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    Foreword: A new publishing company


    

      My love of books didn’t start with literature, though it would later play an important part. No, looking back now, as an editor – all the way back to my birth one Christmas night in 1972, in a small harbour in the Var – it’s the physical object, the paper itself, that haunts my memory…


       


      My mother, Roseline Moreu, was a compulsive collector of all kinds of notebooks and scraps of paper, which she kept in her office in the Galeries Tropéziennes bazaar, which she had taken over and revamped in the mid-70s with the help of Marc Berthier. Amidst her collections of fabrics and samples, stationery and knick-knacks, paper reigned supreme in every size, shape, and form. Soon, our house would be requisitioned for the ever-growing piles of her physician-father’s manias: stamp collections, postcards, even wads of newspaper painstakingly fashioned to serve as kindling.


       


      There were also the ship’s logs from the fleet owned by my great-grandfather, who had left the Neapolitan isle of Procida around 1875 as a cobbler, and rose to become a shipowner in Marseille a few years later… along with an incredible collection of envelopes, brand-new, and bound in bundles of ten with strips of printing paper. One fatal day, I made the mistake of undoing these! My mother’s fury reached epic proportions – something I have witnessed only once or twice in my life – and she was inconsolable. Far more so than the time I chipped the neck of a vase, one of a valuable pair brought over from China on my great-grandfather’s ships.


       


      Paper was worth that much to her! Paper was worshipped, and the paper-maker’s craft along with it.


       


      And here I am now, heir to that same “curse”.


       


      Of course, there followed the pink graded readers, then the green ones, then, notably, Marcel Pagnol, taught to me by Pierre Armand, a French teacher who was only too happy to share with us his boundless enthusiasm for all kinds of weird and wonderful things. And finally, there was Ethel Gerstel’s incredible bookstore, on rue Clémenceau in Saint-Tropez. Ethel and her husband were German Jews, who had chosen to stay in their native country despite Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor, even after the announcing of anti-Jewish laws to come became incessant. It was only in the aftermath of the Nazi book burnings in May 1933 that they decided to flee to France… For them, burning books was unbearable. After much wandering, they eventually found refuge in Saint-Tropez, in a bookstore which they took over in the 50s. Inside that dark, vaulted cave, its walls eroded by saltpetre, one learned that reading was a romp for solitary children longing to be adults, but a far crueller game for adults longing to become children again. As the exacting intellectual Ethel saw it, one had to begin with adventure (she insisted that I “choose” Ivanhoe), then try one’s hand at poetry and the classics, then find one’s way… one’s identity as a reader, by dipping into modern and contemporary authors, subject somewhat to her own random discretion… There was Nina Berberova (thanks undoubtedly to what was still, at the time, a new publishing company, Actes Sud), whose books were printed on slightly textured ivory paper. In Ethel Gerstel’s opinion, literature was to be given as a gift, passed on to other people… but books were to be bought! In her erudite French, with its heavy German accent, she would explain that books were a dying business – and that book sales were what kept literature alive.


       


      Meanwhile, at the age of about thirteen, I progressed to three books recommended to me by a family friend and lawyer, Bruno Lombard: Perfume by Patrick Süskind, The Talent Scout by Romain Gary, and Dominique Bona’s unparalleled biography of the latter author. Something clicked when I read them, and I devoured Romain Gary and his avatar Émile Ajar in less than a year, reading as many of his works as I could get my hands on.


       


      A few months later, I met Simone Carrat, PhD in Literature, who, though taking a break from teaching, remained a bold, boundary-defying advocate for culture. A tremendously eccentric, spirited freethinker, she would host cultural events on Colette and contemporary art, and in the space of a few short months, became the most cultivated and well read of all my mentors. And yet, Simone would never recommend books to me, or try to start conversations on literature. Rather, she would allow the delights of a cup of tea, some honey, the beauty of a setting, a landscape, a face, a body, or a single glance inspire her to quote some rare author, savouring each perfectly chosen word.


       


      As for Gilles de Bure, a journalist, art critic, and expert in design and architecture, he inspired in me a love for precision, for finding the mot juste, and for the craft of truly effective writing. Gilles equipped the avid reader I had become with the tools to discover what would quickly develop into a new obsession… writing, in the physical sense of the term. How does an author, a poet, a journalist, a historian, or a columnist write?


       


      A little later – now alone, but guided by my early experiences, and this host of “unofficial tutors” – I discovered Michel Foucault, Stendhal, Duras, and Tournier, as well as Jules Verne, Agatha Christie, and Salinger. John Irving and Yann Quefélec enjoyed a regular spot in this literary maelstrom, as did Hervé Guibert, Camus, Céline, and Balzac. I fell just as hard for the (at times, naïve) charm of Remo Forlani, as I did for the razor-sharp plume of Cavanna. For several years now, Angot, Despentes, and (somewhat belatedly) Sagan, Genet, and Gide, along with many others, have continued to “teach me fervour”, levity, turmoil, beauty, and elegance, and make everyday life that bit more appealing. And just recently, the memoirs of Marceline Loridan-Ivens and Philippe Lançon have become compulsory night-time reading for me.


       


      Via my various professional projects (not to mention, I must admit, my particular place of birth) I have met and spent time with many journalists in my life.


       


      Upon meeting one such journalist, some twenty years ago – Caroline Mangez, now editor-in-chief of Paris Match – we became almost intuitively, in the space of only a few hours, the best friends in the world. This was even before I had become a fan of her work. Lucky for me, she doesn’t mind having fans as friends!


       


      I remember, on one occasion being completely enthralled to the point of speechlessness as I watched her work, surrounded by her customary Moleskine® notebooks, their pages covered with notes or answers to her unending stream of questions. I saw working her alone at her computer, literally sculpting her article one sentence at a time. As she did so, I heard bits and pieces of what she was writing – which she dictated to herself – followed by an inquisitive “hmm?” that seemed directed at me, but was actually only intended for her… For every phrase, I watched her try a different wording, go back to the original, change some punctuation… then reread the whole paragraph, and repeat this revision process. After that, she reread the article from start to finish, and repeated the revision process once again. In doing so, she was anticipating the cuts that would be made by the copy editor, or during layout: giving herself room for negotiation, without ever jeopardising the publishing deadline. This method of writing, of sculpting a story, resembles a vigorous sports massage: making the body not just fit for a given task, but perfectly equipped for it, in complete harmony with its surroundings. Such writing moves me as profoundly as fiction or poetry, and I hope one day that it will feature among the work of this publishing company.


       


      Dozens, then hundreds of other texts, books, and collections followed, to the point where I will sometimes mix up, even forget, their plots, and (more rarely) their authors… but never the physical books in which I read them! Of the passages which have stuck in my mind, I can still tell you, some thirty years later, whether they began at the top of a left-hand page, or in the middle of a right-hand page, and what the colour and quality of the paper were…


       


      From my mother, I inherited a passion for the physical books themselves, as well as a desire to travel and meet others. My father, Alain Moreu, equipped me with the basics: anti-conformism as a culture in itself and a form of mental hygiene. This is quite paradoxically paired with an almost sheep-like militancy (which at times has bordered on the idiotic), which somehow also encompasses a hatred for preformed opinions and, above all, groupthink. The combination of anger, suspicion, and dread I feel whenever I see more than two people doing and saying the same thing at the same time – even at a concert, a sporting event, or any kind of spiritual gathering – is written into my very DNA, and comes from my father and undoubtedly from his father Marcel before him. Deported to Dachau for being a member of a Communist resistance network, my grandfather miraculously escaped, thanks to the chaos caused by the Nazi retreat, and made it back to France. However, it was his brother René, and future sister-in-law, Madeleine Bellet, who were most deeply involved in Communist militancy and its resistance networks.


       


      Marcel was merely a sympathiser, and deportation rendered him immune to any further group hero-worship or delusion – without, however, inducing him to abandon his political convictions.


       


      In the 60s, Madeleine Bellet went on to assume leadership of the Communist publisher Vaillant (and the newspaper of the same name), as well as the youth magazine Pif Gadget, whose editor-in-chief was none other than René Moreu: a renowned artist, successful illustrator, and former printing technician. It’s hard to convey quite how significant Pif Gadget was at the time, but I can assure you that in the playground of my primary school in Saint-Tropez (which wasn’t exactly a hotbed of Communist press), true hero status was bestowed upon me by my peers, as I would casually flash around my copy of Une vie de Pif, on the cover of which was written in big, black capitals – even above the name of the illustrator, Claude Arnal – my great-uncle’s name… Moreu, like mine!


       


      And that just about sums up my childhood and the years through to early adulthood, when the seeds that would determine my personal tastes and obsessions were planted. I know there will come a day when I will have to round up, annotate, and edit these jumbled family archives and fortunes, which exemplify and embody the Mediterranean’s vital contribution to world civilisation: hospitality, mutual exchange, the art of living, a certain relationship to time… our culture!


       


      For twenty-four years, my professional life has essentially been based at the Galerie Enrico Navarra. It was there, alongside Enrico, Emmanuel Barth, and, of course, Nathalie Prat Couadau (now working at Skira), Sophie Dupriez, and Giancarlo Zampollo of LithoArt Turin, that I learned first the rudiments, then the finer points, of fine-art publishing.


       


      I have overseen the Made by… collection on behalf of the gallery since 2007. Few publishing companies can still afford to be so ambitious or demand such high standards. As part of this project, I have been lucky enough to collaborate with the authors and editors-in-chief Fabrice Bousteau, Johnson Chang, Jérôme Sans, Jérôme Neutres, Marc Pottier, and above all my partner, Frédéric Edelmann, as well as the photographers Amanda Eliasch, Valérie Sadoun, Enrico Dagnino, Tim Franco, and Simon Schwyzer. Together, we have developed unique book-objects, and met artists, collectors, designers, architects, and authors from around the world – first and foremost among whom is my friend Mian Mian, whose book you are now holding.


       


      I hope Enrico will forgive me for expressing how indebted I am to him so openly while simultaneously failing to even scratch the surface of my obligations.


       


      I am indebted to him for getting to spend almost every day of the past twenty-five years surrounded by works by two of the most important artists of the late 20th century – Jean-Michel Basquiat and Keith Haring – an exclusive privilege shared only with the team at the gallery.


       


      Born in what was a truly global village, far before the rest of the world entertained such notions, my advantageous surroundings meant I was fortunate enough to meet, while still very young, many of those figures who influence public opinion, trends, the zeitgeist… I have long considered that my work lay in inviting these people to Enrico’s home in Le Muy, and giving them a taste of the Mediterranean generosity and art of living which he has perfected almost to an art form… Did I say work? It was more like an exceptional privilege, and even today, those with whom I have shared this experience continue to feel the need to thank me and express their gratitude repeatedly…


       


      All I have ever done is take, and I am indebted to Enrico for letting me believe that I might have had anything to contribute. His attitude shaped me and taught me self-confidence.


       


      But above all, I am indebted to Enrico Navarra for my exposure to the true giants of the art world, of music, cinema, architecture, design, fashion, and dance – as well business and media – and for being able to offer them my services, or even on occasion collaborate with some of them.


       


      It was thanks to Enrico that I was able to co-edit my first book with him on the work of the filmmaker and architect Amos Gitaï, who has since become a very dear friend. With infinite generosity, Amos has shared with me his attention and his affection, his culture and his intelligence, his sensitivity, his exacting standards when it comes to the truth… in fact, his exacting standards overall! Above all, he has shared with me the boundless love he has for his friends and family, and the kindness he extends to others – and that is a true life lesson. But the greatest lesson he has taught me, the greatest gift he has given me (and it’s a gift he keeps on giving) is his extraordinary sense of freedom, and the respect he has for the freedom of others. While I am indebted to José Mugrabi for having introduced me to Amos, had it not been for Enrico Navarra, our friendship would never have had the chance to develop.


       


      It’s also thanks to my long-term collaboration with Enrico Navarra that I have enjoyed regular contact with one of his closest friends and colleagues, whom I would not hesitate to qualify a giant among giants: the unclassifiable New York art dealer and artist, Tony Shafrazi. Discussions with Tony are rich, chaotic, heated, sensitive, loud, and unlike anything I have ever experienced. They are an adventure; at once thundering and thoughtful, intelligent, knowledgeable, and tyrannical. During such conversations, Tony can get highly emotional and passionate, sometimes to the point of insulting; torn as he is between rage as words are not able to get his point across quickly enough, and dread that he won’t have enough time to quench his thirst for knowledge and insatiable curiosity.


       


      One resurfaces from a discussion with Tony as one would, I imagine, from a boxing match against a far hardier opponent. With difficulty! Groggily, and often in pain. But whether the chosen topic is the history of art, culture, philosophy, Armenia, Iran, New York, politics, history, cinema, music, science and technology, or medicine, one resurfaces above all with that particularly intimate and gratifying feeling of being the only person Tony is focused on, the only person who truly understands – a feeling one gets, once in a blue moon, from a book, a film, or a piece of work which unlocks the doors into hitherto unexplored worlds – as well as the delicious rush of having been chosen. Once this illusion has passed, only the essentials remain; the crumbs of knowledge one has been able to glean from this veritable cyclone, which often prove far more substantial than everything one had sweated to learn up to that point. With his demanding standards and generosity, Tony Shafrazi never fails to get the best out of every single person he talks to.


       


      For almost twenty-five years now, I’ve watched Tony Shafrazi wander out of rooms we’re all sitting in, and take refuge somewhere else, carrying books whose pages are marked by a piece of paper, or simply a finger. He tirelessly continues to learn and expand his knowledge on every topic under the sun, exploring not only books, but also newspapers and the Internet. The notes he has jotted down on scraps of papers over the years must reach well into the thousands by now! Indeed, I very much hope he has kept them all. What a fantastic book they would make, should they ever be published. It would be a book which perfectly reflected its author: difficult to follow but easy to understand, incisive and combative, thrilling and full of Tony’s extraordinary vitality… A true portrait of the exceptional mind with which this exceptional man is endowed.


       


      Moreover, I am indebted to Enrico for twenty-five years of travelling. Though these have undoubtedly sent my carbon footprint skyrocketing to irretrievable levels, they have also turned me into a global citizen, with a thirst to discover the world I live in, and all its different peoples and cultures.


       


      Considering my bratty tendency to lose interest in things at an alarming rate, I am all the more indebted to him for the fact that I have never felt bored. On the contrary, I have been pleasantly surprised, day after day, by his views on the world and human relationships, and by his analyses of topics far surpassing the art world.


       


      I am indebted to him for creating a culture of laughter and learning, and an atmosphere of benevolence, that has become an integral part of my life to which I am incurably addicted. He has taught me not to be too quick to scoff or say thoughtless things.


       


      I owe everything to Enrico Navarra. More than everything. He has achieved the impossible feat of teaching me to love truth in all things. Without his influence in my life, I could no more write these words, than they could be published in a book for you to read.


       


      All this inspired the creation of Sébastien Moreu Editions, and this book is the first in my Cabinet du Docteur Moreu series. It will comprise works which have, in each of their respective genres, been defined as atypical or unconventional, unfinished or free-form, unclassifiable or abstract. The consulting room in question is, in fact, a dentist’s, belonging to my father (who is still practising) but since I was little, I’ve taken to going there to study, read, or work; invading it, in short, and claiming it as my own personal office and library.


       


      Designed by Marc Berthier in 1972, the room is, to this day, a model of style and skill, which Gilles de Bure praised in an extended article for Créé magazine in 1974. I sneak Sébastien Moreu Editions into it every summer, and many weekends, being careful not to disturb anything; the room must remain exactly as it was. It’s the time capsule of a not-so-distant past, when the little village where I was born was a symbol of freedom, creativity, and artistic excellence, which were not for sale.


       


      I do not have space here to expound the virtues of the incredible, talented, brilliantly extravagant yet elegantly reserved Alexandra Gordienko, born in 1992, and of the entire Marfamily. It was to this “gang” – the authors of the now cult-favourite Marfa Journal – that I entrusted the task of editing a work about my mother, entitled La Dame des Galeries Tropéziennes, in 2016… Marfa managed to put together a rich biography, illustrated through archive material, various correspondences, and contemporary photographs and artwork, all of which was assembled around interviews held in several languages, interspersed with passages of autobiographical fiction, and accounts of several authors. Intricate, creative, resolutely fresh, and uninhibited, this veritable tour-de-force demonstrates how determined the younger generation are to follow their own desires, make their own choices, rethink how magazines or books are structured and read… and above all, place their pride and their faith in the works they produce, in their creative process, with little regard for personal recognition.


       


      Torn between shock and literal incredulity at the violent reappearance of borders that have no memory, this younger generation is nevertheless our best hope, and represents the future of an expansive, pluralistic Europe (a Europe which, until only recently, seemed such a sure thing)… But for some time now, it’s this same Europe which seems to have forgotten how vital it is to curb its inner demons. Thus, it is incumbent upon us to publish, edit, and promote the expression of such talented individuals, whose works are merely the fruits of a labour which History has assigned to our collective intelligence and culture. I do not know if we will achieve this goal, but what I do know for certain is that there is nothing “idealistic” about things which are not just necessary, but urgent.


       


      But I digress… The construction, the architecture of a book, as of a text, an article, a speech… the way in which they are put together, the techniques, style, and method used… these remain my primary motivations as an editor!


       


      I remember being profoundly struck by part of Furio Colombo’s interview with Pier Paolo Pasolini, which took place the day before the latter died. The renowned director and poet had been anxious to finalise this interview in writing, and it was its physical form, far more than the remarks themselves (to which I only really paid attention much later), which touched me deeply upon first reading it. I initially read the passage to myself, then read it out loud again and again, without worrying about what it meant. It was the rhythm, the structure, the architecture of the text itself which made me even more receptive to these delectable chasms of syntax, so perfectly were they arranged:


       


      “Have you ever seen those puppets which make children laugh because their bodies face one direction, and their heads face the other? That’s how I see […] the whole, well-intentioned bunch. Things pass them by, and all the while their heads are facing the opposite direction. I’m not saying that fascism doesn’t exist. I’m saying: stop talking to me about the sea when we’re in the mountains. Here, it’s a different landscape. Here, there’s a desire to kill. And this desire binds us together like ill-fated brothers in the ill-fated collapse of an entire social structure […] As for me, I’m going to Hell, and the things I know won’t disturb other people’s rest. But be careful. Hell is coming to you.”


       


      Finally, I’d like to mention a dear and faithful friend, Abdoulaye Marega. With his fresh new label BJM Records, he has unfailingly kept me in the loop on changes in the urban music scene… The renewal of writing is also partially taking place in this context, even if it is more the exception than the rule, and seems to follow its own trajectory.


       


      The book that you’re holding is the result of my twenty-year-old self’s priorities as a reader… For looks, it should fit in your pocket, but slightly peek out the top. In terms of feel, the pages should be soft to the touch. It should have enough give that you can bash it about a bit, but be tough enough not to fall apart. Having a ribbon to mark your place makes it feel special, but you can just as easily dog-ear the pages, or scribble annotations on them. As for the content, it should challenge notions we believe to be fixed: what does it mean and what does it take to be an author? What defines a literary genre? The front cover should invite another kind of reading, separate to that of the accompanying book. For this book, the cover design was entrusted to the photographer Simon Schwyzer, whose work you will see in many of our future publications, for, on both a personal and professional level, he is closely allied with that which we hope to achieve.


       


      This whole enterprise could also never have got off the ground, were it not for the constant support of my brother, Jean-Claude Moreu, and the much-missed Françoise Thévenet. Moreover, I owe a great deal to the kindness and encouragement of Rosalie Varda, Françoise Pams, Laurence Navarra, Isabelle Moreau, Xavier Brunet, Patrick McKillen, Clément Wattier, Laurence and Patrick Seguin, Mara McKillen, Françoise Lansade, Yoyo Maeght, Rudy Ricciotti and Myriam Boisauvert, Catherine Vincent-Digne and Hervé Digne, Anne de Villepoix, Marie-Christine Labourdette, Stefania Casini, Magali Moulinier, Francis Rambert, Elsa Wolinski, Colline Faure-Poirée, Laurent Truchot, Marie-José Sanselme, Mario Ferreira, Céline Colin, Sandro Schwyzer, Daniel Kennedy, Valérie Duponchelle, Gilbert Haas, Olga Luna, and Doriano Navarra.


       


      I would like to thank Ondi Lingenfelter for her remarkable English translation of the work you’re about to read, and Marie-Pierre Duhamel Muller, not only for the French translation but, above all, for the sound advice she offered a small publishing company just starting out.


       


      I’d like to end this account of what has influenced and inspired me, and that for which I am grateful, with a short excerpt from Romain Gary’s Promise at Dawn – as subtle humour goes, there is far more to it than meets the eye: “As music, dance, and painting, one after another, fell by the wayside, we resigned ourselves to literature, despite the venereal risks.”


      Sébastien Moreu, June 2019
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