space of art therefore needs to be
transformed by introducing experiences of
confrontation and debate so that forms of
social change can be installed within
institutional duration. This is true for artistic
institutions, but not only. The idea is to
overcome all this social compartmentalization,
which means you are always referred
somewhere else when you ask about the
meaning of what is going on. We are referred
to experts who give a one-off opinion that
doesn’t take into account the problem as a
whole. We need to recover the sense of a
whole evolving over time. Artistic practices
can come close to this just as they can open
up to the complexity of the world and the
richness of relations between persons. They
can thus help to broaden militant practice.

In a network, each element is important,
including things and forms. The whole can
function only if each element can be
translated elsewhere into the terms of
another, which can then extend it. And this
leads to the idea of the possible articulations
between social elements in order to expand
the network to the point that it can influence
public institutions, political parties, and even

The Forms of Engagement:
Artistic Practices and Social Struggles
Brian Holmes, Gérard Paris-Clavel,
and Marc Pataut
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Ne Pas Plier exhibition, Stedelijk
Museum, Amsterdam, February 
18–April 16, 1995

pp. 2, 11
Place de la République, Paris,
March 12, 1994

On March 12, a demonstration is
held against the CIP (Professional
Insertion Contract) in defense of
the wages of young people. It has
been convened with
unprecedented unity by the main
French student unions and youth
organizations (CCJ-CGT, UNEF-SE,
UNEF-ID, JOC-JOCF, JEC, Les
Pionniers de France, Ras l’front,
CEMEA, Déclyc, MJCF, JCR, MJS,
UEC, RED). The mobilizations
continue until March 30, when the
French prime minister, Édouard
Balladur, admits defeat and
announces the withdrawal of the
Professional Insertion Contract.
The CIP is dead.

pp. 3, 10
Place de la Bastille, Strasbourg-
Saint Denis, Paris, March 23, 1996

National demonstration at the
Bastille and around the streets of
Paris to demand “Money to live.”
Called by the unemployed workers’
associations and supported by
Sud-PTT and CFDT. Taking part in
the demonstration are 5,000
unemployed and active workers
enrolled in the associations for the
defense of the rights of the
unemployed, who are demanding a
decent wage starting at the age of
majority.
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Le Cornillon — Grand Stade 
(Saint-Denis)

Saturday, August 20, 1994. 
A game of pétanque
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The terrain of Le Cornillon was inhabited by a
few homeless people; it will be occupied by the
vast structure built for the mass of spectators
at the next World’s Cup soccer match. Marc
Pataut’s photographic images will be
distributed in the artisanal form of a booklet
printed at the initiative of a nonprofit
association; the Grand Stade has been
conceived as a center for the production and
broadcasting of electronic images and partakes
of the globalized industry of the media. Le
Cornillon was a locality situated in a symbolic
geography of the outskirts of Paris; the stadium
will be a telecommunications machine, hooked
up to a satellite transmission network. The
terrain was an almost invisible wasteland from
the industrial era; the stadium’s monumentality
will signal the transition to the postindustrial
era by rendering the performance of a
technological object visible.

From these contrasts, one might deduce the
distinction of two “scales,” the local and the
global, articulated in the intermediary space of
the metropolitan territory. Seeking to renovate
without violence, the technicians of urban
development have learned to comprehend and
resolve phenomena of discontinuity and
rupture in terms of scale. The notion implies an
order of relations founded on a homogeneous
calculus. It permits the formalization of
relations of perception between an object and
its environment, the establishment on an ideal
plane of a graduated transition from near to
distant. But Pataut explores other relations and
carries out a different kind of idealization.

What presents itself initially—one might think
of the title screen at the outset of Dreyer’s
Ordet—is a landscape without construction,
without any indication of scale, a landscape
open only to the immensity of the sky (marked,
however, with a vapor trail). Everything that
follows emerges from this “dimension” of a
territory situated between earth and sky,
supporting the mobile insistence of the gaze
that constitutes it.

The territory has its extension, its boundaries—
which finally dissolve in the contact with its
urbanized periphery—but it is neither
circumscribed, nor measured, nor even
described. It is specific—its inhabitants have
bodies, faces, they express it—but it also has
the value of a metaphor: it stands for other,
similar spaces. What we see is the locality of
Le Cornillon and its memory in images: the
portraits and the views of the jerry-built
shacks have all the precision of a fact-finding

report, without any trace of the picturesque—
and one can hardly ignore the signs of extreme
poverty. But what we see is also the
commonplace of the vacant lot, of the terrain
vague. It is the lyrical figuration of an ideal,
running directly counter to the rhetoric of
compassion that legitimates the voyeur’s gaze.

In the language of urban development, a vacant
lot is a “residual” void, a “real-estate reserve,”
a more or less “buildable” site; the location of
the terrain, its dimensions, its morphology
define a potential for “intervention.” Any
photographic description that conforms to this
functional interpretation constitutes a “survey”
and can figure among the “preliminary studies”
of the site. But here it is clearly a matter of
something different.

Since Atget, Doisneau, and Italian neorealism,
to remain within the ambit of European cities,
a history of the terrain vague has gradually
taken form, closer to literature than to
urbanism, closer to what Debord called
“psychogeography” than to the exacting study
of urban morphology. To be sure, the terrain
vague has given rise to exoticism and to a
picturesque tradition. There is even a legend
of the terrain vague, which is particularly
strong in the metropolises; that is, in the
agglomerations that have entirely cut their ties
to the rural environment or absorbed it in a
very fragmentary way, in the form of vestiges,
assimilated to parks and gardens. It is as
though a void overtaken by wild vegetation
automatically constituted a remnant of the
countryside and, by extension, an anachronism
determining archaic representations. The
interstice opened up in Berlin by the fall of the
Wall is a chronological rupture as much as an
interruption of spatial continuity, like the
Parisian “zone” left by the old fortifications,
photographed by Atget. The terrain vague is an
accident of history, at once a lingering token of
a kind of space that has disappeared in the
course of the city’s evolution and a territory of
banishment from the city, a natural refuge for
the excluded and for forbidden play. That is
why it must be wiped away like a spot or
resorbed like a tumor. For even though it is
usually isolated, narrowly localized or
peripheral, it can contagiously spread and
infect the entire city, absorbing all the public
space, as we have seen in the American
downtowns and sometimes even in Europe
(Milan, for example). Except for a few
protected islands, the whole city veers into
vagrancy: a ville vague, constituted of vaguely
linked fragments.

Conjugating anormality and anomie, the terrain
vague is an antipublic space. It is one
manifestation among others of a crisis of the
industrial city, which is also a crisis of the
bourgeois city. Public space is supposed to be
the correlate of private space and the
materialization of the political ideal of the city
as a modern polis. This ideal of the polis is
constantly invoked to mask the conflictive
structures inscribed in urban development, but
it does not stand up to the facts. The terrain
vague is one of those facts. Against the
backdrop of metropolitan legend, it has come
to exemplify the dysfunctioning of the
normalization and control exercised on urban
space. This exemplary figure matches the
anarchistic values and conventions of 1960s
counterculture, which has been widely
institutionalized today.

Pataut is heir to the counterculture, but his
work is not limited to variations on a
preconstituted imaginary built from the
aestheticization of the fringes of bourgeois
culture. He does not illustrate the seductive
idea of the terrain vague, nor does he seek to
provide a characteristic image of it. He shows a
particular site as it is occupied and, even more,
as it is inhabited. Contemporary photographers
seldom work this way; if they escape the bad
habits of reportage, it is only to fall into
illustration. In Pataut’s images the site of Le
Cornillon takes on a value of generality, but
precisely by what is specific to it, by what
makes it a particular place, irreducible to the
collections of typological or picturesque traits
that enrich the highly contrasted picture of the
contemporary city. The terrain is shown from
the inside, on the basis of the everyday
experience of its inhabitants or, rather, through
the empathic perception that the
photographer has had by his own experience.
More than a description, the series of images
forms a pathway, echoing the appropriation of
the terrain by its occupants. The photographs
replay the transformation of the terrain into a
territory: a powerful transformation, engaging
lives, living bodies, but a fragile one as well,
since it closes with an evacuation and with the
tabula rasa that precedes the construction of
the stadium. What is interesting, from the
beginning to the end, is to see precisely how a
terrain vague is transformed into a living
territory, for the people who live there and for
the one who came to meet them; how this
territory is fabricated in the montage of
images; and how it comes undone with the
departure of its inhabitants, matched by the
broken rhythm of the montage.

Territorial Intimacy
Jean-François Chevrier

Interpreted in this way, Le Cornillon is not only
inertia, impasse, and final denouement, not
only survival and resistance. All that is present,
but there is something else as well: faces,
bodies, bits of nature, a mobility of sensation,
an opening of perception, an abundance in
complexity. These are the elements that
partake of lyricism and idealization. Without
them there would be a reportage, the
description of a situation, maybe a testimony,
but there would not be the complex image of a
territory.

It is known that the major news media
entertain a spectacular and dramatic
conception of actuality, that they favor the
sensational event and its shocking
instantaneity over the drawn-out process of
interpretation, that they believe it necessary to
force the threshold of indifference by a
massive appeal to compassion and
indignation. But to rediscover the hidden face
of actuality, it is not enough to change speeds,
to investigate in depth, to admit the banality of
the everyday—in short, to sidestep the clamor
of “the new.” Actuality remains ungraspable,
and it cannot be looked in the face, except in
the passion of fascination. There is no access
to actuality, only procedures of actualization.
There are tools of interpretation, models such
as the ideas of fact and of event, the eye-
witness account, reportage, etc. Some of these
models have their technical procedures, such
as photographic recording and montage. But
actuality has no substantial existence; it does
not stand out like a figure in space. This is why
it is important to show the work of information,
the formation of the images and of the story,
the process of narration. Outside the media
news flash, the site of Le Cornillon existed as a
narrative virtuality, actualized by the work of
photography. The inhabitants of the terrain
were not part of “the news”; they only
appeared there at the end. But Pataut’s
narrative interpreted and actualized their
experience, by inventing a territory. This is the
“fabrication” of a site, as the poet Francis
Ponge showed in La Fabrique du Pré. It is the
work of an expressive form that brings
together representations, symbolic figures, but
also sensations, which it condenses and
organizes. The sensations constitute the fabric
of relations in which an imaginary is actualized.
Without them, the imaginary is only an abstract
development, open to manipulation.

Territory, imaginary: these two words meet in
the intimacy of narrative, despite the distance
that separates a place from a representation.

Today, the terrain vague of Le Cornillon exists
only in a few dispersed memories: the
journalistic chronicles, the histories of the
industrial site of the Saint-Denis plain, the
memories of those who inhabited it. What
Pataut captured is of a different nature, since
it was an “invention.” That which subsists in
his imaged narrative is not on the order of
documentary memory; instead, there are
traces of experience. And it does not suffice to
say that experience stands apart from the
event. If we do not want to simply give up the
domain of information to the major media, we
must say what experience reveals, what it
gives shape to, what it transmits. The risk is
that of establishing a new divide between a
manipulated public sphere and a private
sphere construed as the refuge of
authenticity. In the present case, there would
be the monumental progress of history on one
side, matched by the dimension of the
metropolis and the monumentality of the
Grand Stade; on the other there would be the
little stories of scattered lives, momentarily
gathered on a vague stretch of terrain. On one
side, the mass spectacle; on the other, the
intimacy of the “excluded” (also sometimes
called “the outcasts of history”). In this
scheme of things, the photographer takes
sides with the excluded, becoming their
memorialist and sharing their intimacy. Beyond
the fact that it is a little too beautiful to be
honest, the image has the disadvantage of
reinstating the divide that it claims to
question. The interest of Pataut’s work, on the
contrary, is to displace the terms of the
opposition. The intimacy is not limited to the
relation that he was able to maintain at certain
moments with his subjects; it extends to the
entire territory through a process of
appropriation and inheres first of all in the
sensations that modulate the overall image
and the imaginary of the territory.

Treated in this way, intimacy is no longer the
chosen or forced withdrawal to a protected
space with which it is often identified,
sometimes in order to denounce it as a
negation of the public-private relation,
culminating in a truncation of private life itself.
Such a “privative” definition of intimacy, used
by Hannah Arendt to criticize the beneficiaries
of modern progress, can be found in the
organization of life adopted by the inhabitants
of Le Cornillon for survival in their highly
precarious refuge. One can hardly blame them
for it, since in their case it results from the
impossibility of any access to the legal sphere
of private life (and not from a closure of the

private sphere to public space). But there
exists another kind of intimacy, constituted of
more open relations, which exceeds the
public-private relation, or displaces it into
another dimension. This is the intimacy that an
individual, a family, or a community maintains
with the environment, beyond the limits of the
domestic shelter, when the latter is itself a
vector of the environment and not a rupture
from it. For the most part, the inhabitants of Le
Cornillon were forced into this relation by their
lack of a legal domicile, by their exclusion from
urban space. But Pataut quite rightly refuses
to reduce their experience to the constraint of
adaptation, if only because the figure of the
homeless person too often obscures a great
diversity of biographical paths, among which
one can still make out existential choices,
including the refusal of integration. Territorial
intimacy can be the result of a forced
withdrawal, but it partakes of an opening. It
creates another “dimension” in every sense of
subjectivity, a dimension irreducible to the
private-public divide that has been the
foundation of the legal and normative
definition of the subject’s autonomy since the
establishment of the bourgeois public sphere.
What emerges from this opening is not the
horizon of a collective subject yet to come, nor
even the imaginary of an alternative subject
built up on the ruins of the political contract.
The binary private-public opposition is
suspended by the subtraction of intimacy and
its displacement into the territorial dimension.
To be sure, the experience of Le Cornillon
cannot become a model of community life, and
its photographic interpretation remains
inseparably linked to an individual pursuing his
own life story. But that story continually goes
off track, it branches and multiplies through
the invention of other relations and other
territories.

Text originally published as “L’Intimité territoriale,” August
1997, in Ceux du terrain, with photographs by Marc Pataut,
texts by Ghislaine Dunant and Jean-François Chevrier,
graphic concept by Gérard Paris-Clavel (Ne Pas Plier, 
Le Conseil Général 93, La Ville de Saint-Denis, and the
Maison de la communication de Sallaumines, 1997), 44–53.
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The terrain of Le Cornillon was inhabited by a
few homeless people; it will be occupied by the
vast structure built for the mass of spectators
at the next World’s Cup soccer match. Marc
Pataut’s photographic images will be
distributed in the artisanal form of a booklet
printed at the initiative of a nonprofit
association; the Grand Stade has been
conceived as a center for the production and
broadcasting of electronic images and partakes
of the globalized industry of the media. Le
Cornillon was a locality situated in a symbolic
geography of the outskirts of Paris; the stadium
will be a telecommunications machine, hooked
up to a satellite transmission network. The
terrain was an almost invisible wasteland from
the industrial era; the stadium’s monumentality
will signal the transition to the postindustrial
era by rendering the performance of a
technological object visible.

From these contrasts, one might deduce the
distinction of two “scales,” the local and the
global, articulated in the intermediary space of
the metropolitan territory. Seeking to renovate
without violence, the technicians of urban
development have learned to comprehend and
resolve phenomena of discontinuity and
rupture in terms of scale. The notion implies an
order of relations founded on a homogeneous
calculus. It permits the formalization of
relations of perception between an object and
its environment, the establishment on an ideal
plane of a graduated transition from near to
distant. But Pataut explores other relations and
carries out a different kind of idealization.

What presents itself initially—one might think
of the title screen at the outset of Dreyer’s
Ordet—is a landscape without construction,
without any indication of scale, a landscape
open only to the immensity of the sky (marked,
however, with a vapor trail). Everything that
follows emerges from this “dimension” of a
territory situated between earth and sky,
supporting the mobile insistence of the gaze
that constitutes it.

The territory has its extension, its boundaries—
which finally dissolve in the contact with its
urbanized periphery—but it is neither
circumscribed, nor measured, nor even
described. It is specific—its inhabitants have
bodies, faces, they express it—but it also has
the value of a metaphor: it stands for other,
similar spaces. What we see is the locality of
Le Cornillon and its memory in images: the
portraits and the views of the jerry-built
shacks have all the precision of a fact-finding

report, without any trace of the picturesque—
and one can hardly ignore the signs of extreme
poverty. But what we see is also the
commonplace of the vacant lot, of the terrain
vague. It is the lyrical figuration of an ideal,
running directly counter to the rhetoric of
compassion that legitimates the voyeur’s gaze.

In the language of urban development, a vacant
lot is a “residual” void, a “real-estate reserve,”
a more or less “buildable” site; the location of
the terrain, its dimensions, its morphology
define a potential for “intervention.” Any
photographic description that conforms to this
functional interpretation constitutes a “survey”
and can figure among the “preliminary studies”
of the site. But here it is clearly a matter of
something different.

Since Atget, Doisneau, and Italian neorealism,
to remain within the ambit of European cities,
a history of the terrain vague has gradually
taken form, closer to literature than to
urbanism, closer to what Debord called
“psychogeography” than to the exacting study
of urban morphology. To be sure, the terrain
vague has given rise to exoticism and to a
picturesque tradition. There is even a legend
of the terrain vague, which is particularly
strong in the metropolises; that is, in the
agglomerations that have entirely cut their ties
to the rural environment or absorbed it in a
very fragmentary way, in the form of vestiges,
assimilated to parks and gardens. It is as
though a void overtaken by wild vegetation
automatically constituted a remnant of the
countryside and, by extension, an anachronism
determining archaic representations. The
interstice opened up in Berlin by the fall of the
Wall is a chronological rupture as much as an
interruption of spatial continuity, like the
Parisian “zone” left by the old fortifications,
photographed by Atget. The terrain vague is an
accident of history, at once a lingering token of
a kind of space that has disappeared in the
course of the city’s evolution and a territory of
banishment from the city, a natural refuge for
the excluded and for forbidden play. That is
why it must be wiped away like a spot or
resorbed like a tumor. For even though it is
usually isolated, narrowly localized or
peripheral, it can contagiously spread and
infect the entire city, absorbing all the public
space, as we have seen in the American
downtowns and sometimes even in Europe
(Milan, for example). Except for a few
protected islands, the whole city veers into
vagrancy: a ville vague, constituted of vaguely
linked fragments.

Conjugating anormality and anomie, the terrain
vague is an antipublic space. It is one
manifestation among others of a crisis of the
industrial city, which is also a crisis of the
bourgeois city. Public space is supposed to be
the correlate of private space and the
materialization of the political ideal of the city
as a modern polis. This ideal of the polis is
constantly invoked to mask the conflictive
structures inscribed in urban development, but
it does not stand up to the facts. The terrain
vague is one of those facts. Against the
backdrop of metropolitan legend, it has come
to exemplify the dysfunctioning of the
normalization and control exercised on urban
space. This exemplary figure matches the
anarchistic values and conventions of 1960s
counterculture, which has been widely
institutionalized today.

Pataut is heir to the counterculture, but his
work is not limited to variations on a
preconstituted imaginary built from the
aestheticization of the fringes of bourgeois
culture. He does not illustrate the seductive
idea of the terrain vague, nor does he seek to
provide a characteristic image of it. He shows a
particular site as it is occupied and, even more,
as it is inhabited. Contemporary photographers
seldom work this way; if they escape the bad
habits of reportage, it is only to fall into
illustration. In Pataut’s images the site of Le
Cornillon takes on a value of generality, but
precisely by what is specific to it, by what
makes it a particular place, irreducible to the
collections of typological or picturesque traits
that enrich the highly contrasted picture of the
contemporary city. The terrain is shown from
the inside, on the basis of the everyday
experience of its inhabitants or, rather, through
the empathic perception that the
photographer has had by his own experience.
More than a description, the series of images
forms a pathway, echoing the appropriation of
the terrain by its occupants. The photographs
replay the transformation of the terrain into a
territory: a powerful transformation, engaging
lives, living bodies, but a fragile one as well,
since it closes with an evacuation and with the
tabula rasa that precedes the construction of
the stadium. What is interesting, from the
beginning to the end, is to see precisely how a
terrain vague is transformed into a living
territory, for the people who live there and for
the one who came to meet them; how this
territory is fabricated in the montage of
images; and how it comes undone with the
departure of its inhabitants, matched by the
broken rhythm of the montage.

Territorial Intimacy
Jean-François Chevrier

Interpreted in this way, Le Cornillon is not only
inertia, impasse, and final denouement, not
only survival and resistance. All that is present,
but there is something else as well: faces,
bodies, bits of nature, a mobility of sensation,
an opening of perception, an abundance in
complexity. These are the elements that
partake of lyricism and idealization. Without
them there would be a reportage, the
description of a situation, maybe a testimony,
but there would not be the complex image of a
territory.

It is known that the major news media
entertain a spectacular and dramatic
conception of actuality, that they favor the
sensational event and its shocking
instantaneity over the drawn-out process of
interpretation, that they believe it necessary to
force the threshold of indifference by a
massive appeal to compassion and
indignation. But to rediscover the hidden face
of actuality, it is not enough to change speeds,
to investigate in depth, to admit the banality of
the everyday—in short, to sidestep the clamor
of “the new.” Actuality remains ungraspable,
and it cannot be looked in the face, except in
the passion of fascination. There is no access
to actuality, only procedures of actualization.
There are tools of interpretation, models such
as the ideas of fact and of event, the eye-
witness account, reportage, etc. Some of these
models have their technical procedures, such
as photographic recording and montage. But
actuality has no substantial existence; it does
not stand out like a figure in space. This is why
it is important to show the work of information,
the formation of the images and of the story,
the process of narration. Outside the media
news flash, the site of Le Cornillon existed as a
narrative virtuality, actualized by the work of
photography. The inhabitants of the terrain
were not part of “the news”; they only
appeared there at the end. But Pataut’s
narrative interpreted and actualized their
experience, by inventing a territory. This is the
“fabrication” of a site, as the poet Francis
Ponge showed in La Fabrique du Pré. It is the
work of an expressive form that brings
together representations, symbolic figures, but
also sensations, which it condenses and
organizes. The sensations constitute the fabric
of relations in which an imaginary is actualized.
Without them, the imaginary is only an abstract
development, open to manipulation.

Territory, imaginary: these two words meet in
the intimacy of narrative, despite the distance
that separates a place from a representation.

Today, the terrain vague of Le Cornillon exists
only in a few dispersed memories: the
journalistic chronicles, the histories of the
industrial site of the Saint-Denis plain, the
memories of those who inhabited it. What
Pataut captured is of a different nature, since
it was an “invention.” That which subsists in
his imaged narrative is not on the order of
documentary memory; instead, there are
traces of experience. And it does not suffice to
say that experience stands apart from the
event. If we do not want to simply give up the
domain of information to the major media, we
must say what experience reveals, what it
gives shape to, what it transmits. The risk is
that of establishing a new divide between a
manipulated public sphere and a private
sphere construed as the refuge of
authenticity. In the present case, there would
be the monumental progress of history on one
side, matched by the dimension of the
metropolis and the monumentality of the
Grand Stade; on the other there would be the
little stories of scattered lives, momentarily
gathered on a vague stretch of terrain. On one
side, the mass spectacle; on the other, the
intimacy of the “excluded” (also sometimes
called “the outcasts of history”). In this
scheme of things, the photographer takes
sides with the excluded, becoming their
memorialist and sharing their intimacy. Beyond
the fact that it is a little too beautiful to be
honest, the image has the disadvantage of
reinstating the divide that it claims to
question. The interest of Pataut’s work, on the
contrary, is to displace the terms of the
opposition. The intimacy is not limited to the
relation that he was able to maintain at certain
moments with his subjects; it extends to the
entire territory through a process of
appropriation and inheres first of all in the
sensations that modulate the overall image
and the imaginary of the territory.

Treated in this way, intimacy is no longer the
chosen or forced withdrawal to a protected
space with which it is often identified,
sometimes in order to denounce it as a
negation of the public-private relation,
culminating in a truncation of private life itself.
Such a “privative” definition of intimacy, used
by Hannah Arendt to criticize the beneficiaries
of modern progress, can be found in the
organization of life adopted by the inhabitants
of Le Cornillon for survival in their highly
precarious refuge. One can hardly blame them
for it, since in their case it results from the
impossibility of any access to the legal sphere
of private life (and not from a closure of the

private sphere to public space). But there
exists another kind of intimacy, constituted of
more open relations, which exceeds the
public-private relation, or displaces it into
another dimension. This is the intimacy that an
individual, a family, or a community maintains
with the environment, beyond the limits of the
domestic shelter, when the latter is itself a
vector of the environment and not a rupture
from it. For the most part, the inhabitants of Le
Cornillon were forced into this relation by their
lack of a legal domicile, by their exclusion from
urban space. But Pataut quite rightly refuses
to reduce their experience to the constraint of
adaptation, if only because the figure of the
homeless person too often obscures a great
diversity of biographical paths, among which
one can still make out existential choices,
including the refusal of integration. Territorial
intimacy can be the result of a forced
withdrawal, but it partakes of an opening. It
creates another “dimension” in every sense of
subjectivity, a dimension irreducible to the
private-public divide that has been the
foundation of the legal and normative
definition of the subject’s autonomy since the
establishment of the bourgeois public sphere.
What emerges from this opening is not the
horizon of a collective subject yet to come, nor
even the imaginary of an alternative subject
built up on the ruins of the political contract.
The binary private-public opposition is
suspended by the subtraction of intimacy and
its displacement into the territorial dimension.
To be sure, the experience of Le Cornillon
cannot become a model of community life, and
its photographic interpretation remains
inseparably linked to an individual pursuing his
own life story. But that story continually goes
off track, it branches and multiplies through
the invention of other relations and other
territories.

Text originally published as “L’Intimité territoriale,” August
1997, in Ceux du terrain, with photographs by Marc Pataut,
texts by Ghislaine Dunant and Jean-François Chevrier,
graphic concept by Gérard Paris-Clavel (Ne Pas Plier, 
Le Conseil Général 93, La Ville de Saint-Denis, and the
Maison de la communication de Sallaumines, 1997), 44–53.
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(Saint-Denis)
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A game of pétanque
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particular way of relating, one that produces
reciprocal autonomies. If Marc Pataut is
working as an artist here, it is because he
opens up to that mode of relation in which any
expressiveness on the part of the other, from
pleasure and joking to pathos and the blackest
cynicism, becomes a sign in the translucent
play of exchange in which, ultimately, we talk
only about blind destiny and the will to live. For
the vendors of La Rue, this game is visibly a
way of recovering and reinforcing their
autonomy. But for Marc, and perhaps for us,
too, as viewers, it is the same. The shared play
of expressivity is a way of opening eyes, of
getting away from social repression. For a long
time now, the crisis has been narrowing
horizons and bearing down on life in common
like a leaden sky. The gaping divide between
social statuses is expressed even in well-
intentioned individuals by a kind of narrow
corridor of vision, as if we were surrounded by
reflective surfaces, smooth walls made of
indistinct metals lined up like the columns of a
newspaper and receding into infinity. The
means of information, the multiple techniques
of vision become pretexts for not seeing. Here,
on the contrary, each photo, speaking of the
life and world of an ordinary homeless person,
touches with its broad zones of color and
shadow on this shared terrain where the
freedom of each individual is no longer
separable from a common condition, complex
and contradictory but not irremediably
splintered and fragmentary. We always talk
about solutions for “integrating the excluded.”
This work of mutual exchange and autonomy,
if taken to completion with a bigger team and
presented in public space, would show what
urbanists, sociologists, and social assistants

have been coming to understand for some
time now: that social integration is played out
on both sides of the barrier, before and beyond
poverty thresholds. Photographic accounts,
possibly confirmed by video interviews, would
take this message to the public.

Artistic work done in direct relation to social
reality is currently benefiting from a certain
openness on the part of the public,
challenged as it is by the now undeniable fact
that the “crisis” is in reality a change of
economic regime and that nothing will ever
be the same again. It is important to use this
time of openness to present experimental
projects like this one, which is deliberately
positioned in the zone of maximum ambiguity
between social intervention and
contemplative art. The institutional stakes are
considerable: Will it be possible to put on art
exhibitions that not only reflect but extend
the work of dialogue beyond the figure of the
unique artist? We have seen in the field of
contemporary art that an “artistic activity”
originally conceived as a process of
intersubjective experimentation can easily be
reduced to its residue; that is, to the visual
accessories of an event whose value is
having been “original” at a given moment in
the history of art. The urge to continue the
experience then disappears in favor of an
aesthetic and historicizing contemplation. 
On their own, artists have difficulty resisting
this process of reduction, for it is deeply
inscribed in our cultural habits. Indeed, in
museums you still find a fixation on the artist’s
solitude and private freedom. What is needed,
on the contrary, is to generate a wider
dynamic, implying a whole range of social

actors—researchers, volunteers, and activists,
the “excluded,” social assistants, cultural
managers, et cetera—in the effort to bring
forth practices of production and reception in
which the intersubjective work, bridging gaps
of class and status, is no longer considered a
dilution of the autonomy and innovative power
of art.

This is exactly what Marc Pataut is aiming for
in this work with the sellers of La Rue and in
his other projects: a new cultural space for
photography that is documentary in nature,
beyond the individual practice of the book,
beyond reportage, which has already ceased
to exist in everyday journalism, outside the
international competition of galleries and
museums, which cancels the social impact of
the work. A space of exhibition and public
debate that opens itself to sociological and
urban knowledge, but without reducing the
autonomy of expression of the participating
subjects. A space of collective creation that
initiates a response to the fatalism of the
hegemony of the economic. In France today,
under a left-wing government, at a time when
the public is acutely affected by the
degradation of working and living
conditions—and especially at La Villete,
whose position on the edge of the city,
coupled with the will of its personnel and
directors, makes it an obvious place for social
experiment—the creation of this cultural
space seems possible once again.

Brian Holmes, “Photographes de la rue”, january 1998
(manuscript)

What is that shining in that tangle of weeds?
Who is sleeping in that puddle of shadow?
What is hidden behind that closed door?
These images were taken by the sellers of the
newspaper La Rue. They are acts of visual
witness, precariousness from a first-person
perspective. But pathos is not their chief
interest. Through these images we can
glimpse the possibility of another way of
informing about what is happening to
collective life. Produced by people who live in
public space—the space that “normal”
citizens only ever pass through—they offer a
close vision of the contemporary city.
However, the obviousness of this vision is
redoubled by an enigma—that of the subject
wielding the lens, the person we do not want
to see: our other. The enigma of the
anonymous photographer hollows out the
obviousness of things, the objectivity of the
information. It seeps into the cobblestones,
the fencing, the walls, and the windows of the
city; it transforms public space into a set of
questions. Begun in dialogue with Marc
Pataut, this photographic research opened up
an astonishing perspective on the evolution
of our society, seen by actors who are all too
often ignored.

The project started with a collaboration
between Médecins du Monde, the newspaper
La Rue, and the association Ne Pas Plier. The
idea was to ask a group of people living in
precarious circumstances to produce their
own images conveying the difficulty of
gaining access to medical care. These images
would then provide the visual material for a
public information campaign. Pataut’s aim
here was to overcome the contradictions of

humanitarian imagery, which alienates those
it seeks to help in the spectacle of their
suffering. But behind this possibility of
immediate use was another, more ambitious
idea: to build up a collection of images of the
city as it is experienced by the most
vulnerable, those who almost never have
access to the means of representation,
returning to the tradition of documentary
photography that runs from Atget to Doisneau,
but on the basis of a broader dialogue. This
occasional project would turn into an
exchange of experiences in which all the
partners would gain in knowledge, in
autonomy, and in power of expression and
communication.

Marc got in touch with the people who sell 
La Rue and explained the project to them.
Some ten of them agreed to take part, and,
equipped with throwaway cameras, they set
out to hunt for images. But with the first films it
became clear that the subject was too abstract
and was impossible to capture for people who
weren’t used to handling a camera. What did
come out on the screens, however, was very
surprising: a quest for truth and personal
expression in an urban environment that they
lived in and used, that was not just a place of
transit, a backdrop. Here was a vision of that
radical exteriority we call “exclusion”
experienced from within, intimately. Seeing
these initial results, which were in tune with
the project’s deep aims, beyond any immediate
application, the partners decided to continue
with the experience, which now became fully
experimental, an individual and collective
investigation in the unknown lands of urban
existence. Over about a month, the sellers, who

had become photographers, were out on the
streets with their cameras, looking for the
meaning they could create, the anger or the
happiness they could express, the visual
messages they could put out at the level of
the street where they were living or the Métro
tunnels that pulled them in every day for their
endless journeying.

The results of this first phase in the work is
now circulating in a little box of images,
conveying its new vision of the world of
precariousness. But the investigation is far
from over, and the images in the little box
would soon exhaust their hints of meaning if
they started seeking out the walls of a
museum. It would even be a kind of I-want-to-
know-nothing-about-it, to use the words of
denial skewered by Lacan. For a hastily
mounted exhibition would almost inevitably
flatten these images into their strict opposite:
the postmodern voyeurism of so many
professional artist-photographers seeking out
the fleeting frisson of the down-and-out and
rejected so as to screen out more lasting
engagements. On the contrary, what we have
here is the possibility of passing through the
door of the social unconscious and of seeing
the contemporary city, slowly and fully,
through other eyes than our own blind ones.

Urbanists, sociologists, and social assistants
could learn a great deal from this gaze from
below, which deliberately seeks out what is at
ground level, which ventures furtively through
windows or iron bars. Not that they would find
any extra information, a psychological
technique or an arrangement to lessen the
pain. It is a more a matter of learning a very

Photographers of the Street
Brian Holmes

pp. 2, 11
Leonardo Arribas. Love Story, boulevard de la Villette, near
Place du Colonel Fabien, Paris, November 3, 1996

It’s a story of love between two dogs who call each other.
This is the dog that belongs to the mechanic who lives next
door. He told me that was his girlfriend, there on the fourth
floor. I love the image. When I was younger, I had a camera. I
always wanted to take photos of strange situations.

pp. 3, 10
Antonio Loupassis. Light Extinguishes Everything, rue de
Flandre, Paris, October 1996

I like this image because the light extinguishes everything.
The people come and go and disappear. It’s happiness and
hell. Hope and despair. Everything disappears in the light.

p. 4
Antonio Loupassis, Untitled, rue de Tánger, Paris, October
31, 1996

pp. 6, 7
Antonio Loupassis, Untitled, rue de Rivoli, Paris, October 28,
1996

p. 9
Antonio Loupassis. Modern Life, rue de Tanger, Paris,
October 31, 1996

They’re garbage. Monuments of modern life. An imposed
sculpture. There’s no camouflage. It’s not pretty. It isn’t
anything, that’s all. It’s real. It simply exists.
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Du paysage à la parole

Squaring the Circle: Questions for 
a Social Project on the Terrain of the Social
Brian Holmes

As soon as photography leaves objects and
landscapes and turns toward human beings, it
requires the participation of others; it becomes
a dialogue. Throughout his work, Marc Pataut
has insisted on this dialogical dimension of
photography as he has formulated a practice
that is at once artistic and political, openly
militant in the actions of the Ne Pas Plier
association, and informed by a subtler militancy
in his personal projects. Using documentary to
reveal the real beginnings of individual and
social transformation, he has forged a method
of intervention that displaces the artistic work
from the strictly aesthetic and museological
domain toward other publics, other uses, other
interpretations and pleasures. Today, faced with
the urgency of the social and institutional crisis,
this approach is beginning to speak to a
relatively large public and to a certain number
of cultural leaders concerned about the
problems of unemployment and exclusion. The
result is that the work done “to commission”
now stands at a kind of crossroads: between
art and politics, as ever, but also between the
social and the cultural. In the symposium about
his work at Sallaumines, this practice will be
considered from four angles: artistic, political,
cultural, and social, with the aim of better

understanding their complementarities, their
conflicts and their possible interrelations.

The Sallaumines project takes the risk of
artistic experiment on the terrain of the social
services and in collaboration with
professionals on this terrain. For the first phase
of this work, Marc Pataut decided to produce a
series of tracts on the general theme of the
wound, combining photographic portraits and
recorded and transcribed interviews. The aim
of this process was twofold: to involve a
certain number of inhabitants of Sallaumines
and environs—particularly the unemployed,
RMI [Revenu minimum d’insertion] allowance
receivers, the retired, struggling young people,
undocumented immigrants—in the creation
and dissemination of works, while accelerating
the artist and his team’s connection with the
daily life of the region, with its local actors and
particular history, which is so difficult to grasp
for anyone who comes from outside. As is his
usual way, Pataut took a political line, asking
his interlocutors about their living conditions
and their attitudes toward life’s problems.
Eventually, this investigation should give rise to
a photography exhibition and a publication,
possibly in the form of a journal giving more

space to what people said in the field and to
theoretical writings able to address not only art
but, above all, the economic and political
questions that stem from the grievances and
claims of those mentioned in the tracts and
who express themselves there in the first
person. In other words, art here is anything but
inoffensive, neutral, or abstract. It seeks to
revitalize dialogue on concrete issues by
bringing not certainties or party positions but
real transparency and the search for new ideas
and attitudes, which exist embryonically in the
exchange between the artist and the various
participants in the project—and to do so in
spite of the difficulties and even contradictions
that may arise en route.

The results of this first phase will allow us to
establish together a series of questions that
can contribute to the articulation of the phase
that follows. More generally, we will try to
further our understanding of the stakes and
the possibilities of artistic work at the
intersection of multiple logics, beyond the
simple criterion of aesthetic evaluation. The
questions that follow may provide a framework
for this discussion, which we hope will be as
open as possible.

artistic domain

What are the historical references for artistic
work that seeks to share the power of
representations? to change the relation 
to the work of art, the artist . . .

What relations can develop between 
dialogical procedures and visual forms?

To what extent can the contemplative
autonomy of the artwork be transcribed in 
the active autonomy of the expression of 
a political opinion?

cultural domain

How to exhibit the work of social and political
relation in such a way as to extend potential
publics?

How to treat the status of the author in dialogical
work implying documentary and testimony?

How to define and champion the autonomy 
of a cultural institution when the projects
presented transgress the usual limits of
fiction, abstraction, and the imaginary?

social domain

What forms and procedures of artistic
intervention are most likely to really contribute
to the fulfilment of the participants?

Are there publics and partners who are
particularly appropriate?

By what criteria should the impact of artistic
work be assessed?

How do we react to the critical expressions
that may come from users who are involved 
in artistic work?

political domain

Can the “act of expression” represented 
by artistic work done in collaboration with
certain individuals and concerning issues 
of local and national importance stimulate
citizen involvement in local political life?

What is the right distance/proximity in 
relation to an artist whose work is not to
represent power but to help citizens express
themselves?

To what extent can the conflicts arising over
questions of the recognition of individuals,
equality of status, and social justice provide 
an occasion, a chance for the elaboration and
updating of a party program?

Brian Holmes, “La quadrature de cercle: Questions pour 
un projet artistique sur le terrain du social,” April 1998
(manuscript)

pp. 2, 4, 6, 7, 9, 11
Du paysage à la parole, March 21, 1998, Billy Montigny,
panoramic view of Pit 10 Sector of the Courrière mining
company from slag heap no. 101, in the company of
Laurent Letor. Original montage of nine photographs 
and nine leaflets.

pp. 3, 5, 8, 10
La table, montage of four photographs, produced for the
exhibition Marc Pataut/Humaine. CRP—Centre Régional de
la Photographie Hauts-de-France, May 12–September 30,
2012.
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receivers, the retired, struggling young people,
undocumented immigrants—in the creation
and dissemination of works, while accelerating
the artist and his team’s connection with the
daily life of the region, with its local actors and
particular history, which is so difficult to grasp
for anyone who comes from outside. As is his
usual way, Pataut took a political line, asking
his interlocutors about their living conditions
and their attitudes toward life’s problems.
Eventually, this investigation should give rise to
a photography exhibition and a publication,
possibly in the form of a journal giving more

space to what people said in the field and to
theoretical writings able to address not only art
but, above all, the economic and political
questions that stem from the grievances and
claims of those mentioned in the tracts and
who express themselves there in the first
person. In other words, art here is anything but
inoffensive, neutral, or abstract. It seeks to
revitalize dialogue on concrete issues by
bringing not certainties or party positions but
real transparency and the search for new ideas
and attitudes, which exist embryonically in the
exchange between the artist and the various
participants in the project—and to do so in
spite of the difficulties and even contradictions
that may arise en route.

The results of this first phase will allow us to
establish together a series of questions that
can contribute to the articulation of the phase
that follows. More generally, we will try to
further our understanding of the stakes and
the possibilities of artistic work at the
intersection of multiple logics, beyond the
simple criterion of aesthetic evaluation. The
questions that follow may provide a framework
for this discussion, which we hope will be as
open as possible.

artistic domain

What are the historical references for artistic
work that seeks to share the power of
representations? to change the relation 
to the work of art, the artist . . .

What relations can develop between 
dialogical procedures and visual forms?

To what extent can the contemplative
autonomy of the artwork be transcribed in 
the active autonomy of the expression of 
a political opinion?

cultural domain

How to exhibit the work of social and political
relation in such a way as to extend potential
publics?

How to treat the status of the author in dialogical
work implying documentary and testimony?

How to define and champion the autonomy 
of a cultural institution when the projects
presented transgress the usual limits of
fiction, abstraction, and the imaginary?

social domain

What forms and procedures of artistic
intervention are most likely to really contribute
to the fulfilment of the participants?

Are there publics and partners who are
particularly appropriate?

By what criteria should the impact of artistic
work be assessed?

How do we react to the critical expressions
that may come from users who are involved 
in artistic work?

political domain

Can the “act of expression” represented 
by artistic work done in collaboration with
certain individuals and concerning issues 
of local and national importance stimulate
citizen involvement in local political life?

What is the right distance/proximity in 
relation to an artist whose work is not to
represent power but to help citizens express
themselves?

To what extent can the conflicts arising over
questions of the recognition of individuals,
equality of status, and social justice provide 
an occasion, a chance for the elaboration and
updating of a party program?

Brian Holmes, “La quadrature de cercle: Questions pour 
un projet artistique sur le terrain du social,” April 1998
(manuscript)

pp. 2, 4, 6, 7, 9, 11
Du paysage à la parole, March 21, 1998, Billy Montigny,
panoramic view of Pit 10 Sector of the Courrière mining
company from slag heap no. 101, in the company of
Laurent Letor. Original montage of nine photographs 
and nine leaflets.

pp. 3, 5, 8, 10
La table, montage of four photographs, produced for the
exhibition Marc Pataut/Humaine. CRP—Centre Régional de
la Photographie Hauts-de-France, May 12–September 30,
2012.
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Du paysage à la parole

Squaring the Circle: Questions for 
a Social Project on the Terrain of the Social
Brian Holmes
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the urgency of the social and institutional crisis,
this approach is beginning to speak to a
relatively large public and to a certain number
of cultural leaders concerned about the
problems of unemployment and exclusion. The
result is that the work done “to commission”
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undocumented immigrants—in the creation
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particular history, which is so difficult to grasp
for anyone who comes from outside. As is his
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his interlocutors about their living conditions
and their attitudes toward life’s problems.
Eventually, this investigation should give rise to
a photography exhibition and a publication,
possibly in the form of a journal giving more

space to what people said in the field and to
theoretical writings able to address not only art
but, above all, the economic and political
questions that stem from the grievances and
claims of those mentioned in the tracts and
who express themselves there in the first
person. In other words, art here is anything but
inoffensive, neutral, or abstract. It seeks to
revitalize dialogue on concrete issues by
bringing not certainties or party positions but
real transparency and the search for new ideas
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exchange between the artist and the various
participants in the project—and to do so in
spite of the difficulties and even contradictions
that may arise en route.

The results of this first phase will allow us to
establish together a series of questions that
can contribute to the articulation of the phase
that follows. More generally, we will try to
further our understanding of the stakes and
the possibilities of artistic work at the
intersection of multiple logics, beyond the
simple criterion of aesthetic evaluation. The
questions that follow may provide a framework
for this discussion, which we hope will be as
open as possible.

artistic domain

What are the historical references for artistic
work that seeks to share the power of
representations? to change the relation 
to the work of art, the artist . . .

What relations can develop between 
dialogical procedures and visual forms?

To what extent can the contemplative
autonomy of the artwork be transcribed in 
the active autonomy of the expression of 
a political opinion?

cultural domain

How to exhibit the work of social and political
relation in such a way as to extend potential
publics?

How to treat the status of the author in dialogical
work implying documentary and testimony?

How to define and champion the autonomy 
of a cultural institution when the projects
presented transgress the usual limits of
fiction, abstraction, and the imaginary?

social domain

What forms and procedures of artistic
intervention are most likely to really contribute
to the fulfilment of the participants?

Are there publics and partners who are
particularly appropriate?

By what criteria should the impact of artistic
work be assessed?

How do we react to the critical expressions
that may come from users who are involved 
in artistic work?

political domain

Can the “act of expression” represented 
by artistic work done in collaboration with
certain individuals and concerning issues 
of local and national importance stimulate
citizen involvement in local political life?

What is the right distance/proximity in 
relation to an artist whose work is not to
represent power but to help citizens express
themselves?

To what extent can the conflicts arising over
questions of the recognition of individuals,
equality of status, and social justice provide 
an occasion, a chance for the elaboration and
updating of a party program?

Brian Holmes, “La quadrature de cercle: Questions pour 
un projet artistique sur le terrain du social,” April 1998
(manuscript)
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Saturday, November 7, 1998. LAOTIL. I shall keep the name. 
The complete strangeness of the place—I knew nothing about it, 
I was to know nothing—made me give it this name: LAOTIL. 
There was a bit of Laos, no doubt, far, very far, exotic—something
by a lake, let’s say—exogenous [Petit Robert: adj. (1813, boto; from
exo-, and -gene). Didact. (Med., etc.). Which comes from the
outside (of the organism, of a system), where it is due to external
causes.]. The suspension of the final IL gave it something daring,
mischievous. Today it floats, luminous, advantaged, beside its
“true” name: LA HAUTE-ILE.

Thick fog. Through the cheesecloth band that Marc has tied round
my eyes—you will see nothing, you will know nothing, you will
think nothing—filters the golden halo of the sun from behind the
mist. Inner ring road, the body leans to the right, toward Paris. La
Villette, the Géode, the mills of Pantin, Samsung-Toyota, AGFA-
TDK, Porte de la Chapelle, the big zombies make shadows flit past
the cheesecloth. Then nothing more before Bofill at Marne la
Vallée, a gigantic wall of celluloid, a medieval silo finally dissolved
in the fog. I see again (in my mind’s eye) Noisiel, the Menier
chocolate factory (the elision of the U, the Chocolat MeUnier of our
childhood, still embarrasses me), a hiatus, let’s talk. I’m not much
in the mood for talk today. Little houses with gardens, Neuilly-sur-
Marne, the Compagnons d’Emmaüs—had I been there before or
not, with Michel Vincenot, known as Chérubin, to buy that formica
sideboard fifteen years ago?

Cold caravans, bumper to bumper behind the wire mesh. They are
sort of cabins. People—who?—come here at the weekend for a bit of
greenery. The cock on this one’s weathervane has stopped turning:
rust. The Marne is on the right, over there; you can’t see it. The
canal is brackish. A static barge with a car in the prow stirs this
opaque soup. It’s cold. Marc walks in front of me, light, his big black
shoes still clean.

The towpath is just above. A narrow strip of forest slopes down
toward a parallel path. Cross-country paths, traced by whom?
Nothing is beautiful; everything is fragile, tangled, detail. Cascades
of parasitic tickets, huts, giant coiffes, anthropomorphic
formations, savage and delicate. Their tangle mounts its attack on
the trees. Tangles, mound, just the form of the body of a recumbent
man. This tree here is not an oak: the leaves are jagged but too little.
Are those big green and black leaves on the edge of the water, water
lilies? We cannot name anything. A bridge emerges from the mist. I
walk toward an iron gate with barbed wire draped over it. The
distant bulk of Ville-Evrard hospital, sketched out in the mist and
behind the trees, looms up. Silence. A fine rain falls around me in a
dome. I retrace my footsteps. Beyond the bridge the path is paved—
was paved. Paving the road of the mad all the way to the cultivated
fields.

Steps (whose?) have worn paths through the brambles. Signs,
treasure hunt: a string tied between two branches marks a passage.

Logs are piled up at the foot of a small tree. You go left, I’ll go right.
“Marc . . . !” There is something there, another mound of dry leaves.
If there’s someone there, I’m disturbing. I’ve moved forward a little.
There are boots. Marc goes first and says, “Bonjour.” Of course one
had to say hello. A tent. Just the form of a recumbent man’s body.

He is not moving. A face on the ground, ringed with mossy hair.
Marc crouches in front of the tent, in interview position. The
questions are precise, technically and psychologically. The rhythm
is right. The man is talking. He is saying things. He knows that he
isn’t talking either to a sociologist or a social assistant. He moves
closer, brings his body close to his face. His rubber boots, full
plastic bags, and tins of dog food at the entrance to the tent.
Everything is tidy, distinct. Not too cold? Above five degrees it’s
okay. The wind, it holds up. Rain is tougher, the wetness. The RMI
allowance, yes. Health? I’m okay. What’s your name, then? Patrick.
(Why always ask the first name and never the surname?) He used
to come out here when he was a child, with his mother and his
sister. He came back a little while ago, when his sister left. “I was a
security guard in the superstore nearby, Mammouth—do you know
it? No, it’s not Mammouth anymore. What’s the name now? I listen
to the radio. Books? Too expensive. What books? The Voici
collection—do you know it? It’s good. The coypus come at night. I
give them food, but I’m not sure they like tins. That’s all, apart from
that there’s no one. But no, the homosexuals, it’s disgusting, they’re
everywhere, they have rendezvous just nearby, there . . . The mad?
There aren’t any now.” He’d like to buy a bike. A mountain bike.
Five thousand francs. To go to Bordeaux, to the Landes. Marc takes
photographs, a lot, talking to him all the time. The face is still there,
pale, between the two flaps of white curtain. Severed head on the
ground in the woods. Only the eyes are alive, black, feverish. Not
even a hand. See you some time; we’ll come back and see you. Marc,
of course he’ll bring him books next time, not the Voici collection, it
must be rubbish.

It’s raining now. We’ll make our way through there. No path. Lift
your knees to crush the brambles. Get rid of the hermit face
hallucination. Phantasmagorical, hermitage, in the immediate
vicinity of the city. The Marne has overflowed; it’s moving fast,
driven by a fast current; on the banks, it stands still, hostile, cold.
We must turn back. I walk ahead, fast. Patrick comes out of the
wood, unrecognizable, almost like a playboy, big (or was his body
bending?), vigorous, in jeans and sneakers with a cap holding his
mop of hair. He is striding along with a brown canvas trolley. He’s
going to the Mammouth. “About the homosexuals, I saw them
again the other day, just naked, prowling around each other” (and
he spins around)—I imagine thickset bodies prowling about, naked,
an incantation to the sun in the great plain of LAOTIL; I see the
men naked as apes on rocks beside the sea in the suburbs of
Athens—his set ideas resonating in the silence. I look at Marc. He’s
saying nothing, looking at me, Patrick sets off along the big path
parallel to the wood. His figure hunches slightly as if preparing for
one of his long walks. 

emotion: a gentle jubilation, which has to do with the light, the air,
the strangeness—always new, always different. Walking in the sun,
together, in the greenery, one Monday morning, between the
Marne and the Chelles canal. Nobody thought of that. There is no
one, and there will be no one. LAOTIL has lost its dead, its
revenants, its allegories. It is a sovereign territory, bathed in light.
It exists in its own right, does not drag phantoms along behind it.

The Marne was overflowing exactly there. The open patch is
unrecognizable, a purple gray color touching the blue of the sky.
Paths everywhere, clear; conscious walkers. Here, there,
everywhere, paths cross. The archaeologists’ ribbons flutter at the
crossing of paths. The edges of the trenches have come closer
together. The earth does its work, suturing. Inside, you feel good,
sheltered. The guy with the bike who watched the mad drowning
was there. In the trench, I can hear the roar of the motorway. I am
in a machine. In this machine, I have my office: a retreat in the
earth, in the sun. My surgery. The trench is my domain, my
machine; I have set up my activity there. Facing me, the clay wall
helps my concentration. Wandering thoughts are absorbed. Prison
wall, none. Blotting paper, décor, upholstery. Little white snails
adorn the wall here or there, regularly. I don’t let myself get
distracted. Clients will come from the right, like in the notary’s
office. “Come on, make a little effort: a million one hundred, a
million five hundred, it’s a big difference, so if you don’t make a
little effort. Look, Sir, you are a seller, and you, Sir, a buyer of these
sixty hectares . . .”

“There isn’t a soul,” says Marc. A crow flies past, very close. I got
out my camera like a gun; I followed it as if with a gun, with a
hunter’s gesture, species memory. Was the trench filled in at that
point? Impossible, there’s not a trace. The mounds are
unrecognizable, caught up in the hair that has grown back
everywhere. This one is covered with water lilies, that one with
unruly grasses, plants, and flowers. Marc has climbed up on one of
them, me on another, facing him. LAOTIL is around us. LAOTIL
starts with us and spreads: we are the head of LAOTIL, its head, its
nipple, its tongue! I sing, he sings, the voice must carry, cover the
whole plain and make it part of us; the voice is the measure, the
true sign of belonging, the instrument of cannibalism, “know that
they die!” The gestures accompany the voice. There is someone else
standing on this mound, and there, too, a standing body, singing,
uttering, standing on each mound. We will perform a play, a spoken
opera, an ode to LAOTIL, to solitude and to antifascism. We will
choose an excerpt from Conversations in Sicily by Elio Vittorini; 
it will be magnificent. We will be the singing madmen of LAOTIL—
what finer commemoration, under this sun that will make us
thespians, monkeys, old zaduls (Grégoire Solotareff ) having fun,
and we prowl around one another, like Patrick’s homosexuals and
the ones in the suburbs of Athens.

“No, I’m telling you, there is no waterway in this spot.” We have lost
our bearings. Patrick’s little wood is not longer accesible.

Everything has grown straight, hung up semi-opaque curtains.
Thistles are attacking, sticking to gloves, to trousers, all the way
through to the skin. The creeper makes traps. I follow Mark. I think
he’s mistaken; he’s heading for the Marne. There, there! Two blue
cocoons? No, a blue, stripes of orange and yellow, the color of trees
and light; it’s another place, the blankets are cool, freshly hung on
the trees. Patrick (Patrick?) is not there; he is never there. Has he
just left; is he walking, back hunched, toward the Mammouth; 
or has someone else taken his place, less meticulous, less graceful
(the sleeping bags are tied up any old how); were his hands or shins
wounded, what with all those tubes of Biafine strewn across the
ground? The scene is realistic: Patrick’s soul is no more; it has gone
back to its place in the little tent, down on the ground, on Saturday.

November 7, 1998. The Chelles bridge is bluish. The fronds billow
like crinolines down to the water. Everything is sumptuous today,
with an eighteenth-century feel. The paving stones—the cobbled
road of the insane—are distinct. I see for the first time a little
wooden pontoon, parallel to the bank. I see the insane hanging onto
it, those who were drowning under the eyes of the guy with the bike
leaning exactly where I am standing now. The pontoon makes the
scene look more plausible. Sometimes all it takes is an object.
“Nightmare”: that is the name of the barge moving ahead and about
to pass under the bridge of the mad. Cauchemar-Couzereau-
Chappe-Denain 59. It passes silently, majestically by. No one in
sight. In the stern, a satellite dish, a blue emergency propeller. After,
no more colors. Everything is green: the path (no more trace of
fires), the trees, the water, the light. The little pincushion flowers
close at the top, the chalices of their big leaves. The figure of Patrick
passes along the opposite bank of the canal. The distance between
us gives the exact measure of the time that has elapsed: we know,
now, that he’s not there anymore.

Two women are walking toward us. One is wearing dark clothes, the
other is walking behind, in a light djellaba (?), holding a big branch.
From a distance, the first seems to be pulling the other, via this
branch. They are walking together, at a regular pace. The young
woman is looking straight ahead, into nothingness. The older one is
holding her branch in one hand and putting the other hand inside
her beige wool suit, which is not a djellaba; it is a curious gesture,
which means nothing: pure gesture. Their faces pass quickly in
front of us, one after the other. The daughter’s and then the
mother’s, which gives no life. The mad have returned to LAOTIL.
We looked for their traces but did not see them; they are there, very
much alive, free, in front of us, around us, within us.

Text originally published as “Les parages de la folie," in Jean-François Chevrier 
and William Hayon, Paysages territoires: L'Île-de-France comme métaphore (Marseille:
Éditions Parenthèses, 2002), 333–42.
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which is no longer in use, from which there came in the classical
period the meaning “guide” and the figurative expression “to lose
the tramontane,” or be disoriented). The gate is ajar. The long
building in yellow stone is disused. Along the winding footpath, the
gardener’s poor fantasy, I can picture Brother Francisco zigzagging
along, the big, impotent and paranoiac bourgeois in the Luis
Buñuel film El.

The old spreading zone has been abandoned, is waste ground. The
cafeteria is closed at this time of day. The central alley is deserted.
Where have the mad people in black scattered to? The farm is on
our right, facing the town hall, flags flying. Behind us, LAOTIL, my
dear LAOTIL. And Patrick? Has he been lying there all this time,
beside his radio? He grows distant, is losing his clarity. Face to face,
just before the level crossing that takes you out of Ville-Evrard, the
postmodern dining hall, a kind of big yacht moored across a
haunted town, and the black, heavy nineteenth-century buildings,
formerly meant for alcoholics.

Friday, February 12, 1999. Eastern ring road, Montmartre
cemetery. Samsung/Toshiba. Mazda/Konick, back front.
Bosch/Firestone. PANASONIC. France-Soir, in the distance,
Plaine Saint-Denis, Grands Moulins de Pantin. Montreuil/Rosny-
sous-Bois. Worker’s gardens at the foot of the blocks in Rosny. A86,
Avenue Louison Bobet in Fontenay-sous-Bois. Marc drives, and I
take notes. I see nothing, I take notes, I note down names, I note
down sounds, Auchan, Neuilly-Plaisance, Auchan Baobab (music).
Neuilly-sur-Marne, I recognize the glass town hall. We get out. Big
empty square, white winter light, a kiosk over there. Later they’ll
play boules. Path to the lock, the bridge; the road still slopes down.
LAOTIL. The mist has disappeared; the mist never existed. Laotil
unadorned, raw. Barges and pleasure boats moored on the Marne.
Car park, cars, restaurant, boating club. The light has revealed
everything. The sad, conventional order. The lawn is glowing.
Marc has already gone; he is walking in front of me, our blue picnic
bag hanging from his backpack bangs the back of his knees. In
front of us, the straight line of the Chelles canal. The former path
in the fog that the walkers emerged from has widened. The
shadows of the trees are falling perpendicular to it and expire on
the surface of the water.

Burying, unbury. I dig my feet into the still warm ashes of a fire.
The heat rises slowly. Cover your head with ashes, said Anatole
Dauman. What mourning? Around, all is gray, dazzling. A section
of conduit is damaged; the water from the canal has flowed out 
and pooled there, in a little frozen lake. The branches in the mud
are sheathed with a translucent frost that has started to melt.
Treasure. I sit down for a while. The sun passes through
everything. I slip in the mud. The mud covers the ashes on 
my boots.

The houses cast their simple shadows on the Marne. On the left, the
path below the paved road to the mad. Muddy path, mulched by 
the traces of steps. What steps? The image of those mad people in the
fields doesn’t gel. Nobody is talking. No images. Marc is far behind. 
I sit down again, I wait. A dog in the distance barking. A dog barking
nearby, behind the wall of the motorway caff, in the kitchen at the
back. The dog is howling, baying like a wolf. The restaurant empties,
very quickly, the image speeding up under the effect of acute

tension: I see the personnel in black; there’s just us now, my father,
my mother, and me, I must be about ten years old; I see the frozen
pigeons on the rim of the well. “Grandfather has just died,
Grandfather has just died.” The plane, whose noise is materialized
in its trail, gives a good sponge, erases everything. I wait for another
sound, something. Nothing. No more dog, the features go flat, my
features go flat, I can feel my face emptying, everything giving way,
the sun beating down on the side of my nose. I close my eyes. “I
don’t want any money, I’m looking for a sound” (the blind child in
the film by Mohsen Makhmalbaf, The Silence). The sound of a
chainsaw. I lie down; it’s behind me. I turn around; it’s still behind
me. Fragility of this place surrounded by noises, on all sides.
LAOTIL, floating, moored to sounds.

We didn’t hear the barge arrive. It glides past gently on the canal.
Why do we watch it pass, like cows? It slips between the trees. The
door of the cockpit slides open. He is naked, he is naked! It’s true, a
big bronzed body appears, the big smooth body of a blond hunk,
completely naked, alone in the cabin of his boat, on a fine winter
day. What has he seen? Two warmly wrapped-up people behind the
trees looking at him like cows, so vacant that he shut the sliding
door, and the big nude quickly disappeared.

Is Marc thinking of Patrick? He’s not saying. I am thinking of him, I
can see him, that little head of Saint John the Baptist in the back of
his tent. We enter the undergrowth. The light picks everything out;,
the little wood is another wood. The signals have disappeared.
Here? A tent here? Living, dead? Present, absent? No tomb, no
treasure. Anonymous, contingent existence. No memory. Here
again? The light betrays us; it’s the light that clears this deadwood.
Nothing. I give up.

Landscape uncovered, in the big bend in the river. A big yellow
mechanical digger, a KOMATSU, digs into and throws out earth.
The archaeologists come and go, confer—what are they doing?
Marc suddenly pops up, all sweaty. He was looking for me; he’s pale,
he called me; I didn’t hear him. He has found Patrick’s place: he had
gone. I am hardly listening; it’s finished. He’s got the attention of
the head archaeologist. “The core samples went down 7 or 9
meters. With the mechanical digger you can’t go down too deep, for
safety reasons and because the water table is high: we’re at about
1.80 m. We reach the Quaternary alluvium, where it’s clear that
there can’t be any structured human occupation. Above there can
be all kinds of human occupation, at least from 10,000 to 500 BC,
with breaks. The structured occupations that interest us go from
the camps of the Paleolithic hunters, from around 10 to 12,000 BC,
to more durable dwellings, when men became farmers. There can
be some of those here, in precise periods when the climate was
milder, less humid, in sectors that were no longer floodable. You
can also find settlement related to the rivers, Gallo-Roman or
medieval fisheries. They could exist here. We also know that we
might not recognize them in this trench, which is no more than a
furrow in an ensemble of 50 hectares. The budget doesn’t let us to
make an enormous cut.”

The daylight has dimmed. Shadow has reached the edges of the
canal. Fires are burning every twenty meters. Four men in green
jumpsuits go from one fire to another, their paths crossing. Marc
has moved forward. I can see his gestures, deformed in the wreaths

of smoke. He’s talking to one of the woodcutters; I can hear bursts
of laughter. I go closer. The chainsaw. This fire is already ashes; that
one is still burning its wood. The trench—for the archaeologists?
No, for cables. Satellite. Look at the path that has been made in two
days. Everything in the woodcutter’s face is narrow: it’s a ruddy,
foxlike face, with yellow eyes, Robin Hood, mentally agile, and free
with his gestures. How do you manage to burn all this thick, damp
wood? We put on a tire, and we dowse it in petrol. I bury my feet in
the still-warm ash. People out and about here? Not many people:
the other day we found a body. Where? In the little wood over
there? No, on the bank, near the canal. A man? A woman. Ville-
Evrard? We don’t know. The police kept hassling us; it went on for a
while.

Get back, quick. The path between the Marne and the fence
alongside the campsite is narrow. A single man is heading toward a
hut at the end of the campsite. He is walking with his head down
behind the fencing in the opposite direction to me, toward
LAOTIL. He is wearing a worn, crumpled suit. I have seen him
before, had forgotten him; I picture him distinct in his anonymity,
a little or not at all like himself. Marne is opaque, heavy; barges
and boats are there. Walkers from the club, young people cycling,
the cool of a winter afternoon. The world revives, gathers itself,
makes itself new. The space opens, unified by the light. No more
enigmas. We are so near to LAOTIL, my beloved LAOTIL, and
already so far . . .

The plane filled with water overnight. There are fewer and fewer
floods, but there will always be some. La Marne is high today; how did
it come up like that? Can you see how it turns? In this bend, as soon as
it overflows, it leaps into the plain. They thought of raising the banks,
planting trees, but there was nothing they could do; when it rose, it
flowed back through the ditch that is there. In the 1960s they drilled
down for a gravel quarry, but they didn’t find much, and the engineer
told me: the only thing your land is good for is agriculture. When they
were putting the motorway through, about twenty years ago, they dug
to 43 meters and they found gibs. I wasn’t able to go down, they left,
and I didn’t get my bit of gibs at 43 meters. I would go and get any
now.

I was born in Côte d’Or. My father had a little farm. I didn’t want to
be a farmer, although I did two years of professional school. I worked
in a cheese factory. In 1955 I started my military service with the
Parisian fire brigade. I spent three years there. In 1958, when I went
to Ville-Evrard, I was 22. For seven or eight years I was a state
worker, then a foreman, and finally head of farming. Already, in the
1960s they were talking about getting rid of the farm. I stayed on the
farm for 31 years, from 1958 to 1989. When I arrived, the farm was
employing a dozen workers and some forty patients. The livestock
comprised 50 milk cows, 60 breeding sows, two or three stud boars,
250 to 300 fertilizer pigs. There were two pigsties—one for fattening,
the other for breeding—and 130 hectares of arable land. The
farmland reached as far as the Pointe de Gournay. We didn’t say, La
Haute Ile; we said, the plain, going to the plain. You left the farm—
there was a gate; you crossed the bridge over the canal, and you went
down over there. The path coming out of Ville-Evrard was stone-
covered down to there, to the earth tracks that lead to the arable land.
For many years we kept horses to keep the patients busy, docile old
horses that ended their days at the hospital. Patients did mainly

manual work. At harvest time, there was one team on the plain who
loaded the straw or hay on trailers, and the other unloaded it in the
barns, supervised by a nurse/monitor. For the potato harvest, which
sometimes lasted a whole month, we got together as many as a
hundred patients.

We had broken up the bits of land. There were 20 hectares of maize
here, 10 of wheat or 15 of alfalfa there, for the crop rotation. They were
given names: White Shirt, the Morgue Room, the Marsh, Justice, the
Future. There was a 7-hectare kitchen garden with fruit trees; it was
the spreading ground. This was under another ward head. The grains
were sold to the agricultural cooperative at Corbeil. For the animals
we bought granules. More nourishing. In the end we sold all the
grains; that brought in some money, although less than the price of the
composed foods. For the hospital we kept only the vegetables, the pork,
the milk, the fruits. The farm has always lost money. It kept going
until 1989, to a large extent because of the ergotherapy: doctors found
working on the farm did the patients good.

The head of farming had created the position of “colons” in the 1940s.
They lived on the farm, which had a refectory and a dormitory. They
were given their jobs to do; they were watched over. The doctors or
monitors said, hmm, this one would be good on the farm. In the big
quarters in those days—the alcoholics’ quarter, for example, where
Doctor Dublineau worked—there were 250 to 300 patients, they had
to be kept busy. We gave them a try. Sometimes, after three days, it
wasn’t working; they went back. We had up to 40 at one time, active,
with board and lodging. Not always the same; there was a turnover.
It was my job to decide: we’ll put this one in the stable or in the pigsty,
depending on the man’s corpulence, his capacities, etc. We had
mainly alcoholic patients. Among them were agricultural workers.
Neuilly-sur-Marne was very into market gardening. Things have
changed. What do they do today? I would almost say that madness
isn’t the same as it used to be.

When we didn’t have so many patients, I gradually reduced certain
activities. The labor force was decreasing, the equipment was getting
old, we said the farm only had a few more years—we didn’t know!
Someone had to decide. I changed the principles: I got rid of the
beetroot and potatoes, which needed a lot of people. We did two
harvests: the wheat in July, the maize in the autumn. That split the
holidays. Over the last fifteen years we were up to 100 quintals per
hectare, whereas the national average was 60. I have to admit, the
soil was excellent for maize, better than for wheat. It was a bit too
damp for wheat, which encouraged cryptogrammic illness; we would
have needed to do three fungicides. I witnessed two or three
inundations. Five or six centimeters was enough: the water sat there;
the land isn’t flat. If the plowing hadn’t been done before winter, the
clods would have been difficult to turn, like concrete, like the edge of
sidewalks. I have always known blokes who lived in the huts. Many
were former patients from Ville-Evrard who had come back. They
didn’t get in our way; we left them alone. I remember two who were
living together. I had an allotment. One day I came and saw that all
the tomatoes, the potatoes, the peaches had been torn up. I went to see
them; they were sleeping by the canal. I found it all in their bags. 
I gave them a right hiding. Later, they killed a colleague and threw
him in the canal. We found him at the lock. He was a former patient
from Ville-Evrard. The detectives came from Neuilly to get them.
They went to prison. We never saw them again.
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Over the years the farm and the hospital became incompatible. It’s
said that a hospital director from the Paris region turned down the
directorship of Ville-Evrard when he found out there were cows there!
We grew the last maize harvest in autumn 1989. When the farm was
closed, on December 31, 1989, the management trained 
us for new work. I and another twenty blokes dealt with the
maintenance for the whole hospital. I “hung up my boots” and my set
of keys on June 1, 1998. I went back to my native Burgundy, taking in
my memory the sad image of fine land lying fallow. My two daughters
were born on the farm: one works at Ville-Evrard, in the supervision
service, the other in the cardiology ward at La Salpêtrière.
(Michel Boudefroy, head of farming at the Ville-Evrard farm from
1958 to 1989.)

Wednesday, March 31, 1999. Taking LAOTIL from the other side,
by the entrance from the N34, after Maison Blanche, where the
canal and the Marne come together. How do you write, backward?
Another story? However, there is Patrick, the same, at the center,
exactly at the center. We move toward him. It is a beautiful, warm
day; everything is new, unrecognizable.

I follow the white bar. It moves. The canal is close, under the ramp
leading to the bridge. The shadow of the bridge is trembling on the
water. You have to climb over the gate, which is stupidly closed.
It’s hot, and we’re dressed for the winter. “On this undeveloped
site, the safety of goods and persons cannot be guaranteed,
notably because of the risk that the banks of the Marne will
collapse.” I am walking reticently behind Marc. I stop to read the
sign annou ncing the archaeological dig. I don’t read. Everything
bores me; I am thrilled by the sun. The banks of the Marne are
unstable. They’re right. The water has receded. The roots are bare,
mud-colored, floury, and the big trunks bear the traces of the
floods. On the path running alongside the river the trees are in
blossom, white flowers, foamy, first communion flowers. I follow
with my eyes the progress o f a branch that splits in two and
pincers the trunk of a prostrate oak, becoming one with this wood
that is already being swallowed up by the ivy, living, green ivy and
dead, pink ivy. Everything is green and pink. Winter is not there
anymore. Nor is LAOTIL.

The Marne is narrower at this point. The barges moored on the
other side look closer; the path passing along the river is lost in the
mud near the bank. It opens up again at once toward the right and
gives onto a clearing. Trunks litter the ground. The others are
white, stripped of their bark, the straight branches strike through
the blue of the sky. Clawed writing, precarious equilibriums, secret
ceremonies; the life of nature, the strangeness of the walker. The
speed of natural phenomena, the slowness of description.

We leave the clearing via an arch. In the background, mounds of
sand. The trench has reached right up to here. Full sun. Murder
scene, we are exposed. The archaeologists are not here, the dry
earth has subsided into the trench, the red and white ribbon has
come undone. We have the open space all to ourselves, as far as the
eye can see, flattened by the light. It is very hot. A group of crows is
waiting on a tree, about thirty meters away. Marc is squatting,
camera in hand, mobile phone in another. He looks serious; he is
talking with his mouth to his phone. I hear him say, “There is a
problem in the representation of the body.”

A man, standing beside his bicycle. He is in the undergrowth, like
an animal. He is not moving. We can see only the top of his body
and the handlebar. He looks at us for a few seconds then
approaches, pushing his bicycle. He is about sixty with a receding
hairline, in a pink shirt, canvas jacket, and worn jeans. He moves
slowly, almost apologizing for coming in like this. Marc asks him if
he lives in the area, if he comes here often, and how long he’s been
doing so. He says, yes, for a long time; in fact, he’s always been
coming, but he hasn’t come of late. He is surprised to see the trench
reach this far. Yes, it’s been a few weeks. He perfectly remembers
the time when LAOTIL was agricultural land. He knows there are
homeless in the area, dealers, exhibitionists too. He doesn’t know
Patrick personally. Deaths? There used to be, often, mainly people
drowned in the canal. One day when he was on the bridge at Ville-
Evrard, he saw the mad people naked, jumping into the water to
cross the canal. One of them sank like a stone. He saw it; he was
leaning on the guardrail of the bridge. He hasn’t moved since he
started talking. He is still holding his handlebar with his right hand,
has his left hand in his pocket. Did no one go to help him? No, he
says, he sank like a stone, and that was that. “And you just watched,
is that it?” He says he can’t swim. I don’t hear what comes next. 
I picture the mad, naked, diving, water splashing up, the canal
turbulent at that spot, a man looking from the bridge, leaning
peacefully on the guardrail—in the scene, outside the scene?—and
the mad coming out on the other side, naked, climbing the banks 
of the canal and gesticulating, their big white, hollow bodies. One of
them has stayed in the middle, he is struggling—is he shouting?
The scene seems rather quiet—the water is churning around him,
he is sinking, the water takes his place as soon as he disappears
(withdrawn from sight). Is he considered as having never existed?
Once dead, was he thought to have disappeared (having never
existed)?

It’s getting late; we must try to find Patrick. The little wood affords
a little shade, woven by the undergrowth. Spring has advanced less
fast here than on the banks of the Marne. Soft grass lines the
ground, but the undergrowth is still dry. Marc quickly finds the
path. Patrick’s place is here, he knows it now, he found it again last
time. From far away I see two dead bodies hanging from two trees.
Between the trees, three meters apart, in the place of the tent, 
the shrubs have formed an arch. Two male figures, two blue
scarecrows, a beautiful blue. Two big blue cocoons grafted onto the
trees. Patrick has rolled up his blankets and his big pieces of plastic
and hung them with straps at chest height. I approach, I touch.
The blankets are dry, the air has absorbed all the organic matter 
of the wool. I withdraw my hand immediately, for fear they will
crumble into dust. Where is Patrick? It’s time he came back, since
he has it all planned. Marc is not so sure; he even says that, all
things being equal, maybe this wasn’t his place. I don’t know what
made him say that.

Monday, October 18, 1999. The path along the Marne is a tunnel of
green shot through with light. Motorbikes have dug irregular ruts.
Unknown trees, thousands of species, of types, whose name, or lack
of name, doesn’t interest me now. WE’RE GOING TO FIND HIM.
WE’RE GONG TO LOOK FOR HIM AND FIND HIM. “They say
you’re a homeless specialist, that you would find them even in the
middle of the desert.” The Marne is down below. We have never
been there, to the other side. LAOTIL is here, not elsewhere. No

We move along the bank of the canal, following a narrow path
directly above. The earth has subsided here or there, careful now,
with every step Marc lifts the big clod of mud stuck to his heels, like
snow shoes. The path widens; I can’t wait to get back. It’s cold, the
sun has never shown, the water lilies standing on their stems are
hanging their black rag heads, dirty little weeping widows by the
waterside. I want to see Ville-Evrard, hang a stone marker, a dead
weight, from the shifting territory of LAOTIL. I have only this
blurry mass behind the iron gate.

Monday, December 14, 1998. I could see us doing the same walk,
exactly the same—same path, same gestures, same images: the
forest would not have moved, or only just, just a few colors,
branches folded here or there, tiny variations, make sure Patrick
was still there, still alive—had he stood up to the cold? if yes, how?
would his place be empty, gone?—and recording those tiny
variations, opening them up as one would open a breach or
flattening them out like a seam, enjoying that tenuous space
between two walks as alike as possible.

Go on, let’s do it again, start again. No, we won’t redo it; we’re going
to Ville-Evrard. Go on, follow the car, we’ll let you pass. Folding,
fold after fold. Take LAOTIL, plus the Gorre ditch, the Gorre again,
the Disa(?)ne Wood—there’s a letter missing on the photocopied
map from 1894—and the rest of the territory, and fold back that
fat-bellied form on the spindle of Ville-Evrard over the Chelles
canal; the dimensions coincide, the forms more or less; the
deepest part of the bend in the Marne is overflowing a bit on
Maison Blanche.

The gate is closed. The mad no longer go to the fields; nobody
leaves Ville-Evrard any more on this side. LAOTIL is detached, a
floating territory, alone over there. A small group follows the fence.
A patient walks in front; the other near the nurses in white. The big
cedars on the manicured lawn outside the turn-of-the-century
buildings of the Maison de Santé, with pale green Art Nouveau
motifs in ceramic on the facades. The water tower rises up in the
wood, hurdle race, parallel bars, balls of mistletoe fallen on the
carpet of sea-green dead leaves: this one is still green, that one
dead, black, a crown of thorns.

“A lot of things went on in the park. For me it was not so much a
very beautiful space as an extremely lively one. We knew very well
where people slept together, where the cigarette trafficking went
on. It was around the statues, some of which were the territory and
property of micro-mafias. There were two or three people who
were always there, who in our minds were tied to this place. I have
forgotten their names, but I can remember that they had slightly
different functions. In the park there was a rather disturbing figure
who controlled the territory of a certain statue—I don’t know if it’s
still there—where a lot of food trading went on. I don’t think it was
ever enough to fight against famine, but there was at least this
underground side to the trading, without money: cigarettes for
vegetables, a bit of meat, of milk, whatever they managed to steal
here or there, from the administration. And then the prostitution . . .
All these stories stayed a secret. When I was an intern, when I was
an assistant doctor, we didn’t talk about it . . . If the patients made
love, well it was probably one of their only forms of emotional
release. There were real couples, but as it was forbidden—there

were the women on one side, the men on the other—they came
together in the park . . . The park was where it all happened.”
(Daniele Sivadon, excerpt from the film by Paula Maxell and
Bertrand de Solliers, Histoires autour de la folie, 1993.)

We are inside now. There is a queue in front of the tobacco counter.
Black, sagging, anamorphosed beings, slowly turning and turning
back. We move off to the left, to the café part. At the bar someone is
looking at me, waiting for me. I haven’t seen him, his face is close to
mine, no, he has held out his hand then pulled me to him, his face
radiant with childhood, precise and clear, standing out from the
limp forms, a kiss a kiss he says, ah yes, that’s it, this kiss, he is
waiting. I put out my cheek, our faces come together, he said
something happy after he kissed me, I can’t remember, the scene
ends here. Cut.

Outside, the same slowness, the same softness. There is that
woman, going from house to house, ringing at the door; a face
appears behind the window, the door opens, and the woman goes
in, then reappears, brushes past me without seeing me, and walks
away past the railings behind which a worker on a tractor, with a
cap and Walkman on his head, is working on a patch of garden
between two buildings.

“There’s no one left, no more than 400 patients, most of whom are
treated near their homes. What will happen to Ville-Evrard? We
don’t know . . . The farm, La Haute Ile, I knew it back then, ten
years ago. Why? Go and see at the S.E.R.H.E.P, behind the chapel,
on the second floor.”

GENERAL WARD. GASTRO. We enter a dark tunnel with sweaty
walls, and hushed voices pass by on the left; just below, the
staircase is painted pink. On the first floor the library is impeccable
and deserted apart from the young woman who steps forward—I’m
new here . . . “Do you have any Deligny, please, or documents about
LAOTIL, La Haute Ile, the farm, agricultural work?”

S.E.R.H.E.P, Société d’Etudes et de Recherches Historiques en
Psychiatrie. At the entrance, two life-size models in celluloid,
costume of a male patient from about 1945, costume of a nurse
from the same period; a fan of straitjackets in the display case on
the right (a voice behind the screen, “soldiers in the 1914–18 war”);
the portrait of Freud just above a metal support table, with yellow
and green files on the remaining walls. Not much about agriculture.
Images? Images are banned. You don’t photograph the mad. There
is this one, in which a herd of cows is grazing in a big field backing
onto the wall of a wood—the wood Patrick came out of the other
day? No specific dossier concerning the farm. You should see André
Roumieux. I get up. That is when I see the letter, framed, under
glass, next to the straitjackets. That letter written in black ink by a
madwoman in the Maison de Santé, two letters plotted, two ideas
hatched, one horizontal, the other diagonal, carefully redoubling
the first—I write like I talk, like I think, too fast, too, too
complicated, and so simple at the same time; don’t think about the
meaning, just look at the pretty folds.

The Artaud Ward. Name: TRAMONTANE (fem., from the Italian
transmontana—implied stella—“pole star,” hence “north,” then
“north wind” . . . The word was taken with the meaning “pole star,”
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which is no longer in use, from which there came in the classical
period the meaning “guide” and the figurative expression “to lose
the tramontane,” or be disoriented). The gate is ajar. The long
building in yellow stone is disused. Along the winding footpath, the
gardener’s poor fantasy, I can picture Brother Francisco zigzagging
along, the big, impotent and paranoiac bourgeois in the Luis
Buñuel film El.

The old spreading zone has been abandoned, is waste ground. The
cafeteria is closed at this time of day. The central alley is deserted.
Where have the mad people in black scattered to? The farm is on
our right, facing the town hall, flags flying. Behind us, LAOTIL, my
dear LAOTIL. And Patrick? Has he been lying there all this time,
beside his radio? He grows distant, is losing his clarity. Face to face,
just before the level crossing that takes you out of Ville-Evrard, the
postmodern dining hall, a kind of big yacht moored across a
haunted town, and the black, heavy nineteenth-century buildings,
formerly meant for alcoholics.

Friday, February 12, 1999. Eastern ring road, Montmartre
cemetery. Samsung/Toshiba. Mazda/Konick, back front.
Bosch/Firestone. PANASONIC. France-Soir, in the distance,
Plaine Saint-Denis, Grands Moulins de Pantin. Montreuil/Rosny-
sous-Bois. Worker’s gardens at the foot of the blocks in Rosny. A86,
Avenue Louison Bobet in Fontenay-sous-Bois. Marc drives, and I
take notes. I see nothing, I take notes, I note down names, I note
down sounds, Auchan, Neuilly-Plaisance, Auchan Baobab (music).
Neuilly-sur-Marne, I recognize the glass town hall. We get out. Big
empty square, white winter light, a kiosk over there. Later they’ll
play boules. Path to the lock, the bridge; the road still slopes down.
LAOTIL. The mist has disappeared; the mist never existed. Laotil
unadorned, raw. Barges and pleasure boats moored on the Marne.
Car park, cars, restaurant, boating club. The light has revealed
everything. The sad, conventional order. The lawn is glowing.
Marc has already gone; he is walking in front of me, our blue picnic
bag hanging from his backpack bangs the back of his knees. In
front of us, the straight line of the Chelles canal. The former path
in the fog that the walkers emerged from has widened. The
shadows of the trees are falling perpendicular to it and expire on
the surface of the water.

Burying, unbury. I dig my feet into the still warm ashes of a fire.
The heat rises slowly. Cover your head with ashes, said Anatole
Dauman. What mourning? Around, all is gray, dazzling. A section
of conduit is damaged; the water from the canal has flowed out 
and pooled there, in a little frozen lake. The branches in the mud
are sheathed with a translucent frost that has started to melt.
Treasure. I sit down for a while. The sun passes through
everything. I slip in the mud. The mud covers the ashes on 
my boots.

The houses cast their simple shadows on the Marne. On the left, the
path below the paved road to the mad. Muddy path, mulched by 
the traces of steps. What steps? The image of those mad people in the
fields doesn’t gel. Nobody is talking. No images. Marc is far behind. 
I sit down again, I wait. A dog in the distance barking. A dog barking
nearby, behind the wall of the motorway caff, in the kitchen at the
back. The dog is howling, baying like a wolf. The restaurant empties,
very quickly, the image speeding up under the effect of acute

tension: I see the personnel in black; there’s just us now, my father,
my mother, and me, I must be about ten years old; I see the frozen
pigeons on the rim of the well. “Grandfather has just died,
Grandfather has just died.” The plane, whose noise is materialized
in its trail, gives a good sponge, erases everything. I wait for another
sound, something. Nothing. No more dog, the features go flat, my
features go flat, I can feel my face emptying, everything giving way,
the sun beating down on the side of my nose. I close my eyes. “I
don’t want any money, I’m looking for a sound” (the blind child in
the film by Mohsen Makhmalbaf, The Silence). The sound of a
chainsaw. I lie down; it’s behind me. I turn around; it’s still behind
me. Fragility of this place surrounded by noises, on all sides.
LAOTIL, floating, moored to sounds.

We didn’t hear the barge arrive. It glides past gently on the canal.
Why do we watch it pass, like cows? It slips between the trees. The
door of the cockpit slides open. He is naked, he is naked! It’s true, a
big bronzed body appears, the big smooth body of a blond hunk,
completely naked, alone in the cabin of his boat, on a fine winter
day. What has he seen? Two warmly wrapped-up people behind the
trees looking at him like cows, so vacant that he shut the sliding
door, and the big nude quickly disappeared.

Is Marc thinking of Patrick? He’s not saying. I am thinking of him, I
can see him, that little head of Saint John the Baptist in the back of
his tent. We enter the undergrowth. The light picks everything out;,
the little wood is another wood. The signals have disappeared.
Here? A tent here? Living, dead? Present, absent? No tomb, no
treasure. Anonymous, contingent existence. No memory. Here
again? The light betrays us; it’s the light that clears this deadwood.
Nothing. I give up.

Landscape uncovered, in the big bend in the river. A big yellow
mechanical digger, a KOMATSU, digs into and throws out earth.
The archaeologists come and go, confer—what are they doing?
Marc suddenly pops up, all sweaty. He was looking for me; he’s pale,
he called me; I didn’t hear him. He has found Patrick’s place: he had
gone. I am hardly listening; it’s finished. He’s got the attention of
the head archaeologist. “The core samples went down 7 or 9
meters. With the mechanical digger you can’t go down too deep, for
safety reasons and because the water table is high: we’re at about
1.80 m. We reach the Quaternary alluvium, where it’s clear that
there can’t be any structured human occupation. Above there can
be all kinds of human occupation, at least from 10,000 to 500 BC,
with breaks. The structured occupations that interest us go from
the camps of the Paleolithic hunters, from around 10 to 12,000 BC,
to more durable dwellings, when men became farmers. There can
be some of those here, in precise periods when the climate was
milder, less humid, in sectors that were no longer floodable. You
can also find settlement related to the rivers, Gallo-Roman or
medieval fisheries. They could exist here. We also know that we
might not recognize them in this trench, which is no more than a
furrow in an ensemble of 50 hectares. The budget doesn’t let us to
make an enormous cut.”

The daylight has dimmed. Shadow has reached the edges of the
canal. Fires are burning every twenty meters. Four men in green
jumpsuits go from one fire to another, their paths crossing. Marc
has moved forward. I can see his gestures, deformed in the wreaths

of smoke. He’s talking to one of the woodcutters; I can hear bursts
of laughter. I go closer. The chainsaw. This fire is already ashes; that
one is still burning its wood. The trench—for the archaeologists?
No, for cables. Satellite. Look at the path that has been made in two
days. Everything in the woodcutter’s face is narrow: it’s a ruddy,
foxlike face, with yellow eyes, Robin Hood, mentally agile, and free
with his gestures. How do you manage to burn all this thick, damp
wood? We put on a tire, and we dowse it in petrol. I bury my feet in
the still-warm ash. People out and about here? Not many people:
the other day we found a body. Where? In the little wood over
there? No, on the bank, near the canal. A man? A woman. Ville-
Evrard? We don’t know. The police kept hassling us; it went on for a
while.

Get back, quick. The path between the Marne and the fence
alongside the campsite is narrow. A single man is heading toward a
hut at the end of the campsite. He is walking with his head down
behind the fencing in the opposite direction to me, toward
LAOTIL. He is wearing a worn, crumpled suit. I have seen him
before, had forgotten him; I picture him distinct in his anonymity,
a little or not at all like himself. Marne is opaque, heavy; barges
and boats are there. Walkers from the club, young people cycling,
the cool of a winter afternoon. The world revives, gathers itself,
makes itself new. The space opens, unified by the light. No more
enigmas. We are so near to LAOTIL, my beloved LAOTIL, and
already so far . . .

The plane filled with water overnight. There are fewer and fewer
floods, but there will always be some. La Marne is high today; how did
it come up like that? Can you see how it turns? In this bend, as soon as
it overflows, it leaps into the plain. They thought of raising the banks,
planting trees, but there was nothing they could do; when it rose, it
flowed back through the ditch that is there. In the 1960s they drilled
down for a gravel quarry, but they didn’t find much, and the engineer
told me: the only thing your land is good for is agriculture. When they
were putting the motorway through, about twenty years ago, they dug
to 43 meters and they found gibs. I wasn’t able to go down, they left,
and I didn’t get my bit of gibs at 43 meters. I would go and get any
now.

I was born in Côte d’Or. My father had a little farm. I didn’t want to
be a farmer, although I did two years of professional school. I worked
in a cheese factory. In 1955 I started my military service with the
Parisian fire brigade. I spent three years there. In 1958, when I went
to Ville-Evrard, I was 22. For seven or eight years I was a state
worker, then a foreman, and finally head of farming. Already, in the
1960s they were talking about getting rid of the farm. I stayed on the
farm for 31 years, from 1958 to 1989. When I arrived, the farm was
employing a dozen workers and some forty patients. The livestock
comprised 50 milk cows, 60 breeding sows, two or three stud boars,
250 to 300 fertilizer pigs. There were two pigsties—one for fattening,
the other for breeding—and 130 hectares of arable land. The
farmland reached as far as the Pointe de Gournay. We didn’t say, La
Haute Ile; we said, the plain, going to the plain. You left the farm—
there was a gate; you crossed the bridge over the canal, and you went
down over there. The path coming out of Ville-Evrard was stone-
covered down to there, to the earth tracks that lead to the arable land.
For many years we kept horses to keep the patients busy, docile old
horses that ended their days at the hospital. Patients did mainly

manual work. At harvest time, there was one team on the plain who
loaded the straw or hay on trailers, and the other unloaded it in the
barns, supervised by a nurse/monitor. For the potato harvest, which
sometimes lasted a whole month, we got together as many as a
hundred patients.

We had broken up the bits of land. There were 20 hectares of maize
here, 10 of wheat or 15 of alfalfa there, for the crop rotation. They were
given names: White Shirt, the Morgue Room, the Marsh, Justice, the
Future. There was a 7-hectare kitchen garden with fruit trees; it was
the spreading ground. This was under another ward head. The grains
were sold to the agricultural cooperative at Corbeil. For the animals
we bought granules. More nourishing. In the end we sold all the
grains; that brought in some money, although less than the price of the
composed foods. For the hospital we kept only the vegetables, the pork,
the milk, the fruits. The farm has always lost money. It kept going
until 1989, to a large extent because of the ergotherapy: doctors found
working on the farm did the patients good.

The head of farming had created the position of “colons” in the 1940s.
They lived on the farm, which had a refectory and a dormitory. They
were given their jobs to do; they were watched over. The doctors or
monitors said, hmm, this one would be good on the farm. In the big
quarters in those days—the alcoholics’ quarter, for example, where
Doctor Dublineau worked—there were 250 to 300 patients, they had
to be kept busy. We gave them a try. Sometimes, after three days, it
wasn’t working; they went back. We had up to 40 at one time, active,
with board and lodging. Not always the same; there was a turnover.
It was my job to decide: we’ll put this one in the stable or in the pigsty,
depending on the man’s corpulence, his capacities, etc. We had
mainly alcoholic patients. Among them were agricultural workers.
Neuilly-sur-Marne was very into market gardening. Things have
changed. What do they do today? I would almost say that madness
isn’t the same as it used to be.

When we didn’t have so many patients, I gradually reduced certain
activities. The labor force was decreasing, the equipment was getting
old, we said the farm only had a few more years—we didn’t know!
Someone had to decide. I changed the principles: I got rid of the
beetroot and potatoes, which needed a lot of people. We did two
harvests: the wheat in July, the maize in the autumn. That split the
holidays. Over the last fifteen years we were up to 100 quintals per
hectare, whereas the national average was 60. I have to admit, the
soil was excellent for maize, better than for wheat. It was a bit too
damp for wheat, which encouraged cryptogrammic illness; we would
have needed to do three fungicides. I witnessed two or three
inundations. Five or six centimeters was enough: the water sat there;
the land isn’t flat. If the plowing hadn’t been done before winter, the
clods would have been difficult to turn, like concrete, like the edge of
sidewalks. I have always known blokes who lived in the huts. Many
were former patients from Ville-Evrard who had come back. They
didn’t get in our way; we left them alone. I remember two who were
living together. I had an allotment. One day I came and saw that all
the tomatoes, the potatoes, the peaches had been torn up. I went to see
them; they were sleeping by the canal. I found it all in their bags. 
I gave them a right hiding. Later, they killed a colleague and threw
him in the canal. We found him at the lock. He was a former patient
from Ville-Evrard. The detectives came from Neuilly to get them.
They went to prison. We never saw them again.
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which is no longer in use, from which there came in the classical
period the meaning “guide” and the figurative expression “to lose
the tramontane,” or be disoriented). The gate is ajar. The long
building in yellow stone is disused. Along the winding footpath, the
gardener’s poor fantasy, I can picture Brother Francisco zigzagging
along, the big, impotent and paranoiac bourgeois in the Luis
Buñuel film El.

The old spreading zone has been abandoned, is waste ground. The
cafeteria is closed at this time of day. The central alley is deserted.
Where have the mad people in black scattered to? The farm is on
our right, facing the town hall, flags flying. Behind us, LAOTIL, my
dear LAOTIL. And Patrick? Has he been lying there all this time,
beside his radio? He grows distant, is losing his clarity. Face to face,
just before the level crossing that takes you out of Ville-Evrard, the
postmodern dining hall, a kind of big yacht moored across a
haunted town, and the black, heavy nineteenth-century buildings,
formerly meant for alcoholics.

Friday, February 12, 1999. Eastern ring road, Montmartre
cemetery. Samsung/Toshiba. Mazda/Konick, back front.
Bosch/Firestone. PANASONIC. France-Soir, in the distance,
Plaine Saint-Denis, Grands Moulins de Pantin. Montreuil/Rosny-
sous-Bois. Worker’s gardens at the foot of the blocks in Rosny. A86,
Avenue Louison Bobet in Fontenay-sous-Bois. Marc drives, and I
take notes. I see nothing, I take notes, I note down names, I note
down sounds, Auchan, Neuilly-Plaisance, Auchan Baobab (music).
Neuilly-sur-Marne, I recognize the glass town hall. We get out. Big
empty square, white winter light, a kiosk over there. Later they’ll
play boules. Path to the lock, the bridge; the road still slopes down.
LAOTIL. The mist has disappeared; the mist never existed. Laotil
unadorned, raw. Barges and pleasure boats moored on the Marne.
Car park, cars, restaurant, boating club. The light has revealed
everything. The sad, conventional order. The lawn is glowing.
Marc has already gone; he is walking in front of me, our blue picnic
bag hanging from his backpack bangs the back of his knees. In
front of us, the straight line of the Chelles canal. The former path
in the fog that the walkers emerged from has widened. The
shadows of the trees are falling perpendicular to it and expire on
the surface of the water.

Burying, unbury. I dig my feet into the still warm ashes of a fire.
The heat rises slowly. Cover your head with ashes, said Anatole
Dauman. What mourning? Around, all is gray, dazzling. A section
of conduit is damaged; the water from the canal has flowed out 
and pooled there, in a little frozen lake. The branches in the mud
are sheathed with a translucent frost that has started to melt.
Treasure. I sit down for a while. The sun passes through
everything. I slip in the mud. The mud covers the ashes on 
my boots.

The houses cast their simple shadows on the Marne. On the left, the
path below the paved road to the mad. Muddy path, mulched by 
the traces of steps. What steps? The image of those mad people in the
fields doesn’t gel. Nobody is talking. No images. Marc is far behind. 
I sit down again, I wait. A dog in the distance barking. A dog barking
nearby, behind the wall of the motorway caff, in the kitchen at the
back. The dog is howling, baying like a wolf. The restaurant empties,
very quickly, the image speeding up under the effect of acute

tension: I see the personnel in black; there’s just us now, my father,
my mother, and me, I must be about ten years old; I see the frozen
pigeons on the rim of the well. “Grandfather has just died,
Grandfather has just died.” The plane, whose noise is materialized
in its trail, gives a good sponge, erases everything. I wait for another
sound, something. Nothing. No more dog, the features go flat, my
features go flat, I can feel my face emptying, everything giving way,
the sun beating down on the side of my nose. I close my eyes. “I
don’t want any money, I’m looking for a sound” (the blind child in
the film by Mohsen Makhmalbaf, The Silence). The sound of a
chainsaw. I lie down; it’s behind me. I turn around; it’s still behind
me. Fragility of this place surrounded by noises, on all sides.
LAOTIL, floating, moored to sounds.

We didn’t hear the barge arrive. It glides past gently on the canal.
Why do we watch it pass, like cows? It slips between the trees. The
door of the cockpit slides open. He is naked, he is naked! It’s true, a
big bronzed body appears, the big smooth body of a blond hunk,
completely naked, alone in the cabin of his boat, on a fine winter
day. What has he seen? Two warmly wrapped-up people behind the
trees looking at him like cows, so vacant that he shut the sliding
door, and the big nude quickly disappeared.

Is Marc thinking of Patrick? He’s not saying. I am thinking of him, I
can see him, that little head of Saint John the Baptist in the back of
his tent. We enter the undergrowth. The light picks everything out;,
the little wood is another wood. The signals have disappeared.
Here? A tent here? Living, dead? Present, absent? No tomb, no
treasure. Anonymous, contingent existence. No memory. Here
again? The light betrays us; it’s the light that clears this deadwood.
Nothing. I give up.

Landscape uncovered, in the big bend in the river. A big yellow
mechanical digger, a KOMATSU, digs into and throws out earth.
The archaeologists come and go, confer—what are they doing?
Marc suddenly pops up, all sweaty. He was looking for me; he’s pale,
he called me; I didn’t hear him. He has found Patrick’s place: he had
gone. I am hardly listening; it’s finished. He’s got the attention of
the head archaeologist. “The core samples went down 7 or 9
meters. With the mechanical digger you can’t go down too deep, for
safety reasons and because the water table is high: we’re at about
1.80 m. We reach the Quaternary alluvium, where it’s clear that
there can’t be any structured human occupation. Above there can
be all kinds of human occupation, at least from 10,000 to 500 BC,
with breaks. The structured occupations that interest us go from
the camps of the Paleolithic hunters, from around 10 to 12,000 BC,
to more durable dwellings, when men became farmers. There can
be some of those here, in precise periods when the climate was
milder, less humid, in sectors that were no longer floodable. You
can also find settlement related to the rivers, Gallo-Roman or
medieval fisheries. They could exist here. We also know that we
might not recognize them in this trench, which is no more than a
furrow in an ensemble of 50 hectares. The budget doesn’t let us to
make an enormous cut.”

The daylight has dimmed. Shadow has reached the edges of the
canal. Fires are burning every twenty meters. Four men in green
jumpsuits go from one fire to another, their paths crossing. Marc
has moved forward. I can see his gestures, deformed in the wreaths

of smoke. He’s talking to one of the woodcutters; I can hear bursts
of laughter. I go closer. The chainsaw. This fire is already ashes; that
one is still burning its wood. The trench—for the archaeologists?
No, for cables. Satellite. Look at the path that has been made in two
days. Everything in the woodcutter’s face is narrow: it’s a ruddy,
foxlike face, with yellow eyes, Robin Hood, mentally agile, and free
with his gestures. How do you manage to burn all this thick, damp
wood? We put on a tire, and we dowse it in petrol. I bury my feet in
the still-warm ash. People out and about here? Not many people:
the other day we found a body. Where? In the little wood over
there? No, on the bank, near the canal. A man? A woman. Ville-
Evrard? We don’t know. The police kept hassling us; it went on for a
while.

Get back, quick. The path between the Marne and the fence
alongside the campsite is narrow. A single man is heading toward a
hut at the end of the campsite. He is walking with his head down
behind the fencing in the opposite direction to me, toward
LAOTIL. He is wearing a worn, crumpled suit. I have seen him
before, had forgotten him; I picture him distinct in his anonymity,
a little or not at all like himself. Marne is opaque, heavy; barges
and boats are there. Walkers from the club, young people cycling,
the cool of a winter afternoon. The world revives, gathers itself,
makes itself new. The space opens, unified by the light. No more
enigmas. We are so near to LAOTIL, my beloved LAOTIL, and
already so far . . .

The plane filled with water overnight. There are fewer and fewer
floods, but there will always be some. La Marne is high today; how did
it come up like that? Can you see how it turns? In this bend, as soon as
it overflows, it leaps into the plain. They thought of raising the banks,
planting trees, but there was nothing they could do; when it rose, it
flowed back through the ditch that is there. In the 1960s they drilled
down for a gravel quarry, but they didn’t find much, and the engineer
told me: the only thing your land is good for is agriculture. When they
were putting the motorway through, about twenty years ago, they dug
to 43 meters and they found gibs. I wasn’t able to go down, they left,
and I didn’t get my bit of gibs at 43 meters. I would go and get any
now.

I was born in Côte d’Or. My father had a little farm. I didn’t want to
be a farmer, although I did two years of professional school. I worked
in a cheese factory. In 1955 I started my military service with the
Parisian fire brigade. I spent three years there. In 1958, when I went
to Ville-Evrard, I was 22. For seven or eight years I was a state
worker, then a foreman, and finally head of farming. Already, in the
1960s they were talking about getting rid of the farm. I stayed on the
farm for 31 years, from 1958 to 1989. When I arrived, the farm was
employing a dozen workers and some forty patients. The livestock
comprised 50 milk cows, 60 breeding sows, two or three stud boars,
250 to 300 fertilizer pigs. There were two pigsties—one for fattening,
the other for breeding—and 130 hectares of arable land. The
farmland reached as far as the Pointe de Gournay. We didn’t say, La
Haute Ile; we said, the plain, going to the plain. You left the farm—
there was a gate; you crossed the bridge over the canal, and you went
down over there. The path coming out of Ville-Evrard was stone-
covered down to there, to the earth tracks that lead to the arable land.
For many years we kept horses to keep the patients busy, docile old
horses that ended their days at the hospital. Patients did mainly

manual work. At harvest time, there was one team on the plain who
loaded the straw or hay on trailers, and the other unloaded it in the
barns, supervised by a nurse/monitor. For the potato harvest, which
sometimes lasted a whole month, we got together as many as a
hundred patients.

We had broken up the bits of land. There were 20 hectares of maize
here, 10 of wheat or 15 of alfalfa there, for the crop rotation. They were
given names: White Shirt, the Morgue Room, the Marsh, Justice, the
Future. There was a 7-hectare kitchen garden with fruit trees; it was
the spreading ground. This was under another ward head. The grains
were sold to the agricultural cooperative at Corbeil. For the animals
we bought granules. More nourishing. In the end we sold all the
grains; that brought in some money, although less than the price of the
composed foods. For the hospital we kept only the vegetables, the pork,
the milk, the fruits. The farm has always lost money. It kept going
until 1989, to a large extent because of the ergotherapy: doctors found
working on the farm did the patients good.

The head of farming had created the position of “colons” in the 1940s.
They lived on the farm, which had a refectory and a dormitory. They
were given their jobs to do; they were watched over. The doctors or
monitors said, hmm, this one would be good on the farm. In the big
quarters in those days—the alcoholics’ quarter, for example, where
Doctor Dublineau worked—there were 250 to 300 patients, they had
to be kept busy. We gave them a try. Sometimes, after three days, it
wasn’t working; they went back. We had up to 40 at one time, active,
with board and lodging. Not always the same; there was a turnover.
It was my job to decide: we’ll put this one in the stable or in the pigsty,
depending on the man’s corpulence, his capacities, etc. We had
mainly alcoholic patients. Among them were agricultural workers.
Neuilly-sur-Marne was very into market gardening. Things have
changed. What do they do today? I would almost say that madness
isn’t the same as it used to be.

When we didn’t have so many patients, I gradually reduced certain
activities. The labor force was decreasing, the equipment was getting
old, we said the farm only had a few more years—we didn’t know!
Someone had to decide. I changed the principles: I got rid of the
beetroot and potatoes, which needed a lot of people. We did two
harvests: the wheat in July, the maize in the autumn. That split the
holidays. Over the last fifteen years we were up to 100 quintals per
hectare, whereas the national average was 60. I have to admit, the
soil was excellent for maize, better than for wheat. It was a bit too
damp for wheat, which encouraged cryptogrammic illness; we would
have needed to do three fungicides. I witnessed two or three
inundations. Five or six centimeters was enough: the water sat there;
the land isn’t flat. If the plowing hadn’t been done before winter, the
clods would have been difficult to turn, like concrete, like the edge of
sidewalks. I have always known blokes who lived in the huts. Many
were former patients from Ville-Evrard who had come back. They
didn’t get in our way; we left them alone. I remember two who were
living together. I had an allotment. One day I came and saw that all
the tomatoes, the potatoes, the peaches had been torn up. I went to see
them; they were sleeping by the canal. I found it all in their bags. 
I gave them a right hiding. Later, they killed a colleague and threw
him in the canal. We found him at the lock. He was a former patient
from Ville-Evrard. The detectives came from Neuilly to get them.
They went to prison. We never saw them again.
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Over the years the farm and the hospital became incompatible. It’s
said that a hospital director from the Paris region turned down the
directorship of Ville-Evrard when he found out there were cows there!
We grew the last maize harvest in autumn 1989. When the farm was
closed, on December 31, 1989, the management trained 
us for new work. I and another twenty blokes dealt with the
maintenance for the whole hospital. I “hung up my boots” and my set
of keys on June 1, 1998. I went back to my native Burgundy, taking in
my memory the sad image of fine land lying fallow. My two daughters
were born on the farm: one works at Ville-Evrard, in the supervision
service, the other in the cardiology ward at La Salpêtrière.
(Michel Boudefroy, head of farming at the Ville-Evrard farm from
1958 to 1989.)

Wednesday, March 31, 1999. Taking LAOTIL from the other side,
by the entrance from the N34, after Maison Blanche, where the
canal and the Marne come together. How do you write, backward?
Another story? However, there is Patrick, the same, at the center,
exactly at the center. We move toward him. It is a beautiful, warm
day; everything is new, unrecognizable.

I follow the white bar. It moves. The canal is close, under the ramp
leading to the bridge. The shadow of the bridge is trembling on the
water. You have to climb over the gate, which is stupidly closed.
It’s hot, and we’re dressed for the winter. “On this undeveloped
site, the safety of goods and persons cannot be guaranteed,
notably because of the risk that the banks of the Marne will
collapse.” I am walking reticently behind Marc. I stop to read the
sign ann ouncing the archaeological dig. I don’t read. Everything
bores me; I am thrilled by the sun. The banks of the Marne are
unstable. They’re right. The water has receded. The roots are bare,
mud-colored, floury, and the big trunks bear the traces of the
floods. On the path running alongside the river the trees are in
blossom, white flowers, foamy, first communion flowers. I follow
with my eyes the progress  of a branch that splits in two and
pincers the trunk of a prostrate oak, becoming one with this wood
that is already being swallowed up by the ivy, living, green ivy and
dead, pink ivy. Everything is green and pink. Winter is not there
anymore. Nor is LAOTIL.

The Marne is narrower at this point. The barges moored on the
other side look closer; the path passing along the river is lost in the
mud near the bank. It opens up again at once toward the right and
gives onto a clearing. Trunks litter the ground. The others are
white, stripped of their bark, the straight branches strike through
the blue of the sky. Clawed writing, precarious equilibriums, secret
ceremonies; the life of nature, the strangeness of the walker. The
speed of natural phenomena, the slowness of description.

We leave the clearing via an arch. In the background, mounds of
sand. The trench has reached right up to here. Full sun. Murder
scene, we are exposed. The archaeologists are not here, the dry
earth has subsided into the trench, the red and white ribbon has
come undone. We have the open space all to ourselves, as far as the
eye can see, flattened by the light. It is very hot. A group of crows is
waiting on a tree, about thirty meters away. Marc is squatting,
camera in hand, mobile phone in another. He looks serious; he is
talking with his mouth to his phone. I hear him say, “There is a
problem in the representation of the body.”

A man, standing beside his bicycle. He is in the undergrowth, like
an animal. He is not moving. We can see only the top of his body
and the handlebar. He looks at us for a few seconds then
approaches, pushing his bicycle. He is about sixty with a receding
hairline, in a pink shirt, canvas jacket, and worn jeans. He moves
slowly, almost apologizing for coming in like this. Marc asks him if
he lives in the area, if he comes here often, and how long he’s been
doing so. He says, yes, for a long time; in fact, he’s always been
coming, but he hasn’t come of late. He is surprised to see the trench
reach this far. Yes, it’s been a few weeks. He perfectly remembers
the time when LAOTIL was agricultural land. He knows there are
homeless in the area, dealers, exhibitionists too. He doesn’t know
Patrick personally. Deaths? There used to be, often, mainly people
drowned in the canal. One day when he was on the bridge at Ville-
Evrard, he saw the mad people naked, jumping into the water to
cross the canal. One of them sank like a stone. He saw it; he was
leaning on the guardrail of the bridge. He hasn’t moved since he
started talking. He is still holding his handlebar with his right hand,
has his left hand in his pocket. Did no one go to help him? No, he
says, he sank like a stone, and that was that. “And you just watched,
is that it?” He says he can’t swim. I don’t hear what comes next. 
I picture the mad, naked, diving, water splashing up, the canal
turbulent at that spot, a man looking from the bridge, leaning
peacefully on the guardrail—in the scene, outside the scene?—and
the mad coming out on the other side, naked, climbing the banks 
of the canal and gesticulating, their big white, hollow bodies. One of
them has stayed in the middle, he is struggling—is he shouting?
The scene seems rather quiet—the water is churning around him,
he is sinking, the water takes his place as soon as he disappears
(withdrawn from sight). Is he considered as having never existed?
Once dead, was he thought to have disappeared (having never
existed)?

It’s getting late; we must try to find Patrick. The little wood affords
a little shade, woven by the undergrowth. Spring has advanced less
fast here than on the banks of the Marne. Soft grass lines the
ground, but the undergrowth is still dry. Marc quickly finds the
path. Patrick’s place is here, he knows it now, he found it again last
time. From far away I see two dead bodies hanging from two trees.
Between the trees, three meters apart, in the place of the tent, 
the shrubs have formed an arch. Two male figures, two blue
scarecrows, a beautiful blue. Two big blue cocoons grafted onto the
trees. Patrick has rolled up his blankets and his big pieces of plastic
and hung them with straps at chest height. I approach, I touch.
The blankets are dry, the air has absorbed all the organic matter 
of the wool. I withdraw my hand immediately, for fear they will
crumble into dust. Where is Patrick? It’s time he came back, since
he has it all planned. Marc is not so sure; he even says that, all
things being equal, maybe this wasn’t his place. I don’t know what
made him say that.

Monday, October 18, 1999. The path along the Marne is a tunnel of
green shot through with light. Motorbikes have dug irregular ruts.
Unknown trees, thousands of species, of types, whose name, or lack
of name, doesn’t interest me now. WE’RE GOING TO FIND HIM.
WE’RE GONG TO LOOK FOR HIM AND FIND HIM. “They say
you’re a homeless specialist, that you would find them even in the
middle of the desert.” The Marne is down below. We have never
been there, to the other side. LAOTIL is here, not elsewhere. No

We move along the bank of the canal, following a narrow path
directly above. The earth has subsided here or there, careful now,
with every step Marc lifts the big clod of mud stuck to his heels, like
snow shoes. The path widens; I can’t wait to get back. It’s cold, the
sun has never shown, the water lilies standing on their stems are
hanging their black rag heads, dirty little weeping widows by the
waterside. I want to see Ville-Evrard, hang a stone marker, a dead
weight, from the shifting territory of LAOTIL. I have only this
blurry mass behind the iron gate.

Monday, December 14, 1998. I could see us doing the same walk,
exactly the same—same path, same gestures, same images: the
forest would not have moved, or only just, just a few colors,
branches folded here or there, tiny variations, make sure Patrick
was still there, still alive—had he stood up to the cold? if yes, how?
would his place be empty, gone?—and recording those tiny
variations, opening them up as one would open a breach or
flattening them out like a seam, enjoying that tenuous space
between two walks as alike as possible.

Go on, let’s do it again, start again. No, we won’t redo it; we’re going
to Ville-Evrard. Go on, follow the car, we’ll let you pass. Folding,
fold after fold. Take LAOTIL, plus the Gorre ditch, the Gorre again,
the Disa(?)ne Wood—there’s a letter missing on the photocopied
map from 1894—and the rest of the territory, and fold back that
fat-bellied form on the spindle of Ville-Evrard over the Chelles
canal; the dimensions coincide, the forms more or less; the
deepest part of the bend in the Marne is overflowing a bit on
Maison Blanche.

The gate is closed. The mad no longer go to the fields; nobody
leaves Ville-Evrard any more on this side. LAOTIL is detached, a
floating territory, alone over there. A small group follows the fence.
A patient walks in front; the other near the nurses in white. The big
cedars on the manicured lawn outside the turn-of-the-century
buildings of the Maison de Santé, with pale green Art Nouveau
motifs in ceramic on the facades. The water tower rises up in the
wood, hurdle race, parallel bars, balls of mistletoe fallen on the
carpet of sea-green dead leaves: this one is still green, that one
dead, black, a crown of thorns.

“A lot of things went on in the park. For me it was not so much a
very beautiful space as an extremely lively one. We knew very well
where people slept together, where the cigarette trafficking went
on. It was around the statues, some of which were the territory and
property of micro-mafias. There were two or three people who
were always there, who in our minds were tied to this place. I have
forgotten their names, but I can remember that they had slightly
different functions. In the park there was a rather disturbing figure
who controlled the territory of a certain statue—I don’t know if it’s
still there—where a lot of food trading went on. I don’t think it was
ever enough to fight against famine, but there was at least this
underground side to the trading, without money: cigarettes for
vegetables, a bit of meat, of milk, whatever they managed to steal
here or there, from the administration. And then the prostitution . . .
All these stories stayed a secret. When I was an intern, when I was
an assistant doctor, we didn’t talk about it . . . If the patients made
love, well it was probably one of their only forms of emotional
release. There were real couples, but as it was forbidden—there

were the women on one side, the men on the other—they came
together in the park . . . The park was where it all happened.”
(Daniele Sivadon, excerpt from the film by Paula Maxell and
Bertrand de Solliers, Histoires autour de la folie, 1993.)

We are inside now. There is a queue in front of the tobacco counter.
Black, sagging, anamorphosed beings, slowly turning and turning
back. We move off to the left, to the café part. At the bar someone is
looking at me, waiting for me. I haven’t seen him, his face is close to
mine, no, he has held out his hand then pulled me to him, his face
radiant with childhood, precise and clear, standing out from the
limp forms, a kiss a kiss he says, ah yes, that’s it, this kiss, he is
waiting. I put out my cheek, our faces come together, he said
something happy after he kissed me, I can’t remember, the scene
ends here. Cut.

Outside, the same slowness, the same softness. There is that
woman, going from house to house, ringing at the door; a face
appears behind the window, the door opens, and the woman goes
in, then reappears, brushes past me without seeing me, and walks
away past the railings behind which a worker on a tractor, with a
cap and Walkman on his head, is working on a patch of garden
between two buildings.

“There’s no one left, no more than 400 patients, most of whom are
treated near their homes. What will happen to Ville-Evrard? We
don’t know . . . The farm, La Haute Ile, I knew it back then, ten
years ago. Why? Go and see at the S.E.R.H.E.P, behind the chapel,
on the second floor.”

GENERAL WARD. GASTRO. We enter a dark tunnel with sweaty
walls, and hushed voices pass by on the left; just below, the
staircase is painted pink. On the first floor the library is impeccable
and deserted apart from the young woman who steps forward—I’m
new here . . . “Do you have any Deligny, please, or documents about
LAOTIL, La Haute Ile, the farm, agricultural work?”

S.E.R.H.E.P, Société d’Etudes et de Recherches Historiques en
Psychiatrie. At the entrance, two life-size models in celluloid,
costume of a male patient from about 1945, costume of a nurse
from the same period; a fan of straitjackets in the display case on
the right (a voice behind the screen, “soldiers in the 1914–18 war”);
the portrait of Freud just above a metal support table, with yellow
and green files on the remaining walls. Not much about agriculture.
Images? Images are banned. You don’t photograph the mad. There
is this one, in which a herd of cows is grazing in a big field backing
onto the wall of a wood—the wood Patrick came out of the other
day? No specific dossier concerning the farm. You should see André
Roumieux. I get up. That is when I see the letter, framed, under
glass, next to the straitjackets. That letter written in black ink by a
madwoman in the Maison de Santé, two letters plotted, two ideas
hatched, one horizontal, the other diagonal, carefully redoubling
the first—I write like I talk, like I think, too fast, too, too
complicated, and so simple at the same time; don’t think about the
meaning, just look at the pretty folds.

The Artaud Ward. Name: TRAMONTANE (fem., from the Italian
transmontana—implied stella—“pole star,” hence “north,” then
“north wind” . . . The word was taken with the meaning “pole star,”
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Over the years the farm and the hospital became incompatible. It’s
said that a hospital director from the Paris region turned down the
directorship of Ville-Evrard when he found out there were cows there!
We grew the last maize harvest in autumn 1989. When the farm was
closed, on December 31, 1989, the management trained 
us for new work. I and another twenty blokes dealt with the
maintenance for the whole hospital. I “hung up my boots” and my set
of keys on June 1, 1998. I went back to my native Burgundy, taking in
my memory the sad image of fine land lying fallow. My two daughters
were born on the farm: one works at Ville-Evrard, in the supervision
service, the other in the cardiology ward at La Salpêtrière.
(Michel Boudefroy, head of farming at the Ville-Evrard farm from
1958 to 1989.)

Wednesday, March 31, 1999. Taking LAOTIL from the other side,
by the entrance from the N34, after Maison Blanche, where the
canal and the Marne come together. How do you write, backward?
Another story? However, there is Patrick, the same, at the center,
exactly at the center. We move toward him. It is a beautiful, warm
day; everything is new, unrecognizable.

I follow the white bar. It moves. The canal is close, under the ramp
leading to the bridge. The shadow of the bridge is trembling on the
water. You have to climb over the gate, which is stupidly closed.
It’s hot, and we’re dressed for the winter. “On this undeveloped
site, the safety of goods and persons cannot be guaranteed,
notably because of the risk that the banks of the Marne will
collapse.” I am walking reticently behind Marc. I stop to read the
sign annou ncing the archaeological dig. I don’t read. Everything
bores me; I am thrilled by the sun. The banks of the Marne are
unstable. They’re right. The water has receded. The roots are bare,
mud-colored, floury, and the big trunks bear the traces of the
floods. On the path running alongside the river the trees are in
blossom, white flowers, foamy, first communion flowers. I follow
with my eyes the progress o f a branch that splits in two and
pincers the trunk of a prostrate oak, becoming one with this wood
that is already being swallowed up by the ivy, living, green ivy and
dead, pink ivy. Everything is green and pink. Winter is not there
anymore. Nor is LAOTIL.

The Marne is narrower at this point. The barges moored on the
other side look closer; the path passing along the river is lost in the
mud near the bank. It opens up again at once toward the right and
gives onto a clearing. Trunks litter the ground. The others are
white, stripped of their bark, the straight branches strike through
the blue of the sky. Clawed writing, precarious equilibriums, secret
ceremonies; the life of nature, the strangeness of the walker. The
speed of natural phenomena, the slowness of description.

We leave the clearing via an arch. In the background, mounds of
sand. The trench has reached right up to here. Full sun. Murder
scene, we are exposed. The archaeologists are not here, the dry
earth has subsided into the trench, the red and white ribbon has
come undone. We have the open space all to ourselves, as far as the
eye can see, flattened by the light. It is very hot. A group of crows is
waiting on a tree, about thirty meters away. Marc is squatting,
camera in hand, mobile phone in another. He looks serious; he is
talking with his mouth to his phone. I hear him say, “There is a
problem in the representation of the body.”

A man, standing beside his bicycle. He is in the undergrowth, like
an animal. He is not moving. We can see only the top of his body
and the handlebar. He looks at us for a few seconds then
approaches, pushing his bicycle. He is about sixty with a receding
hairline, in a pink shirt, canvas jacket, and worn jeans. He moves
slowly, almost apologizing for coming in like this. Marc asks him if
he lives in the area, if he comes here often, and how long he’s been
doing so. He says, yes, for a long time; in fact, he’s always been
coming, but he hasn’t come of late. He is surprised to see the trench
reach this far. Yes, it’s been a few weeks. He perfectly remembers
the time when LAOTIL was agricultural land. He knows there are
homeless in the area, dealers, exhibitionists too. He doesn’t know
Patrick personally. Deaths? There used to be, often, mainly people
drowned in the canal. One day when he was on the bridge at Ville-
Evrard, he saw the mad people naked, jumping into the water to
cross the canal. One of them sank like a stone. He saw it; he was
leaning on the guardrail of the bridge. He hasn’t moved since he
started talking. He is still holding his handlebar with his right hand,
has his left hand in his pocket. Did no one go to help him? No, he
says, he sank like a stone, and that was that. “And you just watched,
is that it?” He says he can’t swim. I don’t hear what comes next. 
I picture the mad, naked, diving, water splashing up, the canal
turbulent at that spot, a man looking from the bridge, leaning
peacefully on the guardrail—in the scene, outside the scene?—and
the mad coming out on the other side, naked, climbing the banks 
of the canal and gesticulating, their big white, hollow bodies. One of
them has stayed in the middle, he is struggling—is he shouting?
The scene seems rather quiet—the water is churning around him,
he is sinking, the water takes his place as soon as he disappears
(withdrawn from sight). Is he considered as having never existed?
Once dead, was he thought to have disappeared (having never
existed)?

It’s getting late; we must try to find Patrick. The little wood affords
a little shade, woven by the undergrowth. Spring has advanced less
fast here than on the banks of the Marne. Soft grass lines the
ground, but the undergrowth is still dry. Marc quickly finds the
path. Patrick’s place is here, he knows it now, he found it again last
time. From far away I see two dead bodies hanging from two trees.
Between the trees, three meters apart, in the place of the tent, 
the shrubs have formed an arch. Two male figures, two blue
scarecrows, a beautiful blue. Two big blue cocoons grafted onto the
trees. Patrick has rolled up his blankets and his big pieces of plastic
and hung them with straps at chest height. I approach, I touch.
The blankets are dry, the air has absorbed all the organic matter 
of the wool. I withdraw my hand immediately, for fear they will
crumble into dust. Where is Patrick? It’s time he came back, since
he has it all planned. Marc is not so sure; he even says that, all
things being equal, maybe this wasn’t his place. I don’t know what
made him say that.

Monday, October 18, 1999. The path along the Marne is a tunnel of
green shot through with light. Motorbikes have dug irregular ruts.
Unknown trees, thousands of species, of types, whose name, or lack
of name, doesn’t interest me now. WE’RE GOING TO FIND HIM.
WE’RE GONG TO LOOK FOR HIM AND FIND HIM. “They say
you’re a homeless specialist, that you would find them even in the
middle of the desert.” The Marne is down below. We have never
been there, to the other side. LAOTIL is here, not elsewhere. No

We move along the bank of the canal, following a narrow path
directly above. The earth has subsided here or there, careful now,
with every step Marc lifts the big clod of mud stuck to his heels, like
snow shoes. The path widens; I can’t wait to get back. It’s cold, the
sun has never shown, the water lilies standing on their stems are
hanging their black rag heads, dirty little weeping widows by the
waterside. I want to see Ville-Evrard, hang a stone marker, a dead
weight, from the shifting territory of LAOTIL. I have only this
blurry mass behind the iron gate.

Monday, December 14, 1998. I could see us doing the same walk,
exactly the same—same path, same gestures, same images: the
forest would not have moved, or only just, just a few colors,
branches folded here or there, tiny variations, make sure Patrick
was still there, still alive—had he stood up to the cold? if yes, how?
would his place be empty, gone?—and recording those tiny
variations, opening them up as one would open a breach or
flattening them out like a seam, enjoying that tenuous space
between two walks as alike as possible.

Go on, let’s do it again, start again. No, we won’t redo it; we’re going
to Ville-Evrard. Go on, follow the car, we’ll let you pass. Folding,
fold after fold. Take LAOTIL, plus the Gorre ditch, the Gorre again,
the Disa(?)ne Wood—there’s a letter missing on the photocopied
map from 1894—and the rest of the territory, and fold back that
fat-bellied form on the spindle of Ville-Evrard over the Chelles
canal; the dimensions coincide, the forms more or less; the
deepest part of the bend in the Marne is overflowing a bit on
Maison Blanche.

The gate is closed. The mad no longer go to the fields; nobody
leaves Ville-Evrard any more on this side. LAOTIL is detached, a
floating territory, alone over there. A small group follows the fence.
A patient walks in front; the other near the nurses in white. The big
cedars on the manicured lawn outside the turn-of-the-century
buildings of the Maison de Santé, with pale green Art Nouveau
motifs in ceramic on the facades. The water tower rises up in the
wood, hurdle race, parallel bars, balls of mistletoe fallen on the
carpet of sea-green dead leaves: this one is still green, that one
dead, black, a crown of thorns.

“A lot of things went on in the park. For me it was not so much a
very beautiful space as an extremely lively one. We knew very well
where people slept together, where the cigarette trafficking went
on. It was around the statues, some of which were the territory and
property of micro-mafias. There were two or three people who
were always there, who in our minds were tied to this place. I have
forgotten their names, but I can remember that they had slightly
different functions. In the park there was a rather disturbing figure
who controlled the territory of a certain statue—I don’t know if it’s
still there—where a lot of food trading went on. I don’t think it was
ever enough to fight against famine, but there was at least this
underground side to the trading, without money: cigarettes for
vegetables, a bit of meat, of milk, whatever they managed to steal
here or there, from the administration. And then the prostitution . . .
All these stories stayed a secret. When I was an intern, when I was
an assistant doctor, we didn’t talk about it . . . If the patients made
love, well it was probably one of their only forms of emotional
release. There were real couples, but as it was forbidden—there

were the women on one side, the men on the other—they came
together in the park . . . The park was where it all happened.”
(Daniele Sivadon, excerpt from the film by Paula Maxell and
Bertrand de Solliers, Histoires autour de la folie, 1993.)

We are inside now. There is a queue in front of the tobacco counter.
Black, sagging, anamorphosed beings, slowly turning and turning
back. We move off to the left, to the café part. At the bar someone is
looking at me, waiting for me. I haven’t seen him, his face is close to
mine, no, he has held out his hand then pulled me to him, his face
radiant with childhood, precise and clear, standing out from the
limp forms, a kiss a kiss he says, ah yes, that’s it, this kiss, he is
waiting. I put out my cheek, our faces come together, he said
something happy after he kissed me, I can’t remember, the scene
ends here. Cut.

Outside, the same slowness, the same softness. There is that
woman, going from house to house, ringing at the door; a face
appears behind the window, the door opens, and the woman goes
in, then reappears, brushes past me without seeing me, and walks
away past the railings behind which a worker on a tractor, with a
cap and Walkman on his head, is working on a patch of garden
between two buildings.

“There’s no one left, no more than 400 patients, most of whom are
treated near their homes. What will happen to Ville-Evrard? We
don’t know . . . The farm, La Haute Ile, I knew it back then, ten
years ago. Why? Go and see at the S.E.R.H.E.P, behind the chapel,
on the second floor.”

GENERAL WARD. GASTRO. We enter a dark tunnel with sweaty
walls, and hushed voices pass by on the left; just below, the
staircase is painted pink. On the first floor the library is impeccable
and deserted apart from the young woman who steps forward—I’m
new here . . . “Do you have any Deligny, please, or documents about
LAOTIL, La Haute Ile, the farm, agricultural work?”

S.E.R.H.E.P, Société d’Etudes et de Recherches Historiques en
Psychiatrie. At the entrance, two life-size models in celluloid,
costume of a male patient from about 1945, costume of a nurse
from the same period; a fan of straitjackets in the display case on
the right (a voice behind the screen, “soldiers in the 1914–18 war”);
the portrait of Freud just above a metal support table, with yellow
and green files on the remaining walls. Not much about agriculture.
Images? Images are banned. You don’t photograph the mad. There
is this one, in which a herd of cows is grazing in a big field backing
onto the wall of a wood—the wood Patrick came out of the other
day? No specific dossier concerning the farm. You should see André
Roumieux. I get up. That is when I see the letter, framed, under
glass, next to the straitjackets. That letter written in black ink by a
madwoman in the Maison de Santé, two letters plotted, two ideas
hatched, one horizontal, the other diagonal, carefully redoubling
the first—I write like I talk, like I think, too fast, too, too
complicated, and so simple at the same time; don’t think about the
meaning, just look at the pretty folds.

The Artaud Ward. Name: TRAMONTANE (fem., from the Italian
transmontana—implied stella—“pole star,” hence “north,” then
“north wind” . . . The word was taken with the meaning “pole star,”
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LAOTIL

Sandra Alvarez de Toledo
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Saturday, November 7, 1998. LAOTIL. I shall keep the name. 
The complete strangeness of the place—I knew nothing about it, 
I was to know nothing—made me give it this name: LAOTIL. 
There was a bit of Laos, no doubt, far, very far, exotic—something
by a lake, let’s say—exogenous [Petit Robert: adj. (1813, boto; from
exo-, and -gene). Didact. (Med., etc.). Which comes from the
outside (of the organism, of a system), where it is due to external
causes.]. The suspension of the final IL gave it something daring,
mischievous. Today it floats, luminous, advantaged, beside its
“true” name: LA HAUTE-ILE.

Thick fog. Through the cheesecloth band that Marc has tied round
my eyes—you will see nothing, you will know nothing, you will
think nothing—filters the golden halo of the sun from behind the
mist. Inner ring road, the body leans to the right, toward Paris. La
Villette, the Géode, the mills of Pantin, Samsung-Toyota, AGFA-
TDK, Porte de la Chapelle, the big zombies make shadows flit past
the cheesecloth. Then nothing more before Bofill at Marne la
Vallée, a gigantic wall of celluloid, a medieval silo finally dissolved
in the fog. I see again (in my mind’s eye) Noisiel, the Menier
chocolate factory (the elision of the U, the Chocolat MeUnier of our
childhood, still embarrasses me), a hiatus, let’s talk. I’m not much
in the mood for talk today. Little houses with gardens, Neuilly-sur-
Marne, the Compagnons d’Emmaüs—had I been there before or
not, with Michel Vincenot, known as Chérubin, to buy that formica
sideboard fifteen years ago?

Cold caravans, bumper to bumper behind the wire mesh. They are
sort of cabins. People—who?—come here at the weekend for a bit of
greenery. The cock on this one’s weathervane has stopped turning:
rust. The Marne is on the right, over there; you can’t see it. The
canal is brackish. A static barge with a car in the prow stirs this
opaque soup. It’s cold. Marc walks in front of me, light, his big black
shoes still clean.

The towpath is just above. A narrow strip of forest slopes down
toward a parallel path. Cross-country paths, traced by whom?
Nothing is beautiful; everything is fragile, tangled, detail. Cascades
of parasitic tickets, huts, giant coiffes, anthropomorphic
formations, savage and delicate. Their tangle mounts its attack on
the trees. Tangles, mound, just the form of the body of a recumbent
man. This tree here is not an oak: the leaves are jagged but too little.
Are those big green and black leaves on the edge of the water, water
lilies? We cannot name anything. A bridge emerges from the mist. I
walk toward an iron gate with barbed wire draped over it. The
distant bulk of Ville-Evrard hospital, sketched out in the mist and
behind the trees, looms up. Silence. A fine rain falls around me in a
dome. I retrace my footsteps. Beyond the bridge the path is paved—
was paved. Paving the road of the mad all the way to the cultivated
fields.

Steps (whose?) have worn paths through the brambles. Signs,
treasure hunt: a string tied between two branches marks a passage.

Logs are piled up at the foot of a small tree. You go left, I’ll go right.
“Marc . . . !” There is something there, another mound of dry leaves.
If there’s someone there, I’m disturbing. I’ve moved forward a little.
There are boots. Marc goes first and says, “Bonjour.” Of course one
had to say hello. A tent. Just the form of a recumbent man’s body.

He is not moving. A face on the ground, ringed with mossy hair.
Marc crouches in front of the tent, in interview position. The
questions are precise, technically and psychologically. The rhythm
is right. The man is talking. He is saying things. He knows that he
isn’t talking either to a sociologist or a social assistant. He moves
closer, brings his body close to his face. His rubber boots, full
plastic bags, and tins of dog food at the entrance to the tent.
Everything is tidy, distinct. Not too cold? Above five degrees it’s
okay. The wind, it holds up. Rain is tougher, the wetness. The RMI
allowance, yes. Health? I’m okay. What’s your name, then? Patrick.
(Why always ask the first name and never the surname?) He used
to come out here when he was a child, with his mother and his
sister. He came back a little while ago, when his sister left. “I was a
security guard in the superstore nearby, Mammouth—do you know
it? No, it’s not Mammouth anymore. What’s the name now? I listen
to the radio. Books? Too expensive. What books? The Voici
collection—do you know it? It’s good. The coypus come at night. I
give them food, but I’m not sure they like tins. That’s all, apart from
that there’s no one. But no, the homosexuals, it’s disgusting, they’re
everywhere, they have rendezvous just nearby, there . . . The mad?
There aren’t any now.” He’d like to buy a bike. A mountain bike.
Five thousand francs. To go to Bordeaux, to the Landes. Marc takes
photographs, a lot, talking to him all the time. The face is still there,
pale, between the two flaps of white curtain. Severed head on the
ground in the woods. Only the eyes are alive, black, feverish. Not
even a hand. See you some time; we’ll come back and see you. Marc,
of course he’ll bring him books next time, not the Voici collection, it
must be rubbish.

It’s raining now. We’ll make our way through there. No path. Lift
your knees to crush the brambles. Get rid of the hermit face
hallucination. Phantasmagorical, hermitage, in the immediate
vicinity of the city. The Marne has overflowed; it’s moving fast,
driven by a fast current; on the banks, it stands still, hostile, cold.
We must turn back. I walk ahead, fast. Patrick comes out of the
wood, unrecognizable, almost like a playboy, big (or was his body
bending?), vigorous, in jeans and sneakers with a cap holding his
mop of hair. He is striding along with a brown canvas trolley. He’s
going to the Mammouth. “About the homosexuals, I saw them
again the other day, just naked, prowling around each other” (and
he spins around)—I imagine thickset bodies prowling about, naked,
an incantation to the sun in the great plain of LAOTIL; I see the
men naked as apes on rocks beside the sea in the suburbs of
Athens—his set ideas resonating in the silence. I look at Marc. He’s
saying nothing, looking at me, Patrick sets off along the big path
parallel to the wood. His figure hunches slightly as if preparing for
one of his long walks. 

emotion: a gentle jubilation, which has to do with the light, the air,
the strangeness—always new, always different. Walking in the sun,
together, in the greenery, one Monday morning, between the
Marne and the Chelles canal. Nobody thought of that. There is no
one, and there will be no one. LAOTIL has lost its dead, its
revenants, its allegories. It is a sovereign territory, bathed in light.
It exists in its own right, does not drag phantoms along behind it.

The Marne was overflowing exactly there. The open patch is
unrecognizable, a purple gray color touching the blue of the sky.
Paths everywhere, clear; conscious walkers. Here, there,
everywhere, paths cross. The archaeologists’ ribbons flutter at the
crossing of paths. The edges of the trenches have come closer
together. The earth does its work, suturing. Inside, you feel good,
sheltered. The guy with the bike who watched the mad drowning
was there. In the trench, I can hear the roar of the motorway. I am
in a machine. In this machine, I have my office: a retreat in the
earth, in the sun. My surgery. The trench is my domain, my
machine; I have set up my activity there. Facing me, the clay wall
helps my concentration. Wandering thoughts are absorbed. Prison
wall, none. Blotting paper, décor, upholstery. Little white snails
adorn the wall here or there, regularly. I don’t let myself get
distracted. Clients will come from the right, like in the notary’s
office. “Come on, make a little effort: a million one hundred, a
million five hundred, it’s a big difference, so if you don’t make a
little effort. Look, Sir, you are a seller, and you, Sir, a buyer of these
sixty hectares . . .”

“There isn’t a soul,” says Marc. A crow flies past, very close. I got
out my camera like a gun; I followed it as if with a gun, with a
hunter’s gesture, species memory. Was the trench filled in at that
point? Impossible, there’s not a trace. The mounds are
unrecognizable, caught up in the hair that has grown back
everywhere. This one is covered with water lilies, that one with
unruly grasses, plants, and flowers. Marc has climbed up on one of
them, me on another, facing him. LAOTIL is around us. LAOTIL
starts with us and spreads: we are the head of LAOTIL, its head, its
nipple, its tongue! I sing, he sings, the voice must carry, cover the
whole plain and make it part of us; the voice is the measure, the
true sign of belonging, the instrument of cannibalism, “know that
they die!” The gestures accompany the voice. There is someone else
standing on this mound, and there, too, a standing body, singing,
uttering, standing on each mound. We will perform a play, a spoken
opera, an ode to LAOTIL, to solitude and to antifascism. We will
choose an excerpt from Conversations in Sicily by Elio Vittorini; 
it will be magnificent. We will be the singing madmen of LAOTIL—
what finer commemoration, under this sun that will make us
thespians, monkeys, old zaduls (Grégoire Solotareff ) having fun,
and we prowl around one another, like Patrick’s homosexuals and
the ones in the suburbs of Athens.

“No, I’m telling you, there is no waterway in this spot.” We have lost
our bearings. Patrick’s little wood is not longer accesible.

Everything has grown straight, hung up semi-opaque curtains.
Thistles are attacking, sticking to gloves, to trousers, all the way
through to the skin. The creeper makes traps. I follow Mark. I think
he’s mistaken; he’s heading for the Marne. There, there! Two blue
cocoons? No, a blue, stripes of orange and yellow, the color of trees
and light; it’s another place, the blankets are cool, freshly hung on
the trees. Patrick (Patrick?) is not there; he is never there. Has he
just left; is he walking, back hunched, toward the Mammouth; 
or has someone else taken his place, less meticulous, less graceful
(the sleeping bags are tied up any old how); were his hands or shins
wounded, what with all those tubes of Biafine strewn across the
ground? The scene is realistic: Patrick’s soul is no more; it has gone
back to its place in the little tent, down on the ground, on Saturday.

November 7, 1998. The Chelles bridge is bluish. The fronds billow
like crinolines down to the water. Everything is sumptuous today,
with an eighteenth-century feel. The paving stones—the cobbled
road of the insane—are distinct. I see for the first time a little
wooden pontoon, parallel to the bank. I see the insane hanging onto
it, those who were drowning under the eyes of the guy with the bike
leaning exactly where I am standing now. The pontoon makes the
scene look more plausible. Sometimes all it takes is an object.
“Nightmare”: that is the name of the barge moving ahead and about
to pass under the bridge of the mad. Cauchemar-Couzereau-
Chappe-Denain 59. It passes silently, majestically by. No one in
sight. In the stern, a satellite dish, a blue emergency propeller. After,
no more colors. Everything is green: the path (no more trace of
fires), the trees, the water, the light. The little pincushion flowers
close at the top, the chalices of their big leaves. The figure of Patrick
passes along the opposite bank of the canal. The distance between
us gives the exact measure of the time that has elapsed: we know,
now, that he’s not there anymore.

Two women are walking toward us. One is wearing dark clothes, the
other is walking behind, in a light djellaba (?), holding a big branch.
From a distance, the first seems to be pulling the other, via this
branch. They are walking together, at a regular pace. The young
woman is looking straight ahead, into nothingness. The older one is
holding her branch in one hand and putting the other hand inside
her beige wool suit, which is not a djellaba; it is a curious gesture,
which means nothing: pure gesture. Their faces pass quickly in
front of us, one after the other. The daughter’s and then the
mother’s, which gives no life. The mad have returned to LAOTIL.
We looked for their traces but did not see them; they are there, very
much alive, free, in front of us, around us, within us.

Text originally published as “Les parages de la folie," in Jean-François Chevrier 
and William Hayon, Paysages territoires: L'Île-de-France comme métaphore (Marseille:
Éditions Parenthèses, 2002), 333–42.
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This publication presents a sample of the
work produced by Marc Pataut (Paris, 1952)
during the 1990s. Those were the years of his
“first attempts,” an expression the artist took
from the French educationist, writer, and
filmmaker Fernand Deligny, who used it to
refer to his activity in the institutional context
of education. In borrowing the phrase, Pataut
was trying to express the experimental (or
experiential) dimension of a practice that
remains on the margins of predetermined
limits and results, running against the
institution yet also situated within it. The
“tentative” nature of his work, processual and
collective, always unfinished, adopts a
political function inside the public
institutional context that raises a series of
questions for the museum. What is an
artwork? What is an author? How are they
constructed? What is the role of the public?
What is the function of the museum?

In the 1990s, Pataut undertook one of the
most productive documentary experiments of
his time by resuming and redirecting the
debate on the politics of photographic
representation and the “reinvention of
documentary” posed by the previous
generation. The 1970s constituted a turning
point in photographic culture and its
institutions. It was then when the new
articulation of practices, discourses, politics,
and economics was established in the form
that still persists today.1 Allan Sekula, Martha
Rosler, and their San Diego group on the one
hand, and Jo Spence, Terry Dennett, and the
circle around their Photography Workshop in
London on the other, were the two main
contexts for a politicized reformulation of
documentary culture inherited from the era of
the Popular Front, which broke away from the
Cold War’s humanist legacy. The new self-
critical, empowering documentary aimed at
overcoming the paternalist and victimized
representation of the working class that
characterized humanism and culminated in
collaborative practices for the democratic
reinvention of artistic institutions.2

This incipient institutional democratization
was truncated by the effects of cultural
defunding produced by the new neoliberal
agenda of the Reagan-Thatcher era. In
Europe, and particularly in France and Spain,
the neoliberal trend adopted softer forms
under the Social Democratic governments of
the 1980s, but a turning point came in the
1990s with the emergence in France of the
“precarious” worker movements represented
by organizations for the underemployed and
the temporarily self-employed. A “precarious”
subjectivity overtook the former working-
class identity, whether based on the

industrial worker or on the unemployed. The
old dichotomy between employment and
unemployment diffused itself in the context
of the new forms of precarious labor intrinsic
to neoliberalism.

In this context, Pataut introduced a new kind
of documentary practice that is presented
here in a microhistorical approach: Can a
structural link be established between the
blossoming of a dialogical documentary in
Pataut’s activity and the moment of paradigm
change in social struggles brought about by
the rise of new social movements among
France’s precarious workers?

Trained as a sculptor, Pataut had abandoned
professional photojournalism after a stint at
the Viva agency in 1980. In 1981 he was hired
temporarily to run a photography workshop
for psychotic children at the day hospital in
Aubervilliers, in the Paris suburbs where he
lived, noted for its communist tradition. The
workshop turned out to be a foundational
experience. Pataut handed out Instamatic
cameras to the children and encouraged
them to use them in the least preconceived
way possible, not looking for good pictures or
even for pictures at all. The camera thus
became an instrument for play, an extension
of the hand and body, not the eye. This
automatism evoked photography’s capacity
to negotiate with the unconscious and
represented a space of freedom within the
institution. The results were displayed in 1984
at the communal theater of Aubervilliers
during a symposium entitled “Les écarts de la
raison” (The gaps of reason).3 The
experience with the cameras in the day
hospital became a prototype for practices
investigating the possible uses of
photography in public health institutions and
social services, and Pataut continued to
experiment in this direction in the following
years. Indeed, all his later work can be seen
as a logical consequence of that first
“attempt.”

While his project at the day hospital
confirmed a vocation for public service and
institutional critique, his readiness to
participate in the social mobilization of the
precarious workers was modulated by his
participation in the collective Ne Pas Plier
(Do Not Bend). Founded in 1990 by Pataut
together with the graphic designer Gérard
Paris-Clavel, the group aimed to provide
“political and aesthetic means” for the
movements of precarious and unemployed
workers, particularly the APEIS association.4

Paris-Clavel came from Grapus, a group of
French graphic designers that had hatched
from the 1968 protests and was active in the

1970s and 1980s. Grapus created an original
form of political poster art that combined
protest iconography with media critique. Ne
Pas Plier continued the earlier group’s
methods of appropriating and resignifying
mainstream advertising in favor of the new
social struggles, and they gained recognition
in the 1990s as followers of prewar agitprop
traditions. Their portraits for use as
photographic placards in demonstrations
became recurrent tools for protest, as did
their adhesive tapes with messages allowing
improvised information and display points to
be set up in the streets. During the May Day
demonstration of 1996 they introduced their
“galère du chômage” (galley of
unemployment), a kind of transportable white
cube that could be turned into an exhibition
space anywhere in the streets.5 Shortly
beforehand, in 1995, the Stedelijk Museum in
Amsterdam had presented an exhibition on
the tools and objects used by the group in
the street actions. Just as the street could be
turned temporarily into a museum, so the
museum could also become the street. The
“right to the city” was resignified as the
“right to the institution.”

Around that same time, in 1994, Pataut had
started to frequent Le Cornillon, a wasteland
on the plain of Saint-Denis, Northern Paris
region, that was inhabited by a small
community of homeless people. The place
had been designated as a site for a 1998 FIFA
World Cup football stadium, and Pataut
photographed the intimate everyday lives of
its inhabitants until they were evicted in May
1995. In 1997, Ne Pas Plier published a
compilation of the photographs,
accompanied by texts by Jean-François
Chevrier and Ghislaine Dunant. The
photographs were also shown at documenta
X in Kassel later that year. Pataut stated,
“With this work I wanted to show the
distance between a mediated language (a
discourse, a project), with the power and the
tools to express itself—the language of the
elected officials, of architects, of journalists,
and so forth—and a language without a fixed
dwelling place, an everyday speech (acts,
facts) issuing from exactly the same location,
the same site, the same city.”6 Pataut and the
Ne Pas Plier circle found a public forum in the
seminar “Des Territoires,” directed by
Chevrier from 1994 onward at the École
nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris,
which culminated with an exhibition in 2001
curated by Chevrier and Sandra Alvarez de
Toledo.7

Another of Ne Pas Plier’s experiments was its
collaboration with the newspaper La Rue,
published by and for homeless people with

Precarious Subjectivity:
Note on Marc Pataut’s Photographic
Activity in the 1990s
Jorge Ribalta

the aid of the NGO Médecins du monde
(Doctors of the world), in Autumn 1996.
Pataut proposed providing the homeless with
cameras so they could take the newspaper’s
pictures. The method was a reprise of his
experience at the day hospital in Aubervilliers
and was aimed at supplying the
underprivileged with the means to encourage
their own autonomous activity, far from any
paternalistic approach.8

In the same year, Pataut started working with
the Maison de l’art et de la communication in
Sallaumines, a process that continued until
2000. Sallaumines is a town in the old mining
region of Nord-Pas-de-Calais whose coal
industry, the economic mainstay of the
progress of the working class in the postwar
period, was being wound down. During his
stay, Pataut produced two small
programmatic series on the uprooting of the
former miners. The first, entitled La table,
interview de Marck Ligocki chez son frère
Wadek, rue de Dijon, cité de la Fosse 10, Billy-
Montigny (The table, interview of Marck
Ligocki at his brother Wadek’s house, rue de
Dijon, City of the Pit 10, Billy-Montigny; 1997–
1998), stages the testimonial structure of
Pataut’s work, his position as a mediator
between the “subalternized” collectives and
the mainstream public sphere. A tape
recorder is placed on the table, and some of
the collaborators are recognizable in the
photographed interview such as the essayist
and translator Brian Holmes.9 In the second
series, Du paysage à la parole (From
landscape to speech; 1997–1998), the face of
a worker appears in the foreground on the
edge of a broad panoramic view of a working-
class district in the mining region. The
complex relationship between text and image
in this project, another constant in Pataut’s
work, alludes to the testimonial structure and
raises questions about his voice and his
position as author.

In a way, these activities were ramifications
of the work Pataut began with Ne Pas Plier,
but now open to other directions. This kind of
collaborative practice based on testimonial
methods problematizes and updates the
traditions of 1930s social documentary and of
postwar humanist photography. The
photographer is no longer only a social
mediator between the underprivileged and
the public sphere; rather, his work results
from living with the collectives that are
represented and is expanded through the
action of sharing or giving away the camera.
This is a critical humanism, reinvented and
perhaps “perverted,” where criticality does
not exclude melancholy (even nostalgia) and
contradictions.10

During the winters of 1998 and 1999, Pataut
and Alvarez de Toledo went on several
photographic walks through the park of 
La Haute-Île, formerly the grounds of the
psychiatric hospital of Ville Evrard in Neuilly-
sur-Marne.11 The ensuing set of photographs
was given a title resulting from a phonetic
transcription of the place name, Laotil, 
in a linguistic game that enigmatized the
represented place and transformed it into 
a psychic space: a landscape of memory. 
The hospital, built in the second half of the
nineteenth century and destined principally
for vagrants, had a farm with fields, and
Pataut and Alvarez de Toledo wandered
where they once were.12 The series is a
collaborative work made up of Pataut’s
photographs and a text by Alvarez de Toledo
as a testimony to their walks. The problematic
articulation of the photographs and the text is
the basis of its extreme hallucinatory lyricism,
as well as of its self-critical potential, as is
the equally ambiguous relationship between
the factual and the mnemonic. During the
walks, Pataut and Alvarez de Toledo
encountered individuals and signs of
occupation by homeless people, which
appear like phantasmatic incarnations of the
former inmates of the hospital.

In closing, and to return to the question
raised by the microhistorical hypothesis
underlying this presentation of Pataut’s
activity: If aesthetic and political experiences
are indissociable from their historical
conditions, then the subjectivity of the artist
must be interpreted as a symptom of those
conditions, even if it conflicts with them or
contradicts them. Only in this way can we
assemble a real-time record of Pataut’s
singular experience of the rise of new shared
forms of political awareness. The subjectivity
of the artist is presented as something
fragile, mutable, always inscribed in broader
contexts, and is dissolved in diverse
collective practices and resolidified in a
variety of personal experiences in tension
with the epoch and with history.

What is presented to us through this series of
works is a metamorphosis: the delicate gleam
of the moment of bloom when everything is
suddenly transformed. And in this way we can
objectivize not only a turning point in an
artist’s activity but also the specific manner in
which an epochal change manifested itself.

1. For a fuller account and genealogy of documentary
debates during the period I term “the long seventies,” 
see Jorge Ribalta, ed., Not Yet: On the Reinvention of
Documentary and the Critique of Modernism: Essays and
Documents (1972–1991) (Madrid: Museo Reina Sofía, 2015).

2. A paradigmatic example is If You Lived Here (1989), the
project by Martha Rosler at the Dia Art Foundation in New
York, which was an early reply to the effects of the housing
crisis caused by antisocial neoliberal policies.

3. Among the speakers was Jack Ralite, the mayor of
Aubervilliers and a former French Communist Party
minister. See his book, Retour de France (Paris: Editions
Sociales, 1981), which includes various speeches on
mental health and public policy.

4. Association pour l’emploi, l’information et la solidarité
des chômeurs et travailleurs précaires (Association for
employment, information and solidarity of unemployed and
precarious workers).

5. The idea of taking the museum out onto the street
belongs to the long tradition of agitprop, including
Aleksandr Medvedkin’s cinema-train experiment (revisited
in the France of 1968 by the Medvedkine Groups), and the
vans and mobile public artistic devices used in England in
the 1970s by Spence and Dennett and in Germany’s
second Worker Photography movement events. See
Ribalta, ed., Not Yet.

6. documenta X, short guide (Ostfildern-Ruit: Cantz Verlag,
1997), 180.

7. This seminar was a testing ground for documenta X,
whose director, Catherine David, had Chevrier as her chief
assistant.

8. One result of this collaboration was his friendship with
Antonio Loupassis, a homeless man who became a
singularly lyrical photographer after that experience.

9. The testimony is a literary genre based on processes of
mediation in contexts where classic structures of political
representation are in crisis. On testimony and its relation
to documentary, see the materials from the exhibition
Procesos Documentales [Documentary Processes],
MACBA, 2001, which I curated, where Pataut’s work at
Le Cornillon was shown. The exhibition formed part of the
mobilizations against the World Bank summit in Barcelona
in June 2001. An English translation of the text of the
exhibition is published in Institut de Cultura: La Capella,
Temporada 2001 (Barcelona: Ajuntament de Barcelona,
2002), 186–90.

10. “Perverted” in the sense related to the anti-
institutional and antieducational practices of Deligny, 

in the tradition of François Tosquelles’s “institutional
psychotherapy,” rather than that of the “perverted
pedagogies” of Maud Mannoni or René Scherer.

11. They were commissioned by the regional
environmental administration of Île-de-France.

12. From 1939 to 1943, Antonin Artaud was interned in this
asylum. Its abandonment during the war meant that the
interns had to subsist on the crops they grew. This proved
insufficient, resulting in a high mortality rate.
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Hôpital de jour [Day Hospital], 1981–1982
Photographs by Marc Pataut and the children
participating in the photography workshop
coordinated by Pataut. Taken at the Hôpital de
jour d’Aubervilliers–Ville Evrard. With the
collaboration of the Service Culturel of the
municipality of Aubervilliers; Théâtre de la
Commune, Aubervilliers; Musée de la SERHEP
Société d’Études et de Recherches Historiques
en Psychiatrie, Ville-Evrard; and Kodak France.

Ne Pas Plier [Do Not Bend], 1990–1995
APEIS—Association Pour l’Emploi, l’Information
et la Solidarité, http://www.apeis.org/;
NE PAS PLIER—http://www.nepasplier.fr/.

Le Cornillon—Grande Stade (Saint-Denis), 
1994–1995
Work consisting of 387 photographs taken during
the eviction of the inhabitants of the site on
which a stadium was to be built. In the collection
of the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía.

La Rue [The Street], 1996
Photographs by Léonardo Arribas, Lionel Bozetti,
Alain Fonteneau, Antonios Loupassis, and Albert
Vannier. Produced with the collaboration of
Médecins du Monde, the newspaper LA RUE, 
and the association Ne Pas Plier.

Du paysage à la parole [From Landscape to
Speech], 1997–1998, and La table [The Table],
interview with Mark Ligocki at the home of his
brother Wadek, rue de Dijon, Pit 10 Sector of the
Courrière mining company, Billy-Montigny
(France), February 26, 1998
Produced during a period of work in Sallaumines,
Nord-Pas-de-Calais, 1996–2000. Sponsored by
MAC—Maison de l’Art et la Communication,
Sallaumines; Conseil général du Pas de Calais;
and DRAC Nord-Pas-de-Calais. Produced with the
collaboration of Brian Holmes, Catherine Nisack,
Gérard Paris Clavel, Véronique Nahoum Grappe,
Benjamin Danon, and David Poullard. Participation
by François Dubois (DRAC Nord-Pas-de-Calais),
Francis Lacloche (Caisse des Dépôts et
consignations), Guy Carpentier (MAC, Maison de
l’Art et la Communication de Sallaumines), 
and the association Peuple et culture.

LAOTIL (Neuilly-sur-Marne, Hôpital psychiatrique
de Ville-Évrard), 1998–1999
Photographs by Marc Pataut, text by Sandra
Alvarez de Toledo. Sponsored by DIREN (Direction
Régionale de l’Environnement d’Île de France).
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