




[I] _ HERMITAGE MUSEUM 

[I] has been specifically created for the Hermitage Museum by Loris Gréaud 
and curated by Dimitri Ozerkov.

This is the 3rd and last part of the previous internationally acclaimed double 
exhibition [I] at Musée du Louvre and Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, 
on 2013.

At the time, Loris Gréaud conceived two specific artworks which were 
exhibited in the center of the museums: one was a monumental perpetual 
veiled sculpture of 9 meters - stretching to infinity the moment of its 
inauguration - shown under the Pyramide du Louvre, the other was a 
huge stairs machine of 14 meters, installed in the forum, from which cliff 
divers were jumping into the void, soon described by critics and viewers as        
“the human metronome”. Musée du Louvre and Centre Georges Pompidou 
exhibitions were curated by Marie-Laure Bernadac and Michel Gauthier, 
respectively and make history by being the very first joined solo show in 
those two prestigious institutions. The show still questioned the nature of 
what is an exhibition and how is possible to produce works that defy any 
category of art – works were not a performance neither a sculpture or even 
functional objects. Its status was therefore “irresolute” which is a productive 
state in the vocabulary and aesthetic of the artist. Irresolutions...

Invited by the curator Dimitri Ozerkov to shape a specific artwork for the 
Hermitage Museum, Loris Greaud collected over the 30 months since the 
end of the previous exhibitions at Musée du Louvre and Centre Georges 
Pompidou, the dust made by his work in his studio, ashes from unclaimed 
human bodies, and crushed thousand of meteorites and micrometeorites 
to produce stars dust. The idea behind this surprising collection was for the 
artist to create a kind of recipe of a vanity which draws on poesy and physics. 
An “élevage de poussières” to quote Man Ray and Marcel Duchamp, but 
with an immense triangular amplitude: the remains of humans, the artist 
and creative production, and the caption of intergalactic year light traveling. 
In other words: the death, the activity, the infinity. 

Considering the wide space Loris Gréaud was offered to invest, he 
conceived a specific display which is a sculpture and a potential “rite of 
passage”. Indeed, the visitor is invited to com through a quasi imperceptible 
installation: several white machines on a white structure hanged to the 
ceiling, are slowly disseminating this condensed dusts and ashes, over the 
all duration of the exhibition and in a random way. The dust is settling on 
the floor and in the space in an almost invisible manner. Thus, the visitor 
can experience the installation as a sculpture (he can turn around) or as 
an unusual and poetical crossing, even more of a human seize hourglass... 
In the light of this unresolved status of the artwork, it reminds the previous 
two artworks for the Musée du Louvre and Centre Georges Pompidou, and 
complete it with an unexpected and stunning 3rd and final part.

It is important to say that the artwork has to be experimented in the 
continuation of the classic galleries of Hermitage museum. For this reason, 
no specific signage will warn the visitor. Only a written information will learn 
him the nature of the dust which is disseminated. The entire installation 
thought by Loris Gréaud will be a kind of a chamber in which the public 
will be invited to think and question the fragility of the human life towards 
the immensity of our universe, the vainglory of the human activity and his 
continued efforts to think and articulate the reality in a poetical, emotional, 
yet slowly, brutal and radical way.
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[I] _ INTERVIEW _ MARIE-LAURE BERNADAC & LORIS GRÉAUD

Marie-Laure Bernadac: You’ve been interested in the pyramid space for 
a long time. I remember that in 2005 you had already devised a light 
installation that was unable to be completed. Was it this first experience 
that led you to imagine a project for the belvedere column? 

Loris Gréaud: That’s right. I was asked to create a work under the pyramid, 
but in the end I decided not to install this work. I wanted to emphasise the 
historical Parisian axis that is offset from the architectural axis of the pyra-
mid. For that, I imagined a way of materialising the two axes using neon 
lights, which would have split the space like two strokes of a pencil.

The [I] project responds to a pure curatorial desire, corresponding to the 
museum context and to the fact that you and I have both wanted to work 
together for many years now. So there is no real connection with the first 
proposition, in that sense. 

M.-L. B: Your first idea for the pyramid was entitled Storage Stone, and 
already proposed a monumental sculpture raised on a pedestal. Could 
you tell us about this project, made from the ashes of your works? And 
why you abandoned the idea?

L. G: The Storage Stone was the first proposition we worked on. Since 
2010, I have been incinerating my artists’ proofs and the works stored in 
my studio. Through a partnership with a crematorium, we installed a brass 
framework capable of accumulating the electrical energy created through 
combustion. So the significance of this gesture was twofold: the recupera-
tion of the ash, the residue from the cremation, which was then transformed 
into sculptures or paintings, thus creating new artworks, coupled with the 
accumulation of physical energy in batteries with the aim of sparking a new 
performance. I particularly like the idea of the mutation and transformation 
of this energy generated by destruction and the way in which it can be 
redeployed as an inert form – a chrysalis state – on the one hand; and on 
the other hand as an energy that is ready to be used to fuel a new project. 

M.-L. B: When did you have the idea to present the exhibition in two 
sites (the Louvre Pyramid and the Forum of the Pompidou Centre)? 
What attracted you to these two spaces: was it the transition from old to 
new, their architecture or their function as ‘host’ sites? 

L. G: As I mentioned earlier, you and I have wanted to create a specific work 
for the Louvre Museum for several years now. The Pompidou Centre also 
wanted us to work together on a new production. The presidents, Henri 
Loyrette and Alain Seban, thus evoked the idea of a shared project that 
would be installed in these two majors institutions as a single exhibition. 

I thought about the form this project could take. My primary obsession was 
to take advantage of this invitation to present a free exhibition, accessible 
to all, and visible to the widest audience possible. I think that this idea 
eventually dictated the form that this exhibition would take: an inclusive 
project, that would be immediate in a certain sense, that would be capable 
of questioning all visitors – whether they were tourists, children, or simply 
passers-by. For this reason, these two popular sites (the belvedere column 
under the Louvre Pyramid and the Forum of the Pompidou Centre) that are 
among the most frequented sites in the world, were the obvious choices. 

M.-L. B: Your second project was a sculptural deployment of “levitating” 
meteorites within the pyramid space. Did this emerge from this desire 
for a combined exhibition at the two institutions? Was it necessary that 
the two works presented respectively at the Pompidou Centre and the 
Louvre Museum echo one another?

L. G: Absolutely not. I didn’t try to constrain the two forms so that an ‘obvi-
ous’ dialogue would emerge. When we were working on the meteorites 
project, the idea was to present a sculpture with a function and transform 
the very role of the museum. Beyond its sculptural dimension, the work 
was a functional radio-telescopic aerial, connected to the Observatoire de 
Nancy, which was going to be capable of recording in real time and retrans-
mitting the sound of dead stars into the pyramid space. 



At the time, we used the term ghost machine: the sculpture would transmit 
the sound of stars that had disappeared light years away but that were 
paradoxically still visible and audible. A spectral auditory experience would 
have been offered to each visitor, like a vision, with the space beneath the 
pyramid becoming a soundscape. 

M.-L. B: The “unidentified” artwork that you have called [I] is a black 
monumental sculpture placed on a pedestal, covered by a veil that 
seems to have been petrified, becoming part of the sculpture itself. You 
had already made similar sculptures in 2012 at the Pace Gallery in New 
York. Could you tell us how this project came about and what these six 
hidden sculptures were? 

L. G: [I] is the title of this double exhibition and also the title of the two works 
presented in this context. It is a title that cannot really be pronounced, but 
that represents a symbol.

The work presented under the pyramid does belong to this series of stand-
alone works presented in my exhibition “The Unplayed Notes”1 with the 
same paradigm of an artwork having lost its centre: with a veil hiding an 
artwork becoming an artwork itself. 

The series presented in New York thus already prefigured [I] since it com-
prised six plaster reproductions of artworks present in the Louvre’s collec-
tion. But at this stage in the project, the artwork that had been veiled lost all 
of its importance, since the objective was simply to endlessly prolong the 
liminal moment of inauguration of a public sculpture. 

The sculpture presented under the pyramid thus stems from several “tradi-
tions” in formal terms: it respects the art of (imitation) drapery in sculpture, 
the way in which sculptures are protected and veiled prior to their inaugu-
ration and also the basic packaging of the artworks presented during the 
winter. There is no real aesthetic intention when an artwork is protected 
or when the veil is temporary, prior to its revelation. This is precisely the 

combination that interests me: the infinite prolongation of the productive 
moment of desire when the ribbon is cut or the sheet is removed. 

M.-L. B: At the same time, you produced and presented “photographs” 
of the intensity of the light in certain paintings in the Grande Galerie, 
including Caravaggio. How did this develop and what is the relationship 
between these ‘sculptural ghosts’ and the ‘spectres of paintings’? Were 
these projects derived from a melancholic view of the museum or a de-
sire to dematerialise the artwork, in favour of a different kind of visual 
rendering?

L. G: Alongside the production of this series, I did conduct an experiment, 
using the Louvre Museum as a kind of enormous camera obscura. The 
process was as follows: I placed zones of light and shade in front of major 
artworks – in the form of large photosensitive plates capable of storing 
ambient light from the paintings’ reflections – in order to capture their 
‘aura’, and potentially the ‘ghosts’ that inhabit them. This procedure of re-
cording allowed the light to be “fixed” directly, in side the museum, produc-
ing forty-four “photographs” that are all very different. 

Once presented in the gallery space, these forty-four diasecs suggest that 
we have transported and transposed a part of the museum’s soul, in a sen-
sitive and poetic translation. 

M.-L. B: Does the choice of Michelangelo’s Captive have a symbolic 
value?

L. G: There is of course an aesthetic choice involved in selecting something 
that will be hidden and veiled forever. It seemed appropriate to chose a 
major work that is visible in the permanent exhibition: one that is capable 
of activating the procedure chosen for [I] and creating a dialogue.

The story of Michelangelo’s Captives was also taken into account: these 
two sculptures were part of the project originally designed for the tomb of 
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Pope Jules II, which were eventually put aside. It took no less than forty 
years to produce these two non-finito sculptures, and their interpretations 
still remain obscure (various interpretations include the connection of the 
soul to the weight of the body, a concept beloved of Plato; or the subjuga-
tion of the provinces). With no real destination, these two sculptures were 
presented on the façade of the Château d’Écouen then at the Château 
de Richelieu, before finally being integrated into the Louvre collections. 
Making a space for the so-called “Rebellious” Captive on the majestic bel-
vedere column while preventing it from being wholly unveiled therefore 
seemed to make sense. 

M.-L. B: From a veiled body to a falling body… Your interest in bodies 
appears to be recent: from the ghostly silhouettes in the film Hors-Prise 
to the carnal and erotic bodies in your latest film The Unplayed Notes 
presented at the Yvon Lambert Gallery. What role does the body play in 
your approach?

L. G: It’s very new, but I can’t quite explain it. My projects up until now have 
always been bodiless. However, I had already produced a work in which 
human bodies would have provided the spectacle of a sculpture to visitors, 
a strange game in which the rules have not yet been invented: in Merzball 
Pavilion, professional paintballers try to hit each other with IKB, the colour 
of immateriality. 

Often in my projects the body has a function; it is a vector in itself. In my 
latest film The Unplayed Notes2, an explicit sexual act was performed by 
sex workers attempting to attain orgasm, filmed with a thermic camera. The 
technology of the camera consists of producing light within the image as 
the bodies heat up. So the closer the actors got to attaining orgasm, the 
more light lit up the projection screen. 

For [I] at the Pompidou Centre, there are body-machines that endlessly 
let themselves fall into the void of the Forum space, like an eternal return, 
using basic gravity without any acrobatics or spectacle, using the structure-

sculpture like a bachelor machine, in a closed circuit, like a vanitas. 

M.-L. B: Consciously or unconsciously, these last two works [I] make 
reference to older works, namely those of Yves Klein or Richard Serra 
for the leaps into the void, but also the likes of Man Ray, Christo, or Urs 
Fischer. Do you acknowledge and accept these influences?

L. G: Yes, of course. I don’t believe in art as a spontaneous creation – artists 
have never been economical with respect to forms and ideas. The artists 
and artworks that you evoke are clearly points of reference and zones of 
influences for these two works. 

M.-L. B: Isn’t it paradoxical for an artist like yourself who works on the 
cosa mentale – invisible energies and disappearance – to present a 
mould of a masterpiece by Michelangelo and play on the official char-
acter of unveiled sculpture? Your approach is haunted by spectres and 
apparitions: is [I] yet another phantom of freedom or captivity?

L. G: This project doesn’t seem paradoxical to me. It relates to what I’ve 
been doing in recent years. The procedure remains the same: only the 
project remains the authority in its duration, economy and form… The goal 
here, as I mentioned earlier, was to produce a free-admission exhibition, 
which all visitors could experience. In this respect, the [I] project gives rise 
to many more questions than it does suggested responses relating to the 
role of the museum, access to artworks, access to art, the people art is ad-
dressed to, and the real affect an artwork has on the world… Or about the 
production of desire, energy and critical thinking as the true role of works 
of art.

M.-L. B: Were you looking for a specific kind of symbolism for the en-
trance to the Louvre Museum?

L. G: No, I just thought it was interesting that this huge plinth under the 
pyramid acts like a repository for many different ideas. It’s almost an object 
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“in waiting”. It’s history is quite revealing – it was originally envisaged by 
I.M. Pei that the Winged Victory of Samothrace would be installed there, but 
the space remained vacant for a long time. I also heard that Rodin’s The 
Thinker and Brancusi’s Rooster had been considered for this site, but none 
of these sculptures were ever able to be perfectly inserted into the space. 

Just like a work that is waiting to be unveiled, the pedestal without an art-
work becomes an object that fuels the imagination. It almost operates like 
an autonomous artwork requiring completion: there are as many sculptures 
possible on this pedestal as there are inquisitive spectators…

M.-L. B: Ghost: “a soul that may be a machine or a fiction and that, in the 
meantime, seeks to secure itself to a structure3.” Couldn’t this definition 
be applied to these two works? The soul of the slave attached and fixed 
on its pedestal, and that of the bodies of the divers who infinitely climb 
and fall? One is fixed; the other is mobile?

L. G: That is exactly what this is about – with the physical and mental dis-
tances that separate or unite added to the equation. 
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“The launching towers rose into the
evening air like the rusting ciphers of some forgotten algebra of the sky.”
J.G. Ballard, The Dead Astronaut

 You have just walked down the slope that leads to the entrance of 
the Pompidou Centre. As you enter the building, traversing your field of 
vision vertically, you see a body fall. After a pause, perhaps one of amaze-
ment, you advance within the space and discover – as though it were trans-
planted onto the tubular architecture of Rogers and Piano – a great tower 
whose black colour is not one of those chosen by the architects to des-
ignate the various pipes (blue for air, green for water, yellow for electricity 
and red for the circulation of people). Yet already, another practitioner of 
the art of weights has reached the top of the spiral staircase in the tower 
and, soon, he too launches himself into the void. In the Forum of the Centre, 
Loris Gréaud installed a metal tower that stands nearly fifteen metres tall. 
Every minute during the museum’s opening hours, a diver dressed in black 
from head to toe leaps from its summit.

 Reviving the memory of another revolutionary tower, the Monument 
to the Third International that Tatlin devised in 1920, Gréaud’s structure 
does not however involve the broadcast of a radio programme or the pro-
jection of messages into the clouds. Unlike Tatlin’s tower (he would later 
work on a flying engine, the Letatlin) and unlike the cybernetic towers 
that Nicolas Schöffer built or planned to build from the 1950s onwards, 
the drop tower does not face skywards. This is not because Gréaud re-
fuses the cosmic realm of the imagination. In 2006, he had a kind of tower 
– a replica of the sacred mountain in Wyoming that is the site of contact 
between humans and extra-terrestrials in Close Encounters of the Third 
Kind – towed on a trailer behind a car that drove around in several Eu-
ropean cities. The course of Devils Tower Satellite ended, provisionally at 
least, in 2009, at the Forum of the Pompidou Centre, near the site where 
the 2013 tower is now installed, which has no other purpose than that of 
providing bodies with the means to fall. 

In 1968, in his film Hand Catching Lead, Richard Serra made the fall of 
corpora the driving force of an endless process: whether it was caught by 
the hand or not, the piece of lead fell. From 1984, Chris Burden established 
the fall as a sculptural method with Beam Drop: metal girders akin to those 
used in Gréaud’s tower were released by a crane into basins of cement 
where they landed and set. The drop tower at the Pompidou Centre thus 
combines two paradigms that initially appear to be entirely different: on the 
one hand, the towers of modernism, the transmitting towers of Tatlin and 
Schöffer, but also Lenin’s Tribune, a project magnificently designed by 1in 
1924; on the other hand, the gravitational passion of a form of sculpture 
concerned with revealing its inherent physical forces. This combination is 
all the more troubling in that the corpora that fall from the top of the tower 
are human. In his Essais fragiles d’aplomb, Pierre Senges wished to pay 
homage to all those who, throughout the ages, have fallen for the sake of 
falling:

 The gospel of aeronautics will only see these falls as second-rate farces or as 
one or other of Chaplin’s famous stunts, performed before their time. But we must face 
the facts. The failure rate was so high that it cannot be explained simply by breakage 
or error: besides the lunatics who were literally carried away with their flying machines, 
how many discreet savants, curious amateurs, self-taught enthusiasts and impover-
ished geniuses came – unrecorded – to experience falling and at the same time to cel-
ebrate a kind of mathematical or perhaps Pythagorean cult? The men and women who, 
since Icarus up until the eve of the Great War, continually fell, sometimes repeatedly, 
not because they sought to understand the thrill of flying, or to thwart its mysteries, but 
to test gravity, and fall for good, simply because they wanted to. Far from being an ac-
cident, the fall was their trajectory, followed without deviation and with the grace of an 
angel who has decided to submit to universal gravitation, to test it.

We must add a few chapters to this story. Yves Klein’s Leap into the Void, 
in 1960. The leaps, choreographed by Simone Forti, from the twenty-third 
to the twenty-first floor of a New York building, which Serra remembers 
having seen, from a window of the twenty-second floor, in the 1960s. Gré-
aud’s divers, unlike those photographed by Rodchenko in 1932 or those 
illuminated by the rotoscopic animation of Jack Goldstein’s film The Jump 
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(1978) are not demonstrating some kind of gymnastic prowess, but quite 
simply fall, in all seriousness.

 But after the fall, Gréaud’s men in black reappear and climb back up 
to the top of the tower, in a perfectly timed ballet. The celebration of falling 
seems to become a kinetic rite. The cogs of Tinguely’s dark sculptures like 
Requiem for a Dead Leaf (1967) have nonetheless become human. Of 
course, the rotation of the spiral staircase is achieved with a motor, but it is 
above all the bodies that climb up to fall down and fall down to climb back 
up that animate the great vertical structure. The clockwork repetition of 
these falls and ascensions provides the kinetic machine with its full dimen-
sion as Vanitas. The divers’ leaps punctuate the inexorable passing of time. 
But here, the Vanitas is perhaps also that of the interpretative gesture. Un-
der the pyramid of the Louvre, during the same exhibition period, Gréaud 
placed a sculpture covered with a veil. The veil was not used here – as it 
has been since the 17th century – as the symbol of the secrets of nature, 
but as an emblem for the mysteries of art. The veil of Isis and the pyramid 
– Egyptomania, the craze of the modern era and the Romantic age – here 
finds the appropriate site for a comeback. Whether it is in the dissimulating 
drape of a veil or the closed circuit of a bachelor machine, Gréaud knows 
how to ward off the illusion of the total transparency of art, which has be-
come so conflated with its meaning that it loses its very reason for existing. 

 In 2005, in the hall of the Tate Modern in London, Carsten Höller 
masterfully appropriated the theme of the amusement park by providing 
the public with the possibility of sliding down vertiginous slides. For Höller, 
it was a matter of using the joyful impulse of participatory art to boast the 
merits of the subconscious and loss of control. Despite the fact that, ow-
ing to its dimensions and the serial leaps taken from its upper platform, 
Gréaud’s tower has a spectacular side to it, it nonetheless does not belong 
to the world of Luna Park. The dark, autonomous, segmented machine 
asserts its bachelor status. It is an object of pure contemplation: our gaze 
becomes self-reflexive as we witnesses these falls into the abyss, in “the 
enchantment of the precise performance that aligns itself with the twists 

and turns of its absence of purpose.”

 [I] is the common title the artist gave to the two works, drop tower 
and the veiled sculpture. The verticality of both, especially that of the tower, 
is referred to here, with an “I” whose dot, like the divers, has fallen. But the 
“i” is also, in mathematics, in the theory of complex numbers, the imaginary 
unit. The black tower with its divers comes to represent the tool of calcula-
tion, an imaginary one, which Gréaud provides to resolve the equation that 
must inevitably be posed between art and life, the artwork and its host ar-
chitecture. But the [i] is also the symbol of the intensity of electrical current, 
which is very high during the leaps. It is not so much, then, in spite of the 
falls, an I for Icarus (the divers have never dreamed of flying) but an I for 
Imaginary and Intensity. In a cybernetic and functional space like the Forum 
of the Pompidou Centre, where the circulation is regulated in accordance 
with the information delivered, drop tower comes to assert the rights of an 
autotelic expending of energy, presented to scale. I for intransitive.

 You have now contemplated Gréaud’s tower for some time, the un-
demonstrative leaps of the stuntmen and their return back up to the div-
ing platform. Your eyes are lowered and raised, following the movements 
of the divers. What game are you playing? Fort, the disappearance – the 
leaps into the void. Da, the return – the divers climbing back up the stairs. 
In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud discusses the toddler’s game with 
a reel of thread, the game of “fort-da”. The reel is thrown over the side of 
the bed; the mother goes away. The child pulls on the string to bring the 
reel back into his hands; the mother reappears. Our eye plays with the dis-
appearance of the divers into the pit, then with their reappearance in the 
staircase and on the platform, like Freud’s grandson playing with his reel. 
Fort, da. This is perhaps also why Loris Gréaud’s [I], the dark and imaginary 
symbol of a forgotten algebra, allows us to solve the equation.
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