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'I PREFER NOT TO SEE ART 
AND INDUSTRY AS OPPOSITES' 
An interview with Ruben Grilo 

MARTI MANEN What does it mean to walk into an exhib
ition and be greeted by a sense of emptiness, the sense 
that the traditional idea of the exhibition as a place in 
which to display a series of objects has broken down, be
cause there does not seem to be objects on display? 
RUBEN GRILO You can consider it an exercise in exhib-

ition engineering, although the Espai 13 space tends to work 
along those lines, so you can simply let it speak for itself. In any 
case, there are a couple of strongly ambient pieces in this show: 
lighting and sound. They are both about modulation, literally 
and metaphorically. I think that the low frequency - that sense 
of a faint but constant noise - makes the room seem emptier 

than it is. 

MM I don't think it's empty, I think that's an initial 
misperception due to a particular type of consumer no
tion. You are actually using other exhibition layers; you 
are using the lighting, which is supposedly invisible and 
which we are trained to not see. And there is another 
interesting aspect of your work with lighting and sound, 
which has to do with the impossibility of a universal tone. 
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22 23 RG Yes, on other occasions we've talked about the fact 
that industrial manufacturing supposedly allows the produc
tion of an infinite number of perfect copies. Universality and 
standardization are necessary in industrial manufacturing, but 
there are many nuances. I prefer not to see art and industry as 
opposites. There's a gradient between them, many shades of 
grey. I think it's a matter of degrees. If you take two industri
ally produced copies and look at them very carefully, you will 
see that they are very different. There is no such thing as two 
identical objects. But there is a scale that is almost always in
fluenced by our natural or immediate perception, which is how 
we operate. 

MM Industrial production and consumer culture try 
to provide the peace of mind that comes from having a 
recognizable product that is as stable as possible. But it 
turns out that it doesn't work that way, there is no univer
sality in the product. 
RG Well, as long as a nut made in China fits a bolt made 

in Germany, universality operates at a certain scale. The works 
in the exhibition turn it up a couple of degrees, so that the differ
ences become visible; you can see the similarity and dissimilarity 
between the elements. That's why I think the idea of modulation 
is important. The similarity is there, but there are differences 
too. The light bulbs in the exhibition are clearly all different, and 
there are colour differences in the chocolate moulds too. 

MM As you said earlier, you work on a gradient, but 
you've chosen to limit the possibilities. Variability within 
a structure. And I wonder about your decision to do the 
'wrong' thing: you use a series oflight bulbs that are not 
the ones that should be there, but they obviously work. 
How did you come up with the idea of replacing the 
usual exhibition-type lighting with all the energy
efficient bulbs you could find? 
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RG First of all I wanted to cancel out the exhibition 24 
lighting because I think it is too strong as a determining factor. 
The lighting system used in the exhibition space is very sophis
ticated, but it is designed for shopping malls. You have a lot of 
control over the lights, and they're designed to direct people's 
attention. I didn't want that, I wanted to get away from that type 
oflighting. And once you get rid of that logic, the space changes 
entirely. You are lighting things that wouldn't have been lit be-
fore, you darken some areas, you create very dramatic shadows 
t{1at weren't there before. And by doing this you subvert a pat-
tern; it's interesting even as an experiment. 

MM There is a secondary effect that comes from mixing 
different shades of white like that: when you look at the 
space, you simply sense that there's something strange 
about it, but when you take a photo you have a problem. 
RG That's something I've always been interested in, 

because it bothers me to see works become images. It's not the 
images themselves that bother me, but the fact that people in
terpret them as the finished work, because I don't think that's 
the case. That was part of the mischievousness of some works 
I made with lasers, for instance, the fact that they are very dif
ficult to photograph. You can end up with a photograph of a dot 
or a smudge, depending on the shutter speed you use. And doc
umenting those pieces was no joke, because you can damage 
the camera sensors. In this exhibition, the problem is that cam
eras are good at capturing contrast, and there's no contrast here. 
Each of the light bulbs has a different temperature, frequency 
and intensity, but the differences aren't big enough to register. 
So when you take a photo you have to think about what light 
source to use for the white balance, for example. Aside from 
that, I liked the symbology of the light bulb, which is part of the 
mythology of contemporary Western culture. Ever since Edison, 
the light bulb has been the ultimate archetype of creativity. 
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Detail of the Rub€ln Grilo exhibition 

MM I'm also interested in the strategy of insistence. On 
one hand you have the variability of tones, the attempt 
to avoid systems and standards. But then you also have 
a layer of sound, and something similar happens, acting 
on that minimum tonal distance that causes a certain 
unease. Off-key. 
RG It works on various levels. The sound also helps you 

guess the kind of space you are entering. I'm not saying we're 
like bats, but we do have a quality that is not visual. And then 
there's the fact that I use a synthetic oboe in that installation. In 
an orchestra, the oboe plays the note that the other instruments 
tune to. I used a synthetic oboe becaus"e I wanted it to tie in with 
the idea of surface and with the disaffection of the works in the 
exhibition. There are six oboes and they are all slightly off-key, 
so it almost sounds like a car horn, and that makes the space 
seem more like an empty garage or something along those lines. 

MM I think that there is a type of knowledge discourse 
in the exhibition and in your work in general. It can seem 
very simple at first, but it is actually the result of a complex 
process of rethinking, and I think this comes through. 

RUBEN GRILO - INTERVIEW 



Ruben Qrilo, 3 Nestlo 50 Bites, 2 30 Bites and 2 Nestle Aero 28 Bites, 3 Cadbury Bournville 
Classio Dark 32 Bites, 5 Valor 11 Bites and 112 Biles (more or less), 6 Niederegger Lubeck 

Marzipan Classic 10 Bites ... (detail), 2015 

Your conceptual work is very rigorous, nothing slips by. 
You work with a high level of accuracy, without forc
ing things. It's like a series of gestures gradually woven 
together. And this is why it can be read differently at dif
ferent points in time: when you walk in it's one thing, 
and then it's something else when you're inside looking 
and feeling, when you start to connect the lights with 
the blocks of chocolate, when the sound leads you to the 
repetition of the tubes of paint and the futility of try
ing to control, and the supposed difference in decision
making in artistic and industrial production. I think the 
body of theory runs through the exhibition; you don't 
need a text, the exhibition speaks. Although it does not 
speak through narrativity, but through something that in
itially seems colder, based on calling things into question. 
RG At this level of experience, the content of your pro-

posals doesn't really matter, what matters is the precision. At 
the same time, this idea of precision is very emotional, I can't 
really describe it. I think it is more about sensing the fact that 
even if you don't understand anything, everything is there for 
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26 27 some very specific reason. It is similar to the sense you get when 
you remove the casing of a computer and see all those chips and 
resistors. Even if you don't understand it, you know it 's all there 
for a reason. All that noise and that information saturation, you 
can accept it all if you put it in the appropriate context and equal
ize it properly. 

MM And so you get to Everfresh, to the tubes of oil paint 
that never dries, and somehow chaos enters and a field of 
probabilities opens up. In the exhibition, you present the 
tubes of paint with the brand logo. And the prototype, 
which is supposedly more of an artistic gesture, is at the 
Fundacia Joan Mira shop. 
RG It seems interesting to put tubes of paint in the ex

hibition precisely because of where we are, because painting is a 
core aspect of the Fundacia Joan Mira. Our exhibition is almost 
like a tumour, not in the pejorative sense, but more like an oppor
tunistic organism. It is at the Fundacia Mira, so it feeds off the 
nature of the place. It is important to present it as a product and 
at the same time display it in the exhibition, without cynicism. 
Once again, what's the difference between product and artwork? 
Everfresh is industrial because there are eight hundred tubes. If 
there were eight, it would be artistic, even if they were exactly the 
same tubes. We can start breaking down what art consists of, and 
how we polarize art and industry as though they were opposites. 

MM It is the art of its time; if it's in an industrial context, 
it is natural to use industrial production. 
RG Modern art was born in the heart of the industrial 

economy. It surprises me when people speak of the two as if 
they were polar opposites. Without industry, a hundred and fif
ty years of art history would not exist. Now we are living in a 
different situation. Industry is in the background and the econ
omy is more about financial engineering and big movements of 
capital, than mass production and accumulation. 
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MM Think of Donald Judd: Donald Judd used indus- 28 
trial techniques, but his intention was Art with a capital 
A. You, on the other hand, remain at the level of the 
possibility of machine error, at the level of things like 
the chocolate moulds being displayed on a surface ac
cording to criteria that we don't necessarily identify, for 
example. It is not about making a grand object, it forms 
part of a dynamic. 
RG It's true that I often talk about the sixties and sev

en1:ies . I think it's strange for an artist from a marginal coun
try to start talking about these things in the context of art. The 
expected thing is for us to withdraw into our marginality, and 
only be able to talk about local things or something. But aes
thetics, like politics, is a global problem. I often talk about in
dustry as ifit were folklore, and I do so consciously, because the 
ecosystem is increasingly global and complex, and so is culture. 
I have always felt that it's important to steal the American and 
English discourse, or any other official discourse, and form part 
of the discussion. That's why my work is often a commentary 
on many subjects that emerged in those decades, which were a 
time of acceleration, with many variables and great uncertainty, 
like today. 
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