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A Conversation with

Bernar Venet -
o

by Laura Tansini

For Bernar Venet, being an artist means not only to paint or to make sculptures, but also to specu-
late—in art, science, philosophy, mathematics, geometry, and music. He is an internationally recog-
nized painter, sculptor, and composer (of concrete music), and his main interest in art is to raise
questions, to push his work further and farther, and to search for new approaches. At the end of the
'60s, Venet went through a strict rational moment that brought him to what he thought was a dead
end. He was saved by the “benefit of doubt,” the necessity to question himself, and the capacity
to face changes.

In 1967 Venet frequented the Mathematics and Physics Department at Columbia University. He
was a conceptual artist then and created non-visual works on magnetic tape: “My interest in art
was focused on the content, not on the visual side.” He set a 3.5-year program of work and decided
that at its completion he would stop artistic production. For six years he focused on lecturing and
writing. Of course that was not enough: he needed to move ahead, to make new experiments
and have new experiences, and to find new ways in art. In 1976 he again began to paint and make
sculptures.

Laura Tansini: After Coal Piles (1963), which you
consider your first sculpture, you abandoned sculp-
ture uniil 1979,

Bernar Venet: Not exactly. Three years after Coal
Piles, T created and exhibited my “Tube” sculptures
in Nice. These works are less known because they
were not exhibited as much, and yet they fir quite
logically into my evolution. They even play an
essential role because they are at the origin of my

Two Indeterminate Lines, 1988. Painted steel, 12 meters
high. Work installed at La Défense in Paris, France.
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industrial drawings (tube plans), which marked the

passage toward my conceptual period when I aban-

doned the object in favor of diagrams.

I sought to develop a work with an industrial
character, as impersonal as possible and devoid of
imagination, a work that underscores a rupture with
the understanding of the artwork as an expression
of its author. My propensity for neutrality led me
to present sculprures without getting involved in the
production stage. The buyer could thus choose the
length of the “tube,” the ends of which were cut
according to his wishes, in slants or perpendicular to
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its length. The tube sculprures were made with card-
board rolls and pamnted industrial yellow. Others were
made out of industrial gray polyvinyl chlonde pipes.
The smallest acted as models that 1 later reproduced
on a larger scale in steel. These seulprures were empty,
that is to say, their surfaces were visible both from
the inside and the outside. (Donald Judd was also
ll'l[Cr(_'ftt(_".I n rr;UlbpﬂrL'llL'\' {:lnd.| 18] Ig()(). hl’ oo l._,'I'CdUCd
open parallelepipeds.) My sculptures were directly
dependent on the laws of gravity because the slanted
cuts determined their positions. The Lodz Musceum
(Poland) tube, whose ends are cur at 90 degrees has
neither top nor bottom, neither front nor back.

These considerations are not only theoretical, They
add nothing to the aestheric of the work, but thev cre-
ate new experiences—each tuime compelling one to
learn how to look in a new way. This was my main
interest at the time.

LT: At the end of the '60s you stopped making art.
BV: Yes, to be more precise, | ‘;u:ppud my acrivity

at the end of 1970.

LT: What does it mean for you to be an artist?

BV: To be an artist is to ask questions about.the very
nature of art, to have a creative activity thar allows
one to ask these quesnons. Unfortunately, the pubhc
mind associates any painting or sculpture with an
artistic product. These objects may be devord of real
t‘ll'tll!’;l’ \'i‘ill{." \\'I[I1(Jl1[ dny l'('ll'lni]l Ul'Ij_’.i”.l{llf\ oar \lll"
stantial innovarive content. They are only paintings
or sculptures and don’t. in my view, merit the status of
a work of art. Their authors faithfully base themselves
on the foundanons of the past, on a repertory ol

known forms, and it is through a resemblance to past
art that they believe themselves to be making artistic
work. They act according to the principle of duplica-
tion, of repetition and multiplication, when true arns-
tic activity should be conceived as an uninterrupted
construction of innovative events. 1 have little respect
for looking back, for rediscovering primitive or primal
sources of expression. Increasing levels of abstraction
l"'t{_l l.:()r“p]t‘:\'i[}' i'rlgl‘lwl‘l [hi].’i-lf f.tlr \\"h[)ll'l Art s a means
to attain a comfortable expression of calm, luxury,
and delight.

LT Were you confused about your role as an artist?
BV: No, my position and my convictions were very
clear. If one understands the ideas from which my
work evolved, if one accepts its rational, methodical,
depersonalized, almost scientific character, one can
then comprehend the logic that led me to cease all
activity. In 1967 [ established a work program, a list
of disciplines to be explored within the conrext of my
artistic activity in order to broaden its sphere. This
program was to end in 1970, Thar is whar | did.

LT: And was that the end of vour strictly conceptual
phase?

BV: Yes, it was the end of the period during which my
work developed around the principle of monosemy—
the use of rexts and mathematical diagrams with only
one level of signification, This principle can be found
il] f"‘\' 'tClIlI'.‘[llrt"\ on \\'}“LI! !llt‘ Measure ("\. dn'gt'n'\ Is
systematically inscribed. There was no way around i,
there was a logic to it and 1 had to respect it. | thought
that | had pushed my pracess 1o its extreme limirts, and
this called for an end. Otherwise one only speaks of
art or one lets oneself slip inte a production that suf-
fers in quality, At 30, one has convictions, An artist

explores, he does not exploit.

LT: During the time you stopped making art, you
continued your activity as an art theoretician, writ-
ing and gwimg lectures. Yon could not escape art.
BV: Art theoretician is saying a lot. It 1s true thart |
taught theory in 20th-century art at the Sorbonne
and that I wrote and gave several lectures. 1 didn’t
abandon the artistic field, but reaching and thinking
about this discipline did not make an artist of me.
To the famous statement, “This is art if T say so,”

I countered: “1 am nort an artist if I say s0.”

LT: In 1976 in New York you started painting agamn,
representing mathematical equations, a very wmisual
subject. You are not interested in the meaning of
equations, you simply wse them as images, forms
for your paintings. Did that bappen by chance or
because you were searchmg for a new languages
BV: When [ resumed my activity in the fall of 1976,
my mathemarical subjects were different from those
[ used in the "60s. Notably the “Straight Lines,” the
“Angles,” and the *Arcs” became the basis for my
investigation inté-the theme of the line. First translated
onto canvas then in relief form, these subjects, to
which the *Indeterminate Lines”™ were added, took
on a central place in my sculprures, Mouvared by
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the desire to constantly enrich what | had previously
created, over the years a shift occurred thar allowed
me to move from the “dematerialized™ art of the

60s to today’s rather large-scale sculptural activity.

LT: Do you agree that scientists, mathematicians, and
artists are similar i that thev are all vesearchers?
BV: I've read many books written by some of the most
prominent scientists and researchers. | think that their
intuitive process is very similar to that of artists, I
happens that the most implausible hypotheses are at
the origin of original ideas and have the richest poten
tial. One must then prove the validity of these first
intuittons—they may perhaps bear fruir or they
become smm'l'llm}: else even more Llng'!lt'!.il\.'t.'il‘h‘. bome
think thart scientific thought is more oriented toward
reason, demonstration, and objectivity. [ somerimes
feel quite close to these methods, which have the
advantage of short-circuiting the wair for inspiration,
LT: Does aesthetics have any role in your work?

BV: Aestherics and concept go hand in hand because
it 15 in the aestheric field thar my activity and ideas
co-exist and stimulate cach other

LT: What do you consider to be aesthetics?

BV: All that which, in my eves, has a profound intrin
sic beauty. All that provides me with satsfaction and
mtellectual pleasure, often transcending the field of the
visual. It is a vast territory, covering all of art history
from the first artistic expressions of humanity all the
way to today. Even when it is enriched by knowledge,
the aesthetic feeling remains profoundly subjective
and cultural. No one will ever provide a definitive def-
mition,
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My aesthetic feelings are saustied far
more successtully by Piero Manzoni’s
Merda d'artisti than Marie Laurencin’s
Bouguets de flewrs. But the aestherics

Opposite: 7 Ares, 2003,
Rolled steel, project for a
sculpture for the Louvre
Garden, Paris. This page:
10 Arcs, 2004. Rolled steel,
12 ft. high.

I am most interested in1s the one thar
remains to be discovered, the one whose
meanng needs still to be formulated: all
these objects or phenomena that [ am not yet sensitive
to, that surround me without my even taking notice;
objects or events that remain foreign to me, to which
I am deaf or blind. like those people who pass by an
Ad Reinhardt withour feeling its charge. The aestheric
sense allows me to move to another level of percep-
ton. It 1s a more subtle perceprion when [ am Famihar
with the theoretical or contextual framework. In this
case, the black pamntng on which one can barely dis
ringuish a cross becomes the site where the subtlety
and origimahity of Remhardt’s vision is concretelv
exteriorized,

LT: Your sculptures bave their own beauty, based om
balance, the strength of the material, and changes n
spatial perception. When vou create a new sculpture
do you start with a drawing or small model?

BV: I never make Preparatory drawings, and if vou
are alluding to the “Indeterminate Lines,” each one
was the result of improvised, inruirive, empirical
work. 1 am uncertain of the result during the entire
process. Steel imposes its limits: 1 must vield ro this
and accepr its nature.

LT: Would vou say the work creates itself:

BV: No, these sculprures don't create themselves,

Orie must witness IiIL'H L‘I'I'Li'.la.i'llil'l (i II]]llL'l"\'l.lllil
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Above: Three Indeterminate

» 102 x 173 in. Opposite,
top: “Arc Installation”™ for
the Robart Millery Gallary,
Mew York, 2004. Rolled
steel, approx. 10 x 18 x 18
ft. Bottom: 13 Ares, 2004
Rolled stesl, 7 x 21 x 6 .
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hosw difficule it is to cold-rwist sreel bars
Lines, 2003, Rolled steel, 104  that measure .5 mches in secnon. One

then understands the danger and the
physical effort. At each instanr it is nec-
essary o bind improvised solunons so
thar | can armtain the desired goals,
Drespite the mastery | have acguired
over the marerial. there s always an ele-
et Ilt \I_Irrlfl‘il;' tl:'l.'ll WSS me l'..l\.li
time that | fimish a “line,” The most
recent *Indeterminate Lines™ handle these unexpected
results the best. | now create installations with
*Indeterminate Lines™ of vanable conbgurations.
I can propose five, six, or seven lines tangled up
each other. The same lines are then used tor different
conhgurations according 1o the available space
LT: When vou create monmmental works, yon make
a maguerte: form, weight, and balanee are calenlated
and decided in advance. Do you do everything by
i ”fr.'H'IJF iar ihl :‘|'f.|IF Henrk :!'IIJI.' I'“I[:LII!'I.‘F‘;.-
BV: According to the importance of the project and
the mstallation difficulties that 1 expect to encounter,
| somenmes create several different models. | then
choose the one that best corresponds to the site
and to the limits that [ must work within, The role
of the engineers is limuted to “wind testing”™ prob-
lems, especially for my big verdcal arcs, which are
subject to vibration phenomena (gallopingl. They
also study the volume of the foundations and other
techmcal details that | know nothing about.
LT: Do you make changes between the maguette and
the final work?
BV: Only n the decals. My grearest difficulty consises
in properly calculanng the square secuion of the hine
in accordance with the work's dimension.
LT: The titles of your works often suggest contrasing
nteanpgs—{for example, order-disorde

BV: That's true. My sculpture 15 based on concepts
thar appear to be divergent, bur which in the context
of my acovity orgamsic themselves ina mrnrrlfn\rnrnr\'
manner: order and disorder, the determinate and inde-
termimate. 'We know that matter, nature, and life orga-
nize themselves according o complementary principles
{organization, disorganzaton), and my waork is no
exceprion o this universal model.

Accident—I995% obeys the “disinregration™ prin-
ple; the resulr of the falling bars is *unprediciable,™
This presents another sort of assemblage thar no
longer depends on the controlled Grgantzanon of the
artist, and 1 have to accept the completely “unexpect-
ed.” Some may be rempred w speak of a conradicnion
berween works i which randomness intervenes and
the very simple dererminate lines such as “Dhagonals’
or “Arcs,” the Nice Arc de 1157, for example, | need
rh|'\|. 1FF1F'\| FRITIONS TO Move o de: rl:"'.‘ L"||'|-'|'|-'||.'|'"'|'|i
tarity is vital for my sculpture, | understand thar oy
work may appear incoherent ar times. Thar 15 because
the observer bases his reading on frameworks from
the past, on explanatory schemes thar | no longer
subscribe to,

LT; I your s ri{lf.lf.u.l'. ' VN use different forms, Are
they all origimated by fhe lines

BV: Generally ves. The better part of my sculpture
(with four vananons) ongmared by mking the line as
a point of departure: the soraight ling (“Diagonals™},
the curved line (% Arcs™ ) the broken line (% Angles™),
and the line freed from mathematical conseraines
(“Inderermmarte Lines™)

in 1979, 1 created an “Indererminate Surface™ mn
wood, a relief covered in graphite. In 1995, | had
more suceess in solving the problem of “sartace™ by
CTCALINE an ennire series ol '.'.!rgu:-w;ﬂr steel “Indeter

minate Surfaces™ cut with a Mlowtorch. The “Pomt™ s

a subject that 1 have also focused on, which allowed
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me to create an installarion in 1984 ar the Musée
de Villeneuve d’Ascq avhere | showed the relation
of volume, surface, line, and point.

LT: Do vou like to create outdoor works?

BV: | rake as much pleasure in installing my sculptures
in interior, more neutral spaces. The relation to the
landscape can affect the identity of the sculpture.
Observation can he deformed by the beauty or nich-
niess of the surrounding nature, In the same way, on a
neglected or cluttered site, the sculpture will be dimin-
ished and lose all its impact. Sometimes the situation
is different. Right now 1 am working on the installa-
tion of a large straight line that leans against a chateau
in France. In this example, only the integration of
the steel bar into this environment legitimares its status
as a work of art.

LT: When you develop a new sculpture, what is your
main interest—material, form, balance, space?

BV: I am interested in discovering how, from certain
starting principles that are mine, my sculpture can
evolve and be enriched. The best moments are those
when, either through chance discovery or systematic
study, [ discover other conceptual or formal oprions
to advance my work.

LT: Besides your many current projects—such as the
exhibition i spring 2004 on Park Avenue—youw are
working on a very special project, Global Diagonals.
BV: Global Dragonals, subtitled Global Art—Global
Conpmnmication—=Global Humanity, is a very ambi-
tious project | have been working on for several years.
The idea came to me in 1989, when the French
Minister of Culture asked me and four or five other
artists to think abour a gesture to commemorate the
bicentennial of the Declaration of the Rights of Man.

[ immediately thought of proposing a large-scale
straight line that would virtually link two continents.
The two ends of this line were to be visible (about 110
vards long): one in France and the other in a country
chosen for its respect of human rights. My idea was
not accepted, bur with time, 1 was able to develop
another aspect of the project, which concerns the inte-
rior spaces attached to it. Since then a catalogue was
put together in which a link berween New York and
Shanghai is proposed. It illustrates and describes the
underground part of the project where peaple can go
and communcate directly and in real time with their
counterparts on the other side of the earth, We have
planned to use giant screens to give the illusion that
vou are in the other country. Virtual reality has also
been considered as a possibility to make communica-
tion berween people of different cultures and races
possible. Through its symbolism and goals, this project
goes far bevond the creation of a sculpture. The Eiffel
Tower makes it possible to see distant Parisian
suburbs, Global Diagonal would put the world
virtually within our reach.

LT: What is your definition of art?

BV: There are artists who, mistaking themselves for
Louis XIV, would answer “I’art, c'est moi.” I am not
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so self-centered and think thar art is multiple because
it i1s where expression is granted the greatest freedom,
When speaking of art, we all fall prey to too many
personal appreciations, sensations that are difficult ro
communicate; there is too much vagueness in the inter-
pretation. Traditional aestheric theories attempred to
define art, to formulate critena thar were sutficiently
open to be definitive. Today we know that this is
impossible, that the concept of art is an open concept.
We have to wair for new creations, new entities that
will contribute to extending this category called aes-
thetics. The paradox is that in order to make art one
must each time move beyond the sphere of art. For
those who believe thart they can define what art 1s and
what its goals are, I would like to remind them that,
as philosophy teaches us, “the world is intrinsically
devoid of meaning, foundarion, and finality.” How
could it be any different for art?

Lawra Tansini is a writer llwng i Rome.
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