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During the last three months of 1997 Jean-Michel 
Othoniel exhibited crystal works at the Musée des 
arts décoratifs in Paris. In a raw space, in the process 
of being converted into a new gallery, these luxurious 
necklaces and harnesses shimmered in the changing 
light against a background of concrete walls scrawled 
with instructions to the builders, exposed electric 
wires and torn-up parquet floors. On one side the 
fourth-storey windows give on to the rooftops of the 
rue de Rivoli and, on the other, they look down on 
the inner courtyard of the Louvre. In a perfect crys­
tal ball the Louvre was suspended upside down, re­
sembling those spheres in a Matsys painting that 
refer the viewer to an “offstage” object not otherwise 
within the range of vision.

As Othoniel explained to me, that one perfect 
globe is an anomaly. Most of his crystal objects are 
imperfect, which is a quality hard to achieve. “Crystal 
is like water—it forms in symmetrical drops. What 
I wanted were irregular or damaged elements. I ’d 
make them in terra cotta first, then hand them over 
to a master glass blower, Oscar Zanetti, in Murano. 
For him it was a real challenge to reproduce these 
imperfect forms, and he was forced to invent new 
techniques. For instance, glass has a memory. I f  you
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‘wound’ a molten ball of glass by cutting into it or by 
otherwise making an indentation, it heals but later, 
when the glass cools, the wound will reappear. Za­
netti used these wounds to realize some of the forms 
I was after.”

Othoniel strung his giant beads with their ba­
roque irregularities not on thread but wire, interwo­
ven with the sort of strip lights that indicate the exits 
along the aisles of an airplane. These necklaces hang 
from an industrial hook touching or, in the case of 
one extra-long necklace, even pooling on the floor. As 
the natural light dies in the evening or fades behind 
a cloud, the inner lights of the crystals glow more 
strongly. One of the pieces is a harness made out of 
open circles of clear crystal. Sadomasochists wear 
such harnesses fashioned out of warm, flexible leath­
er and cold, rigid metal rings, both materials sturdy 
and functional. Here the material, crystal, is fragile, 
unyielding—more an idea or a model of a harness 
than a practical piece of apparel. Another piece is a 
red and amber pendant that droops in a way sugges­
tive of a full condom, or of the penis itself. A red 
bead is a rough parody of the traditional Valentine’s 
Day symbol; aubergine-colored crystal takes the form 
of three small eggplants. The red is derived from 
gold leaf, the clear crystal from silica; and all the 
other colors are drawn from earth pigments, a trans­
formation of the humble soil into airy transparency 
that must appeal to Othoniel’s alchemical side.
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The imagination is forced to play with these ob­
jects. Are they religious or erotic or royal finery? A 
warrior’s breastplate? Congealed honey? Are they a 
primitive form of currency? Are they magical objects 
in a fairy tale? When they were first exhibited at the 
Peggy Guggenheim Museum in Venice ( June 11-No- 
vember 9, 1997), they were strung in the trees over 
the garden. There they had a softer, more bucolic 
appearance than in Paris. Othoniel refers to the gar­
den as a “closed seraglio.” One of the necklaces dan­
gled directly above Peggy’s stone throne with its Byz­
antine motifs. In any event, they represented a rare 
incursion of the contemporary into a permanent col­
lection devoted to abstraction and surrealism.

The first conversation I ever had with Othoniel was 
about the turn-of-the-century proto-surrealist writer 
Raymond Roussel, the author of Impressions d’Afrique 
and Locus Solus; Othoniel and I met at a dinner soon 
after the rediscovery of a trunk that Roussel had put 
into storage seventy years earlier and that contained 
many unpublished manuscripts. Othoniel, who is 
currently working on a fantastic Rousselian CD-ROM 
machine for the Bibliothèque Nationale which will 
produce unique books programmed by the visitors to 
the library, is a fanatical admirer of the eccentric 
writer, and some of the objects in his new show made 
me think of Roussel’s bizarre contraptions.

When I mentioned that the necklaces reminded 
me of African cowrie shell necklaces or Indian wam­

pum, he said that curiously enough the only authen­
tic eighteenth century Venetian glass beads that still 
exist appear in African necklaces, since at that time 
European merchants were trading trinkets in Africa. 
Othoniel told me that in the early years of this centu­
ry a European merchant had offered a motorcycle to 
a tribal ruler in Africa. The king didn’t have the pet­
rol to fuel the motorcycle but once a year he’d order 
his men to push it by hand through the sand. When 
he noticed the handsome chevron pattern left be­
hind by the tires in the sand, he had it copied in fab­
ric; the chevrons became the royal motif. A literal 
example of Impressions d ’Afrique, we agreed, laughing, 
and of how the quotidian can become regal.

Jean-Michel Othoniel was born in 1964 in Saint- 
Etienne, a dreary industrial town not far from Lyon, 
famous for its illustrated catalogues in the eigh­
teenth and nineteenth centuries and for its mines. His 
father is an engineer for Schlumberger, his mother 
a teacher; neither are interested in the visual arts, 
though both are concerned with civic values and 
virtues. As luck would have it, Saint-Etienne, a pro­
gressive communist-run town, had at that time the 
second most important collection of contemporary
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JEAN-MICHEL OTHONIEL, LE COLLIER OUVERT, 
November-December 1997, Musée des arts décoratifs, Paris. 
(PHOTO: Franck Guignochau)
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JEAN-MICHEL OTHONIEL, LE GRAND COLLIER, 
November-December 1997, Musée des arts décoratifs, Paris. 
(PHOTO: Franck Guignochau)
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art in France (after the Centre Georges Pompidou), 
directed by Bernard Ceysson, who is still the chief 
curator. When Othoniel was just seven years old he 
saw his first art exhibition there; it was a Robert Mor­
ris show. Since Saint-Etienne was an industrial center 
his friends were the children of Italian, Polish and 
Arab immigrant workers, which perhaps allowed 
Othoniel to escape the influence of le bon goût fran­
çais, as much an enemy to serious art as deflating 
English humor and the English fear of pretentious­
ness.

When he was eighteen he left Saint-Etienne for 
one of the new universities created by jack Lang, the 
Ecole des Beaux-Arts at Cergy-Pontoise, an experimen­
tal school where students were encouraged to work 
in many different media, including video, poetry, 
sculpture, painting, ceramics and performance art, 
and where they chose the professors they wanted to 
work with and determined what the work should con­
sist of. Othoniel studied primarily with Jean-Claude 
Silbermann, one of André Breton’s last protégés 
who in 1965, at the last surrealist exhibition during 
Breton’s lifetime, showed THE CONSUMER, a twelve- 
foot-high sculpture that had a siren for a head, a cab- 
radio for a voice and a washing machine endlessly 
churning paper for a stomach. “I enjoyed working 
with Silbermann,” Othoniel confides, “though I re­
jected surrealism with its dated imagery, misogyny 
and homophobia. What I did learn at Cergy-Pontoise 
was to work in many different media—in fact, not to 
pay too much attention to the medium itself but to 
the idea behind it, which links my work to conceptu­
al art and minimalism. My generation, the genera­
tion of the eighties, was very dogmatic (now things 
are much more open, of course); I always rejected 
this closed-mindedness.”

One aspect of Othoniel’s openness is his love of 
collaboration and his desire to reach new audiences. 
In the summer of 1997, when Paris played host to the 
Pride parade for all Europe, Othoniel took 750 pho­
tographic portraits of random parade participants 
during an eight-hour period. He had hundreds of 
red glass bead necklaces from Murano around his 
neck at the beginning. Like one of those traders in 
Africa, he gave a necklace to each person he photo­
graphed (in the pictures they’re all wearing their

necklaces). The sheer physical labor of taking so 
many pictures during such a short period of time was 
a bit of a marathon for him—a performance piece, if  
you will. He enjoyed the parade immensely with its 
mixture of gays, lesbians, drags, straight people, in­
cluding parents with their children—“a real carni­
val.” He has published twenty of the photos but would 
like to find a way of presenting all 750. The pictures 
represent the same spirit of tolerance embodied in 
Othoniel’s new children’s book, Tu peux aimer comme 
tu veux (You can love any way you like).

Othoniel has been working with sulfur since 1992, 
when he presented four versions of an anus at docu­
menta IX, each displayed in a glass case with a mir­
rored base that allowed the viewer a reflection of the 
bottom of the object—fingers in an anus or a jade 
amulet, for instance, or a peacock’s feather. All of 
the objects bore names that are dirty French slang 
for the anus. One sulfur mound was pierced with 
darts made out of cut-up playing cards—a reference 
to Saint Sebastian, a “deviationist saint,” by which 
Othoniel understands a saint invoked to ward off evil, 
as Sebastian survived the arrows that pierced him.

Sulfur led to one of his most remarkable collabo­
rations in 1993. For some time Othoniel had been 
digging a hole in the earth and then hollowing out a 
shape with his hand—a shape he had clearly in mind, 
though he couldn’t see how the piece was coming 
along. He would then fill the earthen mold with liq­
uid sulfur. When the sulfur was cool and dry he 
would brush away the earth and reveal the “blind 
sculpture” he had created—a surprising and novel 
combination of purpose and accident. Then he 
decided he wanted to use his whole body to make the 
mold. He went to the sulfur mines in the Pyrenees, at 
Lacq, and cooperated with a team of workmen. He 
stripped naked, burrowed into the earth (“like a 
worm,” as he puts it), holding his breath all the while 
as he hollowed out the shape of his body. When it was 
cast in sulfur it resembled the ancient statue of the 
hermaphrodite in the Louvre, the recumbent form 
that looks like a girl from behind and a boy from the 
front. “The workers despise the sulfur with which they 
work,” Othoniel told me. “The mine at Lacq was only 
discovered in the sixties, it ’s destroying the natural 
beauty of the landscape—and it smells like rotten eggs.

1 0

JEAN-MICHEL OTHONIEL, L'HERMAPHRODITE, 1993,

self-portrait in ground sulfur, 63 x 27% x 23% ” /  

Selbstporträt, gemahlener Schwefel, 160 x 70 x 60 cm.

I  t h i n k  i t  f a s c i n a t e d  t h e m  t h a t  I  p r i z e d  t h i s  h a t e d  

m a t e r i a l  f o r  i t s  c o l o r  a n d  l i g h t  a n d  c o n s i s t e n c y . ”

O t h o n i e l  e n j o y e d  b e i n g  n a k e d  i n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  

l a b o r e r s ,  j u s t  a s  a t  M u r a n o  h e  l i k e s  c o l l a b o r a t i n g  a t  

t h e  g l a s s w o r k s  w i t h  m e n  s t r i p p e d  t o  t h e  w a i s t  w h o  

m u s t  “ i n t e r p r e t  m y  d e s i r e s . ” N o  w o n d e r  h e  s o  a d ­

m i r e d  t h e  “ C h a m b r e s  d ’a m i s ” s h o w  o r g a n i z e d  a  d e ­

c a d e  a g o  b y  J a n  H o e t  i n  G h e n t ,  d u r i n g  w h i c h  a r t i s t s  

w e r e  i n v i t e d  t o  i n s t a l l  w o r k s  i n  p e o p l e ’s  h o u s e s .  O t h o ­

n i e l  s t i l l  r e c a l l s  J o s e p h  K o s u t h ’s  b r i l l i a n t  i n s t a l l a t i o n  

o f  w o r d s  a n d  d e f i n i t i o n s  o n  t h e  w a l l s  o f  a  p s y c h i a ­

t r i s t ’s  h o u s e .

H e  i s  a n  a r t i s t  w h o  l i k e s  b r e a k i n g  d o w n  t h e  b a r ­

r i e r s  b e t w e e n  g e n r e s ,  b u t  a l s o  b e t w e e n  g e n d e r s .  

W h e n  t h e  C e n t r e  G e o r g e s  P o m p i d o u  h a d  i t s  b i g  

s h o w ,  “ F é m i n i n - M a s c u l i n :  L e  s e x e  d e  l ’a r t ”  i n  1 9 9 5 ,  

O t h o n i e l  w a s  d i s c o u r a g e d  b y  t h e  r i g i d  s e p a r a t i o n  o f  

a r t  b y  o r  a b o u t  m e n  a n d  a r t  b y  o r  a b o u t  w o m e n .  H e  

a l s o  f e l t  u n c o m f o r t a b l e  w i t h  t h e  u n s e x y  d i s t a n c e  

b e t w e e n  t h e  v i s i t o r s  a n d  t h e  w o r k s  o f  a r t .  H i s  p i e c e  

d i s s o l v e d  t h e s e  c a t e g o r i e s .  I t  w a s  MY BEAUTIFUL 
CLOSET, a  n a r r o w  c h a m b e r  e n t e r e d  f r o m  o n e  r o o m

a n d  e x i t i n g  i n t o  a n o t h e r .  T h e  d o o r  w a s  o p e n e d  b y  

p u s h i n g  a  b u t t o n  s h a p e d  l i k e  a  m a l e  n i p p l e  ( m o l d s  

o f  t h e s e  h a v e  b e e n  u s e d  e l s e w h e r e  t o  s t i p p l e  c a n ­

v a s e s  w i t h  w a x  d o t s ) .  T h e  d o o r  w o u l d  t h e n  s h u d d e r  

o p e n .  O n c e  t h e  v i s i t o r  e n t e r e d  t h e  c o r r i d o r  t h e  o r i g ­

i n a l  d o o r  w o u l d  s h u t  a n d  h e  o r  s h e  w o u l d  b e  b r u s h e d  

a g a i n s t  b y  d a n c e r s ,  m a l e  a n d  f e m a l e ,  i n  t h e  d a r k .  

“ G a y  m e n  a r e  u s e d  t o  d a r k  b a c k r o o m s , ” O t h o n i e l  

t o l d  m e ,  “ s o  t h e y  d i d n ’t  r e a c t .  B u t  t h e  f e m a l e  d a n c e r s  

t o l d  m e  t h e y  w e r e  q u i c k l y  e x h a u s t e d  b y  b e i n g  f e l t  u p  

b y  s t r a i g h t  m e n . ” W h e n  t h e  f a r  d o o r  w o u l d  o p e n  t h e  

v i s i t o r  w o u l d  s e e  a  s p o t l i t  p a i r  o f  t r o u s e r s  a n d  s h o e s  

d i p p e d  i n  s u l f u r  a n d  h a n g i n g  f r o m  t h e  r o o f  b y  a  r o p e .

I n  y e t  a n o t h e r  p i e c e  O t h o n i e l  p r e s e n t e d  a  h i g h  

s c h o o l  c l a s s  s t u d y i n g  c l a s s i c a l  G r e e k  w i t h  a  s t o r y  i n  

F r e n c h  h e ’d  i n v e n t e d  a b o u t  a  m i s o g y n i s t  p a g a n  

p r i e s t  i n  a n c i e n t  t i m e s  w h o  r e c e i v e s  a  s i n g l e  s p o k e n  

s e n t e n c e  i n  G r e e k  f r o m  t h e  o r a c l e .  O t h o n i e l  a s k e d  

t h e  s t u d e n t s  t o  t r a n s l a t e  t h e  s e n t e n c e  a n d  t o l d  t h e m  

t h a t  a l l  t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  a s  f a r  a s  h e  w a s  c o n c e r n e d ,  

w o u l d  b e  e q u a l l y  “ a c c u r a t e . ” T r u e  t o  h i s  w o r d ,  h e  

p r i n t e d  e a c h  o f  t h e  w i d e l y  d i v e r g i n g  t r a n s l a t i o n s  o n  a
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JEAN-MICHEL OT H ON IEL, SANS TITRE, 1996, 

M urano bloxun glass /  geblasenes Muranoglas.

LE COLLIER CICATRICE, 1997, 

M urano glass and crystal (4 pictures, 

above, below, and on right-hand page) /  

Muranoglas und -kristall 

(4 Abb., oben, unten und rechte Seite).
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SANS TITRE, 1996, 

M urano blown glass /  

geblasenes Muranoglas.

SANS TITRE, 1996, 

M urano blown glass /  

geblasenes Muranoglas.

JEAN-MICHEL OTHONIEL, ROSARY, 1997,

M urano glass and crystal, installation at the Peggy Guggenheim Museum, Venice /  

ROSENKRANZ, Muranoglas und Kristall.
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s e p a r a t e  p a g e  i n  a  l i t t l e  b o o k  h e  m a d e .  “ I  t h i n k  i t  

p u z z l e d  t h e m  t h a t  I  d i d  a w a y  w i t h  t h e  i d e a  o f  a c c u r a ­

c y  i n  s u c h  a  h i g h l y  s t r u c t u r e d  a c a d e m i c  s u b j e c t , ” 

O t h o n i e l  t o l d  m e .

P e r h a p s  o n e  o f  h i s  m o s t  i n t e r e s t i n g  c o l l a b o r a t i o n s  

i n v o l v e d  d i p p i n g  d r e s s e s  i n  w a x  a n d  h a n g i n g  t h e m  

f r o m  a  s t a g e  c e i l i n g  l i k e  g i a n t  b e l l p u l l s  o f  e v e r y  

c o l o r .  I n  o n e  f i v e - m i n u t e  s c e n e ,  c h o r e o g r a p h e d  b y  

O t h o n i e l  h i m s e l f ,  t h e  d a n c e r s  w e r e  d r e s s e d  i n  t h e  

f l i n t  p a p e r  u s e d  o n  t h e  s i d e  o f  m a t c h  b o x e s .  T h e r e  

w a s  n o  l i g h t  o n  s t a g e  e x c e p t  t h a t  p r o v i d e d  b y  t h e  

m a t c h e s  t h e  d a n c e r s  s t r u c k  o n  e a c h  o t h e r ’s  c o s ­

t u m e s .  “ I  l o v e d  w o r k i n g  w i t h  t h e  l i v i n g  b o d i e s  o f  t h e  

d a n c e r s , ” O t h o n i e l  t o l d  m e .  “ T h e  o d o r  o f  s u l f u r  w a s

JEAN-MICHEL OTHONIEL, LA MALA DUERTE, 1992, 

ground sulfur, small darts, mirror, documenta IX, Kassel,

97/s x 97/s x 9% ” /

gemahlener Schwefel, kleine Pfeile, Spiegel, 25 x 25 x 25 cm.

o f  c o u r s e  a n  i n v o c a t i o n  o f  m y  s u l f u r  s c u l p t u r e s .  B u t  

m o r e  i m p o r t a n t l y  t h e  d a n c e r s  b r o u g h t  m e  o u t  o f  m y  

s o l i t u d e  a s  a n  a r t i s t  a n d  w e r e  a b l e  t o  g i v e  a  t r u e  i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n  o f  m y  d e s i r e s . ”

O t h o n i e l  m a y  b e l i e v e  i n  c o l l a b o r a t i o n s ,  t h e y  m a y  

i n v o l v e  p e o p l e  f r o m  e v e r y  w a l k  o f  l i f e ,  b u t  e v e r y  w o r k  

i s  g e n e r a t e d  o u t  o f  h i s  o w n  p o w e r f u l  d e s i r e s — a s  

g o o d  a  p l a c e  t o  s t a r t  a s  a n y .
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J e a n - M i c h e l  O t h o n i e l
E D M U N D  W H I T E  D i e

I n t e r p r e t a t i o n

V O N  W Ü N S C H E N
JEAN-MICHEL OTHONIEL , SELF-PORTRAIT A T  THE MOMENT  

OF DISCOVERING  “LOCUS SOLUS." 1992

SELBSTPO RTRÄT IM  M OM ENT DER ENTDECKUNG VON <

I n  d e n  l e t z t e n  d r e i  M o n a t e n  v o n  1 9 9 7  z e i g t e  d a s  P a r i ­

s e r  K u n s t g e w e r b e m u s e u m  -  h e u t e  u n t e r  d e r  i n n o v a ­

t i v e n  L e i t u n g  v o n  M a r i e - C l a u d e  B é a u d  ( d e r  e h e m a ­

l i g e n  D i r e k t o r i n  d e r  F o n d a t i o n  C a r t i e r  u n d  d a n a c h  

d e s  a m e r i k a n i s c h e n  K u l t u r z e n t r u m s )  -  J e a n - M i c h e l  

O t h o n i e l s  G l a s a r b e i t e n .  I n  e i n e m  n o c h  u n f e r t i g e n  

R a u m ,  d e r  i n  e i n e  n e u e  G a l e r i e  u m g e w a n d e l t  w e r ­

d e n  s o l l t e ,  s c h i m m e r t e n  d i e s e  p r a c h t v o l l e n  K e t t e n  

u n d  M o n t u r e n  i n  w e c h s e l n d e m  L i c h t  v o r  e i n e m  H i n ­

t e r g r u n d  a u s  n a c k t e n  B e t o n w ä n d e n ,  d i e  m i t  A n w e i ­

s u n g e n  f ü r  d i e  A r b e i t e r  v o l l g e k r i t z e l t  w a r e n ,  K a b e l  

l a g e n  h e r u m ,  u n d  d i e  P a r k e t t b ö d e n  w a r e n  a u f g e r i s ­

s e n .  D i e  F e n s t e r  d e r  v i e r t e n  E t a g e  g i n g e n  a u f  d e r  

e i n e n  S e i t e  n a c h  d e n  D ä c h e r n  d e r  r u e  d e  R i v o l i ,  a u f  

d e r  a n d e r e n  n a c h  d e m  I n n e n h o f  d e s  L o u v r e .  D i e s e r  

h i n g  m i t  d e m  K o p f  n a c h  u n t e n  i n  e i n e r  v o l l k o m m e ­

n e n  K r i s t a l l k u g e l ,  v e r g l e i c h b a r  m i t  d e n  K u g e l n  i n  

d e n  G e m ä l d e n  v o n  M a t s y s ,  d i e  d e n  B e t r a c h t e r  a u f  

e i n e n  G e g e n s t a n d  « h i n t e r  d e r  B ü h n e »  a u f m e r k s a m  

m a c h e n ,  e i n e n  G e g e n s t a n d ,  d e r  a u s s e r h a l b  s e i n e s  

B l i c k f e l d s  l i e g t .

O t h o n i e l  e r k l ä r t e  m i r ,  d a s s  e i n e  v o l l k o m m e n e  K r i ­

s t a l l k u g e l  u n g e w ö h n l i c h  s e i .  D i e  m e i s t e n  d i e s e r  G l a s ­

o b j e k t e  s e i e n  u n v o l l k o m m e n ,  w a s  a b e r  g a r  n i c h t  s o  

e i n f a c h  z u  b e w e r k s t e l l i g e n  s e i .  « G l a s  i s t  w i e  W a s s e r  -

E D M U N D  W H I T E  l e b t  i n  P a r i s .  S e i n  n e u s t e r  R o m a n  The 

Farewell Symphony e r s c h i e n  1 9 9 7  b e i  A l f r e d  A . K n o p f ,  N e w  Y o rk .

LOCUS SOLUS

e s  b i l d e t  s y m m e t r i s c h e  T r o p f e n .  D o c h  i c h  w o l l t e  u n ­

r e g e l m ä s s i g e  o d e r  b e s c h ä d i g t e  E l e m e n t e .  G e w ö h n ­

l i c h  f o r m t e  i c h  d i e  M o d e l l e  i n  T e r r a k o t t a  v o r  u n d  g a b  

s i e  d a n n  d e m  e r f a h r e n e n  G l a s b l ä s e r  O s c a r  Z a n e t t i  i n  

M u r a n o .  F ü r  i h n  w a r  e s  e i n e  e c h t e  H e r a u s f o r d e r u n g ,  

d i e s e  u n v o l l k o m m e n e n  F o r m e n  h i n z u k r i e g e n ,  u n d  

e r  s a h  s i c h  g e z w u n g e n ,  n e u e  T e c h n i k e n  z u  e r f i n d e n .  

G l a s  b e s i t z t  z u m  B e i s p i e l  e i n  E r i n n e r u n g s v e r m ö g e n .  

V e r l e t z t  m a n  e i n e n  g e s c h m o l z e n e n  G l a s k l u m p e n ,  

i n d e m  m a n  i h n  a n r i t z t  o d e r  a n s c h n e i d e t ,  s o  h e i l t  d a s  

z w a r  s c h n e l l ,  a b e r  s p ä t e r ,  w e n n  d a s  G l a s  e r k a l t e t ,  e r ­

s c h e i n t  d i e  W u n d e  w i e d e r .  Z a n e t t i  b e n u t z t e  d i e s e  

W u n d e n ,  u m  d i e  F o r m e n  z u  e r r e i c h e n ,  d i e  i c h  

h a b e n  w o l l t e . »

O t h o n i e l  h a t  s e i n e  r i e s i g e n  P e r l e n  m i t  i h r e n  b a ­

r o c k e n  U n r e g e l m ä s s i g k e i t e n  n i c h t  a u f  e i n e m  S t r a n g ,  

s o n d e r n  a u f  e i n e m  D r a h t  a u f g e r e i h t ,  d e r  m i t  d i e s e n  

N e o n s c h l a n g e n  v e r w o b e n  i s t ,  d i e  g e w ö h n l i c h  a u f  

d e m  F u s s b o d e n  e i n e s  F l u g z e u g s  d e n  A u s g a n g  m a r ­

k i e r e n .  S i e  h ä n g e n  a n  e i n e m  I n d u s t r i e h a k e n  u n d  

b e r ü h r e n  d e n  B o d e n  o d e r  b i l d e n  i m  F a l l  e i n e r  ü b e r -
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l a n g e n  K e t t e  e i n  k l e i n e s  H ä u f c h e n  a u f  i h m .  W e n n  d a s  

L i c h t  g e g e n  A b e n d  a b n i m m t  o d e r  e i n e  W o l k e  d i e  

S o n n e  v e r d u n k e l t ,  g l ü h e n  d i e  i n n e r e n  L i c h t e r  d e s  

K r i s t a l l g l a s e s  u m  s o  i n t e n s i v e r .  E i n e  d e r  A r b e i t e n  i s t  

e i n e  M o n t u r  a u s  o f f e n e n  R i n g e n ,  d i e  a u s  d u r c h s i c h ­

t i g e m  G l a s  b e s t e h e n .  S a d o m a s o c h i s t e n  t r a g e n  s o l c h e  

M o n t u r e n ,  d o c h  s i n d  s i e  g e w ö h n l i c h  a u s  w a r m e m ,  

w e i c h e m  L e d e r  u n d  k a l t e n ,  s t a r r e n  M e t a l l r i n g e n ,  

b e i d e s  r o b u s t e ,  f u n k t i o n e l l e  M a t e r i a l i e n .  D a s  h i e r  

v e r w a n d t e  M a t e r i a l ,  d a s  G l a s ,  i s t  j e d o c h  z e r b r e c h l i c h  

u n d  u n b i e g s a m  -  e h e r  e i n  K o n z e p t  o d e r  e i n  P r o t o t y p  

a l s  e i n  K l e i d u n g s s t ü c k .  E i n e  a n d e r e  A r b e i t ,  e i n  r o t e r  

u n d  b e r n s t e i n f a r b e n e r  A n h ä n g e r ,  s u g g e r i e r t  e i n  v o l ­

l e s  K o n d o m  -  o d e r  d e n  P e n i s  s e l b s t .  E i n e  r o t e  P e r l e  

e r s c h e i n t  w i e  e i n e  k r u d e  P a r o d i e  d e s  t r a d i t i o n e l l e n  

V a l e n t i n s t a g - S y m b o l s ,  d e s  H e r z e n s ;  a u b e r g i n e f a r b e -  

n e s  G l a s  n i m m t  d i e  F o r m  v o n  d r e i  k l e i n e n  A u b e r g i ­

n e n  a n .  D a s  R o t  w i r d  a u s  B l a t t g o l d  g e w o n n e n ,  d a s  

d u r c h s i c h t i g e  G l a s  a u s  K i e s e l e r d e ,  z u  a l l e n  a n d e r n  

F a r b e n  w e r d e n  E r d p i g m e n t e  v e r w a n d t  -  e i n e  V e r ­

w a n d l u n g  g e w ö h n l i c h e r  E r d e  i n  l u f t i g e  T r a n s p a r e n z ,  

d i e  O t h o n i e l s  a l c h i m i s t i s c h e  S e i t e  a n s p r e c h e n  m u s s .

A n  s o l c h e n  G e g e n s t ä n d e n  e n t z ü n d e t  s i c h  d i e  

P h a n t a s i e .  S i n d  s i e  r e l i g i ö s e r ,  e r o t i s c h e r  o d e r  k ö n i g ­

l i c h e r  P u t z ?  D i e  B r u s t p l a t t e  e i n e s  K r i e g e r s ?  K r i s t a l l i ­

s i e r t e r  H o n i g ?  E i n e  p r i m i t i v e  F o r m  v o n  G e l d ?  M a g i ­

s c h e  G e g e n s t ä n d e  i n  e i n e m  M ä r c h e n ?  A l s  s i e  v o m

1 1 .  J u n i  b i s  z u m  9 .  N o v e m b e r  1 9 9 7  z u m  e r s t e n  M a l  

i m  P e g g y  G u g g e n h e i m  M u s e u m  i n  V e n e d i g  g e z e i g t  

w u r d e n ,  h i n g e n  s i e  i n  d e n  B ä u m e n  ü b e r  d e m  G a r ­

t e n ,  w o  s i e  w e i c h e r ,  b u k o l i s c h e r  a l s  i n  P a r i s  w i r k t e n .  

O t h o n i e l  s p r a c h  v o n  d e m  G a r t e n  a l s  e i n e m  « g e ­

s c h l o s s e n e n  S e r a i l » .  E i n e  d e r  K e t t e n  b a u m e l t e  d i r e k t  

ü b e r  P e g g y s  s t e i n e r n e m  T h r o n  m i t  d e n  b y z a n t i n i ­

s c h e n  M o t i v e n .  J e d e n f a l l s  w a r e n  s i e  e i n  s e l t e n e r  E i n ­

b r u c h  d e s  Z e i t g e n ö s s i s c h e n  i n  e i n e  s t ä n d i g e  S a m m ­

l u n g  a b s t r a k t e r  u n d  s u r r e a l i s t i s c h e r  K u n s t .

M e i n  e r s t e s  G e s p r ä c h  m i t  O t h o n i e l  d r e h t e  s i c h  

u m  d e n  S c h r i f t s t e l l e r  R a y m o n d  R o u s s e l ,  d e n  V e r f a s ­

s e r  v o n  Im p re s s io n s  d ’A fr iq u e  u n d  L o c u s  S o lu s ,  d e r  u m  

d i e  J a h r h u n d e r t w e n d e  g e l e b t  u n d  d i e  s u r r e a l i s t i s c h e  

Ä s t h e t i k  b e r e i t s  v o r w e g g e n o m m e n  h a t t e .  O t h o n i e l  

u n d  i c h  t r a f e n  u n s  b e i  e i n e m  E s s e n  k u r z  n a c h  d e r  

E n t d e c k u n g  e i n e s  S c h r a n k k o f f e r s ,  d e n  R o u s s e l  s i e b ­

z i g  J a h r e  z u v o r  z u r  A u f b e w a h r u n g  a b g e g e b e n  h a t t e  

u n d  d e r  v i e l e  u n v e r ö f f e n t l i c h t e  M a n u s k r i p t e  e n t h i e l t .

O t h o n i e l ,  d e r  z u r  Z e i t  a n  e i n e r  p h a n t a s t i s c h e n ,  f ü r  

d i e  N a t i o n a l b i b l i o t h e k  b e s t i m m t e n  r o u s s e l i a n i s c h e n  

C D - R O M - M a s c h i n e  a r b e i t e t ,  d i e  e i n z i g a r t i g e ,  v o n  d e n  

B e s u c h e r n  d e r  B i b l i o t h e k  s e l b s t  p r o g r a m m i e r t e  B ü ­

c h e r  p r o d u z i e r e n  s o l l ,  i s t  e i n  f a n a t i s c h e r  B e w u n d e ­

r e r  d i e s e s  e x z e n t r i s c h e n  S c h r i f t s t e l l e r s ,  u n d  m a n c h e  

O b j e k t e  s e i n e r  n e u e n  A u s s t e l l u n g  e r i n n e r t e n  m i c h  

a n  R o u s s e l s  b i z a r r e  V o r r i c h t u n g e n .

A l s  i c h  e r w ä h n t e ,  d a s s  i c h  a f r i k a n i s c h e  K e t t e n  a u s  

K a u r i m u s c h e l n  o d e r  i n d i a n i s c h e  W a m p u m s  m i t  i h n e n  

a s s o z i i e r e ,  m e i n t e  e r ,  d i e  e i n z i g e n ,  a u s  d e m  a c h t ­

z e h n t e n  J a h r h u n d e r t  ü b r i g g e b l i e b e n e n  v e n e z i a n i ­

s c h e n  G l a s p e r l e n  w ü r d e n  m e r k w ü r d i g e r w e i s e  n o c h  

i n  a f r i k a n i s c h e n  H a l s k e t t e n  a u f t a u c h e n ,  d a  d i e  e u r o ­

p ä i s c h e n  H ä n d l e r  d a m a l s  S c h m u c k  g e g e n  W a r e n  e i n ­

g e t a u s c h t  h ä t t e n .  O t h o n i e l  e r z ä h l t e  m i r ,  e i n  e u r o p ä i ­

s c h e r  H ä n d l e r  h a b e  z u  B e g i n n  d e s  J a h r h u n d e r t s  

e i n e m  a f r i k a n i s c h e n  S t a m m e s h ä u p t l i n g  e i n  M o t o r ­

r a d  g e s c h e n k t .  D i e s e r  v e r f ü g t e  a b e r  n i c h t  ü b e r  d e n  

n ö t i g e n  B r e n n s t o f f ,  u m  d i e  M a s c h i n e  z u  s t a r t e n ,  d o c h  

l i e s s  e r  s i e  e i n m a l  i m  J a h r  v o n  s e i n e n  M ä n n e r n  ü b e r  

d e n  S a n d  s c h i e b e n .  A l s  e r  d a s  h ü b s c h e  F i s c h g r ä t ­

m u s t e r  e n t d e c k t e ,  d a s  d i e  R e i f e n  i m  S a n d  h i n t e r l a s ­

s e n  h a t t e n ,  l i e s s  e r  e s  a u f  S t o f f  n a c h d r u c k e n ,  u n d  d i e  

S p a r r e n  s i n d  s e i t d e m  e i n  A b z e i c h e n  k ö n i g l i c h e r  W ü r ­

d e .  A f r i k a n i s c h e  E i n d r ü c k e  i m  w ö r t l i c h e n  S i n n ,  s t e l l ­

t e n  w i r  l a c h e n d  f e s t ,  e i n  B e i s p i e l  d a f ü r ,  w i e  d a s  A l l ­

t ä g l i c h e  h ö h e r e  W e i h e n  b e k o m m e n  k a n n .

J e a n - M i c h e l  O t h o n i e l  w u r d e  1 9 6 4  i n  S a i n t - E t i e n n e  

g e b o r e n ,  e i n e r  t r o s t l o s e n  I n d u s t r i e s t a d t  i n  d e r  N ä h e  

v o n  L y o n .  D a s  S c h i c k s a l  w i l l  e s ,  d a s s  S a i n t - E t i e n n e ,  

e i n e  f o r t s c h r i t t l i c h e ,  v o n  d e n  K o m m u n i s t e n  r e g i e r t e  

S t a d t ,  e i n s t ,  n a c h  d e m  C e n t r e  P o m p i d o u ,  d i e  b e d e u ­

t e n d s t e  S a m m l u n g  m o d e r n e r  K u n s t  i n  F r a n k r e i c h  

b e s a s s ,  b e t r e u t  v o n  B e r n a r d  C e y s s o n ,  d e r  i m m e r  

n o c h  C h e f k u r a t o r  i s t .  A l s  O t h o n i e l  g e r a d e  s i e b e n  

J a h r e  a l t  w a r ,  s a h  e r  d o r t  s e i n e  e r s t e  K u n s t a u s s t e l ­

l u n g ,  W e r k e  v o n  R o b e r t  M o r r i s .  I n  d e m  I n d u s t r i e ­

z e n t r u m  S a i n t - E t i e n n e  h a t t e  e r  s i c h  m i t  d e n  K i n d e r n  

i t a l i e n i s c h e r ,  p o l n i s c h e r  u n d  a r a b i s c h e r  G a s t a r b e i t e r  

a n g e f r e u n d e t ,  e i n  U m s t a n d ,  d e m  e s  v i e l l e i c h t  z u  v e r ­

d a n k e n  i s t ,  d a s s  O t h o n i e l  s i c h  d e m  E i n f l u s s  d e s  g u ­

t e n  f r a n z ö s i s c h e n  G e s c h m a c k s  e n t z i e h e n  k o n n t e ,  

d e r ,  ä h n l i c h  w i e  d e r  t r o c k e n e  e n g l i s c h e  H u m o r  u n d  

d i e  A n g s t  d e r  E n g l ä n d e r ,  p r ä t e n t i ö s  z u  w i r k e n ,  e i n  

F e i n d  j e d e r  e r n s t h a f t e n  K u n s t  i s t .
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M i t  a c h t z e h n  v e r l i e s s  O t h o n i e l  S a i n t - E t i e n n e ,  u m  

s i c h  a n  e i n e r  d e r  n e u e n ,  v o n  J a c k  L a n g  e i n g e r i c h t e ­

t e n  U n i v e r s i t ä t e n ,  d e r  K u n s t h o c h s c h u l e  v o n  C e r g y -  

P o n t o i s e ,  e i n z u s c h r e i b e n ,  e i n e r  s e h r  e x p e r i m e n t i e r ­

f r e u d i g e n  S c h u l e ,  d i e  i h r e  S t u d e n t e n  e r m u t i g t e ,  s i c h  

m i t  d e n  u n t e r s c h i e d l i c h s t e n  M e d i e n  w i e  V i d e o ,  L y ­

r i k ,  S k u l p t u r ,  M a l e r e i ,  K e r a m i k  u n d  P e r f o r m a n c e  

a u s e i n a n d e r z u s e t z e n  u n d  w o  s i c h  d i e  S t u d e n t e n  d i e  

P r o f e s s o r e n ,  m i t  d e n e n  s i e  Z u s a m m e n a r b e i t e n  w o l l ­

t e n ,  a u s s u c h t e n  u n d  a u c h  s e l b s t  b e s t i m m e n  k o n n t e n ,  

w a s  s i e  m a c h e n  w o l l t e n .

O t h o n i e l  s t u d i e r t e  i n  e r s t e r  L i n i e  b e i  J e a n - C l a u d e  

S i l b e r m a n n ,  e i n e m  v o n  A n d r é  B r e t o n s  l e t z t e n  S c h ü t z ­

l i n g e n ,  d e r  1 9 6 5 ,  a u f  d e r  l e t z t e n  n o c h  z u  B r e t o n s  

L e b z e i t e n  s t a t t f i n d e n d e n  s u r r e a l i s t i s c h e n  A u s s t e l l u n g  

e i n e  d r e i e i n h a l b  M e t e r  g r o s s e  S k u l p t u r ,  DER K O N S U ­

M E N T ,  a u f g e s t e l l t  h a t t e .  S t a t t  e i n e s  K o p f e s  b e s a s s  s i e  

e i n e  S i r e n e ,  s t a t t  d e r  S t i m m e  e i n  T a x i r a d i o  u n d  s t a t t  

d e s  M a g e n s  e i n e  e n d l o s  P a p i e r f e t z e n  h e r u m w i r b e l n ­

d e  W a s c h m a s c h i n e .  « I c h  h a b  g e r n  m i t  S i l b e r m a n n  

z u s a m m e n g e a r b e i t e t » ,  g e s t e h t  O t h o n i e l ,  « o b w o h l  i c h  

d e n  S u r r e a l i s m u s  m i t  s e i n e r  a l t m o d i s c h e n  B i l d e r w e l t  

u n d  s e i n e r  F r a u e n -  u n d  S c h w u l e n f e i n d l i c h k e i t  a b ­

l e h n t e .  W a s  i c h  j e d o c h  i n  C e r g y - P o n t o i s e  l e r n t e ,  w a r ,  

m i t  u n t e r s c h i e d l i c h e n  M e d i e n  u m z u g e h e n  -  j a ,  d e m  

M e d i u m  s e l b s t  n i c h t  s o  g r o s s e n  W e r t  b e i z u m e s s e n ,  

s o n d e r n  m i c h  a u f  d i e  I d e e  d a h i n t e r  z u  k o n z e n t r i e ­

r e n ,  w a s  m i c h  i n  d i e  N ä h e  d e r  K o n z e p t k u n s t  u n d  d e s  

M i n i m a l i s m u s  r ü c k t .  M e i n e  G e n e r a t i o n ,  d i e  G e n e r a ­

t i o n  d e r  8 0 e r  J a h r e ,  w a r  s e h r  d o g m a t i s c h  ( i n z w i s c h e n  

i s t  n a t ü r l i c h  a l l e s  s e h r  v i e l  o f f e n e r ) .  E n g s t i r n i g k e i t  

w a r  m i r  s c h o n  i m m e r  e i n  G r e u e l . »

V o n  O t h o n i e l s  O f f e n h e i t  z e u g e n  a u c h  s e i n e  V o r ­

l i e b e  f ü r  T e a m a r b e i t  u n d  s e i n  W u n s c h ,  e i n  n e u e s  

P u b l i k u m  z u  e r r e i c h e n  -  s e l b s t  L e u t e ,  d i e  s i c h  n o c h  

n i e  i n  e i n e  G a l e r i e  o d e r  e i n  M u s e u m  v e r i r r t  h a b e n .  

I m  S o m m e r  1 9 9 7 ,  a l s  P a r i s  d i e  P r i d e - P a r a d e  f ü r  g a n z  

E u r o p a  w i l l k o m m e n  h i e s s ,  l i c h t e t e  O t h o n i e l  i n n e r ­

h a l b  v o n  a c h t  S t u n d e n  7 5 0  w i l l k ü r l i c h  a u s g e w ä h l t e  

T e i l n e h m e r  a b .  A n f a n g s  t r u g  e r  n o c h  H u n d e r t e  v o n  

P e r l e n k e t t e n  a u s  r o t e m  M u r a n o g l a s  u m  d e n  H a l s .  

W i e  e i n e r  j e n e r  A f r i k a - H ä n d l e r  g a b  e r  j e d e m  A b g e ­

l i c h t e t e n  e i n e  K e t t e  ( a u f  d e n  P h o t o s  t r a g e n  a u c h  a l l e  

i h r e  K e t t e n ) .  A l l e i n  d i e  k ö r p e r l i c h e  A n s t r e n g u n g ,  i n  

s o  k u r z e r  Z e i t  s o  v i e l e  P h o t o s  z u  m a c h e n ,  w a r  f ü r  i h n  

e i n e  A r t  M a r a t h o n  o d e r  e i n e  P e r f o r m a n c e ,  w e n n  m a n

w i l l .  E r  g e n o s s  d i e  P a r a d e  m i t  i h r e r  b u n t e n  M i s c h u n g  

a u s  S c h w u l e n ,  L e s b e n ,  T r a n s v e s t i t e n ,  H e t e r o s  u n d  

E l t e r n  m i t  K i n d e r n  -  « e i n  e c h t e r  K a r n e v a l » .  Z w a n z i g  

d e r  P h o t o s  h a t  e r  v e r ö f f e n t l i c h t ,  d o c h  s u c h t  e r  n a c h  

e i n e r  M ö g l i c h k e i t ,  a l l e  7 5 0  z u  z e i g e n .  I n  d e n  B i l d e r n  

d r ü c k t  s i c h  d i e s e l b e  T o l e r a n z  a u s  w i e  i n  O t h o n i e l s  

n e u e m  K i n d e r b u c h  T u  p e u x  a im e r  co m m e  tu  v e u x  ( D u  

k a n n s t  l i e b e n ,  w i e  d u  w i l l s t ) .

M i t  S c h w e f e l  a r b e i t e t  O t h o n i e l  s e i t  1 9 9 2 ,  a l s  e r  

v i e r  V e r s i o n e n  e i n e s  A n u s  a u f  d e r  d o c u m e n t a  I X  i n  

K a s s e l  a u s s t e l l t e ,  j e d e  i n  e i n e m  G l a s k a s t e n  m i t  e i n e m  

S p i e g e l  d a r u n t e r ,  s o  d a s s  d e r  B e t r a c h t e r  d i e  U n t e r ­

s e i t e  d e s  O b j e k t s  s e h e n  k o n n t e ,  e t w a  e i n e n  F i n g e r  i n  

e i n e m  A n u s  o d e r  e i n  J a d e a m u l e t t  o d e r  e i n e  P f a u e n ­

f e d e r .  A l l  d i e s e  G e g e n s t ä n d e  t r u g e n  e i n e  B e z e i c h ­

n u n g  a u s  d e r  f r a n z ö s i s c h e n  F ä k a l s p r a c h e .  E i n  S c h w e ­

f e l h ä u f c h e n  w a r  v o n  P f e i l e n  d u r c h b o h r t ,  d i e  a u s  

S p i e l k a r t e n  a u s g e s c h n i t t e n  w a r e n  -  e i n e  A n s p i e l u n g  

a u f  d e n  h e i l i g e n  S e b a s t i a n ,  e i n e n  « B l i t z a b l e i t e r - H e i ­

l i g e n » ,  w i e  O t h o n i e l  H e i l i g e  n e n n t ,  d i e  a n g e r u f e n  

w e r d e n ,  w e n n  m a n  e i n  U n h e i l  v o n  s i c h  a b w e n d e n  

w i l l ,  v e r g l e i c h b a r  m i t  d e m  h e i l i g e n  S e b a s t i a n ,  d e m  e s  

g e l u n g e n  w a r ,  d i e  P f e i l e  z u  ü b e r l e b e n ,  d i e  s i c h  i n  

s e i n  F l e i s c h  b o h r t e n .

S c h w e f e l  f ü h r t e  1 9 9 3  z u  e i n e r  ä u s s e r s t  b e m e r ­

k e n s w e r t e n  T e a m a r b e i t .  O t h o n i e l  h a t t e  s c h o n  s e i t  

l ä n g e r e m  d a m i t  b e g o n n e n ,  e i n  L o c h  i n  d i e  E r d e  z u  

g r a b e n ,  u m  m i t  d e r  H a n d  e i n e  F o r m  a u s z u h ö h l e n  -  

e i n e  F o r m ,  d i e  e r  s i c h  g e n a u  v o r s t e l l t e ,  o b w o h l  e r  

n i c h t  s e h e n  k o n n t e ,  w i e  d i e  A r b e i t  s i c h  e n t w i c k e l t e .  

A n s c h l i e s s e n d  g o s s  e r  d a n n  f l ü s s i g e n  S c h w e f e l  i n  d i e  

E r d f o r m .  A l s  s i c h  d e r  S c h w e f e l  a b g e k ü h l t  h a t t e  u n d  

t r o c k e n  w a r ,  b ü r s t e t e  e r  d i e  E r d e  w e g  u n d  e n t h ü l l t e  

d i e  « b l i n d e  S k u l p t u r » ,  d i e  e r  g e s c h a f f e n  h a t t e  -  e i n e  

n e u a r t i g e ,  ü b e r r a s c h e n d e  K o m b i n a t i o n  a u s  A b s i c h t  

u n d  Z u f a l l .  S p ä t e r  b e s c h l o s s  e r ,  s e i n e n  g a n z e n  K ö r ­

p e r  z u  b e n u t z e n ,  u m  e i n e  F o r m  a u s z u h ö h l e n .  E r
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JEAN-MICHEL OTHONIEL, HANGING SCULPTURE, 1994, 

trousers and shoes soaked in sulfur, wax hand /

HÄNGENDE SKULPTUR, schwefelgetränkte Hose und Schuhe, Wachshand.

1 8

f u h r  i n  d i e  p y r e n ä i s c h e n  S c h w e f e l m i n e n  b e i  L a c q ,  

w o  e r  m i t  e i n e m  T e a m  v o n  A r b e i t e r n  z u s a m m e n a r ­

b e i t e t e ;  e r  z o g  s i c h  n a c k t  a u s  u n d  k r o c h  i n  d i e  E r d e  

( « w i e  e i n  W u r m » ,  s o  s e i n e  B e s c h r e i b u n g ) ,  w ä h r e n d  

e r  m i t  a n g e h a l t e n e m  A t e m  d i e  F o r m  s e i n e s  K ö r p e r s  

a u s b u d d e l t e .  M i t  S c h w e f e l  a u s g e g o s s e n ,  ä h n e l t e  d i e s e  

l i e g e n d e  F i g u r ,  d i e  v o n  h i n t e n  w i e  e i n  M ä d c h e n  u n d  

v o n  v o r n e  w i e  e i n  K n a b e  a u s s i e h t ,  d e n  a n t i k e n  H e r r n -  

a p h r o d i t e n - S t a t u e n  i m  L o u v r e .  « D i e  A r b e i t e r  v e r a b ­

s c h e u e n  d e n  S c h w e f e l ,  m i t  d e m  s i e  a r b e i t e n » ,  e r ­

k l ä r t e  m i r  O t h o n i e l .  « D i e  M i n e  b e i  L a c q  w u r d e  e r s t  

i n  d e n  6 0 e r  J a h r e n  e n t d e c k t ;  s i e  z e r s t ö r t  d i e  n a t ü r l i ­

c h e  S c h ö n h e i t  d e r  L a n d s c h a f t  -  a u s s e r d e m  s t i n k t  e s  

n a c h  f a u l i g e n  E i e r n .  I c h  g l a u b e ,  s i e  w a r e n  v ö l l i g  v o n  

d e n  S o c k e n ,  d a s s  i c h  m i c h  f ü r  d i e s e s  v o n  i h n e n  v e r ­

a c h t e t e  M a t e r i a l  i n t e r e s s i e r t e ,  f ü r  s e i n e  F a r b e ,  s e i n e  

H e l l i g k e i t  u n d  B e s c h a f f e n h e i t . »

O t h o n i e l  g e n o s s  e s ,  n a c k t  v o r  d e n  A r b e i t e r n  z u  s t e ­

h e n ,  s o ,  w i e  e r  e s  a u c h  i n  M u r a n o  g e n o s s e n  h a t t e ,  m i t  

d e n  b i s  z u r  T a i l l e  e n t b l ö s s t e n  M ä n n e r n  i n  d e n  G l a s ­

h ü t t e n  z u s a m m e n z u a r b e i t e n ,  M ä n n e r n ,  « d i e  m e i n e  

W ü n s c h e  i n t e r p r e t i e r e n  m u s s t e n » .  K e i n  W u n d e r ,  

w e n n  e r  s i c h  f ü r  d i e  C h a m b re s  d ’A m i s b e g e i s t e r t e ,  e i n e  

v o n  J a n  H o e t  e i n  J a h r z e h n t  z u v o r  i n  G e n t  o r g a n i s i e r ­

t e  A u s s t e l l u n g ,  b e i  d e r  d i e  K ü n s t l e r  e i n g e l a d e n  

w a r e n ,  i h r e  A r b e i t e n  i n  d e n  H ä u s e r n  v o n  F r e u n d e n  

u n d  B e k a n n t e n  z u  i n s t a l l i e r e n .  O t h o n i e l  e r i n n e r t  

s i c h  n o c h  a n  J o s e p h  K o s u t h s  g e n i a l e  I n s t a l l a t i o n ,  d i e  

W o r t e  u n d  D e f i n i t i o n e n  a u f  d e n  W ä n d e n  e i n e s  v o n  

e i n e m  P s y c h i a t e r  b e w o h n t e n  H a u s e s .

O t h o n i e l  i s t  e i n  K ü n s t l e r ,  d e r  d i e  S c h r a n k e n  z w i ­

s c h e n  d e n  G a t t u n g e n  w i e  a u c h  z w i s c h e n  d e n  G e ­

s c h l e c h t e r n  g e r n e  n i e d e r r e i s s t .  A l s  1 9 9 5  i m  C e n t r e  

G e o r g e s  P o m p i d o u  d i e  g r o s s e  A u s s t e l l u n g  « F é m i n i n /  

M a s c u l i n »  ü b e r  S e x  i n  d e r  K u n s t  g e z e i g t  w u r d e ,  f a n d  

O t h o n i e l  d i e  s t a r r e  T r e n n u n g  z w i s c h e n  K u n s t  v o n  

M ä n n e r n  o d e r  ü b e r  M ä n n e r  u n d  K u n s t  v o n  o d e r  

ü b e r  F r a u e n  e n t t ä u s c h e n d .  A u c h  d i e  u n s i n n l i c h e  

D i s t a n z  z w i s c h e n  B e s u c h e r n  u n d  K u n s t w e r k e n  b e -  

h a g t e  i h m  n i c h t .  I n  s e i n e r  A r b e i t  l ö s t e n  s i c h  d i e s e  

K a t e g o r i e n  a u f .  S i e  h i e s s  M Y  BEAUTIFUL CLOSET 
( M e i n  s c h ö n e s  K a b i n e t t )  u n d  b e s t a n d  a u s  e i n e m  

s c h m a l e n  Z i m m e r ,  d a s  m a n  v o n  e i n e m  R a u m  a u s  

b e t r a t  u n d  d u r c h  e i n e n  a n d e r n  R a u m  w i e d e r  v e r -  

l i e s s .  D i e  T ü r  ö f f n e t e  s i c h ,  w e n n  m a n  e i n e n  K n o p f  

i n  F o r m  e i n e r  m ä n n l i c h e n  B r u s t w a r z e  d r ü c k t e  ( d i e

g e g o s s e n e n  B r u s t w a r z e n  d i e n t e n  b e i  e i n e r  a n d e r e n  

G e l e g e n h e i t  d a z u ,  L e i n w ä n d e  m i t  W a c h s  z u  b e t u p ­

f e n ) .  E i n  k u r z e r  R u c k ,  u n d  d i e  T ü r  w a r  a u f .  W e n n  d e r  

B e s u c h e r  i n  d e m  D u r c h g a n g s z i m m e r  s t a n d ,  s c h l o s s  

s i c h  d i e  e r s t e  T ü r  h i n t e r  i h m ,  u n d  e r  o d e r  s i e  w u r d e  

i m  D u n k e l n  v o n  m ä n n l i c h e n  u n d  w e i b l i c h e n  T ä n ­

z e r n  g e s t r e i f t .  « S c h w u l e  s i n d  a n  d u n k l e  H i n t e r z i m ­

m e r  g e w ö h n t » ,  m e i n t e  O t h o n i e l ,  d a h e r  H e s s e n  s i e  

e s  g e s c h e h e n .  D o c h  d i e  w e i b l i c h e n  T ä n z e r i n n e n  e r ­

z ä h l t e n  m i r ,  d a s s  s i e  e s  s c h n e l l  s a t t  h a t t e n ,  v o n  h e ­

t e r o s e x u e l l e n  M ä n n e r n  b e g r a p s c h t  z u  w e r d e n .  « W e n n  

s i c h  d i e  a n d e r e  T ü r  ö f f n e t e ,  s a h  d e r  B e s u c h e r  e i n  

m i t  S p o t s  b e l e u c h t e t e s  P a a r  H o s e n  u n d  S c h u h e ,  d i e  

i n  S c h w e f e l  g e t a u c h t  w o r d e n  w a r e n  u n d  a n  e i n e m  

S e i l  v o n  d e r  D e c k e  b a u m e l t e n . »

I n  e i n e r  w e i t e r e n  A r b e i t  s t e l l t e  O t h o n i e l  e i n e r  

K l a s s e ,  d i e  A l t g r i e c h i s c h  l e r n t e ,  a u f  f r a n z ö s i s c h  e i n e  

s e l b s t e r d a c h t e  G e s c h i c h t e  v o n  e i n e m  m i s o g y n e n  

P r i e s t e r  i m  A l t e r t u m  v o r ,  d e r  v o n  e i n e m  O r a k e l  

e i n e n  e i n z i g e n  g r i e c h i s c h e n  S a t z  e m p f i n g .  O t h o n i e l  

f o r d e r t e  d i e  S c h ü l e r  a u f ,  d i e s e n  S a t z  z u  ü b e r s e t z e n ,  

u n d  s a g t e  i h n e n ,  a l l e  V e r s i o n e n  s e i e n  « r i c h t i g » ,  w a s  

i h n  b e t r ä f e .  E r  h i e l t  s e i n  W o r t  u n d  d r u c k t e  j e d e  d e r  

g a n z  u n t e r s c h i e d l i c h e n  Ü b e r s e t z u n g e n  a u f  j e w e i l s  

e i n e r  S e i t e  e i n e s  k l e i n e n  B u c h e s  a b ,  d a s  e r  z u  d i e s e m  

Z w e c k  a n g e f e r t i g t  h a t t e .  « I c h  g l a u b e ,  s i e  w a r e n  z i e m ­

l i c h  f a s s u n g s l o s ,  d a s s  i c h  b e i  e i n e r  s o  a k a d e m i s c h e n  

S a c h e  d a s  K o n z e p t  d e r  R i c h t i g k e i t  e i n f a c h  u n t e r  d e n  

T i s c h  f a l l e n  l i e s s » ,  m e i n t e  O t h o n i e l  z u  m i r .

E i n e  s e i n e r  v i e l l e i c h t  i n t e r e s s a n t e s t e n  T e a m a r b e i ­

t e n  b e s t a n d  d a r i n ,  K l e i d u n g s s t ü c k e  i n  W a c h s  z u  t a u ­

c h e n ,  u m  s i e  w i e  r i e s i g e ,  b u n t e  K l i n g e l z ü g e  v o n  d e r  

B ü h n e n d e c k e  b a u m e l n  z u  l a s s e n .  I n  e i n e m  f ü n f ­

m i n ü t i g e n ,  v o n  O t h o n i e l  s e l b s t  c h o r e o g r a p h i e r t e n  

S k e t c h  s t e c k t e n  d i e  T ä n z e r  i n  j e n e m  r a u h e n ,  a u f  d e n  

S e i t e n  v o n  S t r e i c h h o l z s c h a c h t e l n  b e n u t z t e n  P a p i e r .  

A u f  d e r  B ü h n e  w a r  k e i n  L i c h t ,  a u s s e r  d e m  d e r  

S t r e i c h h ö l z e r ,  d i e  d i e  T ä n z e r  a n  d e n  K o s t ü m e n  i h r e r  

N a c h b a r n  e n t z ü n d e t e n .  « E s  m a c h t e  m i r  S p a s s ,  m i t  

d e n  l e b e n d e n  K ö r p e r n  d e r  T ä n z e r  z u  a r b e i t e n » ,  s a g ­

t e  O t h o n i e l .  « D e r  G e r u c h  n a c h  S c h w e f e l  w a r  n a t ü r ­

l i c h  e i n e  R e m i n i s z e n z  a n  m e i n e  S c h w e f e l s k u l p t u r e n .  

W i c h t i g e r  w a r  j e d o c h ,  d a s s  d i e  T ä n z e r  m i c h  a u s  d e r  

E i n s a m k e i t  d e s  K ü n s t l e r s  h e r a u s h o l t e n  u n d  e i n e  e c h ­

t e  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  m e i n e r  W ü n s c h e  l i e f e r t e n . »

(Übersetzung: Uta Goridis)
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