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an invitation to children to put on performances inspired by his past works 
and a variation on his earlier speech balloons. Zidane: A 21st-Century Portrait 
(2006), his film produced in collaboration with Douglas Gordon, which trains 
17 cameras on footballer Zinedine Zidane during one 2005 match against 
Madrid, feels like it was made in the cognitive dark. It arose, Parreno said 
later, out of a childhood desire to know what one’s televisual heroes were doing 
when the TV was switched off; and it ended up being both an extension, in 
classically Parreno style, of something already existing (the televised match) 
and a deep study in enigmatic character. 
Meanwhile, first shown in Manchester in 2007 and most recently at Art Basel 
last June, “Il Tempo del Postino,” Parreno’s joint venture with Hans Ulrich 
Obrist to mount a group exhibition onstage—one whose guiding factor is not 
space but time—conceals genuine intellectual curiosity under its spectacular, 
attention-seeking veneer. The idea of a show that “delivers” its work to an 
audience, and determines the duration of their engagement, has deep roots 
for Parreno: his 1994 performance-based work Postman Time/Facteur Temps 
(of which “Il Tempo del Postino” is the Italian translation) involved a postman 
handing out flyers and leaflets to strangers and engaging them in conversation. 
Parreno’s contribution to “Il Tempo…” was entitled Postman Time and was 
performed by an onstage ventriloquist. His video The Writer (2007) featured 
a mechanized puppet laboriously programmed to write the phrase “What do 
you believe / your eyes or my words.” 

Working with imitative stooges and throwing one’s voice are obviously 
extensions of the collaborative process. They speak, like Parreno’s decision 
to operate predominantly within pairings and groups rather than alone, of 
an essential modesty: a dispersal of authority related to his art’s pervasive 
openness to interpretation and resistance to concentration in singular, 
masterly works. Despite that diffidence, Parreno appears like the éminence 
grise of the loose-knit group of 1990s artists of which he was a part, many of 
whose ideas and tropes first glimmered in his works. If art, as seems likely, is 
headed toward its dissolution into other media like cinema, architecture and 
music, the necessary preparatory stage is for the artwork to lose its singularity, 
to advertise its mutability. Nearly two decades ago, in Parreno—who claims 
to see no difference between books, films, artworks, etc., insofar as they are 
producers of intensities—such a development found an outrider.

  

—Martin Herbert is a writer and critic based in Tunbridge Wells, UK. He writes 
regularly for magazines including Artforum, Frieze, Art Monthly and ArtReview, 
where he is associate editor. He is currently writing a monograph on Mark 
Wallinger, to be published by Thames & Hudson.
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