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IMAGENS OU SOMBRAS

A exposigao de Gerard Byrne teve o seu inicio no Outono de 2011 no Irish Museum of
Modern Art (IMMA), em Dublin, na Irlanda, cidade natal do artista. Em cada um destes
museus a mostra assume diferentes configuragdes, consoante o espaco e a curadoria
local que parte do trabalho inicial do curador principal Enrique Juncosa, até ha pouco
tempo diretor do IMMA.

Aexposigcao no CAM inicia-se logo no hall, em frente as salas polivalente e de exposigdes
temporarias querendo sublinhar a relagdo entre o espaco arquitetonico do museu
(inaugurado em 1983) e a obra de Byrne intitulada 71984 and beyond (2005-07).

Esta instalagédo é baseada numa mesa-redonda entre 12 autores de ficgdo cientifica,
organizada em 1963 pela revista Playboy, em que se discute o futuro do mundo,
a evolugao cientifica, as relagdes humanas e politicas. Homens a falar € algo que atravessa
varias obras de Byrne, como se pode ver nesta exposigdo, o que ja levou a afirmacao de
que na obra de Byrne a «<masculinidade transforma-se em performance»’, mas ha também,
sobretudo, a problematizagado e o esbater de fronteiras entre performance, televiséo, teatro
e cinema. Se James Coleman, igualmente irlandés, foi um dos pioneiros da abordagem dos
limites entre estas varias expressoes artisticas, Byrmne aprofunda e trata a linguagem do
video e da televisdo como um corpo préprio e um vocabulario especifico que se pode
reproduzir (desde a tipica série histérica da BBC até ao documentario sobre arte).

PARK AVE

Gerard Byrne, 1984 and beyond, 2005-07




Em 1984 and beyond, o didlogo encarnado por atores profissionais soa estranho, ndo sé
pelas fantasias da década de 60 sobre o futuro, que agora ja é€ passado — por exemplo a de
que em breve surgiria uma nova nacionalidade, a dos lunarios, nascidos no planeta Lua ou
a certeza da imortalidade com os avangos da medicina —, mas também pelo tom um pouco
pomposo e rebuscado dos dialogos, algo entre o escrito, o oral e o recitado, porque
precisamente a sua origem & um artigo de revista e ndo um argumento para um filme.
O texto do video Homme a Femmes (Michel Debrane), de 2004, é igualmente oriundo de
uma entrevista publicada numa revista, a Le Nouvel Observateur, em 1977, intitulada
«Sartre et les femmes», entre a jornalista Catherine Chaine e o fildsofo Jean-Paul Sartre,
na altura ja com 70 anos. O video mostra sé aimagem do entrevistado, da entrevistadora
s6 temos acesso a voz.

O jornalismo volta assim a ser fonte de argumento para um video que dura cerca de
meia hora e onde s6 aparece a figura masculina a falar, em francés; o principal topico da
conversa é arelagdo com a sua companheira Simone Beauvoir.

O video tem legendas em inglés mas as legendas nao foram feitas a partir da fala do ator
Michel Debrane mas de uma tradugdo da mesma entrevista publicada um ano depois,
mais uma vez pela Playboy; o resultado é um desacerto entre aimagem e a fala do ator
e o texto que corre na legenda e que nas palavras de Byrne Ihe interessa para «puxar o
tapete aos falantes de inglés e induzir uma espécie de panico»’.

Gerard Byrne, Homme a Femmes (Michel Debrane), 2004



Gerard Byrne, A thing is a hole in a thing it is not, 2010-11

Tratar assuntos aparentemente tdo sérios como o futuro da humanidade ou a relagdo
entre dois grandes intelectuais da cultura francesa a partir de textos de uma revista para
homens, que é conhecida e comprada pelas fotografias eréticas que publica de pin-ups
sensuais e curvilineas, revela algo que atravessa toda a obra de Byrne: um humor fino
e ligeiramente sarcastico que reforca no espectador, para além da interrogagéo sobre
a origem do que estamos a ver, qual a melhor atitude a tomar frente as suas obras:
estara ele a falar a sério ou a brincar connosco?!

Ao contrario da atitude passiva que a televisdo em geral induz no espectador, as obras
de Byrne implicam o espectador, porque provocam uma certa agitagdo, quer seja
psicolégica que advém das duvidas que instauram, quer seja fisica, a obrigagéo de
saltar de televisor para televisor (7984 and beyond) ou de percorrer varios ecras (A thing
is a hole in a thing it is not, 2010). Ou seja, apesar de serem videos, estas obras exigem
ao visitante a mesma performance que uma exposi¢do de pintura ou de escultura:
tém que ser percorridas, ndo sdo para se sentar, parados a ver, como a televisédo e o
cinema. Na Unica obra em que o podemos fazer, Homme a Femmes (Michel Debrane)
tem duas saidas de som, uma por tras da imagem projetada (a voz de «Sartre»), outra
nas nossas costas (a voz da «jornalista»), ou seja, o0 nosso corpo esta entre os dois,
estamos implicados, somos a rede neste jogo de ténis entre duas vozes. O que é tanto
mais interessante quanto a obra € um homem a falar sobre mulheres, dito de outro
modo, a masculinidade manifesta-se através do discurso sobre o feminino.«Mesmo
quando ndo penso em assuntos que estdo diretamente relacionados com mulheres,
continuo a pensar sobre as mulheres», diz o filésofo na entrevista; mas o sedutor esta
agora velho, vagamente perdido nos seus pensamentos, sozinho no apartamento
amplo: a masculinidade a deriva.



A deriva mas dentro de um museu ou mesmo dentro da arte contemporanea — no seu
mais iconico limite, a escultura minimalista — parecem estar os personagens em A thing is
a hole in a thing it is not. O titulo é desde logo uma citagdo do artista minimalista Carl Andre
que também é referido no video através da polémica que envolveu a aquisicéo pela Tate,
em 1976, da sua obra composta por uma pilha de tijolos; esta e outras historias —
a performance «Column» em 1961 do artista Robert Morris, a viagem-epifania de Tony
Smith a guiar & noite numa auto-estrada sem fim — do inicio e da recegéo critica da
escultura minimalista, atravessam as cinco projegdes que ocupam a Sala Polivalente
cujas paredes cobertas por cortinas pretas reforcam a teatralidade e a retérica da obra.
Recorde-se que Michael Fried, o principal tedrico da corrente minimalista e largamente
citado em A thing is a hole in a thing it is not enunciou uma guerra entre o teatro e a
teatralidade de um lado, e a pintura e a arte modernista do outro. O video central foi
filmado no museu holandés Van Abbemuseum, que € o paradigma do minimalismo, e uma
série de planos e pontos de vista dramatizam a relagdo obtusa de espectadores, guardas
de museus, operarios — alguns so atores outros ndo — com a escultura minimalista.
«Enquanto obra de arte, A thing is a hole in a thing it is not € uma reflexéo sobre o facto de a
arte em si (seja ela modernista ou minimalista) ser sempre suijeito a histéria e néo existir
para além da mesma, i.e., que uma arte especifica surge numa situagéo especifica e &
acompanhada por uma discuss&o especifica»’. Mas n&o é s6 com o territério artistico que
Byme trabalha e expde uma situagio especifica e a sua discuss&o e impacto nos media,
também o faz com algo aparentemente afastado da arte: a lenda do monstro de Loch Ness
na Escécia. Em Case Study: Loch Ness (Some Possibilities and Problems) inciada em
2001 e ainda nao fechada, Byme faz um levantamento de todas as referéncias a este
fenémeno, no que é uma das suas obras mais complexas e diversificada em termos de
materiais e suportes, instalando desde um tronco de arvore até filme e fotografia, passando
por desenhos.

Sobre ela disse o artista: «O Monstro de Loch Ness € um tema Util de investigagéo para
as minhas intengdes porque € um tema historicamente ausente (...), o projeto pode
ultrapassar o modo de representagdo e atingir uma capacidade alegérica — hoje,
resumiria essa ideia alegorica como “Analdgico/Analogia”. A palavra “analdgico” tem
dois significados 6bvios que, neste caso, se encontram delicadamente entrelagados —
o material que compde a instalag&o s&o fotografias analégicas — produzidas com filme,
na camara escura. O seu carater material é subtilmente enfatizado, de forma consistente,
ao longo do trabalho — por exemplo, nas ecléticas técnicas de enquadramento e monta-
gem. O segundo significado de analégico tem a ver com analogia — com a ideia de uma
coisa poder servir de substituto ou sucedaneo de uma outra — coisas que se parecem
com monstros que surgem nas fotografias / as descrigdes e analogias utilizadas para
descrever o monstro na narragéo do filme / os fotogramas na vitrina / e, por ultimo, as
préprias fotografias»®.



Gerard Byrne, Case Study: Loch Ness (Some Possibilities and Problems), 2001-continuo | ongoing

Portanto ndo sdo so as fronteiras entre as varias linguagens artisticas que interessam a
Byrne, mas também o modo e os suportes de como elas surgem se manifestam e se dao
a ver; neste sentido, o artista € simultaneamente um arquedlogo e um hermeneuta da
contemporaneidade.

Imagens ou Sombras, titulo da exposigéo e do catalogo que a acompanha, é mais do
que uma evocagao da caverna platénica — em que o que nés humanos veriamos, seria
somente as sombras do mundo verdadeiro —, é sobretudo uma sintese do que interessa
a Byrne, a realidade e a ficgédo, a verdade e a fantasia, ndo como categorias opostas
mas porosas, que se contaminam e instabilizam, tal como uma escultura minimalista
exige um uso e manuseamento simultaneamente delicado e complexo.

Isabel Carlos

"Tom McDonough, in «Ladies' many, in Images or Shadows (catalogo), Dublin, Irish Museum of Modern Art, 2011,
p.41: «masculinity becomes performance».

*Op. cit. p. 42: «pulling the carpet from under the feet of English speakers and inducing a sort of panic».

*Maria Muhle, «Re-enacting art history», in op. cit., p. 187.

*Enrique Jucosa, «On the Subject of the existence of Monsters», in op. cit., p. 137.
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Gerard Byrne, A thing is a hole in a thing it is not, 2010-11
Foto | Photo: Tom Van Eynde
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IMAGES OR SHADOWS

The Gerard Byrne exhibition first opened in autumn 2010 at the Irish Museum of Modern
Art (IMMA) in Dublin, the artist's native city. In each of these museums the exhibition
assumes different forms depending on the nature of the space and the local curators,
whose starting point is the work initially undertaken by chief curator Enrique Juncosa,
who, until recently, was the director of the IMMA.

The exhibition at the CAM starts in the hall, opposite the multipurpose and temporary
exhibition rooms, with the aim of highlighting the relationship between the architectural
space of the museum (which opened in 1983) and Byrne's work 1984 and beyond (2005-
-07). This installation is based on a round-table discussion between twelve science-fiction
writers organized in 1963 by Playboy magazine in which the future of the world, scientific
development, and human and political relations were discussed. As can be seen in this
exhibition, several of Byrne's pieces feature men talking, leading to the affirmation that in
this artist's work “masculinity becomes performance™ and, above all, the barriers between
performance, television, theatre and cinema are questioned and broken down. While
Byrne's compatriot James Coleman was one of the first to tackle the limits between these
various forms of artistic expression, Byrne deepens the language of video and television
and treats it as a body in itself and a specific vocabulary that can be reproduced (from the
typical BBC costume drama to documentaries on art).

In 1984 and beyond, the dialogue brought to life by professional actors sounds strange
not only because it gives voice to 1960s fantasies about a future that is now the past (for
example, the belief that a new nationality, Lunarian, would shortly emerge for people born
on the Moon, or the certainty of immortality with medical advances) but also because of
the slightly pompous and mannered tone of the dialogues, which, because they originate
from a magazine article and not from a screenplay, sound as if they lie somewhere
between writing, speaking, and recital.

The text used in the video Homme a Femmes (Michel Debrane), which dates from 2004,
was also taken from an interview published in a magazine, in this case a 1977 edition of
Le Nouvel Observateur. Entitled “Sartre and Women”, the interview was conducted
between the journalist Catherine Chaine and the then seventy-year-old philosopher
Jean-Paul Sartre. Just the image of the interviewe is shown as the spectator only has
access to the interviewer's voice.

The video, which once again takes journalism as its source material, lasts around half an
hour and shows only the male figure speaking in French, the main topic of the conservation
being his relationship with his partner Simone de Beauvoir.

The video is subtitled in English but the subtitles were taken not from the words spoken
by the actor Michel Debrane but from a translation of the same interview published a
year later, once again in Playboy. The result is a mismatch between the image and words
of the actor and the text appearing in the subtitles. According to Byrne, he was interested
in “pulling the carpet from under the feet of English speakers and inducing a sort of panic™.

13



Byrne's desire to tackle subjects as apparently serious as the future of humanity or the
relationship between two great French intellectuals on the basis of texts taken from a men's
magazine that is known and purchased for its erotic photographs of sensual, curvaceous
pin-ups reveals something that traverses all of his work: a subtle and slightly sarcastic
sense of humour which, besides forcing us to question the origins of what we are seeing,
also makes us wonder what attitude to adopt towards his works: is he being serious or
joking with us?

In contrast to the passive attitude that television generally induces in the viewer, Byrne's
works tease the spectator, whether by provoking a certain sense of psychological
unease stemming from the doubts that they raise, or by physically forcing him to jump
from one television set to another (7984 and beyond) or to move between several
screens (Athing is a hole in a thing itis not, 2010).

In other words, although they are videos these works require the visitor to enact the same
performance that would be required for a painting or sculpture exhibition: it is necessary
to move around them rather than sit still and watch, as one would with a television or
cinema screen. The only work for which this is possible — Homme a Femmes (Michel
Debrane) —has two sound outlets, one behind the projected image (the voice of “Sartre”)
and the other behind our backs (the voice of the journalist). In other words, our body is
between the two interlocutors; we are involved; we are the net in this game of tennis
between two voices. What is more interesting about the work is that it presents a man
speaking about women; in other words, masculinity is manifesting itself through a
discourse on the female.

“Even when | am not thinking about subjects that are directly related to women, |
continue to think about women”, the philosopher says in the interview. But the seducer is
now old, vaguely lostin his thoughts, alone in his spacious apartment: masculinity adrift.
The characters in A thing is a hole in a thing it is not seem to be adrift, this time inside a
museum or even inside contemporary art (at its most iconic limit, the minimalist sculpture).
The title is a quotation from the minimalist artist Carl Andre, who is also mentioned in the
video in relation to the controversial story surrounding the Tate's acquisition, in 1976, of a
work of his consisting of a pile of bricks. This and other stories (the artist Robert Morris's
performance Column (1961), the journey-epiphany experienced by Tony Smith when
driving at night along an endless motorway) about the origins and critical reception of
minimalist sculpture run through the five projections that occupy the multipurpose room,
whose walls, covered by black curtains, reinforce the theatricality and rhetoric of the work.
Recall that Michael Fried, the main theoretician of the minimalist movement whose
presence is widely felt throughout in A thing is a hole in a thing it is not, announced that a
war had broken out between the theatre and theatricality on the one hand and painting
and modernist art on the other. The central video was filmed in the Van Abbemuseum in
the Netherlands, the paradigm of minimalism, and a series of shots and points of view
dramatises the crude relationship between the viewers, the museum guards, the staff
(some of whom are actors and some not) and minimalist sculpture.

14



“Athing is a hole in a thing itis notis, as an artwork, a reflection on the fact that art itself (be it
Modernism or Minimalism) is always subject to history and does not exist beyond it, ie. that
a specific art emerges in a specific situation and is accompanied by a specific discussion™.
But Bryne does not only examine and present specific situations, the discussions
surrounding them, and theirimpact on the media in relation to the art world. He also does
so with something apparently far removed from art: the legend of the Loch Ness monster
in Scotland. In Case Study: Loch Ness (Some Possibilities and Problems), which he
began in 2001 and has still not completed, Byrne carries out a survey of all of the
references to this phenomenon, making it one of his most complex and wide-ranging
works in terms of materials and supports, which range from a tree trunk to film and
photography via drawing.

In the words of the artist: “The Lock Ness Monster is a useful subject of investigation for
my intentions because it is a historically absent subject (...), the project can move
beyond the representational mode and attain an allegorical capacity — today | would
summarise that allegorical idea as 'Analog/Analogy’. The word analog has two obvious
meanings that are delicately entwined here — the material that comprises the installation
is all analog photography — produced using film and darkroom. lts material character is
subtly but consistently emphasized throughout the work — for example in the eclectic
framing and mounting techniques. The second meaning of analog is in the sense of
analogy — the idea of one thing standing as substitute or replacement for another thing —
things that look like monsters that appear in the photographs/the descriptions and
analogies used to describe the monster in the film voice-over/the photograms in the
vitrine/and lastly the photographs themselves”.*

Byrne is therefore interested not only in the boundaries between the various artistic
languages but also in the modes and supports by which they emerge, are manifested,
and seen. In this respect the artist is at once an archaeologist and a hermeneutist of
contemporary life.

Images or Shadows, the title of the exhibition and the accompanying catalogue, is more
than an evocation of the platonic cave in which we humans would see only the shadows
of the real world. Above all, it is a synthesis of what interests Byrne: reality and fiction,
truth and fantasy, as categories which are not opposing but porous, which contaminate
and destabilise each other, just as a minimalist sculpture demands to be used and
handled in a way that is simultaneously delicate and complex.

Isabel Carlos

"Tom McDonough, in “Ladies' Man”, in Images or Shadows (catalogue), Dublin, Irish Museum of Modern Art,
2011, p.41.

*Op. cit. p. 42.

*Maria Muhle, “Re-enacting Art History”, in op. cit., p. 187.

*Enrique Juncosa, “On the Subject of the Existence of Monsters”, in op. cit., p. 137.
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Gerard Byrne, Case Study: Loch Ness (Some Possibilities and Problems), 2001-continuo | ongoing
Foto | Photo: Andy Keete
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