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New Romantic

The work of Cyprien Gaillard connects the ruins of
Modernist urbanism with the monuments of ancient

civilisations. He talked to Jonathan Griffin about what

it means to be a field artist today

Paris-born, Berlin-based artist Cyprien Gaillard coulid be described os an
archacologist of recent Mstory. In bis films, photographs, collages, seulptures
and performances, the Sublime sits alongside the profane, and brutalily is
wnderscored by moments of quict beauty.

JONATHAN GRIFFIN  Where is wilderness today and how do you
walue it?
CYPRIEN GAILLARD My father was a {ly-fisherman. He would take
me on trips toa river in Oregon, and | would spend my time looking
for a parking lot or a road so [ could skateboard. | think my early
relationship 1o architecture was informed by tha.

Abaout a year ago, | was trovelling across Ukraine and visited

Chernobyl, which the authorities no longer consider o be radioactive.

Pripyai, ihe amazing Modemist city where the workers used to live,
is now totally wild: there are trees on the roofs of 20-storey buildings.
Mature has iaken over: You can walk all around it, but you have o
stay on the coneretes the guide tells you not to go between the trees,
because they retain the radioactivity. The only place you can’l access
is the wilderness surrounding the city,

| spend nearly all of my time in cities, even when U'm travelling:
1 rarely go to the countryside, although lately I've been spending a
Tot of time on golf courses - they're the new parks, landscapes with
Homantic potential.
J&  Where does the Romantic Lie?
€6 A landscape grows out of the idea of the picturesgque, a term
that historically refers to a landscape that it was thought deserved (o
be painted. In the 18¢h century, this would always be a rough place,
perhaps with broken columns or a dark sky. | find this kind of ten-
sion in places such as golf courses: behind their peacefulness is the
violence of keeping them heavily landscaped.
16 15 your relationship to Romanticism an uneasy onc? You have
spokien in the past of not wanting to “fall for® Romanticism,
e6  With all the other career options one has in this world, choosing
o bee an artist is Romantic. When [ refer o not being Romantic it's
hecause | don't want to simply contemplate a landscape. [ try to inter-
act with it, not merely make a representation of it. 1'd much rather be
a Romantic urban planner, for example, than a Bomantic artisi,
J6  That seems to me to be at the core of a Romantic relationship

to landscape - the artist going out into the world to reduce their
ohjective distance.

©6  That's true. Like in Michael Heiger's carth work Double Negufioe
(196070}, for which he blew up part of o eliff with dynamite. It seems
w0 macho now, but to use onesell as o scalle against which to measure
landscape is a very Romantic gesture.

J¢  How do you see your role? Are you an agitator, an archivist
or a cultural historian®

ea | am more a field artist, | look at things in the state they're in
now and try to make something new.

j& Throughout your work, there seems to be a tension between
an interest in the self, and the disintegration of the self - oblivion.
oG Yes, ahsoluiely. Last summer | went to visit the 12th-century
temples of Angkor Wat in Cambodia. On nay first day there, | wasn't
so interested in the ruins and found mysell that evening in a bar,
drinking Angkor beer, | was talking to the bartender, who said:
‘Dirink the beer, and tomorrow you'll feel like the ruins: theyll be
more than jusi a tourdst attrction.’ So, the next day | visited the ruins
really hungover, and suddenly got the full picture of the gile and was
able to relate to it. Alcohol and architecture have alwaivs been, to me,
closely linked, There s this tradition in the UK called the ‘topping out
ceremony’s when a building is finished, the contractors drink pints
of beer together on the top floor. This aleo reminds me of 3 recent
article aboul the real-estate crisis on Spains Mediterranean coast, It
said: ‘After 20 years of partying. Spain wakes up with a hangover.” |
thought it was put really well: partying as a metaphor for bad urban
planning and a city in ruins being the hangover, Most people see
these tower blocks as monumental and dehumanized, but in the end
they raise this universal question about inheritance; each genera-
tiai takes the city as the previous one transmitted it. | find this quict
discourse about heritage and legacy really interesting and beautiful.
16 This is an Inevitably entropic and anti-progressive position to
take. Do you believe in the possibility of progress at all?

o6 MNot these days. T think things are only going to deteriorate. My
film Cities of Gold and Mirrors (2000) is about this. Cancun, in Mexico,
s like Benidorm in Spain; an example of the degradation that you
find in humans snd in a landseape. For many teenagers, a trip to
Cancun bs their first outside of America, but they couldn’t find it ona

April 2000 | frieze | 85



Prwiff [gow Falls

Ningnrn Falls i Wigha

Bomin

&6 | friexe Al 2040

map. They come back after a week of binge drinking, and the Mayan
architecture is just n blur, soaked in aleohol

16 Cities of Gold and Mirrors - in which you contrast images of
these Moyan ruinsg with American frat bovs downing bottles

of spirits - seems to take a more explicit moral position than
pn'\'il’l'l.l.k winrks,

oG Bui | also found mvsell partyving in Cancon. 1| went there three
timmies before | staried flming | could never have had these ideas if 1
haidn®t found mvself in a state of near-total destruction. When | weni
tor the Miagarn Falls, to shoot part of Pruit fgoe Falls (2009), 1 arrived
during the day, from the American slde of the river, which is kind of
pure and undeveloped. For the best viewpoint, however, you have

tis o o Coinadda, seross the river. The city of Niagara Falls on the
Canadian sicde is very rich, with skyscrapers, casinos, strip clubs and
hotels overdaoking the Falls, When the sun asts, the entire waterfalls
are it from the Canadian side; huge spots slowly change colowr; it
looks like a gigantic coclkiail. [1's like a celebration of the failure to
preserve this natural wonder of the world, The whole thing is a disas-
ter! Bat most ;||'~||l'|-" there on thelr honeymoon, they just love the
Falls, they think they're beautiful and romantic

Jo  So, it is about truth. | was going to ask you about the
comversation hetween fiction and reality within the work ...

o6 Iisall truth.

J&  Is that why you reject narrative, becanse it is about a
contemporary moment. an instant?

oo Yes. ld

seape Uhat is alrendy so rich. Adding something else would be silly
16 For your recent project, Duaepard (2009), you did the
opposite: you removed sand to reveal o buried German military
bunker,

o b vweand fo I'\ILI.irII. .IIIl'lrllll'1 fl wrm "ll-l-.|~1|_“ill C :.I'u ol I.Jl'ld

o | thought it would be interesting (o treat a bunker as a classieal
ruin, or o temple buried beneath the desert in Egypl; to conduct a
modern excoviaton, usergg | '.a!-'r[:-l”:l.r 4|i|:_,'.:l'r'-2 in&tead of hiushes

J&  That gesiure has a d of psychic potency. Does
|m31'hlunul}'hl\- infMluence your work at all?

oG | don't think about psychoanalysis very much. | think It is

strypler than that. 1 see bulldings falling in Glasgow. | see rubble. |
ask mysell where that rubhble goez, [ discover that it's erushed and

e are walking on
the ghosts of tower blocks, It reminds me that, in Egypi. b
was considersd an archneological site, it was just a building quarry.
| M -|~||' would take the rocha from E||1'|n ramitils (o baiild Pavemienis

then used to build new pedestrian streets - so pe

iza

and houses in Cairo S these Modbernist tovwer Blocks are |!Ill' mEew
(JUATTICS, N 4 way
Ji  In the 18th and oth centuries, ruins were added to



s,
e
Proadusrtion
“iills

landscapes in arder to provide a thrill of horror at decay

amd degradation. Do you think there is a danger that images
associated with working-class culture today can hecome part of a
contemporary picturesgue?

oo Obviously, as vou say, the buildings | use in my work belong 1o
the history of the working class, and the communities who occupied
them, but when you have a |||.|.'|||:||'“,g: that has been abandoned for
years, it is reclaimed by the landscape, It somchow has a life of its
own after that. For me, the change i never from a working-class
conlext (o a bourgeois one; it is from one landscape to another.

16 In the past, you have acknowledged the politically ohscuring
power of the spectacle, and your ambition to reclaim it. How does
your reclamation change it?

€0 In France we have a tradition of foting. a revolathonary history
or, vou might say, revolutionary vandalism - from the Bastille being
torm down o public bus sheliers and police stailons being burned
during the 2005 riots. All these examples of revolution are of people
attacking state buildings or the architecture of autherity. But we have
a situation now where the state builds these structures and then pulls
them down, It is an anti-revolutionary situation in a way, a form of
state vandalism, but is also very Machiavellian. The bullding falls
and evervone is engulfed in a cloud of dust and ends up cheering: the
spectacle of it justifies everyihing. This act of destruction manages io
put other forms of public vandalism, such as burning a car or graffiti,
into perspective. This is why | want 1o reclaim it as my oW - molt
necessarily as an artist, but as an individual within society. M this is
all going to be destroyed then | want my fair share; | don’t want (o be
a victim of it. 1 think that it should always be ane of the people whio
lived in the building who gets to dynamiie it It should never be an
official, faceless, white-rollar act of destruction.

I wanted to treat a bunker as a classical
ruin, or a temple buried beneath the
desert in Egypt; to conduct a modern
excavation, using Caterpillar diggers
instead of brushes.

6 What happens, then, when vou ereate a perflorimance cvent,
as you did at PERFORMA 09 or in the Turhine Hall of Tate
Modern last year? It seems with those events you are involving
and implicating the audicnoe to an increased degree,

oG Well, it’s truly re-appropriating. 1 guess. It is kind ufn':«l:.ginr_
the demalition, relocating i

16 Sois that about sharing or is it aboul youT

o6 It is about me reclabming it as my own,

J6  And demonstrating that to others.

oG I'm very aware that in my practice | am also going fo these plac-
ex, witnessing these things that most people aren’t able to go and see.
J&  What does music bring to the work? You have collaborated
many times with the French musician Kowdlam,

o0 We worked closely together to creale the music for my film
Diezninnsky Rabon (20007 ), which combines footage of 2 huge gang

fight with images of tower blocks in Belgrade and Kiev. | wanted the
kind of nuste that you find in National Geographic documeniaries

= an imitation of traditional Mayan music, for instance, but made on
synthesizers by Europeans.

J&  But is there also o sense that music is aesthetivizing this
material. making it more seductive?

oG I is, bul it's also aboul making the work more precise. The
miusic gives an anachronistic quality vo the work, operating os o kind
of distortion of time and space. It is both electronie and tropical. 1
consider it entropic music,

36 Is there a streak of irony running through your work?

it is imyportant o oues-
but onee 1 fully understand a place

1 evereomes 'rnbnl'. and ;.|.|p|1rrr'|.;||r it. In the end, my relation (o these
landscapes is alwayvs sincere. | bove the Niagara Falls in the state that
it’s in now; it has never been this beautiful. | would never be the one
1o say, O turn the |i.;t|l|su olfl.’

ca | ajmu g Ihrrrl.r.“H a ]'lh.illil" al iﬁ‘n‘l}
tion what you are looking at

Fanathan Griffin i a writer Foing in London, UK.

Cyprien Garillrd curvemtly bas sole exbibitions al Wexnner Ceonter for the
drti, Columbia, USA, antil 17 Apeil, and Konotballe Basel, Seitzerband,
until 24 May. Hix work will be incladed in “The Oviginal Cofry: Photograpdy
@ Sewlpisre, 1839 to Today' af the Muscum of Moderm Art, New York, LS4,
which opens on 1 August. His solo show af Musounm fir Modorne Konat,
Frankfuri am Main, Germany, ol open in September.
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