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Marc Camille Chaimowicz is an important source of reference and an inspirational artist. He has 

bridged the gap between the 20th and 21st century continually creating pieces that have lasted this 

poignant transition. His work takes on different roles and forms and always has an in depth thought 

process behind it. Chaimowicz’s ability to transform a space either through interior or performance 

enables the viewer to be transported into both his environment and his creation. 

Chaimowicz can be considered as one of the key artists in the construction of Space and 

Environment with his creations of Interiors, and Performance pieces. A French born artist, who has 

spent the majority of his life in England, completed his BFA at Camberwell College of the Arts, 

London and his MFA in Painting at the Slade School of Art, London. He started to be an active 

artist at the beginning of the 1970’s. (artspace.com accessed 5th November 2015)

His work focuses on bridging the gap between the continuously changing themes of art and life 

aiming only to restrict their separation. (Bell, 2010)This fascination with Art and Life spanned from 

his interest of the artist Robert Rauschenberg who stated on his practice “Painting relates to both 

art and life. Neither can be made. (I try to act in that gap between the two.)” ( walkerart.org 

accessed 5th November 2015). (Pécoil, 2012) 

Although his practice focuses on Space and Environment, he is an extremely  versatile artist. He 

explores and creates furniture, ceramics, sculpture, drawing, photography and collage, along with 

videography and writing.(maharam.com accessed 5th November 2015). Chaimowicz is an 

immersed artist in his practice. Interiors are constantly present throughout his work and therefore 

always played a key role, this is evident from his studio, which is also his apartment. His apartment 

is a continued aesthetic exploration. The artists general daily life activities,  are consequently put in 

a greater importance through this process and the interior becomes a setting of an identity that is 

taken on by Chaimowicz through his artwork. (Bell, 2010) This suggests that he is constantly 

reflecting on and rediscovering his work. 

My  essay will focus on three main discussions and aims to create a well  balanced analysis of 

Chaimowicz’s work,  which will inspire my final major project and my practice.

Firstly, I will look at how his expatriation has influenced his practice and how it has lead to his 

discovery of French culture. Sexuality is also a poignant theme in his work and is present  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constantly in the media, this links into the theme of ‘Private and Public’ which is also key to 

exploring Chaimowicz’s work.My final path of exploration, will look into how the work of 

Chaimowicz is a constant crossover between decorative arts and fine arts.

When discovering a range of artworks by Chaimowicz, it is clear he has a fascination with French 

writers and poets. This is proven by his constant use of their inspiration and influence throughout 

several of his artworks. Being primarily of French origin and moving to England at a young age, 

Chaimowicz incorporates his origins and his memories into his work and this could be the result of 

his upbringing and expatriation. (artspace.com accessed 5th November 2015) 

In an article for ArtForum written by Michael Archer, 1000 words: Marc Camille Chaimowicz he 

quotes Chaimowicz’s views on his expatriation in his childhood,  through the piece ‘Jean Cocteau’. 

“ [I have] sort of fantasy about that which is Parisian. This has to do with the reclaiming of what I 

felt had been taken from me in my formative years. If somebody in his early childhood is removed 

from a particular cultural environment and then has to process that relatively brutal displacement, 

that person is liable, is he not, to fantasize?” (www.mutualart.com accessed 5th December 2015) 

This idea that Chaimowicz’s childhood and up bringing was so important to him, is crucial in his 

artwork. Would Chaimowicz have actually produced the pieces he did, without this major influence  

in his life? It is important to point out here that his fascination with French culture, may have been 

highly downplayed or not present in his work,  had he not experienced expatriation. He has an 

appreciation for French literature and writings, greater than he possibly would have if visually 

exposed to them constantly. 

Rooms play an important role within the autobiographical genre, creating a picture of a life and how 

a life took a particular path or form.  They also take on an aspect of historical accuracy. If a room is 

preserved it can reveal a lot about the person who lived there even without knowing them. 

(frieze.com accessed 1st December 2015)

‘Jean Cocteau’* (Fig.1) is by far one of his most renowned pieces within this genre and the genre 

of French Culture. Chaimowicz desires this room to be read but also inhabited. (Lafuente P 2003) 

Chaimowicz aspires for the room to have once been or to be inhabited by the famous French artist,  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writer and film director Jean Cocteau. The room that Chaimowicz created was post Cocteau’s 

death,  leaving it solely up to the artist to decide what would be the autobiography to explore in this 

space. (frieze.com accessed 1st December 2015) In an article by Frieze in 2004, Tom Morton 

quotes Chaimowicz explaining his piece as “a furnished interior that obliquely references 

[Cocteau’s] poetics” (frieze.com accessed 1st December 2015) This could reveal, how Chaimowicz 

used Cocteau’s poems and pieces of work , to create a well rounded visual interpretation of an 

autobiographical space. The room that Chaimowicz presents to the viewer is a space that the 

public may enter and explore if they choose to but also they can look through the 20 centimetre 

window provided for a more private view of Cocteau’s room.  This highlights the theme of Private 

and Public in his work and how he has played on the two when creating this space. Although the 

majority of the objects and artwork are those of Chaimowicz himself, he incorporates work from 

other artists. For example, a Marcel Breuer chair (fig.2) , Giacometti lamps (fig.3), a dummy by 

Enrico David and drawings by Tom of Finland. (Lafuente P 2003) There could be a range of 

different reasons why Chaimowicz decided these were the artists and artworks that would be 

central to the construction of his work. Cocteau admired Giacometti’s work and highly praised him, 

describing his sculptures as solid and light, like snow preserving the footprints of a bird. 

(theses.univ-lyon2.fr accessed 1st December) Chaimowicz may have selected to choose 

Giacometti as he held a high  appreciation of Cocteau  work. We imagine that these pieces would 

be something which Cocteau would keep in his personal space.  Tom of Finland is also shown as 

one of the artists present in the piece.  Even before Tom of Finland had commenced his work on 

erotic figures, Cocteau had drawn them himself. (Franco Cavaliere 2013) The fact that Cocteau 

took interest in this genre of work, could be the reason Chaimowicz decided that Tom of Finland 

would be appropriate for Cocteau’s  room. Alongside this, Chaimowicz’s work, as will be explored 

later, does take on board the theme of sexuality in a lot of his pieces. It could be his interests that 

also sparked the reasoning behind this choice. 

Enrico David listed Jean Cocteau as one of his inspirations to the creation of his personal art work.  

(www.list.co.uk accessed 7th December 2015) Again this strong link to Cocteau, even indirectly,  

could explain why Chaimowicz’s usage of the artist within this piece. We could draw a conclusion  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that Chaimowicz included many of these artists due to their relationship with Cocteau. This could 

be an admiration by Cocteau towards their work or the contrary; their appreciation of Cocteau. It 

would be hard to define for sure, whether Chaimowicz himself appreciated or had taken inspiration 

from the artists he decides to incorporate in his work. Maybe Cocteau indirectly dictated who the 

artists were,  and then it was Chaimowicz’s personal choice about which work would be featured. 

This could be proven by the fact that Cocteau discusses Giacometti’s sculptures and Chaimowicz 

chooses to incorporate a Giacometti lamp. It could be personal preference of Chaimowicz to opt for 

a more decor style to highlight the work of Giacometti rather than a purely sculptural one. 

Chaimowicz caters this room to what he interpreted as the needs and pleasures of Cocteau. He 

tries to merge the kitsch and also a certain functionality aiming to fabricate a room in which 

Cocteau could reside and feel comfortable.(Lafuente P 2003)  A room, especially a bedroom,  is a 

very private environment. It includes our most prized possessions and it is also the place where we 

enter our most vulnerable state, sleep. Essentially, Chaimowicz is letting us explore what he 

interprets as Cocteau’s private space and transforming it into a public one. Lafuente explains that 

Chaimowicz and Cocteau both link in their disciplines both being in some way a Bricoleur. They 

simultaneously take on board in their work,  an aim to create functional as well as decorative and 

somewhat excessive pieces. (Lafuente P 2003)  Although we cannot say for certain, it could be 

concluded that Chaimowicz and Cocteau are unlikely to have met. 

The artist Chaimowicz again brings Cocteau to the forefront of his work through the performance 

piece ‘Fade’ (fig.4). In the video ‘Cocteau in Soho’,  Chaimowicz describes Cocteau as somewhat 

of an anti-hero and this was a reason he was attracted to him as a creator. Cocteau created in 

1959, a series of murals in a French Catholic Church (Notre Dame de France) in Leicester Square, 

London. He was a frequent visitor of churches,  exploring them on a regular basis.  Notre Dame de 

France in particular reminded him of his childhood in France due to the typical 1950’s architecture 

style. Chaimowicz explained a happy accident drew him to these murals in which he admired 

profoundly the visual representation of the Annunciation. This representation was used in 

Chaimowicz’s piece ‘Fade’, a performance piece with Colin Naylor. Chaimowicz replicated the  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piece with chalk on black paper, then illuminated it in such a way that he compares it to having 

appropriated transmutation and consequently transcendence. (Frieze, 2014)

As opposed to installation, Chaimowicz is now interpreting Cocteau in a performative style. This 

time he incorporates the artist into his work , rather than relying on him as a basis of study and 

interpretation. He copies the section of Cocteau’s mural precisely; however by doing this he will 

have added his own draftsmanship into Cocteau’s piece. We could go as far as to say that this 

piece is entirely appropriated, not only given the way in which it was reproduced ,but also the way 

in which it was lit, that  differs so greatly from the light of the church. The lights which are projected 

onto Chaimowicz’s work in the gallery,  change the meaning to a more complex one. It takes on a 

whole new definition when taken out of its original setting and context.

Chaimowicz describes his work Jean Cocteau as a Fictive Portrait , which later he also said about 

his work on Jean Genet. At an early stage in his career, he was influenced by the writings of Genet 

and found him keen to assess. He also identifies with him as an art student. Genet was a tougher 

subject than Cocteau due to his sobriety; however he is a lot more immaterial than Cocteau, 

suggesting that he did not care for such social standings and material goods. Chaimowicz 

encompasses this through his exhibition at the Nottingham Contemporary describing it as a dream 

interior for Genet, an imaginary world of construction. (Nottingham Contemporary 2011) 

Chaimowicz’s ‘Props and Wardrobe Room’ was shown as part of the Jean Genet exhibition and 

focusses on the female and gender. Chaimowicz anchors several of his pieces on both these 

themes under the umbrella of Sexuality and Sexual Identity. ‘Props and Wardrobes Room’ is a 

prime example of how he has combined these themes along with the public and private and his 

love of French Culture together. 

‘Props and Wardrobes Room’ (fig.5) is a standalone room created for the exhibition. As the viewer 

we can see the room from the outside,  but can only look inside through the three laser cut 

windows on one of the two exterior walls. (Brown N, 2011) This gives us a obscured view of what is 

inside, playing again on the theme Private and public. Inside the room  is a collection of objects,  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notably vintage dresses and women’s shoes. In contrast, men’s ties are hung around the room 

amongst the dresses. (Brown N, 2011) This could aim to display that theatre dressing rooms 

enable cross dressing. This was actually the case of the 1965 production of the play, ‘The Maids’, 

where for the first time Madame was played by a man and also the 1993 production where the 

sisters were played by men. (nytimes.com accessed 8th November 2015)

According to Brown in his article on Marc Camille Chaimowicz, there is “a super intense fusioning 

of female sexual identity and power” (Brown N, 2011) in the play The Maids and these themes 

could be suggested in Chaimowicz’s piece ‘Props and Wardrobe Room’. (Brown N, 2011) This can 

be proven with the subject of Genet’s play, The Maids, which is a play based around two servant 

girls plotting to kill their Mistress. In the play, the idea of the Female Sexual Identity is shown 

through the way in which Genet is said to interpret sexual and political outcasts. Benedict Andrews 

who directed the 2014 production at the Lincoln Centre, also states “Genet writes as an outsider to 

society and an outsider to conventional sex and identity”. (nytimes.com accessed 8th November 

2015)  Just as Genet writes as an outsider we could be the outsider in Chaimowicz’s piece, only 

being able to see small parts of the room at a time through the windows. This could also be linked 

to Andrews point about women of the period being trapped in a reflection in which society holds the 

oppressive mirror. (nytimes.com accessed 8th November 2015) This could be said not only for the 

point about gender being very segregated, but the oppressiveness of sexuality in that era. It feels 

as though Chaimowicz aims to transmit a lot of subtle information to the viewer in this piece. He 

has taken on a variety of themes linking them further to the theme of the female, gender and 

sexual identity and aimed to portray them in one singular art piece that binds them together. We 

can deduce from this link,  that Chaimowicz has an interest in all of these themes and how they 

have been brought together through the play and the ripples of the play in modern society. He has 

completed this in such a way, that the viewer needs to take time to think and explore the piece. 

The windows restrict the viewer’s capability to fully understand the room as a whole. This works to 

the advantage of the artist, whose aim is to make the viewer an outsider and highlight the 

oppressive society that has been previously mentioned. 
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Celebration? Realife (fig.6) is another well known piece that again looks into the theme of sexuality 

alongside the public and the private. This piece is an installation used to represent a “radical 

response to the current glam scene” (tate.org.uk accessed 2nd December 2015) at the time of its 

first creation in 1972. (tate.org.uk accessed 2nd December 2015) It comprises in both its forms, 

Celebration? Realife and Celebration? Realife Revisited, a collection of objects including clothing, 

glitter and documentation material. All the objects have been thrown over the floor in a chaotic but 

organised way. (tate.org.uk accessed 2nd December 2015) The installation is lit by several disco 

balls hanging from the ceiling that reflect light onto the work aided by strobe lights, fairy lights’, spot 

lights and through revolving exaggerated colours. Chaimowicz’s aims here to recall the colours and 

patterns of the LSD mood highly present in the 1960’s. The piece is viewed from above, which 

Brown compares to landing in an airplane above a thriving city, the idea of a metropolis creates the 

effect of a place with endless romance and sexual potentiality. (Brown N, 2011)  Morton describes 

the piece as an aftermath of a party or performance where the viewer is almost trespassing. 

Objects of all different forms and uses strewn over the place as if the participants have just 

dropped everything and disappeared. It brings us back to the idea of an organised chaos. Here the 

theme of public and private again plays a key part the concept of trespassing onto someones 

private property to discover what has been left and discarded. Morton does describe how the 

viewer could feel uncomfortable through the immersive and also disconcerting emotions when 

entering the space: immersive due to the senses that the viewer brings into play in order to fully 

understand this piece and disconcerting due to the lack of pathway or instructions to accompany 

the artwork. (frieze.com accessed 1st December 2015)

Chaimowicz has clearly placed the objects in a certain way but as a viewer our goal is to explore 

the piece without touching or moving any of the components. The objects of course can be easily 

moved, changed, rearranged however the viewer does not feel any need to do this as the 

mesmerisation and connection within the space is highly overpowering, almost seductive. 

(frieze.com accessed 1st December 2015) Chaimowicz had a profound interest in music and the 

use of music in his work. Celebration? Realife is accompanied by 1972 music from artists such as 

Bowie, The Rolling Stones and Bob Dylan. Music from 1972 contains sexually uncontained and  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culturally contesting themes.  Brown comments that this choice may have been made by 

Chaimowicz more by pleasure rather than theory. (Brown N, 2011) This links us back to the idea of 

sexuality, this time not through a visual reference, but through sound. Something more 

performative rather than installation. It brings to life another one of our senses helping the viewer 

feel immersed within the piece.

Sexuality, as we have seen through both ‘Props and Wardrobes Room’ and ‘Celebration? Realife’ 

is a theme throughout Chaimowicz’s work. It even has influences in ‘Jean Cocteau’ and ‘Here and 

There’, a piece which will be explored further on. He seems to connect highly with the theme, 

possibly because of the complexity of the entirety of the subject matter since the 1970’s when he 

firstly created the work. Although sexuality and gender are evolving as we continue into the 21st 

Century, there is no doubt that Chaimowicz has been through the thick of the current 

transformation. This could be why it has been so crucial in his work and practice overall. 

The whole idea of sexuality throughout Chaimowicz pieces links back to the theme of the Private 

and Public that was discussed in the first section of this essay. Chaimowicz repeats this theme 

continuously in his pieces and it is not always obvious until further exploration that we can gain this 

knowledge. All of his pieces suggest the eagerness to disperse information but at the same time 

keeping some of the aspects of his research and knowledge private by not enabling the viewer to 

see the whole picture. This is particularly present in ‘Props and Wardrobe Room’ where the 

windows obstruct the viewer from seeing the piece as a whole. This again can be highlighted in 

Jean Cocteau where we are let into his intimate space, the viewer is painted an image of what sort 

of a man he was just through the use of the fictive portrait which Chaimowicz pointed out in his 

interview with Michael Bracewell. (Nottingham Contemporary, 2011) Chaimowicz is constantly 

mixing themes together to get a bigger message across

Chaimowicz’s piece ‘Here and There’ (fig.7) discusses  the female and the link between the 

decorative and fine art aspects of his work. The piece is made up primarily of panels that each 

display photographs documenting particulars in a set of rooms, the panels act as both furniture and 

anonymous art objects which mirror aspects of the early 20th century emotion and inventiveness.  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The viewer and artist experience in this piece is crucial and is shaped by the objects and space 

that the artist creates. Chaimowicz aims to create a world that is encountered by both the viewer 

and himself at the end of the observation. The work echoes Jean Cocteau, Marcel Proust and 

André Gide and the Lost Realms of Le Fournier. (ravenrow.org accessed 8th November 2015) All 

of these men act as a reference back to Chaimowicz’s interest with his French Identity and his 

interest of French art and literature. Brown also discusses this piece in his article highlighting the 

female aspect mentioned earlier on. In some of the photographs Chaimowicz is applying make up 

below photographs of what Brown describes as Idolised Motherhood. (Brown N, 2011)  Again 

Chaimowicz is breaking the barriers of societies notion of gender by the application of something 

that is primarily associated with females. 

The aspects of fine art and decorative art are of interest in this piece of work and indeed 

throughout all of Chaimowicz’s art. The argument between fine art and decorative art has always 

been a poignant one, it could even link back to the question of the definition of art itself. 

‘Here and There’ could be considered as fine art due to its installation qualities and its mixture of 

found black and white photographs placed on painted backgrounds that lean against the wall, 

making it a visual work with no functional purpose. (fineart.about.com accessed 5th December 

2015) However an exhibition in Raven Row, London described the panels as “operat[ing] as much 

as furniture as autonomous art objects. They flicker between the indexes of fine art and the 

decorative arts, shifting our understanding of the space in which we experience them, which 

oscillates between the aesthetic, the domestic and the dramatic.” (ravenrow.org accessed 8th 

November 2015) Raven Row highlights here the fact the panel could act as art pieces as well as 

furniture. This means that the piece could be interpreted as both Fine and Decorative art by the 

viewer therefore Chaimowicz could be leaving it up to the viewer to define the overall art type. The 

use of domestic space as a way to change the overall message of the work is also pointed out 

here. So at this point we could start to conclude that it is not only the work that defines its art type 

but also the setting in which the piece is presented. 
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Another piece that we can discover the marriage of fine art and decorative art is in the piece 

‘Bibliothèque’ (fig.8) Described as a fusion of sculpture and furniture, ‘Bibliothèque’ creates its own 

identity as art being open to inflection when used.  It takes on board the functional aspect of a 

bookcase at the same time resisting the ordinary. The inverted comma shaped feet and the Art 

Deco style of the work,  aims to establish a relationship with the viewer,  acting as the artist himself 

in the environment in which ‘Bibliothèque’ is placed.  The books that are placed on ‘Bibliothèque’ 

act as conversation starters between artist and viewer. These books are generally volume bound 

and their covers created from Chaimowicz’s patterns however some books are left blank preparing 

to be filled with the ideas formulated by the viewer. (Bell, K 2010)  ‘Bibliothèque’ could be 

considered foremost as a piece of decorative furniture rather than a fine art sculpture, however 

high emphasis is put onto the fact it is a fusion between both. This could mean that Chaimowicz 

wanted to highlight the fact he does not work in just fine arts or decorative arts, he can easily 

define his work and prove it is neither one nor the other. We could say this indicates he does not 

wish to be an artist who focuses on one area, his practice is so broad and established in both main 

art forms that having to choose between the two may have never been an option for him. It is clear 

that Chaimowicz’s work sits on the fine line that divides fine art and decorative arts. Throughout his 

pieces these two qualities constantly overlap making it hard for the viewer to define exactly what 

kind of artist or even designer Chaimowicz is. Could this be because the meaning behind his work 

and the themes taken on board are more presence than the debate on fine or decorative arts? It 

seems this is the case when discovering his wide range of pieces. He himself does not comment 

about the debate  nevertheless he is highly passionate about viewer/artist relationship and 

thematics of his choice and their influence on him. 

Marc Camille Chaimowicz is a highly influenced artist who brings his ideology to every piece he 

creates.  He constantly reworks on the themes of art and life through both his themes and the 

creation of his individual pieces. He situates his work commonly in a domestic setting in order to 

highlight the vernacular within his work rather than work that is destined only for a gallery. His  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apartment that doubles as his studio again highlights the hindrance of the separation of art and life 

(Bell K 2010) 

He is clearly passionate about his installations and performance pieces constantly exhibiting them 

and in some cases more than once and in several forms. The themes of expatriation, public and 

private and sexuality are emphasised continuously in each of his creations. He is creating art as 

time is changing therefore as each of these themes is evolving. This is a very considered concept 

to take on when creating art. What is surprising about Chaimowicz’s work is the fact he is not afraid 

to re use and re configure his piece to make them appropriate for the audience and the year they 

are created. 

Chaimowicz is an inspirational and thought provoking artist who has a full multidisciplinary practice. 

His use of the domestic throughout his work is a thought provoking concept which is alternative to 

many artist practices of today. He creates pieces that are out of the ordinary and alternative and 

struggles to define their art type proving that there is not always need to. 

*Jean Cocteau is the name that the piece has been most commonly referred to.  
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Figure 3 

Alberto Giacometti 

Standard Lamp 

1930-35
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Figure 4 

Fade
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Naylor 

1976

Source : https://vimeo.com/101088005
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Figure 5 

Props and Wardrobe Room 

Marc Camille Chaimowicz

2011

Source: http://thoughtsfromthefloor.blogspot.co.uk/2011/08/art-work-of-week.html

Figure 6

Celebration? Realife

Marc Camille Chaimowicz

1972/2000

Source: http://www.paris-art.com/exposition-design/Some-Ways-by-which-to-Live..../Chaimowicz-
Marc%20Camille/6159.html

�17



Figure 7

Here and There 

Marc Camille Chaimowicz

1978 

Source: http://www.contemporaryartdaily.com/2011/10/marc-camille-chaimowicz-at-md-72/

Figure 8

Bibliothèque 

Marc Camille Chaimowicz 

2009

Source: http://www.fiac.com/en/Paris/Galerie/Andrew-Kreps-182456
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