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C a m e r a  L u c i d a  b y  R o l a n d  B a r t h e s  

… it  seemed that the best word to designate (temporari ly)  

the attract ion certain photographs exerted upon me was 

advenience or even adventure.

I      n  the  few years  of  studying photography,  I  have  developed a  special  weakness  for  nine-

teenth century  images.  Those  f irst  photographs  ever  taken,  st ill  hold the  alchemy that  

photography once  was.  I  wonder  how it  must  have  felt  to  be  the  f irst  to  experience  that  

magical  chemical  process.  A ghost  of  the  image appearing on the  paper  in  the  development 

bath,  as  if  it  were  covered in  fog which slowly  dissolves  until  the  p icture  reaches  its  full  

density.  Perhaps  Nicephore  Niepce  thought,  as  Roland Barthes  argues  in  Camera Lucida,  

that  it  was  an instant  painting.  It  had the  same framing,  the  same perspective  as  a  painted 

image,  with only  the  brushstrokes  miss ing.  My personal  magical  moment of  developing a  

p icture  for  the  f irst  t ime  has  s ince  long passed.  But perhaps  that  particular  moment i s  what  

drives  us  photographers.  Whenever  I  go ‘hunting’  for  that  one shot,  it  i s  the  longing for  

that  magic,  not  the  rational  consciousness  that  pushes  the  button.  Fail ing to f ind that  

ultimate  image which expresses  it  all  i s  the  twofold bless ing that  keeps  us  pass ionate.

As  contemporary  urban cit izens,  we  are  daily  confronted with the  mill ions  of  v isual  

st imuli.  Few images  force  us  to  really  look,  most  of  them are  even hardly  noticed.  

Being born in  the  digital  age,  my  mind i s  spoiled (maybe  in  both meanings)  with imag-

ery.  I  can only  dream of  erasing that  inner  image bank,  clearing it  of  contemporary  refer-

ences.  The innocence  of  wondering has  disappeared.  The moment i s  lost  in  a  stream of  mean-

ingless  p ictures.  As  hard as  the  advertis ing market  tries  to  draw our attention,  the  more  I  

tend to overlook those  b illboards.  Chocking images,  l ike  the  universally  loved or  hated 

Benetton advertis ing,  don’t  st ick anymore.  They are  based on a  two second-snap  effect  of  

getting the  clue  and remembering the  brand.  The only  effect  they  had on me,  over  all  these  

years,  i s  a  diminishing attention span and a  built-in  f ilter  against  eas ily  gained content.  

However  seldom,  some contemporary  images  are  st ill  able  to  freeze  my  pace.  They have  

the  same s ilent  quality  I  f ind in  some old photographs.  A kind of  t imelessness,  an alchemic  

excellence,  transforming metal  into gold,  moments  into journeys.  

I  see  Christophe’s  work as  a  ‘ peregrinatio  pro alchemia’ ,  the  quest  for  the  mercury,  

a  search for  the  lost  magical  moment.  His  p ictures  of  contemporary  cit ies,  us ing the  same 

emulsions  applied  by  those  f irst  photographers,  travel  between eras,  one  of  alchemy,  ob-

scurity  and darkness  and another  one of  fast  movement,  bright city  l ights  and technology.  

He captures  the  speed of  the  metropolis .  Showing instants  of  urban l ife  environments  and 

transforming them chemically  into traveled stories.  ‘Railway-Brussels ’  moves  me  in  a  very  

personal  way.  The p icture  seems  grated onto the  canvas,  l ike  ongoing Belgian rainy  days,  

sad  and beautiful  in  their  melancholy.  I  can imagine  Christophe taking this  p icture.  

Wandering around the  Brussels  north station,  l ighting a  c igarette  under  his  coat  and 

then l ighting it  again  when some raindrop  soaked the  ashes  while  he  was  looking up  to  the  

sky.  And then,  in  the  midst  of  all  this,  discovering the  dancing high voltage  cables  as  the  

veins  of  that  eternal  grey  sky.  

His  paintings  move  me  in  a  s imilar  way.  Bodies  are  shifting l ike  shadows through the  

canvas.  They leave  marks  that  ask  questions  about untold stories.  He told me  they  are  made 

in  instants,  l ike  snapshots  of  emotional  outbursts.  As  spontaneous  his  paintings  are  made,  

as  carefully  he  composed his  sculptures.  

Joining unusual  ‘objet  trouvés ’  into new composit ions,  he  seems  to truly  unveil  his  

personal  des ires.  Like  the  wishes  of  a  l ittle  boy  playing in  the  attic  and inventing his  own 

science.  Playfully  but  carefully,  he  combines  different  materials  into his  own galaxy.  

In  his  work,  Christophe reveals  himself  as  an alchemist  of  modern t imes,  discovering 

his  own elixir;  that  of  creating a  stopover  in  this  ever  moving society.  

Alexandra Verhaest
Shanghai,  2007/02/02



t  s i  C h r i s t o p h e  D e m a î t r e  é t a i t  l a  p r e m i è r e  s u r f a c e  h u m a i n e  p h o t o s e n s i b l e  ?  

C e l u i  q u i  a  c a p t u r é ,  a u  c o u r s  d e  s e s  p é r é g r i n a t i o n s  e t  d e  s e s  o b s e r va t i o n s  u n e  i n -

f i n i t é  d e  l u m i è r e s  d i f f é r e n t e s ,  d ’ o m b r e s ,  d e  f o r m e s ,  d e  c o n t r a s t e s  p o u r  f i n a l e -

m e n t  l e s  p r o j e t e r  s u r  u n e  m u l t i t u d e  d e  s u r f a c e s  va r i é e s  e t  a t y p i q u e s .  C h r i s t o p h e  

D e m a î t r e  e s t  l e  c a p t e u r  h u m a i n  d e  l u m i è r e ,  c r i s t a l l i n e  o u  o p a q u e ,  f l o u e  o u  n e t t e ,  

b r u m e u s e  o u  av e u g l a n t e …  L u m i è r e  q u ’ i l  a  r é u s s i  à  d o m p t e r ,  c o n t r ô l e r  m a i s  a u s s i  

s é d u i r e  e t  a m a d o u e r  p o u r  l a  s u b l i m e r  e t  e n  f a i r e  l e  p r e m i e r  r ô l e  d e  s e s  c o m p o s i -

t i o n s .

M a i s  l a  l u m i è r e  e s t ,  p a r a d o x a l e m e n t ,  a u s s i ,  c h e z  C h r i s t o p h e  D e m a î t r e ,  c e l l e  

q u i  c a c h e ,  q u i  m y s t i f i e  e t  r e c o u v r e  s e s  s u j e t s  d ’ u n  v o i l e  d e  p u d e u r …  I l  n ’ y  a  a u c u n  

v i s a g e ,  p e u  d e  r e p è r e ,  s e u l e m e n t  d e s  s i l h o u e t t e s ,  d e s  c o r p s :  s o u v e n i r s ,  r e g r e t s  

a m e r s ,  a m o u r s  l a i s s é s  e n  f r i c h e ,  f a n t a s m e s …  L e s  p h o t o s  d e  C h r i s t o p h e  D e m a î t r e  

s o n t  c o m m e  l e s  i n d i c e s  d ’ u n e  h i s t o i r e  q u ’ i l  f a u t  r e c o n s t i t u e r ,  o u  q u ’ i l  f a u t  p e u t  

ê t r e  c o m m e n c e r . . .

C h r i s t o p h e  D e m a î t r e  n o u s  r e n vo i e  l ’ i m a g e  d ’ u n  a r t  q u i  v o ya g e ,  q u i  f l o t t e  e t  

q u i  r ê v e ,  u n  a r t  q u i  j o u e  av e c  l e s  c o n t r a s t e s  e t  av e c  l e s  g e n s .  I l   d o n n e  u n  c a r a c -

t è r e  é p h é m è r e  à  s e s  o e u v r e s  e t  f a i t  d e  s e s  m o d è l e s  l e s  p a s s a g e r s  d ´ u n  s o n g e ,  v e n u s  

s i m p l e m e n t  p o u r  n o u s  t o u c h e r …  I l  y  a ,  d é f i n i t i v e m e n t ,  d u  f a n t a s m e  d a n s  s e s  c o m -

p o s i t i o n s ,  f a n t a s m e  q u ’ i l  v e u t  f i x e r  d a n s  l e  t e m p s  e n  l e  t i r a n t  s u r  d e s  m a t i è r e s  

b r u t e s  e t  i n t e m p o r e l l e s .  

I l  r e s t e  d a n s  l e s  o e u v r e s  d e  C h r i s t o p h e  D e m a î t r e ,  u n  s o u p ç o n  d e   s p l e e n ,  u n e  

d o u c e  m é l a n c o l i e ,  u n e  t r i s t e s s e  p r e s q u e  c o m p l a i s a n t e .  O n  r e s t e  h é s i t a n t  s u r  c e  

va g u e  à  l ’ â m e ,  v i e n t - i l  d u  p h o t o g r a p h e  o u  d e  s o n  s u j e t  ?  S a n s  av o i r  d e  r é p o n s e ,  

o n  s e  l a i s s e  d o u c e m e n t  h a p p e r  p a r  c e  s e n t i m e n t ,  o n  d e v i n e  d e s  s é p a r a t i o n s ,  d e s  

a d i e u x ,  d e s  r e t r o u va i l l e s  é c h o u é e s ,  d e s  a m o u r s  i m p o s s i b l e s  o u  t r o p  p a s s i o n n é s ,  d e s  

d e s t i n é e s  avo r t é e s ,  m a i s  a u s s i  u n e  m u l t i t u d e  d e  s e n t i m e n t s  i n e f f a b l e s  q u e  t o u s  s e s  

s u j e t s  s e  p l a i s e n t  à  t a i r e …

O n  m ’ a  d e m a n d é  d ’ é c r i r e  u n e  p r é f a c e  p o u r  l e  c a t a l o g u e  d e  C h r i s t o p h e  e t  a u -

d e l à  d e  m a  p a s s i o n  p o u r  l ’ é c r i t u r e ,  l a  t â c h e  é t a i t  c o m p l e x e .  C ’ e s t  e n  e f f e t  t o u -

j o u r s  u n  p e u  d é l i c a t  d e  m e t t r e  s e s  m o t s  s u r  l e s  o e u v r e s  d ’ u n  a r t i s t e ,  o n  a  l e  s e n t i -

m e n t  d e  r é d u i r e ,  l i m i t e r ,  e t  p a r f o i s  d e  t r o p  e x p l i q u e r  s a  d é m a r c h e  e t  s o n  p r o p o s .  

E t ,  s a n s  vo u l o i r  f a i r e  d ’ é l o g e s  g r a t u i t e s  e t  s a n s  i n t é r ê t ,  l ’ u n i v e r s  d e  C h r i s t o p h e  

e s t  u n  m o n d e  d a n s  l e q u e l  o n  p é n è t r e  av e c  p l a i s i r  e t  f l u i d i t é .  U n  u n i v e r s  à  l a  f o i s  

u r b a i n  e t  a é r i e n ,  n o u r r i  p a r  l e s  p a s s a g e s  é c l a i r s  d e  s e s  s u j e t s  e t  l e s  m a t i è r e s  

b r u t e s  d e  s e s  s u p p o r t s ;  l e  t o u t  m é l a n g é  d a n s  u n e  a l c h i m i e  é v i d e n t e  e t  s u b t i l e .

L’homme photosensib le…  

Olivia  Gurdj ian
Shanghai,  2007/02/02
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christophe demaitre

h r i s t o p h e  D e m a î t r e  ( B e l g i u m  1 9 6 8 )  i s  a n  i m a g e  h u n t e r .  

H e  m a s t e r s  a  w i d e  r a n g e  o f  d i f f e r e n t  m e d i a  s u c h  a s  f r e s c o  

p a i n t i n g ,  c h a r c o a l  d r a w i n g ,  e n g r a v i n g  o n  z i n c  a n d  p h o t o g -

r a p h y .  W h i l e  l i v i n g  a n d  w o r k i n g  i n  S h a n g h a i ,  S a o  P a o l o  a n d  

B r u s s e l s ,  h e  i n c o r p o r a t e d  t h e  g r a p h i c a l  e l e g a n c e  o f  A s i a ,  

t h e  t e m p e r a m e n t  t h a t  i s  S o u t h - A m e r i c a  a n d  t h e  g r e a t  E u r o -

p e a n  a r t  h i s t o r y .  H i s  t r a v e l s  p r o f o u n d l y  i n f l u e n c e d  h i s  

c r e a t i v i t y .  I n  I n d o n e s i a  h e  w a s  c o n f r o n t e d  w i t h  t h e  p r i m i -

t i v e  c u l t u r e  o f  t h e  M e n t a w a i s .  Th e i r  i m a g e  c u l t u r e  i n s p i r e d  

h i m  i n  t h e  s e a r c h  f o r  h i s  d r a w i n g  s t y l e .  Th e  A r t e  P o v e r a ,  

w h i c h  h e  d i s c o v e r e d  i n  B a r c e l o n a ,  i n f l u e n c e d  h i s  w a y  o f  

c o m b i n i n g  m a t e r i a l s .  H i s  r e s i d e n c y  i n  I t a l y  h a s  g r a n t e d  h i m  

t o  d i s c o v e r  t h e  u s e  o f  p i g m e n t s  a n d  t o  e x p e r i m e n t  w i t h  d i f -

f e r e n t  t e c h n i q u e s  o f  f r e s c o  p a i n t i n g .  Th e  m e t r o p o l  o f  

S h a n g h a i  a l l o w e d  h i m  t o  r e a l i z e  w o r k  o n  a  b i g g e r  s c a l e  a n d  

t h e  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  w i t h  I s l a n d 6  i n s p i r e d  h i m  t o  i n t e g r a t e  

t e c h n o l o g y  s u c h  a s  L E D  d i s p l a y s  a n d  m i c r o c h i p s  i n t o  h i s  

w o r k .  

Th e  a r t i s t  c u r r e n t l y  e x h i b i t s  o n  a  r e g u l a r  b a s i s  i n  i n -

t e r n a t i o n a l  a r t  s h o w s  a n d  d i f f e r e n t  g a l l e r i e s  s u c h  a s  

P a l a z o  C o r r e r  V e n i c e ,  A R Ta n t i d e ,  V e r o n a  a n d  M a c -

M e t i s s a t g e  a t  B a r c e l o n a .  H i s  w o r k  i s  p a r t  o f  p u b l i c  a n d  

p r i v a t e  c o l l e c t i o n s  a l l  o v e r  E u r o p e  a n d  A s i a .

C



   t  1 2 0  M o g a n s h a n  R d ,  a  l a n e  l e a d s  o n t o  a  l a r g e  o p e n  g r e e n  a r e a  s u r r o u n d e d  

b y  t h e  S u z h o u  C r e e k .  Th e r e ,  i n  s e v e r e  c o n t r a s t  t o  S h a n g h a i ’ s  e v e r - t o w e r i n g  s k y -

s c r a p e r s ,  s t a n d s  I s l a n d 6 ,  a  f o u r  s t o r y  r e d  b r i c k  b u i l d i n g .  I t s  h i s t o r y  :  S h a n g h a i  

t y p i c a l .

I s l a n d 6  a n d  i t s  t w o  n e i g h b o r i n g  b u i l d i n g s  w e r e  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  l i k e  m o s t  f l o u r  

m i l l s  a n d  b r e w e r i e s ,  a l o n g  t h e  S u z h o u  C r e e k  a t  a  t i m e  w h e n  t h e  r i v e r  n u r t u r e d  a  

m a j o r  i n d u s t r i a l  b a s e  i n  S h a n g h a i .  Th e  t h r e e  b u i l d i n g s  ( b u i l t  1 9 1 3 - 1 9 3 0 )  b e c a m e  

p a r t  o f  a  c o m p l e x ,  d e s i g n e d  t o  h o u s e  t h e  o f f i c e  h e a d q u a r t e r s  a n d  d e p o t s  o f  Fo o  

S i n g  Fl o u r  M i l l .  S i g n e d  b y  A t k i n s o n  &  D a l l a s ,  a  B r i t i s h  a r c h i t e c t u r e  a n d  c i v i l  

e n g i n e e r i n g  f i r m  t h a t  t h r i v e d  i n  t h e  c i t y  d u r i n g  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 0 0 ’ s ,  t h e  s t r u c t u r e s  

a r e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  o f  t y p i c a l  m a s o n r y  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  o r i g i n a l l y  c o n s t r u c t e d  w i t h  

w o o d e n  a r c a d e s  a n d  r e d  b r i c k  wa l l s .

I n  t h e  1 9 0 0 ’ s  I s l a n d 6  wa s  u s e d  a s  t h e  ‘ s m a l l  p a c k a g e d  f l o u r ’  wa r e h o u s e .  

L a t e r ,  R o n g  Y i  R e n ,  t h e  f o r m e r  C h i n e s e  v i c e  p r e s i d e n t  a n d  t e x t i l e  m a g n a t e ,  p u r -

c h a s e d  i t .  Th e  b u i l d i n g  h a s  s u r v i v e d  a  d e r i s o r y  f i g h t  w i t h  t h e  c i t y ;  i n  J u l y  2 0 0 3 ,  

t h e  c o m p l e x  wa s  t h r e a t e n e d  b y  i m m i n e n t  d e m o l i t i o n  t o  m a k e  r o o m  f o r  r e a l  e s t a t e  

d e v e l o p e r s .  L u c k i l y ,  t h e  d o o m  o f  wa r e h o u s e s  a l o n g  t h e  S u z h o u  C r e e k  wa s  f o u g h t  

b y  a  s e r i e s  o f  c u l t u r a l  c a m p a i g n s  r u n  b y  a r c h i t e c t s  a n d  u n i v e r s i t y  p r o f e s s o r s .  

I s l a n d 6  wa s  d e c l a r e d  a  c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e  a n d  i s  p r o t e c t e d  b y  t h e  S h a n g h a i  M u -

n i c i p a l  G ov e r n m e n t .

I s l a n d 6  n o w  r i s e s  a s  a  c e n t e r  f o r  t h e  a r t s ,  o n e  t h a t  a i m s  t o  i n t e r a c t  w i t h  

t h e  c u l t u r a l  r e l i c s  t h a t  s u r r o u n d  i t .  A t  a  t i m e  w h e n  f u n d i n g  f o r  t h e  a r t s  h a s  

b e c o m e  p r e c a r i o u s ,  a n d  m a n y  a r t  s p a c e s  h av e  h a d  t o  c h a n g e  t h e i r  m i s s i o n s  t o  s u r -

v i v e ,  I s l a n d 6  r e m a i n s  c o m m i t t e d  t o  s u p p o r t i n g  y o u n g  a n d  e m e r g i n g  a r t i s t s  a n d  

p r e s e n t i n g  i n n o va t i v e ,  r i s k - t a k i n g  p r o g r a m s  t h a t  e x p l o r e  n e w  c u r a t o r i a l  m o d e l s ,  

c h a l l e n g e  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n s  a n d  b o u n d a r i e s  o f  a r t ,  a n d  e n g a g e  i n  k e y  i s s u e s  o f  c o n -

t e m p o r a r y  s o c i e t y .

I s l a n d 6  i s  a  n o n - p r o f i t  o r g a n i z a t i o n  g ov e r n e d  b y  vo l u n t a r y  s t a f f ,  d e d i c a t e d  

t o  t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  i t s  a r t i s t s  a n d  t o  t h e  c o n s t a n t  i n i t i a t i o n  o f  s i t e - s p e c i f i c  p r o j -

e c t s .  I s l a n d 6 ’ s  r e s i d e n c y  p r o g r a m  a l l o w s  a r t i s t s  f r o m  a l l  o v e r  t h e  w o r l d  t o  c o m e  

t o  S h a n g h a i  a n d  p r o d u c e  l o c a l l y  i n s p i r e d  w o r k .  Th e  r e s i d e n c y  f o c u s e s  o n  p r o d u c -

t i o n  a n d  i s  f o l l o w e d  b y  a n  e x h i b i t i o n .  C h r i s t o p h e  D e m a î t r e  c o m p l e t e d  t w o  e x h i b i -

t i o n s  d u r i n g  h i s  r e s i d e n c y  a t  I s l a n d 6 .

P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

Y
 B

Y
 D

A
A

N
 N

O
P

P
E

N

A

is land6 arts center
s h a n g h a i  / /  2 0 0 7
4.3 ha. // wooden arcades and red brick walls
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