Jean-Christophe Norman

Resides and works in Besang¢on and Berlin

“Our times reject time, and strive to perpetuaéipew it. At least, they believe they do” [1].
In the margins of this general denial, of the azliee illusion of the mastery of time—
expressed daily through a thousand ruses—and afotfitant acceleration of urban rhythms,
Jean-Christophe Norman invests time with actiodefatigably inscribing its passage. The
artist deploys thinking through action, therebymding to abolish the distance separating
time from what he produces in it.

Time writings, city crossings, video captures,chiNorman’s actions bear witness to lived
experience or to an attempt at recording an ephanteansient moment. His work represent
a task or an attitude that unfolds by infiltrati@ther than as an impression of the space, as
instability rather than as trace. His is a practitgch resembles that of the Situationist drift
of the 1950s, but which reveals, above all, aneacahsciousness of our relation to time-
space in which the attempt to “inhabit” the pressamd the existential reflection are closely
intertwined.

Writing time

Time writings, initiated in 1993, represent a cqrtaal approach: a method, a principle which
varies according to a protocol or a defined spaean-Christophe Norman systematically
records the passing time—the day, the month, the ylee hour, the minute, the second—on
different supports filled to the saturation poite sheet of a typewritten page, the surface of
a canvas, a roof or a courtyard passed in a watlisa¢he city. Time accumulates and
becomes tangible matter, as well as sensible métgrassing is being tirelessly inscribed
into a duration or onto a determined surface (&$wouwiting, the yard of Frac Lorraine, Metz,
July 2006; Chalk on the rooftop, 600x600cm Regerh&aprik, Berlin, August 2006;

Writing 24 hours, Frac Lorraine, Metz, December, 2®06), as if to slowly give meaning
and body to the writing, signify the presence ofdito the world, its existence by means of
this record. “My writing method ‘came’ to me at imwtense existential moment when the
guestion of language and its limits repeatedly isgabitself. It was important for me to say
something using a nearly silent method, by way wiing that functions both visibly and as
an effect of mass (and no longer only in the preceéko render the passage of time visible
and tactile, that's one of the main motives of mimg on these surfaces” [2]. Norman’s
work resembles the transcriptions of time underdkgRoman Opalka[3] in 1965, which
demonstrate time’s irreversibility through a sequeeaf numbers painted indefatigably from 1
to oo, or the work of On Kawara[4] who has been recagdind archiving time in real time
since the 1960s, by painting dates associatedjautimal cutouts of the same day or by
keeping a log using inscriptions which report thigstis existence or activities. However, if
the process and intentions are similar—the desitear empirical witness to the objective
passage of time—Jean-Christophe Norman’s work eadigiinguished by ever changing
protocols (variations in the time-span and thetioceof his production), and the scarcity of
traces. While the ink imprints on sheets of paperamvases permanently transform the
material, writing done in chalk on surfaces suck@styards, roofs, pavement, etc., is
destined to erase gradually, to inevitably disapp@aly photographic images of the finalized



writing, accompanied by a laconic description—"Rlesice Frac Lorraine Grand Est, six a.m.
400x500cm, the day, the month, the year, the hbarminute, the second, chalk on the
ground” testify to the performed action.

In the minimalist guise of writing and the desaxiptdistance of the enunciation, time is
nevertheless infused with a dimension of effort andurance. Although the artist does not
appear—he remains out of sight—each piece speakis experience, a physical engagement,
a hand-to-hand struggle with the surface, withdesen territory... or with the keyboard, as
in the project Writing 24 hours[5]. Departing frahe principle of depersonalization, as
demonstrated by his absence in the images of grifiean-Christophe Norman completed a
typing marathon on the computer. Undertaken oyeerand of 24 hours in December 2006, at
Frac Lorraine and patrtially in front of the pubriting 24 hours is evocative of a perpetual
race with time, of an action performed until ugghaustion, until a loss of concentration set
in. Over the course of the 80-some pages resduittimg this action, errors and repetitions
sneak in. They are not only signs of fatigue, mfidice of an objective passage of time, but
they also bear witness to time’s subjective pefoga@nd to the performative dimension.

Time is space

The dimension of physical engagement with timediid extension in walks, and attains its
full scope in a peregrination at the city levellide then becomes a trajectory. The method
does not change, yet a walk through a city, orrfopeance of lines which is neither flanerie
nor a simple stroll, amplifies the notion of effddtigue and endurance. It exposes the body
to the experience of urban space and enablesithestment of the dimensions at work in
the city: verticality, horizontality, mobility. Thiresults in an infrathin experience that leaves
behind merely a few photographs, witnesses toftit’s passage, to the horizontal survey of
the city and to the trace as ephemeral as thef @#stmaking (Crossing Berlin, Paris, 2005,
Metz, 2006; Line, 1500m, chalk on asphalt, Besan20605). The urban space is infused with
a new temporal dimension: the frenetic rhythm @ésiand activities that compose it are
contrasted with the slowness of the act of writiaugg with this fastidious journey through the
streets. A way of taking “measure” of the city,"slowing down the landscape’ and thus of
directing things towards their possibilities ofgaance” [6]. This other temporality make it
possible for a new urban space to emerge... andria@ne’s gaze and attention to hitherto
unnoticed aspects of the city by giving them a dewsity.

Cartographies of the sensible

This different experience of the city, this apptoadich is dislocated and sensible, finds its
extension in the principles of analogy, superposiind evocation of urban other spaces as in
the Simultaneous Walk executed with Marco Godimhbisbon and Berlin in 2006. Jean-
Christophe Norman first traced the contours of arslbbn a map of Berlin before performing
the walk and meticulously reproducing it in they@treets. Two walks, performed in two
geographically distinct urban contexts, are newess united by this symbolic journey and
the simultaneity of actions. An other, a new dhys emerged in the process of
deterritorialization / reterritorialization. Thesarefully planned walks evoke Francis Alys’s
route (The Leak, Sdo Paolo, 1995, Paris, 2003)wfoch the itinerary was determined by



streaking paint over the map, or the functionalksaif Stillman, a character in Paul Auster’s
novel Glass City[7], who secretly traces the corgaf letters and of a message in the course
of his daily walks through New York City.

Norman’s Analogie/Analogia pursues the experierfaeterritorialization and the dislocated
exploration of the urban universe. In the sprin@@d7, the artist surveyed the city of Paris by
scrupulously retracing the outlines of the cityPadtrkéw Trybunalski (where he was invited

in 2006 as part of the festival Interakcje), whighhad reproduced beforehand onto a
geographical map. The Polish city gradually takesgps within the streets of Paris through the
act of walking; this time, however, no line signtile passage. Audio- and video- recordings
replace the chalk inscriptions. The same routaésted threefold, each one following
different protocols: during the first pass, Jeani§€tbphe Norman films at the ground level,

on the second, the lens is aimed exclusively askiyeand on the third iteration he records
the audio track. Three approaches to the cityetpmnts of view dislocated with respect to
the usual perspective on the city: the verticas-axthat of architecture, monuments, “tourist”
or social identity of a city, consumption—disappge@r favor of that which is normally
neglected, even disdained. The “City” vanishesherws from its context in order to give

our imagination room to let itself be engulfed e tcrisscrossing routes, to recreate the
landscapes, or again to make invisible connectiestablish correspondences between two
distinct places, “to reactivate space and to reihtlee elsewhere or, more precisely, to
reinvent the elsewhere in the here” [8].

Jean-Christophe Norman thus offers us another Wwapproaching the possibilities of city
exploration: the physical space is replaced bygrfrentary panorama of the city, mingled

with the sensory perception (the sounds of the thigy passage of time through the variations
of the sky, the notion of mobility). Based on thxaet and objective plotting of the map, and

its faithful reproduction within the urban space,domposes an open psychogeography where
rerouted information liberates the imagination.

Far from utilitarian or economic discourses, thg s endowed with a sensory dimension
wherein the passage of time is inscribed on a husnale and becomes the possible theater of
another reality. Temporalities dilate to the adistvn rhythm and itinerary: temporality
determined by the displacement—that of a walk a bike ride (Ride, 2006, Berlin) or by a
pause, to contemplate a non-event. Since 20050 Vide constituted a method of sensory and
fragmentary plotting of cities. According to JeahriStophe Norman, it allows one to “stroll
with a camera in order to hold still or to ‘slowwd@ the ‘mobile’[9]”. Recorded in real time,
without editing or cutting, the videos outline tlodher reality. It is a reality made of
fragmented visions, of inverted perspectives, wileeevorld is perceived only through the
play of reflections and mirrors, as in a pool otevg A quarter upside down, 2006) or the
reflection in a Plexiglas pane (Sunny Undergro@@f)6). This fractured world, made of
collages, of superpositions, is subject to trams&dron and to the mobility of the urban
environment (circulation, vibrations, the passifig oetro). It emerges in the form of
vibrating surfaces which underscore the transiésyect of urban architecture and landscape,
the mobile reality of this universe. “What has beetorded here is a vision of a walker who
has suddenly stopped in order to prolong his gatlee point of making it elastic and endow

it with extensible character[10]".

Elasticity or contraction: The city becomes a VaBbratory of visual experiments and
research where time dilates or contracts accortirsgibjective perceptions, sensations, and
becomes “pure form of sensible intuition”[11]. [@fent Times (2003) describes a passage of



the elevated railway in Berlin, over the periocbat night. The only images captured on the
film are the moments of the metro’s circulation iethpunctuate the video. Dazzling, fleeting
moments between the periods of waiting, the onbtiges of which are the repeated passages
of the train, concentrated on 3'40. All that rensaai that night of waiting and observation is
the idea of flux, of mobility proper to the cityeldrly abstract, inaccessible, suspended
against a black sky, the metro passes indefatigadflyre our eyes.

Writing, walking, video recording, whatever the sba mode of action, Jean-Christophe
Norman tries to capture something of the moveméhnine, of the city. Circulation, flux,
flow... it is always a question of mobility, but ofakility appropriated by the artist, of a
reality in which he attempts to interfere, “to falb on the run’ (...) to become its ever-alert
clandestine passenger” [12]. His absurd—in thetemigal sense of the term—, nomadic and
absolute approach offers a form of resistance ¢e@goand to its logic of profitability, of
rationalization of time and actions, to its growenggeleration. Working against the grain,
Jean-Christophe Norman manipulates urban flowctiireis gaze on modest and ordinary
things with acute consciousness of their finitudes. actions present themselves as markers of
a time in the act and sound as so many traces pagsage... at once attempts to signify its
presence to the world and a memento mori. Sanrefds seem to aptly describe Norman’s
approach: “Man is nothing but his project; he exmtly to the extent that he fulfills himself;
he is therefore nothing but the totality of hissactothing but his life.” [13] A life punctuated
by immediate and intense experience of the reahtteyntion constantly given to what is
outside the field of vision and to short-cut patinet he invites us to follow in his footsteps.

Hélene Guenin
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