
WHITE NOISE
52° BIENNALE 
DI VENEZIA
PADIGLIONE
BRASILE
VENICE
2007





REDWOOD TREE TRUNK 2007 Wall painting

They walk. They look at the trunk of a 
redwood tree covered with historical dates. 
She pronounces an English name he doesn’t 

understand. As in a dream, he shows her a 
point beyond the tree, hears himself say, 

“This is where I come from...”

from Chris Marker’s “La Jetée“



WHITE NOISE 2007 Text written in Braille Ligado





Names of stars visible to the naked eye, listed by Ptolemy in the Almagest, written in Helvetica Concentrated. 
The resulting composition discs are overwritten with a slight opacity to render visible the lower layers. 

Each star is transformed into a single ideogram, its brightness corresponding 
to the number of letters of its name.

STAR NAMES 2007 Ink-jet print, silkscreen, 41 x 41 cm













WHITE NOISE 2006 Animation, sound, 4 min



TEXT AT TIME T

Jacinto Lageira

Language is so constrained by its rules, codes and conventions that the imposition 
of new constraints would double the difficulty for an artistic practice in which 
language is the main tool. Although constrained literary practices underwent much 
development after the founding of Oulipo (Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle) in 
1960 by Raymond Queneau and François Le Lionnais, the research by visual artists 
making use of texts, words and letters – from the avant-garde to this day – has 
been focused less on the valorization of the meaning than on that of the signifier 
of language, being itself understood as material. Visual and concrete poetry – in 
Brazil, we can refer, for instance, to the work of Haroldo and Augusto de Campos 
– had already explored the aesthetic/formal aspect of language through countless 
spatializations, the use of colors, media or subject matters that temporarily reduced 
the functions of the message to put the accent on the “poetic function”. Language 
was acknowledged by itself, for its sounds and operations, for its possible forms and 
graphics, visuality taking precedence over the immediate sense. Within this long and 
rich story of a certain poetic output, certain works by Angela Detanico and Rafael 
Lain have played a role.

The playful aspect is another essential element of their work, to the point that it 
induces the viewer to take false paths if he/she does not have a map to go by; in 
other words, the code that gives access to the meaning of the aesthetic/formal/
verbal signs. Because this is what the procedure that guides the composition in the 
neons and in Nomes das estrelas [Names of the Stars] is all about. In this respect, 
even when it is extended to the illogical or the nonsensical, the material of language 
is such a potent system of constrictions that either we respect a minimum of rules 
still with the aim of manipulating the language, or we radically withdraw ourselves 
to the level of pure aesthetic/formal concerns. Here, Detanico and Lain operate in 
such a way that the strictly visual aspect of the works itself contains the language 
as modelized or semi-modelized on the aesthetic/formal plane. The theory of models 
in mathematics, in physics and linguistics consists of schematizing and reducing 
to a set terms and rules a field which is generally very different from that in which 
it will be formalized or modelized. In the works of Detanico and Lain, it is this kind 
of transformation that is used, which is less a translation than a transposition of 
the visual into the verbal or the verbal into the visual. So that the model or the 
formalization operate, we must be able to go from one structure to the other. Even 
if the forms are not simple to identify, the updating potential of language and of the 
visual is attainable to everyone through the knowledge of the rule or the code.

This is what takes place with the neons whose arrangement is apparently 
determined strictly by their aesthetic/formal operation, in a kind of parody of 
Flavin’s works. It is, in fact, a reconfiguration of the Braille alphabet created for 

blind people, which was invented by Louis Braille in 1829 (he himself was blind as 
a result of an accident), and which allows a tactile reading of the letters thanks to 
the dots made in relief. A Braille character is represented by a combination of 1 to 
6 dots displayed over a matrix of two dots wide by three dots high. Here, the dots 
are determined by the articulations between the neon lights, marked exclusively by 
their visual and tactile absence. Detanico and Lain linked the dots between them 
thanks to the neon light tubes, just as in some types of crossword puzzles, where 
we must bring the scattered letters together to find the hidden word – in such a 
way that a person conscious of Braille may reconstitute the word, and even do this 
in a tactile way. The word is certainly visible and palpable, but only readable once 
the third codification is carried out based on the formalization of our alphabet into 
Braille. By linking the absent dots, Detanico and Lain imparted visibility to the paths 
of the fingers precisely tracing a line that is invisible, though bodily consummated. 
To someone who cannot see, this tenuous line is really traced under the fingertips. 
The system elaborated by the artists, simply called Braille ligado [Linked Braille], 
is thus semi-modelized, because a second system of language signs is ulterior to 
the aesthetic/formal formation of the elements from which the meanings and the 
functions are deviated. However, it is clearly about a signifier system, in the sense 
that every existing combination in Braille integrates another aesthetic/formal set 
which sends us back to the natural language.

In the entirely modelized system of Nomes das estrelas, the aesthetic/formal 
aspect of the objects and the images no longer lies properly in the language or 
the words worked on, which would be taken out of a semiotic system equivalent 
to a linguistic structure. While the neons are a variation of a real and universal 
alphabet, the stars are the result of a codification entirely created by Detanico and 
Lain, in collaboration with Jiri Skala. The 26 letters of our alphabet started out by 
conventional means to be reduced to a more or less thick black dot, according to 
the typographical content of Helvetica characters, as if they were compressed. Each 
dot is necessarily distinct from the others, and corresponds to one, and only one, 
letter. Thanks to a computer, we write in dots and a simple click of the mouse allows 
us to quickly see the dots we typed transposed into the Helvetica characters of 
our alphabet – or vice versa. We can increase or reduce the size of these dots, their 
value being identically preserved, this diameter always codifying the correspondent 
letter. Just as the maps of the night sky show us the stars in the form of dots on the 
celestial dome with their magnitude (the number which characterizes the brightness 
of a star) depicted in dots of greater or lesser importance, Detanico and Lain had 
the unique idea – not of uniting them as in the maps, in a kind of Braille language 
for people who are not astronomers to see – but of relating the thickness of the 
Helvetica modelized dots with the name of the stars. Each letter that composes 
the name of the star (for instance, Aldebaran, Bellatrix or Nair al Saif) is thus 
represented by circles, which allows us to literally visualize the shape of the name. 



Once it is transferred to the medium, we have simultaneously the magnitude of the 
chosen star and the magnitude of its name, although we know that the brightness 
of the image does not correspond to the real magnitude of the stars, but is 
proportional to the quantity of letters in their name. Certainly, this does not have 
any sense or function unless within the system imagined by the artists. This requires 
the creation of the system, with the relations of the structure between signs and 
the symbols, without which the configuration is incomprehensible. It is in this way 
that various codes that recur to inscriptions or very unusual modalities (roadway 
signage, maritime signals, bar code, telegraph code) could be created and be made 
functional. Therefore, Detanico and Lain invented a system of arbitrary symbols, 
in which the signifier rules are entirely respected; what linguists call “codes of 
second articulation”, or what philosopher Nelson Goodman names, more generally, 
a “notational system” with its syntax and semantic relations, music being a typical 
example of this kind of notation.

As part of a different kind of work, White Noise is based on a photograph of a 
portion of the Amazon region taken by satellite and consists of selecting from it the 
256 colors available on a computer screen, that is, a digital image compressed for 
Internet transmission. Once the colors present in the image are selected and invade 
the screen with their whiteness (white here being a mixture of additive colors), the 
sound available in the computer is proportionally increased. The white noise of the 
sound is thus equivalent to the white noise of the visual, as if the selected dots 
were transformed into the same number of sounds. Even though the intention of 
the artists might not be to present a metaphor of the deforestation of the Amazon 
region and the pollution of its great river, we cannot help thinking about it, as 
what we call the “white noise” is an indistinct and continuous sound produced by 
the impact of myriad drops of water. The whiteness that invades emerges as a kind 
of progressive desertification of the image, as the sound of the aquatic reference 
turned totally invisible rises.

The interactions between sound, the visual and the verbal that Detanico and Lain 
bring about are thus played out on different shared strata of signifiers that are 
arbitrary or conventional, but never random. The apparent deregulation or 
destructuring is already foreseen by the system in place here. However, the final 
impression of certain works – particularly those that involve the manipulation of 
pixels on screens – is that they allow one to see or understand, in a completely 
different way, a kind of stochastic (from the Greek stokhastikos, “conjectural”) 
representation of the set. As in stochastic music, here the elements grow and 
diminish, appear and are erased, gain shape and evanesce in one of the 
strangest of indeterminisms. 

Everything seems so well conducted, operated and foreseen that the entropy 
toward which everything is headed plunges us into perplexity. This is because 
the various representations of alphabets, the letters, the words or the sounds 
redirect them all to our everyday use. Finally, Detanico and Lain’s modelizations 
are a stochastic representation of reality. We speak, act, understand and produce 
gestures and sounds that are often distorted, or which lose their initial meaning 
and shape. And even if our words and actions can return more or less to a certain 
original condition, we nevertheless know that a certain duration occurred; time is 
no longer the same, the reality of the bodies, of the perceptions, of the gestures 
and of the phrases has literally been transformed. To say it in a serious manner, and 
according to Hegel’s formula, we understand that “a form of life has grown old”.

Detanico and Lain’s artistic game is therefore this serio ludere without which no 
game can take place or impel the players into action. And the game that is proposed 
to us consists of playing against our own time. It is obvious that the scales of 
temporal greatness are immeasurable: a great number of stars that stopped shining 
years ago are still visible to our eyes, due to the time it takes their light to travel the 
millions of light years of intervening space to reach us. To perceive the interactions 
of sound and visual elements in White Noise does not take us more than a couple 
of minutes. In other words, the scales of timeless greatness are immeasurable in the 
measure of human temporality. What could be taken as a banality is seen to be less 
so when we consider that the makers of certain megalithic sites of the Neolithic, 
such as Nabta Playa (High Egypt) of 6000 to 6500 b.C., or Stonehenge (Wiltshire, 
England), 5000 b.C., were already looking at the same stars that we see today. In 
another extreme and on our scale, beyond the feeling of the aging of our body, the 
most immediate way to feel the flux of our temporality is to feel that of our language. 
It not only temporalizes the actions and space-time segments in which we evolve, 
but, most significantly, it temporalizes us existentially. Language anchors us in time 
and its temporality is what establishes the rhythm of our very existence.

When recurring to systems of imaginary languages Detanico and Lain are always 
careful not to make impossible or illogical inventions, for they would be inoperative 
if they did not connect with our language, with our body, with our awareness 
of time. It is here that we stumble again on the power of the systems and their 
constraints. Even if they or we wished to get out of the temporality that marks 
us, that fixes us and conducts us, would they/we be able to do this? We can 
most certainly imagine a temporality without language, such as the temporality of 
animals, but the meaning or the sensation of time could never be abolished. Under 
a pleasurable and amusing appearance that incites our curiosity, the sound and 
visual games that Detanico and Lain propose have precisely all the austerity of 
appearance: it is not and does not remain more than appearance. And if we try to 
undo or remake this appearance, it takes shape precisely from its deformation. 
Here resides the most terrible of all constraints, and the most efficient system.
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