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Téléphone arabe
Clément de Gaulejac

“In France, we say ‘an angel passes by;’ in Spain, ‘a 

Bishop is born;’ in Portugal, ‘a poet is dead.’ I’m glad 

– Raoul Ruiz

In French, the expression “téléphone arabe
oral communication and, furthermore, a rumor or unreliable information; 

tells the heard phrase to the third, and so on until the last player says it 

out loud, usually giving way to a collective frenzy due to the – voluntary 

or involuntary – deformations the initial phrase has undergone through 

its multiple repetitions.

-

ated a semantic short-circuit with the French expression “téléphone arabe
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corners of language and resist translation through their shady existence.

it, a neon sign that I installed in a public space. Neon, of course, is a classi-

neon piece titled A Four Colour Sentence
none sing/neon sign 

anonymous public space instead of in the institutional frame of a museum; 

to set it somewhere it could generate cultural jamming instead of within 

-

ing. Moreover, the hegemonic language of the art world – the language 

through which the type of conceptual statement my piece refers to becomes 

in The Party

-

pression “téléphone arabe
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-

etymology, seemed more appropriate to me than the dialectal phrasing, 

In the spring of 2005, my neon Téléphone arabe is hung on the parapet 

of the railroad bridge overhanging the art space for which I conceived it 

said, I came to realize some time after the destruction of the neon piece 

téléphone arabe” does not refer to a rumor. 

This is actually a colonial phrase, a derogatory term to describe oral cul-

the indigenous populations as unreliable. The phrase “téléphone arabe

Téléphone arabe # 1 -
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of a message in which each player tries to carry its proper meaning while 

also secretly hoping that it will be altered.

whispers with my Téléphone arabe -

communication and that the mode of signifying is often more important 

Brussels to send me a photograph of the poster.

Upon receiving the photograph, I get in touch with a craftsman in 

-

curately as possible, again using neon tubes. Friends of mine purchase 

this second neon reproduction of the piece and install in front of their 

Téléphone arabe # 1
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people outside their community.

art gallery in Ottawa. This version of the piece had to be installed in an 

-

sibilities of the next iteration with this new constraint. I notice a small 

panel on which the title of the government agency used to be written. I 

Téléphone arabe

 

not occur.  On one hand, it seems that the graphic design of this ancient 

Téléphone arabe # 2 - Blue neon. Private home. Montréal, 2006.
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serious degradation in regards to the context of reception. If this concep-

tual little game originating from a French postcolonial frame of reference 

in Paris proposes to carry out a new production of the Téléphone arabe in 

for a very brief, ephemeral, inscription. It is reproduced in handwriting 

I give the photographic depiction of the Paris version to a Chinese 

artist who will reproduce a new version as a shop sign located in the 

-

this. “What is this
question. What was this

particular version of the piece I had to precisely determine the dimen-

Téléphone arabe # 3 
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lighting apparatus and the highlighting rhythm of the diodes. I also had 

when I thought I had found an ideal art project where I would be free of 

This is as far as the project has been on the road to its own disap-

Voyager 

space shuttle that just left the solar system, delivering a message to un-

Téléphone arabe
irreparably drifting from its source.

Université du Québec à Montréal
translated by M.A. Reinhardt

Positif 

Téléphone arabe # 5  
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