
C O N C R E T A S O N H O , 1 9 9 4 * 

1 dreaní of Crete. ol" The lioiise of rhe 

Minotaur aiid the tliread of Ariadne, 

wliich is also the tliread of clreanis and 

tlieir tn i th . Following the thread (hrough 

tlie labvrinth is Hke Tryiiig To reach its 

iiinbiHcus, tlie oinphalos. the verv kiiot at 

the heart of the dream which Freud said 

defies analvsis. Aiiv search for meaning is 

thwarted as the analvst finds himself lost 

in the closed heail of an enigma. The title 

of Ernesto N e t o s work, howe\'er, suggests 

also other directions to be taken. 

"Concrete dreaní" niight be another way 

of reading tlie title, one which endows the 

oneiric process with soHdit)' and weiglil. 

Anv concrete dream would necessarily be 

clear and shining, well-defined and 

precise, all adjectives whicli correspond 

closely to Neto's \H'ork. ConCreta Sonho is 

a lead cast of the artist 's face which Bes 

on the groiind as if partiallv siibinerged 

in tile flooi'. A cord leading from (he 

mouth is strung over tlie end of a steel 

rod, which is Hke an inverted crutch, and 

knotted around a small, suspended block 

of wliite marble. The materials are clear 

and differentiated, their articidation 

specific and defined. their relative 

weights and colom's hai'inonious but 

distinct. 

The work is so powerfully self-

contained, its contrast with the 

surrounding space so clear, that the 

viewer gets tlie impression that the piece 

is the only real thing in the place that 

hosts it, which becomes in comparison 

imprecise and almost dreani-like. The 

whitc cotton thread emerges from the 

mouth like a solid emanation of breath. 

Note: CoiiCipta Sonho can be translated botli 

as Concrete Dreainx or as I Dream of Crete. 

The tensión of the thread draws attention 

lo the Steel crutch which leans over, as if 

drawn by the weight of the marble block. 

It is the tensión of the rod which leads us 

to think in terms of the ston,' of Oedipus 

and the riddie of the Sphinx. Let's 

remember here the question posed to 

Oedipus by the Sphinx: which is the 

animal who walks witli four feet in the 

morning, two in the afternoon and three 

at dann? Oedipus guessed tliat it was the 

man, and that the third feet was a crutch. 

Oediptis' answer to the riddie was loud 

and clear, although this very clarity 

would seal bis fate: the same fate that 

would l'all upon bis shoulders, just as the 

thread seems to fall from the vértex of 

the Steel rod to suspend the snow-white 

block of marble. The heavy marble is 

Oedipus' destiny, his secret; his very 

identity as an abyss - t h e abyss into which 

the Sphinx threw hersefl, defeated by 

Oedipus. The work seems to be saying: 

'we are all fatallv the same, carrying the 

weight of oiu' lack of identity'. 

The title of ConCreta Sonho also 

contains an allusion to constructivism in 

Brazil, or, more precisely, the work of 

those artists belonging to the Neo-

concrete group (which includes Helio 

Oiticica and Lygia Clark) who, in the late 

1950s, broke away from the Concretist 

line because of its excessive racionalism 

and mechanism. For the Neo-concretists, 

Mondrian was an expressive artist. They 

were referring, obviously, to the 

expression of an original kind of 

subjetivity. The group foresaw a subject 

Ernesto Neto. Ring, 1995. Lead and Velvet, 140 x H ü cu 
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for wliilli emotion and reasoii had yet to 

becoiiie opposing terms. That siibject had 

yel lo 1)0 prodiiced, and tliis aclivitv 

wonld beconie the main lask of ihe 

gi'on]). 1 hey were capablo oJ' diTaniing of 

ihe mosl precise labvrintlis and conjnring 

iip the verv site oí the omp/ialo.s. Thev 

attenipted to mido tlie lieavv knot of 

dreams. 

S O N O R O U S P E R M U T A T I O N S 

On The last page of a catalog froni 1989, 

Neto hickides a Hst of titles and 

specifications that correspond to 

sculptures -which had been beatifully 

ilhistrated eaiHer. The materials of these 

pieces ai'e always the same: Polyamide 

mesh. popiilai'lv known in Brazil as silk 

•"stockings'\ and little lead lialls or 

"buckshot"'. The titles of the ].)ieces, 

however. aie ah different and tliev 

depend on the weight and nnmber of the 

units that constitute them, Tlie difference 

between a Peso (Weight) and a Passo 

(Step or Pace., as measnre of length), for 

example, is tha t in the fií'st case the 

polyamide stocking contains 5, 7, or 9 

kilos of buckshot, while the second piece 

contains only 5 kilos, but distributed in 

two points. Dupla (Couple) is composed 

of two Pesos, bu t a Colonia (Colonv) is 

made up of an indefinite number of Pesos 

and Passos. The svstem expands to 

encomjíass Prmiiox (Plunibs), Piedras 

(Rocks), Cópulas (Copulas), and 

Familias (Karnilies). The phonetic 

similaritv belwoen the ñames of the 

different pieces is indeed disorienting. 

The different ñames estabUsh qualitative 

differences between pieces which 

otherwise seem to belong to a contirmum. 

The titles thus establish cnts in the 

contimtous system of iJie pieces. 

Ernesto Neto. Instalhillou vicw al Petil Galerie, Rio de .laiieiro. 1988. 

However, the system of ñames, preciselv 

dtie to theh' phonetic similarities, also 

seem to display a continons character. 

Peso. Passo. Pruína: the syllaljes jnm|:) 

from one phonetic grotip (o the ne.xt, like 

taut springs that extend in order to 

contract once again into units of 

meaning. The sonorous tensión 

established when the titles of the works 

are spoken aloiid can ordy be described 

as musical. Sonorous permutat ions. The 

pieces, in their totality, form a rhytnhc 

taxoiioinv of the possible coiTibinations of 

weights and colors obtained bv using two 

simple materials: stocking and buckshot. 

A photograph of the instailation of 

those same pieces in Rio de Janeiro s 

Museum of Modern Arl suggests the 

possibililv that the coexistence in the 

space of those diverse forins may 

constitute a sort of fragrnentary totalitv. 

The different pieces, gathered together, 

seem to be par t of one single work. The 

unity of the instailation is not 

contradicted by the multiplicitv of the 

individual pieces. Here, finally, the one 

differs írom itself, and il slijl possible to 

capture the miiltiple that it makes up in 

that difference under the instantaneous 

form of unitv. Observed from this 

perspective, the pieces are differentiated 

among themselves only bv their color, 

their size, and their position in the space. 

Since the materials are always the same, 

the size differences are merelv a function 

of weight, differences in a "feeding" 

process, as Neto calis it. Thns there are 

liarelv tliree sotirces of variations: the 

color of the stockings, the weight of the 

uiiits, and the positions of those bodies in 

the space of the room. The taxonomic-

musical system of the ñames allows us to 

map out of the instailation in a specific 

moment and to identify provisionally its 

components. The narnes function like a 

musical score, and the viewer's 

perspective, passing ihroiigh the room, 

actually carries oiit an exercise in 

inlerpretation, executing the changing 

chords of a silent music. To be sure, this 

cartographic exercise has only a 

provisional character, for the slightest 

alterations in the grouping of the pieces 

would inmediativ modify (heir narnes. 



Eniesio Neto. Groapolip walking orí Ihe gallen: l')90. 27 pieces. 
Galería Sergio Porto, Rio de Janeiro. 

Ever eqiial to itself. tlie ideiilitv of tlie 

aggregate i.s iie\t'rtliele.s.s Inuiiil iii a 

peniiaiient process of traiisfürmalioii. .\ 

Cópula Hp1nrhe.s and frees the Pruiiiu and 

tlie Pesu tiial il conlaiiis: l)iit by sheddiiig 

the slightest aiiiüuiil of weiglit. tlic Peso 

wotild ttini inU) a Pniiiio. and vice versa. 

The general irnpression is noi so nincli 

one of stalic-sculptiire landscape., btit 

rather one of force-l'ield photographv. k 

silent tliealer wlicre a play is staged, 

narrated in ternis of elemental physics. A 

snapshot tlial eternalizes what dees not 

exist for inore llian a brief inonient in a 

process of conriniious transforniation. 

Benl on accenltialing llie niulti])le and 

cf langing cliaraeter of this work. Neto 

plans to di.sti'ibnte an tindefined niniiber 

of Pesos throiighout different parts of the 

[jlanel. [1] Attracted bv their eenters of 

gravity, the different pieces wotild 

converge iiito a virtual colonv local ed on 

soine poiiit at the Ear th 's center. Present 

¡11 tile lileralness of their weiglit, the 

pieces wonld onlv be completed in ihe 

virtnalitv of a projecled space. Ñor, in 

this case, will the ideiilitv of the eleinenls 

tliat niake n|) llie work liave a iiiii(]ne 

and definitive character. for they are 

newly mediated by a supplementary 

dimensión that dissociates them Iroin the 

hnniediac\ of their literalness. 

In 1966 [2]. seveu years after liavhig 

svstematized those pieces using synthetic 

fabrics and btickshol. Neto completed a 

new grotip of woi'ks using polvaniide 

slockings. Unlike the previous pieces. this 

lime the contení of the stocking did not 

consisl of btickshol, but rather of spices 

and flour. Ttie tilles of the piece ar(>. 

literallv, onomatopeias: Pijf, Pqff. PiiJJ. 

Poff. The soiind oí ihe oiioinalopeias is 

liiiked lo llie weighl of the pieces and to 

ihe type of fall llial lliey siilTer, for ihe 

conslriiclion of these pieces sleins from 

ihe process of falling. As was the case 

with the previous works. ihese pieces are 

differentiated as cases of a typology. 

L iilike the previous works, these do not 

deal willi inlerchangeable meinbers, 

giveii llial the extreme fragility of iheir 

eontents imposes ¡mmobility tipon tlielr 

arrangemeiit . Anollier noleworlhy 

variable is the color of ihe spices, violent 

vellows and mustards . The liony while of 

llie l'lonr conlrasts willi llie varielv of 

colors of the smah pieces. As they become 

more static, the pictorial character of the 

pieces is accentuated. This exarcerbation 

of the visual aspect of the pieces is 

accompanied by the stirnultis provoked 

by llie smell of the pieces. The minimtim 

presence and harmonic arrangemenl of 

the pieces contrast with the sensorial 

disorder they induce in the wiewer. 

Between a Passo and a Puff, between a 

Dupla and a PaJJl there exist fainily 

reseniblances. 

It is interesting to note that a sector of 

art criticism has at tempted to assign a 

figurative sense to the elements that 

constitute these pieces. In this regard, we 

have seen the a t tempt to point out of the 

fetishist sensuality of the polyamide, since 

it is a material used for making women's 

stocking, and the supposed wink to the 

poslcolonial discourse implicit in ihe use 

of spices. Btit even pointing out the 

precarious character of the materials 

becomes secondary in the face of an 

accurate observation of the pieces. In the 

words of the artist, the selection of the 

malcriáis was not chiefly conditioned by 

anv of these consideralions. bul rather by 

their literal characteristics: the 

transparericy of the fabric of the 

slockings, the compact weight of the 

buckshot, the smell and color of ihe 

spices. [3] Strictly speaking, the materials 

were selected in accordance with the 

dictates of a modern logic; by virtue of 

their specific (]ualities. To be sure. Neto 

does not conceive the iniiqueness of the 

materials outsiile wlial coiild be called 

their ''affective eontents". The stocking is 

not an allusion to fetish, but rather to the 

smoothness of the skin. The spices 

"sweat" through the polyamide fabric. It 

is a logic of modernity in which a liinpid 

phvsies of ihe inorganie is nnited to llie 

innnalerial \ ibral ion of llie organism 
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tlirougli ihr liridge of teiiderness. Tha l 

siich logic can iiiake rooiii l'or llie 

probleiiiizalion oí' ¡dentitv aiid the 

permanenl Iranst'ormation (if its 

conipoiiciits speaks more oí' tlie wav ¡ii 

whicíi modernitv lias Isecn and ¡s llioughl 

of in Brazil. 

FORM AS P R O C E S S AS FORM 

The l'irsi tliiug llial liappens is lliat 

Ernesto, jnst oíf llie airplane and not 

quite in mv liouse yet, siiows me a video 

of liis cats prowiing arouiid inside iiis 

Nave Óvulo (Ovule ship). "Tliey are 

poinls \ lie says, "can yon see l l i e m T . 

Olí lile small li(|iiid glass screeii of his 

Japaiiese video cámara 1 can see two 

SMiall, liairv. black figures creeping witli 

catlike tread - i h e plirase v\'as never more 

approp ia te - over tlie uiidefined reaches of 

a lycra tiiile. Bul it is true: the cals are 

like the points on a line drawiiig tliat 

moves forward and throws itself upside 

do\^^l onto the remote tulle background. 

And the tulle is a sugar)' cloud that sinks 

a little with each step, but very lightly. as 

if receiving llie faltering gait of the little 

animáis as caresses. 

Neto characterizes the Nave Óvulo 

(1998) as an inverted bubble. It is aii 

euormous cube of lycra liille, open on one 

eiid and suspended in space by its 

vértices. The entire piece makes us think 

of a futnristic versión of the clear but 

undulating forins of the best buildings of 

ihe Braziliaii archilecl Osear Nieinayer. 

Due lo the Idrinal clcaiiliness and 

diaplianoiis precisión with wliich il is 

installed in the space, the piece 

imeqiiivocally alindes to Brazilian 

modernism. The presence of the piece in 

the rooiii has the overwhehniíig power of 

a mormurnental sculpture, and 

nevertheless it is not a static form but a 

penetrable sculpture. The viewers eiiter it 

and the work is activated, adjusting itself 

to their steps, becoming deformed here 

and there, transforniing itself iiito a liviiig 

body. It is easy to associate tliis work 

with Absalon's Células ((lells), with 

Lygia Cllark's Casa e Corpa (Hoiise and 

Body), and Helio Oiticica's propositions 

concerning the "suprasensuous". But 

more thaii anything else, it made me 

think of lliose air mattresses at 

amusement parks on wliich wc juni|i 

aroiind like madmen when we are 

children, uiitil some covetous bell eiids 

Ernesto Nelo. Soivíiig Li/)oi(ls. 1006. Stocking.s niid plasler. Varialile dimen.sion.s. Zollíi Lielicrniaii C.allcrv. 



tlie ganie, indicating that our turn is over. 

On account of its environmeiital 

character, the Nave Óvulo í'ornis part of a 

swollen inodern tiadiliun: Iroin Kurt 

Schwitters's Mertzbau to Gego's 

Reticularea, or the environments of Lucio 

Fontana and James Turrell. These are 

works that attenip to niodif'v the viewer's 

relation to surroundings. The project is, 

in the words of Ai-thur Rinibaud, that of 

an ordered disarrav of all senses. Tha t is, 

the altei'ation of common sense through a 

sharp stimulation of the viewer s sensory 

perception. At the same time, the piece 

belongs lo another modern tradition, in a 

certain wav tighlh' associated to the 

former, tliat of interactive works of art 

that attempt to destabihze the 

coovenlioiial relation between viewer and 

work of ai l . in lliis particular case, 

criticism of tlie quasi-religious character 

of the artistic exjierience, traditionally 

defined as contemplative, goes hand- in-

liand with a complementary criticism of 

functionalisni. The work lacks both a 

specific and instrumental utility and an 

iMilouchable character thal would 

stinuüale conteniplalive activitv. 

Eíjuidistant from profane contemplation 

and instrumental work, Nave Orillo 

instead urges a change, a vague laxitv 

with no defined aim. This piece, in the 

words of the artist, is a "praise of 

swca t ' . [4] 

I3ut diis aspect of the work interests 

me less I han ¡ts formal characteristics, 

because tlie forin of the Nare Orillo is 

iiise|jarable from its eventual 

inodifications. So much so that we coiild 

affirm without hesitstion that Nave Óvulo 

is the unstable niatrix of those 

transformations. h s form is the possibility 

of a continuous formal transforrnation. 

The form of the piece is at once tfie 

support and the result of thal series of 

Ernesto Neto. Pujf, I'uff, 1997. Polyainide and carnation, 25 x 60 x 50 cin. 
The Art Gallerv of N.S.W. 

transformations produced as effect of its 

interaction with the viewewTS. In Nave 

Óvulo the form is alwavs a configuration, 

a State of transition iii a changing series 

of diverse formal possibilities. Form as 

process as fonn. Few works of art are 

capable of erasing with such elegance, 

economy and precisión the limits between 

those two terms whose opposition has 

founded a great deal of the art produced 

in the last three decades. 

But the cats in Ernesto's video seem 

to take pleasure in sovereigrdy ignoring 

all of the aforementioned. They 

pompously prowl around the inside of the 

Nave, which must seem to them like an 

extended and blurry horizon, with no 

precise boundaries. "They are points" , 

Ernesto repeats to me, "do you see 

them?" . The drawing they sketch is 

erased with each step they take, it is 

neither inside ñor oiitside the Nave, it 

does not recognize its reversible traces, it 

finds solace in continuing witout rest, 

with no destiny, advancing in the puré 

succesion of non-linear time. 

NOTES 

[1 ] Neto describes tiie project in the following 
terms: "A biological proliferatioii, like a large 
colony that is dismeiubered into various parts 
across the glolie." "Topología", unpublished 
manuscript, April 1998. 
[2] Tile l'irst time he worked witli dust on 
stocking material was in Laboide, created in 
1995. The series was fully developed a year 
later. 
[3] Conversation with the autiior, March 1998. 
[4] In a recent letter Neto described A'aí'e 
óvulo hi the following terms: "A work of art... 
(as) an intuitive critique'of First World over-
development." "Elogio al sudor", unpublislied 
manuscript, April l998. 

Translated from tlie Spaiilsh by Viiicent Martin 
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