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Abstract

With this thesis, I want to lay down some key concepts that I carried out in my work throughout the years.

It is an attempt to communicate both my thoughts and intuition regarding my art. I will try to describe

the mechanism that makes entropy and negentropy important and relevant in the context of art based on

the theory of Rudolf Arnheim. I will introduce the concept of ‘bricolage’ starting with Claude

Lévi-Strauss’s work, and we will see how an exclusively French word can describe a common trait of many

artists starting with my practice. Finally, using Albert Camus’s Myth of Sisyphus as a basis, I will try to

develop a re�ection on the absurd, its di�erent manifestations and its implication in art, and the �gure of

the idiot. All the concepts discussed in this text constitute several interconnected dimensions of my past

and future research. It goes without saying that the generalities present in this text come from a subjective

interpretation. The political and poetic implications of these subjects surround my reality and many

remain for me to discover.
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Introduction

The most basic and paradoxically hard task for me is to de�ne myself as an artist. My art has, and will

always have, many roots and many branches. My work and research philosophy are inspired by many

concepts which include, but are not limited to, nihilism, existentialism, anarchism and romanticism.

Consequently, if the conviction for belief fails to manifest, it is essential for me to procure/mediate

conviction by ensuring proximate visual perspectives in order to contemplate the world around me. I like

to see existence as a cluster of unorganized elements that we vainly attempt to classify. During the past few

years, I have experimented with various artistic mediums1. Today my works are driven by the idea �rst, to

which the meaning and tools then follow. I try to make my pieces easy to describe, almost like one-liners.

In a way, I conceive my art as jokes but not necessarily in a humorous way. Over the last few years, I have

often refrained from explaining my work. It is not so much a question of laziness but rather an intention.

I prefer writing about what’s gravitating around my work, what is right next to me, before, after. In short,

to touch the outlines of my work rather than the core of it.

Moreover, it is important to note that often my source of inspiration is not limited only to art. As

I have already pointed out, daily life nourishes my work. But even more I try to educate myself on more

varied subjects such as social studies, politics and geopolitics, anthropology, mainstream culture, the

internet and its unlimited trash image resources, alternative subcultures… Of course, I remain very layman

in these disciplines and it would be di�cult for me to call myself an expert in any �eld, let alone believe

that I am interested in everything. If there is one element that provokes in me as much interest as

frustration, it is the scienti�c �elds (especially physics and biology). Surely, parallels between art and

science are useful at times. I �nd interest, among other things, in the way scientists frame their research. I

often conceptualize my work through an approach similar to that of scienti�c methods. Indeed, I always

start with an observation that sometimes leads to a �rst concept or ideas for work. From that, my next

steps are a succession of tests and attempts to collect as much information and data. With these new tools,

I analyze and decide if my project is doable, should shift, what should be added or be removed before

repeating the process until reaching a satisfying result.

1 Medium can refer to both the type of art (e.g. painting, sculpture, printmaking) and the materials an artwork is made
from. “Medium – Art Term,” Tate, accessed November 8, 2020, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/m/medium.
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[Figure 1] Simplified diagram of the scientific method. Picture available on
https://bscdesigner.com/ all-about-the-scienti�c-method.htm. Accessed 4 November 2020.

I try not to insert myself too much into my works; it is not that I consider it separate from me, but it feels

important that people can see my work without a preconceived notion of who I am. I attempt to create

rhyme, rhythm and harmony in the choice of the shapes and the materials. Despite the fact that

contemporary art has long since moved beyond questions of pure aesthetics, it is undeniable that the

question of taste is always relevant when it comes to the viewer’s perception of a work. Since I can’t please

everyone, I try to produce pieces that I �nd pleasing to me �rst, with which I perceive a balance in the

aesthetics and the choice of mediums. These aspects do not necessarily jump out at the eye and only reveal

themselves if the viewer inspects them in more detail. I try to be aware of everything that makes up my

pieces: quality and �aws. For lack of being able to control everything, I want to be knowledgeable about

my creations. Despite all the rhetoric, all the techniques, all the possible interpretations, I �rmly believe

that intuition, for lack of a better word, remains the best tool for making art.

Growing up, my parents would, like most parents do, ask me to clean my room. After the task was

done, I would always receive the same comment, “Well, don’t you think it’s better like that?” Now that I

am grown up, I can safely state that “No, it is not”. Chaos, whether it’s in my daily life or my work, has

and will be my way to go. I know from experience that for some, like me, chaos represents an endless

source of creativity. Artists alike have often exploited this in their work, whether in the workshop or

through the work. We will see later in the text what exactly chaos can bring to artists and what other

concepts often come with it, as well as how I conceive and make it part of my work and why it (doesn’t)

matter to me.

Romain Causel 2021 — Iceland
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1. Entropy

1.1. A brief introduction to entropy

The concept of entropy originates in science:

A thermodynamic quantity representing the unavailability of a system’s thermal energy for conversion
into mechanical work is often interpreted as the degree of disorder or randomness in the system.

“The second law of thermodynamics says that entropy always increases with time.”2

Other de�nitions later adopted in art, social science and philosophy broadly describe the concept as:

Entropy is a measure of chaos. The higher the entropy of an object, the more uncertain we are about the
state it. Each element composing a system as well as any external in�uence increases the entropy. A law
says that it takes work to make the entropy of an object or system smaller; without work, entropy can
never become smaller—you could say that everything slowly goes to disorder.

“Entropy increases as matter and energy in the universe degrade to an ultimate state of inert uniformity.”3

Entropy also a�ects every known element that composes the universe, on every scale of time and size. It is

the ultimate memento mori4 as it con�rms that everything, on every system, on every scale, will eventually

come to an end: to a state of disorder and randomness. Every external element of a system—friction,

temperature di�erence, weight, essentially any external energy—adds to its entropy.

To help clarify, we can �nd some observable examples:

- Using a light bulb or a toaster means using the loss (here light and heat) of electricity

passing through wires. Here, the wire increases entropy signi�cantly and is called ‘resistance’.

- The ice melts because of the temperature di�erence from the external temperature. The

molecules in ‘order’ in the ice state go into a state of ‘disorder’ once they are liquid.

- An abandoned or unmaintained building falls into ruin because the materials of which it

is composed lose their ‘order’ with the passing of time and external in�uences (such as weather).

- Stars consume their masses in light and heat, but this energy is not lost; it is di�used in

space with chaos.

4 Memento mori: an emblematic object or personal ornament used as a reminder of one’s mortality. “Memento mori,”
Wikipedia, accessed October 21, 2020, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Memento_mori.

3 Thermodynamics: science of the relationship between heat, work, temperature, and energy. In broad terms,
thermodynamics deals with the transfer of energy from one place to another and from one form to another. The key concept is
that heat is a form of energy corresponding to a de�nite amount of mechanical work.  “Thermodynamics,” Encyclopedia
Britannica, accessed November 3, 2020, http://www.britannica.com/science/thermodynamics.

2 “The second law of thermodynamics,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed November 3, 2020,
http://www.britannica.com/science/thermodynamics.
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Terike Haapoja’s work Entropy [Fig. 2] shows a visualization of the phenomenon, by �lming with a

thermal camera the heat that leaves the bodies of animals after their death. Bodies are always subject to

entropy, they're always releasing energy, but death means the end of the �ght against entropy.

[Figure 2] Haapoja, Terike. Entropy. Still from video. 1-channel video
work, duration 25 min. 2004. RIXC Gallery, Riga, Latvia. Picture
available on https://www.terikehaapoja.net/entropy-2004/. Accessed 5
November 2020.

In a Newtonian5 universe, it can easily serve as a measurement of time. The state of chaos is not

synonymous with the absence of matter as all the elementary components6 exist in it. But these elements

lack the necessary order to describe them as objects. An example of that can be found in perpetual

movement. In engineering, entropy is also the key component, as a measure of e�ciency, to jump from a

theoretical system to the applied rules of our work. On paper, the right equilibrium of force could easily

generate endless movement, but it would need to be within an environment perfectly isolated from

entropy. In a Newtonian universe, there is always a force (no matter how small) to break this equilibrium.

1.2. Chaos and order: entropic and negentropic as an engine of evolution

Negentropy stands for negative entropy, that is to say, a process from chaos to order. It is therefore a factor

6 Elementary components: dealing with the simplest/most basic elements or principles of something.

5 The Newtonian Universe Theory states that the universe is akin to a massive machine; every object in the universe, in
motion or otherwise, is in that state because of all the other forces acting upon it, such as a clock. “Newtonianism,”
Merriam-Webster, accessed November 3, 2020, http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Newtonianism.
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in the organization of physical, biological, and possibly social and human systems, which opposes the

natural tendency to disorganize (entropy). Therefore, the term applies to any force of cohesion, whatever

its nature. According to the “principle of ordering information” described by Rudolf Arnheim in Entropy

and Art: An Essay on Disorder and Order, “Information can only be obtained by borrowing negentropy

from a system through a measuring device.”7 This tells us that: information can only be obtained through

‘work/force’8. Applying negentropy, by for example creating an object, can only be done by

borrowing/transferring energy—therefore increasing entropy in the system it is borrowed from. Due to

the fact that our existence in a Newtonian universe is de�ned by the linearity of time, negentropy is

theoretically impossible as it would reverse the direction of time.

However, the concept of negentropy is useful to approach the phenomenon which composes the

very basis of the living. Taking the example of a cell, we can see life as a form of negentropy. It tends to

retain its negentropy, that is to say, an organization, a structure, a form, a functioning; this is due to the

consumption of energy coming from outside the cell. For example, dead cells, once their biological

mechanism is stopped, no longer maintain this negentropy, so they disintegrate. As Rudolf Arnheim puts

it:

[…] it is quite possible that the main characteristic of the living organism is that it represents an anomaly
of nature in a painful struggle against the universal laws of entropy by constantly withdrawing new
energy from its environment.9

Rudolf Arnheim (1974)

By extending this reasoning, it is possible to consider that any act of the living is nothing but the vital

instinct that pushes to act against entropy despite an obvious impossibility to reach immortality. Keeping

that in mind, it is possible that -anthropy10, which is every action made by humankind on its environment

to extend its existence (both life and legacy), is a consequence of this same mechanism. To put that in

perspective, the primal goal of a shelter is to protect ourselves from threatening elements, therefore to

extend our existence. Similarly, culture and writing allow us to leave a trace beyond our death, which can

be seen as a persistence of information. Civilization looks both for meaning and to cope with survival.

10 -anthropy: from Ancient Greek ἄνθρωπος (ánthrōpos, “human”), anything related to humankind or man-made.
“-anthropy,” Wiktionary, accessed November 3, 2020, https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/-anthropy.

9 Arnheim, Entropy and Art, 28.

8 Note: here ‘work’ as in physics, a measure of energy transfer that occurs when an object is moved over a distance by an
external force at least part of which is applied in the direction of the displacement. “Work,” Encyclopedia Britannica , accessed
November 8, 2020, https://www.britannica.com/science/work-physics.

7 Rudolf Arnheim, Entropy and Art: an Essay on Disorder and Order (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
2010), 12
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Along with this act of composition and decomposition, provoked by entropy and negentropy, comes the

errors. Errors (accidental variations resulting in an alteration) open possibilities for evolution as they

create a new path. Such a process can be observed in both the genetic (biological) and memetic11

(cultural). Meme12 (an element of behavior transmitted by imitation and elaboration) was coined by the

evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins as a way to study the evolution of culture in an extended

Darwinian approach. The meme is an element of a culture that can be considered transmitted by

non-genetic means, speci�cally by imitation. As in genetics, the theory is that evolution comes from the

natural selection of a mutation, a copying error, which allows this new characteristic to spread or even

become dominant.

By adding the concept of copy and interpretation to the equation, the entropic and negentropic

systems can be considered an analogy for Darwinist evolution. In other words, it could be said that art

evolves by copying and destroying those who precede it. Even brute artists, while not being trained to

academic art standards, are evolving from what they know. Looking back at my art, I can often see the

elements that I took from other artists, or that I unknowingly copied. Furthermore, I copied myself in the

process—keeping some thoughts from previous works, leaving others, shifting and reassembling them. As

a young artist, I have often felt stranded by the notion that ‘it has already been done’, in a way

contradicted by the opposite idea, ‘no one [artist] is an island’. Of course, both are undoubtedly true, even

more so in an over-connected postmodern world. But acknowledgment to me falls under the same rules as

negentropy, the ordering of chaos and information within the system it contains. I am, for sure, not an

island, but I will never know all that has already been done. Even more so, it is my belief that creativity

arises from coping, destruction and reassembly.

According to Elisabeth Grosz, art is one of the three roads framing chaos along with science and

philosophy.13 For Grosz, art allows for the extraction of certain prime elements and raw materials from the

primal chaos to then be rearranged into new meanings—a combination of order and chaos or

composition and decomposition. An example could be taking material from nature to build a shelter, a

13 Elizabeth Grosz, Chaos, Territory, Art: Deleuze and the Framing of the Earth (New York: Columbia University Press,
2020).

12 Memes: coined by British biologist Richard Dawkins in 1976 in his book The Sel�sh Gene. Any unit of cultural
information, such as a practice or idea, that is transmitted verbally or by repeated action from one mind to another comparably
to the transmission of genes. Wiktionary, “Meme,” Wiktionary, accessed November 3, 2020,
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/meme.

11 Memetic: of or pertaining to memes: pertaining to replication of concepts. “Memetic,” Wiktionary, accessed
November 3, 2020, https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/memetic.
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utilitarian act of ordering chaos for one system while amplifying entropy and chaos for another. The

impulse of art could then be seen as a force of reconstruction from ‘raw’ material, and in this action, the

organizational essence of art becomes its ability to create and convey meaning. By doing so, art becomes

meaning-making and can therefore a�ect the living. Thus, based on what has been previously mentioned,

the information that art gives to the material can be perceived as a negentropic act.

In a general and simpli�ed manner, by re�ecting upon the practices of the arts, one can

simultaneously observe the entropic mechanisms and the action of a negentropic organizing force. The

artist, by applying intelligence and conveying an intention to their work, acts against entropy. Though

moved by a long-range vision, he or she may also use entropic mechanisms to break down strati�ed

structures and values in search of new possibilities. After all, society, to adapt to the constant changes

taking place in the world, needs to be malleable, to transform and to adapt as well. Through actions that

facilitate entropy based upon intuitive processes that place and incorporate change into creative processes,

the genetic and memetic display places the creative act within the ever-changing reality rooted in

contingencies of the laws of physics. The complexity of entropy pushes us to have a dialogue with space

and time. The processes induced by entropic and negentropic mechanisms are exponentially nuanced and

vary depending on circumstances and times, adapted to their respective proximate reality. Within these

situational realities, multiple currents overlap with tensions and divergent movements resulting from the

complexities of the various systems of realities. The creative impulse can be generated both by the will to

break with outdated patterns, free of solidi�ed structures, and to compose a new order.

1.3. Art embedded in time and time-based practice

Entropy for me always starts with what could be called intuition. In my daily life, I often observe the

e�ects of entropy, or rather its symptoms: rusted metal, a piece of wood decomposed under the repeated

assault of the weather, the development of lichen on old concrete, the paving stone that comes loose after

several years of being stepped on, to name a few examples. It also appears in the trace, the details: a crack in

a wall, a tap slightly leaking, rust in the hinges that makes doors squeak, the examples are endless, and we

experience them daily without necessarily noticing. It not only provides me with aesthetic inspiration, but

also opens up the question of how it was before and what it will be next. Indeed, as we saw, entropy gives

us a sense of time far more tangible but less precise than a clock. It is with a morbid fascination that I see

in modern architecture and construction methods the prediction of an inevitable end caused by time.

‘What is new today will be old tomorrow’ is an almost trivial observation, so obvious it is. Each act of

Romain Causel 2021 — Iceland
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restoration being, in a way, nothing more than a futile attempt to escape it.

As chaos theory14 shows us, even the most minor �uctuations at a time, T0, can result in a major

change at T1. It is to say that the action of entropy can be in�uenced by almost nothing. Such haphazard

practices can have a drastic impact on outcomes. In a way, to take entropy into account in their work is to

accept chaos and the unexpected. The work of the artist is then to select and frame the chaos they consent

to keep—to order the information.

I gradually got into the habit of collecting these objects when they were abandoned or forgotten.

Using found objects is above all a way to have access to materials that bear the trace of entropy. My Rusty

Dance [Fig. 3,4,5] installation, for example, started the day I found abandoned steel blades on the ground.

Through an intuitive process, I tried to visually transcribe the entropy. Here four curved blades are

connected by a chain to rotary motors. Each motor has its own di�erent speed, each blade has its own

curvature and size. As the chains twist around themselves, they store potential energy which is suddenly

released when the blade leaves the ground. The blade then begins to dance, initially chaotically, before

stabilizing its movement, with a pattern made visible in the drawings traced in the sand. Each element of

the installation brings variations to the overall strongly randomized system.

14 Chaos theory: a branch of mathematical and physical theory that deals with the nature and consequences of chaos
and chaotic systems. The main precept behind this theory is the underlying notion of small occurrences signi�cantly a�ecting
the outcomes of seemingly unrelated events. Chaos theory is also referred to as “nonlinear dynamics”. “Chaos theory,”
Encyclopedia Britannica, September 25, 2020, https://www.britannica.com/science/chaos-theory.
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[Figure 3,4,5] Causel, Romain. Rusty Dance. Installation view. Steel, chain, sand. May 2018. School Gallery,
ESBANM, Nantes, France. Pictures available on https://www.romaincausel.com/rusty-sound. Accessed 4
November 2020.

As seen above, everything is subject to entropy. It is therefore the same for the works of art themselves. To

make a work of art is to expose it to entropy. Over time, art is and will be subject to change in both local

and international politics. Public outdoor installations, for example, will be subject to natural decay,

natural elements, vandalism, and urbanist re-structuration along with the use made of public spaces. Time

and entropy are data that we learn to apprehend and that could seem intuitive. But for me, art has the

ability to portray some of these aspects. Some artists, as with Anselm Kiefer’s sculptures, can do this by

re-transposing elements in ruins, a�ected by time, or perhaps a human/nature cataclysm. Some artists also

Romain Causel 2021 — Iceland
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use arti�ce, more evolving and ephemeral, to speak of entropy/negentropy. For example, in his installation

Pas le temps d’être triste (No time to be sad) [Fig. 6,7,8], Valères Costes allows us to observe a block of foam

concrete slowly destroyed by an infernal machinery.

[Figure 6,7,8] Costes, Valère. Pas le temps d’être triste. Installation views. Steel,
motors, ropes, pulleys, belts, foam concrete. 2019. Memphis Gallery, Linz, Austria. Pictures
available on https://valerecostes.com/installations. Accessed 4 November 2020.
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My re�ection on entropy often leads me to use the time and the action of it on my works. In the works

Time, Switch, Play [Fig. 9,10] time is a central component. The central object of the work is a

double-sided clock, like a chess timer, without markings. The dial on the right rotates clockwise while the

left is counterclockwise. The spectator is invited to activate or deactivate the dial(s), allowing the clock

times to be synchronized/desynchronized.

[Figure 9,10] Causel, Romain. Switch, Times, Play, To,. Picture edited for online
support. Object-oriented installation. December 2019. Kubburinn, Reykjavík, Iceland.
Pictures available on https://www.romaincausel.com/switch-times-play-to. Accessed 4
November 2020.

The work is partly in�uenced by the untitled (Perfect Lovers) work of Felix Gonzalez-Torres [Fig. 11]. This

piece is composed of two perfectly identical and synchronized clocks that will end up out of sync due to
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battery wear and slight di�erences in the manufacturing of the two clocks. However, my work has many

di�erences, notably in its interactivity and thus the in�uence of the voluntary act and presenting two

inverse clocks united in the same object.

[Figure 11] Gonzalez-Torres, Felix. Untitled (Perfect Lovers). Clocks, paint on the wall,
35.6 × 71.2 × 7 cm. Installation view. 1991. Courtesy Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York.
Picture available on https://www.moma.org/collection/works/81074. Accessed 4 November
2020.

Other examples of this time-based practice are scattered throughout my work. In Rusty Dance, the metal

blades have di�erent temporalities due to their asymmetries (mentioned earlier in the text). This used to be

somewhere else15, presents a series of photos printed with a transparent coating on steel plates. The images

are only really revealed when the steel starts rusting and disappears again when the rust has �nished

corroding through the coating. In Message to the ocean [Fig. 12], the installation presents a video showing

in real-time a sugar bottle dissolving in water, showing the message surviving longer than its container. By

using biodegradable materials, I challenge the idea of a capsule to drift in time and space in favor of a more

ephemeral object. The message, as well as the myth of the bottle in the sea, is, like all things, subject to

time and therefore entropy. Most of the man-made objects adrift nowadays are merely garbage that will

take ages to dissolve. They are much less romantic but just as signi�cant.

15 See part 4.2 page 42 and Figures 66 and 67.
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[Figure 12] Causel, Romain. Message to the ocean.
Installation details. Sugar Bottle, Message, Video. September
2020. Kubburinn, Reykjavík, Iceland.

I also sometimes appeal to aesthetics similar to ruins or decay. Whether it is by using materials already

worked by time, or by making visuals resembling chaos. Global Cluster Monsters [Fig. 13,14,15] is a

narrative rendering of these aesthetics, borrowing from science �ction anticipation but also from forms

appearing naturally in our world. Even more so in my photo book Goodbye patience [Fig. 16,17,18], I tried

to make a rendering of several years, looking for mental images, often melancholic. For this I explored and

combined a maximum of photographic tools, �lm and digital, leaving a lot of room for chance and error

to gradually degrade photographs. The works of Daisuke Yokota [Fig. 19,20,21,22] and Joseph Koudelka

[Fig. 23,24], although very di�erent, have been of great in�uence to this project because of their ability to

make photography diverge from the �gurative. Both works are an attempt to bring photography to a level

of visual art, narrative and occasionally abstraction comparable to painting, more than a snapshot. For

Yokota, this was achieved through a mix of silver and digital photo techniques, through intensive

post-production work and directed by a repetitive and haphazard process, even if it meant losing the

original cliché in favor of the graphic composition. Koudelka, on the other hand, has inherited his method

from the Magnum press photo agency. For him, his writing is mostly done by an expert master of

composition, a methodical and singular documentation of the emerging beauty of chaos.
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[Figure 13,14,15] Causel, Romain. Global Cluster Monsters. Installation views and details. Wood, concrete
sand, cement, rope, sugar, found objects. February 2020. Gallery Monitor, Gothenburg University, Sweden.
Pictures available on https://www.romaincausel.com/global-cluster-monsters. Accessed 4 November 2020.

Romain Causel 2021 — Iceland



19

[Figure 16] Causel, Romain. Goodbye patience. Still from the promotional video. Photo book work. 2018.
Video available on https://www.romaincausel.com/je-cherche-encore. Accessed 4 November 2020.

[Figure 17,18] Causel, Romain. Goodbye patience. Pictures from pages 14 and 23. Photo book work. 2018.
Picture available on https://www.romaincausel.com/je-cherche-encore. Accessed 4 November 2020.
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[Figure 19,20] Yokota, Daisuke. Selected Pictures. From the photo book, Untitled 3#. 2014. Picture
available on https://www.artsy.net/artist/daisuke-yokota. Accessed 4 November 2020.

[Figure 21] Yokota, Daisuke. Toransupearento
(Transparent). Promotional picture. Book. 2014.

[Figure 22] Yokota, Daisuke. Selected Picture.
Untitled, from the series, Color Photographs. 2015.

[Figure 23,24] Koudelka, Josef. Selected Pictures. From the photo book, Chaos. (London: Phaidon, 2005).
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2. Bricolage

2.1. Bricoleur: an elementary principle of creativity

As artists seek to generate work from various materials, makers seek to repair broken assets or simply create

from lo-�. From this, it feels essential to me to introduce the French concept of ‘bricolage’. The most

common translation that can be found in DIY (do it yourself). However, if bricolage shares many

similarities with DIY, starting with a relatively amateur approach, it is worth detailing that bricolage can

also be attributed to a range of craft making. The word is not synonymous with poor crafting as some

bricoleurs (bricolage makers) can achieve a level of execution comparable to professionals. In The Savage

Mind, the French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss used the word bricolage to describe the recurring

process that leads to the formulation of mythological thinking. The bricoleur, in this case, a “savage

mind”, works with his hands in diverted ways, puts pre-existing things together in new ways, and makes

do with whatever is available. Lévi-Strauss describes that signs already exist and that the bricoleur is using

them for purposes they were originally not supposed to ful�ll.

Now, the characteristic of mythical thought is to express itself with the help of a repertoire whose
composition is heterogeneous and which, although extensive, is still limited; nevertheless, it must use it,
whatever the task it assigns itself because it has nothing else at hand. It thus appears as a kind of
intellectual bricolage, which explains the relations we observe between the two. […] The bricoleur can
carry out numerous diversi�ed tasks; but, unlike the engineer, he does not subordinate each one of them
to obtaining raw materials and tools, conceived and procured according to his project: his instrumental
universe is closed, and the rule of his game is to always manage with the “means at hand” […] Once
completed, it will therefore inevitably be shifted from the original intention.16

Lévi-Strauss (1962)

Faced with elements of daily life that break, fall into ruins and stop working, it is useful and often

necessary to make a quick �x using what we dispose of. What I �nd interesting is the creativity and

inventiveness of certain answers. The MacGyver17 TV series of the 80s, although sometimes laughable,

utilized ‘do-it-yourself’ as a principle. Seeing its hero get out of impossible situations thanks to his

ingenuity, a Swiss Army knife and objects gathered throughout the episode, depict this idea.

17 “MacGyver” is an action-adventure television series between 1985–1992. The series follows the adventures of Angus
MacGyver, a secret agent armed with remarkable scienti�c resourcefulness to solve almost any problem out in the �eld using
mundane materials at hand.“MacGyver ” Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation, April 10, 2021.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MacGyver_(1985_TV_series).

16 Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind: Claude Lévi-Strauss (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1969), 35.
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Another aspect that links art to bricolage is found in serendipity. What the surrealists call “Objective

chance”18 is the most poetic expression of creative practice. Here I am talking about failure forcing a

previously unexplored alternative—the pieces that, by chance, come to complete an irregular puzzle. The

same is used on di�erent levels of bricolage, seen as the stitching of elements from di�erent natures.

Therefore, concepts can be borrowed and put together in tension. Similarly, even though DIY practices

are often associated with amateur or rough aesthetics and bad craftsmanship represents its most obvious

form, it is not the only form that bricolage can take. My interest is not only in knowing what is assembled,

but rather how the connection is made. It is necessarily an idiom that will vary depending on the elements

at hand, the knowledge, and particularity of the bricoleur, his understanding of the tools and concepts

used. I would like to stress the fact that the creation of such assemblage is neither a total novelty nor a

simple association back to back. The outcome retains traces of the information from which it is

composed.

Visualization:

Not

O+E≠ C

nor

O+E≠ OE

but

O+E = Œ

In a way, bricolage is a means, certainly rather precarious, to counterbalance entropy. Bricolage o�ers an

exceptionally absurd response to chaos, a singular approach to negentropy, as it stitches together elements

of a di�erent essence without any concern for the nature of the binding, without trying to make it blend.

On the contrary, it makes it a central argument, an aesthetic identity that appears naive but is no less

vindictive. Whether it is in an act of repair or creation, bricolage remains speci�c to its author. It acts as an

individual and personal response: one that does not seek to be perfect or eternal but pragmatic.

18 Andre Breton, “Manifestos of Surrealism,” in Manifestos of Surrealism (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan,
1999), 304.
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2.2. Artist bricoleurs: an umbrella term for various practices

It is not a stretch to describe many contemporary artists as bricoleurs. Bricoleurs describe a state of

creation based on adaptability and the use of self-taught methods or with a minimum of academic

learning. The practice emerges from everyday life, from a need for empowerment as opposed to a

systematic replacement practice, but also from a childish need to make what surrounds it one’s own. It is

not senseless to think of art where the process of bricolage represents the main creative act. Such a process

can be found in collage, cut-up and various modern art practices starting with the exquisite corpse of the

surrealists19.

Using found objects is, of course, nothing new. We can, for example, evoke the ready-made

o�cially introduced by Marcel Duchamp; the di�erent practices of collage and repurposing made famous

by Dada; and later the surrealist Kurt Schwitters’s works, which are all good examples of incorporating the

found object into artwork. Later, Fluxus and New Realist artists used found objects in their work to

criticize the post-war consumer society: a criticism that hasn’t disappeared since. Moreover, the art

historian Anna Deuzeuze makes a much more complete inventory in her book The “Do-It-Yourself”

Artwork: Participation from Fluxus to New Media20, comparing the bricolage to a kind of “Neo-Dada”

thinking.

During the twentieth century, many artists experimented with relatively new materials, following

the trail of industrial development. Within the last two centuries of capitalistic production, the natural

environment has become saturated with man-made objects left discarded. These materials can be

repurposed as artistic assets. These objects possess a story worth telling for an artist. Through the return of

these objects to a chaotic state, they become raw materials without, however, returning to a natural state.

An exemplary philosophy to note is Japanese Kintsugi21 [Fig. 25], which consists of repairing

broken porcelain or ceramics by employing lacquer sprinkled with gold powder. This is part of a

philosophy that takes the story of the objects into account, and therefore the possible accidents it may

have known. The breakage of a ceramic piece no longer means its end or its disposal but a renewal, the

21 Kintsugi: (金継ぎ, "golden joinery"), also known as kintsukuroi (金繕い, "golden repair"), is the Japanese art of
repairing broken pottery by mending the areas of breakage with lacquer dusted or mixed with powdered gold, silver, or
platinum, a method similar to the maki-e technique. As a philosophy, it treats breakage and repair as part of the history of an
object, rather than something to disguise. “Kintsugi,” Wikipedia, October 18, 2020, accessed November 3, 2020,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kintsugi.

20 Anna Dezeuze, “Neo-Dada, Junk Aesthetic And Spectator Participation,” in The “Do-It-Yourself” Artwork:
Participation from Fluxus to New Media (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012).

19 Exquisite corpse: a collective art game in which several collaborating artists assemble a sentence or image, usually by
following a prompt, or being allowed to see the only last contribution. “Exquisite corpse,” Wikipedia, September 3, 2020,
accessed November 3, 2020, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Exquisite_corpse.
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beginning of another cycle and continuity in its use. It is therefore not a question of hiding repairs but of

bringing them to the forefront.

[Figure 25] Example of Kintsugi. 16th century
(Ethnological Museum of Berlin). Picture available on
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kintsugi. Accessed 4
November 2020.

If we expand the de�nition of ‘object’ to include cultural and conceptual objects, then it is my impression

that every artist, every creator, uses found objects, to a certain extent, consistently or not. After all, I

discussed earlier Lévi-Strauss de�ning the mythological thought as an assembling of pre-existing elements.

It is, moreover, one of the postmodern theories most often put forward. When Andy Warhol uses

Campbell soup or a picture of Marilyn Monroe for his paintings, he is in a sense reusing a found object.

Arte Povera22, perhaps more than the others, is an artistic movement that has been able to embrace the

idea of making art with common materials or those otherwise deemed worthless.

Bricolage practice can also be found in street art or public intervention. This can be explained by

the need to act with urban means and therefore to adapt to a changing environment, especially when the

action is unauthorized, away from the institutions. Urban environments also o�er a multitude of

materials from construction sites or public facilities that scatter the cities. In the manifesto of Democracie

Creative (Creative Democracy) entitled La ville, notre terrain de jeux!23 (The city, our playground!),

French artist Florian Rivière [Fig. 26,27,28,29] calls on artists to become Urban Hacktivists by using

children’s games to reappropriate urban spaces. It is a proposal for peaceful and joyful political

contestation through a tweaking of public property and the vision of it. Similarly, I would like to mention

Benedetto Bufalino [Fig. 30], who transforms unlicensed bicycles and cars into racing vehicles using

23 Florian Rivière, “La Ville Notre Terrain De Jeux;!,” L'Observatoire N° 38, no. 1 (2011): 98,
https://doi.org/10.3917/lobs.038.0098.

22 Arte Povera: an art movement originating in Italy in the 1960s characterized by experimentation with simple,
everyday materials (such as paper, rags, or twigs) and concerned with challenging conventional elitism in the mainstream art
tradition. “Arte Povera,” Merriam-Webster, accessed November 3, 2020, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/arte
povera.
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cardboard boxes.

[Figure 26,27,28,29] Riviere, Florian. Creative Democracy. Selected pictures, installation views. 2010–2013.
Picture available on http://eng.partizaning.org/?p=1705. Accessed 4 November 2020.

[Figure 30] Bufalino, Benedetto. La moto Vélo’v. Documentation. Cardboards, tape, black marker, 20 × 150
× 80 cm. 2012. Vélo’V Station, Lyon. Picture available on http://www.dda-ra.org/fr/oeuvres. Accessed 4
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November 2020.

After all, it is important to grasp the political value of bricolage. In a consumerist society, the act of

bricolage has been relegated to the rank of a ‘hobby’, at best an unwanted marginal practice. If the word

‘bricolage’ is of French origin, the concept is international and contemporary. Outside highly developed

countries it is even sometimes a necessity as shown with Ernesto Oroza’s Technological Disobedience: a

collection of objects created in Cuba during the 30 years of isolation that the country has known.24 [Fig.

32,33,34,35] It is therefore an anti-capitalistic system act, whether conscious or forced. With the

ecological crisis, it becomes a form of degrowth25 as an intra-societal entity. Such acts were the base for

communities created in Notre-Dame-des-Landes in the Z.A.D. (Zone to Defend)26 [Fig. 31] where people

had to create a habitat with the materials at their disposal. They are laboratories of alternative companies

that try to explore di�erent solutions. And clearly, the artist has his role in the evolution of society and can

therefore also go through alternative paths to the consumer society.

[Figure 31] Example of a shed built on the Z.A.D. of Notre-Dame-des-Landes. Press picture. 2013.
Notre-dames-des-Landes, France. Picture available on
https://fr.crimethinc.com/2018/04/09/la-zad-another-end-of-the-world-is-possible-learning-from-50-years-of-stru
ggle-at-notre-dame-des-landes. Accessed 4 November 2020.

26 Z.A.D (Zone to Defend): a French neologism used to refer to a militant occupation that is intended to physically
blockade a development project. By occupying the land, activists aim to prevent the project from going ahead. Wikipedia,
“Zone to Defend,” Wikipedia, accessed November 3, 2020, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zone_to_Defend.

25 Degrowth: a political, economic, and social movement based on ecological economics and anti-consumerist and
anti-capitalist ideas. Wikipedia, “Degrowth,” Wikipedia, accessed October 31, 2020, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Degrowth.

24 “Technological Disobedience,” Assemble Papers, Ernesto Oroza, October 19, 2018,
https://assemblepapers.com.au/2017/04/28/technological-disobedience-ernesto-oroza/, accessed November 3, 2020.
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[Figure 32,33,34,35] Oroza, Ernesto. Technological Disobedience. Selected pictures from the archive. Archive
of Cuban DIY. Since 1997. Picture available on https://www.ernestooroza.com/tag/technological-disobedience/.
Accessed 4 November 2020.
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2.3. Being a bricoleur: how can chaos help?

To me, using bricolage in an art practice requires starting with a mindless collection of objects and

elements that can serve multiple purposes. Modern society is built on a system of quick replacement and

overconsumption. Leftovers, litter, trash, and broken pieces alike can be easily collected in the urban

environment. Also, ‘natural’ elements can be added to the collection as raw materials. This action of

collecting and sorting objects is above all subjective. It is therefore not necessary to consider each object for

what it is in its original function. Firstly, the point is to identify what each of them could be used for. For

example, in the hands of a creative person, a simple cardboard box can be manipulated, modi�ed and

assembled with other elements so that it becomes something completely di�erent. Once collected, the

materials can be inventoried, re�ected upon and turned into a dialogue. What is this? What was it

intentionally made for? What is it similar to? Shape, color, texture, etc. In typical bricoleur spirit, it is not

necessary to make a universally valid classi�cation but rather to intuitively feel the links and parallels that

can be made between the elements.

[Figure 36] Found picture – Anonymous Bricolage. From sub-Reddit
“DiWHY”. Picture available on https://www.reddit.com/r/DiWHY/. Accessed 12
October 2020.

Personally, I use it as a creative process but not necessarily as the main information of my work. It allows

me to reach �nancial and artistic compromises. Therefore, it is important for me to be at the origin of my

works and to control the entire creative process as the practice is very much idiomatic. Using bricolage in

my works allows me to know my capacities, my limits, what I must acquire to complete my project and
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what I must renounce or bypass. The bricoleur artist feeds o� what precedes them—successive

constructions and deconstructions—scraps and pieces, fossil witnesses of individual and societal history.

They act according to a simple precept, ‘It can always be useful’, which de�nes his freedom as well as his

humility, that is to say, his limits.

Growing up, I had access to various building games such as Lego®, Meccano™, Kapla®, some of

which would come with instruction manuals about how to assemble them step by step. However, the

great shift in creativity came after the pieces were put in bulk, disorganized pieces. This new chaotic

arrangement allows for unseen combinations. Pieces made for a spaceship could now serve as the wall of a

house, a little mechanism to move the leg of a robot, or furniture for my sister’s dolls. Of course, those

toys are intentionally designed for such possibilities. But a child does not care for marketing concerns and

ignores, to a certain extent, the concept of brand and compatibility. As I got older, I kept this plasticity of

arranging. It is, to me, the most primal form of creativity.

As the years went by, I expanded my abilities to use more tools and innovate with what I had: to

gradually move towards a better understanding of what I had at disposal. Today, my practice is still,

although in a more subtle way, based on this �rst approach of creation by assembling objects, diverting

their primary intention and associating concepts with each other. By combining pre-existing elements I

appeal to a collective knowledge, certainly not universal, but which I hope will allow a �rst connection

with my work. Sometimes I think it is necessary to abandon the modernist maxim ‘less is more’ in favor of

‘more is more’, as our life is overloaded with information and consumption, making it di�cult to

distinguish what matters.

I almost always show many, very many, in fact, too many, works in my exhibitions. This is a criticism that is
often leveled at me, but I don’t have any di�culty living with it.27

Thomas Hirschhorn (1995)

27 Thomas Hirschhorn, Lisa Lee, and Hal Foster, Critical Laboratory: the Writings of Thomas Hirschhorn (Cambridge,
MA: The MIT Press, 2013), 1.
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[Figure 37] Hirschhorn, Thomas. In-Between. Installation view. Mixed media. 2015. The South
London Gallery, London. Picture available on
https://www.artsy.net/show/south-london-gallery-thomas-hirschhorn-in-between. Accessed 4
November 2020.

In my works I often use found or pre-existing objects. It is before all very pragmatic reasons. Sometimes

this allows me to get around a problem that would otherwise require technical knowledge and accessible

tools. There is also a �nancial necessity that cannot be ignored. Waste is free or cheap at worst. But above

all, these objects bring me inspiration, by their aspect, by the meaning they have in our society, by the

poetry that represents their presence in our modern world.

A simple, yet personal example: what does plastic waste that washes up on an isolated beach tell

us? It reminds us that ‘virgin nature’ is more of a myth because most spaces today bear the trace of human

activities. It represents, in itself, a brutality made to the environment. Furthermore, it is a trace of

relatively recent consumerism that was then abandoned. Additionally, it’s a reminder that, despite our

best e�orts to place ourselves above the natural, our control is weak and chaos is immense. To pick it up,

to appropriate it, to be inspired by it, is therefore a political act however insigni�cant it may be.

With my Shitty repair [Fig. 38,39,40,41] series, which started during the lockdown, I touch on an

aspect of my process that I really value, it could be summed up as ‘hardly working’. That is to say, a state

precisely between the working and the non-working. In this case, it is part of the daily practice since it

involves repairs of everyday objects. The idea here is to force the use of only available resources, using
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everyday materials (�our, bandage, sugar, sewing thread) to repair broken objects. For me, the series is

mostly playful and absurd, especially because the repaired objects that result from it become di�cult to

use, rendering them almost unusable. In a way, the project was a response to a certain state of mind related

to containment. Forced to stay at home as much as possible, many people in my inner circle had taken up

or returned to various DIY practices, such as baking their own bread or knitting and sewing clothes.

[Figure 38,39,40,41] Causel, Romain. Shitty repair. Selected pictures from the series. Multi-medium objects.
2020. Reykjavík, Iceland. Pictures available on https://www.instagram.com/romain.causel/?hl=en. Accessed 4
November 2020.
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One element that I �nd interesting is when the raw aesthetic, the most visible face of a bricolage practice,

con�icts with a more neutral or sanitized environment, such as the white cube. Tension is created by the

contrast provoked. Between a universe that tries to erase imperfection and a work that embraces it.

However, one cannot deny that a certain poetry is formed by the opposition. This con�ict can be used for

framing the artwork at the risk of giving it a �ctitious dimension. The process can work the other way

around when the chosen exhibition space comes out of the canons of the contemporary art center. In

both cases, the e�ect produced is the sensation of witnessing an alien element to its environment. Xchange

by the German collective Rocco und seine Brüder [Fig. 42] is a good visualization of what I am trying to

express. Even without going to such extremes, I think I can say that my work is part of this approach in

several ways. Plan de rénovation installed in Hjalteyri Verksmiðjan [Fig. 43,44,45] was for me a way to

contrast the decaying state of the facility with a relatively well-built structure. In comparison, Rusty Dance

[Fig. 3,4,5] or Global Cluster Monsters [Fig. 13,14,15], installed in quasi white cubes are two works that

create, I believe, their universe independent of the locations.

[Figure 42] Collective, Rocco und seine Brüder. Xchange. Installation views. Multi-material installation.
2019. Aktionkunst, Berlin. Pictures available on http://www.roccoundseinebrueder.com/outdoor-detail/xchange/.
Accessed 4 November 2020.
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[Figure 43,44,45] Causel, Romain. Plan de rénovation. Installation views. Wood, paint, plaster, crowbar.
October 2019. Verksmiðjan, Hjalteyri, Iceland. Pictures available on
https://www.romaincausel.com/plan-de-renovation. Accessed 4 November 2020.
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3. Absurd and idiocy

3.1. Absurd creator: Camus’s absurd man, existentialism, theater of absurd

As Albert Camus described it in The Myth of Sisyphus, either we will discover meaning through a leap of

faith, by placing our hopes in a god beyond, or we will conclude that life is meaningless. All our attempts

to reach an answer and thoughts are ultimately insigni�cant. Sisyphus is a character in Greek mythology,

who was condemned by the gods to push a boulder to the top of a mountain, only to watch it roll down

the hill again just as he gets to the top. Camus says that it is easy to declare its existence absurd, which

means a total absence of hope (which is not the same thing as despair). The author draws a parallel with

the human condition. Our daily life, like his, is marked by repetition. Man frees himself from his slave

condition by becoming aware of life’s tragic nature. Sisyphus has no choice but to continue to live

according to the initial a�rmation, as most people assume, that life is worth living in spite of the

absurdity. Thanks to this awareness, humanity like Sisyphus has the means to be free and happy. Free,

among other things, to create. Consciousness allows contempt and thus the overcoming of the human

condition. Camus �nally says that he hopes to see Sisyphus happy despite his condition. The absurd man

lives with the awareness that nothing he does really matters, he is living free of illusion. Camus concluded

by saying that life ends with death, but until then everything is up to us.

This world in itself is not reasonable, that’s all we can say. But what is absurd is the confrontation of this
irrational and this desire for clarity, whose call echoes the depths of man’s being. […] I draw from the
absurd, three consequences that are my revolt, my passion, my freedom.28

Albert Camus (1965)

The act of living is not driven by the quality of experiences but by their multiplicities and diversity. Here,

the impulse to create comes from the anxiety we feel when we face the fundamental contradictions of our

absurd lives. “Creating is living in doubt.”29 For Camus, creation is above all to invent an entire world that

mimics our own (absurd) world: not trying to explain the experience but describe it. Camus doesn’t claim

that art should be a copy of the world as it is, but rather that art should be used as a way for artists to spell

out their view on the world while being aware that both are ephemeral.

From this con�ict of the absurd, I draw a certain basis for my practice whether it is apparent or

not in my works. The lack of meaning, and the absurdity that results from it, then becomes freedom, a

29 Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, 158.

28 Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, 28.  Translated from the French by Justin O'Brien (London: H. Hamilton,
1965)
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power to approach the world without constraint and with wonder. My work can take di�erent forms. A

common feature of every belief system is to try to make sense of the world, �nd a reason for its very

existence. Chaos, on the other end, possesses no reason to exist other than the purely absurd, the very

anti-name of order and meaning. As with entropy, it is important to understand that on a larger scale, no

action makes a di�erence, that neither good nor bad can be distinguished as everything will end in time.

Therefore, any form or creation can be seen as a deliberate choice to multiply the attempts to understand

and describe our existence, rather than to �nd answers and ways to control. The absurd then becomes the

freedom to tackle any desired subject.

The absurd is �rst obvious with Dada and Surrealist movements as an attempt to re-examine the

role of art. More broadly, the absurd is a major line that is found in most existentialist thinkers for whom

our essence would be illusory, whereas our existence is to be built, to be realized. But even more so is the

theater, which is placed in a philosophy closer to that of Camus. This character exchanges cryptic and

nonsensical dialogues, reminds us of the absurdity of our exchanges and the inability of language to

transmit the integrity of thought. Indeed, it could be said that entropy a�ects language itself as well as any

kind of messages. Like with Waiting for Godot30 and, moreover, in other Samuel Beckett works, the

expectation is both a curse and a means for the viewer. The use of stereotypes along with the absurd

allows for the deconstruction of myth and hierarchy. Overall, ‘absurd’ calls for both tragedy and laughter,

also known as tragicomic. Absurd is therefore politics in its primary form, an expression of one’s world

perception.

3.2. The Idiot: different faces of idiocy

“Dada is Idiot”31 said the manifesto, written by Richard Huelsenbeck. In the introduction to his book

L’idiotie: Art, Vie, Politique (Idiocy: Art, Life, Politics), Jean-Yves Jouannais32 argues, not without boldness,

that ‘modern’ and ‘Idiot’ are synonymous. For him, art only reaches its most mature state when it frees

itself from its academic and physical boundaries at the turn of the 20th century in a free spirit that makes

it de facto idiotic. Idiocy is then elevated to the rank of “Generation Principle.”33 He adds, “Let us not

forget that it was through the criminalization of idiocy in the art that Alfred Rosenberg succeeded in

33 Jean-Yves Jouannais, L'idiotie, 33.

32 Jean-Yves Jouannais, L'idiotie: Art, Vie, Politique – méthode (Paris: Beaux-arts magazine, 2003), 30.

31 Richard Huelsenbeck, Almanach Dada (Dijon: Presses du réel, 1920).

30 Samuel Beckett, Waiting for Godot (New York: Grove Press, 1954).
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establishing that the whole of modern art was quali�ed as degenerate, a term that will be taken up again to

its advantage.”34 While the author subsequently moderates his remarks, he maintains, nevertheless, that

idiocy is a suitable term for a major part of the creation in the last century. To do this, he uses Clément

Rosset’s de�nition, which de�nes idiocy as “everything, any person is idiot, as long as they exist only in

itself ”35. We then understand how idiocy can help to achieve the artist’s much-desired originality.

The idiocy in art or the story of a man who, telling a joke, �nds that he is not distracting anyone and is
suppressing himself.36

Translated from: Jean-Yves Jouannais, L’idiotie: Art, Vie, Politique. (2003)

[Figure 46] Bas, Jan Ader. Fall 2. Still from performance video. 1971. Amsterdam. Film available on
http://basjanader.com/works/fall2.php. Accessed 4 November 2020.

Since the beginning of the last century, artists have been playing the fool for various and sometimes

unknown purposes. It is necessary to understand that an absurd act, worthless, is an act nevertheless.

Perhaps even, in certain cases at least, an absurd act can be placed beyond any other as it remains free of

expectation, or at least freer. The idiocy de�nes the act of diving fully into fear of the worst, or at least

taking it in its direction. The search for idiocy does not always coincide with the search for laughter, it is,

in fact, an inevitable consequence of it. Its interest lies above all in its ability to a�ict. The idiot is the one

36 Jean-Yves Jouannais, L'idiotie, 236.

35 Rosset Clément, “Le réel Et Son Double Essai Sur L'illusion,” in Le réel Et Son Double Essai Sur L'illusion (Paris:
Folio Essais, 1993), 62-63.

34 Jean-Yves Jouannais, L'idiotie, 34.
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who does not know, who �nds himself there by chance, whose only excuse is accident or passion. There is

certainly idiocy in the act of Bas Jan Ader [Fig. 46] who ends his bike ride in the canal. Concerning his

works (notably the �nal In search of the miraculous), we would be inclined to believe in the expiation of a

certain sadness.

For Gilles Deleuze37, in a very short way, idiot must be based on the Greek idiōtēs (ἰδιώτης), which means

the particular, the singular, the unique (as in ‘idiom’). For him, each character and system are unique,

therefore idiot. Descartes’s cogito, Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, the Jesus of the Bible, etc. are all idiots in this

Greek sense. I won’t go into this notion at the risk of yet another digression, but it shows that the idiot

cannot simply be assimilated to the notion of stupidity.

3.3. I am absurd therefore I am (an idiot)

A formulation that may allow us to appreciate the absurd can be found when art executes a great exit from

the road in a sharp turn or even a U-turn. One could say of a man jumping out of a window that he

wanted to kill himself. But it is possible to a�rm that his intention was above all to try to �y, or simply, to

know what it feels like. These answers and others are equally valid because only he can know, and this

meaning given to his action will only be for him and him alone, the rest is speculation.

The recent example of my Messages to the ocean [Fig. 47,48,49,50] in biodegradable bottles is a

deliberate act of absurdity. The fact that it overacts them by predicting their current-induced paths and

the whole staging that accompanies them is also absurd as it is meaningless. However, through this

contradiction, my goal is to bring more questions and to approach other subjects in a form that is more

poetic than intellectual. Moreover, this project, like some others before it, falls under another de�nition of

the absurd. The one that is commonly associated with failure, stupidity, and humor, in other words, the

more commonly extended absurdity. For me, absurd poetry emerges when the result contrasts with the

resources put in place, be it material, time, e�ort, or intellectual.

That being said, it is important to question the relation that absurdity and idiocy have. To me the

idiot can be seen as one embodiment of the absurd creator that Camus described or at least a close relative.

That is to say, idiocy is, in fact, a response to the absurdity felt. What Camus calls the “revolt of the �esh”38

is the total lack of ability to give a rational sense to the world. Thus, idiocy in art is only beautiful by the

nature of the enigma it represents. Of course, for me, it’s more a question of ‘playing’ the idiot (at least I

38 Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, 150.

37 Maylynno, “The Idiot: Deleuze's Concept of Political Ethics and Creativity,” maylynno, April 25, 2019,
https://maylynno.wordpress.com/2016/10/03/the-idiot-deleuzes-concept-of-political-ethics-and-creativity/.
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suppose). It is not a question of falling into grotesque, parody or even caricature. In my case, idiocy allows

me to rebalance the tones I give to my works. It is not undermining to say that some elements I do in my

pieces are idiotic or absurd. In fact, these are the ones I often think about as most consequential of a

deliberate choice. When I throw my message into the ocean to see them disappear before they reach

anybody, I am well aware that all the e�ort was in vain. I know this was for almost nothing. I was only

playing the narrative of an idiot looking to communicate via a message in a bottle. Obviously, I know that

no one is fooled because they can see with the rest that I am precisely not an idiot (again I suppose). But

from that tension arises a poetry of the absurd. To put it simply I always want to lead to the idea that: yes

it is absurd! But what isn’t?

[Figure 47] Causel, Romain. Message to the Ocean. Still from video. Sugar bottles, messages, videos.
September 2020. Kubburinn, Reykjavík, Iceland.
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[Figure 48,49,50] Causel, Romain. Message to the Ocean. Installation details. Sugar bottles,
messages, videos, foam, steel, wood, paper, clay. September 2020. Kubburinn, Reykjavík, Iceland.
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4. This Used To Be Something Else: MA project solo show

4.1. Before the show

In many ways, preparations for this exhibition began in the summer of 2020. At that time, I was assisting

Gústav Geir Bollasson in running the Verksmiðjan art center in Hjalteyri. The free time and the midnight

sun were opportunities for me to collect a lot of abandoned materials in nature and on the surrounding

beaches, but also to get inspired by the special atmosphere of the North at this time of the year.

Furthermore, I had access to the workshop of the art center. This allowed me to make many experiments

without any imperative. As a result, the majority of ideas were sketched during this period. Back in the

city, I continued this spirit of collecting and assembling. As the various components accumulated, the

works evolved organically and in continuity with what had been initiated during the summer.

The conception of the solo exhibition, held in the student-run gallery Rýmd, was a progression

over time and assemblage. I worked simultaneously on several ideas and projects that were at �rst distinct

from one another. The eight or so works presented were conceived through the concepts evoked in the

previous chapters. When I arrived in the exhibition space, I had at my disposal a body of disparate objects

that I had to compose into a coherent whole, visually and conceptually. Rýmd is a space far di�erent from

the ideal of the white cube and still has visible marks of its former functions. In any case, I bene�ted from

a major asset to prepare the exhibition: time. Indeed, the beginning of the installation started three weeks

before the opening. An unusually long period allowed me to discover and adapt to the site.

During the discussion that followed the opening, the artist Jóna Hlíf Halldórsdóttir asked me if I

had edited out any elements during the installation. In reality, the opposite had happened. From the

beginning, I decided to include some elements or defects of the place to complete some of my works as the

imperfections and quick repairs made in the space echoed my practice. The discussion with my supervisor

Anna Rún Tryggvadóttir pushed me toward further experimentation and a visual coherent aesthetic up

until the last moments of the preparation.
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4.2. Therefore, it used to be

The exhibition in Rýmd consisted of two series of four photographs (76 days in Hjalteyri and This used to

be somewhere else), two video installations (Keep the Smile! and Keep running!), a three-part sound

sculpture (Thingy), two sculptures/installations (Town and Sheep) and the documentation of a happening

performed on the opening night of the exhibition (Le Bricoleur). Each of these works has many elements

to consider, both in the making and for the public viewing the exhibition.

[Figure 51,52] Causel, Romain. This Used To Be Something Else, 2021. Exhibition view.

From my desire to explore the absurd [see part 3.3 page 37], a character emerged common to the

performance and the two videos, informally designated as ‘Le Bricoleur’. This character is always played

by me, and his appearance varies from one work to another. However, two aspects remain: on the one

hand the absurdity of the actions and the settings, and, on the other hand, the presence of a blue worker’s
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jumpsuit [Fig. 53]. This uniform is associated with manual labor, with repetitive physical work that

requires little training or skill. This choice is signi�cant in that it is integrated into a political metaphor, in

�ligree that crosses the entire exhibition. An aspect re�ected in the found objects I use for materials and

the symbolism employed in my sculptures. One of the videos was screened inside an oil barrel and is a

30-minute-long video of Le Bricoleur looking straight into the camera with a forced smile and some

surprise elements popping out randomly [Fig. 59,60,61]. The other video, projected on an old sea-mine

shell from WWII, is a loop of the character running on a snowy hill, with some variation of that loop. In it

‘Le Bricoleur’ is sometimes multiple, at various speeds or reversed. Variations that can only be seen by

those who take time to really look at the video [Fig. 57,58]. Through these installations, I seek to use the

remnants and symbols of industrialization and capitalism that have shaped the world for the last 150 years

or so. Rather than forcing my vision or politics on the viewer, my wish is that visitors make their personal

interpretations of the exhibition (or not).

The performance featured the same character, geared with an absurd set of equipment, through

an awkward and hazardous staging. The action was then blowing wood ashes into the air using a modi�ed

vacuum cleaner. This is in fact unnecessarily complex equipment for a rather dull act. The result was

polluted air, saturated with dust, like thick fog pierced by light sources [Fig. 54,55]. This led to the

spectators �eeing the building to avoid the su�ocating atmosphere. My goal was to have a simple action

creating massive chaos and work with the duality between entropy and negentropy [see part 1.2 page 9]. A

grotesque metaphor of a human polluting his space within minutes of his existence. The props and a

video recording of the happening were then left in the space [Fig. 56] along with a layer of ash covering the

�oor of the gallery (and the promise of hours-long cleaning).
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[Figure 53] Causel, Romain. Le Bricoleur, 2020. Studio shot, full equipment for the performance.
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[Figure 54,55] Causel, Romain. Le Bricoleur, 2021. Stills from the performance.
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[Figure 56] Causel, Romain. Le Bricoleur, 2021. Documentation, performance equipment in the exhibition space.

In some aspects, the aesthetic of the show could be described as post-apocalyptic. However, my desire was

to tackle what is already here in our pre-apocalypse industrial and capitalistic world and use it to build my

idiosyncratic narrative.

[Figure 57] Causel, Romain. Keep Running!, 2021. Still from video.
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[Figure 58] Causel, Romain. Keep Running!, 2021. Documentation, video installation.
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[Figure 59,60] Causel, Romain. Keep the Smile!, 2021. Documentation, video installation.
[Figure 61] Causel, Romain. Keep the Smile!, 2021. Still from video.
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Both photographic series, while being very di�erent in their aspect and technique, share a notion of the

ephemeral. The four photographs by the entrance of the gallery 76 days in Hjalteyri are scans of

long-exposure pinhole photos (solargraphy39) [Fig. 62]. The photosensitive paper used for the negatives

cannot be stabilized, so the original pictures are doomed to disappear. Only a scan of the negative, an

instant of constant evolution, can be preserved [Fig. 63,64]. Like many other things, the cameras were

made of scraps and are in a sense, barely functional. The other series of photographs This Used To Be

Somewhere Else are four images screen printed with clear varnish on steel plates [Fig. 66]. These plates

were previously exhibited outside for two months and subjected to the harsh climate of Iceland. The

images that appear through this process are therefore composed of a rusty gradation [Fig. 67,68,69]. The

areas not protected by the varnish oxidize �rst and make up the image in the same way that black pigment

does on a black and white image. Here too, time will eventually make the picture vanish as the rust eats

through the metal. In both cases, I chose to display the pictures as they are at a point in time: in between

two states. One last shared aspect of the two sets is what I can only describe, in my mind, as an abstract

contemplative wandering emerging from the pictures. Like the rest, they used to and will be something

else.

[Figure 62] Causel, Romain. 76 days in Hjalteyri, 2020. Inkjet prints on paper. Documentation, exhibition
view.

39 Solargraphy: creating photographs of the path of the sun across the sky using a pinhole camera and exposure periods
measured in days or months. “solargraphy,” Wiktionary, accessed March 14, 2021, https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/solargraphy.
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[Figure 63] Causel, Romain. 76 days in Hjalteyri, 2020. Digital scan, original scan (left).

[Figure 64] Causel, Romain. 76 days in Hjalteyri, 2020. Digital scan, printed negative (right).

[Figure 65] Causel, Romain. 76 days in Hjalteyri, 2020. Studio shot, two pinhole cameras.
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[Figure 66] Causel, Romain. This used to be somewhere else, 2020. Silkscreen photographs on metal plates left
outdoors.

[Figure 67] Causel, Romain. This used to be somewhere else, 2020. Photographs on metal plates exhibited
outdoors in December. Documentation, detail, print.
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[Figure 68] Causel, Romain. This used to be somewhere else, 2020. Photographs on metal plates exhibited
outdoors in February. Documentation, detail, print.

[Figure 69] Causel, Romain. This used to be somewhere else, 2020. Photographs on metal plates exhibited in
Rymd. Documentation, detail, print.
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At the center of the room is an island made of gravel, stones, and volcanic rocks [Fig. 70]. The island hosts

a village or a town of houses made of earth, pointing to the way in which houses were built in Iceland for

centuries (Town). The miniature houses are all similar and arranged in the manner of a cul-de-sac in the

suburbs. As time goes by, seeds (grass and barley) contained in the dirt sprout and eventually cover and

crumble the structure. A kind of metal monster built from rebar and engine parts stands over the village.

A brown oil-like liquid �ows from the monster down the rebar into the soil of the town. At the top of this

monster is a house, similar to the others, but made of metal, dominating the village. [Fig. 71,72,73,74].

On a neighboring island is a rusted barrel, half-�lled with a turf structure. The same liquid �ows out of

the barrel and into the sewer system. [Fig. 75,76,77,78]. This double installation is composed as an

allegory of the elements inspiring my work in Iceland and contains objects collected in the Icelandic

countryside. The project is loosely based on the gap between the old Icelandic turf houses and the

post-war modernization of the country’s housing, but it is also a free re�ection on the standardization of

these houses, the dependency on oil and the temporality of these (or any) systems. The choice of

composition is partly inspired by the reading of Lévi-Strauss’s “The Savage Mind”40. As mentioned in a

previous chapter [part 2.1 page 21], the writer delineates art as a miniature model of the world around us,

comparing the artworks to Japanese Gardens. Even if I don’t entirely subscribe to this view, it seemed

interesting to me to use this way to transmit a political view without going into a literal statement.

[Figure 70] Causel, Romain. Town/Sheep, 2021. Documentation, installation view.

40 Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind: Claude Lévi-Strauss (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1969), 59.
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[Figure 71,72,73,74] Causel, Romain. Town, 2021. Installation view.
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[Figure 75,76,77,78] Causel, Romain. Sheep. 2020. Installation view.
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Thingy is a three-part sound installation, this project developed intuitively and evolved organically over

time. The “bell”, which is the central element, is made of recycled materials and assembled to evoke a

communication device [Fig. 79,80]. Two hammers set in motion by electric motors resonate the two

halves of a metal �oater transformed into a bell [Fig. 81]. The sound is picked up by microphones on each

side of the device. It is then repeated by two speakers placed elsewhere in the gallery allowing the sound to

impregnate the whole space, reverberate, and extend in time [Fig. 83,84,85]. Thus, the sound becomes

part of the exhibition to the point of becoming invasive. The spectator can stop or restart the hammers via

foot switches placed near the main bell [Fig. 82]. I would like to point out, however, that few adult

viewers have ventured to use the switches. The whole installation hardly works, which brings an

unpredictable and almost lifelike dimension to the installation. The general aspect is both rough yet

highly crafted. My desire was to �nd new uses for the recovered materials by following my intuition. I

started by cutting some metal �oats and discovering their sound properties. I then developed this idea,

with the aspects of the pieces evolving throughout the process. Furthermore, I wanted to get closer to old

abandoned telephone poles found in the countryside and refer to the elements common in small local

harbors. I see this work as a failed communication device emitting noise rather than a message, or even an

anti-rhythmic instrument.
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[Figure 79,80] Causel, Romain. Thingy (Bell), 2020. Installation view.

[Figure 81] Causel, Romain. Thingy (Bell), 2020. Detail on the hammer.
[Figure 82] Causel, Romain. Thingy (Bell), 2020. Detail on a foot switch.

Romain Causel 2021 — Iceland



57

[Figure 83] Causel, Romain. Thingy (Speaker Left), 2021. Installation view.

[Figure 84] Causel, Romain. Thingy (Speaker Left), 2021. Installation view.
[Figure 85] Causel, Romain. Thingy (Speaker Right), 2021. Installation view.
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4.3. Final Thoughts

Before the performance, there had been thousands of earthquakes originating close to the capital. This

was seen as a very possible indication of a volcanic eruption (which ultimately happened later the same

month). As some visitors have pointed out, a parallel can be drawn between this event and the

post-disaster dimension of the exhibition. To me, it is proof that art communicates with present time, and

that certain coincidences and happenings can lead the viewer to read and reread certain works di�erently

depending on the situation.

Ultimately, I must establish some self-criticism. The exhibition su�ers, in my opinion, from an ‘in

between’. Almost too many elements to take into consideration and to explain. In the same way, having so

many elements to deal with led me to pay less attention to certain aspects. Due to the rather rough aspect

of my work, it is up to me to decide the level of polishing: a balancing act that is not always easy to grasp.

As a matter of fact, I think it would have been possible to eliminate some excesses without a�ecting the

integrity of the show. But paradoxically, as far as my artistic future is concerned, my intuition constantly

points to a constant addition. To the point, that it sometimes appeared to me that the gallery still

contained ‘empty spaces to be �lled. If I wish to continue with this process of collecting and assembling

objects, I will probably have to embrace the philosophy of “more is always more” (see part 2.3 p 28).

Similarly, if it is impossible to deny that these works are the product of my personality, it seems

important to me to leave space for the viewer to create his/her own interpretations. More importantly, I

�nd it essential that the viewer can freely turn away from my artistic proposition. By chance, some people

living in the neighborhood came to the gallery. Among them were children and people not familiar with

contemporary art, whose questions sometimes got me into di�culties. Typically, answering simple

questions like, “Why do you do this?” or, “What is this?” are much more complicated exercises than they

seem; any answer seems more absurd than the question and the real motivations get lost as I try to

organize my thoughts.

From junk to junk, as I was taking the last trash bag out of the gallery I realized a certain

irony—where exactly does this end? To this day, I keep most of the objects made for the show, along with

numerous pictures and videos that I still have to organize and sort. But just like the titles of the exhibition

predicted, this is now something else.
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Conclusion

During this master's degree, I sought to experiment and re�ne my artistic approach.  If at �rst, I tried to

perfect my technique, I quickly realized that my strength, or at least the thing that brings me the most

satisfaction, is the multiplicity of approaches. I think it is important for me to follow this intuition and

above all to remain curious and attentive to a maximum of things. A curiosity that I always prefer to belief

and that will undoubtedly lead me to question my opinions.

When I started the program, it was di�cult for me to present myself as an "artist", I always

preferred the formulation "art student". In fact, I didn't think I was worthy of presenting myself as such.

However, I have to admit that it is up to me to say who I am or not and the impostor syndrome will not

disappear after I graduate. So I think that it doesn't really make sense. However, I make the choice to

continue to produce and improve as long as it is possible. I hope that one day I will no longer feel the need

to present myself as an Artist.

The drafting of this text allows me to make a point. I mentioned earlier, how bricolage can be

applied to several types of practice, the same goes for this text. This raises an important question—how to

account for concepts such as entropy, chaos and order, absurdity and idiocy without getting lost in

them—without being, in turn, trapped by them? How can one claim to grasp ideas which, by de�nition,

are �uid and constantly moving? In the same way, I seek to know how to make order out of this disorder

and how to make sense of the nonsense. I must emphasize that all the elements and concepts that I address

in this text help me to understand the world as I go through my life and therefore resonate in my work.

One of my classmates recently said that, as an artist, our work feels small in comparison to the amazing

things we encounter in our daily life. Similarly, to quote Robert Filliou, “Art is what makes life more

interesting than art.”41 My artistic practice, the body of objects that I create, is in some ways an extension

of myself whether I like it or not.

41 Robert Filliou, Robert Filliou: Génie sans Talent, (Düsseldorf: Museum Kunst Palast, 2003), 12.
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