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Xpo Gallery is pleased to to present Clement Valla’s first solo exhibition in Europe.

The show will include picture surrogates: inkjet prints on linen wrapped around CNC milled 
foam sculptures.  

Valla begins with Medieval French architectural and sculptural fragments that have made 
their way into the collections of museums in New York and Providence, where the artist 
lives and works. The objects at the various institutions are chosen because they bear visible 
scars of their transformation from fixed architectural ornaments in France to stand-alone 
sculptural works in the New York and Providence. The resulting set of objects is structured 
around themes of ephemerality, permanence, reconstruction, preservation and restoration.

In order to reproduce the fragments for his collection, Valla uses a process known as 
photogrammetry: objects are photographed from multiple angles and a 3d model of the 
objects is produced by triangulating the multiple images.

The origins of photogrammetry are intrinsically linked with the medieval content. The tech-
nique was invented by a French mathematician in 1849 and perfected in the later half of 
the 19th century by Albrecht Meydenbauer, a Prussian architect tasked with inventorying 
historical monuments on the verge of complete decay. A near fatal fall from a gothic cathe-
dral convinces Meydenbauer to employ the ‘magic scaffold’ of photogrammetry - to measure 
and model from a distance. Contemporary photogrammetry software has made this once 
specialized scientific process widely accessible.

This follows Valla’s previous explorations of what Harun Pharocki terms ‘Operative Images’ 
- images that are part of an operation, characterized by their aesthetic unintentionality. In 
photogrammetry, photographs become a means in a larger process rather than an end unto 
themselves. Valla relates this alternate history of photography to contemporary discussions 
around image-flow, social media, ‘big-data,’ and surveillance, all instances were value is 
extracted by aggregating image sets. The user misconstrues the image flow as being inhe-
rently about the images themselves, whereas corporate and surveillance value is derived 
from the relations between the pictures; their meta-data. As in photogrammetry, the pictures 
are a means rather than an end. 

The 3d models produced by photogrammetry are images in a quite literal sense - extracted 
from optical technologies, they are formed on the computer screen by wrapping and folding 
flat pictures around hollow 3d volumes. The promise of 3d scanning and manufacturing is 
that we will be able to reproduce objects. The truth is that we get 3d images. Valla empha-
sises the increasing confusion between image and objects in these works.

The 3d models are output as 2d pictures; inkjet prints on linen that are wrapped around a 3d 
formwork. To capture their surfaces, Valla digitally drapes and shrouds the models, transfe-
ring the textures and colors onto 3d modeled fabric - a digital version of the Shroud of Turin. 
The resulting shrouds reproduce the 3d model as if through transparency, simultaneously 
revealing and distorting 3d model underneath. The printed and draped sheets are neither 
objects nor images, but picture surrogates for the sculpture underneath. 
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There’s an exhibition that attempts a reconstruction of the Great Portal at Cluny, a me-
dieval church in France that rivaled St. Peters in Rome before it was dynamited to bits. 
The portal looks like a puzzle - small fragments are reassembled in a sparse compo-
sition. The whole thing has been composed by capturing 3d models of the dispersed 
fragments housed in museums across the world. A video narrates the technical 
challenges and details. It’s produced by the Conservatoire des Arts et Metiers.

There’s a .zip file on a hard drive that contains a mesh (mesh.obj) and a texture (tex_0.
jpg). The JPG turns out to be a fantastic puzzle of photographic fragments and shards. 
The mesh is a 3d model - a series of points joined together that define a form in space. 
The photorealistic model constituted on-screen is composed of these twin puzzle pieces 
- abstract, mathematically precise interconnected points in space, and a messy, explo-
ded picture of photographic shards.

There’s a url that may or may not be a conspiracy theory site. It clamors about evidence 
that the Shroud of Turin is real - or fake. It’s full of laborious technical details - the depth 
of the imprint, the chemical nature of the marks, the linen, pollen samples, etc... The 
site’s author has created a piece of software to extract a 3d model from the image on 
the shroud. The shroud is a technical apparatus - a picture that encodes data points for 
an object.

There’s a director of the Conservatoire National des Arts et Métiers who invents photo-
grammetry in 1849, a year or so after the invention of photography itself. It is a process 
that extracts 3-dimensional data from photographs. The process takes a set of images 
and constructs a data set of points in space.

There’s an architectural surveyor who is afraid of heights as the result of a near-death 
fall from a cathedral. He turns to photogrammetry. It allows him to map and measure 
from a distance, without touching. In photogrammetry the photos are a data set and not 
an ends - not the final thing to look at. The single photograph does not produce any data, 
only the set of interrelated pictures does.

There’s a data-center somewhere out west. It stores user images and more importantly 
meta-data - data about the images. Data about how the images link to other images. To 
certain big-data companies and surveillance institutions, single images have no value, 
aesthetic or otherwise. What matters is only the meta-data extracted from the set.

artiSt Statement  
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Art relies on an economy of representation. Artworks establish exchanges of meaning by 
creating dynamic image flows and using the essential to communicate the concept. They 
set up relations between subjects, objects and their re-presentation, between the visible and 
invisible. Marie-José Mondzain has explored these aspects in her discussion of Byzantine 
icons, stating that  “the icon is nothing other than the economy of the image.”i  Mondzain 
argues that there is an economic relation between an artificial icon and the natural image 
representing it (for example God manifest in Christ), a relation that refers to “the organiza-
tion and function of visibility in its relation to the invisible image, which remains the only true 
image.”ii  The icon represents an absent, invisible entity or concept through a visible image 
evoking it. Sacred icons, in particular, are understood as acheiropoiete, not created by the 
human hand - they create the illusion of being miraculous representations created through 
divine intervention. By negotiating visibility and invisibility icons reveal themselves. Jean-Luc 
Nancy similarly proposes that images disclose an economy of representation, writing “The 
image disputes the presence of the thing. […] This is not a presence ʻfor a subjectʼ (it is not 
a ʻrepresentationʼ in the ordinary, mimetic sense of the word). It is, on the contrary, if one can 
put it this way, ʻpresence as subjectʼ […]. The thing presents itself.”iii

The exchanges of meaning in images have always been complex and representations have 
never been stable. At the same time, new technologies of representation always introduce 
new complexities and render the image flow problematic in different ways. Digital techno-
logies have introduced new ways of “seeing” the world, of constructing image flows, and of 
rendering objects visible. 

Clement Valla’s exhibition Surface Proxy problematizes the dynamics of digital images and 
unwraps economies of representation. The works presented in Surface Proxy are objects 
literally wrapped in their own representation. The starting point for these objects were iconic, 
intact architectural fragments, all of French origin, from the RISD Museum in Providence, 
Rhode Island, and the Metropolitan Museum and the Cloisters in New York. Many of these 
fragments came from the town of Cluny, which grew around a Benedictine Abbey and was 
a center of Roman Catholic power until the French Revolution, when it became a symbol of 
the old regime. It was almost completely destroyed in 1810 and then used as a quarry until 
1823. Cluny’s status oscillated between symbol of repression and iconic historic monument 
and some of its relics entered US museums and collections. Clement Valla employed these 
historical relics as a basis for a complex process of remediation. Using 123d catch, an app 
that lets users create 3D scans of virtually any object, he produced 3D models of the archi-
tectural fragments. These 3D models where then digitally draped with cloth by means of 
the 3D graphics and animation software Blender and the surface of the original object was 
virtually imprinted on the cloth. After this process of digital remediation, the virtual objects 
were translated back into the real world. The cloth depicting the image was printed using an 
inkjet printer and wrapped around a 3D print of the object’s form. The object is re-skinned 
by its own image, in a process the artist describes as “a kind of analogue version of texture-
mapping.”

reSkinned reliCS and arChiteCtureS of mediation : Clement Valla’S 
Surface Proxy

by ChriStiane paul
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Surface Proxy captures a chain of transformations: pieces of buildings were transformed 
from architectural ornaments in France to sculptural works in museums in New York and 
Providence; these relics are translated from the physical into digital 3D models and back to 
the physical as image objects fusing the photographic and sculptural. The objects are relics 
in more than one sense. They are surviving traces of both physical architectures and archi-
tectures of mediation. Their scars and deformations are visible both in the original architec-
tural object and in the splintered image printed on the textile wrapped around the exhibited 
form. It is notable that the Cloisters - as one of the museums from which the works in the 
exhibition have been “remediated” - are themselves an architecture of fragments, incorpora-
ting segments from five European abbeys that were shipped to New York and re-constructed 
into a new building.

The artistic gesture of a literal wrapping of the object in its image is deceptively simple, both 
concealing and evoking a complex play of representation. Surface Proxy consists of things 
that present themselves rather than represent, as Nancy would put it. The images on the 
textile wrappers conceal and dispute the presence of their underlying form. They are not 
mimetic but as fragmentary as the form that gives them structure. They push the issue of the 
object’s presence to the surface and make it their subject. They come close to Mondzian’s 
icons in that they represent an invisible entity, a relic that morphed from a symbol of religious 
power to a symbol of repression to an iconic museum sculpture to a digital transformation to 
a veiled 3D print. The only true image is the function of the visible image capturing the invi-
sible qualities of the complex entity it represents. The cloth wrapping the object evokes the 
shroud imprinted with the contours of the religious icon. As the sacred icon was not created 
by human hands, the wrapper of the exhibited objects is the result of software processes. 
While Surface Proxy does not aspire to investigate the religious per se, it still engages the 
image economy of the icon.

The works in Surface Proxy have a peculiar relationship to the photographic. There is a 
photographic process underlying the original transformation of the physical object into an 
image, yet the indexical relationship of the image to its reference object becomes distorted. 
The image has to fragment and splinter itself in order to conform to the object it strives to 
represent. In only one instance  does this fragmentation unwrap itself within the exhibition. 
While scanning one of the original architectural fragments in the Cloisters, a plant unavoi-
dably was captured, too. Rather than wrapping a 3D print of a plant, Valla decided to exhibit 
an actual plant next to the relic and to display the unfolded version of the wrap generated 
from the virtual model of the plant on the wall next to it. Living nature thereby resists presen-
ting itself as iconic.
 

i  Marie-José Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy. The Byzantine Origins of the Contemporary Imaginary, 
transl. by Rico Franses (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005), p. 82
ii  Ibid., p. 82
iii   Jean-Luc Nancy, “Image and Violence” in: The Ground of the Image, transl. by Jeff Fort (New York, NY: 
Fordham University Press, 2005), p. 21.
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