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In Search of a Singular Truth in a Plural World: Mircea Cantor’s Conceptual Method
Midori Matsui Art critic

Mircea Cantor, artist born in Romania and currently living and working in Paris, has earned
international acclaim since the mid-2000s, while constantly expanding the field of his artistic activities. His
artistic method, frequently described as “creating indeterminate situations” through the “displacement ...
of co-existent planes of perception,” contains complex conceptual structures.*! Let us here define
Cantor’s conceptual method as “the setting up, through the use of objects and actions to which people
have long been accustomed in their lives in the community and cultural environments, of scenes that
suggest a violent transformation or destruction of the existing conditions, followed by the subsequent
displacement of their expectations, to construct a situation in which people refrain from simplistic
solutions, instead drawing up several possible interpretations, and, while accepting the reality of a world
where multiple perspectives coexist, still search for the truth that they find most convincing.”

Cantor’s conceptual method can be observed in the works often considered representative of his
artistic practice. In Deeparture (2005) [fig.H], a 16mm, 2'34" film shown at the Museum of Modern Art, New
York in 2008, a wolf and deer appear to be present in the same gallery space. While there are distinctive
signs of their tension, against spectator expectations the wolf does not attack the deer, a situation that
compels spectators to consider the new conditions making the co-existence of supposed enemies
possible. Might the equilibrium between them may be an illusion of temporary peace created by the film’s
editing, or a third power, namely people with their cameras, alienating the animals from their natural
instincts, and stripping them of their energy? In a similar way, in the 2007 black-and-white film Shadow for
a While, the silhouette of a burning flag, and the erasure of the flag by the light of the flame that burns it
are shown, suggesting simultaneously such opposite conditions as war and revolution, and the destruction
of the authorities and failure of protest, while evoking elegiac feelings about the frailty of whatever exists.

Engaging with these works, spectators are first led in an allegorical direction that evokes the political
and philosophical contexts of opposition and impermanence, and then forced to make a personal decision
about truth by observing the subtle and minute aspects of change in the phenomena occurring there,
perceiving their spiritual effects. In order to awaken the spectator’s critical agency, Cantor avoids creating
conditions that press limited solutions upon them. This attitude signifies, as Mihnea Mircan wrote in his
catalogue essay for Cantor’s first retrospective exhibition “Ciel variable” (Variable Sky), held at Frac
Champagne-Ardenne, in Reims, France in 2007, the subtle mode of protest called “reflexive withdrawal,”
adopted to “construle] its terms heuristically.” *2

This method that allows equivocation is operative in many of the works shown in “Ciel variable.” For
example, Chaplet, a 2007 installation, presents a wall of the exhibition space bearing the artist’s ink-dipped
fingerprints, arranged in a shape that resembles barbed wire, tricking spectators into the uneasy illusion
that the museum space has been blocked by a disturbing obstacle (the word “chaplet” signifies an
ornament made of beads and flowers to be worn on the head). Fingerprints function as both the proof of
an individual existence and a tool for surveillance and domination. In the 2006 sculpture Monument for the
end of the world [fig.BA], a model of a modern city based on the Korean city of Busan is constructed from
wooden blocks, with a wind chime hanging from a crane set up on top of a hill. The chime would ring only
if the wind was strong enough to topple the crane, the fallen crane in turn destroying the city’s fragile
structures. In such a situation, the pure, clear tones of the chime would serve as a warning bell for the city’s
apocalyptic destruction, and sounding its death knell. Presented with an image suggesting two opposed
positions, the spectator can glean a sense of actually living in a world where plural, often conflicting,
viewpoints co-exist in a precarious equilibrium. The reality of the plural world is also captured in an apt and
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compressed metaphor in the 2005 work No title, which shows, in a round plexiglass box, a fragment of the
mainstream French newspaper Le Monde, with its masthead transformed by the artist’s spontaneous act
of adding, in red ink, two letters “s,” one to the end of the article “le,” suggesting one and only, the other
to the word “monde” meaning world.

For the solo exhibition “The Need for Uncertainty,” which traveled from Oxford to Bristol and London
in 2008 and 2009, Cantor collaborated with a weaver of traditional carpets in the north of Romania, using
her special skills for the creation of a contemporary representation, while building installations that pointed
out the resemblance between the ornamental patterns signifying “the tree of life” applied to the edifice of
a local gate, and the double helix of DNA, releasing the fundamental power of symbolic evocation nurtured
in a specific culture. At the same time, he built an enigmatic installation that presented two peacocks
strutting about in an enormous golden cage consisting of concentric hemispheres, an inscrutable image
functioning simultaneously as a metaphor for incarceration and a vision of pure fantasy. His creation of an
equivocal image able to simultaneously contain a political allegory and pure vision of beauty evolved into
the ambivalent double vision of the 2012 film Sic Transit Gloria Mundi (Thus passes the glory of the world)
[fig.H], in which the threatening situation of a dynamite fuse successively placed in the outstretched hands
of kowtowing people, dressed like laborers or immigrants, assembled in a circle, transforms into a scene
of sacred purification as a young woman dressed like the priestess of an ancient shrine picks up the fuse
and holds it aloft like a torch. In their encounters with such works suggesting the sublimation of political
violence or existential frailty by beauty, spectators often find themselves vacillating between the pain of
living and hope of salvation, critical sting and aesthetic purification of art.

In “Adjective to your presence” (2018), his first solo exhibition in Japan, held at Ginza Maison Hermés
Forum in Tokyo, Cantor appears to reclaim the power of his art to awaken the spectator’s discerning
agency by evoking multiple meanings conveyed by a simple action, while continuing to engage in artistic
presentation containing both political allegory and aesthetic revelation.

The exhibition consists of a film created by Cantor in collaboration with Japanese participants, and an
installation set up in a room built within the gallery specifically for this purpose. The film presents people
holding transparent plexiglass placards marching through various Tokyo locations including business
districts, tourist spots, and a cemetery, while the installation contains a transparent wall scrawled with a
drawing of barbed wire made of ink-dipped fingerprints, with aluminum wind chimes hanging above it. The
former is a progressive repositioning of Cantor’s 2003 intervention and film documentation The landscape
is changing, performed at the Tirana Biennial by people carrying placards with mirrored surfaces. The latter
is the selective recomposition of the 2007 installation Chaplet and 2006 sculpture Monument for the end
of the world.

In the film, cityscapes are reflected on the surface of the plexiglass placards, producing moiré patterns
through the swaying and deforming of vision caused by the people’s movements or the effects of light;
overlapping the figures of the people, the fragmented but layered patterns unite them with the city. A silent
plea never actually voiced is suggested through the singularity of the participant’s body and its specific
positioning in the urban space, as a completely unique utterance that cannot be paraphrased into a
superficial message. Toward the end of the march, the plexiglass placards held up by the people gathered
in one place shine brilliantly in the sunset, as if radiating light themselves. In the golden flare of reflected
light, feelings of opposition or dissatisfaction seem to melt away, dissolving into the fulfillment of sharing
the same action and time with others, or the joy of witnessing one’s relationship with the city change. Time,
also, is transformed from the linear time of labor in the march carrying placards, into a period of pure
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awareness brought about by liberation of the senses.

In a similar manner, the installation dramatizes salvation from the oppressive scenes of confinement in
a space surrounded by barbed wire, which seems exclusionary and controlling, through the liberation of
the senses and discovery of beauty brought about by the ringing of the chimes. In other words, the
installation creates a dramatic mise en scéne in which the spectator can become the agent of liberation
from incarceration and oppression. At the same time, the moment it incites excitement that “the moment
has come,” the ringing of the chimes also triggers in the spectator’s mind an urge to leave the space, which
many people are still waiting to enter. Leaving the space by the door in the back of the room makes the
spectator metaphorically enact the inevitability of death anticipated in Monument for the end of the world
with the allegorical undertone that the ringing of the chimes signals the world’s end.

By offering an exhibition by the title “Adjective to your presence,” Cantor must have hoped spectators
would use the situations he set up to arrive at an awareness of their singular existence, unable to be
paraphrased by simplistic words, or broadly categorized into groups, through the movement of their bodies
and working of their senses. His aims are effectively attained. The method of “reflexive withdrawal” works
consistently, especially in the film. Spectators observe people much like themselves discovering a fluid
relationship with the urban space, where they usually labor and live with prescribed functions, by carrying
out the apparently nonsensical instruction of “march through the streets of Tokyo with a placard that
protests nothing.” Here, film’s specific merit of capturing what Walter Benjamin calls “unconscious optics,”
or obscure, unintended, or accidental happenings, including the weather, light, people’s expressions and
gestures, as well as the transformations of the reflected images through their effects, vividly projects the
processes of the people’s perceptual transformation.”? And this is precisely the situation created by
Cantor’s art: what Mircan describes as “subversion as symbolic trigger, ironic harassment and heuristic
play, as agitation rather than resolution.” *4

In this sense, the film recalls Cantor’s very early photographic work All the directions (2000), which
shows the artist himself standing on the roadside holding out, like a hitchhiker, a white card with nothing
written on it. Both film and photograph offer a game and model in which participants find themselves
released, even for a moment, from the public adjectives that define them, including nationality, social
institution, and class, and search for a palpable truth in the specific situation of the here and now that
shows them a mode of existence singularly their own. Just as a game continues to be played with different
players and in different places, or a fable or a poem, evoking plural interpretations, nevertheless makes the
reader search for their unique answer, Cantor’s artistic method will doubtless continue to be maintained
through acts of minute displacement and subversion that reads the various prohibitions and borders of life
in different ways.

%1  Suzanne Cotter, “If You Hold Your Breath,” in Suzanne Cotter and Emily Smith, eds., Mircea Cantor: The Need for Uncertainty (Modern Art Oxford,
Arnolfini, Camden Arts Centre, 2008), p.21.

%2  Mihnea Mircan, “The Noise of Contention: On Mircea Cantor’s recent work” in Mircea Cantor (Yvon Lambert and Le Collegé/Frac Champagne-Ardenne,
2007), p.134.

%3 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” (1936) rpt. in /lluminations (Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968), pp.236-237.

%4 Mircea Cantor, p.134.
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2018
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After the Procession

Reiko Setsuda Curator

Mircea Cantor has used the phrase “Unpredicteble
Future” [sic] in several of his past works.*! An uncertain
future provokes anxiety. Not only the future, but also
the present before our eyes can make us feel
anxious and afraid, and even the past might actually
be uncertain territory .... Cantor has spoken of our
dependence on the predictable and proven: “There’s
a lack of trust about everything.” *2 Amid the
ever-increasing complexity of contemporary society,
the artist encourages viewers to hold on to uncertainty.
Like a child who witnesses the emergence of art by
straying away from the familiar and encountering the
strange and wondrous, he believes in art and does not
conceal his straightforward love for it.

Cantor values the sensation and resonance of
a work above all else, and may not want viewers to
be given reassuring, logical explanations. However,
| believe there is reason to outline some possible
interpretations of some of the works in this exhibition,
and | am sure the artist would not object. Here, in
a sort of postscript to the exhibition, | would like
to follow up on the detailed analysis in art critic Midori
Matsui’s essay.

The artist’s first solo exhibition in Japan had the
theme of transparency, inspired by the glass blocks of
Ginza Maison Hermés and the notion of invisible
presences in Japanese culture. In addition to
(un)predictability, a consistent concern since his early
works, this exhibition also addressed the great drift
toward and desire for transparency in contemporary
society. For Cantor, transparency not only has a critical
meaning connected to the rules, customs, authority,
pressure and so forth that unconsciously regulate,
circumscribe, and shadow our existence, but also
protects us and evokes the aesthetic beauty of
reflections and layers.

In Are you the wind?, the viewer opens a door and
acts as the wind causing chimes to ring. Breath
separator is a glass folding screen with a painting
executed in the artist’s fingerprints. The video
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Adjective to your presence features what appears to be
a group of demonstrators marching with transparent
placards. In these three works the viewer (“you”) is
a central presence and shapes the experience with his
or her gestures. Through these works, Cantor inquires
into “you” rather than “me,” asking rather than telling
viewers how we as individuals and groups can
establish our presence in society.

The installations Are you the wind? and Breath
separator focus attention on the transparent: wind
and breath. In Are you the wind?, 70 wind chimes
are suspended from the ceiling of a room, and
a mechanism installed on the door turns the visitor
(“you”) into a gust of wind that makes the chimes ring.
Each chime by itself is small, but all together they
create a great wave of sound, which pleasantly
surprises us and causes us to gaze up and listen to
the silence that comes after the sound eventually dies
down. In Breath separator a clear glass folding screen
is wrapped in barbed wire rendered with white
fingerprints.

“After 9.11, they started to get fingerprints when
you enter the United States. Now it’s like normal to
give our fingerprints and our irises to the authorities
that really intruding into our privacy. So | said to
myself, as an artist | could give it to everybody in art so
they could see my fingerprints forever.”*3 This image
drawn with fingerprints, perhaps the most primal
medium of human expression — conveying only that
a person was in a certain place — can also be seen as
a demonstration for nonviolence. These works aptly
represent Cantor’s humanist stance, in which elegantly
simple devices are used to explore issues of human
dignity.

The video piece Adjective to your presence (also
the title of the exhibition) was filmed at 16 locations in
Tokyo with a cast of 49. A previous work by Cantor
focusing on demonstrations in urban spaces is The
landscape is changing (July 2003 [fig.H]), filmed in
Tirana, the capital of Albania. The procession of 30
young people in the former communist nation

immediately evokes political propaganda, but in place
of placards they hold up mirrors reflecting their
surroundings. Now, 15 years later, with individual and
group expression in public places gaining increased
attention as a contemporary issue, Cantor had the idea
of people holding up transparent placards, which can
be viewed as a kind of symbol of democracy.

On March 14 and 15, 2018 in Tokyo, there was
unseasonably warm weather with temperatures
topping 20°C, and some cherry trees began blooming
well ahead of schedule. Holding their “transparent
statements,” the procession of people advanced
silently through the Tokyo streets. Moving past shrine,
temple, park, university, government office, passenger
terminal and so on, the group seemed to imply a range
of meanings depending on context while peacefully
refusing to put these meanings into words. Cantor did
not give the cast specific instructions or guidance,
such as on facial expressions or on how to move.
How—this is the essence of this performance, no
doubt the “adjective” the artist had in mind when titling
the work. The artists’ camera carefully observes the
group and its individual members in the urban
environment. The performance entailed not only
walking, but also standing still and holding the
placards so they reflected the sun, or shaking them
backward and forward, left and right. They may be
calling for something, or they may be transmitting to
someone or something. In the footage captured by
three cameras, these movements compellingly reflect
the surrounding scenery and the trajectory of light,
weaving a poetic vision. Everywhere they go, the
performers only move forward in silence as if turned
invisible by their placards. Indifference, suspicion, fear,
curiosity ... the modest reactions they incite in those
around becomes another transparent layer that quietly
pervades the images.

Mircea Cantor is a publisher of the magazine
Version, which in 2005 ran a special feature on street
demonstrations.*®4 In this issue the art historian Julie
Heintz*5 surveys the history of demonstrations and
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analyzes their changing meanings and forms
throughout the ages. She discusses processions as
religious ceremonies, predating the politically or
socially motivated marches that emerged in the late
18th century, and focusing particularly on Catholic
processions. Reference is made to The Procession
(1893-95 [fig.HA]), by the painter Guiseppe Pellizza da
Volpedo (1868-1907), active in late 19th-century Italy.
This image of a small group of women walking toward
the viewer, one of whom holds a crucifix aloft, seems to
have inspired Cantor. In the Tokyo procession, the
artist presents us with a transparent mechanism that
reveals the value of seeing things from the standpoint
of “you” rather than “me,” or rethinking “me” through
the lens of “you,” a practice with the potential to
restore the sense of unpredictability, and mutual trust,
that we are progressively losing.

In addition to a series of photographs in which these words are written
with a finger on clouded glass, they are written on a blackboard in an
installation exhibited at Ichihara Art x Mix 2014.
Cantor is quoted in the following essay: Suzanne Cotter, “If you hold
your breath,” in Suzanne Cotter, and Emily Smith, eds., Mircea Cantor:
The Need for Uncertainty, 2008, Oxford: Modern Art Oxford, Bristol:
Arnolfini, London: Camden Arts Centre, p.21. “My interest in uncertainty
is related to the present and the ability to assimilate surprise. We look
for transparency and predictability in everything these days. There’s a
lack of trust about everything. We want to prove, to know, to be
certain. There is an inflation of the value of certainty; we need the
opposite. This is where artists can play a role.”
From remarks during an artist’s talk held in connection with this
exhibition, April 24, 2018, Ginza Maison Hermes.
%4 Gabriela Vanga, Mircea Cantor, and Ciprian Muresan, eds., Version no.
5, coordinated by Amiel Grumberg, April 2005.
Version is an artist-produced magazine established by Gabriela Vanga,
Nicolae Baciu, Mircea Cantor and Ciprian Muresan in 2001. Six issues
have been published thus far, and are viewable online:
https://issuu.com/versionmagazine
%5 Art historian Julie Heintz (1948-) has taught for 30 years at art schools
in France, and runs the alternative space EN COURS in the 20th
arrondissement of Paris.
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Born in 1977 in Romania. Lives and works on Earth. Produces works in media including photography, sculpture, video, and
installation that use modest gestures to illustrate the complexity and uncertainty of our daily lives. Major solo exhibitions include
Tracking Happiness (Kunsthaus Ztrich, 2009) and Your Ruins Are My Flag (Giuliani Foundation, Rome, 2017-2018). In Japan, he
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including the Centre Pompidou, Paris, The Museum of Modern Art, New York and Rennie Collection, Vancouver.
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