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Généralement présenté comme le plus ancien 
jeu 1 de stratégie combinatoire abstrait connu (a minima 
cinq à huit siècles avant Jésus-Christ, en Chine), le go 
oppose deux joueurs pour le partage des territoires d’un 
plateau. Les pierres blanches ou noires de chacun des 
deux joueurs, posées tour à tour sur les intersections de la 
grille du goban, esquissent des chaînes qui sont autant de 
lignes de force et bordures destinées à développer le plus 
grand territoire possible.

Lors du fuseki  (l’ouverture), symétrie et réver- 
sibilité s’entremêlent dans l’idée d’échange : au cœur 
d’un espace de jeu sans orientation, il est dit que l’on pro-
cède à un échange, nécessairement, lorsque l’on renonce 
à jouer une position pour en favoriser une autre, éloignée, 
et laisser l’intersection non-jouée à l’occupation de l’ad-
versaire ; le choix contraire aurait généralement conduit 
au même échange, en négatif. Deux coups tout d’abord 
possibles pour noir sont en fin de compte partagés avec 
blanc, et le visage de la partie est ainsi modelé.

Les premiers coups, à distance les uns des 
autres (on parle alors de vitesse, comme d’un mouvement 
dans l’espace, bien que les pierres ne se déplacent jamais une 
fois posées), développent ce que l’on appelle de l’influence ; 
les joueurs amorcent et dispersent les bords de formes en 

devenir, tout en tentant de distribuer l’équilibre 2, de donner 
du poids 3 et des directions au jeu, comme l’on guiderait le 
flux d’écoulement des eaux. Si cet instant est bien celui de 
l’esquisse, permise par la base modulaire de la grille, le des-
sin prépare en réalité plutôt le coulage des formes, au sens 
sculptural du terme. Les lignes de force dessinées établissent 
des creux, des vides qui deviendront des points de territoire 
mais qui peuvent être attaqués, entamés, réduits par des ap-
proches et des captures de l’adversaire (un point est obtenu 
pour toute intersection vide entourée par ou contenue à 
l’intérieur d’un groupe de pierres de même couleur).

Dans le déroulement d’une partie, le go fait 
intervenir des règles arbitrant la vie et la mort des pierres. 
Une pierre, ou une chaîne de pierres, vit tant qu’elle se 
préserve de la perte de la totalité de ses libertés, c’est-à-
dire de l’espace à l’entour d’elle-même. Une pierre, ou 
une chaîne de pierres, est morte lorsque toutes ses liber-
tés sont occupées par les pions ennemis. La seule façon 
de vivre presque sans condition pour un groupe est la 
constitution de deux yeux, c’est-à-dire l’aménagement de 
deux libertés intérieures, deux orbites, où l’ennemi ne 
peut venir jouer sous peine de suicide (si la vue fait vivre, 
un seul œil est cependant synonyme de destin tragique 
car au jeu de go le borgne ne survit pas).

Première esquisse  
à la connaissance des formes par / by

Christophe Lemaitre

–

1. Quelle meilleure iconographie que 
le go, Colas Duflo, dans son œuvre de 
référence Jouer et philosopher, aurait-il 
pu choisir pour formaliser sa défini-
tion du jeu, résultat d’un long effort 
de synthèse à la suite de Huizinga, 
Caillois, Winnicott et les autres : « Le 
jeu est l’invention d’une liberté dans 
et par une légalité » ? Outre la filiation 
philosophique que le go lui permet 
(Leibniz), outre le fait que les règles du 
go peuvent être prises pour illustration 
naïve mais pragmatique de cette 
« liberté ludique » énoncée par l’auteur, 
le go a surtout l’avantage, de par son 
principe cumulatif, de permettre de  
représenter le déroulement d’une partie  
dans son entier à l’aide d’une seule 
image et sied donc avec économie  
à l’espace de la page et du livre.
2. Au sens perceptif, comme exprimé 
par Denman Waldo Ross au début  
du xxe siècle – à l’aide par exemple 
d’un cadre que l’on fait bouger autour 
d’un élément pour lui trouver son 
point d’équilibre dans le format  
de la découpe. 
3. Autrement que « poids », peut-être 
faudrait-il dire « masse » (le poids d’un 
corps est proportionnel à sa masse) 
que l’on définit parfois désormais 
moins comme la quantité de matière 
d’un corps et plutôt comme une 
propriété qui dérive de l’interaction 
des objets avec l’environnement (dans 
ce cas la masse n’est donc plus une 
propriété d’un corps / objet).
4. L’Histoire retient que c’est en 
s’inspirant des recherches sur la 
croissance des cristaux (modélisés 
sur une grille) de Stanislaw Ulam que 
John von Neumann mit au point le 
premier automate cellulaire dans les 
années quarante (un système auto-
réplicatif s’étendant sur une grille à 
deux dimensions). Un siècle plus tôt, 
Friedrich Froebel initiait les enfants  
au dessin sur une grille semblable (que 
ce soit sur ses célèbres tables ou des 
feuilles de papier) pour y représenter 
des formes de « nature » (des repré-
sentations figuratives), de « connais-
sance » (des études de géométrie), et 
de « beauté » : des figures abstraites 
évoquant la cristallographie.

Visuel de l’invitation pour  

la seconde série des conférences  

du Jan van Eyck go club,  

« Solving pictures », 8 Mai 2012,  

Jan van Eyck Academie  

(Maastricht, Pays-bas).

Image from the invitation to the series  

of lectures at the Jan van Eyck go club,  

"Solving Pictures", May 8th 2012,  

Jan van Eyck Academie  

(Maastricht, Netherlands).
Essai 
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Dans le dessin des chaînes de pierres sur le 
goban, la théorie dit qu’il existe des formes (configura-
tions) vivantes et des formes mortes. On appelle parfois 
forme la contre-forme d’une chaîne détourant une portion  
de territoire. La forme, c’est cette portion-même, caracté-
risée, produite par le positionnement des pierres l’encer-
clant. Les formes vivantes sont les espaces dont le profil 
permet la fabrication de la vue, c’est-à-dire d’au minimum 
deux yeux vitaux. Les configurations mortes sont les 
espaces dont la silhouette interdit la production de plus 
d’un œil. Il existe également des formes d’un troisième 
type, indéterminées ; selon qui joue en premier au « point 
vital » de ces territoires, les groupes en question produi-
ront deux yeux ou non, vont vivre ou mourir. À la ma-
nière du chat de Schrödinger, ces ensembles sont à la fois 
morts et vivants tant que le point vital n’a pas été joué.

Le go est la continuelle tentative de résolution 
d’un problème esthétique, d’une image, qu’est la situa-
tion des pierres sur le goban. Les tsumego, les exercices 
de vie et de mort destinés à progresser, sont en réalité des 
tests ophtalmologiques. Devant une situation composée, 
le joueur, noir ou blanc, a pour consigne de tuer ou faire 
vivre et, pour y parvenir, il fabrique ou éborgne.

Exercices de création de formes, les tsumego, 
par leur caractère morphogénétique, rappellent que John 
Horton Conway, au début des années soixante-dix, s’est 
lui-même servi de la grille d’un goban pour commencer à 
modéliser son game of life (le jeu de la vie), le plus célèbre 
automate cellulaire en devenir. Le jeu de Conway est un 

ensemble de règles fixes déterminant l’évolution possible 
d’un système vivant, un système cellulaire, et qui s’étend 
sur une grille 4. Chaque case (ou chaque intersection de 
la grille) est une « cellule » qui peut être soit vivante, soit 
morte, et dont l’état évolue dans le temps en fonction 
de la vie et de la mort des cellules avoisinantes. Dans le 
« jeu de la vie », une cellule vivante demeure telle tant 
que parmi ses huit voisines deux à trois sont elles-mêmes 
vivantes. Une cellule morte peut (re-)prendre vie lorsque 
trois de ses voisines sont vivantes. Une cellule meurt 
lorsque ces différentes conditions ne sont pas remplies.

Ces règles simples déterminent des consé-
quences complexes, et génèrent des formes non pla-
nifiées, découvertes après l’invention de l’automate. Il 
existe des formes dites stables, dont l’harmonie leur inter-
dit toute évolution. Il existe des formes dites oscillantes 

qui alternent deux configurations continuellement. Et il 
existe des formes mouvantes, appelées planeurs ou glis-
seurs, qui se déplacent dans l’espace de la grille : elles 
reproduisent leur organisation, périodiquement, au prix 
seulement d’un déplacement de tous leurs éléments.

De la même façon, l’histoire du go a permis 
la mise en évidence de formes particulières. Avant d’être 
la silhouette morte, vivante ou indéterminée d’un groupe 
de pierres, une forme c’est tout d’abord, antérieurement 
dans la partie, et très simplement, la relation spatiale entre-
tenue par deux, trois ou quatre pierres (de même couleur 
ou non) : nobi, ikken tobi, nikken tobi, kogeima, kosumi, 
on leur donne parfois des noms d’animaux par métony-
mie, œil d’éléphant, gueule de tigre, nez de chien, tête de 
cheval. Cette manière de considérer des agencements de 
pierres dans l’espace du plan comme des formes engage 

deux commentaires immédiats : tout d’abord, comme le 
rappelle Rudolf Arnheim dans Art and visual perception, 
la forme d’un escalier en colimaçon n’est pas le contour 
précis de son dessin. Lorsqu’il est demandé à quelqu’un 
de décrire un escalier de la sorte, le doigt de la personne 
interrogée décrit le plus souvent simplement une spi-
rale montante, c’est-à-dire l’axe caractéristique principal 
de l’objet (pourtant absent de l’objet lui-même), pas ses 
contours. La forme d’une chose est donc décrite avant 
tout par ses caractéristiques spatiales considérées comme 
essentielles. Ensuite, et c’est le second commentaire, ce 
répertoire des formes du go est un exemple appliqué au 
jeu d’une loi fondamentale pour la perception visuelle 
mise en évidence par la gestalttheorie : tout stimulus  
visuel tend à être vu de manière à ce que le schéma qui en 
résulte soit aussi simple que les conditions le permettent 5, 

c’est la raison pour laquelle l’esprit synthétise générale-
ment structurellement un groupe de points en carré ou 
en cercle, en un tout (la forme perçue, une mélodie, ou 
gestalt). Les formes élémentaires du go répondent à cette 
exigence : elles sont le minimum de pierres nécessaires à 
un équilibre déployant des qualités, de par leur tout, sque-
lette, ensemble, au-delà d’elles-mêmes. Coup et forme s’y 
confondent, un coup construit une forme ; « “avoir une 
forme”, est une particularité qui distingue certaines zones 
du champ visuel d’autres zones qui, en ce sens, n’ont pas 
de forme » 6. Le go est affaire de perception, du débutant 
au professionnel il soigne lentement l’agnosie visuelle 
du joueur qui tente, avec parcimonie, de mettre l’œil au 
repos au sein d’une image partagée.

–

 
6. À penser le go comme cartographie,  
rappelons que Wolfgang Köhler,  
dans Psychologie de la forme, prend  
ici comme exemple les contours  
du territoire de l’Italie et sa contre-
forme, l’Adriatique, pour démontrer 
selon lui la manière dont une forme 
surgit toujours en constituant un 
fond : « Dans notre exemple, tant que 
la zone de la Méditerranée avait une 
forme, celle correspondant à l’Italie 
n’en avait point et réciproquement. 
[…] Lorsque le système nerveux réagit 
en mosaïque et que l’organisation se 
développe, il peut se faire que diverses 
entités prennent naissance ; ainsi de la 
péninsule italienne et de la péninsule 
méditerranéenne. »

5. Ainsi le cube de Louis Albert Necker 
(1862) est-il perçu en trois dimensions ; il 
est plus simple pour le cerveau de consi-
dérer la figure de Necker comme un tout 
cubique en perspective axonométrique 
plutôt que comme douze segments 
joints sur un plan à deux dimensions 
(ce que le dessin est en réalité). Le cube 
de Necker n’existe pas, il est pourtant 
perçu. Il est même perçu deux fois, 
différemment, puisqu’il fait partie de 
la famille des perceptions bi-stables (et 
réversibles), comme le canard-lapin par 
exemple. Si le regard se porte sur l’angle 
en Y de la partie haute du dessin, le cube 
semblera être perçu de dessus ; si la vue 
se concentre sur l’angle en Y de la partie 
basse du dessin, le cube semblera être 
observé de dessous. Ces deux angles sont 
les deux « points vitaux » de la figure, qui 
renferme donc deux formes possibles, 
concomitantes et antinomiques à la fois.

The Jan van Eyck go club,  

Jan van Eyck Academie 

(Maastricht, Pays-bas), 2012.  

Photo : Romy Finke.
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Go, which is usually introduced as the oldest known 
abstract game1 of combinational strategy (at least five to 
eight centuries BCE, in China), pits two players against 
each other to share the territories of a board. The black 
and white markers, called “stones”, of each of the two 
players, placed by turns on the intersections, or “points”, 
of the goban grid, make chains which are like so many 
lines of force and edges designed to acquire as much ter-
ritory as possible.

During the fuseki (the opening), symmetry and  
reversibility intermingle in the idea of exchange: at the 
heart of a game area with no orientation, one is said to 
proceed with an exchange, perforce, when one gives up 
the idea of playing one position to favour another, far  
removed, and leave the unplayed point to be occupied by 
the opponent; the opposite choice generally leads to the 
same exchange, in the negative. Two moves first and fore-
most possible for black are in the end shared with white, 
and the game’s face is thus cast.

The first moves, removed from each other (one talks 
of speed, and of a movement in space, even though the 
stones are never moved once placed), develop what is 
known as “influence”; the players start and disperse the 
edges of forms in the making, while trying to distribute 
the equilibrium,2 and give weight3 and direction to the 
game, the way one might guide the flow of water. If this 
moment is indeed that of the sketch, permitted by the 
modular basis of the grid, the drawing in reality tends to 
prepare the casting of the forms, in the sculptural sense of 

the term. The lines of force drawn establish hollows, 
voids which will become points of territory, but which 
may be attacked, started, and reduced by approaches and 
captures by the opponent (a point is obtained for any 
empty intersection surrounded by or contained within a 
group of stones of the same colour).

In the way a game is played, go brings in rules govern-
ing the life and death of the stones. A stone, or a chain of 
stones, lives as long as it preserves itself from the loss of 
all its freedoms, meaning the space around itself. A stone, 
or chain of stones, is dead when all its freedoms are  
occupied by the enemy stones. The only way of living  
almost unconditionally for a group is the formation of two 
eyes, i.e. the development of two inner freedoms, two 
sockets, where the enemy can only come and play at the 
risk of suicide (if sight means life, a single eye is neverthe-
less synonymous with tragic fate, because the one-eyed 
person does not survive the game of go).

In the drawing of the chains of stones on the goban, 
the theory goes that there are living forms (configura-
tions) and dead forms. The word form is sometimes used 
for the counter-form of a chain going round a piece of 
territory. The form is this very piece, characterized,  
produced by the positioning of the stones encircling it. 
The living forms are the spaces whose shape permits the  
making of sight, i.e. of at least two living eyes. The dead  
configurations are those spaces whose shape forbids the  
production of more than one eye. There are also forms of 
a third type which are indeterminate; depending on who 

plays first on the “vital point” of these territories, the 
groups in question will produce two eyes, or not; they 
will either live or die. Like Schrödinger’s cat, these sets 
are at once dead and alive, as long as the vital point has 
not been played.

Go is the continual attempt to solve an aesthetic prob-
lem, an image, which is the situation of the stones on the 
goban. The tsumego, life and death exercises destined to 
progress, are in reality eye tests. Faced with a composite 
situation, the player, black or white, has the instruction to 
kill or give life and, to do this, he manufactures or blinds 
one eye.

As form-creating exercises, by their morphogenetic 
nature, the tsumego remind us that, in the early 1970s, 
John Horton Conway himself made use of the grid of a 
goban to start to model his “game of life”, the most  
famous cellular robot in the making. Conway’s game is a 
set of fixed rules determining the possible development of 
a living system, a cellular system, which spreads across a 
grid.4 Each square (or each intersection of the grid) is a 
“cell” which may be either alive or dead, and whose state 
evolves in time in relation to the life and death of the 
neighbouring cells. In the “game of life”, a living cell  
remains as such as long as two or three of its eight neigh-
bouring cells are themselves alive. A dead cell may come 
(back) to life when three of its neighbours are alive. A cell 
dies when these different conditions are not met. 

These simple rules determine complex consequences,  
and give rise to unplanned forms, discovered after the  
invention of the robot. There are so-called stable forms, 
whose harmony forbids then any evolution. There are  
so-called oscillating cells which continually alternate two 
configurations. And there are moving forms, called gliders 
or shifters, which move about in the space of the grid: 
they reproduce their organization, periodically, simply at 
the price of a displacement of all their elements.

In the same way, the history of go has made it possible 
to highlight particular forms. Before being the dead, living 
or indeterminate shape of a group of stones, a form is first 
and foremost, previously in the game, and very simply, 

the spatial relation maintained by two, three or four 
stones (of the same colour or otherwise): nobi, ikken 
nobi, nikken nobi, kogeima, kosumi, they are sometimes 
given the names of animals by metonymy—elephant’s 
eye, tiger’s mouth, dog’s nose, horse’s head. This way of 
considering the arrangements of stones in the space of the 
plan as forms invites two immediate comments: firstly, as 
we are reminded by Rudolf Arnheim in Art and Visual 
Perception, the form of a spiral staircase is not the precise 
outline of its design. When someone is asked to describe 
a staircase of this type, the finger of the person questioned 
usually simply describes a rising spiral, i.e. the main typical 
axis of the object (though absent from the object itself),  
not its outlines. The form of a thing is thus described 
above all by its spatial characteristics considered as essen-
tial. Next, and this is the second comment, this repertory 
of go forms is an example applied to the game of a basic 
law for the visual perception highlighted by Gestalttheorie: 
all visual stimulus tends to be seen in such a way that the 
resulting diagram is as simple as conditions permit,5 
which is why the mind usually structurally synthesizes  
a group of points or dots as a square or a circle, as a whole 
(the form perceived, a melody, or Gestalt). The elemen-
tary forms of go meet this requirement; they are the min-
imum of stones necessary for an equilibrium deploying 
qualities, through their whole, skeleton, ensemble,  
beyond themselves. Move and form are muddled, a move 
constructs a form; “’having a form’ is a distinct feature 
which distinguishes certain zones of the visual field from 
other zones which, in this sense, do not have any form”.6 
Go is a matter of perception, from the beginner to the 
professional, it slowly deals with the visual agnosia of the 
player who tries, parsimoniously, to put the eye at rest 
within a shared image.

–

Initial Sketch  
for the Knowledge of Forms

4. History holds that it is by drawing 
inspiration from Stanislaw Ulam’s 
research into the growth of crystals 
(modeled on a grid) that John von 
Neumann developed the first cellular 
robot in the 1940s (a self-replicating 
system extending over a two- 
dimensional grid). A century earlier, 
Friedrich Froebel initiated children 
in drawing on a similar grid (be it 
on his famous table or on sheets of 
paper) to represent on it forms of 
“nature” (figurative representations), 
“knowledge” (studies of geometry) and 
“beauty”: abstract figures conjuring up 
crystallography. 
5. Louis Albert Necker’s cube (1862) can 
thus be perceived in three dimensions; 
it is simpler for the brain to consider 
Necker’s figure as a cubic whole in 
an axonometric perception rather 
than as twelve segments joined on a 
two-dimensional plan (which is what 
the drawing in reality is). Necker’s 
cube does not exist, but it is perceived. 
It is even perceived twice, differently, 
because it is part of the family of 
bi-stable (and reversible) perceptions, 
like the rabbit-duck, for example. If 
the eye is cast on the Y-shaped angle 
of the upper part of the drawing, the 
cube will seem to be being perceived 
from above; if the eye focuses on the 
Y-shaped angle of the lower part of 
the drawing, the cube will seem to be 
being observed from below. These two 
angles are the two “vital points” of the 
figure, which thus contains two pos-
sible forms, concomitant and contra-
dictory at one and the same time. 
6. Thinking of go like cartography, 
let us recall that Wolfgang Köhler, in 
his Gestalt Psychology takes here as an 
example the outlines of the territory of 
Italy and its counter-form, the Adriatic,  
to demonstrate, according to him, the 
way in which a form always looms 
up by forming a background: “In our 
example, as long as the Mediterranean 
had a shape, the form corresponding 
to Italy did not have any, and vice 
versa. […] When the nervous system 
reacts like a mosaic and when the 
organization develops, it may be that 
various entities come into being; so it 
is with the Italian peninsula and the 
Mediterranean peninsula.”

1. What better iconography than go, 
could Colas Duflo, in his work of  
reference Jouer et philosopher, have 
chosen to formalize his definition 
of the game, outcome of a lengthy 
attempt at synthesis in the wake of 
Huizinga, Caillois, Winnicott and the 
rest: “The game is the invention of a 
freedom in and through a legality”? 
In addition to the philosophical link 
which go permits him (Leibnitz),  
in addition to the fact that the rules 
of go may be taken as a naïve but 
pragmatic illustration of this “playful 
freedom” stated by the author, go has 
above all the advantage, through its 
accumulative principle, of making  
it possible to represent the unfolding 
of a game in its entirety with the help 
of a single image, and thus tallies  
with sparingness with the space  
of the page and the book. 
2. In the perceptive sense, as expressed 
by Denman Waldo Ross in the 
early 20th century—with the help, for 
example, of a frame which is moved 
around an element to find its point of 
balance in the format of the cut-out. 
3. Rather than “weight” we should 
perhaps say “mass” (the weight of 
a body is proportionate to its mass) 
which is now at times defined less as 
the quantity of matter of a body and 
rather as a property which derives 
from the interaction of objects with 
the environment (in this case, the 
mass is thus no longer a property  
of a body/object).

Identité graphique / Graphic design 
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A VERY SMALL DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 
TWO HOMOTHETIES
by Christophe Lemaitre

Fiac, 1991. When Belgian artist Michel François came to check on 
the latest installation of his partner, Ann-Veronica Janssens, he was 
unwillingly caught in a dispute with Dominique Bozo, the director 
of Centre Pompidou and Jean-François Taddei, director of Frac 
Pays-de-la-Loire. The discussion centred on the artwork “Absence 
d’infini” by Ann-Veronica Janssens which Dominique Bozo accused 
of being plagiarism of a work by Michelangelo Pistoletto dating 
from 1966 (and that Pompidou had recently acquired). In both 
artworks, 6 mirrors of 1m x 1m are arranged so as to form a cube. 
The pewter is directed towards the inside, away from the gaze of 
the viewer. 

This case was the starting point of the project “Faux jumeaux” 
(False Twins) that Michel François did at SMAK in Ghent between 
2008 and 2010. One evening last autumn artist Pierre Paulin was 
reminding us of this case at café Progrès when Jason Hwang and 
I were questioning our circle of friends (as a process of work) 
regarding identical instances of artworks realised by different 
artists without knowing their intentions, with both a geographical 
and time distance to take into account. “Specific object specific 
object” brought together a body of works that exist in two or in 
more copies (as many copies as there are authors of the same act).

“Specific object specific object” is the idea for a single exhibition 
whose central concept is that the artworks are replaced by other 
artworks (one by one, one as a substitute for the other) without 
changing the project either conceptually or formally. The exhibition 
will never differ in the course of time, it remains identical to itself, 
although the works will be replaced bit by bit, week after week, will 
superimpose and succeed each other: “The ultimate criterion to 
choose a couple/group of works is: one can be substituted by the 
other without this act causing an interruption/perturbation, both 
from a conceptual and formal point of view, at the centre of the 
project as a whole and the display of the exhibition.”

This gesture of substitution is romantic on the level of the 
object itself. On the level of the exhibition the gesture endorses 
a melancholic character. Depending on the level at which it is 
executed (for a single object or for an ensemble of objects in a 



show setting) it can be here the gesture of an artist (or of a thief) 
and there the gesture of a curator (But actually only if one still 
attaches value to these terms and their difference because it would 
be possible here and elsewhere in the contemporary practices of 
exhibitions to think about the way in which the figure of the curator 
serves as a substitute for the figure of the artist and vice versa).

Irrationality and dispersal fields

What “Specific object specific object” aims to establish is a 
collection (documentary, de-materialised) of kinships: the airport 
scanner photographs by Walead Beshty and Éric Baudelaire; the 
clocks of Christian Marclay and Étienne Chambaud; Nina Beier and 
Peter Jackson; the books by Yann Sérandour and Aurélien Froment; 
Eden Morfaux and Raphaël Zarka; Seth Price and Susanne Bürner; 
Sol LeWitt, Martin Creed and Ryan Gander; Frank Stella and Lygia 
Pape… If one admits that “Environnement” (Environment) by Luc 
Peire (shown at the Venice biennale in 1965) and the cube by 
Pistoletto (1966) are identical works on different scale (in one 
artwork the visitor is held in the reflecting cube, in the other the 
visitors are kept outside), then substituting Pistoletto by Peire at a 
given moment during the course of an exhibition corresponds with 
the spectacular operation that consists in penetrating the interior 
of the cube that the Italian artist made. 

“Specific object specific object” acknowledges that the “similarity” 
of the works in question come down to irrational facts in two 
aspects. First of all, there is the phenomenon itself and its 
wonderful improbability (It is marvellous that a phenomenon 
of that nature seems to escape reason, although it could be 
counterbalanced by probabilities or by sociology. The phenomenon 
itself is not linked to art. Throughout history the idea is quite 
common that technical inventions or scientific discoveries were 
realised almost simultaneously without mutual knowledge of 
this happening by the various persons involved who were at a 
geographical distance from each other). Second, it is difficult to 
justify rationally what our judgment is based on when we make 
the assessment that two artworks can be substituted and can 
thus be part of the selection (It is perhaps actually what the act 
of substitution attempts to sublimate, the very small difference 
between two homotheties1). 

The establishment of the related works that can be substituted 
sketches the “dispersal fields” of one and the same form in each 
case, of a unique model, shared, without author. As Barthes writes, 
the « dispersal field is made up of the varieties in execution of a 
unit (of a phoneme, for instance) as long as these varieties do not 
result in an alteration in meaning (that is, as long as they do not 
become relevant variations); the “edges” of the dispersal field are 
its margins of security. [...] In the food system, for instance, we can 
speak of the dispersal field of a dish, which will be established 
by the limits within which this dish remains significant, whatever 
“frills” the performer brings into its preparation »2. About furniture, 
Barthes explains that its « “language” is formed both by the 
oppositions of functionally identical pieces (two types of wardrobe, 
two types of bed, etc) [That is, two substitutable objects or two 
substitutable shapes] each of which, according to its “style”, refers 
to a different meaning [in relation with the work of the artist], and 
by the rules of association of the different units at the level of a 
room [The set-up, display] ».

A very small difference between two homotheties



Indiana Jones, the ethnographer 

At the beginning of the motion picture “Raiders of the Lost Ark” 
Indiana Jones enters a temple in the Amazonian jungle to steal an 
icon (instead of which he intends, unsuccessfully, to put a heavy 
equivalent on the plinth to avoid setting off the alarm system). 
Perhaps without realising it, Spielberg refers here to “The Broken 
Ear”, a Tintin album. At the opening scenes of “The Broken Ear” an 
Arumbaya fetish is stolen one night from the ethnographic museum 
and it reappears the day after the theft in the same place on its 
plinth accompanied by a letter of the thief (the replaced little 
statue is in fact not exactly identical to the stolen one, the ear of 
the statue is not broken. Rather than a returning, it proves that the 
statue was substituted, this is a clear case of theft). Nevertheless, 
while Indiana Jones is trying to steal the idol, he is doing it as an 
archaeologist, the exact opposite of the dealer in Tintin. Indiana 
is setting up a collection. He does not make the museum empty, 
he wants to fill it up and works as a preserver. This gesture then 
determines numerous actions that are linked to the museographical 
practice: gather information on the good (by producing a 
description), attributing value to it (be it symbolical, aesthetical, 
historical or mercantile), classifying it (according to a value system) 
and preserve it (storing it). 

The Ark of the Covenant is discovered at the end of the film. In the 
final scene we get a look of it, sealed, in a box for transportation, 
anonymously carried along the rows of an immense storage hangar 
full of identical boxes, as if to suggest the existence of many 
copies (or, at least, a substantial number of objects of the same 
value). In what an institution stores, in the permanent collection 
or in the home of a private collector, the substitution of one work 
with another can be proposed and will have another meaning. With 
the ambition to establish the operation in various collections and 
various countries, like a series of scattered interventions/gestures 
and no longer like the strict reassembling of the groups of identical 
objects in an exhibition. At a decided moment, two collections will 
agree to conserve a work that is nothing but the reflection of the 
one they have already in their possession. In that case, the question 
asked can be summarised as: in the end what do they actually 
possess? An author rather than a work? And, consequently, what is 
the meaning and the value of all this?

1 Here the notion “homothety” is to be 
taken in the sense of a “projected image 
that is identical to its model and can be (re)
associated with it through the homothetic 
transformation that separates the two”. But 
the term can also be interpreted in a more 
traditional way, as a “transformation”: two 
identical works are in fact two homothetic 
transformations, albeit it on a different 
scale, of one familiar model that is both 
unique and joint (for instance, in the case 
of Peire and Pistoletto).

2 Elements of semiology, Roland Barthes 
(1964).
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