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This text is culled from a conversation between Labauvie and Perkins on the occassion of Labauvie's 
exhibition "Wire. Paper. Steel." at the Hillsborough Community College in Tampa, Florida. Labauvie is 
an artist who lives and works in Tampa, and Perkins is an artist, writer, and associate professor at the 
University of Tampa. This exhibition was organized by the director of Gallery 221 Katherine Gibson. 

GREGG PERKINS: In much of what I have read about your work there is discussion of how drawing 
relates to your sculptural practice. Could you discuss how you use drawing within your three-dimensional 
work? 

DOMINIQUE LABAUVIE: Since the very beginning of my artistic practice, drawing was imposed by the 
materiality of the sculpture. When I worked with a solid block of material, for example a block of stone or 
wood, I used drawing as a guide because the form that you hope to find is hidden somewhere inside the 
block. You cannot enter inside the materiality without a drawing. You need a succession of drawings, of 
lines, to enter slowly, door after door into the subject. As a young sculptor, I was not preoccupied with 
drawing. I was more a sculptor in the action of sculpture.
 
Alain in his Introduction to Esthetics states:

Art is a way of doing, not of thinking. This trait, the most evident of all, is the most forgotten.
Art is finally an action that brings about thought.
The Ogival arch is beautiful when created spontaneously; and in becoming a project it loses everything.

With time I discovered that the inherent quality of drawing is just as important as the sculpture. There 
are two types of drawings; the drawing you make on the material, 
on the floor, or directly on the wall, and the drawing that exists by 
itself on a sheet of paper. This drawing on paper is at the same level 
as the sculpture in its uniqueness of image. It is not the drawing of 
a sculpture, it is not a drawing that conducts the idea of a sculpture, 
it is an image by itself.  I am not obliged to make “portraits” of 
finished sculpture. Liberating my thought process regarding line 
and surface, that led me to discover the fantastic freedom we have 
within drawing took several years. And so I can say from my artistic 
point of view, that drawing is the most important art of all.  It is more 
important than painting or sculpture, or performance. The drawing 
– the gesture in the space – is like the conductor in front of the 
orchestra; it is the direction.

GP: That leads me to a question about poetry and material choices. 
For example, some of the steel that you use is reclaimed steel from 
a local bridge. Do you find that the provenance of the material has 
a kind of potential for poetry?

DL: In the mid 1980’s I started to work with natural elements such as 
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heather and reed. These materials instinctively brought me to introduce on the one hand the concepts 
of soil, mineralogy, resistance, the force field or torque and on the other hand the concepts of fluidity, 
flexibility, and the hollow body.

At this time steel appeared to be the material of choice to assemble the heterogeneous structure of 
the natural elements without limiting their specific language.  The steel could structurally maintain the 
elements, accompany the movement of a gesture or be a totally independent structure. 

So to finally answer your question, the steel used for Flying Buttress is Carnegie Steel from the Carnegie 
Steel Company of Pittsburgh. This steel is from the Columbus Drive Bridge that had been built in 1925. 
I used this material because it was the perfect material for the poetic form of this work.

Richard Serra has said that the relationship between the weight of the steel and the ground is fundamental 
for his work. But for me, the branches, the reeds, the trembling elements of nature, the movement, the 
sensuality of the movement, the sensuality of the approach, fingers, and the fingertips are essential to 
my work. My heritage is not from Richard Serra, but from Alberto Giacometti in the way he had to touch 
the clay, and to touch it again.1

 

The material chosen in the act of making sculpture generates a unique and poetic presence as soon 
as it enters into the body of the form.  Through our personal history we memorize that specific intimacy 
with the material as if it is part of our body. 

The provenance of the material plays an active role in the choice of the artist. Its origin is essential and 
opens the gate for action. If we look at certain European artists and their materials such as Joseph 
Beuys whose choice materials included felt, grease, trees and a dead rabbit; Gina Pane, Orlan, 
Schwarzkogler, and Hermann Nitsch for example who use the body as their palette; we can understand 
the importance that personal history has for the choice of material. It is that intimacy, obsession, 
curiosity, memory, pragmatism or utopia that conducts the poetic material through the metamorphosis 
1 Alberto Giacometti's artistic process consisted of meticulously pinching clay onto an armature so as to produce 
iconic human figural sculptures, which would then be cast in bronze.
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in becoming creation.2

Poetry is not only words, but also souvenirs 
and images. For example, in “The Waves,” 
by Virginia Woolf, she writes: It is Perceval, 
said Louis, sitting silent as he sat among the 
tickling grasses when the breeze parted the 
clouds and they formed again, who make us 
aware that these attempts to say, “I am this, 
I am that which we make, coming together, 
like separated parts of one body and soul, are 
false. Something has been left out from fear. 
Something has been altered, from vanity. We 
have tried to accentuate differences. From 
the desire to separate we have laid stress 
upon our faults, and what is particular to us. 
But there is a chain whirling round, round in 
a steel blue circle beneath.”3

GP: Flying Buttress is the sculpture that will be on exhibition at the Gallery 221@HCC. Describe the 
process of how you came to assemble that piece.

DL: In a sculpture or a drawing, you have to find the form. In Flying Buttress you have basically one 
form, which is the belt at the top that is suspended in space. What I have achieved in that piece is 
something I like very much in art: a certain 
fragility. What I am searching for is the 
transformation of the steel, to transform 
myself in a sense, in becoming the 
material and to exhaust the strength of the 
material, but to keep enough resistance 
for it to work in the space. So the holes, 
all that fragility, the thinness; it is all very 
important. I am speaking about fragility as 
elegance, not weakness. For example, the 
work of Richard Serra is full of fragility. The 
material seems to be indestructible, but in 
reality, if you make any mistake in the form 
the whole piece will fail. In Serra’s sculpture 
you are engaged with a work that contains 
absolutely no doubt. It is sure; it is defined 
by belief. I do not work in the exact same 
way, but I need the work to be fragile and delicate like a drawing, like a feather, like the wind; using the 
trembling nature of the steel and it’s flexibility: something like a sword. 

2 For further elaboration on this point see Alain Badiou in "The Subject of Art," where he discusses how artworks 
and bodies relate. Particularly, he states" So we can say that subject [artist] is always a new relation between a trace [the 
artwork] and a body." [http://www.lacan.com/symptom6_articles/badiou.html]
3 The eliptical form at the top of Flying Buttress takes its shape from this very Virginia Woolf qoute.
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GP: Steel is ostensibly one of the most sturdy materials on the planet so when you push it to reveal 
its fragility, it seems that you are taking sculpture to a new place. At the same time, there is a paradox 
in using strong materials to depict a kind of ephemerality, and also 
using drawing to make three-dimensional objects in the sense that the 
sculptures are enactments of drawings or three-dimensional drawings. 
That ironic nature is interesting to me because I think part of the poetry 
of the work is that you are making these sturdy materials look incredibly 
fluid and fragile, they appear almost vulnerable. 

DL: That is very French. At a certain moment in my life, I was responsive 
to an 18th century French artist named Hubert Robert and his taste for 
creating images of ruins. I was also fascinated by Piranese’s etchings 
of the prisons of Rome. We prefer to see a Greek ruin rather than a 
brand new temple in the Greek style. The ruin is the moment where 
we confess our fragility in front of eternity. Art is never an answer; it is 
really a question we ask about ourselves. Art is always a beginning; it 
is never the final point. Hegel said that very precisely, that the sense 
of the art is the inauguration. The opening like an exhibition, when you 
make an opening, you make art. You open the gate. And the drawing 
or the sculpture is nothing else than that moment of origin. The art 
begins at the moment when the visitor enters in a conversation with 
what you exhibit. Nothing else. The art has no future; the art is dead, 
and it belongs to the past automatically. It is only the origin.

GP: About the past, and the French desire to go back and look at ruins, I wanted to ask you about the 
relationship of time and distance to your work. In ways time and distance can be synonymous.

DL: Time and distance are different, but at the same time they are connected because they are the only 
way to measure speed. And speed in art is very important. For example the speed in contemporary 
art has nothing to do with the speed we observe in the art of Michelangelo. Paul Virilio, in his book 
“The Machine of Vision” addresses the subject of the speed of vision. Using the war in Iraq as his 
example, he analyzes how we view and perceive this reality and the “real time” reporting that covered 
this war. This notion of real time did not exist in the past, 
in antiquity. Most of humanity completely ignored current 
events.

GP: Because they had no way of instantly knowing what 
was happening on the other side of the city, country or the 
world. 

DL: Right. Now the average person believes that they 
know everything in real time. In art you work with time, 
you work with the story of your life and you work with an 
unknown time. You cannot be conscious of everything in 
a drawing or a sculpture because you are focused within 
an action. The action is not premeditated – the action is 
only movement, impulsive movement, construction and 
destruction. If you see Clouzot’s documentary Le Mystère 
Picasso, you see Picasso painting. While he paints, he 
destroys all of the time. So to make one image he needed 
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to make 15 images, erasing one after another. That is fantastic of Picasso and Clouzot to show this 
as most of humanity think that artists immediately reach their target. Picasso has no target, he is in an 
action, and discovers the target after. So that distance is very important and it is important to create that 
distance with the subject. You cannot paint an apple on a plate like Cezanne without this distance. The 
more banal the subject is the more distance you need to create it and the more personal history you will 
need to feed the subject. Contemporary art often approaches real time without any distance. This is not 
art, it is information. This information and the quality 
of the image of this information may be the beginning 
of a new art but it explains nothing. In viewing one 
of Warhol’s crash paintings with the ambulance and 
people, one can notice the distance from the event 
is tremendous; it is not an image portraying pure 
information about a past event, but an intellectual 
translation inclusive of Warhol’s thought process and 
personal history.

GP: The Warhol pieces are good examples. So can 
you talk a little more about reality and the creation of 
artwork as they relate to distance? What comes to 
mind with distance specifically is how the process of 
fiction can occur between the actuality in the world 
and how the artists portrays it. Art is on one side and 
reality is on the other with the potential for fictional 
treatment of the subject between them. Within that 
distance between reality and how the artists represents the reality is where the poetry can happen, 
the fragility can happen, where the treatment of the subject actually occurs. It is basically where the art 
lives – is between the reality and the creation. 

DL: Between these two poles of reality and creation is where the action occurs. The fragility, the 
vulnerability, to be suddenly brilliant or not, leads to the origin of 
the gesture. That is the action. 

GP: That is an interesting point, because if we go back to Courbet 
we could discuss realism under this light. 

DL: When you speak of Courbet, I immediately think about the 
painting Bonjour Monsieur Courbet, 1854. It is about a collector 
and his servant who meet the artist at the crossing of a road. All 
three come from the same society, and the artist in the painting 
is Courbet himself. This is interesting because it is a painting 
by Courbet. It is such an important image for me because it is 
exactly the representation between the past and the present, 
that movement about which we were just speaking – between 
the origin and the dream.
 
Courbet speaks about how he approaches reality – the reality of 
the grave in Burial at Ornans4 or the reality of the handshake in 
Bonjour Monsieur Courbet. But it is not the exact moment, it is 

4 Gustave Courbet's Burial at Ornans, 1849 depicts a funeral ceremony and an assembly of people surrounding a 
grave. 
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just before; it is a moment in motion. It is not like the painting of Jacques-Louis David where everything 
is transformed into sculpture. Something will happen, but we don’t know exactly what it will be because 
we are in the present.

That potential movement is what I research in my sculpture. In Flying Buttress you have lines from the 
orbital form to the floor. Along those lines, you have forms, segments, that are moving visually, there is 
no real movement, it is a of movement. I like the word pre-figuration – something shall happen. Art is 
that: something shall happen. 

GP: That the moment is full of potential but 
we don’t know what narrative will become.
 
DL: We do not know. And that is why I do 
not know what the subject will be at the 
beginning of the journey. I begin with the 
material, the size, and the decision about 
scale is made. The scale is very important 
in sculpture and from time to time, I do little 
pieces in wire that do not require a studio 
or any special tools. It is a pleasure to play 
with the scale as small or large pieces 
produce different senses. And it is a kind of 
obsession. And I am obsessive in my work 
too. I am in a moment in my life, where I am 
really obsessed with the idea of segments. 
Segments are a very important concept when working with steel because the material itself is heavy. 

The segment is the segment of the body. And you approach the 
segments like a drawing. I can make a line or a form. I need 
the notion of segmenting the form, piece after piece, movement 
after movement, because I am unable to immediately create 
the entire complex form. You enter into the form like you enter 
into writing: word after word. It is like music. If I compare John 
Cage and Johann Sebastian Bach, they have something in 
common, they use repeated segments: repetition. Our body 
is the repetition of cells, of bones; our memory is based on 
the repetition of language. Language is the repetition of itself, 
nothing else. To simply repeat a line is fantastic. 

When you see Sol Lewitt’s wall drawings at the Dia Foundation 
you are humbled by the patience, the energy, and the vertigo of 
his line work. You start to share his passion, which embraces 
you.

GP: There is great importance on repetition within your work. 
When looking at your work I have often thought of music before 
seeing it as depicting recognizable forms in the world. They 
have a lyrical feeling. So what is the relationship between music 
and your work?
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DL: The relationship is direct. 
Music is composed of lines, of 
interruptions, of different levels of 
sound, similar to the variations of 
line, mark and scale in a drawing. 
The music can embody trembling 
like the vibrato on a cello or a violin. 
The vibration of a piece of steel is 
sound. If you think of Calder, the 
single vision of his work introduces 
us into the shapes and movements 
of musical instruments. What is 
extraordinary about music is that 
the music disappears when you 
stop playing. At the moment that 
the music stops, the memory 
of the audience begins to work. 
Something stays; the emotion 
or non-emotion stays with the 
audience.

In front of a painting, sculpture, drawing or performance, it is the same. That is the relationship between 
visual art and music, because it is the origin that matters.

GP: So then the question becomes: if the drawings and sculptures were diagrams for something, what 
would that something be? And let’s talk about the drawings that will be on exhibition at the Gallery 
221@HCC.

DL: The word diagram comes from ancient music theory. It was defined as the visual language to make 
musical sound visual. These new drawings are made with two kinds of forms; the diamond and the 
trapezoid, and they address two different things. In Notes de Silence, the diamonds are holes, places 
that are completely carbonized. First, a hole, a grave, the tomb in Courbet’s Burial At Ornans, in which 
the body will be consumed, and at the same time the trapezoid forms transport the diamonds into the 
space. This duality makes for both a negative and a positive form. That duality is important for me. The 
holes are more or less open; they are notes that create a musical progression and rhythm from the 
bottom of the composition to the top, with the high notes at the top, with the lower notes at the bottom. 
All of the forms are in a sort of smoke because the charcoal is effectively the remainder of a tree that 
was burned by fire without oxygen. It is an old material for drawing. The cavemen probably used the 
same material since the invention of fire. The origin of the material I use is important for me just as is the 
paper size and the white pigments. I use a warm and a cool white, and I mix them to create a perception 
of disappearance. I imagine that the black diamonds will continue to consume the image, reminding 
me of Fontana slashing the surface of a painting.5 It is an opening. In essence the notion of diagram is 
important because it creates the momentum and brings the drawing into a celestial space. 

The drawings were made especially for this exhibition, and Flying Buttress was made earlier. Magnetic 
Fields is comprised of volumes connected by a sort of a dreidel, creating zones of construction and 
destruction. The pieces are not balanced; they are connected only by the strange diamond form, a 

5 The Italian painter Lucio Fontana famously slashed white canvases and exhibited the paintings as such. The 
cutting of the surface served both as a compositional element, and to recognize the canvas as an image and an object 
simultaneously.
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sort of magnetic compass. Perhaps you 
could stack the three columns and see 
a volume. In the first drawing you have 
holes, in the other you have volumes. 

GP: These compositions, and the 
sculpture don’t seem to follow the rules 
of perspectival space. 

DL: It follows the rules of my specific 
perspective; the use of only two 
dimensions is the most important 
characteristic of my sculpture. 

GP: So you can infer what the back of 
the sculpture looks like by seeing the 
front? In other words, nothing is hiding 
around the back?

DL: The back is the hidden face through which you enter the secret code of the sculpture. The concept of 
contrary is very important in life and in the form. “The Psychology of the Form or Gestalt Theory” by Paul 
Guillaume comes to mind. To see letters in their correct reading, and then looking at them in reverse, 
they are illegible but they are the same letter. Two-dimensional sculpture is essentially the foundation 
of my work. This concept was born on a wall with Sumerian and Mesopotamian art, and within the walls 
of the churches of the 12th century. To make a sculpture that we can walk around is relatively boring 
to me. The frontal perception is tragic because you don’t have to deal with the side and the back. It is 
like a movie, it is about frontality. Contemporary society works with two-dimensional imagery. Most of 
our information is shared through screens of some kind. We are dealing with brief moments and that 
is the speed at which we perceive our environment. Perception can happen on different levels and 
on different speeds. You have different kinds of time. The moment 
you first see a painting, you are confronted with a question, that 
you may not be able to answer immediately. It is only an impact, 
a bullet. You feel something, but you don’t know if you are dead 
or not. Some people need weeks or years, because most of the 
paintings you see in a museum you only see for a few seconds. 
Some of the images will stay in your memory, others you will forget. 
From the book “The Waves” by Virginia Woolf, four or five words 
will stay with you for your entire life. The time is important. The 
first impact is important because you have to retain the attention 
of the viewer. Actually, most artists need to be understood quickly 
because life is relatively short. It can become an obsession. We 
need to find the recognizable thing so people talk about the work. 
Otherwise your work remains unknown. At the same time, you need 
to produce an image that continues to stay interesting through time. 
An artist cannot only work in the present. You need to put in your art 
something about the 20’s or the 19th c. or the 18th c. or antiquity. 
Something must remain from these times. That is the chain of blue 
steel that Virginia Woolf was talking about. Art is a connection to 
the past. When Ai Wei Wei uses pieces of temples, or pieces of 
furniture destroyed by Mao Tse Tung, he uses the past and to use 
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the past is to be modest. To believe you are inventing something new is 
to be arrogant; we need to be a little arrogant, but not too much. What is 
most important is the connection the artist realizes within the culture of 
humanity. 

GP: Regarding the pieces in HCC, how do you see these works within 
the larger continuum of your work? 

DL: We have defined through our discussion that continuity is the 
relationship between distance and time. This body of work is new and is 
more radical because I have excluded the subjective biomorphic forms 
from the work; I have eliminated the random curves, keeping only the 
basic gestures of the body – all the connections to my subjectivity have 
disappeared. Creation, like life is a question of strategy. How do you 
continue to survive and to continue to be interested in and by your work? 
It is important to find a way to continue with your physical abilities and 
difficulties. The more I reduce the work to the elementary forms and 
symbols, the more I approach the efficiency of the monumental in my 
sculpture. The reason I am working in the U.S. is the huge American 
repetitive space, which helps me to keep a strong focus on my journey. It 
is a country in which the dimension of the space is a human dream. It is 
a space of abstract expression, without forcing anything. 

GP: I wanted to also discuss the smaller wire forms. How do they play into the larger schema of your 
work?

DL: Because this is an exhibition for students, it is important to show them that we have to translate the 
form from one size to another. We have to play with both small and big things. These works come from 
the wire that is attached to the bottle of Champagne called a muselet. It is a little expensive, but I like 
it. I am not alone in liking Champagne. First you have to deconstruct the universal form that is always 
the same. It is interesting because the destruction is by itself a transformation. In that destruction of the 
muselet, the line keeps the memory of what it was before. When you are working with a new material 
you must remember that the material has a memory: marble has a memory, a branch has a memory, a 
2 x 4 piece of wood has a memory. 

For me, the little works are reminders. There you find your form. To find a form once is relatively easy. 
But to do the same kind of research with the Champagne muselet wire over the years and for pleasure, 
you understand the need to do something relatively new…something with monumentality, because 
monumentality is not defined by real time scale. 

GP: And finally, while we have discussed using pre-existing steel in your work, is there any use of 
factory made materials in your sculpture?  

DL: Yes, from time to time. New steel is fascinating because of the size possibilities in relation to the 
landscape. When I need lines in steel, I take a sheet of steel and I cut my lines one after another which 
takes days. The first part of the sculpture is its materiality. I have to create that materiality. You cannot 
write a letter without memory, without words; you have to have those words in your head. Similarly, 
to begin a sculpture, you need to have all of the surfaces, and the lines in front of you. It is a part of 
the work; it is a physical aspect of the work. It is the Voltri pieces of David Smith. And this process 
takes place while you are physically working on the piece. You think about what is in front of you. Not 
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unlike what a student does in school with their work. It is an engagement. That is why Agnes Martin 
or Sol Lewitt made their lines without a ruler; everything was done by hand, like a plowed field, one 
line after the other. This results in a collective work about that one concept: the making of lines. The 
sculptor Constantin Brancusi is a master of monumentality because the work was not automatically big. 
Everything was done archaically with an axe and a saw, but they turned out to be monumental. It is not 
a question of size or of technical equipment. I feel that the wire sketches are important, in the same 
way making drawings is important, because the more you work, the more you are inside the work, it is 
a chain reaction. 

***

For further information on the work of Labauvie visit:

http://www.labauvie.com


