Digital Signs and Languages: A New Take 

by Manon Blanchette* 

Hervé Fischer’s paintings depict a familiar world, in which instantly recognized symbols are captured in paint. In his work, the handcrafted everyday icons of a world controlled by economic values take on a joyously critical tone. But what can we say about this act of painting that has been, to all intents and purposes, renewed? How does it fit into the artist's career path? 

On this subject, it is Duchamp who came up with a definition of “doing.” It is, he says, “choosing between the ready-made and the ready-found, discriminating between the ready-made that is already there and the authentic invention ... like the slow reassembly of a fragment of this secret, unknown, impersonal life until it emerges and, once found, is encountered as if it were a discovery. (1)” This then, is what motivates Fischer. After his experience with conceptual art with society as its subject, he has rediscovered the potential of painting, critically evolving in the medium that he had voluntarily set aside. 

Indeed, there are many choices for him, since painting is not dead. He must, however, assume his privileged position and make himself available to the experience. Since, to paraphrase Duchamp once again, one must know how to handle a surface on which the experience of discovery occurs. 

* Manon Blanchette, currently Director of Communications of the Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal, was the curator of Hervé Fischer’s exhibition at the Musée in 1981. 

In other words, one must accept the delicate position of being the one who delivers a little bit of himself, a little of what makes him unique, and distances him from a purely intellectual position. 

But Hervé Fischer is a sociologist and is clear about the profound changes society has undergone over the past 20 years. That is in fact the subject of what he now intends to share with us. First, there is the experience of painting: the act of painting and its inherent pleasures. Since while each stroke of the brush evokes, for instance, the binary language of computers, it also presupposes a “space-time” that is the artist's alone, a moment of solitude in which Fischer’s dualism is etched onto the surface of the painting. This is what Èliane Escoubas calls “the appearance of the work” or the moment of harmony between the artist’s identity and the sign conveyed by the work . (2) It is in fact why Fischer tirelessly reworks any imperfect stroke, to bring forth the line of colour. An actively repeated stroke suggests a dynamic reading of the painting by the eye; the eye is tirelessly attracted by the similarities of the colours and the rhythms that they induce, and the movement of the painting itself, whose surface vibrates with thousands of pulses conveyed by the act of painting. 

Fischer’s paintings can be said to have a dual nature. On the one hand, they depict contemporary icons that society no longer cares to criticize, except in a few rare cases. Remember the collective indignation and media debate on the eve of December 25, 2002 , when human cloning was first announced? This incident appeared to be at the outside limit of collective ethics which Fischer carefully discusses through his choice of medium and the process to which he rigorously and methodologically ascribes. 

The second aspect of his work involves painting itself and its aesthetic. As we must point out, although it risks levelling the space of the work to allow just a glimpse of the cold, objective concept, this repetition becomes subjective and bears the mark of the ephemeral moment. 

By the movement of shapes and colours of the work and by his own act of painting, Fischer gives life to his painting and suggests a critical look at our society, its icons and its myths. For instance, in his 1999 series on DNA, Fischer allows himself to take some liberties, i.e. choosing colours for their effect on the viewer’s eye, or the rhythm of repetition and the accident which, as the title of a work from that same year indicates, becomes the event. In short, Fischer’s work combines opposing methodologies, depending on whether they stem from sociology or from painting. 

In fact, in the late 1970s, Fischer totally rejected painting in favour of promoting “ sociological action” defined as social mobilization with multidisciplinary installations as metaphors. These installations made from industrialized objects were in the vanguard of a burgeoning aesthetic, which is still seen today as an expression of rejection of our society’s bourgeois values. The fact remains though that this aesthetic is now “history” and is no longer surprising. Fischer prefers a less interventionist, yet equally effective and relevant strategy. He has chosen the “hiatus” as a significant and critical space. For instance, the interval between the automatic repetition of the gesture and the accident of the hand, between the depiction of perfection and that of human imperfection, between the fact that one is not the other on the level of what we are as genetically represented individuals. 

Since is it not in this reconciliation of the irreconcilable that things happen, that a breach opens onto a difference or onto what might have been? On what constitutes a critical and aesthetic view? Fischer’s painting is effective on both levels. It makes us think, it leaves us puzzled about the future of our society and at the same time, seduces us by proposing a new aesthetic pleasure. This choice manifests itself in his 1999 paintings and continues into his 2000 paintings illustrating the NASDAQ curves. 

Attacking the signs of collective and individual wealth (not without a touch of humour), Fischer produces coloured surfaces crisscrossed by extremely significant graphic lines after major stock market declines. Even stripped of their numbers, these graphs easily evoke the frenzy of a society that seeks to relieve its anguish by acquiring economic power. The strokes representing these graphic oscillations depict the uncontrollable ups and downs of the market: the painting and society are both subjects of the work. 

Fischer also achieves his goal by incongruously combining incompatible worlds. For instance, his 2000 work entitled Digital Cathedral, which visibly evokes the shape of a flamboyantly Gothic-style cathedral, in contrast with graphic stock market results. The contrast is reinforced by Fischer’s use of pure colours, yellow and blue, and by his comparison of economic values and spiritual values, reflected by the cathedral. In a society that does not fear rejecting religious traditions, this analogy has the effect of questioning and criticizing the present. 

Pursuing the idea of graphic curves and their reference to architecture, that same year, Fischer produced a work simply entitled Wall Street. Carefully coloured graphs placed one next to the other suggest an architectural study of the old and modern lines of certain buildings. In fact, this work can have many levels of meanings. It can be a stylized representation of a city or the concerted and collective organization of individual and different elements, but it also represents the objective curves of stock market fluctuations. It is undeniably a painting that evokes a concept of taste, harmony, rhythm, and therefore aesthetics. Again, playing with signs organized into language, Fischer evokes the possibility of multiple meanings. With this single recollection, he introduces the choice, which existed even before the work came into being and which forms its basic premise. A choice which, if taken individually, can generate a change in society. With this subversive suggestion, Fischer calls for art as a mobilizing force, just as he did in the 1970s. 

At around the same time as his references to architecture, Fischer, in a work entitled The Metamorphosis of Euclid, suggested landscape citations as a genre of classic painting, in contrast to certain artificial and overly aggressive curves which, taken as a whole, suggest that they are the result of a force beyond nature. This landscape, in which space is represented by masses of flat colour, is also part of a series that is intended to play on ambiguity to suggest the potentially critical meaning of an artwork. Targeting the strength of economic power over the lives of individuals and particularly the well-off middle class, Fischer proposes revisiting our fundamental values, while keeping those of art alive. In this context, we can ask ourselves the following question: to whom is art addressed? 

Aware that, given his iconoclastic positions in the past, he could be the target of much criticism, Fischer is not afraid of saying that he is completely comfortable in his role as a painter, and takes pleasure from it. (3) Indeed, this pleasure is clearly evident in a third series of paintings that bring out the aesthetic nature of bar codes and their language. Consider, among other things, the rhythms they suggest and the mysteries they conceal for the consumer: the meaning of this language is revealed only by the eye of the electronic bar code reader. Although they are an inherent part of Western consumer culture, bar codes are impenetrable and inaccessible to us. 

Although in daily life, bar codes illustrate obscure areas of certain computer-developed languages, the fact remains that in art, the initiated may remember a trend in abstract painting dating back to the 1960s. For instance, works by French artist Daniel Buren, whose art was intended to show that repetition could be meaningful applied to places or to different materials. 

All this to say that while Fischer's works are paintings, they also deal with ideas and language. In this sense, his exploration is conceptual. Taking society as the subject of his investigation, Fischer extracts new codes of a language that represents the strength of certain current values. Here, his experience as manager of innovative computer projects and quite recently, as a sociological theoretician, following the publication of several books (4) has contributed to his clear vision of some of the major changes in our society. 

As we have seen, Fischer has selected the following symbols of these values, from the many possibilities: computers and computer language, DNA, the stock market and bar codes. The common denominator is not that they are new, but rather that they are such an integral part of everyone’s daily life, with or without their consent. This is what Fischer tends to criticize, however implicitly. He is saying that, with their level of abstraction and mystery, languages can become powerful tools in the hands of the initiated. Furthermore, they erase many aspects of human presence, as computers have replaced our memory in nearly every sector. 

Beyond this simple fact, how can we, like Fischer, not recognize that there are henceforth areas of linguistic abstraction to which not everyone has access, but which govern and affect their choices. There are now computer dating services, anyone can buy and sell stock over the Internet without being an expert, and as Fischer pointed out, psychoanalysis is practised online, so feedback on these languages permits a greater understanding of the dangers they represent. 

Fischer has chosen painting to clearly bring out the nature of these electronic languages. It is as if he has chosen to represent their most basic element, their immateriality, since in contrast, painting is concrete, it is really there for everyone to see and experience. The transfer from one medium to another therefore has the effect of illustrating the level of contamination of coded language, their dangers and their limitations. 

Since 2003, Hervé Fischer has also been interested in the theme of networks and particularly the stresses and encounters they suggest. Here too, the world of choices unfurls before the artist, since digital cosmogony is infinite. Along the way, Fischer endlessly reiterates the expression of his thought, which is intended to reconnect with language - aesthetic or digital - as well as with its evolution, but which also intends to put forward a critical position on art and the individual. In and of itself, art is an encounter and an experience that allows one to see otherwise, to question and to choose. That is why Fischer has returned to painting. But in fact, had he ever really left it? 
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