Duplication is a Question

“It’s very difficult to ‘explain’. In interviews, dialogues, exchanges. Most of the time, when I’m asked a question, even one that concerns me, I realise that I’ve absolutely nothing to say”.

Such is the explanation given by Gilles Deleuze.

If I quote him, I do so with no intention to boast.

So, very humbly, I’m going to read you my text, to try to explain my question of the double.

Duplication is a question. That is the title I gave the organisers of this meeting when we first spoke. I pointed out that the generic title of the symposium is “the question of the double”. Which could be translated as “the question of the question”, since, for me, the double is already a question in itself.

I shall speak here as an artist, as a painter. Afterwards, to illustrate what I say, to double up, we shall watch a short film about my work.

But before you can finish you must begin and I shall tell you how and when this duplication started and what it implies.

You will see that at the outset this was not an investigation or enquiry into the double. Rather, the double somehow imposed itself. It is not, therefore, an idea.

When I really started working, painting, at the beginning of the 1980s, what was the context? For work (this idea is important to me) is always already in a context. We could note, also, that it usually opposes this context.

The Transavanguardia in Italy, Neo-Expressionism in Germany, Figuration Libre in France. That was the panorama in Europe.

It provided few answers to my questions. Often these forms of expression only acquired value from the injection of personal or historical mythologies.

Of course, some major answers had been provided by the paintings of the Mannerists at the end of the 16th century, then by Poussin. Then by that “long and beautiful string of pearls” – Manet, Seurat, Cézanne, Matisse and Picasso. Then Mondrian, Pollock, Newman, to whom we could add Ryman, Hantaï, Richter. Even Buren Mosset Parmentier Toroni and Support-Surface, who, in their own way, according to their own ideology, questioned painting.

For me, to make paintings meant inevitably being aware of the painting object, the tableau. And that is where Pollocks’s question to Lee Krasner takes on its full meaning. Standing in front of a painting he had just finished, his “is it a painting” takes on its full significance. I still had in mind two other statements; the first, by Matisse: “it’s not a woman, it’s a painting”, and the second by Newman: “there is a difference between making paintings and making images”.

The paintings of 1980-1982 used a system of collage that retarded any impulsive actions in order to distance expressivity. By doing this, I said, the painting was always controlled. There was an acknowledgement of space. The paintings showed their production by the procedure of collage. In the next series, entitled Factice (factitious, meaning both false and manufactured), gesture was held back by the interposition of a plastic screen that covered the white canvas. Gradually, this plastic was cut away while the canvas was marked with paint. In fact, what I was showing was a retarded immediacy which quickly became more and more similar to the first approach. This doubling-over in time resulted in the 1983 series Paradigme, peinture de doute, in which the twinning of the figures appears on the paintings.

The paintings of 1984 allowed me to understand the expressive limit shared by each painting. In 1984-1985 the expressions became different and duplication emerged as a method, or rather a procedure. It is a fact. And this visual fact cannot be denied.

This brings us to the crux of the matter. What does all this imply? This duplicating, this stammering, already shows the loss of the origin. When you look at a painting it is not possible to define which part came first. It is a way of affirming the importance of the subject. You cannot paint without a subject.

Duplication is a negation, not fraught with heroic pathos, which paradoxically questions, shows the canvas and speaks painting. When there is sufficient clarity or density in the paint on the first side of the canvas (which is either to the right or to the left of the central mark), the simple act of redoing, almost identically, everything that was painted the first time round, has the effect of cutting off any subjective effects due to the painting’s form, style or colour, so that it is now just painting. It is not a copy, because a copy is made in relation to a final state. It really is a matter of displacement, of a wholly repeated time. A “theft”, to quote Gilles Deleuze once again.

Thus the paintings are only real in the time of the movement from one side to the other. It is no longer possible to establish a chronology or a series. Each painting arises from a contrast with the one or ones that went before. The paintings are all different therefore but all quite similar.

As you will have understood, the only finality that this duplication, this fact, can have, is to speak of the pursuit of this practice. Of the materiality of the painting right up to its manifestation. And that is what fascinates me.

Duplication is not deconstruction because it shows all the painting all at once. It is a sort of apparition, a “conscious hallucination” (quoting nobody). The more I show the primacy of the formal the more I escape formalism.

Forms eat forms. It is a case of self-declared self-cannibalism.

Duplication is a kind of “update”, and, here, I refer to the writings of Pierre Schneider, where he positions psychoanalysis as the emblem, precisely, of this “update”. I quote: “To free myself (from this traumatic vision), I am asked to go back in time to when it happened. The answer, I am told, is to relive it, but also, as I do so, to record its chronology, which means: write its (his)story”.

I too make my way back to the arkhí, like an archaeologist, converting the lived past into present knowledge, step by step. When I reach it I make the origin switch into history. I desacralise it, banalise, destroy it.

Duplication reveals the effect of an after-image, expressing a “second time” that exists in the history of painting. Here again I duplicate Pierre Schneider. The echo of the Pietas will be David’s Death of Marat. The double of Fra Angelico’s Christ before his Tomb will be Watteau’s Gilles. Painting is full of these second acts. Duplication is the tool of a negative constant that obliges me to impose no iconographic obligations. It is through this paradox that the equalisation of all iconographic possibilities, which is the true “subject” of my painting, can occur. This duplication will produce an active nihilism, in the sense advocated by Dubuffet. As he himself says, “only nihilism is constructive”.

I don’t take myself for a Zarathustra of painting, but I do paint with an acceptance of this eternal recurrence which will have a double meaning. First of all, that of the painting, just paintings, then of my capacity as a painter, just a painter.

I leave the rest to the perspicacity of the critics, if there is any.

I have sketched out the reasons for this duplication, which is a tool that makes visible a painting. This duplication induces the notion of resemblance and maintains a great proximity with the void. An absurd gesture, in a sense, but devoid of cynicism.

The duplication of “pictorial facts” may seem futile, for it is freighted with that much more nothingness. However, it is perhaps more true than original.

So if, a moment ago, my double could have been Zarathustra, it could become Maistroanni in the last film by Antonioni, hoping to recapture the gestures of Cézanne. But I am not yet “Beyond the Paintings”. I haven’t rehearsed the question often enough.

Bernard Piffaretti, “La question du double”, symposium March 26-28, Ecole Régionale des Beaux-Arts du Mans.

Dialogues, Gilles Deleuze - Claire Parnet (Paris: Flammarion)

Le Commencement et la suite - Pierre Schneider (Paris: Flammarion)

