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				Whatever is anachronic is obscene. As a (modern) 							divinity, History is repressive. History forbids us to be out 						of time. Of the past we tolerate only the ruin, the 							monument, kitsch, what is amusing: we reduce this past to 						no more than its signature.										 Roland Barthes 


			


Barthes's signature is the symbol that shapes Erenberg's piece in a literal, operative manner. This does not mean that the piece is about Monsieur Roland or the real body of his writing and thinking. In the gallery's space we find only a name and books and pictured people and an anonymous place slowly consumed by time and light on a monitor's screen.





	A visual score has been displayed between these tangible objects, making them members of a theater from which desire is banned. There is a quite natural desire to read beyond the cover, to know the person beyond the image, to recognize the place. This is the wrong direction, if you are looking for a meaning: despite its conceptual nature, this installation isn't a book. 





	The photographic portraits on the walls are the least stylized images you could imagine. For me, the punctum -as Barthes would say- in each of them is the hands' gesture as they hold the book. These characters seem to be in the picture exclusively in order to authenticate that an object-book has been in their hands; they touched it, adjusting the posture of their bodies to the odd task of handling a rectangle of color that would probably prefer to float, like John Baldessari's floating colors in 1972, or like Sam Erenberg's pigments in The Painter's Dream (1977), which spread their essence from a transparent vase towards the words written on the walls, as if the middle space between ideas frozen in words and colors paralyzed in their physical substance could be filled by a painting that refuses to take a visible shape.





	A peculiar story takes place in The Complete Work of Roland Barthes. The same colors held by human hands in a vertical position (first chain) lie flat on the horizontal surface of a table: they are a second chain made out of the same rings, real books with titles engraved on their silk covers. The third chain -a chain of instants made with pixels- loses its colors through the time length: it is the video-portrait in only one shot one hour's duration, of the exact place where Roland Barthes was found lifeless. He was killed by a laundry truck while crossing the street. Since that time, what remains of the person is the name, a signature. The coincidence between Barthes's measure of existence and his work's extension is one way to approach this installation as we wonder which side the artist is on: reverence, cold observation, or celebration of a death whose personal marks are mistaken for the body of words signed by Barthes.   





	Sam Erenberg has been deeply obsessed by the death of Roland Barthes. He probably found in Barthes's books the attraction that comes from a disillusionment about the most popular tool we believe we have to express ourselves: language, or things that are made still in words and images. It's one of Barthes's topics that language, once written, becomes a locked door, a chain of conventions, customs, manifest connections covering the basic simplicity of life with another level of reality. With a candor hovering at the edge of banality, Roland Barthes -as well as Paul Valéry and André Gide, his favorite masters- was convinced that our desires, emotions, even our search for knowledge are dominated by what we miss, things not needing to exist to be influential. Strangely enough, he borrowed the expression of this notion from other writers:





This is what death is, most of all: everything that has been seen, will have been seen for nothing. Mourning over what we have perceived.


-François Whal





Nonbeing and being, emerging from a single ground, are differentiated only by their names. The single ground is called Darkness. To darken this darkness, that is the gate of all wonder. 


-Tao Te Ching





	Maybe such statements were a gate of wonder for a thinker like Barthes, who took abstractions and verbal representations back to the common senses, to the physicality of perceiving and touching. "I rub my language against the other as if I had words instead of fingers, or fingers at the tip of my words . . . on the other hand, I enwrap the other in my words, I caress, brush against, talk up this contact, I extend myself." 





	Perhaps Sam Erenberg scrutinized these metaphoric displacements as if he were facing a strange insect that he no longer feared. The door is locked, for him, by the authority and sanctity of a written word essentially immortal, which not only projects through generations a readable code, but also obeys the proscription contained in the Second Commandment: "Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven images, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth" (Exodus 20:4). Erenberg's attempt to become an observer of his own art, to create an impersonal distance from physical signs that, though generated by him, never belong entirely to him, inevitably collides with Barthes's mental habit of dissecting every intellectual experience until the sensual and personal functions find a justified reason to exist.





	Some of Erenberg's pieces, for instance, the Planets/Pocket Paintings (1986-88), are like amplified pupils reflecting a captured portion of the physical universe, a natural infinity, framed by human limits solidified in white contours. He uses geometrical conventions for the same reason he uses words: they are the tangible signs of a subject whose essence is not there. The brush traces in a personal way an impersonal story that asks for a place to be outside the mind. In Seven Abstract Paintings, a 1996 art piece in the form of a book, the same planets/pocket paintings reappear, almost indistinguishable as paintings. The artist has placed them into a space of mere existence into which a signature would not fit: on a kitchen shelf, on an altar, among the stones of a wall. He took a black-and-white picture of these anonymous sites and left the paintings there, dispersing art in a landscape already designed by life.





	 Sam Erenberg can get rid of an object, a face, an obsession, but he cannot get rid of a word or a typeface, because, like every Jew, he inhabits the word; he walks on a way paved with speech and engraved with written characters. Let's ask the  poet Edmond Jabès to speak for him, borrowing Rabbi Samuel's voice from Le Livre des Questions  (The Book of Questions), (1963):





The Jew's land is their universe's measure, because it's a book.





God rests in a man


as the man beneath a tree


and for God's will the shadow is man


inside the tree and tree inside the man.





Before and after the word there is the sign


and the emptiness, in it, within whom we grow.


As a wound, only the sign is visible.


But the eyes lie.





Our eyes lie. The installation's visible fragments, suggesting the presence of a man's life as a wound, as an absence that doesn't leave any shadow, do not. Our eyes do not open the locked door. Sam Erenberg isn't far from Joseph Beuys, who refused a formalism based on visual dominance. His spiritual process, though, isn't rooted in a natural field of universal energy; it's rather like human steps on the sand. His mourning over what we perceive opens up possible stories that each visitor can develop, starting from the fact that the visual balance is disturbed, and so is the mourning, by incongruous sounds emanating from the monitor. The visual score is made lighter by the cars' noise and a crying child. After a while the crowd on the walls doesn't really look still anymore, and colors dance with each other. Life is tangible again, and it touches our ears: Is this Roland Barthes's irreverent revenge? Is Barthes not in the installation because he passed away? Is he already a dead dog? "Are we asking our shadow what she did during the night time, are we asking the night for news about our shadow?" (Edmond Jabès). Who is afraid of an icon?





	There are no ruins; they have been replaced by colors and informal postures. It is the quiet, legal union of a name with the image of a real thing which is disjointed in this installation, as well as in contemporary installation art in general. We face an attempt to go beyond the reasonable limits of our understanding in order to approach an inner world that is not, as in surrealism, a hypothetical representation of a state of mind. It's a real presence made up of disjointed members needing a spectator who "proffers," who offers and releases his own naming -not a  ritual, a scientific or theoretical statement, only his own "naming"-  which is not yet organized thinking, or clothed in words. Paradoxically, Picasso started this way of thinking about the art process as a process of "naming" in which the naming is the creation of images: painting is naming. In the fifties, he used to say: "I name the eye. I name the foot. I name my dog's head on my knees. To name  . . . there is nothing else. I leave my body at the door when I work, like the Muslims taking their shoes off  at the door of the mosque." "You named me, Roland Barthes could ask; how do I exist?"  "Let me write it,  Jabès would answer, calligraphy is an art of living. It's the face we show when we do not have a face anymore." 
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You can get rid of an object,  a face, of an obsession -Reb Samuel used to say- but you cannot get rid of a word; because the word is your birth and death. 














 We are devoured by every ring of the chain.









































