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“I'm not trying to work illegally,
but sometimes that’s the only option”
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Born on the outskirts of Paris, Jr started out

as a reenage graffiti tagger using the moniker
Face 3. After transitioning to phorography

he began exhibiring his photographs by pasting
them on the walls of Paris and its train system.
His first large-scale street photopasting project,
Portrait of a Generation, began in 2004, and since
then he has taken his art worldwide, from Rio
de Janeiro to Sierra Leone, often responding to
social conflicts or disasters. His first solo
museum exhibition took place at the Warari
Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo, in

2013, and he has exhibited everywhere from
Tate Modern to the Venice Biennale, won

aTED prizcand produced special issucs of the
French newspaper Libération and The NewYork
Times Magazine and films, among the most recent
of which is Les Bosquets (2015).

ARTREVIEW How did Portrait of a Generation
start?

JR Tveworked in a ton of neighbourhoods,

but nowhere longer than in Clichy-Montfermeil.
1t’s where T pasted my firstenlarged photo, the
one of Ladj Ly holding his video camera like
aweapon. Idid itwithoutauthorisation, and

the city sued me. Ileft France for a year because
Ididn’t want to pay the fine. T was nineteen or so.
Ayear later, in 2005, the riots exploded, at exactly
that same streetcorner where the two kids that
hid in the substation died and the first car was
torched, right in frontof that photo — the
epicentre of the largest riot in France since the
French Revolution. And all over the media, my

photos were in the background. That’s when my
work really started. People asked me to take
phoros there for press agencies. What Iwas doing
was ‘vandalism’, that’s what it was called, not
‘street art’. But | said, ‘No, | want to create images
where | control where they’re going and how
they impact on people. So 1 want to continue
what 1 was doing in that neighbourhood a year
ago, but now 1 want to get closer to the people
there.’| think that’s the real beginning for me.

The last time someone tried to
make a film, with John Travolta,
in 2008, they burned all the cars.

So we had to go door-to-door
to explain it to everybody. It was
ahuge undertaking

AR And how hasit evolved?

JR After the riots, the state decided it had to

do something radical and rebuild everything,
and to do so they had to first destroy everything.
So two years ago T pasted those same faces inside
buildings, and we filmed their demolition,
which revealed the portraits —all of this without

above Morro da Providencia favela,
Rio de Janeiro, zo08

facing page 28 Millimetres, Portrait of a Generation,
11, Destruction #5, Montfermeil, Trance, 2013,
colour photograph, matt Plexiglas, aluminium,
wood, 179 X134 cm.

December 2015

3/5

authorisation. Which is interesting, because two
years ago my work was pretty well recognised
in France, butIstill couldn’t get authorisation.

AR Doyouoften workwithout authorisation?

JR The way | explain itis, I'm not trying to
work illegally, but sometimes that’s the only
option there is to make sure the work makes
sense for the people involved. It doesn’t mean
that1’m going to getarrested for itafterwards,
itjust means that that’s the way it has to
happen, in that grey zone.

AR Youbrought the ballet in for the film without
authorisation?

JR Thatwas possible because the people in that
neighbourhood knew the work I'd done for all
those years, so they let me bring 100 dancers into
the streets where the riot happened, in one of
the tensest neighbourhoods there is, and make
afilm. Alotof the film is shotat night, so we had
to ask people to keep their lights on, and we put
onloud music outside and built a stage the size
of the opera in the middle of their neighbour-
hood. The city told us — it was the city of Clichy
this time, because Les Bosquets had been
destroyed — the last time someone tried to make
a film, with John Travolta, in 2008, they burned
all the cars. “We’ll give you whatever authorisa-
tion you want, but it won’t matter, you have to
talk to the communiry there.” So we had togo
door-to-door ro explain it to everybody, to make
sure they understood. It was a huge under-
taking, weeks and weeks of planning.
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AR Didyou have to convince them todo it?
Orwere they open to it?

J& There wasa lot of convincing, a lot of
questioning. They trusted the idea of itasart
much more than if it were a feature movie.

But they never imagined we would bring the
best dancers from the Paris Opera and New York
City Ballet. I was afraid thataballerinaina

tutu walking the street there might be problem-
atic, depending on the different religions and
stuff thatare in that neighbourhood. But there
was no problem. Alot of the people had never
seen a ballet; it was like two worlds meeting,
two completely opposite universes. I got

as much enjoyment from the process as from
the final result.

AR Ts the film the final work in the project?

JR Each time I think it’s finished, it becomes
the beginning of something else. It’s confusing,
knowing whena project is finished, because it
seems to be always a moment where it would
make even more sense than before. The funny
thing is, last year the French president wanred to
know more about this project. I showed him the
whole ten years. The film was not done yet, 1'd
justshoteverything butitwas not edited yet, so
1just went through the rushes with him on the
computer and | invited a few people from that
neighbourhood to be there. We've talked about
process and 1 said, “Look, all I'm showing here
we’ve done withoutauthorisation, but it doesn’t
mean thatI’'m not proud to show it toyou or
that I'm reproaching the government or any-
thing, because 1 think itactually made sense to
be done that way for the people there. They're
thecreators, they decide how it happens, and in
that process everyonc felt they were part of it
And now you know, they’re building a“villa
Médicis”annex there —anartist residence centre
rightin Les Bosquets. 1 guess that’s onc of the
reasons why he wanted tounderstand the
project—becausc they don’t know how to talk to
and involve the community. So we had a really
interesting conversation on how things have

to happen organically. Nothing can beat that,
because a bureaucratic approach, even with good
intentions, is difficult in places and communi-
ties where there’s always been a lack of attention.
That's the main statement in the film: ‘All we
needed was attention; we wanted to exist” That
sums up the film for me, and every place P've ever
worked. Not only in poor places, everywhere.
Everyone wants attention, dignity, and no
matter whereT go, Talways find that same
concern, but it maybe resonates more in people’s
hearts and heads when it comes from a neigh-
bourhood that we see a lotin the media, not
always for good reasons. So, yes, that exchange
was really interesting.

9z

AR Did heask you to parcicipatein the Villa Médicis?

JR His office asked if Twould get involved.
We're talking right now. I told him they should
contactLadj Ly.

AR Iswhatyou doa form of activism, ovisit
entirely artistic?

JR Ifsanentirely artistic project. I've always
hated the word “political’. Someone once told
me that what I do is always political, because
1go ourside the walls and work in the streets.
But my work is not politically driven to push
you to vote on one side or another. It raises
questions and doesn’t give answers. Some
people seeits social component more than
others, butit’sup to them to interpretit, and
use it. People in the neighbourhood, in Kenya,
in Brazil, they’ve used the work to spread
their own fight, but the exact same work
presented in another country becomes just
art, justa way to discover another community,

That’s the main statement in
the film: ‘All we needed was
attention; we wanted to exist.’
Everyone wants attention,
dignity, and no matter where
I go, Lalways find that same
concern, but it maybe resonates
more in people’s hearts and
heads when it comes from
aneighbourhood that we see
alotin the media, not always
for good reasons

another place. In Brazil, in Liberia, it’s taken
completely differently. I'm very curious to
sce how people outside France scc this film.
i France they ger it, they understand what
happened, butin other places they'll create
parallels, depending on their own story. I've
shown it to kids in Chicago who don’teven
know there were riots in France, butitrelates
to what they know.

AR What happens, in your opinion, when you
take something like Les Bosquets and convert it into
an aesthetic object?

JR Every image T've pasted there,and the
ballet, spar‘ks... incumprchcns}on in pccplc,
‘Whatis it? What does that mean?’ Tdon’t know
ifincomprehension is the right word, bur it
creates... it raises questions constantly. That’s
whenTknow it has hit the rightspot. People ask
questions because there’s nothing written on
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the photo, and no onc’s giving them any
answecrs. For me, the discussions that come
from this are the best part of the process.
Lnevery country, people juststop and look
and don’tunderstand. Then they realisc it’s for
them to figure out, that no onc is going to be
like, “That’s what you should understand from
it Their interactions and interpretations are
much more interesting than mine. Like, there
was the drug-dealer head of the Commando in
Brazil, who asked me, very straightforwardly,
‘Whatis the purposc of your project?”

AR How do yow respond to this type of question?

IR Tessuper-hard. T say something like,
‘Alright, my work docs not havea direct
purposc, it is meant to bring community
together.” Tn the case of Brazil, T wanted to paste
a photograph of awoman in her own commu-
nity. ‘But whydo you want to do that?” he asked.
Tsaid, Tthink women are the pillars of the
community and Twant to givea differentimage
of them than whatTsee in the media, where
they’re always hidden in the background.”

The drug dealer says, ‘But what is that going

to change?’ Really straightforward, and 'm like,
‘Actually, maybe nothing.” ‘So why are you
doing it then?" Tsay: ‘Because Thelieve thatif
we all get togetherand paste it, maybe we'll
getseenand maybe people will change their
opinion about the place. If they don’t, it doesn’t
matter, we will have left something - just paste
and paper, that might not even lastuntil

the nextrain.’

AR Your Phaidon book s titled yR: Can Art Change
the World? What's the answer?

JR IguessIdon't haveadirectanswer, but

I thinkalot of conflict in the world is caused
by misperception. Once in Liberia, there was
abig crowd watching us paste up images, and
someone said, Tdon’tknow where you're from,
or what you do, but I've been listening to the
people standing around here discussing this,
and no one really knows what this is abour.

So1 think if this is art, then maybe art is about
malking people not think abour their main
worries of the day fora moment, and just
question whar’s happening now. I think that’s
what you guys are trying to do. I could never
have even come up with something like that.
TIwas speechless. And if that’s whar it meant
for him, then definitely it’s a complere other
frame of reference, and that’s the kind of thing
I’'mcurious to know aboutin different countries,
how different people approach these images.
So, if you can change people’s perceprion,

onc imageatatime,and create thatspark

1 mentioned carlicr, maybe you can change
people’s perception of the world, and that’s
away of changing the world. ar
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