
Exceptions

The division of labour has metaphysical consequences that no one should ignore. Eichmann was just “doing his 
job” when he was piling up numbers of people to transport to concentration camps, that is why Arendt calls him a 
“clown”, he was playing his role, exerting his function, obeying the orders, he was just an employee.

The employee, as Max Weber has shown in his analysis on bureaucracy, is someone incredibly able to limit his 
field of competences, at the point that he ignores the consequences of his acts and just functions in the most 
efficient and docile way. According to Kracauer, whatever happens, employees have a morally healthy glow.
The employee is the equivalent of the Fordist worker on the chain, but his alienation is deeper, because it doesn’t 
only apply to his gestures but to his all persona and behaviour. Employees are the anonymous and unpunishable 
authors of any state of exception. These questions were at the origin of the collaborative neon by Lucie and Claire 
Fontaine that reads alternatively Employee Employer.

That employee and employer can be inter-exchangeable positions is a recent achievement of the market economy: 
flexibility has made changing job into a necessity and a very common experience. Paolo Virno, in a collective 
volume published in 1990 entitled “Sentiments from down here” tried to make the toll of the Eighties without only 
focusing on the obviously negative aspects of the time. The Eighties have been times of major economical and 
ethical transformations, people from the western world brutally learned then about professional flexibility and 
existential metamorphosis. This change left three dominant affective tonalities that still persist and according to 
Virno are “opportunism, fear and cynicism in the age of disenchantment”. These three types of affects, typical of 
the new worker – the one that must be able to easily switch from being an employee to becoming an employer and 
vice versa – are very much linked to each other: the fear of loosing one’s position or job leads to catch any 
available opportunity and the behaviour that accompanies this attitude is what is commonly defined as cynical.
There are in fact employees of a specific type that have been responsible for some major world changes in the past 
four years. Anonymous types behind their computer or their smart-phone, selling and buying “things” for banks 
and financial structures have caused the deepest economical crisis in history. The trader is the anti-hero of the 
twenty-first century, the irresponsible and cynical idiot that doesn’t see the long term consequences of his acts, and 
the bank is his habitat, a place where the most anti-charismatic human beings have found their sordid den, from 
which they oppress and defraud everybody.

These silent movements of capital going from screen to screen, from an electronic interface to the other as 
anonymous numbers, like the ones that Eichmann was writing down and registering, are at the core of Claire 
Fontaine’s sound piece from 2007 entitled Clearstream. 

We can read on Clearstream’s official website that “the world’s entire financial system is built on trust. When 
assets are traded, both parties must be sure they will receive their part of the transaction. Given the complexity, 
speed and quantity of assets involved, a fast, secure and trusted third-party is absolutely essential for settling 
transactions.” This third party is Clearsteam, a banking system specialized in clearance and settlement. The 
poetical fusion of the words stream and clear recalls the sound and the image of a fountain, or the idea of a 
recycling system that enters exploited people’s sweat and blood on one hand and miraculously spits out a 
transparent and healthy fluid on the other. In fact Clearstream is also the name of a wastewater treatment system 
that, “through aeration and clarification, provides a proper environment for aerobic bacteria and other micro-
organisms that convert the incoming sewage into clear, odorless, and organically stable water.” The ageless dream 
of quickly cleaning profit from the traces of pain and theft is perfectly exemplified by Clearstream this “third 
party” between exploited and exploiters. This system has been twice denounced as a source of major frauds in the 
past years. In Révélation$ (2001), by investigative reporter Denis Robert and ex-Clearstream banker Ernest 
Backes, Clearstream was accused of being an international platform for money laundering and tax evasion via an 
illegal system of secret accounts (the “Clearstream Affair”). In spring 2004, a “Second Clearstream Affair” began, 
which attracted more attention in 2006. Peripheral to the primary Clearstream Affair, it accused several French 
political figures, industrial leaders, and members of the secret services of maintaining secret accounts at 
Clearstream, which allegedly were used to transfer kickbacks in a France-Taiwan frigates scandal.

Claire Fontaine gave the title of Clearstream to a sound piece, which consists in white noise diffused in the 
exhibition space. The peculiarity of the white noise is to help people’s concentration and to induce sleep. The white 
noise also has a particular frequency that absorbs all other sounds and makes speech inaudible. In relation to the 
impossibility of discovering the truth about the international speculations that surround us, the white noise is 
supposed to evoke the narcotic sound of a waterfall or a continuous refrain that doesn’t signify anything but keeps 
us in a state of wordless regression.

A bouquet of artificial flowers will be shown in the gallery in memory of the late father of one of the gallery 
owners who recently passed away. This simple homage by Lucie Fontaine evokes the tradition of still life but also 
the photograph by Christopher Williams of a bouquet of flowers in memory of the dead artists Bas Jan Ader and 
Christopher D’Arcangelo.


