From: Michael Blum

Toe: Francis Kochert

Date: Monm, 13 Dec 2004 11011
Subject: 1a derniére brave

Dear Francis,

To bepin with, T would Llike to thank you for taking the risk

of accepting this collaboration and allowing the projsct o get
ofd the ground.

Maw, six months on, T would like o go over with you how it
wernl 5o Lhat we can, maybe not draw Up an assessment; but at
least compare notes, confront and adjust our perspectives.

T know you have already worked with artists in the past, but
what makes this collaboration ditferent s that the product is
moire or less invisible, blending in with the actual newspaper
materizl, What was your initial reaction, when Corinne first
presented the project to you? And later on, when you committed
yourself to it, what were your motivatians, and what were your
ragarvations?

mb

Fraom: Francis Kochert

To: Michael Blum

Date: Mon, 13 Dec 2004 15:50
Subject: Re: 1a derniére bréave

Hi Michagl
I am only too happy to answer youl QUESLLONS.

Wher Corinne cantacted me, I had only just taken over
management of the magazine depariment aftier sSeven years as

an interpaticnal and natianasl reporter. Althaugh my initial
kackground training was in the fiold of culture - I started out
in the trade amang other things dolng pileces Tar Les Nowvelles
Litterairas, was a member of the Inmternational Art Critics®
association, teaching in communications — T kave always taken
an interest in contemparary creative wark of every kind. So I
have 1f anything a favouranle bias towards subjects dealing
with current art. AL a tima when [ had just brought out a
number af papers on the launch of the Pompidou Centrz in Metr
and its Japanese architect Shigeru Ban, and an the impending
cpening of the FRAAC Lorraine premizes, it seemed nmatural far
ma to look at Corinna®s pronesal for o aedia projoct being
conducted at the camtemporary art laboratory which iz the
Synagogue de Delme.



I remember soméwhat potting the brakes on her enthusissm and
certainties over the cxperiment you were planning to conduct.
Because g daily newspaper, a regional one at that, dees not
necessacily have 3 calling 1o serve as @ medium for artistic
gxperiments or performances, but rather Lo report on them. Even
specialist periocdicals Iike Arfr Press 00 not open up thelr
columns to this king of practice. Only Libération has, very
porasionally and farmally opensd up its columns to Slarck or
Tapigs as invited artists to interveang in an ynderstandable way
on the overall canmtent,

I was willing to hold & weeting with you to try and clarzfy
yaur project, 1 made 1t guite clear to you then that nelther
my ghiets editor por my general manager wereg very keen on the
operation, as they falled to see what purposs Lt could serve
or what use it weuld be for our readers. And the general news
editor was completely sceptical, fearing the piesces might
double up with current news items pouring in each day from
arpund the world through the hundreds and even thousands of
stories an some of The strangest topics. Being also in charge
of the surface of the genzral news pages, he was in no Eind

to cut the space, which was tight enough as it was, to publish
even short news items to the detriment af coverage of burning
international issues, never konowing what maght turn wp from
one gay te the next. Also, he objectsd that this project had
no editarial visibility Tor readecs, no ddentification mark, as
readers had not been forewarned — which is how yau wished it to
be an yaur appraach,

I was however taken with the idea of using Lhe gengral news
pages, and also the sports pages and magazine sectipn for
short news Ltems with a difference, out of synch, from-all
aver the world, especially following the Ouliplan alphabetical
constraint you sugpested to me just before we began publishing.
We alzo agresd that these short pieces should be just that.
Once the operation was lasnched, while there was nd goestion
of not seeing Lt through to the end, we soon discovered it had
certain limits. The first and basically tho most damaging dane
was that all these ‘bréves' wereg Tundamentally no different
from the wire storias we receive every day Trom the press
agencies. I think L1 would have been necessary 1o browss the
Met more thergughly and come up with some really differant,
affheat news that no-one else publishes. OF maybe this just
means that MacLohan's global village is with us already. We may
alsg wonder at the actual impact of news from far sway on such
trivial matters foar readers whose matn reasgan for Buylng the
paper as we kpow L5 the local news. & chestnut.

There ware also a nunber of glitches durding the eperatian. In
particular, you neglected sporting news items. Your forced
absence, which you ¢ould do nothing about, for a family
bereavement, kept you away in Austria for nearly & veek out

gf the Tour weeks of the operation and, in agdition To the
agrgbatics of finding Topics and sending emails, obliged us to



postpone. the public meeting at whach we were sypposed to sce
each other 1o take stock in the context af your residence,
Then I had ta leave on a Lreip to Vietnam, 1 kad trouble seeing
the cperatien through to the end during the last week, afllwer

1 had been monitoring it closely on & day-to-day basis, and

it missed a doy while I was asay. There was also a proslem
with the letter X' for which 1t wags hard Lo fmd a selution
shart of cheating slightly or making up a subjeat, which was
At the idea and would bave been journalistically unethical,
Alsn, towards the end af the aperation the generdl news sditar
wias becoming more and more unwilling to print the last of the
‘bréves.

fith hingsight, I do think 1t would bave been better to infarm
readers from the outset, odve them a few hints, whersas as tt
turned out the project was totally ‘illegiple, ' What can wo
maka of Lt, except ta say that a performance artist has taken a
press medium and, without being a journalist, has been picking
ang thoosing @ few storices published in the internntiomal press
ang has drawn oul at candom SoRe anscdotal events that might
gtherwise have been passed over and gone vonoticed by aur
readers (like millions of others every day). [ personally did
not get the feeling I was taking part in some artistic effort
but that 1 was doing the work of a journalist for my press
outlet, with the worry of having to publish news Ltems that
were hard to check oul. Having said that, we don*1 claim to
eross-check evory news story that comes in to us each day from
the warld's press agencles!

Gix months on, I still have mixed feelings, I was much more
deeply tovshed by the deseription aned artistic impact of your
enrlier perforaances. Haturally [ rewain willing to carry on
this discussion with you about how you wiew the project.

Bost regards

Francis Epshort



From: Michael Blum
Date: Tue, 14 December 2004 00525
To: Francis Kochert
Subject: Ae: Re: la dernigre bréve

bear Francis,

T was delighted to hear from wvou, as this has been my first
chance to find aut exactly how you theught the project had gane.

Bo I was interested to read your reservations, many of which
strike me as arising from the invisible ar indecipherable
rature of my intervention. In my view, the problem Lies not so
much in its being indecipherable as such as im the lack of any
po-betwesn which would make it decipherable. T would readily
accept that my desire not to announce ar identify my shoart
news items did net help in the way they were received. But
identifying them, 1 feel, would cnly have thrown discredit an
them by setting them apart as ‘artistic', meaning fanciful and
ingonsequential. For me the relevance of these 'bréeves' lies in
the guestianing of the editorial choices that they lead ta.

In addition teo this lack of mediation with regard to the
reader, do you not think the same is true with regard to

the jeurnalists? Corinne’s initial proposal o arcange For

a meeting with the journalists, I think, might have helped

to reach a mutual wunderstanding between the way 1 go about
things and the way the newspaper cperates, and bring mare
communication to the project {naively, I wauld say: are we not
alsp balking about an exchange, with beoth parties learning fram
the ather?). In departing from my artist’sz role identifiable

as such (1.e. my ivory tower) and taking the place af the
jaurnalist, of courss I was a sitting target for criticism from
professional journalists., My idea was to become invalved within
the newspaper, 00T just T4 ococupy 8 space, however great the
freedom I had. It was not a matter of gaining legitimacy Trom
the paper, but of using it as my material. I was not interested
in wsing the newspaper page as 3 platform for advertising
myselT, Lbut I was interested in making editerial cholces,
however small. People can always tax me with the laughable
scale of my work and the insignificance of my choices., OF course
I should have liked to work on a more ambiticus scale, decide
for instance the content of the articles and not just write

Wp a ‘hréve.' But I still don’t know of a paper that would be
ready to give an artist that kind of power!

From my standpoint; with the possible ezception of the first
few, my ‘bréves® cannot be boiled down ta strange-but-

trug atems From the AFP. What I see is5 rather a very selact
field that gets press coverage (Irag, Mear East — even if

we may criticize the npature of this cover) and a whole lot
of countries we never hear about at all, While cne has got



to admit that a fire at a Trinidad fest-food restaurant or
increased tax: fares in Jamalca are dewvaled af interest for a
roader in Lorraine {apart, precisely, from this total lack of
intgrestl), it at least reminds him that these countries deo
actually exist — although dramatically absent fram our media
landscape. And when a country does get caverage it is always
from the same angle — Like Israel, where only war-related news
reschas tha reader. That 1s why I wanted to write a "brewve’

an road accidents in Israel, to show that there are ways af
dying there ather than by being bleown up in 3 bus — which was
my way of countering the flourishing security-based rheteric
and reminding people that more peaple are Killed on the roads
in Israel than by the Intifada. Unfortunately my interntion was
fefused, as i1 talking about Israel, inm this case other than in
the usual way, was something too Serious. The title “ISRAEL:
IMNSECURITE AQUTIERE" was edited inmto “INSECURITE. ROUTIERE,"
dropping the word “ISAAEL," which gave the story its whole
maaning. '

My reason for going into some detail like this is to lay

claim to & little lepway within the constraints imposed by our
agreement. T should also tell you that it was far from being

a linear process. First, 1 learned, read, searched, looked,
browsed, and tested limits {cuts, rewrites). Then, once I had
learned the ropes a little, I allowed myself to indulge in more
freedem or irany, Tor instance. The fact that I cnly wrote twa
pieces for the sports section is something T also put down to
experience. The first one reported the disastrous results of the
Djibowti football team in the Central and Eastern Africa Cup
far glubs. The secand was on the Everest marathon. Now, for no
apparent reascn, this last story was completely rewrittaen by
the sports department, So I decided T was not writing far the
sports section any mose. This was a rather impulsive decision,
but at the time I felt it was the right ane, I bhad a point to
maka.

You mention the slight mix-uwp at the end, starting with
publicatiaon of the ¥ story and your leawving for Vietnam.
Logking back, I see it as being the uvnaveidable and even
necessary breakdown of the whole enterprise. The day my 'hbreve’
with the X ('Shalom Xanax') was to come put, the Iast one was
nat by @e and ceportad on a boating adcocident on the Danube in
Vienna, which of course I took for a rather unpleasant personal
messagel But hawving no dialogue with the editors, and with you
my contact perscn no langer around, I Pad to just read between
the lines.

The possibility of including a fiction for the ¥ (the Oulipiam
principle linking the Trequency of a letter to the range of
choices) finglly gave us a chance to get down to the bare
essentials of this canfrontation of the lagic behind running a



daily newspaper and the legic behind an artistic dpproach. Wy
work Talls within the paper operation whose limits armgd tabaps 1
respect, but part of my role is also to test limits. Apart from
meeting the CQulipian ‘clainamen’ constraint, including a made-
up piece as one of the 28 ‘bréves' repocting sctual facts was
Tor we a way of trying to see if there was at least ane reader
sorupulows enough to check theé story out.. S0 I must awn up
today to having, just this opnoe, made up a stary (the “Shalom
Xanax™ aloum might well raise @ lawgh from Kinky Friedman but
no o such album ever oexizted) based on two completely unrelated
facts (the 40™ anniversary of the twinning of Qaxacs with Pala
Alto and Kinky Friedman's biographical details). So here we
have something wnouestionably different from the strange-bul-
Lrug storaes from the AFP. Has this being slightly economical
with ethical jourmalism drawn any reactions from readers? Is
there such 8 person @2 an ideal reader who checks everything?

Yirth handsight, what do yow think of our econocmaic relationship?
L warsed far youd withoul you either choosing me ar paying me.
pretty stranog as ecanomic relationships oo, but true.

Best regards,
mi

1. Translator's noted the Frenoh mocds Csécusicth' and finsitquriid’ eover both *seearity
[@r absancr therootd 1o the streetn ard (lick aofy ‘safety” on the roads,



