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The work of Mathieu Mercier draws our attention to the often overlooked complexity of the interstitial connections between the art object and the object of everyday life.  Mercier’s work goes beyond the simplicity of an art that influences and is influenced by life, and takes as its very centre the transactions occurring in this space as a source for profound exploration.  As Benjamin H.D. Buchloh stated in a 1982 essay ‘Parody and Appropriation in Francis Picabia, Pop and Sigmar Polke’, the Duchampian readymade has ultimately suffered from a form of reduction in which the readymade is no longer understood as a gesture operating both into and out of the art gallery. The artworld’s historicizing of the readymade is the very loss of the works richness in the forgetting of the outward-looking reciprocal readymade, the threatening menace of a Rembrandt as an Ironing Board.  Mercier, whose work is visually similar to a number of other contemporary artists in its use of the readymade, distinguishes himself in the rich doubleness of his objects/sculptures. 

This first full-scale survey of Mercier’s work at MAM varies between densely packed box rooms of no more than two metres square in which up to four works co-exist in close quarters, and broad open spaces installed with a relative sparsity.  Objects contract into themselves in the tightly packed rooms, retaining their individual significations while forming a peculiar mise-en-scene, one of which resembles a high-concept grunge-aesthetic living room, containing an ‘exploded view’ structure resembling an Eames-style wall-unit with a sculpture of electric wires which breaks through the wall like a wilted bouquet of flowers.  In larger spaces, objects fluctuate between permanence and temporariness, epitomized by the early work Mur de Chevalles (Wall of Plastic Pegs) from 1994, which sets out on a long white wall a constellation of holes filled with wall plugs of different sizes and colours, forming an installation which is both beautiful and yet incomplete.  In a catalogue on the artist, Michel Gauthier describes the work as ‘crying out for the screw needed to enable an artifact to be hung upon it’, referring as it does to the incomplete work of an exhibition install.  Similarly, a large neon wall clock made from individual fluorescent tubes looms large over other works in the gallery, providing information (displaying the correct time) as well as acting as a harbinger of an end which might be the end of the work (how long before the tubes all expire, how long before the work is forgotten or lost) and for the end of the exhibition itself (coming as it does three quarters of the way into the show, a temporary exhibition which must also end): these notions emanating from a wall clock which itself looks both temporary and permanent, made from cheap neon lighting, and made permanent upon its accession into the museum.  

These notions of temporality and permanence are extended and transformed in works which reveal the shadows of a failed modernity and the problems of our post-historical thinking.  In a sparse, open space, we encounter a fish tank set on a plinth, fully operational and containing a Sea Cucumber.  This creature sits inside a stark, black framed glass aquarium recalling modernist architecture, a ‘primitive creature living in a “prestige” building’.  Our failure to come to terms with modernity is clearly spelt out, as is our willful adoption of modernist aesthetics for luxury goods: an object so acute in its pointed critique of the world that, were it to exit the gallery and enter ordinary service, perhaps in the house of an art collector, would be completely overlooked.  Towards the end of the exhibition the viewer encounters an array of painted steel poles, thick and column-like, scattered across the floor.  Recalling as they do the ruins of Greek temples, these objects, with a gaudy green and pink metallic effect, draw together our romantic relationship with the distant past and our uncomfortable relationship with the suppressed memories of 1970’s and 1980’s.  We are reminded of the aging of Greek statues and temples, which Andre Malraux points out correctly as white only in the passing of time and the wearing down of paint, and of our own problematic relationship with the creation of contemporary monuments, which in our squeamishness to build will leave us solely with monuments of capitalism and economics.     

The temporary and the permanent form one of many dialectical concepts that continue to haunt to haunt our understanding of the everyday world.  Mercier uses these contrasts to bring together polar opposites into a fusion which can be used by the viewer to break into the signifying structures that organize the uses of objects.  In this, Mercier offers an expanded understanding of the readymade, and as a result, the world of commodities. 

