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The installations and performances of Paris-based artist
Lili Reynaud-Dewar draw from a kaleidoscopic field of
identities and histories — from Rastafarianism to Super Studio,
from shorthand typists to burlesque entertainers.

Here, in conversation with Joanna Fiduccia, she discusses
the ambiguities, both sculptural and moral, behind her very
particular Follies, and what it means to be the woman
behind the curtain
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You're the anly artist] Jmow with botha masters
public law and asubstantial history as anartents
Can you tell me how the transition from wnting o
the law, to writing about art, © making art, came
about?

R 0 :

There wasn't such a clear transition. | started
wrnting about art when ' wasat artschoal.l
imagine the public law background was helpful for
my wnting notonly because | was wedto
discussing abstractand deviant concepts (public
law s full ofthem) but also because when study
or practsmg publy 2w, you need to be aware of the
context, to read and Jearn what's been stated an
said Thats how lwant to practise asanartst:1
wantto respond to a context, toinhatt tins
way. ] don't conssder that | have moved from art
wWnting to art practoe; nesther did l everconssd
them © be two separateactivities (still wnte
today, though maostly catalogoe texts). Its an
intrxcaterelationship.
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Speaking of intricate relationships, | wanted to tilk
about the mtroduction of performance ino your
largely sculptural practice. Why did you start
creating performances?

At the ime, it seemed to me that performance
inadequate and unswied to traditonal art spac
Andthat it could beemb & for the and

My move to performance was a strategy m thaty
da comtro 1 and shghtly ag gress
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ol There were also other reasons, hnked to my
mterest inrituals and entertainment. And there
was thefact that my sculptures were already too
discursive too cumulative, 5o | decsded © make
them talk and debate. As invoodoo, whena person
© passessed by another sparst, there isa certam
ventrloguizm operating Performance allowed me
© make visidle, through the different people |
warked with, the fact thatthe work was the product
of multiple and contradictory vosces: mineg the one
of an Othez the one of the mainstream, the one of 2
passibleresistance to the mamstream, theone of 2
designer who strongly mfluenced my work...

Who am these different performers in your work?
Arethey actors, dancers, amateurs?

They are my stodents, my frends, sometimes my
fimiy l worked with my mother on my la®est two
projects) 1don’t think | would work with professsonal
actors. This has somet ung © do with power: smoe
theyTe not professsonals, | can perhaps manpulate
them a bit more [laughs]. At the same time, §iven the
way we work, they can'tfad at what lam askang
them to do. For instance, inthe latestwork, lused my
ther and two femal d who've appeared m
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my work alraady. The actions | gve themarevery
bass: and they have a Jot of imitations on thewr
movement impased by the objects.

After the performance, what Jand of status do these
objects have? I'm thinking in particular of Mane de
Brugerole’s exhitition Not to Play with Dead Things,
and of course, Mike Kelley's Day is Done Are they
stage sets, props, relics, amulacra?

They are sculptures more than props or stage sets,
mostly because they are inappropnate for the
performers: they'®m too heavy, they = not ergonomse,
and they produce these contrived, sef-consaous
gestures. In short, they re difficult for the performers
to deal with. lam interested in the fact that it's
impassidle for sculpture to be ergonomic So for
instance, even when one of my scul ptures looks like
a chair or a desk,1tjust doesn't waork as such. But
more generally, 1don't feel thatl have © define what
they are. They are not dead, though maybe the
exhidbimon space . What matters i that] canmove
them from one work to another.

S0 you reuse parts of your mstallations for different
projpects?

Wiy
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I want to aim for... a structure
where everyone has a lot of
freedom| where you might
even join in to emancipate

yourself one way or another,
and where things are in
constant movement

Yes, they curculate from one exhibitionto another. In
this sense, they re not relics either, smcetheyre
bound to reapp ear somew here else. Ths s

comp hicated for the market because itdistorts the
notwon of what 1 fixed and what exactly canbe
purchased when someone buys one of my works.
Corrupting the status of things, proposimg the
passitality of multiplicaty, or even duplicity, and
rskmg the Joss of certamty 15 probably more
mteresting than knowing what a thing s, and
Testrcting my work to that knowledge.

Do all of your performances exist as video?

Yes, they're all filmed. But usually | film the
performance while we are rehearsing and there 1sno
andwence 50 they're not authentsc traces. The
exhibition Black Marich [at Parc Saint Léger, spring
2008], questioned this notan. | showed the stage
where everything took place, and | showed the
performance ilms the objects and the costumes, but
the audsence never had access to theactual
performances, which Dok placebefore the
exhiition opened AL thatwas © be seen was what
we conventionally call traces. But are they really
traces, @iven that wedont know f thisisreallya
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performance? Thatis,isitstill a performance of
theres no andwence, apart from mysel?

Installathons hke Block Marioh marshal a 1ot of
research, and the title of your new show at Mary
Mary, Glasgow, The Power Structums, Ritucls &
Sexmality of the European Shorthand Typésts 1s quite|
a doocey. How do you position your work in = lation
to all this hisoncal matenal?

When I'm workang I'm always msearchmg bt |
don't aim to produce a deconstruction of 2 histoncal
moment. In the Black Manah ilms the performers
save the project from beingsomething salely about
the avantgasdeand the roots of cmema Thats one
ofthereasons why | work with performers people
always ook from thewr time, no matter how they' =
dressed or made-up The performers relwe the
reality of today. In the end, lalways poduce a sort
ofmasquerade Politicaly, asanartist, lammore
interested in this strawegy than producing a
documentary.] am more mnterested i fictson as a
subversive means, thaninits malty. There 2 story
about [ja2z musician] Sun Ra that Ihke towll A
gnup of Black Pant her women activists were argumg
that he wasnY ‘Porreal, what with his spaceship, hws
surreal costumes and hisinvented persona.
Consequently they saw him as meanmgiess for the
poiitical cause. When they confonted him on thig he
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replied ‘And yourselves, as Black women in Amencan
socwty today do you think you am for real?”

I'want toreturn to the sdea of power - speafically your
power over your perormers Whatkind of position,
if notpahitically thenethially, are you aming for?

Thisidea of poweris Rbooinart, even mare so fora
woman. AL these notons about what i moraly
acceptadble and what 1 not, whatkind of sdentity you
can stand for and what not, what's pe rmssible and
whatisn't, come up frequently m my work. Lately,
I've been mterested i Fassbinders anti-theatre,
whichresembled 2 theatre company exceptthat no
one 1sappaunted a speafictask. Soyoucould bem
charge of lighting one day, but the next, you myght
be the main actress. I want to aim for something hke
that, 2 structure where everyone has a Jot of
freedom, where you mighteven jom in to emancipate
yourseldf m one way oranother, and where things
would be m constant movement. But m anti-theatre,
despate all its freedoms, Fasshinder was ultimately
the one m charge; he decyded when people changed
roles for the purposes of his own project. More
importantly, he understood, yust like Warhaol with
the Factory, that a group can produce much more
thana single person. You are therefore more
powerfulm the capital sty world of production,
leading a group - s01na way, I'mcaptalsmg on my
performers. And, m the end, just hke Fasshinder,
who hasthe power © decide who'sdoing what and
when, Iremam m charge, | decyde | havethus power,
and it 5 my project we are domg al together. Maybe
that's what!'mtrying © work on [laughs]:becoming
realy powerfull
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Rtseems © methatthis powerhas s roots sunk deep
mo the philosophical bases of government stself. In
the i mous passage from Platos Republik when the
Lwgvers expel the tragedians from the city, theresa
detad, hardly more than a senstence, which continues
© amaze and ternfy me The lawmakers say, ‘Honored
VISItors, we ourselves aspire © be poets of the finest
and best ragedy’ - 50 you are ournvals, and therefor
must Jeave. | find this moredible: not memly thatthe
government wishes toinstruct the people as to the
best hife (the “truest tragedy’, as they say) but that the
government announces iself asa theatw.

Asyoumentoned at thebegmning 1 have 2 masters
m publiclaw. What Iloved about the subject 15 that
w'simmoral and completely imbalanced. Whereas m
private law, one dealsideally withina balanced
@tuation between two atzens,in pudblc aw, the
mam frame 1510 preserve the power of thestate
while protecting the citwen. The situationis
systematialyunequal In a way when Istarted ©
create work by deploying sdentities that were
nothng likeme, | wasfollowmg the same line of
reasonmg. | wanted to produce some kind of

comp heated relationship, one that hasnothingtodo
with publy law but follows the mme prnciple how
to make itdifficult for yourselt
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