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PLAY DEAD

What a temptation to identify oneself with these stones, 
to melt into this burning and impassive universe.

Albert Camus, L’Été, 1954 

With “Play dead”, Julie Monot proposes to penetrate 
a chemical and synthetic environment, a biotope of si-
PXODFUXP�DQG�WULFNHU\��$�YDULHJDWHG�VSDFH�WLPH�IUR]HQ�
in an unstable and ephemeral expectation. The kinetic 
potential of the pieces is located in the tension of an im-
perceptible performativity. That of an inanimate “on the 
DOHUW´��D�ODWHQF\�RI�PRYHPHQW��&R�FRQVWUXFWHG�LQ�D�¿JKW�
against and with the matter, the pieces of the exhibition 
- simultaneously landscapes and characters – populate 
DQG�FRPSRVH�D�ZRUOG�RI�ZLOG�DQG�SOD\IXO�DUWL¿FLDOLW\�

What to see UHVLGHV�LQ�WKLV�IRUJHG�HQYLURQPHQW��/\LQJ�
in an almost perfect immobility, the hairy character at-
WUDFWV�RXU�JD]H�ZLWK�LWV�YLEUDQW�FRORUV��A WALL is part of 
its milieu. A colorful biotope climbing on the architec-
ture, infusing the epidermis and hair of its inhabitants. 
In the manner of octopus, whose skin takes on the tex-
ture of the bottom of the seas to escape predators, What 
to see mutates with its container. Penetrated by the 
KXHV�RI�LWV�RZQ�GpFRU��LW�FDPRXÀDJHV�LWVHOI�LQ�LW��5RJHU�
&DLOORLV��LQ�Méduse et Cie,�������LGHQWL¿HV�WKUHH�SULQ-
FLSDO�IRUPV�RI�PLPLFU\�DQG�FDPRXÀDJH��disappearing 
(fading into the background), masquerading (encrypted 
impersonation of another entity), and intimidating (ta-
king the form of a predator or toxic being). These three 
VWUDWHJLHV�KDYH�EHHQ�GH¿QHG�E\�$QGUHD�0XEL�%ULJKHQWL�
DQG�$OHVVDQGUR�&DVWHOOL�DV��becoming-furniture, beco-
ming-another-one and becoming-monstrous1.

The symbiosis between What you see and A WALL takes 
WKH�IRUP�RI�D�VKDUHG�FKURPDWLF�FDPRXÀDJH��GLVWXUELQJ�
WKH�H\H�WR�GHFHLYH�WKH�VHQVHV��'XULQJ�WKH�)LUVW�:RUOG�
War, when radar detection was not yet in use, the Bri-
tish artist Norman Wilkinson painted warships with a 
multitude of contrasted shapes. In an «over-visibility», 
WKH�SDWWHUQV�ZHUH�PHDQW�WR�PLVOHDG�WKH�HQHP\¶V�JD]H��$�
confusion of perspectives prohibiting any anticipation of 
LWV�PRYHPHQWV�QDPHG�©GD]]OH�FDPRXÀDJHª�DQG�ZKLFK�
LV�IRXQG�LQ�WKH�DQLPDO�NLQJGRP�LQ�]HEUDV�RU�WLJHUV��
6LPXOWDQHRXVO\�furniture, another-one and monstrous, 
What to see stuns by its acid and sweet colors and 
P\VWL¿HV�XV�RQ�LWV�SRWHQWLDO�PRYHPHQW��3URYRNLQJ�D�
sensorial indecision, it plunges the viewer in a game of 
GXSHV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�VHPLRWLFLDQ�3DROR�)DEEUL��RQH�RI�
the etymologies of the term FDPRXÀDJH would be drawn 
IURP�WKH�URRW�FDUPHQ��³FKDUP´��³FDPRXÀDJH�ZRXOG�EH�
thus a spell thrown on things, so that they take a diffe-
rent sense from their usual meanings”2. He speaks of 
D�³VHPLRWLF�VLPXODFUXP´��FDPRXÀDJH�DV�D�FRQVWLWXWLYH�
DQG�SHUIRUPDWLYH�VHOI�GH¿QLWLRQ�DFWLQJ�RQ�LPDJLQDWLRQ��
It is what Vinciane Despret designates as addressed ap-
pearances3��$UWL¿FLDO�FKLPHUD��What to see gives itself 
to be seen for better disappearing.

But the question raised by Julie Monot is perhaps a re-
YHUVDO��ZKR�LV�VHHLQJ�ZKRP"�7KH�SXEOLF�HQWHUV�D�VSDFH�
where attention is focused on objects, forms, beings that 
could only be waiting for our inattention to transform 
themselves into predators. Recalling the uncanny eyes 
DSSHDULQJ�RQ�FHUWDLQ�EXWWHUÀLHV¶�ZLQJV��WKH�VFXOSWXUHV�RI�
WKH�H[KLELWLRQV�VFUXWLQL]H�XV��UHDG\�WR�PRYH�LPSHUFHS-
tibly. Without noise, without gestures, the beings evolve 
in an out-of-time, a suspended moment whose latency is 
stretched to the excess, ready to break from one moment 



to another. An exhibition as a stop, a pause not in the 
release but in the momentum of potentiality. A game 
of deceptive relaxation, of suspicious inertia. «Play 
death» or «apparent death» is a strategy, a behavioral 
role-play employed by animals. In an immobile state, 
the endangered or predator animal stops moving and 
take the appearance of death. A simulacrum masking 
D�FRQFHQWUDWLRQ�RI�IRUFHV�WR�ÀHH�RU�DWWDFN��$�VWDWH�RI�
«tonic immobility» where all senses are in alert, scan-
ning the environment to take advantage of an ephemeral 
moment of inattention from the enemy. 

In the exhibition, the simulacrum takes shape in an 
DUWL¿FLDO�VXUURXQGLQJ��&DPRXÀDJH�EHFRPHV�YLUDO�LQ�WKH�
contemporary biotope, a counterfeit, beautiful and tra-
gic scenery. The living organisms disguise themselves, 
DGDSWLQJ�WR�KXPDQ�DUWL¿FLDOLW\��3ODQWV�IUHH]H�LQWR�PLQH-
ral aggregates, temporary mutating to escape ecological 
extinction. Nature morphs into concrete as a form of 
adaptive «apparently dead» life. As if playing dead 
would have become necessary to survive in a threate-
ned world. Mimicry as a vital theatrical strategy and a 
F\ERUJ�PDVTXHUDGH��©7KH�ZRUG�FDPRXÀDJH�FRQWDLQV�D�
WKHDWULFDO�HOHPHQW�WKDW�VWUHVVHV�WKH�SUHFLVHO\�DUWL¿FLDO��
even baroque aspect of this natural process”4. Play 
GHDWK�DQG�FDPRXÀDJH�DUH�LQGHHG�FRQVLGHUHG�DV�RQHV�RI�
the more creative and riskier tricks to escape predators.

Elsewhere in the exhibition, the glistening remnant of 
an already dead creature evokes the paleontological 
QDUUDWLYH�RI�D�SDVW�EURXJKW�WR�OLIH�WKURXJK�¿FWLRQ��([-
cavation of future matter discovered under geological 
strata, these counterfeit bones - fossils of an organo-ro-
ERWLF�FUHDWXUH�UHPLQLVFHQW�RI�WKH�VFLHQWL¿F�XFKURQ\�RI�
steampunk - suggest a non-linear reading of time and 
WKH�¿QLWXGH�RI�VSHFLHV�DQG�FLYLOL]DWLRQV��7KH�LQWDFW�
YHVWLJHV�RI�D�V\QWKHWLF�¿FWLRQ�RQ�ZKLFK�RXU�UHÀHFWLRQ�
DSSHDUV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�UHVHDUFKHU�LQ�VSHFXODWLYH�¿F-
WLRQ�,VDEHOOH�%RRI�9HUPHVVH��WKH�¿JXUH�RI�WKH�GLQRVDXU�
«refers to the power of nature, but also to the fear of the 
human being to fall in his turn in the dustbin of history, 
LQ�IURQW�RI�WKH�WULXPSKDQW�PDUFK�RI�D�YLUWXDOL]HG�DQG�
disembodied technology»5��7KLV�IHDU�LV�DFWXDOL]HG�LQ�RXU�
FRQWHPSRUDU\�HUD��SHWUL¿HG�RI�LQDFWLRQ�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKH�
climate catastrophe6. 

With “Play dead”, Julie Monot invites us to enter 
watchfully in an anxious and playful story of trans-
formations, a book “in which you are the hero”. The 
artwork Je ne suis pas parano, je vis dans un roman 
(“I am not paranoid, I live in a novel”) suggests this 
reading. An exhibition like a narration, a semiotic game 
where every form is a potential enemy or adjuvant, prey 
or predator. The open scenario and its objects-charac-
ters evoke the universe of literature, but also of fantasy 
cinema – from the caryatids imperceptibly turning their 
JD]H�LQ�&RFWHDX¶V Beauty and the Beast (1946) to the 
F\ERUJV�RI�VFLHQFH�¿FWLRQ�PRYLHV��

“Play dead” is an exhibition of mimicry, where strate-
JLHV�RI�FDPRXÀDJH�DQG�DSSDUHQW�GHDG�VXJJHVW�D�FROOHF-
WLYH�JDPH�RI�SUHWHQVH��VKDUHG�DFURVV�¿FWLRQ��,Q�������
5RJHU�&DLOORLV�GHVFULEHG�WKH�FRQWLQXLW\�EHWZHHQ�DQLPDO�
DQG�KXPDQ¶V�PLPLFU\�VWUDWHJLHV��³)RU�&DLOORLV��DW�ERW-
tom, animals and humans do the same. The only diffe-
rence lies in that, while animals perform their mimicry 
on bodily surfaces, humans tell to each other myths and 
tales which are incessantly crossed by stories of meta-
morphoses, disappearances, and imposing apparitions. 
)RU�KXPDQV��PLPLFU\�FDQQRW�EXW�SDVV�WKURXJK�ODQJXDJH��
with its discursive and narrative formations”7. “Play 
dead” could then be explored as a narrative and shared 
sham, a story of adaptation, vigilance, patience and 
cunning.

The deception is total, and nobody is fooled […] 
Happy subversions.

Vinciane Despret, Autobiographie d’un poulpe, 2021

Tadeo Kohan
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