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Stéphane Thidet
At the Source of the River-Work

Détournement
Behold the Seine endowed with a new tributary: the artist has built it a nest of wood, beneath the Gothic vaults of the Conciergerie,

Paris. 2018, view of the installation.
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At the Source of the River-Work

Born a country child, now seduced by city life, Stéphane Thidet (born 1974) has always been drawn to
confronting vast spaces — from the Texan desert to the Ardèche highlands.

Inner Meanderings

The Seine, that unknown river… We thought we had mapped it thoroughly, immutable in its flow, a landscape
for all time. Yet this spring a new tributary was born. A modest confluence, but a confluence nonetheless. Over
a few dozen metres, the river has diverted from its course to slip into the Conciergerie and cascade down the
façade overlooking the north quay of the Île de la Cité. What phenomenon caused this flood? An artist, of
course — one of those who do not content themselves with the strangeness of the world, but celebrate and
exacerbate it.

When we meet him, on the eve of the opening, Stéphane Thidet has just come down from the arduous
assembly, in the cold and snow, of his hypnotic installation. 'I had this idea on discovering, inside this ancient
prison, a marker a few centimetres high with incredible evocative power: it indicates the flood level of 1910.
Symbolically, I rephrase it as an invitation to the river — but in a more urban way,' he explains, as the first
hectolitres begin flowing through the astonishing mountain structure he has installed beneath the Gothic vaults.
'This river, most of the time, we forget about it; bringing it closer gives it another dimension,' he continues. For
him, these waters are familiar: he grew up amid their meanders, at the heart of the valley, in Normandy. And
from his first days in Paris, where he had come to finish his studies at the Beaux-Arts, he could not stop himself
from diving under a bridge, as if to reconnect with a close being, in a city where he felt foreign.

Water, fire, rain, ice — but also sand, wood, stone, plant and animal… These elements that dominate and
surpass us are what Stéphane Thidet attempts to domesticate, while humbly acknowledging the impossibility of
the task — 'controlling the uncontrollable'. All the work of this jack-of-all-trades plays out in constant comings
and goings, from inside to outside, from body to landscape, from dwelling to metamorphosis. Setting fire to
dandelion flowers, releasing a pack of wolves into the moats of the Château de Nantes, making it rain inside a
refuge… At each of his interventions, one is told he is a little mad, and he himself confesses to being each time
submerged by a hyperspectacular feat, far from home. But he enjoys putting into play these distant things that
one thought could be ignored; the wild in what we believed tamed; the aspirations we thought domesticated. As
for these waters upon which he never ceases to navigate, from project to project: 'It's a cycle,' he jokes. Before
adding: 'I love this feeling of an immaterial, liquid world that empties of itself and escapes us. It is like the
flames of a wood fire, never the same.'

Sans titre (Je crois qu'il y avait une maison, il me semble y avoir vécu)
It was in rummaging through his father's library, plunging into Bukowski or Anaïs Nin before the right age, that Thidet experienced his

first aesthetic emotions. This silent library stands in counterpoint to these childhood memories, as if the books were walled forever in

their secret of stone. 2010, cherry wood bookcase, white stones, 239 × 187 cm.

Bruit blanc
Invited to occupy the groves of the Château de Versailles as part of Voyage d'hiver, in 2017, the artist stages a ballroom subjected to

ice, on the morning after a well-frozen party. 2017, ice, steel, pumps, refrigeration system, gardens of the Château de Versailles.

Insomnies
At the Abbaye de Maubuisson, a dormitory fallen into abandonment, where garance shrubs grow — a plant believed to preserve the

chastity of monks. 2016, steel dormitory beds, mattresses, hay, earth, garance, grow lights.
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At the Source of the River-Work
(continued)

D'un soleil à l'autre
Plunged into the half-darkness of the Abbaye de Saint-Ouen-l'Aumône, this copper gong was connected to solar radiation, which it

made us perceive through its vibrations. Three times nothing to enter into connection with the cosmos. 2016, radiotélescopic antenna

capturing frequencies emitted by the sun, two gongs, amplifier, audio-transducer.

Le Refuge
'[…] Everything, as you become spectators and accomplices of an oneiric space, a transfigured and inverted space in which the

interior is outside and the outside inside,' writes the philosopher Olivier Schefer. 2007, wood, furniture, pumps, water, 550 × 350 ×

480 cm.

Un peu plus loin
With this fragment of desert crossed by a few fleeting stones, the artist evokes the phenomenon of stones that move on their own in

Death Valley, United States. 2016, black clay from Picardy, sand, linseed oil, stones, floorboards.

'Creating Zones of Unease'

Stéphane Thidet has proved more than once how capable he is of investing all sorts of places and contexts. As
a result, he is frequently invited to take part in major events such as Nuit Blanche, Estuaire in Nantes, or Un été
au Havre. 'I also love making small things, drawings, video sketches — that's where I find my balance, he
insists. At night, when I return from installing a work, I feel the deep need to work on sound, on more immaterial
things.'

At each of his interventions, one is told he is a little mad, and he himself confesses to being each time
submerged by a hyperspectacular feat. But he likes to put into play these distant things we thought could be
ignored; the wild in what we believed tamed. 'What I like about this feeling of an immaterial world is that it
empties of itself and escapes us. It is like the flames of a wood fire, never the same.'

The Amazon at the Bottom of the Garden

This comes from far back, that fissure. A childlike gesture, again, that triggered everything. When he was 8
years old, his parents had moved into a previously squatted house, which they had renovated from cellar to
attic. At the back of the garden — a place that 'terribly frightened' him, the Amazon — they had found old
greenhouses in glass and wrought iron, which they restored. 'And one evening, for no reason, I amused myself
throwing a stone at one of the panes, aiming at the stars in my eyes,' he recounts. 'It drew a moon, it was
magnificent. I then set about breaking all the panes, one by one. This crystalline thing that breaks and at the
same time creates, this gesture — sonic, visual, and dangerous — is truly a founding act for me. It was nothing
but a rebellion, simply the revelation of what one could do with the world. I have no nostalgia for childhood, but I
love replaying this raw emotion, this unconsciousness.'

He spent a few years understanding his vocation, creating snail choreographies on mirrors, sent from one
secondary school to another. Until two women — an art teacher and a careers counsellor — encouraged him to
sit his baccalaureate when he had prepared his bag to hit the road. He ends up in stream A3 (arts), putting in
extra hours to catch up. In the depths of study, he finds himself between the visionary slide shows and Ernst
Gombrich's Histoire de l'art: 'Immediately I felt less alone — I had found my family.' He arrives at the
Beaux-Arts de Rouen with a few founding passages from the Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle, eclectic readings,
Charles Bukowski by way of Anaïs Nin, 'and perhaps the visit of two exhibitions' to his credit. Then Paris.



Studies that open horizons to the boy who grew up on a moped, without the internet, deep in the countryside.
He soon flies to the real Amazon — to find again those childhood shivers at the bottom of the garden.
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